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(57) ABSTRACT 

Automated tax return preparation is provided using a rela 
tionship-based intervieW process coupled With universal 
data import. Information is collected through a process 
called the intervieW, during Which a taxpayer is asked 
various questions about her background and relationships 
With ?nancial institutions. The taxpayer provides to the tax 
planning softWare a list of ?nancial institutions With Which 
the taxpayer has a relationship, and the tax softWare retrieves 
tax data directly from the ?nancial institutions. The combi 
nation of the intervieW, universal data import, and existing 
stored data enables an automated tax return system to 
prepare tax returns in advance With minimal user assistance. 
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AUTOMATED TAX RETURN WITH UNIVERSAL 
DATA IMPORT 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATION 

[0001] This application claims priority under 35 USC 
§119(e) from US. Provisional Application No. 60/229,693 
?led Sep. 1, 2000, and titled “Automated Tax Return With 
Universal Data Import,” Which is incorporated herein by 
reference. 

BACKGROUND 

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0003] The present invention relates generally to the 
preparation and ?ling of tax returns using online and desktop 
tax preparation and planning softWare. 

[0004] 2. Description of the Related Art 

[0005] At present, tax preparation is generally based on a 
tax form model for collecting information about a taxpayer’s 
income, deductions, and tax credits. Information is solicited 
from the taxpayer in a Way that directly folloWs the format 
and sequence of government tax forms such as Internal 
Revenue Service forms 1040, 1098, 1099, W2, Schedule E, 
etc. These forms segregate the tax information into tax 
oriented categories of taxpayer status, income, Wages, 
deductions, etc. Because taxpayers are generally not accus 
tomed to thinking this Way on a day-to-day basis, it is often 
counterintuitive and hence dif?cult to provide the informa 
tion requested. Even once the correct form is knoWn, the 
data that must be provided is often not easy to determine. For 
that reason, the process of going through a tax form line by 
line and entering data can be both arduous and counterin 
tuitive. 

[0006] In order to avoid the necessity of going to a CPA 
and having a return professionally prepared, taxpayers have 
turned in recent years to computer programs designed to 
assist With tax return preparation. Most tax preparation 
softWare folloWs the “forms” format in an “interview” in 
Which the taxpayer ansWers questions and inputs data based 
on the sequence of tax forms. There still remains much of the 
confusion and dif?culty of the tax process for the taxpayer 
trying to complete her return. 

[0007] Early attempts at improving tax return preparation 
focused on importing data from ?nancial management soft 
Ware, such as QuickenTM by Intuit of Mountain VieW, Calif.; 
or Money, by Microsoft Corporation of Redmond, Wash 
ington. The TaxLink import system found in Intuit’s Tur 
boTax product provides one Way for users of personal 
?nance applications to import certain data from their ?nan 
cial management softWare into the tax preparation softWare. 
HoWever, the user is required to knoW from Which ?les to 
import tax related data, and must manually conduct the 
transfer. This results in the transfer of data that may not 
actually be necessary for preparation of the taxpayer’s tax 
return. In addition, the user is required to import the data 
prior to entering the intervieW portion of the program. 

[0008] Accordingly, What is needed is a neW Way of 
soliciting information from a taxpayer in order to prepare a 
tax return, Which does not depend on a forms-based inter 
action in order to alloW the taxpayer to provide data in a 
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more intuitive fashion and yet still alloW for the effective and 
accurate preparation of a tax return using tax preparation 
softWare. 

[0009] Another observation that can be made about elec 
tronic preparation of tax returns is that While much of the 
data that must be input into the electronic softWare is 
repetitive from year to year—a taxpayer’s employer, 
employer EIN, bank account, etc., typically change little or 
not at all from year to year—the dollar amounts involved do 
change regularly. Thus, each neW year, and With each neW 
edition of a tax preparation application, this data has to be 
manually entered. Accordingly, What is needed is a Way of 
remembering information about a user from year to year and 
importing only changed data electronically, thus reducing 
the amount of taxpayer information that must be input each 
year. 

[0010] Yet another observation that can be made about tax 
data and preparation of tax returns by a taxpayer is that much 
of the information that is ultimately needed by the taxpayer 
for preparation of his return is already stored electronically 
someWhere outside of the user’s reach. For example, infor 
mation about the taxpayer’s Wages for the year may be 
stored electronically by a payroll provider on its local 
system. At the end of the year, the provider prints a W2 
containing all of the taxpayer’s earning information for that 
year, and typically mails the W2 to the taxpayer. When the 
taxpayer receives the paper W2, he must then enter the data 
into his tax preparation softWare. This process is inef?cient. 
Indeed, for taxpayers Who have not just one W2, but a large 
number of forms received every year as the result of multiple 
relationships With ?nancial institutions, the inef?ciency is 
magni?ed. Thus, it Would be desirable to provide a means by 
Which taxpayers could obtain their taxpayer data from a 
multitude of tax data providers in electronic form suitable 
for import into tax preparation softWare, thus saving them 
the overhead of having to re-input the data by hand into 
electronic tax preparation softWare. 

[0011] Referring noW to FIG. 1, there is shoWn an illus 
tration of a conventional method of tax return preparation 
using tax preparation softWare. At the beginning of the 
intervieW 101, the user has the opportunity to import data 
102. This is typically an all-or-nothing type import, e.g. 
import all available data from Ouicken, or none at all. Once 
data has been imported, the forms-based intervieW 104 
begins. First, the taxpayer is asked to de?ne 106 his status, 
e.g. single, married ?ling jointly, etc. Next, the taxpayer uses 
his W2 116 to enter information about his Wages 108. 
Similarly, Form 1099 118 contains information the user must 
enter for the income section 110, and other forms such as 
Schedule K-1 must also be entered Where necessary. The 
user also enters information about itemiZed deductions 112, 
etc. All of this information must be manually entered by the 
user. Finally, the conventional process ends With the soft 
Ware preparing a tax return document 114. 

SUMMARY 

[0012] In accordance With the present invention, there is 
provided a system and method for automated tax return 
preparation, using a relationship-based intervieW process 
coupled With universal data import (UDI). 

[0013] A taxpayer maintains a plurality of relationships 
With a plurality of ?nancial institutions. A ?nancial institu 
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tion is any entity that provides tax information about tax 
payers, and a taxpayer has a relationship With a ?nancial 
institution if the ?nancial institution provides tax data about 
that taxpayer. The present invention includes an intervieW 
process that solicits data from the taxpayer by inquiring 
about the taxpayer’s relationships With ?nancial institutions, 
and not merely asking forms-based questions that simply 
track the layout of IRS tax forms. 

[0014] There are many Ways in Which taxpayers can 
receive tax data. For example, in one embodiment, the 
taxpayer provides to the tax planning softWare a list of 
?nancial institutions With Which she has a relationship, and 
the tax softWare retrieves information directly from the 
?nancial institution. In one embodiment, the taxpayer selects 
the ?nancial institutions from a list provided by the softWare. 
In alternative embodiments, the taxpayer provides unique 
identifying information about the ?nancial institution, such 
as an employer identi?cation number (EIN), in the case of 
a payroll provider, or such other equivalent identi?ers as 
may be appropriate for different types of ?nancial institu 
tions. The tax planning softWare determines Whether the 
?nancial institution associated With the identifying informa 
tion is able to provide tax data related to the taxpayer. If so, 
then the tax planning softWare retrieves that data and uses it 
to prepare a tax return. 

[0015] Data is imported using universal data import. UDI 
enables the seamless import of tax data from a variety of 
import sources into tax preparation softWare. Import sources 
include ?nancial institutions, ?nancial management soft 
Ware programs, other tax preparation softWare, and the like. 
In one embodiment, data to be imported is provided by the 
import sources in the format of an inherent data structure. A 
forms mapping language maps the data of the inherent data 
structure to various forms and ?elds in order to prepare a 
taxpayer’s return. Imported data is checked automatically 
for completeness, and in one embodiment, only data that is 
missing or incomplete is ?agged for the user’s attention 
before an initial tax return is prepared. UDI enables a 
just-in-time style import Whereby data can be imported 
throughout the intervieW by connecting to ?nancial institu 
tions on an as-needed basis to obtain the data, instead of only 
at the beginning or end of the tax preparation process. 

[0016] Information about taxpayers, including their tax 
payer status and their relationships With ?nancial institu 
tions, is stored and used to create a pro?le for each taxpayer. 
A taxpayer pro?le enables a system of the present invention 
to streamline the tax preparation process for returning tax 
payers by asking feWer questions each year, instead of 
requiring the taxpayer to reenter data that has not varied. A 
summary of skipped topics is provided to the taxpayer to 
ensure that no data has been inadvertently omitted. For neW 
users, default pro?les are used initially to focus the intervieW 
according to the most likely areas of relevance to a particular 
taxpayer based on the taxpayer’s status, including her age, 
marital status, employment etc., While at the same time 
ensuring that accurate returns are prepared for all taxpayers, 
including those taxpayers that do not ?t a standard pro?le. 

[0017] The availability of taxpayer data through UDI and 
the stored taxpayer responses gathered during the intervieW 
process enable the present invention to provide for the 
automatic preparation of tax returns on an ongoing basis. In 
one embodiment, tax data is automatically imported from 
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?nancial institutions and an initial return is prepared Without 
user intervention. The taxpayer is noti?ed that an initial 
return is available for revieW, and the taxpayer then accesses 
the prepared return and makes any necessary changes before 
?ling the return With a tax authority. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0018] The foregoing and other aspects of the invention 
Will next be described With reference to the attached draWing 
?gures, in Which: 

[0019] FIG. 1 illustrates a conventional method of tax 
return preparation. 

[0020] FIG. 2 depicts an Automated Tax Return system in 
accordance With an embodiment of the present invention. 

[0021] FIG. 3 depicts a method for preparation of a tax 
return in accordance With an embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[0022] FIG. 4 is a block diagram of a system in accor 
dance With an embodiment of the present invention. 

[0023] FIGS. 5-10 are screen shots illustrating import of 
tax information in accordance With an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0024] FIG. 11 is a diagram depicting the mapping of 
import data in accordance With an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0025] FIG. 12 is a ?oWchart illustrating a method of 
importing tax data in accordance With an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0026] FIG. 13 is a ?oWchart illustrating a method of 
preparing tax returns automatically in accordance With an 
embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

[0027] In the discussion set forth beloW, for purposes of 
explanation, speci?c details are set forth in order to provide 
a thorough understanding of the invention. It Will be appre 
ciated by those skilled in the art that the present invention 
may be practiced Without these speci?c details. In particular, 
those skilled in the art Will appreciate that the methods 
described herein can be implemented in devices, systems 
and softWare other than the examples set forth. In other 
instances, conventional or otherWise Well-knoWn structures, 
devices, methods and techniques are referred to schemati 
cally or shoWn in block diagram form in order to facilitate 
description of the present invention. 

[0028] The present invention includes steps that may be 
embodied in machine-executable softWare instructions, and 
includes method steps that are implemented as a result of 
one or more processors executing such instructions. In other 
embodiments, hardWare elements may be employed in place 
of, or in combination With, softWare instructions to imple 
ment the present invention. 

[0029] OvervieW 

[0030] Referring noW to FIG. 2, there is shoWn an illus 
tration of the Automated Tax Return (ATR) system. Ulti 
mately, the taxpayer Wants a prepared tax return 202 that she 
can submit to a taxing authority, such as the Internal 
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Revenue Service in the United States, or to other various 
national, state and local governments throughout the World. 
ATR synthesizes data about the taxpayer from three primary 
sources: 1) the taxpayer herself; 2) import sources such as 
?nancial institutions; and 3) information already stored, 
Whatever the original source. Data is obtained from the 
taxpayer herself through direct user input 204. In a preferred 
embodiment, this direct user input is solicited through a 
process called an “interview.” Second, through a process 
called Universal Data Import (UDI) 206, data is imported 
over a communications netWork seamlessly from a variety 
of sources such as banks, brokerage houses, mortgage 
lenders, payroll processors, and the like, and from ?nancial 
management softWare. Finally, information obtained previ 
ously 208, ie for preparation of documents such as prior 
year returns, or obtained over the course of the tax year, is 
accessed by the ATR process in order to avoid asking the 
taxpayer the same questions repeatedly. 

[0031] Referring noW to FIG. 3, there is shoWn an over 
vieW of a process for preparing a tax return in accordance 
With the present invention. The intervieW begins 301 in a 
preferred embodiment not With an all-or-nothing style of 
import, but by asking questions about the taxpayer’s status 
306, e. g. “Are you married,” in order to determine What kind 
of return should be prepared. Stored data 302 is imported via 
UDI 206, so that the taxpayer can rely on information 
already stored elseWhere, eg in Quicken. Next, rather than 
asking the user for his W2 information, she is asked to 
identify her employer. Using UDI 206, this alloWs W2 
information to be automatically doWnloaded from the user’s 
employer or payroll provider 304. Similarly, the user enters 
basic information about her ?nancial accounts 310, eg 
Where she has a bank or brokerage account, and Form 1099 
information is automatically obtained from the bank or 
brokerage house 306. Next, the user is asked Whether certain 
events have taken place during the year 312, eg “did you 
move your primary residence this year?” The ansWers to 
these questions are mapped to appropriate parts of the user’s 
tax return, e.g. Schedule A (ItemiZed Deductions), as 
needed. Finally, a tax return 314 is prepared based on the 
user’s ansWers during the intervieW and the imported data. 

[0032] It Will be appreciated that the process just described 
With respect to FIG. 3 is quite different from the conven 
tional process described With respect to FIG. 1. For 
example, the process just described asks the user questions 
that relate to the taxpayer’s relationships With employers, 
banks, brokerage houses, mortgage lenders, etc., as opposed 
to tax form speci?c questions. Thus, for example, instead of 
providing W2 information line by line, the user simply 
identi?es his employer, and the appropriate data is located 
and imported. The user is asked relationship-speci?c ques 
tions that are easily ansWered, as opposed to more esoteric 
forms-oriented questions used conventionally. 

[0033] System Architecture 

[0034] Tax return preparation softWare exists in a variety 
of forms, and the present invention may be implemented in 
such variety. The vast majority of softWare runs on indi 
viduals’ desktop computers, such as those based on Intel 
Pentium IV or Motorola PoWerPC processors. Another seg 
ment of tax preparation softWare is accessed via the World 
Wide Web. In this context, taxpayers visit a Web site such as 
Intuit’s “TurboTax for the Web” site, and prepare their taxes 
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online, often for a fee. Another context in Which the present 
invention can be implemented is the Wireless communica 
tion device context, such as for use on a Personal Digital 
Assistant (PDA). 

[0035] Referring noW to FIG. 4, there is shoWn a block 
diagram of an embodiment of a system of the present 
invention. System 400 includes an intervieW engine 404, 
user database 406, default pro?le database 428, import 
subsystem 420, further comprising Universal Data Import 
engine 408 and source database 414. Also depicted for 
illustrative purposes are user terminal 402 and import source 
410. 

[0036] System 400 provides functionality enabling AT R as 
described above With respect to FIG. 2. The operation and 
interrelationship of the modules of FIG. 4 are described 
beloW as part of the discussion of the UDI, intervieW and 
data retrieval sections. 

[0037] System 400 may be implemented in various com 
binations of hardWare and softWare, Which may be resident 
on a user’s desktop computer, or on a remote server, or on 

some combination of the tWo. The particular implementation 
of system 400, eg language, operating system, mobile 
design, communications protocols, etc., is not material. 

[0038] 
[0039] Automated Tax Return incorporates an intervieW 
process based upon the practice of structuring tax prepara 
tion around each user’s unique ?nancial life or “pro?le.” By 
adopting this approach in conjunction With the assumption 
that most users’ tax situations change very little each year, 
users can complete their taxes more quickly and easily than 
is possible using conventional softWare. 

[0040] IntervieW engine 404 preferably includes a user 
interface (UI) component for interacting With users 402 of 
system 400. In one embodiment, system 400 is implemented 
in desktop tax preparation softWare, and the UI of intervieW 
engine 404 is displayed When the softWare is started. In 
another embodiment, system 400 exists as part of a Web 
service, and intervieW engine 404 comprises a plurality of 
Web pages. Regardless of implementation, intervieW engine 
404 communicates With user 402 to obtain and present data 
about the user relevant to the preparation of the user’s tax 
return. 

[0041] User database 406 alloWs for the storage of user 
records, including tax data retrieved for a user through UDI 
206, and for data provided by the user herself. In one 
embodiment, user database 406 exists on a user’s local 
computer system. In alternative embodiments, user database 
406 maintains tax data for a plurality of users, and exists on 
a Web server or other third party storage location. 

[0042] Default pro?le database 428 stores several default 
pro?les that can be assigned to neW users When they begin 
the intervieW. While each user has a unique set of data, 
inferences can be made about the user’s tax situation based 
on her status 306, as described beloW. 

IntervieW 

[0043] The structure of the intervieW itself approaches tax 
preparation from the perspective of users’ personal/?nancial 
life, instead of IRS abstractions of income, deductions and 
credits. 

[0044] IntervieW engine 404 approaches returning users 
from the perspective that change in the high-level structure 
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of their tax return is unlikely or infrequent. The intervieW 
allows users to update items from a previous return by 
importing or manually entering information and then move 
on to items that users identify as having changed. 

[0045] For neW users, intervieW engine 404 helps build a 
pro?le that can be used to prepare their taxes year after year. 
System 400 uses multiple default pro?les stored in the 
default pro?le database 428 and screening questions to 
develop tax pro?les for neW users as rapidly as possible. For 
example, in a preferred embodiment, older users With bro 
kerage accounts start With a different default pro?le than 19 
year old college students. Default pro?les suggest responses 
typically appropriate for users of similar demographic types. 
These pro?les are merely starting points, and actual pro?les 
are customiZed as the users proceed through the intervieW. 

[0046] IntervieW engine 404 avoids unnecessary portions 
of the intervieW. Once users indicate that a particular area 
does not apply to their tax situation, intervieW engine 404 
does not ask about it again in future years unless the user 
indicates that some change in their status or ?nancial rela 
tionships has occurred. In a preferred embodiment, a sum 
mary screen is presented to the user 402 containing a list of 
topics that have been skipped and offering the user a chance 
to revisit those topics, in order to ensure accurate returns. 

[0047] The user tax pro?le contains information that 
alloWs intervieW engine 404 to be more effective at alerting 
users 402 to the tax implications of changes in their ?nancial 
lives, and provides the foundation for providing helpful, 
proactive, year-round advice. 

[0048] In a preferred embodiment, once the tax pro?le is 
constructed and stored in user pro?le database 406, it may 
be used by system 400 in various contexts, eg in desktop 
versions of system 400, on the Web, etc. 

[0049] The pro?le leverages user-entered data 204 and 
data obtained from Universal Data Import 206 to increase 
the simplicity of the intervieW by decreasing the number of 
intervieW questions that have to be ansWered by all users. 

[0050] When system 400 is used by a neW user, no 
personal pro?le information Will be immediately available to 
system 400. Thus, intervieW engine 404 begins in a preferred 
embodiment by asking the user questions about the taxpayer, 
proceeding from questions that are more general to ques 
tions that are more speci?c. (In this description, the “user” 
and the “taxpayer” are assumed to be the same person. 
HoWever, this need not be so—a taxpayer may authoriZe 
another person, such as a family member, accountant, etc. to 
assist the taxpayer With preparing her return. Nevertheless, 
for purposes of clarity We proceed on the assumption that the 
user and taxpayer are the same person. Where this assump 
tion does not hold true, it does not affect the materiality of 
What is disclosed in this speci?cation.). 

[0051] Referring noW to FIG. 5, there is shoWn an illus 
tration of a user interface page displayed by intervieW 
engine 404 as part of the intervieW process. In FIG. 5, the 
user is offered the opportunity to import Form W2 informa 
tion electronically from an import source 410. In one 
embodiment the source for the W2 data is the taxpayer’s 
payroll company. In alternative embodiments, the source 
may be the employer itself, or any other entity having data 
about the taxpayer. 
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[0052] Referring noW to FIG. 6, intervieW engine 404 
helps the user to determine Whether her tax data is available 
for import by using the Employer Identi?cation Number 
(EIN) found on the user’s Form W2. When user 402 
provides the EIN, intervieW engine 404 passes the informa 
tion to UDI engine 408, Which then checks the source 
database 414 to determine Whether the provided EIN cor 
responds to a valid import source 410. 

[0053] At present, a small number of payroll companies 
are responsible for providing payroll services for a large 
percentage of employees. Employees and payroll companies 
alike are often concerned about employee tax privacy. 
System 400 addresses this concern by using the employer 
EIN as a primary check to see Whether data for user 402 is 
available for import. Without using the EIN, either payroll 
companies Would have to export lists of names or social 
security numbers to system 400, or system 400 Would have 
to query every possible import source 410 in order to 
determine Whether information Was available for import 
about user 402. HoWever, by exporting only a list of EINs 
to system 400, system 400 determines Whether the EIN 
corresponds to a valid source 410, and thus provides iden 
ti?cation and authentication data to only those sources 410 
believed in advance to contain data about the user, thus 
reducing exposure of the user’s private tax data. 

[0054] Next, and referring noW to FIG. 7, the user pro 
vides identi?cation information in order to retrieve import 
able data from import source 410. In order to ensure privacy 
and security, in one embodiment the user is required to 
provide both the user’s social security number (SSN) 702 
and the Box 1 Amount 704 found on the taxpayer’s W2. 
Since the Box 1 Amount 704 Will not generally be knoWn to 
anyone other than the taxpayer and those Whom he has 
authoriZed to retrieve the data, requiring the Box 1 Amount 
704 as a security precaution provides an adequate method of 
protecting access to the taxpayer’s private data. In alterna 
tive embodiments, other identifying data is used for authen 
tication. For example, the taxpayer may already have a user 
ID and passWord directly With the import source, and the 
authentication scheme may ask the taxpayer to provide that 
information in order to import her data from the import 
source. 

[0055] Referring noW to FIG. 8, a list of available tax 
payer data is provided to the user in WindoW 802. In the 
illustrated embodiment, tax information from the ?nancial 
institution “ProBusiness” includes Wages and Tax informa 
tion from Big Airlines. Thus, in the illustrated embodiment, 
Big Airlines has employed the taxpayer and issued a W2, 
and the W2 is available for import from the import source 
410 ProBusiness. FIG. 9 illustrates a detailed vieW of the 
imported W2 information listed in FIG. 8. In FIG. 10, a 
summary screen provides con?rmation that the data Was 
imported successfully. 

[0056] It Will be appreciated that While FIGS. 5-10 depict 
the import of W2 information, data for other tax forms, eg 
Form 1098, 1099, etc., is imported in a similar fashion in a 
preferred embodiment as the intervieW proceeds. 

[0057] As data is imported, the import subsystem 420 
recogniZes imported data by source 410 and provides feed 
back to users 402 via intervieW engine 404 that indicates the 
level of completeness and accuracy of the imported data. For 
example, When users come across a transferred W2, inter 
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view engine 404 provides obvious visual clues for users to 
easily determine if they need to review imported data for 
accuracy or completeness. (See, e.g., FIGS. 9 and 10). 
Table 1 below provides examples of the user action required, 
given levels of completeness, the source of the data, and 
assumptions made about the accuracy of the data (based on 
its source): 

TABLE 1 

User 
Level of Action 

Data Source Level of completeness accuracy Required 

Financial Institution Complete High None 
Partially complete High Add missing 

items 
Financial Complete High None 
Management Software 

Partially complete Moderate Review 

[0058] Data gathered by UDI engine 408 is used to tailor 
the interview and eliminate unnecessary or redundant 
screens, ensuring that interview engine 404 does not ask user 
402 questions that it already “knows” the answers to. 

[0059] This data acquisition process allows the user 402 to 
select a source 410 from which to import some or all of the 
?nancial data that that source 410 has available. Note that a 
“source”410 in this context is any ?nancial institution or 
?nancial management software. The user 402 is made aware 
that she is importing data that corresponds to a particular 
?nancial term, but not necessarily which forms and ?elds 
will ultimately hold that data. For example, the user might 
import “Stock Sales” or “Tax Data From My Brokerage” 
without necessarily knowing that she is actually importing 
values that belong on IRS Schedule D. (For future reference, 
we refer to this collection of forms and ?elds as an “import 
able,” and a set of data that maps to that collection as an 
“Importable instance.”) The user can “drill down” on each 
importable instance and see to what data it maps. 

[0060] The data acquisition process also allows the user to 
import the set of importables that is most appropriate given 
the user’s current position in the interview process. (For 
future reference, this set of importables is referred to as the 
“import context.”) In one embodiment, the interview engine 
404 allows the user 402 to specify that the user would like 
to import all available importables (i.e. the import context is 
all importables) before the interview even begins. In another 
embodiment, the data acquisition process includes allowing 
a user 402 to import the importable that corresponds to the 
current form/?eld context being viewed. 

[0061] The user 402 is presented with a dialog that dis 
plays all importable instances available from the chosen 
import source 410. If there are multiple importable instances 
for a particular importable, then each instance will be 
displayed as a separate “line item.” In an alternative embodi 
ment, all copies are rolled up into a single “line item.” The 
format of each “line item” contains enough information 
about the data in that importable instance that the user is able 
to distinguish between similar importable instances. 

[0062] Universal Data Import 

[0063] The Universal Data Import component of system 
400 is designed with simplicity for the new and seasoned 
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user of tax preparation software in mind. It enables a user 
interface such as described above, that allows users to 
import data multiple times from multiple sources in the 
context of the relationship interview within the tax prepa 
ration software. Importing tax data as needed can be thought 
of as a “just-in-time” import. In a preferred embodiment, the 
amount of granularity and the frequency of the import is 
variable based upon the users’ needs. 

[0064] System 400 includes an import subsystem 420, 
responsible for importing data from external sources 410, 
such as ?nancial institutions, ?nancial management soft 
ware, etc. The import subsystem 420 includes the Universal 
Data Import (UDI) engine 408 and the source database 414. 

[0065] In a preferred embodiment, the UDI engine 408 
handles data from the following sources: 

[0066] a) Prior year tax preparation data ?les. Users 
can import prior year tax preparation data, either 
from a desktop version of the software, or a web 
based version. 

[0067] b) Multiple ?nancial management software 
data ?les. Users with multiple data ?les can easily 
select parts of each data ?le to import into the tax 
preparation software. For example, if a user has a 
Quicken data ?le for his personal ?nances and a 
QuickBooks data ?le for his small business he can 
easily select Quicken data for Charitable Contribu 
tions and QuickBooks data for legal and professional 
expenses all with the click of a mouse. 

[0068] i) The import process from ?nancial man 
agement software follows a “copy and paste” 
approach, allowing users to import and edit data 
without unlinking category tax link assignments. 
Imported data and user entered data is editable in 
the same manner. 

[0069] ii) Users can select unlinked data in ?nan 
cial management software. For example, a user 
might know that San Diego Zoo membership is 
tax deductible, but have it classi?ed incorrectly in 
Quicken. He can select this transaction and bring 
it across quickly and easily. 

[0070] Some examples of data types that can be imported 
in a preferred embodiment include: Forms W-2, Forms 
1099-INT; Forms 1099-DIV; Forms 1099-B; Forms 1099-R; 
Forms 1099-OID; Forms 1099-MISC; and Forms 1098 (and 
associated impound account information). 

[0071] To eliminate data redundancy, the UDI engine 408 
selects what is likely to be the most reliable source of data 
for each item in the tax return automatically. For example, 
if users track W2 information in Quicken and also have W2 
information available for import from a ?nancial institution 
306, UDI engine 408 automatically imports data from the 
?nancial institution 306, instead of from Quicken. Users are 
thus spared decisions that can be made automatically with a 
relatively high degree of accuracy. Other methods are also 
provided for users with exceptional situations to override 
recommendation and import from the source of their own 
choosing. Table 2 below provides some examples of primary 
and secondary sources for various information in accordance 
with an embodiment of the present invention. 



US 2002/01 1 1888 A1 Aug. 15, 2002 

Secondary Source 

TABLE 2 

Description Primary Source 

Names, address, phone, occupation Transfer 
Dependent information Transfer 
Wages (Form W-2) Financial Institution 

Interest Income (Form 1099-INT) Financial Institution 

Dividend Income (Form 1099-DIV) Financial Institution 

Stock Sales (Form 1099-B) Financial Institution 

Mortgage Interest Payments (Form 1098) Financial Institution 

Vehicle Registration Fees 
Charitable Contributions 
Medical Expenses 
Dependent Care Expenses 

Financial Management Software 
Financial Management Software 
Financial Management Software 
Financial Management Software 

User Entered 
User Entered 
Financial Management 
Software 
Financial Management 
Software 
Financial Management 
Software 
Financial Management 
Software 
Financial Management 
Software 
User Entered 
User Entered 
User Entered 
User Entered 

[0072] In this fashion, the UDI engine 408 gathers and 
presents information from the user’s perspective. Again, 
references to forms and tax line assignments are made 
available, for those who want to “drill down” and manipu 
late their data. 

[0073] In a preferred embodiment, as users proceed 
through the interview, system 400 seamlessly gathers data 
from a variety of sources using the Universal Data Import 
engine 408. In alternative embodiments, UDI 206 occurs at 
a single point in the interview, which may assist users with 
limited network access or bandwidth. 

[0074] The UDI engine 408 is responsible for at least three 
functions in a preferred embodiment: data acquisition, data 
reconciliation, and data manipulation. 

[0075] The UDI engine 408 data acquisition process, 
referred to above with respect to the interview, supports 
import from different types of sources. A ?rst source type is 
an accounting software source type, and it includes sources 
like Quicken, QuickBooks, and other ?nancial management 
software programs. A second source type includes third 
party data providers, i.e. ?nancial institutions. Note that 
these source types can have “subtypes”—for instance, a 
?nancial institution may have one of the following subtypes: 
banks/brokerages, or payroll services. Other sources may be 
available in alternative embodiments, as described below 
with respect to import mapping. 

[0076] Once the user has selected an import source 410, 
system 400 presents a user interface for acquiring data from 
that source. An example of such a user interface is described 
above with reference to FIGS. 5-10. In other embodiments, 
the user interface may include an Open File dialogue, or a 
dialogue where the user can enter her account and password 
for that institution. Note that this UI may vary by platform, 
source type/subtype and even source instance. 

[0077] Once the data acquisition phase has been com 
pleted, system 400 enters the data reconciliation phase of the 
import process. 

[0078] The data reconciliation process allows the user 402 
to reconcile data that is available from a source 410 both 
with itself and with data that has already been either input or 
imported. This process occurs in one embodiment immedi 

ately after the data acquisition phase, at which point system 
400 has determined what information is available for import 
from the chosen source 410. 

[0079] The user 402 can select via the user interface which 
importable instances to import (or exclude). In a preferred 
embodiment, the data reconciliation process imports all 
importables that correspond to the current import context, 
and excludes the rest. If an importable has all of its instances 
rolled up into a single “line item”, then the user can import 
all or none of the instances. If a “line item” in the recon 

ciliation dialog represents a set of data that maps to a 
form/record/?eld that already exists, then the user is made 
aware of this. If the data maps to a multiple copy form or 
record, then the user is made aware of which multiple copy 
form or record to which it maps. 

[0080] Where a con?ict exists between data being 
imported and data already entered, in a preferred embodi 
ment the user 402 is given the opportunity to resolve 
con?icts prior to the import. 

[0081] Data manipulation refers to the process by which 
the user can manipulate data after it has been imported. For 
example, the user can delete an importable instance, and all 
data from an import source. The user can examine a ?eld on 
a form and see whether it was imported. If the ?eld was 
imported, then the user is able to see from which importable 
source it came. The user can also edit an imported ?eld in the 
same way as a user-entered ?eld. 

[0082] 
[0083] Import mapping describes the path of imported 
data from the import source into the user’s tax return. In one 
embodiment, and referring now to FIG. 11, support is 
provided for the import of data stored in multiple formats. In 
order to achieve this support, a standard is provided for an 
inherent data structure 1102. This inherent data structure 
1102 language is independent of forms and ?le formats, and 
maps data into appropriate forms and ?elds 1104 of various 
tax forms, in order to prepare a tax return. Since data can be 
stored in various formats, e.g. Tax Exchange Format (TXF), 
Open Financial Exchange (OFX), Extensible Markup Lan 
guage (XML), Document Type De?nition (DTD), etc., addi 
tional mappings and conversion algorithms may be used in 
order to convert the stored data into the inherent data 

Import Mapping 










