
One of the biggest decisions taxpayers face 
each year is how to file their returns. Last year, 
86 percent, nearly 132 million, of returns 
were filed with tax software. But mo1st of those 
computer-prepared and e-filed returns — 
almost 79 million — were completed by tax 
professionals.

Why hire a tax pro to do your taxes online 
when you can use similar software to do the 
job yourself? Here are four questions to help 
you decide.
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#1#1 How much are you willing
to spend?

Paying a tax professional can add up, 
especially if your filing requires a lot of 
forms and time. A National Society of 
Accountants survey released in 2015 found 
the average fee to complete a Form 1040 
with itemized deductions on Schedule A 
and a state tax return was $273. That’s 
along the lines of IRS estimates, which 
found the cost of filing a 1040 was $270.

You can buy tax software, on the other 
hand, for less than $100. Discounts 
common during tax season can slash the 
retail price even more. And if your adjusted 
gross income falls below $64,000, you can 
use the IRS’ Free File, which, as the name 
suggests, allows you to prepare and file 
your taxes at no cost.

#1#2 How much time do you
have?

The IRS estimates that you’ll need 16 hours 
to complete a Form 1040. That’s the 
individual return that, according to the IRS, 
69 percent of us use. The hours to 
complete this longest of the three options 
take into account gathering records, tax 
planning and filling out and submitting the 
return.

The dollar cost to do your taxes is 
worth consideration, but don’t forget 
the value of your time.

If you use a tax preparer, you’ll also have to 
commit some time to gathering tax 
statements and other material. But once 
you deliver the necessary documents, 
you’ll have more time for other tasks

#1#3 How complex (or not) 
is your tax life?

If you’re a single filer who rents an 
apartment and your workplace 401(k) is 
your only investment, tax software should 
work fine. Even when things get a bit more 
complex — you get married, have a child 
and itemize deductions for the first time — 
most software will walk you through these 
tax situations.

While comprehensive tax software can 
handle these more complex tax situations, 
it cannot talk with you about your plans 
that could affect your taxes. A tax 
professional, however, can outline what 
might happen if you want to donate rather 
than sell the stock your Uncle Henry left to 
you. A tax adviser can offer insight into tax 
law changes that might affect you and 
whether you should make certain moves 
now or wait.

But if you run your own business, either as your main job or on the side, buy a 
home or inherit property, it’s probably a good time to get some personal tax 

advice and guidance.

#1#4 Are you ready, willing and
able to deal with the IRS?

By signing your tax return, you are 
responsible for all the information on the 
forms. If you do your taxes yourself, that 
means you’re the one the IRS will come to 
with any questions — possibly years after 
you’ve filed.

A tax pro, however, can be your point 
person. By filling out a line on your 1040, 
you can direct the IRS to bring any 
questions about the filing to your tax 
preparer. If you want to go further, you can 
give certain kinds of tax preparers — 
enrolled agents, CPAs, attorneys — power 
of attorney to represent you before the IRS.
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