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Unvarnished Reviews Research

This report synthesizes data from 25,000+ verified user reviews and practitioner community posts
collected from G2, Capterra (20,610 QuickBooks Enterprise reviews, 3,269 Xero reviews, 958
FreshBooks reviews), TrustRadius, Reddit r/smallbusiness and r/accounting, and independent pricing
analyses. Pricing data reflects vendor pricing pages, CostBench verified transaction data (309
QuickBooks purchases), NerdWallet pricing history analysis, and independent procurement analysis
current as of June 2026. Full research methodology at unvarnishedreviews.com/methodology. Research
Notes available on request at editorial@unvarnishedreviews.com.

The Verdict Up Front

QuickBooks Online is the dominant SMB accounting platform, used by millions of small businesses,
supported by the largest network of ProAdvisor CPAs in the industry, and the platform most
accountants and bookkeepers know how to use. It is also owned by Intuit, which raised QuickBooks
Online prices every summer since 2023, Simple Start from $30 to $38/month (+27%), Plus from $90
to $115/month (+28%), Advanced from $200 to $275/month (+38%). The 50% introductory discount
that makes QuickBooks appear affordable disappears after three months. The Simple Start to
Essentials plan jump is 97%. Payroll is a separate add-on starting at $50/month plus $6.50 per
employee. Payment processing fees run 2.9% + $0.25 per invoice payment. A business processing
$50,000/month through QuickBooks Payments pays $17,940/year in processing fees alone. The
median QuickBooks customer pays $900/year from 309 verified purchases, the number that matters
more than any promotional rate.

Xero is the accounting platform for growing teams that need unlimited users without per-seat
charges. While QuickBooks charges per user and forces plan upgrades when user limits are hit, Xero
includes unlimited users on every plan. Its JAX (Just Ask Xero) generative Al assistant, launched in
2025, can draft emails, generate reports, and answer financial questions in natural language. Its
Starter plan at $29/month covers solopreneurs and early-stage businesses. Its primary documented
limitation: reporting is less customizable than QuickBooks for complex deep-dive analysis, and payroll
requires a separate Gusto integration ($40/month+ additional) rather than a native add-on.

FreshBooks is the invoicing-first accounting platform for freelancers, consultants, and service
businesses that bill by the hour or project. Its time tracking, project management, and client portal
features are more developed than QuickBooks or Xero for service businesses. Its accounting depth,
double-entry bookkeeping, inventory management, complex tax reporting, trails both competitors.
Starting at $19/month after promotional pricing, FreshBooks is the most accessible entry point for
solo professionals who need professional invoicing more than they need a full accounting suite.

Recommendations: For most small businesses with employees, inventory, or complex accounting
needs: QuickBooks, with explicit budgeting for annual price increases. For growing teams where
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multiple users need access without per-seat fees: Xero. For freelancers and service businesses where
invoicing and time tracking are the primary workflows: FreshBooks.

The QuickBooks Pricing Pattern: Documented Annual
Increases

QuickBooks Online prices have increased every summer since 2023. The pattern is documented from

NerdWallet's pricing history analysis and independently verified:

Aug 2023 Aug 2024 Jul 2025 Increase (2yr)
Simple Start $30/mo $35/mo $38/mo +27%
Essentials $60/mo $65/mo $75/mo +25%
Plus $90/mo $99/mo $115/mo +28%
Advanced $200/mo $235/mo $275/mo +38%

What to budget: NerdWallet's published pricing-history analysis puts the average annual increase
since 2023 at 12.7% for Simple Start, 11.9% for Essentials, 13.1% for Plus, and 17.3% for Advanced,
the highest tier compounding fastest. A Plus subscription at $1,380/year today could reach
$1,780-$1,990 by Year 3 at that rate. Organizations signing multi-year QuickBooks commitments
should model future pricing explicitly rather than budgeting at today's rate.

The introductory discount trap: QuickBooks offers 50% off the first three months, making Simple
Start appear to cost $19/month. After month four, the full price applies and the bill effectively doubles
overnight. Practitioners specifically call out this pattern: "I tell my clients not to build a budget
around that number."

The forced upgrade pattern: QuickBooks gates features by plan, not by add-on. Need to track
vendor payments? Essentials ($75/month) minimum. Need inventory? Plus ($115/month) required.
Want custom user permissions? Advanced ($275/month) only. The Simple Start to Essentials jump is
97%, $38 to $75/month, triggered simply by needing a second user or bill management.

QuickBooks Desktop: Renewals jumped from $999/year to $1,149/year in July 2025. Intuit has been
actively migrating Desktop users to Online subscriptions, and Desktop's future roadmap is uncertain
for long-term planning.

Platform Ratings at a Glance

Platform G2 Capterra Key Audience

QuickBooks Online 43/5 4.5/5 (20,610 reviews) SMB, complex
accounting

Xero 4.3/5 4.4 /5 (3,269 reviews) Growing teams,

unlimited users
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Platform G2 Capterra Key Audience

FreshBooks 45/5 4.5/5 (958 reviews) Freelancers, service
businesses

FreshBooks' higher G2 rating reflects the satisfaction of buyers who are using the right tool for their
specific use case, service businesses and freelancers for whom invoicing and time tracking are the
primary workflows. QuickBooks' larger review base reflects its market dominance.

Who Each Platform Is Built For

QuickBooks Online is built for small businesses that need full accounting functionality, payroll,
inventory, project profitability, 1099 management, and the accountant ecosystem that most CPAs and
bookkeepers know. It is the most feature-complete of the three for complex small business accounting
needs.

Xero is built for growing businesses that need multiple users to access financial data simultaneously,
founders, bookkeepers, accountants, and operations staff, without paying per-user fees. Its unlimited
users policy is the most important differentiating feature for teams above 3-4 people.

FreshBooks is built for freelancers, consultants, agencies, and service businesses where the primary
accounting workflow is invoice-first, sending professional invoices, tracking time against projects,
managing client relationships, and collecting payments. Its accounting depth is intentionally lighter
than QuickBooks or Xero.

What Users Report

QuickBooks: What Works

Capterra reviewers with 20,610 reviews consistently praise three areas: accounting depth,
ProAdvisor ecosystem, and integration breadth.

The ProAdvisor network, CPAs and bookkeepers who specialize in QuickBooks, is specifically called
out as a practical advantage. When something goes wrong or a tax question arises, finding a qualified
accountant who knows QuickBooks is significantly easier than finding one who knows Xero or
FreshBooks. The accountant ecosystem is unmatched.

Integration depth, QuickBooks connects with hundreds of third-party apps including Shopify, PayPal,
Square, and industry-specific tools, means it fits into existing business workflows without requiring
workarounds.

Payroll integration, optional but native, handles tax filing in all 50 states. For businesses that want
accounting and payroll in one system without a separate Gusto or ADP subscription, QuickBooks
Payroll is the most frictionless option.

QuickBooks: What Doesn't Work
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Annual price increases are the dominant complaint, documented by NerdWallet at 11.9%-17.3%
annually since 2023, with the Advanced tier compounding fastest. Intuit owns both QuickBooks and
Mailchimp, and the pricing trajectory of both platforms reflects the same post-acquisition pattern.

The forced upgrade structure penalizes growth. Adding a fourth user forces a jump from
Essentials ($75/month) to Plus ($115/month), a 53% price increase triggered by a single additional
employee needing accounting access.

Hidden costs accumulate. Payroll ($50/month base + $6.50/employee), payment processing (2.9%
+ $0.25 per transaction), and add-ons for time tracking and advanced reporting layer onto plan
pricing. A small business using QuickBooks Plus with payroll for 10 employees and payment
processing pays significantly more than the $115/month plan price suggests.

In-app upsells for payroll, payments, and advanced reporting are documented as persistent,
practitioners describe the experience of being prompted to purchase add-ons regularly.

Xero: What Works

Reviewers consistently identify three strengths: unlimited users, clean interface, and the JAX Al
assistant.

The unlimited users policy is Xero's most distinctive competitive advantage. A business with four
employees who all need accounting access pays the same Xero subscription as a business with one.
QuickBooks Plus caps at 5 users before requiring the Advanced plan at $275/month. For teams above
3-4 users, Xero's per-plan pricing frequently produces better total cost than QuickBooks.

JAX (Just Ask Xero), the generative Al assistant launched in 2025, is specifically praised for making
financial data accessible to non-accountants. "Show me overdue invoices" or "Which clients haven't
paid in 60 days?" produces answers without requiring report navigation or accounting knowledge.

The mobile app is rated consistently above QuickBooks' for ease of expense capture and invoice
management on the go.

Xero: What Doesn't Work

Reporting is less customizable than QuickBooks for complex analysis. Businesses that need
deep, customizable financial reports for board presentations or complex multi-entity structures find
Xero's reporting clean but limited compared to QuickBooks Advanced.

Payroll requires Gusto, a separate $40/month+ subscription, rather than a native integration. For
businesses that want accounting and payroll in one platform, Xero's payroll story is less integrated
than QuickBooks.

Starter plan limitations. Xero's $29/month Starter plan limits invoices and bills to 20 per month, a
constraint that most growing businesses quickly outgrow, forcing a jump to the $46/month Growing
plan.

FreshBooks: What Works

Reviewers consistently praise time tracking, client portal, and professional invoice quality as
FreshBooks' primary strengths.

Time tracking integrated directly into project management, logging hours against specific clients and
projects, converting time entries to invoices with one click, is the workflow that QuickBooks and Xero

© 2026 Unvarnished Reviews LLC - Independent research - No vendor relationships - unvarnishedreviews.com 4



handle less elegantly. For consultants and agencies that bill by the hour, this workflow is
operationally central.

The client portal, where clients can view and pay invoices, approve estimates, and communicate
directly, is specifically praised as a professional differentiator for service businesses.

FreshBooks: What Doesn't Work

Accounting depth is limited. FreshBooks is invoice-first, not accounting-first. Double-entry
bookkeeping, inventory management, complex tax reporting, and the depth of financial analysis
available in QuickBooks and Xero are not FreshBooks' design priorities.

Per-client pricing model on lower tiers, FreshBooks Lite ($19/month after promotional pricing)
limits billable clients to 5. Growing beyond 5 active clients requires upgrading to Plus ($33/month) or
Premium ($60/month).

Not appropriate for product businesses. FreshBooks has no native inventory management. For
businesses that sell physical products, QuickBooks or Xero are the appropriate choices.

Pricing Reality (June 2026)

QuickBooks Online

Plan Price Users Key Feature Gate

Solopreneur $20/month 1 Basic invoicing, expense
tracking

Simple Start $38/month 1 Single user only

Essentials $75/month 3 Bill management, time
tracking

Plus $115/month 5 Inventory, project
profitability

Advanced $275/month 25 Custom permissions,

24/7 support

Add-ons (separate from plan):

QuickBooks Payroll Core: $50/month + $6.50/employee
QuickBooks Payroll Premium: $88/month + $8/employee

Payment processing: 2.9% + $0.25 per invoice

Median verified customer: $900/year from 309 CostBench purchases.

Xero
Plan Price Users Key Limitation
Starter $29/month Unlimited 20 invoices/bills per

month
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Plan Price Users Key Limitation
Growing $46/month Unlimited Unlimited invoices/bills

Established $69/month Unlimited Multi-currency, expenses

Payroll: Gusto integration required, from $40/month base + per employee fee.

FreshBooks
Plan Price Clients Key Features
Lite $19/month 5 Basic invoicing, time
tracking
Plus $33/month 50 Proposals, recurring
invoices
Premium $60/month Unlimited Advanced team features
Select Custom Unlimited Dedicated account
manager
Promotional pricing applies for first 3-6 months. Budget at standard rates.
TCO Comparison: 5-Person Service Business, Annual
Platform Base Annual + Payroll (5 employees) Total
QuickBooks Plus $1,380 $1,590 $2,970
Xero Growing + Gusto $552 $960+ $1,512+
FreshBooks Premium $720 External payroll $720+ payroll

For a 5-person service business, Xero's unlimited users plus Gusto payroll frequently produces lower
total cost than QuickBooks Plus with native payroll, the opposite of what the QuickBooks plan price
suggests.

The Decision Framework

Choose QuickBooks if:

* Your accountant or bookkeeper specifically uses and recommends QuickBooks, the ProAdvisor
ecosystem is a genuine practical advantage

* You need native payroll with 50-state tax filing in one platform without a separate subscription

You have inventory management requirements that require Plus or above

* You have modeled your cost at 24 and 36 months with NerdWallet's documented 12%-17% annual
increases factored in

* You are aware of and accept the forced plan upgrade structure when user or feature limits are
reached

Choose Xero if:
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Multiple users need accounting access and per-user pricing is a material cost concern

Your team is between 3-10 employees where Xero's unlimited users policy produces better total
cost than QuickBooks

You want Al-assisted financial queries through JAX without paying for QuickBooks Advanced
You use or plan to use Gusto for payroll and prefer best-of-breed integrations over all-in-one

International operations with multi-currency requirements are in scope

Choose FreshBooks if:

* You are a freelancer, consultant, or service business where invoicing and time tracking are the
primary workflows
Billing by the hour or project against specific clients is central to your business model

The client portal for professional invoice presentation and payment collection is operationally
important

You do not need inventory management or the depth of financial reporting in QuickBooks or Xero

The pre-signing checklist for QuickBooks specifically:

1. Identify which plan tier your actual requirements land on, not the introductory plan

2. Count your users, if you're at 4-5 users, model which plan tier that requires

3. Model payroll separately, $50/month base + $6.50/employee is not in the plan price

4. Budget at standard rates, not the 50% promotional rate, the promotion expires after 3 months

5. Budget 12%-17% annual increases for Years 2 and 3, per plan tier

The Bottom Line

QuickBooks, Xero, and FreshBooks serve clearly differentiated buyer profiles, and choosing the
wrong platform for the wrong profile produces the most common small business accounting
frustration: outgrowing the tool you chose, migrating to a new one, and reconciling the data
difference.

QuickBooks is the most appropriate choice for small businesses that need full accounting depth,
native payroll, and the largest accountant ecosystem. Its annual price increase pattern, documented
by NerdWallet at 11.9%-17.3% since 2023 under Intuit ownership, is the most important financial
planning input for any QuickBooks commitment. Budget for what Year 3 will cost, not what Year 1
costs today.

Xero is the most appropriate choice for growing teams where multiple users need accounting access
and per-user pricing creates disproportionate cost. Its unlimited users policy, JAX Al assistant, and
Gusto integration frequently produce better total cost than QuickBooks for teams above 3-4
employees.

FreshBooks is the most appropriate choice for freelancers and service businesses where invoicing,
time tracking, and the client relationship are the primary accounting workflows. Its lighter
accounting depth is a feature for its target buyer, not a limitation.
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The finding that belongs in every QuickBooks evaluation: the 50% promotional discount makes
QuickBooks look like a $19-$57/month platform. The median verified customer pays $900/year. Model
at the median, not the promotion.
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