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“The U.S. tax code was written by A students. Every 
April 15, we have to pay somebody who got an A in 
accounting to keep ourselves from being sent to jail.”
-P. J. O’Rourke
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There’s a reason accountants tend to 
be boring. It’s because we like it that 
way. When things get exciting in the 
accounting world, it’s usually because 
something went wrong. The same is 
true when filing your own personal 
taxes. Here are some tips to help 
make sure your tax returns get filed 
without any excitement.

GET ORGANIZED

Nothing helps more than keeping all 
of your financial records organized. 
Know where all of your sources of 
income are generated and keep track 
of them during the year. This way you 
will know who will be sending you a 
1099 or W2 and what it is for. When 
those tax documents start to arrive 
in January, match the totals to what 
you were expecting and make sure the 
number is right. Mistakes do happen 
and it’s better to correct them early 
on. 

TAKE OWNERSHIP

No one knows your personal financial 
situation better than you. Be sure to 
review your pay stubs early in the year 
to make sure your employer has all 
of your deductions and withholdings 
correct. If you find out in December 
that your tax withholdings were too 
low, there’s not a lot you can do about 
it then. 

Check things like 401(k), flexible 
spending accounts and health 
insurance deductions. Review your 
state withholding. If you work for 
a large employer with multiple 
locations, make sure they are 
withholding the correct state. If you 
move to a different state during the 
year, make sure you see the change 
in your paycheck. Some states have 
reciprocal agreements that allow 
employees who work in one state 
but live in another have their state 
of residency tax withheld. If you live 
in MD, NJ, PA, VA or the District 

of Columbia this could apply to you. 
Finding out you paid taxes to the 
wrong state all year long will not only 
lead to penalties and interest from the 
state you should have paid, but you 
could be waiting for months on the 
refund from the state you did pay the 
withholding to. Most importantly, 
check your federal withholding. 
If your income doesn’t fluctuate, 
it’s easy to determine how much 
withholding you’ll have by the end 
of the year. Assuming your income 
hasn’t increased substantially you can 
compare that estimate to the total tax 
on your previous year’s return to see 
how close you will be. 

Your year-end pay stub should be 
exactly what goes on your W2. If 
you’re commission based or self 
employed, you’ll need to track the 
total on a monthly basis to see 
where you are. If your income is up 
or down substantially, make sure 
your withholdings or estimated 
tax payments match. Income tax 
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withholdings are based on the status 
and exemptions you select on your 
W4. Remember, the tax tables don’t 
know if you got married, got divorced, 
had a child or bought a house. If you 
feel like something has happened in 
your life that will impact your taxes, 
ask the question early on to make sure 
you are prepared.

PREPARATION

Once you have all of your tax 
documents together, the next question 
is how to prepare and file your taxes. 
Is it a challenge you want to take on 
yourself or are you better suited to 
seek the help of a tax professional? 
If you’re good with numbers and 
your return is straight forward, (W2 
and mortgage 1098) then using tax 
software and preparing your own 
return is an option. However, if your 
income situation is a little more 
complicated, (self employed, rental 
properties, or multi state income), a 
paid tax preparer is probably the way 
to go. When using a professional, 
there are a few things to keep in 
mind. 

When you sign the return, you are 
confirming that the information on 
it is correct. If your tax preparer is 
encouraging you to take deductions 
that are overly aggressive or flat out 
didn’t happen, don’t sign that return 
and find a new preparer immediately. 
File an extension if necessary, but 
do not send in a tax return that you 
know is not accurate. Also, make 
sure the refund you receive matches 
what the tax return says. If it is any 
different find out why. The IRS is not 
in the business of giving money away, 
and if they realize you received money 
in error, they’re going to want it back. 

While each of these topics could 
be expanded into separate articles, 
it’s important to take away the 
basic concepts. Tax planning isn’t 
something you do once a year; it 
is a year round process. Make sure 
you understand where all of the 
numbers are coming from and what 
they mean. If it’s over your head, 
find someone who you trust that 
can help you. However, don’t rely 
too heavily on someone to handle 
your finances. Your tax preparer most 

ANDY IS OUR TAX ACCOUNTANT 

AND WE ADORE HIM! YOU CAN VISIT 

HIM ONLINE HERE. 

likely has 300 other clients they 
have to worry about, and they can’t 
remember everything pertaining 
to your personal situation. It’s your 
responsibility to make sure you meet 
all of the deadlines. When it comes 
to taxes, get organized, keep it simple, 
and strive to be boring!
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As a small business owner, you wear 
many hats. Well, let’s be honest 
probably all of the hats. One of those 
hats is your bookkeeping. If you 
just sighed, grunted or rolled your 
eyes because you can hardly stand 
to even hear the word bookkeeping 
– trust me, you are not alone. You 
started your business because you 
were passionate about what you were 
doing, not because you wanted to sit 
in front of a computer and record 
your income and expenses. Some 
people like to refer to bookkeeping 
as a “necessary evil” in their business 
and I agree with the part that it’s 
necessary. Whatever it was about the 
word “bookkeeping” that brought on 
the sigh, grunt or eye roll – whether 
it be time constraints that keep you 
from doing it or fear that you’ll do 
it the wrong way, I hope this list 
of things you can expense in your 
business helps you feel a little more 
confident the next time you sit down 
to conquer your books.

These are items that are accepted 
by the IRS as business expenses. 
It’s best to keep track of them in an 

accounting software like Quickbooks 
Online as well as keeping copies 
of receipts (electronic copies are 
acceptable).

Professional Fees 
This could be legal advice, outsourced 
bookkeeping, tax prep or business 
consulting.

Dues / Memberships 
Professional organization 
memberships, chamber of commerce 
memberships or any type of dues you 
pay to an org specific to your trade – 
these can all be expensed.

Taxes & Licenses 
Business license, property tax for your 
business, any type of business license 
required by your state – those are 
covered.

Insurance 
Business liability insurance, health 
insurance (if not available to you 
through spouse or otherwise), 
Workers Comp.

Commissions 
Paying a sales person to bring 

in customers and giving them a 
percentage of sales? Expense that.

Payment Processing Fees 
Paypal, Square, Stripe, Intuit – if you 
are collecting online or credit card 
payments, you’re being charged a 
processing fee that you can expense as 
a Cost of Goods Sold. Tip: Don’t pass 
this fee on to your clients – that’s not 
allowed.

Online Services 
Domain hosting, Web hosting, 
Website security – they’re all 
necessary to keep your website 
running.

Education/Workshops 
E-Courses, Conferences, Workshops, 
there are so many options out there 
to increase your knowledge and soak 
in tips from industry leaders and they 
can all be expensed!

Travel Costs 
Going out of town to meet a client? 
Traveling to one of those conferences? 
Using uber to get you to your photo 
shoot downtown? Expense it.
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Mileage 
Anytime you drive to meet a client, 
vendor, pick up supplies – track your 
mileage. In 2016, every mile you 
drive can be expensed at $0.54 per 
mile.  Parking and tolls can also be 
expensed. Tip: Use the MileIQ app 
to easily track every single drive you 
make and then easily categorize as a 
business or personal drive.

Postage/Shipping 
People still send snail mail, right? Of 
course! It’s so much fun!

Office Supplies / Expenses 
Paper, pens, staplers, paper clips, 
folders, art for the walls, a mouse for 
your computer, you get the point. 

Phone 
Your phone can be expensed but you 
do have to be careful here. If you are 
utilizing your cell phone for both 
business and personal use, you’ll 
need to figure out the percentage of 
business use and that’s what can be 
expensed. If it’s 100% business it can 
be 100% expensed.

Computer and accessories 
If you use your computer 100% for 
business that can be expensed. Same 
goes for an external hard drive, new 
battery or other required accessories.

Rent / Utilities 
If you lease office space, studio space 
or even a warehouse that monthly 
fee can be expensed along with any 
utilities you have to pay along with 
it. If you use your home office, these 
expenses will be calculated at the time 
of filing your taxes.

Interest on Loans 
If you had to take out a loan whether 
it’s from a bank, friend or family 
member – if you are paying interest, 
that can be expensed.
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Meals / Entertainment 
Coffee with a client or vendor, taking 
an employee out for lunch, dinner 
with business partners – these can all 
be expensed as long as the purpose of 
the meal or event is to talk business. 
These are 50% deductible but that will 
be figured out when filing your taxes. 
Some meals are 100% deductible 
though – meals for employees during 
a working lunch, snacks for the office 
or catering for a company outing can 
all be 100% expensed.

Bad Debt 
I listed this one last because I hope 
it never happens to you…but if you 
have a client that has refused to pay 
their invoice, you can expense that 
amount owed as a bad debt and 
essentially write it off.

Now that you see a good list of 
potential expenses, I want to bring 
up to the two expenses that I am 
most often asked about that can’t be 
expensed.

Clothing. Even if your client has 
requested that you wear all black to 

the event or you need a nice dress – 
unfortunately they can’t be expensed. 
IRS has strict guidelines on this and 
basically unless you need a uniform 
(like a postman or pilot would wear) 
you can’t expense it because they 
view it like you could wear it on an 
everyday, regular basis and not just for 
your business. Bummer, I know.

Meals that have nothing to do with 
business. Coffee on the way to your 
studio, drive-thru on the way home 
after a long day at a wedding....those 
cant be expensed. IRS is going to 
view those as personal expenses.

My advice to you is don’t overthink 
it and don’t go overboard. If it’s 
necessary to run your business it 
can likely be expensed, if you are 
questioning whether it’s a legit 
expense or not, it’s probably not.

FOR MORE INFO, YOU CAN 

VISIT STEPHANIE ONLINE. 



If you are in the wedding industry 
or another seasonal business, then 
you know that the off-season can 
be financially lean.  For example, 
photographers that shoot primarily 
outdoors for weddings and events, 
may not have any income from the 
months of December through March 
due to weather constraints.  But, the 
winter doesn’t have to be a season 
of starvation.  Having a year round 
financial plan will enable you to get 
through the lean months with steady 
income.

So, how do you go about ensuring 
you have financial freedom all twelve 
months of the year?  The short answer 
is that you need to put together a 
budget. You can do this on your own 
or work with a business accountant.  

There are three things you will need 
to determine to put together a budget 
on your own.

BUSINESS EXPENSES 

This is the amount of money you  
pay for things that are only related  
to your business - website, advertising, 
telephone and internet, etc.  Do 
not confuse this with your personal 
expenses, like mortgages,  

car payments and student loans.   
You might have to estimate things 
like meals and entertainment.  And, 
don’t forget about things that come 
around once a year, like insurance.

REVENUE 

This the amount of money you will 
collect from your clients over the 
course of a year.  If you are doing a 
budget for the coming year, you might 
only have a few clients booked, so you 
may have to estimate for the other 
months of the year.

PERSONAL NEED 

You should calculate what you need 
to pay yourself each month.  

Everyone’s personal need is different. 
Remember to include your tax 
obligations in your personal needs 
amount.  (This primarily applies  
to LLC and Sole Proprietorships.)

So now, that you have those three 
items pulled together, you should 
add up all of your revenue for the 
year and subtract all of your business 
expenses from that number.  This will 
give you the amount of money you 
have left over to cover your personal 

needs.  If that number isn’t large 
enough to cover your personal needs, 
then you either have to bookmore 
work or reduce your personal need 
to a number that will work for your 
business.

The next step would be to break down 
this same calculation on a monthly 
basis.  In your busy months, you will 
find you are making well beyond your 
personal need.  You should only pay 
yourself your personal need and save 
the rest, no matter how tempting 
it is to spend.  Some clients choose 
to have a second checking account 
(typically free from most banks) to 
set that money aside and remove any 
temptation to use it.

In doing so, this money will be 
available to you, during the lean 
months of the off season, when you 
have little or no revenue coming into 
the business.  In short, you will now 
have enabled yourself to have a steady 
paycheck year round despite the 
seasonal nature of your industry.

YEAR LONG FINANCIAL FREEDOM IN A  

SEASONAL INDUSTRY

BY @ BUSINESSBYBARNHILL
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Tax season is upon us!  For some, 
that statement brings total anxiety 
and for others it is just another date 
on the calendar.  April 15th happens 
every year, yet it always seems to 
sneak up on us!! However, because of 
some practices that Katelyn and I put 
into place, April 15th isn’t a stressful 
deadline for us. Today I want to 
share 3 ways that Katelyn and I have 
helped stabilize our overall financial 
situation!  I am going to be sharing 
some resources that we use and if you 
have any other helpful ideas please 
feel free to share in the comments! 

TRACK EVERYTHING!  

This one is super hard for Creatives.  
Who wants to sit down and keep 
track of Mileage, or balance a check 
book, or sort through receipts? It 
is more fun to be doing things that 
grow our business, but if we let these 
things slip it could mean a huge cost 
to your business in the end!  We 
love using mint.com to keep track 
of our expenses.  We link it with our 
business checking account and tag 
each expense with a different category.  
At the end of the year I print off each 
category to see how much we spent 
on “Albums” or “Travel Expenses” etc.  
This system works really well and our 

CPA always compliments our record 
keeping skills! Little does she know 
that it’s all automated and we hardly 
do anything at all!

OUTSOURCE  

This one is tough because it is hard to 
spend money on things you feel you 
can do yourself.  I was a history major, 
not a math major.  I literally only took 
the one math class in college and I 
only took it because it as required.  It 
is easy for me to hand over payroll 
or book keeping.  One of the best 
resources you have for this is your 
local TuesdayTogether group.  Ask 
people in the group who they use for 
taxes, or book keeping, etc. Because 
we’re not professional CPA’s, this part 
of our business would end up stealing 
hours and hours of our time. We were 
actually losing more money by not 
hiring a CPA.  

RETIREMENT

As I get older (Guys I’m going to 
be 30 in 3 months!) I think more 
and more about retirement.  When 
Katelyn started the business 8 years 
ago, retirement was the last thing 
on our mind.  Being self employed 
can make it difficult because you 
do not work for a company that 

automatically drafts money to put 
into retirement.  I talk with our 
friends who work for big corporations 
who have programs that will match 
how much they put into retirement 
and I think about how nice that 
must be.  Setting money aside for 
retirement has to be a decision that 
you make each year.  About three 
years ago we met with a financial 
advisor who sat down and talked with 
us about SEP Funds (Self Employed 
Pension Funds).  Now I am not a 
financial planner, so I’m not going to 
try explaining all of the tax benefits 
of this account in detail. However, 
the basic benefits of this account are 
that it allows our money to grow tax 
free until we reach retirement age and 
it reduces the amount of income tax 
that we owe each year.   

It took us a while to feel like our 
finances were organized and that 
we were being proactive with our 
retirement plans.  This is definitely a 
process and so you want to make sure 
that you take it one step at a time. I 
hope this was helpful, encouraging 
and motivates you to go out and 
tackle some of the areas of your 
business  that may be a struggle. Let’s 
make 2016 the year that April 15th 
doesn’t scare us! 

3 CHANGES THAT WILL  
IMPACT YOUR 

FINANCIAL  
FUTURE
BY @MICHAELASLOP



intuit Quickbooks has literally 

changed my life in a few short 

weeks! It automatically pulls 

information from bank accounts 

and credit cards, and all I have to 

do is swipe on my iPhone or get 

on my computer and categorize 

the expenses. I can also add miles 

straight in using the app so I 

never forget to record my mileage. 

It also calculates my income, 

expenses, and more for monthly 

and annual reports as I go. I’m 

loving it! 

@MARIAGRACEPHOTOGRAPHY 

 

When you go Pro go Pro. Finding 

professional to help me in that 

department was time saver. I 

am artist, I do not have head for 

numbers or desire to really work 

on it. I found amazing accountant 

who is always email away when I 

have questions. I am also content 

that IRS wont audit me since all 

my tax returns are reviewed by 

professional. 

@PAULINAGWALTNEYPHOTOGRAPHY

As a creative that hates clerical 

work, it’s hard for me to push 

aside tasks that include taxes, 

bookkeeping, and anything 

about numbers. One thing that 

really helped me start organizing 

the accounting aspects of my 

business is having a set time to sit 

down and fill out expenses, input 

invoices, and mark outstanding 

balances. I prefer to get it out 

of the way so I can end the day 

with a lovely editing session, so 

I schedule my “office” time from 

9-11am everyday! 

@SINCERELYEMELIA

Our studio lives and breathes 

by the PPA’s benchmark survey 

recommendations, and we 

keep our books using their 

recommended ‘managerial style 

accounting’. We have an amazing 

bookkeeper that is trained to do 

just that, and she is worth every 

penny! All of this enables us to 

keep a very close eye on income, 

profit margin, spending, and 

expenses from month to month 

and year to year. 

@PURE7

Using the MileIQ app to track 

mileage has been so helpful! I 

would always forget to write 

down my mileage and this tracks 

it for you everytime you drive 

somewhere! So so easy!  

@RHEMAFAITH

Make sure everything you do is 

on the right path, for the right 

reason. Do not go into debt 

for your business, and use your 

business SMARTLY to help your 

family realize big financial goals! 

Take personal time to go through 

Dave Ramsey’s Total Money 

Makeover steps and live the 

principles in your business and 

your personal life. When you use 

money smartly, it can work for you 

and be a blessing, not a curse. - @

GREATLAKESPHOTO

Wave Accounting software is 

completely free to use (other than 

credit card fees) and although it’s 

more limited than other studio 

management software, I am able 

to create professional looking 

online invoices, accept credit card 

payments, and have all of my 

financial reporting in one place. I 

also love that I can upload photos 

of receipts through the iPhone app 

so I’m not holding onto pieces of 

paper for a year until tax time.  

@DESTINEESTARKPHOTOGRAPHY

MileIQ for tracking mileage! Or 

TaxBot for mileage & receipts! 

Both are extremely useful for 

automating an otherwise arduous 

task. Quickbooks is also fabulous 

since most accountants prefer 

it and can access your records 

remotely.  

@DELEGATEANDELEVATE 

At the first part of every month 

I am very intentional about 

scheduling time JUST to double 

check and categorize my income/

expenses/mileage from the 

previous month using 17 Hats and 

MileIQ. I mean this is serious...taxes 

before Bachelor (or whatever else 

I would be tempted to use as an 

excuse)! On that same day, I file/

pay any taxes I owe to the State. 

At the end of the tax year it takes 

me 10 minutes to email all of that 

information over to my superhero 

tax man...stress-free, amen!  

@LYNDSEYGARBER

F I N A N C I A L  T I P S  
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It might seem obvious but setup 

a separate bank account for your 

business. Only use that bank 

account for all business related 

expenses and automate everything 

tax and book keeping as much 

as possible so you are working 

less behind the scenes. A little 

preparation goes a long way in the 

whole scheme of things!  

@HARMONYLYNNPHOTOGRAPHY

This is something I learned before I 

even opened my own business - no 

matter how much it pains you, no 

matter how much it goes against 

your personality you have to stay 

organized and up to date as you 

go along (whatever software 

system you pick). I was and still 

am in charge of keeping track 

of and filing my husbands work 

expenses (which are confusing 

and astronomical). The first year 

we filed married jointly, I spent 

weeks in tears trying to find all the 

receipts, reports, mileage logs, etc. 

After that we got a system in place 

to stay up to date daily. Even if 

you have a great software system, 

if you aren’t keeping up to date 

on it you will be doing yourself 

a disservice. That immediately 

applied to my business when I 

started pursuing it as more than 

just a hobby. It’s so important 

to keep up with things as you 

work and complete projects/

contracts/etc. Whether you do 

your accounting and taxes yourself 

or hire someone, you save yourself 

a ton of time and frustration 

this way, and you’ll have the 

information in front of you to 

easily create reports, track your 

growth, and see if you need to re-

evaluate pricings and procedures! 

@LARKSPURANDLAUREL

Don’t go it alone! Reach out to 

others to find small business 

centric attorneys and accountants. 

You’ll create a legal and secure 

business while supporting another 

small business. Most states and 

cities have designated employees 

to assist in getting you up 

and running, they want to see 

small businesses succeed in the 

community! 

@LAURENBUMANPHOTOGRAPHY

Keep excellent records from the 

beginning. Having to go back and 

sort through or try to find a year 

of receipts can be a nightmare. I 

love Quickbooks and since I use 

the online version my accountant 

is able to pop in anytime to check 

up on things. Make sure to put 

notes on your receipts (for your 

own records). Reconcile your bank 

statements. If this is something 

you absolutely hate....outsource. 

Also, open a business account and 

have all of your business related 

transactions go through that 

account. It helps tremendously. I 

know it can seem daunting to start 

up but imagine not starting now 

and having to go back and account 

for everything. Organization is key. 

@KIMLYNPHOTOGRAPHY

I am still finding that perfect 

tracking system. Right now I’m 

using Wave, it’s free and has been 

really great but isn’t the all-in-

one I eventually would like to 

implement. I have to say that the 

most rewarding thing I’ve done 

this year in regards to finances 

was hiring someone to do my 

taxes. It’s been an immense load 

off, to allow myself time to focus 

on much more important things.  

@JENNIFER_HIBBERD_PHOTOGRAPHY

My goal for 2016 is to get my back 

office running smoothly. I started 

using 17 hats but I’m not a fan of 

their bookkeeping portion. I’m 

working with Quickbooks Self-

Employed as a trial and so far I 

think this is the best option for 

keeping my accounting on track! 

Staying organized by keeping 

your receipts and A/R in binders 

and dedicating days to work 

on updating your accounting 

information will save you a lot of 

headache down the road!  

@NICOLELEWISPHOTOGRAPHY

I find the the single one most 

helpful thing that has helped me is 

keeping everything in one system 

that tracks all expenses this way 

end of year its one print out. Last 

few years I’ve used flint, but they 

are going out of business so I’m 

transitioning to another system 

this month. 

@BLOSSOMBLUEPHOTO



TUESDAYSTOGETHER DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1) What are some struggles in organizing your business finances?

2) What programs/systems do you use to stay organized?

3) Who uses an accountant, bookkeeper, or other financial resource? Why? Has it been beneficial?

4) What routines have been helpful in staying organized financially?

These are just to start the discussion. Feel f ree to include your own and encourage group members to do the same! 

ON YOUR OWN 

1 ) What program/system am I using to organize my finances?

2 ) What day of the month will I dedicate to making sure my finances are organized?



THANK YOU TO OUR TUESDAYSTOGETHER LEADERS,  

ANDY LUTZ,  STEPHANIE THACKER,  TOM BARNHILL & MICHAEL 

ALSOP FOR CONTRIBUTING TO THIS GUIDE! 


