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From the Heart...






. . . Life Skills for Today





By Sharon L. Benedict MS, CLC

Recordkeeping—the Home Basics

Albert Einstein once stated that “Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler.”  When setting up a household as well as a business recordkeeping system, keeping it as simple and user friendly as possible needs to be our goal. This is not always an easy task and becomes more complex when assessing the basics for a business. 

Let’s start with the home (although there may be some overlap if you own your business or have a home-based business). In the last issue I asked you to think about how you keep your personal household records and if you save receipts (e.g. pay slips, other income sources, household receipts/bills—food, housing, utilities, clothing, medicine, nutritional supplements, cable TV, car repairs, and bank statements). If you haven’t set up a recordkeeping system nor save receipts, this is the day to start.


Although I am confident many readers may already have some type of system, I am going to start with the basics here. The following offers you the essential start up equipment and supplies you should have in your home:
· An adequate space or room for a desk, computer, email program, money management and word application software program (e.g. Outlook/Outlook Express, Intuit Quicken, Microsoft Money, Word, Wordperfect), printer, ergonomic chair, guest seating, phone, book shelf, sufficient overhead and desk lighting, adequate air circulation features (windows/doors/fan/A-C)

· A records storage system (e.g. two-drawer or four-drawer filing cabinet  (file boxes can be initially used if more affordable for you right now; eventually move on to a quality filing cabinet; pendaflex hanging frame set/hanging folders; 3 tab manila folders)

· Set up one file cabinet drawer for placing labeled tabs for each household recordkeeping category, tax and non-tax related—sorted by alpha, numeric, or chronological arrangements to make information easy to retrieve.
In smaller apartments and homes, people often utilize a closet for their first office space, or an extra bedroom. There are many creative ways to find your niche. The office space and equipment you allow in your home should accommodate bill writing, letter writing, and other useful office activities.  Have your desk near your phone, computer/printer, and filing cabinet. 


Once you are set up, start to routinely set aside 1-2 hours once/week for office activities and recordkeeping.  You can also arrange it around your pay schedule (e.g. once a week/twice a month). Here are a few tips:

· Mark your calendar with due dates for certain bills or in your money management computer program (w/ early warning alerts)
· For office furniture, first choose what you already have. 

· Maintain an active and inactive file storage system in separate drawers or cabinets 
Make sure you set bill due dates at least one to two weeks in advance of deadline (e.g. premiums on auto, health, homeowners insurance, medical. You can also consider using monthly automatic payment options with your bills to save you the trouble of trying to remember to pay essential fixed expenses. In addition, many banks and financial institutions now have automatic download features for all transactions allied with money management software programs. For office furniture, you can also check out garage sales, second hand furniture stores, friends, family, neighbors.
 When storing inactive files, the typical time period for saving tax records range from about three to seven years (www.irs.gov). The time period is similar for nontax purposes (e.g. insurance claims, creditors).


Recordkeeping is an essential activity that enhances your understanding of and skill in maintaining accurate records for both personal and professional use. You also gain the opportunity to develop your own personal financial management skills in budgeting, financial planning, spending habits, and tasks common to simple office routines.


If you struggle with these skills, take a specific course on recordkeeping or hire an organizational coach/consultant. If you are among a number of people who have their own bookkeeper or CPA, I recommend you still become skilled in the basics before handing over your financial records to others. This is an important check and balance on their integrity, accuracy, and confidentiality since you will be sufficiently savvy to watch out for yourself. In today’s internet/networking world, privacy and confidentiality are critical issues.


There are a variety of online and local courses on recordkeeping through high school, college, and university continuing education programs. You can also check out the local Chamber of Commerce for available coach/consultants to help you get organized.


You will then build your knowledge and skills required in today's world of work and home. Recordkeeping helps you stay accountable, preserves integrity, and helps reign in spending. Records are also a vital aid in remembering desired information and access to important documents; challenges you to more objectively communicate with your family on money issues; and strategically assists you in problem-solving and making important life decisions. 

For the next issue, additional basic tips and resources will be offered. In the meantime, how about completing the following two statements:
· I know I need to keep records but ______________________________.

· I commit today to establish a recordkeeping system that will help me _________________________________________________________.
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