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FOREWORD  

A  W O R D  F R O M  T H E  
A U T H O R  
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This book is the second edition of Start Your Own Bookkeeping Business in 
Australia. As such it brings to you a first book of its kind in Australia for the 
new bookkeeping environment that is pushing the profession to exciting and 
challenging levels. It has important ideas that will encourage you to be ahead 
of the ‘game and represents the most comprehensive guide for those people 
who want to go into a bookkeeping business for themselves by teaching 
them to run it successfully and be their own boss.   

Start Your Own Bookkeeping Business is the definitive guide to establishing 
and growing your bookkeeping business. Researched and developed by the 
CEO of the Bookkeeping Institute of Australia, the book is the first of its 
kind in Australia and will be the standard for all bookkeepers seeking to 
establish a business in Australia. 

The book will be your ultimate guide to establishing your bookkeeping 
business or growing your existing one. You’ll learn: 

• How to start your bookkeeping business for under a few 
hundred dollars and just a few hours a week of your time 

• How to charge top dollar and keep your top clients 
• How to win clients by adopting our step-by-step marketing 

programs 
• How to get referrals from accountants 
• How to create new income streams by producing custom 

reports for your clients 

There is a huge demand for professional bookkeepers who understand 
the specific needs of small business, because most small business owners do 
not understand nor have the time to monitor their key financials.  

This is a great time` for new graduates as well as experienced 
professional bookkeepers to build a business from the skills they have 
acquired  

We at the Bookkeeping Institute of Australia think the bookkeeping 
industry needs a bit of a shake-up. We don’t like seeing passionate, 
committed professional bookkeepers and aspiring students, struggling to 
make a decent living, and feeling overwhelmed and undervalued. 
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Many start their bookkeeping business with a focus on working around 
their’ family obligations. Without taking the time to prepare a business plan 
or calculate ’the additional’ overheads required to run their own business. 

Accountants and business owners cannot be made to appreciate our 
professionalism, services, expertise or experience until we do ourselves. It's 
time to begin defining our own self-worth, appreciate own skill set and 
communicate this clearly.  

Anyone who is considering establishing a professional bookkeeping 
business in Australia and stakeholders in the profession include: 

• Students 
• People considering changing their career 
• Entrepreneurs starting their own business 
• People seeking part time business income 
• Suppliers to the industry interested in marketing to the SMB 

sector 

We help people like you every day and we’d like to help you. 
You can build a business with nothing but the grain of an idea and 

spend months thinking about it.  You will probably talk to your friends and 
family, financial advisors, or even lawyers and then some.   The fulfilling and 
gratifying experience of getting out there and actually doing it is a great 
reward. 

The power of being in the business as a contract professional 
bookkeeper means you have the unique ability to eliminate the gap between 
yourself and your customer by offering a more personalised service, have the 
advantage of low overheads and operating costs and of being flexible and 
perhaps deciding to operate in a specialised niche and, above all, achieve a 
feeling of personal worth, accomplishment and recognition.  You also have 
control over your own financial resources, spending time with family and 
working when it’s convenient to you. 

The book is set out in a manner in which each chapter takes you further 
along towards launching or building your bookkeeping business.  Part one 
deals with the actual business plan and will take you, quite literally, to a 
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finished, workable document.  I don’t believe in 100-page plans; what I do 
suggest is that once done you can distil the plan into a couple of pages 
which acts as a kind of roadmap for you to progress to the business launch.  

We include vital, contemporary ideas in this second edition: Marketing 
is not about advertising, it is about finding your ‘special’ qualities that you 
can offer and present in a coherent marketing message. In part three we 
provide you with the tools to operate the business and later in the Addenda 
we provide additional essential resources to support you in your business. 

We are proud, too, to offer you the benefit of a comprehensive survey 
we conducted of graduates from our bookkeeping courses. These very 
informative findings provide you with some important lessons on how to 
avoid some of the roadblocks towards a successful business. 

I can’t promise there won’t be office politics or workplace hassles, but 
you can certainly limit the possibility of them happening to you.  Read on 
for the keys to your success. 

 

Debra K Lewis,  

Chief Executive Officer 

 
Learn |Qualify| Succeed 
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A Potted History:  Some famous bookkeepers 

John D Rockefeller, Senior 
Early Business Career: 1855-1863 
In the spring of 1855 Rockefeller spent 10 weeks at Folsom's 

Commercial College -- a "chain College" -- where he learned single- and 
double-entry bookkeeping, penmanship, commercial history, mercantile 
customs, banking, and exchange. From his father he had learned how to 
draw up notes and other business papers. His father was very meticulous in 
matters of business and believed in the sacredness of contracts. 

In August of 1855, at the age of 16, Rockefeller began looking for work 
in Cleveland as a bookkeeper or clerk. Business was bad in Cleveland at the 
time and Rockefeller had problems finding a job. He was always neatly 
dressed in a dark suit and black tie. Cleveland was not a large city in 1855 
and Rockefeller could easily visit every business in under a week's time. He 
returned to many businesses three times. Finally, on September 26, 1855, he 
got a job as an assistant bookkeeper with Hewitt & Tuttle, commission 
merchants and produce shippers. 

Rockefeller soon impressed his employers with his seriousness and 
diligence. He was very exacting and scrupulously honest. For example, he 
would not write out a false bill of lading under any circumstances. He went 
to great lengths to collect overdue accounts. He was pleasant, persistent, and 
patient, and he got the company's money from the delinquents. (For all this 
work, he was not well paid. But whatever he was paid, he always gave to his 
church and local charities.) 

The beginnings of his business 
By 1858, Rockefeller had more responsibilities at Hewitt & Tuttle. He 

arranged complicated transportation deals that typically involved moving a 
single shipment of freight by railroad, canal, and lake boats. He began to 
engage in trading ventures on his own account. He was naturally cautious 
and only undertook a business venture when he calculated that it would be 
successful. After he carefully weighed a course of action, he would then act 
quickly and boldly to see it through to fruition. He had iron nerves and 
would carry through very complicated deals without hesitation.  
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This combination of caution, precision, and resolve soon brought him 
attention and respect in the broader business community in Cleveland. 

As they say, the rest is history. 

Al Capone’s Bookkeeper 

Though they arrested Capone several times on charges such as 
possession of concealed weapons and contempt of court, local and federal 
authorities were unable to make a strong enough case against him to 
prosecute any of his violent activities.  

The legendary crime boss Alfonse "Scarface" Capone didn't finish sixth 
grade, but the man was far from stupid. By age 26, he controlled Chicago's 
criminal underworld with an iron fist in the 20’s and 30’s.  

The IRS 

U.S. Treasury Department had begun investigating Capone for income 
tax evasion. Frank Wilson, a special agent in the Intelligence Unit of the 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS), was tasked with the investigation in 1931. 

At the Trial was submitted as Exhibit No. 5, a photo-static copy of the 
book in which the daily profits of the Hawthorne Smoke Shop, a gambling 
establishment. 

The Books 

This book reflects a net profit from the business covering the period of 
01 May to 31 Dec 1924 of $300,250, from 01 Jan to 31 Dec 1925, of $ 
117,460, and from January 1 to April 26, 1928, of $170,011 

The case against Capone was for Tax Evasion of around $ 215,000. 
Found by Frank Wilson in a lot of apparently unimportant papers, the 

book had no identification marks upon it and its value as evidence relating 
to the income of Alphonse Capone had not been realized. A thorough 
analysis of the entries in the book showed that it was the daily record of a 
large gambling business.  
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Mr Shumay 

A careful comparison of the entries in it with specimens of the writing 
of various members and employees of the Capone organization established 
that most of the writing in it was that of Mr Leslie Shumway manager and 
cashier of the Hawthorne Smoke Shop. 

Efforts were then directed toward locating Mr Shumway, who 
disappeared in April of 1926, in order to secure his testimony. After a search 
of four months he was located at Miami, Florida on 18 Feb 1931. 

Particular pains were taken to keep secret the fact Shumway appeared 
before the grand jury and the defence did not learn that he was a 
government witness until he appeared in the courtroom at the trial. 

The Testimony 

“The book record of the business in which I made the daily entries was 
kept in a cabinet, and the only persons who had access to this book or who 
made entries in it were …………” 

“The monthly sheets in this book correctly reflect the net profits of this 
business. 

“The profit or surplus cash was not distributed by me. 
“I worked on a salary and did not, at any time, receive any percentage 

of the profits” 

Capone guilty 

Capone tried to bribe the First Jury, but was outmanoeuvred when the 
Judge excused himself and switched Juries and appointed a new Judge. The 
court rejected his plea deal (quite incredibly because Capone always had the 
best legal team on his side).  He was found guilty on 18 Oct 1931. 

Capone had met his match. 
He initially lived in luxury in an Atlanta Jail, but when the Federal 

Authorities built Alcatraz, they used him as an example of how tough the 
prison was. 
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Capone died at the young age of 48 in 1947. Sadly he suffered in the 
end from Dementia caused by untreated syphilis, and was paroled from 
Alcatraz. 

Bookkeepers 

The rather thorough bookkeeping of Mr Shumway was instrumental in 
the trial. 

Need to reference this. 
Who says Bookkeepers are dull and boring! 

Today 

According to CPA Australia, 32% of businesses fail due to financial 
mismanagement and, out of failed businesses, 12% have poor or no 
records/books. A well-qualified bookkeeper will assist businesses to 
understand and keep books and analyse/manage finances while the manager 
concentrates on the operational side of the business. The importance of 
bookkeeping cannot be understated for the health or even life of your 
business for the following reasons: 

Better financial analysis and management. The bookkeeper can 
tend to bills that need to be paid and overdue customer payments that need 
to be followed up. For any business, cash flow management is one of the 
most important things to keep an eye on. Irrespective of how busy the 
manager is, delaying invoices, not following up on customer payments or 
falling out of a supplier's good books due to constant delays in payments can 
bring a business’s cash flow to crisis management. 

Tax returns made easier.  A simple click is all it takes to create BAS 
statements or view reports of Profit & Loss, Balance Sheet or Cash Flow . 
This also makes it easy for the tax advisor to concentrate on just giving us 
tips to save tax and not spend his (very expensive) time on creating or 
correcting financial statements. 

Professional bookkeepers provide cash flow spreadsheets, variances to 
budgets from financial statements, etc. when customers require funding/ 
loans from a bank.  If managers/owners wish to sell their businesses they 
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will require financial statements for at least a few years. Messy or erroneous 
statements will cause every buyer to run a mile away!  Professional 
Bookkeepers will compare prepared variations to budgets to assist the 
manager and help keep them on track.  Well-kept books makes business 
planning easier. 

Professional Bookkeepers are a necessity in this day and age.  . Many 
business owners need to separate business and personal finances and a 
Professional Bookkeeper will prepare the books each week/month 
depending on how big the business is.  This service will definitely pay for 
itself over the year for the business owner. 

The above reasons are sufficient to for the harried Business owner to 
ensure they have control over the business and that the Professional 
Bookkeeper can assess its profitability and the cash flow situation, thereby 
ensuring  the Business owner  is aware of any potential problems as soon as 
possible and can make business decisions with all available information at 
hand. 

It is fairly self-evident that a well-run professional bookkeeping 
business based on education, accreditation and professional development 
will offer a genuine specialized career and for some, the opportunity to 
expand the practice in different directions. 

Sources:  

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/biography/rockefellers-john/  
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1  

T H E  F O U N D A T I O N S  

What do you want to achieve? Is it a business 
that can provide for you well into the future or is 
it pathway to self-employment? Working though 
this part of the book will help you answer these 

questions and open up the possibilities. 
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Chapter  1  

Preparing Your Business Plan 

Background 

Does becoming self-employed lead to greater personal reward? You bet 
it does.  There is a much more important question to ask at this point: is 
your business a vehicle to give you a job, one that may even provide you 
with a degree of financial security? Or is it the beginning of what will 
become a larger business with employees?  

We’ll look at these questions here and present a framework for working 
towards something well beyond the ‘self-employed, buy-yourself-a-job’ 
category of business. As Jerry Seinfeld once famously said: “Not that there’s 
anything wrong with that!” 

What is the mindset needed to create a successful business? What are 
the habits that create great entrepreneurs? The research is pretty clear that 
entrepreneurship is not personality dominated, it’s not trait dominated, and 
it is a mixture of environment plus opportunity plus skills. 

If you want to be self-employed, then the important thing is to visualise 
yourself in that capacity before you can accomplish it.  Start visualising what 
you want to do.   

The right mindset for going into business 
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Now here is something to think about: business ownership is no 
guarantee for wealth or financial freedom. Many business owners remain 
trapped in a cycle of long hours and no growth. A bookkeeping business 
may not be a path to wealth but it could provide financial freedom. 

Wrap your mind around this: 

• A majority of business owners never make it to financial 
freedom.  

• A majority of self-employed people never make it to financial 
freedom.  

• A majority of employees never make it to financial freedom. But 
for those who have made it to financial freedom:  

• A majority of them are business owners.  
• A minority of them are employees who treat their investment 

like a business. 
• Financial freedom has got very little to do with what we do for a 

living; i.e. it has got very little to do with whether you have the 
mindset of a business owner or not. 

• If time is money, then you may have to invest a little bit if you 
want to make any money. 

A practice or a business? 

Let’s examine the question of whether you as a self-employed 
professional bookkeeper are to be a paraprofessional or a business owner. 
Like many other practitioners, for example, health practitioners such as 
physiotherapists or naturopaths, one needs to be clear that you are first and 
foremost a practitioner: a paraprofessional plying their trade. You also, 
however, are hanging up your shingle saying, “I am in business”. You do 
need to wear a business owner’s hat.  

We can note that there are definite parallels between the practitioner 
and the business owner; importantly, it is necessary to note that the 
practitioner is in business and, indeed, will need to be registered as a 
business entity should they become registered to pay GST. From a business 



S T A R T  Y O U R  O W N  B O O K K E E P I N G  B U S I N E S S  
 

15 

development point of view, a practitioner is in business and hence much of 
the scope of normal business planning applies to them, especially when it 
comes to mindset. You may be a practitioner but you also will be seeking to 
grow your business, grow your value to your customers and learn to operate 
a profitable business. 

Sole trader, partnership or company? 
Most professional bookkeepers operate as sole traders; some form 

partnerships and others form a company (should it grow to a certain size 
and employ other practitioners). There are pros and cons to each that need 
to be considered. 

Sole trader 

PROS: 

• Easy and low cost to set up 
• Owner has 100 percent control 
• Less compliance and legal requirements necessary 
• The legal structure is easily changed  
• Owner keeps all the business profits  
• Provides maximum privacy 

CONS:  

• Owner has unlimited personal liability so there is no protection 
for owner’s personal assets 

• The business may fail if the owner becomes sick or incapacitated 
• With only one person, the business has a narrower skill base 

You are the sole owner and have all the control.  The business can 
trade under your name or a registered business name. You will need to 
register your business name and you will need an Australian Business 
Number (ABN).  You use your individual tax file number to lodge your tax 
return. The business income is treated as your own so you pay the same tax 
rate as individual taxpayers, according to your marginal tax rates.  
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Partnership 

PROS: 

• Set up easy and low cost 
• Fewer legal requirements or outside regulation  
• Partners share risk and responsibility 
• Easier to raise finance with more partners 
• Easy to change legal structure 
• Broader management base 

CONS:  

• Each partner is personally liable for all partnership debt  
• Authority is divided among partners 
• The partners can disagree   
• There are limits on partnership size  
• Ownership transfer more difficult 

The business is owned by two or up to 50 partners and the income is 
received jointly. An agreement or contract outlines any salaries, drawings, 
profit share, loan agreements, termination clauses, if new partners are 
admitted, how books are kept, how disputes are settled or how losses are 
handled.  

All partners are liable for debt. The business can trade under the 
partners’ names or a registered business name.  You will need an ABN and 
its own tax file number to lodge its own annual income tax return. Each 
partner pays tax on their share of net partnership income. Partnerships are 
not liable to pay ‘pay-as-you-go’ (PAYG) instalments. Take your Certificate 
of Registration or Partnership Business along to your bank. You will need to 
identify authorities as signatories for the account. 

Owning a business takes a broad range of skills and personal abilities. 
As a sole trader, you are the business. But if you feel you don’t have 
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sufficient experience on your own, taking on a partner may add to your 
business success. 

Company 

PROS:  

• Financial liability is usually limited to the assets of the company 
• It is easier for other people to take a stake in the business  
• It has greater credibility with some customers 
• Ownership can be easily transferred  
• The business (as an entity) is not affected by the death or 

incapacity of an owner 

CONS:  

• Higher annual accountancy fees 
• Must publicly disclose key information 
• Extra regulations and record keeping 
• Wages subject to PAYG   
• Decisions MAY be restricted by constitution 
• Owners can’t offset losses against other income  
• Costly to wind up 

The words ‘Pty Ltd’ after a business name indicate it is a registered legal 
entity, trading in its own right. The company has shareholders (those who 
have joined in the business to start it up) and directors (people appointed by 
the company who run it and are sometimes paid). Profits are either shared 
out among the shareholders in the form of dividends or reinvested in the 
company.  

Directors can be asked to give personal guarantees to cover any debts 
incurred. A company is registered with the Australian Securities and 
Investment Commission (ASIC) which will issue their Australian Company 
Number (ACN), needed before applying for an ABN.  
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A company will need its own tax file number to lodge its own annual 
income tax return. Companies also usually pay PAYG tax instalments which 
are credited against the expected annual income tax liability. A company 
pays income tax at the company tax rate of 30%. There is no tax-free 
threshold for companies. A company can claim a deduction for any salary or 
wages paid to employees. Fees paid to directors of a company are subject to 
PAYG. 

The planning process 

Opening a small business, whether online or offline, holds the promise 
of being your own boss, of working in an area you love and, hopefully, 
making good money. 

It’s no wonder so many people rush into such enterprises with big 
hopes and without thinking things through thoroughly. And it’s no wonder 
the failure rate is so high. But experts, including business coaches, agree that 
by learning form the mistakes of others, you can give your new business a 
better chance of making it.   

One of the most common errors that experts see time and time again is 
not doing enough during the planning stages. For a start, businesses need to 
consider who their customers or clients are, how such services are purchased 
and the size of the market. The importance of careful planning can never be 
underestimated.   

Ultimately you might reduce the plan to a working document that you 
revisit every three months or so to ask the question: how am I going? That 
way the plan becomes more useful, not just as a launching pad for the 
bookkeeping business but as an organic plan that moves with the changes in 
your business. 
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The Executive Summary  

The starting point is always the executive summary. The other major 
area of focus is the marketing plan. It consists of strategic marketing data 
and action plans that upon implementation will be the key success factors. 
The summary must include the following critical elements: 

1. A concise explanation of the business. 
2. A description of the market size and market need for the business. 
3. A discussion of how your service is qualified to fulfil this need. 
In addition, a stand-alone Executive Summary should include 

summaries of each essential element of the business plan. This includes 
paragraphs addressing each of the following: 

Customer analysis: What specific customer segments you are 
targeting and their demographic profiles 

Competition: Who your direct competitors are and your key 
competitive advantages 

Marketing plan: How the company will effectively penetrate its target 
market 

Financial plan: A summary of the financial projections of the 
company 

Biography: A biography should include any history of launching and 
growing new businesses or managing businesses.  

Success factors 

There are a wide range of characteristics belonging to successful 
business people. The characteristics that appeared most frequently among 
successful managers include the earlier factors of hard work, skill and 
persistence, but they also include drive, thinking ability, competence in 
interpersonal skills, communications skills and technical knowledge.  

• Drive, or motivate has long been considered as having an important 
effect on performance. You must be willing to accept the fact that, as a 
small business owner, you are the last one to be paid. Your bank and 
your employees are all in line ahead of you and must be paid before you 
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see any money. You must also be willing to sacrifice much of what once 
was your free time to your business. Drive is the essential ingredient 
here and is composed of a mix of responsibility, vigor, initiative and 
persistence. It also includes the quality of stamina, which is directly 
related to health.  

• Thinking ability, can be divided into types: original, creative, critical and 
analytical thinking. Together they make an ability to see a whole picture 
that consists of complex parts clearly and make decisions based on this 
ability. 

• Strong interpersonal skills. This means more than being able to write a good 
job description. If you thought that working to somebody else’s agenda 
was tough, wait until you have to deal with suppliers, clients, employees, 
media and more! Successful business people need to deal with all types 
of personalities, and they’re able to get to the core of their customers: 
what they like and don’t like. Strong interpersonal skills means 
emotional stability, sociability, good personal relations, consideration, a 
balanced demeanour, cooperation and tactfulness. Now that’s a list! 

• Communications skills include verbal comprehension, oral and written 
communications. The success of your strategies will be determined by 
your communication skills. Even if you are delivering bad news, the 
technique is all in the delivery. 

We all have habits and patterns that repeatedly get us into bother, either 
in our relationships or at work, and it’s very difficult to change them. How 
often do you find yourself seeking to blame others, to find culprits other 
than yourself? It is human nature not to admit to being the architects of our 
problems. It is much easier to pass the blame on to others. They become the 
ones who didn’t do what they were supposed to. Then there are factors that 
lie beyond our control … it is also easier to blame them for what might have 
gone wrong rather than take full, personal responsibility. 

But we do ourselves serious disservice by not owning up. Valuable 
business lessons can be learnt by facing up to and managing our weaknesses. 
Whichever route you take, be firm in your resolve to manage your way 
through them. Weaknesses can be compensated for and indeed skills 
developed. You will no doubt be improving your technical skills but finding 
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the opportunity to build your business skills through continuing education is 
as essential as keeping up with changes. Progressive professionals look in the 
mirror to change, evolve and improve.  

How big is your thinking? 

There are, increasingly, professional bookkeepers/BAS Agents whose 
gross revenues exceed $100,000 a year. Yet accountants often achieve 
incomes several times that. Why is this so? For sure, part of the reason is 
that accountants have spent longer in training – four to five years at 
university – than the typical professional bookkeeper. But there is another 
factor:  the higher-earning accountants delegate repetitive, compliance work 
to staff, often paraprofessionals but often also ‘technicians’ – people who 
enter data or literally handle the paperwork and paper flow that is 
administrative in nature.  

It is similar in this regard to, say, a sales team in a business. In a 
professional firm there are naturally restrictions, particularly for bookkeepers 
who, after all, are hired to look after the books and not to ‘sell’. But if you 
want to seriously boost your income you first of all need to have the mindset 
that you can grow your revenue and hence your income by scaling your 
business. 

Later in the book we will demonstrate how a BAS Agent/professional 
bookkeeper can employ other professionals, expand their service offering 
and grow their income potential to well over $100,000 p.a. 
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Chapter  2   

Speclialise, Niche or Generalist 

Integral to the research process in establishing your business also 
requires researching an industry category where you may be seeking to 
establish a niche or a target market.  

Ideally, you want to be able to market your services to new business 
starting up as well as established businesses; you will also want to have 
marketing material (which we will look at later) that can be used to position 
you and your bookkeeping business as being ‘open’ for business. The more 
you understand about the nature and dynamics of the industry the better the 
chances of gaining business as well as the social revenues, wages, taxes, 
rents, etc. paid. What level of profitability is the norm? Is there a benchmark 
that operators should reference to? 

Analysing customers in your business plan 

This section of the business plan assesses the customer segments that 
the business will service. In it, the founder must: 

1. Identify its target customers 
2. Convey the needs of these customers 
3. Show how your services satisfy these needs 
How does your solution fit in with your target market? Do you 

complement commonly used technologies (such as web-based accounting 
software), or do you displace them? Do you change the way certain business 
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processes get executed, or do you just do them the same way, but faster, 
better and cheaper?  Who exactly is the buyer? 

The first step of the customer analysis is to define exactly which 
customers the business is serving. This requires specificity. It is not adequate 
to say the business is targeting small-to-medium-sized businesses, for 
example, because there are over two million of these types of customers 
even in a small-market like Australia. Rather, the plan must identify precisely 
the customers it is serving, such as small businesses with 0 to 25 employees 
based on the eastern seaboard (or, better, in your own immediate locale). We 
will shortly select a target market and drill down into it in order to illustrate 
how you research your target market. 

The demographics and the potential buying behaviour of these 
customers need to be identified.  

Questions to be answered include: 
1. How many potential customers fit the given definition and is this 

customer base growing or decreasing? 
2. What is the average revenue/income of these customers? 
3. Where are the customers based geographically? 
It is essential to truly understand customers to develop a successful 

business and marketing strategy.  By spending the time to research and 
analyse your target customers, you will both develop and enhance your 
business success. 

You may access a group of businesses when you hang up your shingle 
as a bookkeeper so the illustration here may be specific to cafés but most 
businesses will have core bookkeeping needs. Marketing to specific target 
markets/trades/professions can offer you the advantage of specialisation. 

A professional bookkeeper (business operator) will need to learn the 
ropes of being a good manager of their own business; they also will need to 
‘stand in the shoes’ of their clients. Familiarity with a client’s business in an 
industry is of paramount importance.  If you have previously worked in 
other industries, such as radiology, retail, engineering, sports, beauty, then 
target the industry that you know well – it makes sense to go to the industry 
you know.  Why? 
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Industry knowledge means you can offer value to the client. 
Industry knowledge gives you a competitive edge. 
Industry knowledge enables you to market for new customers. 

Discovering your niche in a changing market  

Most professional bookkeeping service businesses are generalists.  A 
more targeted approach will enable your practice or bookkeeping business 
to provide a higher level of service and can certainly also yield higher 
revenues. It can also help with recruiting - you’ll want people who have 
some understanding of the industry you are working with for a start, or at 
the very least an interest in it.  

An example: everyone understands is in the medical field in how we 
decide to go to a general practitioner versus a heart surgeon and why the 
heart surgeon is so much more profitable (and efficient in what she does). 
Correspondingly, if clients are looking for general bookkeeping services, 
they will seek the convenient and inexpensive bookkeeper. There are more 
competing general bookkeepers as well as accounting software packages 
forcing down price.  

Specialization opens up opportunities to network with other firms, 
which can create additional economic benefit.  Having a specialty can 
literally give you more clients than you could ever want… without even 
doing ANY marketing! But that’s not the end of the story by any means. 

Your point of difference 

There’s a massive paradox present in the professional market: look 
around at professional bookkeeping and accountant websites or directory 
listings and what do you notice? Sameness is the answer. The fact is most 
bookkeeping and accounting firms tend to look the same. And because most 
firms do not have the budget to stand out from the crowd and compete with 
larger firms who buy space on Google, there is a real disconnect between 
wanting to attract new clients and actually attracting a client who may be 
searching for a bookkeeper just like you. 

Typically, a firm will offer a roll-call of services: 
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• Bookkeeping services 
• BAS Agent services 
• Friendly and honest 

Still awake? It’s the sameness that is stupefying. Too few professionals 
spend any time investing in building a profile that can act like a magnet and 
one that genuinely presents a point of difference. Consider each of these 
examples as a mantra for the service provider: 

• ‘We help business be more in control of their finances’ 
• ‘You live life; we do the numbers’ 
• ‘Your books done online, anytime, anywhere’ 

Assess for yourself which mantra from the first list or second list, a 
business owner searching the internet will be tempted to click through to or 
pick up the phone and call. 

Future-proofing your firm against the relentless march of the digital 
economy means making each part of your service offering compelling and 
visible.  

Stand in the customer’s shoes 

Customers will be drawn to professionals who understand their needs. 
You can’t be an expert across the board but you can be a specialist in a 
specific vertical. ‘Finding your niche’ is somewhat of a cliché but 
there compelling reasons why specialising should be considered: 

• There is a perception if not a reality that specialists are experts 
• Customers expect to pay higher fees to a specialist 
• Being a generalist can be inefficient when you’re unfamiliar with 

the industry  
• Generalists will have a mix of low to high quality clients; a 

specialist tends to have a higher proportion of high-quality 
clients. 



S T A R T  Y O U R  O W N  B O O K K E E P I N G  B U S I N E S S  
 

27 

Building your fee rate 

As a specialist you immediately differentiate yourself apart from the 
competition. Simply put; there are very few specialists in a niche field and 
your skillset is valued by prospects in that niche. You’re on boarding time is 
short and trust is built quicker when the customer feels you understand her 
unique needs.  

Choosing your customers 

Whereas the number one challenge that independent professional 
bookkeepers (and accountants) usually struggle with is getting clients, the 
specialist will often be in position to be more selective. The generalist will 
generally have a smorgasbord of clients, some small, some big, some good, 
some bad. The specialist will have higher hourly rates, be more productive 
and able to positon themselves as an advisory professional thus generating 
an even higher fee rate.  

The specialist will readily be able to identify prospective customers and 
therefore will have the ability to do regular and effective marketing. It’s 
really tough to get the word out about your services when you’re not quite 
sure who your potential customers are exactly.  

Consider for example that you are a specialist in restaurants and have a 
good knowledge of Point of Sale (‘POS’) systems and experience in 
integrating the systems to Xero or to QuickBooks Online. You’ve got your 
finger on the pulse of the latest advances in POS and able to demonstrate 
this to each customer. Now that’s worth money to the customer! 

If you have many of your clients within the same industry, you will be 
able to view information on these clients all at the same time. You won’t 
have to spend as much time switching your brain between industries to 
remember what makes certain KPIs better for one client or another. With 
niche clients, this makes the setup process much more palatable, as coming 
up with customized KPIs and reports for one client would then translate 
easily to other similar clients – again, with probably minor tweaks.  
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Expanding into new niches 

New niches can be industry niches or service niches. While advances in 
software technology have replaced a myriad of tasks previously done by 
bookkeeping professionals, these ‘environmental’ changes have created a 
variety of new opportunities in the profession. Business owners are 
experiencing new pain points and problems that they do not know how to 
troubleshoot on their own.  Enter the bookkeeping software expert, helping 
the business owner stay up to date on the tools that will help the company 
grow while troubleshooting and maintaining these elaborate systems. This 
has prompted the rise the niche professional: the software expert. 

 

Becoming an expert 

The software expert takes as many forms as there are 
software applications to choose from. With the thousands 
of apps and platforms available, it has already become 
impossible to keep up with them all.  
Another service niche is the advisory niche – often seen as 
the domain of higher value services. We will look deeper 
into this later in the book. 

 

Compliance is the competitive space and the space where automaton is 
both cutting back the value but also delivering the productivity gains. 
Engaging the business owner with what really matters (assuming compliance 
is a back-office function) then looking at top line and bottom line drivers is 
where value can be delivered by the profit ‘advisor’  

When productivity gains are tuned into available time, there is the time 
to talk with the business owner about the topics they WANT to talk about: 
their dreams, their success, and how to achieve them through strategic 
planning.  It is so nice to be able to discuss positive strategy with clients, 
rather than only contacting them when there is a question or a problem (or 
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when their BAS is due: boring!). Be a good listener when your client starts talking!  
Don’t interrupt, just nod your head. These frequent positive interactions lead to a 
more positive relationship overall, and these professionals are finding that 
they can cultivate a more profitable practice because you offer the business 
more value at a fixed price. We will deal more with this later in the book in 
the Chapter The Case for Value Pricing. 

Can you build a business case for your niche? 

Anecdotally, professional bookkeeping business owners that have 
focused on niches a strategy have seen a huge increase in income and focus 
with income and profit increasing by between 33% and 50%. Respondents 
say that focus has been most important with paying attention to just one 
industry. 

• Why a niche strategy can work: You are able to establish 
standard procedures and proactively leas the clients to use 
efficient systems.  

• Common resistance to specializing: There may be a need to 
retrain and there may be a lag in picking up more business as a 
niche specialist. Yet, you can usually get traction in a niche in 6-
12 months.  

Can’t think of a niche? 

You should first consider the clients you have but if you are new to the 
‘game’ and don’t have any clear idea of what your niche could be, then there 
are some basic ideation tactics you can adopt: 

• Use the ‘follow the money’ principle and discover which trades 
and services groups are doing well in your area 

• Look within: which industries or professions have you had 
exposure to? Which stand out as niche opportunity? 

• Use the ANZSIC list to generate categories. The ABS data and 
the Australia and New Zealand Standard Industrial 
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Classification (ANZSIC) lists the types of businesses and opens 
up your eyes to new possibilities. 

Practical considerations 

• You don’t need to fire existing clients or turn away great 
opportunities. 

• Your goal is to get 50% - 80% of your client base in the 
specialized niche 

• Specializing simply puts you in a position of power. 

As these niche specializations become more and better defined, we will 
continue to see important changes in the profession. The days when any 
untrained person can post an ad under ‘bookkeeper’ and get clients without 
any sort of qualification have come to an end.  

The goal is BAS Agent status.  Get the symbol.  It’s your goal to 
success! 

Assessing the size of your niche market 

There could 5000 small to medium enterprises that employ 1-19 
employees in your area if you live in one of the major cities. You don’t need 
every business out there in your niche to be a customer; if you can pick up 
20-30 as a bookkeeping business, you could build a very profitable business 
that can be efficiently serviced. 

No competitors? 

You might be first in a niche but that is not very likely. Google for 
competitors: ‘Bookkeepers for [industry/niche]’. If nothing comes up; you 
need to reconsider the potential for your niche. Why is it not being serviced? 
If you find one or two of them, that might be the best positon to be in! 
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Do you qualify to be a specialist/niche provider? 

Size matters. If you are just starting out or are only servicing 4, 5 clients, 
it may be in your best interest to continue and build the base and gain more 
traction as a sustainable business. However, if your bookkeeping business 
has a critical mass of business that enables you to build a new niche 
specialization, then you are well-placed to absorb the initial period of 
research, positioning (developing a service profile - pricing etc.) and client 
onboarding.  

You may well be in that centre part of the profession where you are a 
general practitioner with more than five clients and you feel you are trapped 
in an hourly billing cycle and not making any headway in terms of business 
profit and net income. The niche-specialization strategy may be perfect for 
you. 

Know the needs of your niche 

Remember we are not talking about compliance here. You will have a 
sense that your niche needs a deeper level of engagement form its trusted 
advisors.  Cash flow, funding and profit are big problems in the small 
business world but so too are the drivers of profit. Many, for example in the 
hospitality sector do not maintain adequate data on the contributors to the 
bottom line and can be debilitated by poor cost controls and supplier terms.  

So too can law firms be disadvantaged by competitors who are more 
tech savvy and who have adopted more efficient practice management tools. 
There is a cornucopia of opportunity sitting in the niche specialization area.  
At this stage you identify a key problem area and they position your firm in 
front of that problems to help that niche and quickly become the go-to 
expert firm. 
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There are three main niche types 

1. Industry or demographic – specific:  This is a particular 
demographic (e.g. women aged 40 and 60, young 
adults, kids, or industry (e.g. service business, 
restaurants). 

2. Problem or solution – specific:  Solves specific 
problems such as weight management, time 
management, marriage, medical issues. 

3. Industry and problem – specific:  This is a combination 
of both of the above, e.g. women aged between 40 and 
60 who want to lose weight (problem) or doctors 
(industry) who want more patients. 

 

How to determine a profitable niche market 

You need to think about this, and the way is to look at two main 
criteria, you and them. 

Who do you want to work with?  Certain trades, e.g. Builders, 
plumbers, mechanics.  Service professionals, e.g. consultants, medicos, legal 
profession, NFPs, SMEs. 

What is your experience and background? 
What are you really good at and are you an expert in a certain field?  

For example, you may have worked in a certain field such as radiography 
and know the industry. 

Do you have good contacts and connections in a specific area? 
What do you like to do?  You want to enjoy what you do as you 

certainly do not want to choose a niche just because it’s going to make you 
money.  You have to enjoy what you do. 

Are your potential clients looking for a solution? 
Are they able to be reached easily? 
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Would they be great to work with? 
A professional bookkeeper specializing in certain areas such as building 

industry will find it much easier to attract new clients than not specializing in 
anything. 

Make it clear on your brochure/website what the distinguishing 
purpose that sets you apart from other businesses and gather knowledge 
from your niche so you can always provide new information for them. 

The key to scaling your business: replication 

Scaling is about replicating and expanding what works in your business. 
It’s about organizing the system at optimal levels for the niche specialization 
and relocating. That might mean recruiting or it might mean letting some 
existing clients go to focus on the niche. It might also mean upskilling – for 
example in business development skills sets which include ‘soft’ skills 
(presenting, negotiating, and communicating).  

Remember the benchmark for the niche component of your business is 
in the 50% - 75% range and the remainder are your easing clients that may 
not be in your niche. The niche complement may well become the major 
profit contributor as it is expected (indeed, promoted) that higher value 
advisory work will be engaged in. 

Collaboration 

There are complimentary opportunities in collaborating with 
competitors. This could be as simple as referring clients to one another or 
by open conversation with competitors as peers. Niches and specialization 
help by removing the element of competition between colleagues from the 
equation. A client that is not a good fit for my business may be a perfect fit 
for yours, and by knowing you and referring that client your way, everyone 
benefits. It creates a supportive relationship among peers, and professional 
networks are established to share education and ideas. 
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A step-by-step process to niche specialisation 

Generally you can apply these steps: 

1. Assess  the  oppor tuni ty . Find a niche that appeals or that you 
have had some exposure to or know about which you consider 
has possibilities. You would ask the questions: is it big enough 
to get into? Is saturated by competition or are there only a few 
competitors? Is there a group or association where you can 
market your services and reach these types of businesses in the 
niche? 

2. Dri l l  down in to  the  bus ines s  demographi c s .  Do some 
investigation: the size of individual businesses and the industry 
groups local businesses belong to. This really assists in 
determining the opportunity for business to business marketing 
and assistance as to which local area marketing promotion will 
be most successful.  

3. Test  the  market . You need to validate the assumption made in 
#1. Generate a business ‘Hit List’ with contact points into 
which to follow up. Speak to people; find a potential client that 
you can work with on a ‘trial’ basis (basic bookkeeping with 
value-add). 

4. Prove  your  bus ines s  case . Committing effort to develop the 
market; that is, start concentrating marketing though a channel 
that is visible to the niche players and see the response. Offer a 
free service as a lead generator. If this works go to 
implementation stage 

5. Implementa t ion .  Bui ld  i t  and they  w i l l  come . Once a few 
clients on board, start pushing for momentum to achieve the 
50% to 80% of clients in that category 

6. Promote ,  promote ,  promote . Even if you’re a natural introvert, 
you can still promote effectively. That’s what Bookkeepers Hub 
are here for:  to provide the forum for you to pick up 
techniques, and channels for you to tell your story. How? Check 
in on their Blog posts and follow on LinkedIn. 
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Finding your ‘sweet spot’ 

Take a look at the chart below. In the bottom right hand corner you 
have a valuable product or service, but its’ not unique, so you always have to 
compete on price. In the upper left corner, you have a mediocre product 
that unique – but you own a market that doesn’t exist! 

In the bottom left corner, you have a mediocre product or service and 
other firms are doing the same mediocre thing. You want to be in the upper 
right corner, where you have a great service that’s also unique. That’s the 
place where margins are higher and where profits are made. 
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It may be an iterative process to discover your sweet spot, where you 

can settle on a great service; once found, let it bloom.  
 
Let’s look at a mythical character – Leslie – who runs The 
Café Bookkeeper. Leslie started life owning a café with her 
boyfriend but found the hours punishing, so sold up and 
retrained as a Bookkeeper/BAS Agent, did her time working 
for a few friends in the hospitality sector but, again, came 
face to face with long hours and unproductive time moving 
between the premises of her clientele.  
Leslie has been transitioning her local, non-virtual 
bookkeeping business into a lean, efficient and highly 
profitable virtual bookkeeping service. She recognized a gap 
in the industry where owners needed help and had already 
cut her teeth on the financial management of a hospitality 
business. She also learned some hard lessons when she 
transitioned to the bookkeeping business: her biggest 
challenge in the beginning was pricing her work and that’s 
where she made the biggest mistakes. She also had to learn 
how to choose the right clients. 

 

Become a category authority 

In the above illustration, all of the clients came from people she knew 
and by word of mouth and established relationships within the industry 
community. Not all were ‘ideal’ clients. Leslie is now focusing on upgrading 
her business further as the ‘category authority’ – not just built on referrals. 
She is focusing on building her virtual delivery system by equipping her 
clients with appropriate systems to enable her to work virtually and focus on 
marketing. 
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Why not focus on being expert in an industry category and be one of a 
few experts, or, better still, the only professional clients can obtain that 
service or specialised knowledge from? 

Being better than the incumbents is tough; but the rewards of being a 
leader in a specialised niche in a not-too-crowded market are manifold: 

• Choose one or two industries as your assessment of options. 
This is your starting point. You now have an edge in the market 
because you can interview your clients to learn more about the 
market. They will appreciate your level of interest. 

• Always seek out the congregation points in the niche groups 
such as annual conferences or association networking meetings 
or blogs. 

• Seek out influencers in the industry; you can use LinkedIn as a 
starting point by searching for industry groups. Reach out via 
LinkedIn to get to the influencers and get to know them. 
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Chapter  3  

Developing Your Marketing Plan	

Your marketing platform 

Have you looked for a service provider lately, say a mortgage broker or 
a financial planner or maybe simply the best car insurance deal?  The first 
place you go to is the website. And on this website will be all the usual stuff 
one would expect when researching a product or service. And often there 
are resources such as articles, papers, links, etc. This is the ‘collateral’ or 
‘currency’ of marketing. People want to research before they buy and they 
will have questions that need answering so give them a Frequently Asked 
Questions page. 

Let’s examine some of the basics of establishing a web presence. 

Website for your bookkeeping business 

Unless you are determined to do letter box drops and place ads in the 
local (print) newspaper, you will need an online presence. There are issues to 
deal with so it is better to study the notes following before embarking on 
your professional website. Just as you need a business plan so too does your 
business plan need to cover off on the online marketing needs and 
opportunities for your bookkeeping business. 
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Design 

Design is really important. You have about three seconds to capture 
somebody’s attention. That’s not very long, so when they first hit your 
website they need to be impressed. Do you want to look like this? 

 
Your site visitor needs to see something that makes them want to keep 

looking at your website and typically that’s done with good design, good 
colour, good layout and a sense of trust.  

Keeping people on your site is a challenge. If you want to see the 
future, watch your teenager surf the net: about five millisecond attention 
span is given to every page view. They instantly get whether they want to 
hang around on a particular website 

If it’s of no interest, there’s no second chance given. Adults too are 
becoming far more discerning in whether they want to spend any time at all 
on a website. For sure, they’ll give it more than five milliseconds but about 
three seconds is what it takes to look at a site’s domain name, its tag line and 
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a couple of sentences at the top or across the menu. But if the flow of 
information is not seamless, they will close the site and move on.  

It’s a given in today’s internet-enabled world that all the technical 
aspects, the coding, the architecture, the page links are all fully functional. 

Make your content compelling 

Your website has to provide enough incentive to the visitor for them to 
hang around and call them to take some action. It must have a compelling 
copy. The best design in the world won’t do it, the latest flash media won’t 
do it; it’s information that will do it. We will look at this aspect later. 

But for now it’s important to note that the visitor to the website must 
get to the point where she sees that your offering answers her questions.  

Indeed, good navigation is about relating a problem and causing the 
visitor to stay with your offer, because it speaks to them about their 
problem. They come to your site looking for information and solutions in 
relation to a problem.  

Your site must demonstrate in unequivocal and repeated terms that 
they are at the right place and that you have the answers. Demonstrate a 
clear and genuine understanding of their wants and needs – and they’ll be far 
more willing to buy from you.  

People need to be given a reason to stay on the site or to respond to a 
‘teaser’ offer: “Click here for a FREE e-Book that tells the 10 Most  
Common Mis takes  Bus ines s  Owners  make in  the i r  Bookkeep ing .” Or it 
could simply offer a detailed description of how your services, if purchased, 
will solve their problems or bring them the solution they need to prosper in 
their business. 

Design costs 

Platforms such as WordPress will be a great place to start. You might 
pay just $40 for a working design and all you need to do is provide a logo or 
graphic. 
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A good website will probably need some support from a web developer 
or at least from a web hosting company that may offer design + build + 
host packages. These can be for as little as $250 and $7-$12 a month 
ongoing hosting fees.  

Service categories 

The list is by no means complete but each of these services would need 
to be described and explained, including (where applicable) a case study: 

• Cash flow management  
• Training and support in MYOB, QuickBooks and Xero 

software  
• Set-up and maintenance of accounting and office systems  
• Graphical financial reporting and analysis  
• Preparation of financial budgets  
• End of financial year processes  
• General bookkeeping and compliance work  
• GST and BAS requirements  
• Payroll, PAYG and superannuation  
• Profit and loss statements  
• Sales reports 
• Accounts payable and receivable  
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Next, give a clear picture of how you work with clients  

 
Outline what happens step by step. Explain what you'll do and what 

you expect of them to succeed. Be very clear and include all the major points 
so that all questions are answered. 

Call-To-Action. Now tell them what to do next to explore if your 
service is for them or not. Offer a complimentary meeting by phone. You 
could include a questionnaire to fill out right at the bottom of the page. Get 
their basic contact info and include a few questions to learn about their 
situation regarding the results and outcomes they are seeking. 

Once they fill out the form, they’ll be taken to a confirmation page that 
tells them you’ll be in touch soon to set up a time to talk in depth. You may 
also choose to mention your fees on this page. This will screen out those 
who are not serious or who simply can’t afford you.  

Fee and price schedule 

Your prospective clients may research comparative fee schedules; 
therefore, you should have a fee schedule on your website or available as an 
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‘indicative price schedule’. Here the offer can be ‘sweetened’ for both the 
client and yourself by offering value – add services such as debtor analysis, 
etc. and these should be tagged as Price on Application (POA). Typical fee 
structure could look like this: 

 

Service or Product  
Offering 

Hourly Rate or  
Price of Product 

General bookkeeping $50-$85 per hour 

Payroll attendance $75 -$80 per hour 

General ledger 

establishment 

$55 - $75 per hour 

BAS preparation $65 - $75 per hour 

Administration (A/R, 

A/P) 

$65 - $85 per hour 

Training (technology) $125 - $240 per hour 

 

You might also offer a monthly package that offers a bundled service at 
a set fee. Better still is a choice of service levels, similar to how the 
accounting software suppliers price their services. The levels could be (in 
generic terms) 

• Basic 
• Comprehensive 
• Platinum 
• (Custom) 
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 Adding value to your clients 

There would also be an explanation of your value add proposition 
which could read something similar to this:  

South Sydney Bookkeeping offers a range of services to its clients and 
has a package under its ‘One-Stop-Shop’ service which provides clients with 
an all-in-one service that other bookkeeping businesses may not offer. 
Specifically, this will offer extra value to clients with smaller businesses who 
may not already employ an administrative assistant and can include: 

• Establishing  and providing KPIs 
• Benchmarking services 
• Payroll management 
• Financial reports  

Travel charges could be negotiated on an individual basis and can be 
packaged on a quarterly subscription basis as an option (for example, one 
client took up the option and for a fee of $495/month received a package 
that assisted the business in saving $15,000 in interest payments on slow 
accounts receivable). 

It’s all about the words 

People often forget the content – they get carried away with the look 
and feel or the bells and whistles. Content is king. No matter how good the 
site looks, if the information is not well written, informative and compelling, 
the site will not be effective. 

While most business owners will be able to jot down notes for what 
they want, it is nevertheless beyond their normal competency to write 
professional copy, because: 

• Most people aren't great writers 
• Most people don't see the value in writing and sharing expertise 
• Most people don't believe they have time to write. 
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For this reason we encourage the use of content authors or editors or 
copywriters. There are many professional writers out there and the majority 
are not too expensive. There are two ways to approach this aspect of your 
website. 

The investment in a copywriter does not have to be massive. Search for 
copy or content writer and you will find many providers (e.g. 
www.RainmakerMedia.com.au) who will charge from $50 to $500 
(depending on number of pages) to write your website copy. You need to be 
very clear in what you want. You will need to specify whether you want 
search engine relevant content or whether you will be using the website as a 
marketing tool (as in email marketing). 

No matter which option you prefer, look seriously at content writers. 

Blogging 

Something that’s been around for a while, longer than social 
networking and Twitter, is blogging. As with a lot of these things, blogging 
came out of the average 16-year-old girl’s need to express her every feeling 
to the entire world.  

Blogs started with 
young people creating a 
website and just writing 
about their life – whining 
about their teachers, talking 
about their love lives, etc. 
to the world at large. 

If you’re trying to 
drive people to the website 
then it’s a good idea to have 
your blog on that website 
as it maintains continuity. 

Remember, there are four reasons why a website is needed for a 
business: 
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1. Build a brand 
2. Generate leads 
3. Generate direct sales  
4. Generate advertising revenue  

A blog can also support any one of these goals. Which goals are you 
trying to accomplish with your company website and which are you trying to 
accomplish with your blog?  

Measuring the only really important thing – your 
return on effort 

What is important is your ROI. After all, the only real reason you’re 
setting up, running and managing a social media campaign is to make 
money, right?  As there are very few costs associated with social media 
campaigns, it’s about return on effort where each hour of your time costs a 
certain amount.  

So, you need to measure your time and convert that to a dollar cost and 
then measure the leads/sales you are getting from the campaigns you are 
doing. 

One of the principles that we assert here is that it’s not about the next 
sale to a customer; rather, a customer has (or should have) a lifetime value. 
That’s the amount of revenue you’ll generate from one customer over the 
lifetime of your engagement with them minus your costs to acquire them 
and then service them over time. 

This is a good, basic formula for understanding the metrics of your 
social media ROI. Note, however, (as many business owners will already 
know) as a general rule of thumb for most businesses that it costs three to 
five times as much to get a new customer as it does to keep an existing one. 
That’s part of the reason most businesses focus so much time and money on 
customer retention – it pays to keep existing customers happy. That’s the 
essence for a good bookkeeping business – any professional service 
business, in fact. 
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These are just some of the things you need to take into consideration 
when deciding what your online marketing strategy is. One of the key 
messages here is to realise that it takes time and that time shouldn’t be 
wasted. Everything you do should be part of a marketing strategy and 
should be driven towards an increase in bottom line profit/revenue.  

All these things we’ve been talking about are ultimately designed 
around making you money and you need to realise some sort of benefit 
from them.  

If creating a blog and writing in it every day is not going to drive more 
people to your website and therefore drive more people to your sales then 
there’s no point doing it. So you need to try to measure results. 

An essential for bookkeeping business websites: The 
FAQ page 

People will be researching you before they pick up the phone and they 
will have questions. 

You want to provide information that answers 11 key marketing 
questions. These 11 questions and the information needed to answer them 
are: 

• What exactly do you offer and why should I be interested? 
Home page of your website gives a concise view of your 
services. 

• Is this service for me? Should have this person’s category 
listed and talk about the needs and problems your clients face. 
Will it provide me with the benefits you outline? Your website is 
about your clients, their need and issue, not about you. 

• What kind of results can I expect?  Gives information on the 
results they can expect, plus the information about how you 
work to produce results. 

• Who else has used your services and what were their 
results/outcomes? Includes several case studies or stories of 
successful clients’ projects with specific outcomes. 
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• How do we work together? Explains in detail how your 
services work. What will your services do for the client and how 
are they structured? (see later where we expand on this in a step-
by-step fashion) 

• Are you credible? Do you have the experience to help me? Tell 
about your background and qualifications and experience. Why 
should someone hire you? 

• What do I have to do next to find out more about your 
services? Examples the steps a client will take in working with 
you and what will happen when they contact you. 

• What valuable free information can I get from you right 
now? Give away a free article or report and capture their name 
and email by signing them up for your email newsletter. Use an 
email list management service such as AWeber.com, 
Mailchip.com.  

• What’s the difference between an accountant and a BAS 
Agent-bookkeeper? When do I use a BAS Agent / and when 
do I need an accountant?  It’s a great question. Think about it 
this way: a typical set of accounts provided by a tax accountant 
is prepared for TAX purposes, rather than to really help you for 
managing the business purposes. You need to be cost effective 
in collecting your data for tax purposes and not rely on the ‘shoe 
box method’. You will save money and by using a BAS Agent 
bookkeeper, you can get added value by having reports 
produced for managing your business better. 

• What numbers do I really need to know? If you can fully 
understand what numbers really drive the results, you can adjust 
the numbers to achieve a desired, much better, outcome before, 
not after you’ve had a bad result. 

You can see from these simple FAQs that the FAQ option can be a 
powerful marketing tool and allow you to be seen as being more than just a 
simple bookkeeper but one who can add value to a client’s business. This 
kind of information can also help lift your rankings in Google search 
because not all people search for bookkeeper; they search for ‘business 
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records’ and other terms. Check most used search terms using the Google 
tools. 

Now I’ve got it, what do I do with it? 

Many people are confused about this because they believe that once 
they have their website then that’s it, the job’s done, they’ll go to bed and 
wake up with money pouring into their bank accounts. 

There are four things you need to do once you have your website: 

1. You need to market it. 
2. You need to manage it. 
3. You need to measure it. 
4. You need to optimise it. 

Market it 

The first thing you need to do is let people know about your website 
and if you have a website you’re proud of, this should be relatively easy.   

A couple of key suggestions: Make sure you have your website address 
at the bottom of your email signature; on your business cards, obviously; on 
your letterhead; on your window or door, if you have a shopfront; on any 
posters; on print marketing material; on anything that’s public facing. If you 
send out any e-marketing, email newsletters, make sure there are a lot of 
links back to your website. 

If you have clients who are happy with you, ask them if they will link 
back to your website from their website. This does two things: one is that it 
provides some credibility and it gives people yet another way of finding you; 
and the second thing is that it’s good for search engine optimisation. In fact, 
many search engine marketing experts suggest that this is one of the more 
important tactics for improving a website ranking as Google pays particular 
attention to these links and where they come from – the more popular a link 
is the more weighting Google will give to your website through these back 
links. 
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Manage it 

Plenty of people spend a lot of money on a website and once it’s up 
and running, they get too busy to think about it again. It becomes a waste of 
money if you’re going to do that. Your website needs to be maintained and 
kept fresh. Some of the ways you can do this are to create articles that you 
put on your website, and blogs (see later section), which are a type of article, 
or news items. 

People need to have a reason to come back to your website. One of the 
best ways to market yourself in any business is to become an expert in your 
industry. And typically you are. As a bookkeeper you should aim to be 
across some aspect of the industry. For example, you might be good at 
technology, so write news stories and articles about advances in mobile 
technology as it relates to the industry. Become an expert and provide 
people with information.  

At some stage, some of those people are going to be in a position to be 
buyers of your service or your product. And where are they going to go? 
They’re going to go to the expert. Thus positioning yourself as an expert can 
pay dividends. And this is a general marketing tip for even more than just 
web technology because it’s something you can do outside of the web. In 
short, the web is an excellent place to advertise and push your own 
credibility. 

Measure it 

Your website is a business tool that needs to pay for itself. If it’s not 
paying for itself, you must change something: either don’t do it or make it 
work. And you can’t know if it’s paying for itself if you can’t measure it. You 
can’t manage anything if you don’t have the information. 

The most effective way to measure your website’s success is the Google 
Analytics tool, which is a generation ahead of most products out there and 
it’s free. You can set up Google Analytics on your website; it’s very easy to 
do but you may need a web developer to help you with it which shouldn’t 
cost much at all and then you can track everything going on with your website. 
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This system is good in that you can find out the number of visitors to 
your site, the people who’ve visited more than once and how many times 
and where they come from. It’s interesting to find out how long they’ve 
stayed on your website and then track that over time. For example, if you 
have a lot of good articles people might be staying longer to read them.  

It tracks your CTAs (call to actions) and your clicks, how many times a 
certain link is clicked, which products are the most popular, which pages are 
the most popular. You can even track how people flow through your 
website; for example, as in when people hit the home page, 73% of them go 
to the About Us page next, or 37% go straight to the online store and once 
they’re there, 57% of those people go to Category X first. 

That’s very important information. You can find out whether they’re 
coming to your site from a search engine or from a link on someone else’s 
website or if they’re typing in your address directly.  

 

Because your website is one of your main marketing and sales tools you 
can also use Google Analytics to track non internet-based marketing. So 
imagine a scenario whereby you’ve put an ad in two different newspapers, 
giving slightly different website addresses for each ad (e.g. two different 
pages on your site). You can then track how many people clicked on each of 
those different links so you can see the return on each newspaper ad 
investment.  
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Optimise it 

Optimising your website is, essentially, trying to get it found on the 
internet. The analogy I use is: imagine someone has rented a shop location 
in an expensive street in Sydney, spends thousands of dollars renovating that 
shop, putting up attractive signage, laying out the store with quality 
floorboards and then covers up the front window and all the signage with 
brown paper and sits back and waits. They wait and wait to see if anybody 
comes into their shop. No-one comes into their shop because they don’t 
know it’s there. 

The same applies for a website. If you just put your website online, then 
it’s one of a hundred billion websites on the internet and probably no-one 
will find it.  

 

To see the keywords on your site, look for the ‘name=“keywords”’ line 
in your web page source file. To see this file, simply right-click with your 
mouse on the background of your home page and select ‘view source’. 

So how do you get more points to increase your 
ranking?  



S T A R T  Y O U R  O W N  B O O K K E E P I N G  B U S I N E S S  
 

53 

1. Content: If you are selling bookkeeping & BAS services, you need to 
talk about BAS and bookkeeping services in your content. This can also 
include the derivative issues; for example, BAS, GST, tax returns. 

 If you’re only servicing a local area, then you need to include words 
relevant to that, such as ‘bookkeeping Ipswich’, which is relevant for anyone 
searching ‘bookkeeping, Ipswich’. In marketing, both online and offline, you 
should be speaking in terms of benefits to the customer. 

2. Understanding who your competitors are: When you search for 
bookkeeper in your area look at the top ranking and study their key words. 
They are, after all, the top ranked sites in the search engines for those 
keywords and, as such, are your competitors. 

There are a lot of tricks and techniques to improve SEO, but the 
bottom line is that SEO isn’t something you can do easily yourself. You 
need to have professional support. You need to understand who your 
competitors are on the internet and work out ways of beating them by 
gaining more points. 

Search Engine Marketing (Pay Per Click) 

 
SEM can be quite complex, but essentially you’re bidding for your 

position. Thus, if you have bid a higher amount than others vying for the 
same keywords, you’re in a higher position. You pay each time somebody 
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clicks on your ad. Therefore, if nobody clicks on your ad, you don’t pay. If 
you’re in a very competitive market, you may have to pay $15 or $20 per 
click or you may only have to pay five cents per click.  

Nonetheless, regular and well-positioned SEM or Google Adwords 
campaigns are very important and can do wonders for your business.  

Worth noting 

It pays to be aware of the ‘Laws’ of marketing. These can be 
summarised as: 

The Law of Reciprocity – Giving is awesome! 
Law of Social Proof – It must be good! 
Law of Liking – I like her/him 
Law of authority – I’m an industry leader! 
Law of scarcity – I’m missing out 
Law of contrast – This is so cheap 
Law of Association – because they say so. 
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2  

B U I L D I N G  Y O U R  
B U S I N E S S  

Apart from technical knowledge and skills, 
your business will need systems and processes to 
enable you to generate income for you and to be 
successful. The book works on a solid principle 
that you are a bookkeeping professional but also 

a business owner. 
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Chapter  4   

Starting a Home-Based Bookkeeping Business 

In all likelihood you or a member of your family will have had the 
experience of working from home. It is becoming the norm for an 
increasing number of workers, whether employed or self-employed and 
therefore resources are there to assist you. Indeed, you can find the steps 
you need to sort yourself out on ABN and company set-up on the website: 
http://www.business.gov.au/Documents/Startingyourbusinesschecklist.pdf  

Start-up costs will be minimal. The business is already equipped with an 
adequately furnished home office (including computer and other essential 
office equipment) and a reliable vehicle. 

Start-up costs will include: 

• ABN registration 
• Business name registration 
• Technology (see below) 
• Insurance – public liability and professional indemnity 
• Professional memberships 

In the initial phase of business, costs will be covered by personal 
savings and credit cards if necessary. There may be some technology 
expenses. 

Software, technology and your bookkeeping business 
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Software services include the well-known brands: 

• Myob 
• Quicken/Reckon 
• Xero 

Bookkeeping services can be provided using both MYOB, Xero, 
Reckon, depending on the client’s current software and computer systems. 
Most of these accounting software packages perform basically the same 
bookkeeping functions and it of course depends on the client’s requirements 
when the business grows. 

In addition to these accounting software packages, MS Outlook, 
Google Drive, Thunderbird or other email software will be used to stay 
organised and help keep track of appointments and meetings and link up 
with your tablet/mobile phone. 

The home office 

To work from home or not to work from home? That is the question 
you need to consider. As a start-up service where in most cases you will be 
visiting customer premises rather than in your office, a home office is the 
way to go. It’s cheaper for a start. You are saving rental fees and saving on 
travel. You do need to consider the tax implications. In other words, in 
order to qualify your bookkeeping business for being eligible for tax 
deductibility of shared costs of the accommodation you will need to ensure 
that the ground work is done. 

To be a ‘principal place of business’ you must have an area of your 
home set aside exclusively for your business.  
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In addition to utility costs, you may be able to claim occupancy 

expenses such as rent, mortgage interest, rates and insurances. This is usually 
calculated on the percentage of floor space occupied by the home office in 
relation to the home floor area. As for those with a simple home office, they 
can claim incremental costs of the gas, electricity and phone bills. 

After doing the maths, it’s easy to see why so many bookkeepers 
operate their business from home – especially at the start-up phase, which 
may last several years, at least. 

You do need to be realistic. Is the home option the best option for your 
bookkeeping business, whether you work efficiently from home, whether 
you have access or support services and whether you feel isolated? 

Some other service business operators such as consultants, etc. do treat 
this as the start-up phase with a view to expanding their business, and then it 
becomes just a question of time frame and planning for any expansion of 
when to take the big step and set up an office in commercial premises, 
perhaps in a business or commercial district. There the obvious benefit is 
the possibility of accruing clients from neighbouring offices. Speak to any 
lawyer or accountant who may be located in a commercial building and they 
will almost certainly tell you that they pick up customers simply by being a 
friendly neighbour perhaps to a small business operator on the floor or in 



D E B R A  L E W I S  
  

60 

the building. Indeed, lawyers themselves need BAS Agents and bookkeepers, 
as do doctors and dentists. 

Working from home is extremely common. It has been estimated that 
nearly three million registered businesses are based on working from home 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics). 

Working in a hub 

In most capital cities there is what has been termed as ‘hubs’ which are 
co-working ‘communities’ or shared office spaces. In Melbourne, for 
example, one organisation/business, aptly named ‘Hub’ has more than 650 
individuals and organisations signed up. Depending on the level of 
membership, members have access to a private desk, high speed Wi-Fi, 
printing, tea and coffee facilities, a mailing address and even business 
coaching. These are set up to suit entrepreneurs and people who don’t want 
to work all the time at home and who may need the more formal setting of a 
meeting room; not to mention being able to interact with people, all of 
whom would consider using the services of a bookkeeper, which could be 
you! 

Setting up your premises 

If you decide to rent or lease equipment rather than buy, you may be 
able to claim the payments as a tax deduction – see the Australian Taxation 
Office (ATO) website about business deductions. 

You can also contact providers such as www.silverchef.com.au  which, 
although they sound like hospitality industry providers, will also arrange for 
rent or lease finance for professional service firms. 

Your phone service provider may have services that cater for the needs 
of home-based businesses. Make sure your phone service is appropriate for 
your changing phone use, and consider installing a dedicated phone line for 
your business to ensure all business calls are answered professionally. 
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You should also protect your electronic data by regularly backing up 
business information and storing a copy in an external location for obvious 
security reasons.    

Setting up your finances 

The way you set up your business in your home may affect your tax 
deductions. See the ATO information on working from home. 

It's important to set up and maintain separate bank accounts for your 
business and personal funds. This will make record keeping easier and 
provide a more professional image. Find out what business services your 
bank offers and make sure their services are competitive. 

Setting up your working conditions 

You'll be spending a lot of time there, so make sure your workplace is a 
pleasant, comfortable and safe environment for you and your clients. Safe 
Work Australia can provide you with advice about occupational health and 
safety (OH&S). 

You may need to employ staff or outsource work to contractors and 
you’ll have certain obligations to them.  

Home office technology 

The basics of computer and broadband connection, and email address 
(as we pointed out earlier in the book, preferably with a professional look). 

You need to outfit your home office with the right technology, to make 
it function efficiently and more like an away-from-home office.  If you get 
into the habit of using the phone with client interactions then one way to 
make it more personal and to save money is to use an internet phone system 
like Skype. It lets you make unlimited calls to both landlines and mobiles 
within Australia.  

Besides a good phone, a printer is critical to a home office. Printers are 
simple gadgets that haven’t changed much in some time and have got much 
cheaper, although ink cartridges remain stubbornly expensive.  
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Managing files 

Dropbox 

Dropbox has become a boon for service providers and it is a useful 
investment for you to consider. Moreover for a start-up it is free and costs 
only kick in at larger volumes and usage. It is a cloud-based software-as-a-
service. It isn’t the only cloud storage and syncing service, but it is one of 
the most popular. The ease with which it shares files across iOS devices, 
PCs and hardware makes it valuable to business operators who have clients 
or perhaps sub-contractors spread across a large geographic area – and for 
individuals who don’t want to be tied to a single device, as Windows PCs, 
Macs, Android phones, iOS devices and even BlackBerrys are supported. 

Here are the basics 

If you’re not already using Dropbox, it’s simple to get started. Sign up 
for a free account at the Dropbox website and you’ll immediately receive a 
generous 2GB of storage. When you install the software, a folder will be 
created on your computer which will henceforth sync with Dropbox’s 
servers – and with the Dropbox folders on any other computers on which 
you install the software.  

Files and folders that have been successfully synced are marked by a 
green tick overlaid onto their icon; ones in the process of uploading or 
downloading have a blue icon; those files that, for some reason, can’t be 
synced get a red cross. The Dropbox icon in the system tray also shows 
these overlays as an at-a-glance status indicator.   

How it works 

Every time you put a file into your Dropbox folder, it’s automatically 
uploaded to Dropbox’s servers. The speed at which files upload and 
download varies depending on your network speed. 

Dropbox is ideal for bookkeeping professionals as files may need to be 
worked on between you and the client and , as files get moved around and 
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deleted during a project, they also get changed, especially in shared projects. 
People dip in and out of Word documents, adding sentences and excising 
paragraphs – or they attack PowerPoint documents or spread sheets, 
moving things around and deleting slides. Sooner or later, someone is bound 
to make a change that takes some time to correct – or might even be 
impossible to undo.  

Here, you simply right-click any file in your Dropbox folder and click 
‘Dropbox | View previous versions’: you’ll be taken to a web view showing 
every different version of your file from the past 30 days 

Sharing files more widely 

This may be useful, for example, in dealing between the client and their 
accountant and yourself. You can invite as many people as you wish to share 
a Dropbox folder, and – until you un-invite them – everything within the 
shared folder will be available to everyone. Making a folder available to 
selected others is as simple as entering multiple email addresses when 
prompted.  

Signing up for Dropbox gets you 2GB of storage for free, and for many 
purposes that’s ample. Referring other users gets you an extra 500MB per 
person, to a maximum of 16GB.  

For many workers, the home office is a snug place, and with its panoply 
of devices — phone, computer, printer and maybe other gadgets as well — 
it can get snugger with the iPad which can be used as a kind of mobile office 
for presentations as well as communications on the go. 

Backing up your data 

You need to protect your client data and your own business files from 
loss, fire, damage or theft of your PC. Your business needs a data backup 
strategy; there are plenty of backup services around. As with any business 
project, the first steps are to evaluate your requirements, consider your 
budget and then assess your options. 

The simplest way is to manually burn your important files to blank 
DVDs, or copy them to a USB stick or USB drive. Remember that not all 
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your important data resides in your My Documents folder. For example, 
you'll need to check where your email client, calendar and address book 
store their data. The same goes for specialist software such as accounting 
packages. You’ll also want to familiarise yourself with how to restore this 
data should you be forced to reinstall your applications and start from 
scratch.  

You need to keep backing up your data to ensure you lose as little as 
possible if disaster strikes. Many USB drives come with software which runs 
in the background on your computer and automatically copies new and 
changed files. Your accounting software will be in the cloud, thus cloud-
based back-up is inherent. 

Tips to run your home-based business 

Have a personal answering service, so calls never go unanswered.  

 

Rather than sending callers to voicemail when you’re busy or away from 
your desk, a personal answering service offers your very own receptionist – 
ensuring a real person answers incoming calls in your company name. 
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Personal answering services can answer your calls 24 hours a day if you 
always need to be contactable, reassuring your clients that they’re in safe 
hands. 

The answering service staff can then send you a text and/or email with 
the details of the message, plus your messages are available via an online 
portal. 
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Chapter  5   

Build a System 

Taken to its ultimate conclusion, a perfect system and set of 
procedures has the ability to replicate itself thousands of times – as 
McDonald’s exemplifies.  

For business-minded professional bookkeepers/BAS Agents, they may 
be planning to grow beyond their personal management style or limitations; 
this concept is well worth understanding and appreciating.  

Just as McDonald’s stores have replicated themselves tens of thousands 
of times over around the world, a business runs itself on a turnkey basis if it 
has the right systems and procedures in place. 

Your task as the bookkeeping business owner is to identify and build 
your own systems. These systems need to be written in the form of a 
‘procedures and tasks manual’ (sometimes these are called ‘operations 
manuals’). Every segment of your business has definite procedures that 
make up the work flow. These procedures must be totally consistent with 
the strategic goals of the business that have already been set.  

Inevitably this will involve some tedium. Each person involved will 
have to, in a sense, go over other people’s domains. Sometimes it is not 
possible for the incumbent in a particular role to see beyond the current 
practices. That’s okay. This is not a test. But it isn’t entirely tedious: this can 



S T A R T  Y O U R  O W N  B O O K K E E P I N G  B U S I N E S S  
 

67 

be an exciting time in which everyone can share the burden and, hopefully, 
the excitement. 

Developing procedures 

Just because you are armed with a business plan or a set of strategic 
goals does not mean that running your business will be any easier. There is 
work to be done to get the systems, procedures and organisational structure 
right.  

‘What would best service our customers here? How could I streamline 
or change the practices in order to give the client what they need most easily 
while at the same time maximising profits?’ 

Once the decision has been taken to go the systems way, how do you 
kick off the process? Start with the goals of the business, breaking these 
down into a series of procedures and tasks: 

• Identify tasks necessary to achieve client needs. 
• Develop effective procedures to achieve the tasks; that is, write 

the procedures manual that replicates the prototype.  

What inevitably comes up in this process is both simplification – it’s 
finding a better way of doing things – and also new roles. This may require a 
training effort. The ultimate goal of imposing structure and instituting 
systems and procedures is, of course, predictability. A system is any method 
or procedure that simplifies or automates part of the business, making it 
easier for ordinary people to operate it.  

Whatever endeavour you go for in life requires practice in order to 
acquire a new skill and we need to learn from one’s experience and be 
capable of doing so. Just as experienced and novice car drivers see a totally 
different picture of what’s happening around them, so do experienced and 
novice business owners and professionals with different levels of 
appreciation of opportunity, risks and rewards. An experienced driver knows 
instinctively when to speed and when not to speed, whereas an 
inexperienced driver will risk their life if they speed. So too does an 
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experienced professional or business manager know when to move in action 
and when their behaviour could be ruinous. 

The key to becoming a successful business person is for you to develop 
the habits of success that lead inevitably to you achieving your goals. Here 
are some that you may find informing: 

1. Make a decision. Decide clearly that you are going to begin acting 
in a specific way one hundred percent of the time.  For example, if you 
decide to rise early and exercise each morning, set your clock for a specific 
time; when the alarm goes off, immediately get up, put on your exercise 
clothes, and begin your exercise session.   

2. Never allow an exception. Do not make exceptions to your new 
habit pattern during the formative stages.  Don’t make excuses or 
rationalisation.  Don’t let yourself off the hook.  If you resolve to get up at 
six a.m. each morning, discipline yourself to get up at six a.m. every single 
morning until this becomes automatic. 

3. Tell others. Inform people around you that you are going to begin 
practising a particular behaviour.  It is amazing how much more disciplined 
and determined you will become when you know others are watching you to 
see if you have the willpower to follow through on your resolution.   

4. Visualise yourself. In your mind’s eye, see yourself performing or 
behaving in a particular situation.  The more often you visualise and imagine 
yourself acting as if you already have the new habit, the more rapidly this 
new behaviour will be accepted by your subconscious mind and become 
automatic. 

5. Resolve to persist. Keep practising the new behaviour until it is so 
automatic and easy that you actually feel uncomfortable when you do not do 
what you have decided to do.   

It is a characteristic of successful people that they learn to make 
effective decisions – lots of them. They also adopt a more solution-oriented 
approach to problems. So as a habit we should all learn to stop asking for 
opinions and start proposing solutions. Here are a few lines that help: 

“Can I propose a suggestion?” 
“I propose …” 
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“I’d like to propose …” 
“I suggest that … What do you think?” 

“Let’s	try	…	and	then	try	something	else	if	that	doesn’t	work.”	

Delegating to an employee 

Building towards higher revenue for your business is directly linked to 
the capacity of you to have more clients and more work from each client. 
You cannot do this on your own. You will need employees that can handle 
work that you have no time for. In a bookkeeping business this requires a 
system for defining the mundane, repetitive, non-professional work that 
CAN be delegated. This is where effective employee selection matters. 

 As we know, this is directly linked to how motivated they are to 
achieve and support you in your business goals. Not only is the decision to 
find the right employees critical to your business success, but keeping them 
committed and motivated is an ongoing challenge. Your employee might be 
your biggest asset, your biggest cost, your biggest investment. Look after 
your people and they will look after your clients. 

The case for hiring  

There is a good chance that, at some point, you will arrive at a 
crossroads: the need to expand beyond yourself. That’s the basis for 
thinking at a bigger picture. Hiring employees is always a risk. Do you have 
enough work to keep the person busy? Have you hired the right person for 
the job? What work needs to be done? What skills are required to perform 
the job? How much will it cost to take somebody on? Do we have the 
budget for an extra employee? You can never answer for sure, but you can 
reduce the risk. 

• List the various tasks that the new employee will be expected to 
perform – in other words, a detailed job description. Be very 
specific and estimate the time needed to do the work. This will 
help you decide whether you need to add a full-time or a part-
time employee, or more than one.  
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• You will need to be market-competitive on remuneration, so 
you will need to do the necessary homework in this regard. 
Include salary, benefits and taxes. You should also consider how 
much it will cost to train the new employee. Even if you hire the 
most knowledgeable candidate, it will take some time and 
training for him or her to learn the routines of your business. 

• You should also consider the cost of hiring – to advertise, 
screen applicants, interview, etc. Will the employee add revenues 
and enhance efficiencies? Maybe they will free you from routine 
work so you can develop valuable new business opportunities; if 
so, will the profits of those opportunities exceed what you 
expect to pay the new person? If the answer is ‘no’, you may not 
be ready to hire. Of course, most businesses are ready when 
they have reached this point, because it has more business than 
it can handle, and it needs help.  

Finding the best 

As the owner of a business, you can avoid staffing problems by taking 
steps to recruit the right person.  Hire for attitude, train for skills. An 
employee may be highly skilled, but that means nothing if he or she is not 
enthusiastic. Often, a great source of keen people are those who approach 
you via direct approaches (email, letter, door knocking) or indirect, through 
dealings with clients – or the competition! A keen business person will look 
at the talent amongst their competitors – while everyone has their own 
opinion on approaching potential staff amongst competitors, making it 
known that opportunities exist in your business for people seeking an 
‘exciting career change’ makes good sense.  

Outsourcing 

Contract labour is now a boom industry, reflecting the powerful shift 
away from the heavy burden of maintaining full-time staff to more flexible 
labour. The use of contract labour can be bottom-line effective. Should you 
hire employees or engage an independent contractor? An independent 
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contractor is just what it sounds: someone who is contracted to perform 
services for the business under a written agreement. An independent 
contractor is specifically designated by law not to be an employee, so your 
business has none of the obligations, liabilities or responsibilities associated 
with traditional employer-employee relationships. 

Many employers harbour the fear that only devoted full-time employees 
can provide the level of service necessary to build a successful business. This 
is reinforced by management gurus on the lecture circuit who preach that 
casual staff and contract labour lack the commitment of full-time employees. 
This may be true occasionally, so consider these pointers before taking on a 
contractor. 

There is so much to learn about leveraging technology. You have 
to be committed to learning a better way of doing things. Quite simply, what 
got us here, won’t get us there. We need to be able to adapt, adopt and 
absorb new learnings. This idea that you can’t do it alone and can’t just hire 
close to home is critical.  

Managing your finances 

Although your capital costs for starting a bookkeeping business are 
relatively low you would be well advised to prepare a cash flow budget at 
least to the point where you can identify where your biggest exposure will 
be. After all, in any business, the timing between customer orders and 
actually getting money in the bank can be significant, let alone the time it 
will take to find your first clients.  
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Bootstrapping becomes mandatory for a start-up 

  

Like any set of projection it is vital that assumptions be robust and, if 
you can, we would recommend you seek advice or support form a person 
who has had business experience to help you ‘test your assumptions’.  

Setting out assumptions for cash flow projections 

 For the first two months assume minimum number of clients, then for 
next three months one additional client per month is found, up until five 
clients are found, then there is a levelling off over the next six months. 

• Assume basic bookkeeping services 
• After six months assume value added services such as payroll 

processing to their package. And following this add Financial 
Statement Analysis and Report to be prepared quarterly 

• Assume all clients prepare and lodge their BAS quarterly 
• Assume a mix of clients and especially service take-up is 

expected to vary.  
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Assume start-up costs to include: 

• Purchase of computer 
• Purchase of accounting software 
• Registration of ABN 
• Insurance premiums 

o Professional indemnity 
o Flood, fire loss 
o Loss of income 
o Third party coverage 

• Membership of relevant  professional bodies and associations 
• Website-related costs: 

o Graphic design 
o Copywriting 
o Hosting services 
o Advertising (such as Adwords; Yellow Pages 

listings) 
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Use an Excel to prepare a cash flow budget (similar to the table 
below) 
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Protect yourself 

You need to protect yourself for fire or flood and the consequent loss 
of record, equipment. Also: 

• Loss of income in case of accident, illness through income 
protection insurance in case something happens to you 

• Fire and property insurance can cover your premises, stock 
glass, and goods in transit or cash 

• Worker’s compensation cover will pay out a portion of your 
employee’s salary if they are injured on the job. This may include 
damages if the injury is incurred through negligence on your 
part 

• Public liability or public risk insurance covers any negligence 
while clients, employees or anyone else is on your premises, 
damage to anyone else’s property or to them while using your 
product. Minimum cover is around $10 million 

• Professional indemnity insurance covers service industries from 
any damage to the client from their services 

• Business continuation insurance covers your operating revenue 
if your business is interrupted in any way, through flood, fire, or 
death of a partner  

• Key man insurance covers a specific person or employee, say 
the CEO 

• Directors’ insurance covers a director or officer of a company 
who can be sued personally over a wide range of issues to do 
with their company 

Some of these are mandatory; others are not: 

• Professional indemnity insurance (mandatory under TASA Code 
of Professional Conduct; see later under ‘Minimum 
Requirements’) – $500,000 cover inclusive of legal and defence 
costs 
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• Public liability is NOT mandatory but is recommended as you 
will be working on client premises – $5,000,000 

• Personal accident and illness insurance/income protection 
insurance as a sole trader workplace health and safety insurance 
will not apply. The insurance is not mandatory but prudent 

Partnership  

Many partnerships work successfully for the obvious reasons that they 
allow the workload to be shared, and time to be taken off while leaving the 
business in the hands of a trusted person. There is also the benefit of 
complementary skills, where one person is good at marketing while the 
other specialises in finance and administration, for example.  

These are commendable, understandable rationales for bringing in 
partners or continuing partnerships. But partnerships raise some serious 
challenges, not the least of which is inevitable personality issues, and they 
will come up just as they do in any long-term relationship.  

Partnerships are fraught, as there is often a real sense of neither partner 
having outright control. For many business people, this is unacceptable as it 
cuts against the very reason many seek to be in business – to have a position 
of control over their own destinies and fulfil their ambitions. A partnership 
is a shared ownership, shared decision-making venture, so partners need to 
enter such an arrangement with the greatest of consideration. 

What to look for in a partner  

All of the best partnerships are based on a single-minded pursuit of a 
joint deal. However, business owners are generally confronted with the 
partnership issue when they realise that they lack some of the skills that will 
turn a start-up venture into a successful business. Somebody who has an 
entrepreneurial drive to kick off a business idea but who lacks follow-
through and administrative ability would theoretically fit with someone who 
fills those gaps – but filling the gaps needs more than matching business 
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skills. You need to ascertain whether your respective personalities and 
operational modes are compatible. 

If you believe that you can work well with the right partner, the next 
step is to identify the qualities your partner must possess. If you find the 
right prospect, you will have to draw up a partnership agreement. This 
includes provisions which recognise that even a well-planned partnership 
may not work; in effect, it is a pre-nuptial agreement for the partnership. 
Even with a well-written agreement, dissolving a partnership can damage a 
business, so proceed with care.  

A buy-sell agreement should be part of the partnership prenuptial. A 
buy-sell agreement is a contract between the owners that details what will 
happen if one of the owners should die, become disabled, retire, quit or 
leave the business. Without a buy-sell clause, you may disagree about how to 
relieve the departing owner of equity.  

Even worse, if one of the partners dies and no such agreement is in 
place, his estate will be the new owner of the stock. In that case, you could 
end up in business with your partner’s widow, widower or children. Creating 
a buy-sell agreement avoids this sort of worst-case scenario. 

Old-fashioned networking 

Networking in the truest sense is what the very top businesses actually 
do. It’s what all businesses did, across the boards, prior to about the mid-
1800s, when advertising began. Before that, we were all professional 
networkers. That’s all we did. 

Since then, advertising has pretty much taken over as the medium 
through which to communicate business to masses of people. 

But even today, when you look at the top echelons in any business, that 
kind of pre-1850 networking is still what occurs. If one company wants to 
buy another company, they don’t put out an ad: it’s all done through 
networking. 
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The main goal of networking? 

To network! And to get referrals. It's about cultivating relationships 
with other business professionals. It’s about realising the capital that comes 
from building social relationships. 

Think about the people you know. Who gets the most referrals? People 
who show the most motivation, right? Notice too that master networkers 
are never off duty. Networking is so natural to them that they can be found 
networking in the grocery store line, at the doctor’s office and while picking 
the kids up from school, as well as at the chamber mixers and networking 
meetings.  

Being an effective networker is a continuous methodical process. There 
are specific techniques you can learn and develop that will help you hone 
your ability to ask for the referrals you want. One such technique is to ask, 
“Who do you know who ...?” You would then list several types of people 
you can help, such as someone who is new to the area, someone recently 
married or someone who has just started a business. 

If you are to be in business then you need to act like a business owner. 
Develop a creative incentive to encourage people to send referrals your way. 
A music store owner, for instance, sends music tickets to people who refer 
business to him. Another example is the chiropractor who posts thank-you 
notes on a bulletin board in his waiting area to all his patients who referred 
patients to him the previous month. 
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Develop a contact sphere 

 

NY Times best-selling co-author Dr Ivan Misner wrote in 
his book The World's Best Known Marketing Secret: 
Building Your Business with Word-of-Mouth Marketing 
that a contact sphere is a group of business professionals 
who have a symbiotic relationship. They are in compatible, 
non-competitive professions, such as a lawyer, a CPA, a 
financial planner and a banker. If you put those four people 
in a room for an hour, they’re going to do business together. 
Each one is working with clients that have similar needs but 
require different services. Hence, they’re working that 
symbiotic relationship. 

Dr Misner writes, “My favourite example of a contact 
sphere is the caterer, the florist, the photographer and the 
travel agent. I call this the ‘wedding mafia’. If one gets a 
referral to a wedding, then they all get a referral to the 
wedding. These professions, more than most, have truly 
learned how to work their contact sphere.” 

 

Getting the most out of your contact sphere 

• Identify as many professions as possible that fit within your 
contact sphere. Take a look at what professions your industry 
tends to work with to get an idea of repetitive and reciprocal 
referrals. Create a list of these professions.   

• Identify specific individuals who could fit into your contact 
sphere. Go to various networking groups and consult your 
business card file and database.   
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• Evaluate the professionals in your contact sphere that you are 
presently referring. If they are not reciprocating, you may have 
the wrong profession or the wrong person. Fill the spot with 
someone who is willing to reciprocate. 

Although developing a solid contact sphere will greatly increase your 
business, you must remember that it alone is not enough. Because contact 
spheres consist of small groups, you’re not likely to gain exposure to a large 
number of individuals. Hence, work on developing your overall network of 
contacts at the same time you are developing your contact sphere. 

Networking meetings 

Networking meetings can be extremely valuable and, rather than be 
competitive, they are more often than not mutually supportive. It is rare that 
one Professional bookkeeper/BAS Agent  would be a threat to another 
given the geographic and established client nature of such an enterprise. 
Peer-to-peer support is highly valuable and can be a source of professional 
development as well as business development.  
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3  

W O R K I N G  W I T H  
C L I E N T S  

There is never too much attention paid to the 
subject of working with clients to be effective as 

a professional and to be willing to position 
yourself and your business as an essential part of 

the success of your client. 



 83 

Chapter  6  

Working With a Small Business Client 

“A clear link exists between compliance with tax obligations and good record keeping 
practices” 

Citation: Australian Tax Office1 
As there is no legal requirement that a small business must use a 

professional bookkeeper/BAS Agent, many small businesses adopt a “do it 
yourself” (DIY) approach to their bookkeeping needs. This can lead to 
deeper issues – in self-tracking its own performance, the business may 
essentially be “travelling blind” and, as a consequence be making poor 
business decisions and incorrectly filing their returns. For example, while the 
GST system has been in operation for more than 10 years, many BAS agents 
could readily demonstrate that DIY returns are often riddled with errors. 

When working with small business clients, there are several main areas 
that need to be considered: 

1. the development of an engaged and productive working 
relationship  

                                                   

1  https://www.ato.gov.au/General/The-fight-against-tax-crime/In-
detail/Targeting-Tax-Crime-magazine/2012/Targeting-tax-crime--A-whole-of-
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2. carrying out bookkeeping services according to client needs and 
best practice; and 

3. recognition of the obligation to deliver a service with 
“reasonable care” as defined by the Tax Practitioners Board (the 
regulating body for ‘BAS and Tax Agents’ 

Serious potential consequences can arise out of poor practice 
management or a misguided approach to the Code of Professional Conduct as set 
out by the Tax Practitioners Board2. Throughout this chapter profiles of 
small business clients are used to illustrate scenarios that may confront a 
bookkeeper in their day to day practice and provide a guide to resolving 
these situations. 

Definition of ‘small business’ 

A commonly accepted definition of a small business is as an ABN 
registered business with 0-19 employees (the Tax Office uses the term 
“micro business” where the business has 0-14 employees). Typically a 
bookkeeper will work with small business clients from a variety of industries. 
The business may also be GST registered, however, where a business has a 
turnover of less than $75,000 GST registration is not mandatory. 

Independent contractors 

Defined as people who contract out their service, without having the 
legal status of an employee, “independent contractors” are effectively small 
businesses. Current trends point to a change in the pattern of employment 
from full-time to part-time, and from part-time employment to independent 
contractor status. It is the view of the authors that independent contractors 
will further swell the small business section, at the expense of the five 
million of so Australians employed by the mid and large business sectors. 

Both common law and the Tax Office have guidelines to separate 
contracts of service from contracts of labour. There is a deceptively simple 

                                                   
2 Tax Practitioners Board. Code of Professional Conduct www.tpb.gov.au 
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rule of thumb: if someone not only tells you what job they want done, but 
also tells you exactly when the job starts and finishes and provides you with 
the tools required to complete the job, and a workplace, then you are more 
than likely to have a contract of labour in place. If a contract of labour 
exists, then it is an employer-employee relationship. Identifying independent 
contractor status is critical for various tax treatments, including: 

• • PAYG withholding; 
• • SGC (Superannuation Guarantee Charge); and 

• • WorkCover insurance 

Moreover, a professional bookkeeper/BAS Agent must apply the 
standard for reporting, which is set out later in the chapter. 

Developing a working relationship with the client 

“You are a key part of the solution for the ATO to tax small business. The ATO is 
promoting your role.” 

Citation: Bookkeeping Institute of Australia3 

There are some unique conditions that govern the relationship between 
a bookkeeper and a small business operator: 

• The ‘books’ are often kept at home. 
• The records contain certain information that is private and 

confidential. 

A small business operator is a person that very often works out of their 
kitchen or living room. As an outsider, the bookkeeper has to make their 
presence as least confronting as possible. To bridge this gap and enter the 
private world of the small business owner, with the least amount of 
disruption possible, there are a number of steps the bookkeeper can take: 

                                                   
3 Bookkeeping Institute of Australia. Quote provided by Debra Lewis, CEO 
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Step 1 – Getting to know you: The bookkeeper should demonstrate 
professionalism and inspire trust in the business owner, and the information 
gleaned from the client should aid the bookkeeper in determining whether 
or not to take on the owner as a client. 

Step 2 – Ask questions: What does the business do? How is it different to 
other businesses? Understanding the business is critical to the development 
of trust. 

Step 3 – Find out the numbers: Develop a ‘big picture’ understanding of 
the client’s business. A good tip is to determine the three numbers that the 
owner wants to know on a weekly basis. 

Step 4 – Bookkeeping processes: How are the books kept? Who does what? 
Is the business owner happy with the current arrangements? 

Step 5 – Go away and think! Take time to go through the information 
acquired through steps 1-4. Consider your options, and then go back to the 
business owner with a proposal. 

Professional presentation 

It might sound anachronistic, but people will generally place a great deal 
on first impressions. There is the old joke, that you don’t get a second 
chance to make a first impression. 

At the very outset, you need to get names right – especially yours. If 
you have a tricky name, let your customer know what they can call you. You 
do like-wise and establish how you can address your 
customer. 

In our view, email is a great medium for breaking the ice, and for more 
reasons than one, you should be quickly establishing the preferred method 
of communication. 

Let’s talk about manners in a common sense, not didactic style. You 
really want the customer to trust you and tell you things. This is not going to 
happen if they are uncomfortable about the way you speak to them or 
phrase the questions. If the topic is a bit thorny, for example ‘why do you 
want to claim all these lunch meetings?  You would preface your questions 
by explaining the relevance. 
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We’ll deal with communications and questions further along, but at this 
stage the issues are almost inseparable from your manners and appearance.  

 

Some useful hints on presentation 

• Breaking the ice by telling a few stories about yourself 
always helps in letting the customer get a glimpse of who 
you are. 

• Appearance – dress for the occasion; you are a professional 
and while suit and tie for a man or smart dress for a women 
maybe too formal, common sense suggests business attire is 
in order. Keep in mind that there may be Industrial Safety 
clothing requirements which mandates how you dress on 
certain job sites. 

• Let just step back, and re-iterate that you dress for first 
impression. You can be adventurous, conservative or poorly 
outfitted – but at least put some thought into the process. 
As for manners, it’s a no brainer; treat people respectfully. 

	

Making a service proposal 

You have met the client, observed what the client does and how they 
do it. It is now time for you, the bookkeeper, to make your observations and 
lay down a service proposal to your potential new client. 

Here’s a typical example of an exchange: 
a. “Mr Robertson, I can see that this is what your business does, and 

how you go about your bookkeeping. 
b. In my view your system is not quite up to scratch. This could be a 

problem for you if you should ever be the subject of an audit by the 
Australian Tax Office. 

c. The good news is that we can work with you to get your system in a 
satisfactory position. 
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d. We can discuss fees once we determine your needs and a formal 
letter of engagement is agreed on, but the upside is that you’ll have your 
books in shape, your BAS returns will get done on time, and you’ll be in a 
better position to deliver your annual records to your Tax Agent. 

e. Importantly, you’ll sleep better at night!” 

Payment for services 

a. As mentioned earlier, figure out the job first – what needs to be 
done. 

b. Clearly communicate that with the customer (even if this is valuable 
information) 

c. Show enthusiasm 
d. Show optimism even though there may be technical hurdles. 
e. Don’t sugar-coat the problems, but nevertheless point out that 

you’ve seen it before, and something can be done. 

Do bookkeepers work by billable hours, or should a 
package of services be offered at a flat rate? 

There are two schools of thought, and this is quite a controversial 
subject. In recent times there has been a shift to what is now being referred 
to in the accounting-bookkeeping industry as ‘value-based pricing’ which is 
where you charge for bundles (or packages) of bookkeeping services. 
Advocates of the value-based pricing, say it is better than hourly billing in 
just about every way.  

We will provide a summary view of the benefits below. As is evidenced 
on these pages, we are of the view that the nature of the job should be 
defined first, and this should be clearly disclosed to the customer. If the 
packages services approach becomes your chosen method of charging for 
your services, you will have to explain to your clients exactly how they will 
benefit from value-based pricing. 

It is our view that most bookkeepers undervalue what they can actually 
do for their small business customer and hence believe that value-based 
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pricing can take the focus off an hourly billing rate, which in many cases 
works against the interests of the bookkeeper. 

The case for value-based pricing 

Sometimes called value pricing, value-based pricing makes life easier 
your clients, and also for you, the bookkeeper. It means grouping services 
together in packages, which offers the prospective client a quote on a 
monthly price. This allows your clients to choose a package that best fits 
their needs.  

This is, in effect, a flat rate and it brings peace of mind for your client. 
Value pricing gives you the flexibility to work from home if you’re 
disciplined and desire such, instead of going to the client’s place of business, 
where it is easier (for the client) to check hours worked in a billable hour  
situation. 

As noted, earlier, you will have to explain to your clients what they are 
paying for. Every client is different, still their bookkeeping requirements will 
often be quite similar as much of the work is defined by tax and payroll 
legislation. 

It pays to learn more about your client’s needs. Indeed, this is 
mandatory as far as good business practice and we provide various guides 
and templates to support this ‘discovery’ process (See later for more on 
Value Billing). 

Promoting the benefits of value pricing to a client 

The purpose of a pricing model is to deliver value for your clients. It 
should also lead to greater revenue and therefore higher income to the 
bookkeeper. Just as with a restaurant, dry cleaner or hairdresser you offer a 
range of services and clients may need different things. If you use the 
packaged (bundled) services approach you can help ensure the client 
understands the following: 

1. The services they really need 
2. How the total ‘flat’ fee is determined 
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3. What the value elements are (that is, what they get for ‘free’) 
4. The full range of services you can provide so that they can refer 

to other items at any time going forward 

Value pricing (a.k.a value billing) assists in keeping clients satisfied with 
the money they are spending on professional bookkeeping services. This is 
distinct from hourly billing where clients may feel overcharged despite the 
view from many bookkeepers, who feel often feel they under-charge the 
client. 

There is no need to jump into value pricing without first examining 
what is still the ‘norm’ for the industry when it comes to setting fees. We’ll 
look at a couple a case studies below. 

Setting your fees 

When it comes to the money, you can hardly expect to sell your 
services at say $50/hour when you 
can’t give the client any idea of what you are going to do. We believe many 
bookkeepers fall over at this point, because they don’t see their 
responsibility (at that stage) as having to define the job. 

Look at the two approaches from the client’s perspective: 
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Example.  Two approaches to billing 

Bookkeeper Bob 

“Mr Thompson. Thanks for the opportunity to provide you 
with my hourly billing rate. My rate is $ 50/hour. To get us 
going I would need first to spend between 6-8 hours to 
figure out the scope of the work required as well as 
assessing how I can set up your system”. 

Bookkeeper Bill 

“Mr Thomson my billable, hourly rate is $ 50/hour, but I 
am prepared to offer you a flat, monthly price which you 
might find attractive. For example if you need to have your 
books ready for GST payments on a quarterly basis and 
need a trial balance done monthly, my monthly rate would 
be around $550 subject to my doing a proper assessment of 
your needs.   

I’d be prepared to offer you in that package an aged debtor’s 
ledger so you can have at your fingertips, those invoices 
which remain unpaid at 30-days. From what I can see so far, 
you need someone to do that for you.”  

	

There is nothing wrong with either Bob or Bill’s approach. Sooner or 
later Bob would need to have his job plan worked out, and then decide 
whether to continue to work by the clock, or take the chance to fix the 
hours and work productively.  
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Which approach will you go for? 

Hourly rate. It’s the norm in the industry and it may be what some 
experienced business owners or investors expect and prefer, believing they 
can limit the billable hours to a minimum. On the other hand, it delivers a 
lack of certainty for many clients 

Value-based, flat rate pricing. Most clients actually prefer this 
approach as no timesheets are required. They perceived they are getting 
value (something ‘free’). It is easy to add on and charge for each new 
element of work. The risk is you under-charge. You also need to ensure that 
you can agree on additional fees if scope of work changes. Overall, there is 
upside for the bookkeeper. 

Justifying your fees 

Do the legwork for your client that accountants often do but shouldn’t. 
Business owners will get much more value from bookkeepers providing this 
service since you, the bookkeeper is in the perfect position to gather any 
client documentation whilst you are on their premises. The extra time you 
spend helping your client with this valuable service will save time with the 
accountant and therefore save your client’s money. 

The time you spend assisting business owners in this potentially 
overwhelming task will allow accountants to focus on preparation of income 
tax returns. This service can represent a significant saving in accounting fees 
for your client. 

At the end of the day, you, the bookkeeper, are trying to project the 
image of a safe set of hands and someone that can be relied on. 

Bookkeepers who continue to learn and undertake professional 
development to, for example, become expert at cloud-based accounting 
software and the many add-ons that make businesses much more efficient, 
can justify a higher rate. By being expert and saving the client money, clients 
are more than happy to pay an ongoing flat fee for the basic bookkeeping 
service because they received so much more value form the relationship.  
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Letter of engagement 

We recommend there be a written agreement (often called a 'letter of 
engagement') between a professional bookkeeper or BAS/Tax agent and their 
client setting out the terms and conditions of the arrangement between 
parties. 

A letter of engagement helps both parties know and understand the 
expectations they are agreeing to in their contract. It will define the rights 
and obligations of both parties and set out in writing the agreed terms and 
conditions for the work to be done. This will also help to avoid uncertainty 
and misunderstandings. 

A letter of engagement usually covers: 

• • the work to be done 
• • who will do it 

• • how it will be done 
• • when it is to be done 

• • how much the work will cost. 

Sample letter of engagement  

Dear…………….. 
This letter is to confirm our understanding of the terms of our 

engagement and the nature and limitations of the services that we provide.  

Purpose, Scope and Output of the Engagement  

This firm will provide bookkeeping services, which will be conducted in 
accordance with the relevant professional and ethical standards. As a result, 
no review will be performed and, accordingly, no assurance will be 
expressed. Our engagement cannot be relied upon to disclose irregularities 
including fraud, other illegal acts and errors that may exist. However, we will 
inform you of any such matters that come to our attention.  

Using your own accounting system, financial reports, including a Profit 
& Loss statement, balance sheet, receivables reconciliation, payables 
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reconciliation, GST reports and other special reports as required from time 
to time, will be prepared on a regular basis. There is no assumption of 
responsibility for any reliance on our report by any person or entity other 
than yourself and your BAS or tax agent or accountant.  

Responsibilities 

In conducting this engagement, information acquired by us in the 
course of the engagement is subject to strict confidentiality requirements. 
That information will not be disclosed by us to other parties except as 
required or allowed for by law, or with your express consent.  

We wish to draw your attention to our firm’s system of quality control 
which has been established and maintained in accordance with industry 
guidelines. We are also subject to the Rules of Professional Conduct issued 
by our professional body, the Institute of Certified Bookkeepers (ICB), 
which monitors compliance by its members.  

(If applicable) As a registered BAS Agent we are required to abide by 
the code of professional conduct contained within the Tax Agent Services 
Act 2009 which sets out the professional and ethical standards required of 
BAS agents.  

Clients are required to arrange for reasonable access by us to relevant 
individuals and documents, and shall be responsible for both the 
completeness and accuracy of the information supplied to us.  

Liaison with your tax agent/accountant  

We would ask:  
(a) You confirm that you have already discussed our appointment with 

your tax agent or accountant 
(b) Your consent to the disclosure and free discussion of your financial 

affairs with your tax agent/accountant (………………………………….).  
These consents are required under privacy principle 11 of the Privacy 

Act 1988.  
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Scope of Engagement  

Our engagement extends to the following services:  

• Preparation of (weekly/fortnightly/monthly/quarterly) sets of 
accounts  

• Preparation of the financial year end trail balance and 
adjustments  

• Preparation of Payment Summaries and Annual ATO Payment 
Summary Statement  

• Acting as your BAS Agent including the preparation of Business 
Activity Statements/Instalment Activity Statements  

• Posting of receipts and payments to manual bookkeeping 
system, reconciliation of bank account  

• Posting of receipts and payments to computerized general 
ledger system, reconciliation of bank account posting of 
necessary journal entries  

• Accounts Payable Services  
• Accounts Receivable Services  
• Cash Flow Statements, Profit & Loss Forecasts and Budgets (if 

applicable) 
• Provision of telephone support 

Fees  

The fee arrangement is based on the expected amount of time and the 
level of staff required to complete the professional services as agreed. The 
fee is expected to be approximately $............. per week, including (or 
excluding) travelling expenses which are incurred to complete the 
engagement. This fee arrangement is based on [seven] hours over [1] day per 
week and will be subject to change if the following circumstances should 
occur:  

1. You feel you need to change the nature and/or quantity of the 
work we perform. 
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2. Our hourly fees rise (You will be given notice of any change in 
our hourly fees in writing, at least two months in advance).   

3. We review our fixed price agreement as a result of a change in 
the scope of the work  

Ownership of documents  

The financial statements and any other documents that we are 
specifically engaged to prepare, together with any original documents given 
to us by you, shall be your property. However, we reserve the right to make 
a reasonable number of copies of the original documents for our records.  

Any other documents brought into existence by us, including general 
working papers and draft documents will remain our property at all times. If 
our services are terminated, we shall be entitled to retain all documents that 
we have prepared or hold until payment in full of all outstanding fees.  

Confirmation of Terms  

Please sign and return the attached copy of this letter to indicate that it 
is in accordance with your understanding of the arrangements. This letter 
will be effective for future years unless we advise you of any change.  

Yours sincerely,  
This acts also as a vehicle for common understanding, clarifying the 

responsibilities of the agent and the client and how the work is to be 
completed and paid for. It can assist in avoiding disputes over fees and the 
scope of work. 
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Example: Going beyond the letter  
of engagement 

It is all very well to define what service is agreed upon 
between your business client and yourself as the 
bookkeeper, but consider a bookkeeper’s story about a 
client, Jemma, a baker producing artisan bread. 

Jemma has been a client of Marianne, a bookkeeper with 
BAS Agent accreditation for over 12 months and the 
bookkeeper did her accounts once a month, e.g. expenses, 
invoices, BAS report and monthly financial reporting. The 
bookkeepers said “I am sure Jemma does not appreciate my 
financial reports as she just dismisses them and says “I’m 
not a numbers person”.  

To better support Jemma in her business and understanding 
that she is not motivated by money, rather, by producing a 
great product and innovating her processes, Marianne, our 
bookkeeper decided to prepare a visual that clearly 
demonstrated to Jemma why she falls short on cash at 
critical times, like when the GST needs to be paid. She 
discovered that the more bread she sells the more inventory 
costs rise.  

The solution? Raise prices by 5-7% and boost stock 
turnover. The result is a better cash flow to enable her to 
invest in more efficient equipment. 

 
Our bookkeeper said “I earned my bread that month!” 
Let’s be clear: there’s nothing magical about finding a balance between 

time and income. If you are qualified, experienced and you happily deliver 
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‘above expectations’ to your clients, you climb the ladder of hourly rates, or 
better still, work on a fixed fee (flat rate). 

SMB owners are faced with multiple challenges – daily. BAS, GST and 
tax obligations are mandatory but so too is timely and relevant financial 
information that enables the business owner to make smart decisions. 
Jemma, as a case in point, needed a different approach to the usual 
spreadsheet display of financial information. How can a professional 
bookkeeper or accountant stand by and watch their client struggle without 
coming up to the plate with ideas, proposals and solutions that can alleviate 
or at least moderate their problems? The answer should not be “I only get 
paid for doing the books!” 

 

Example: Bookkeeper and client 

Joanne, prior to completing her bookkeeping certificate, 
worked in a property management company for a number 
of years. Once she gained her bookkeeping qualifications, 
she decided to specialise in the property management sector 
as she considered this a growth sector and she had gained a 
working knowledge of the industry. Her first client was her 
former employer. 

The management company paid the same supplier for 
multiple properties. Joanne’s job as bookkeeper was to pull 
information correctly and synch her books with her 
accounting software system. She needed to match the 
correct vendor to the invoice. 

In doing this she needed to have the same supplier set up 
multiple times with each individual property address. It all 
needs to be kept separate as each property owner (body  
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corporate) needs to do accurate billing to each unit. It was a 
complex job to set up and the client wanted a fixed rate 
quote in order to be able to set budgets for accounting and 
bookkeeping costs.  

Understanding the dynamic of the business, Joanne was 
concerned that she could encounter ‘scope creep’. That’s 
where incremental changes in the scope of work ‘creep’ in. 
Thus, on an annual basis, she would review the services 
actually being provided, compare them to the 
agreed services in the contract, and then when it was time to 
renew the contract, she and her client discuss adjustments 
to the flat fee amount.  

	

Joanne negotiated a variance clause in her letter of engagement to 
account for changes to the scope of work, such as new suppliers brought in 
or for additional properties secured under management.  

New Client: The very first meeting 

Business owners want to be confident that their bookkeeper is across 
their business and not taking short cuts. It makes sense, therefore to go 
through an exercise with the client that enables you to understand the 
business activities. These are examples of a form and template that you can 
use for your first meeting subsequent to engagement that will assist you in 
understanding the nature of the business and, at the same time, provide 
comfort to the client that you are acting in a professional manner. 
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SAMPLE: Understanding the business activity 

New Client Relationship Questionnaire 

Client name ð  

Address ð  

Phone  ð  

Mobile ð  

E-mail ð  

Industry type ð  

Accounting system? £ MYOB  £ QuickBooks  £ Other? 

No of customers ð  

No of invoices per month 
ð 

 

Do they do their own 
data capture of sales 
invoices/payments? 

£ Yes  £ No  ð Comments? 

No of AP payments per 
month  

 

Do they do their own 
data capture of AP 
bills/payments? 

£ Yes  £ No  ð Comments? 

No of employees ð  

Payroll frequency £ Weekly  £ Fortnightly  £ Monthly 

Do they do their own £ Yes  £ No  ð Comments? 
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payroll? 

Date of last bank 
reconciliation  

 

No of bank statement 
pages per month ð 

 

Date of last BAS return ð  

	

For gathering metadata of the client, here is a sample form you could 
use: 

SAMPLE: New client relationship questionnaire 

New Client – The very first meeting 

Client name ð ………………………………. 

Ask the Question  What do you do in this business of 
yours? 

Write down their 
answer 

………………………………… 

Do you understand 
what they do  

If not – SEEK CLARIFICATION 

Document the nature 
of the business. Still 
don’t understand 
what they do ? 

…………………………………….Seriously 
consider shaking hands and leaving the 
room! 

Do you have any 
experience in their 
line of business? 

YES or NO 
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If yes – don’t be 
afraid to tell them 
that 

……………………………………….. (similar 
customers) 

If no – do you have 
anything related 

………………………………………… 
(related type customers) 

Ask the Question Who shall I be taking instructions from?  

Ask the Question Is there a 2nd person if the 1st is 
unavailable? 

Ask the Question Are there limits to what I can talk about 
to the 2nd person? 

Ask the Question How do you prefer to communicate  

Phone 
communications 

Do you phone me from a blocked 
number? If so seriously consider shaking 
hands and leaving the room! 

How often do you 
think  we should 
make contact? 

£ Weekly  £ Fortnightly  £ Monthly 

Why this question It gives you an idea of the nature of the 
owner 

PRIVATE NOTES  

	

Addressing a new client on all your services 

The scope of work may change but the best time to mention all the 
services you provide is when a new client comes on board. The reason is 
because it is then that you will have their attention. Once you’re 
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commissioned to do the work, chasing down business owners can be 
problematic. 

When you introduce all the services you provide that might be relevant 
to them, you would be wise to have a prepared script. 

 

Sample script 

James, (we’re presuming you have gone past the ‘Mr’ stage 
and arrived at a “Call me James” stage of the engagement) 
I’m really excited to have you on board as a client. I know 
you’ll be satisfied in entrusting us with doing your books. I 
also want to spend just a few minutes and go over other 
services, not to invest in them right now, but I know from 
experience in working with businesses such as your, that you 
will grow. 

“You’ll then need additional services. For example, you may 
already be aware that as soon as you recruit a new employee 
you will face a whole set of legislative, financial and 
administrative requirements. You will want to work with 
vetted partners who are experienced in payroll and 
superannuation matters. Does this make sense?” 
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The purpose here is to positon you (or your firm) as the trusted advisor 
and encourage the client to reach out to you first. This in no way encroaches 
on the role of the accountant for the business but, rather, leverages your 
place as the most frequently encountered advisor to the business owner. 
There will be a list of services you can provide and this should be 
customised to your competencies and experience.  

Terminating client relationships 

Circumstances will arise that will require a termination of services 
provided to a client. Such circumstances are many and varied and include: 

• A mutual agreement to end engagement 
• An irreconcilable dispute 
• Client seeking to cease engagement 
• Bookkeeper seeking to cease engagement 
• Fees below schedule 

Listed below are key points in checklist format to consider before 
formally closing the relationship with the client 

Termination checklist 

• Give plenty of notice. 
• Hopefully you’ve planted a few seeds along the way so it’s not 

too much of a surprise. 
• Show your gratitude to them for their confidence in you 
• Transition carefully - especially when you have had clients in 

your care for several years.  Remember you have, in all 
likelihood, been part of their family 

• Remain respectful and attentive 
• Never assume you know what your clients believe to be true 

about you. Ask them, especially after you inform them of 
changes 
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• Don’t burn your bridges.  Start and end the relationship 
professionally 

• Do not send a cold, disconnected letter or other digital 
communication.  Pick up the phone and talk to the right person 

• Be kind 
• Reason/s for exiting 
• Views/feedback of Bookkeeper 
• Any strengths/opportunities identified? 
• Suggestions to improve the work environment 
• Any other issues: Passwords, bank info to be changed, etc. 
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Chapter  7  

Communication 

In decades past, the bookkeeper was forced to visit the customer, 
because that is where the records were. Businesses issued paper invoices, 
monthly statements, and were paid by cheque. 

Bookkeeping was (and still is) a continuation of the 1494 ‘double entry’ 
system developed by Luca Paciolli of Venice. 

Communications technology now makes it possible for the accounting 
and bookkeeping professions to improve the way they do business. 

It is a fact of life, that not all small business customers are equally 
equipped and informed to run their business the way that best suits their 
bookkeeper. 

It is an exciting time in the bookkeeping and accounting world, as it is 
clear that the industry is changing. Online technology is rapidly becoming 
the norm, and, not only does that make for more flexibility for the 
bookkeeper who wants to work from home, but also it offers productivity 
gains for both the bookkeeper and the business owner. It also facilitates an 
added-value component to the service offering. 

Our view: don’t beat yourself around the head with this rapidly 
changing environment; make a difference by telling the business owner what 
you would like from them! 
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Establishing communication protocols 

It is common practice today that you send an SMS or email, asking 
whether you can discuss something specific. 

Message for the bookkeeper: very early on in the customer relationship 
establish how you will ‘talk’.  

One of the earliest “communications” is the hand-over of the 
documents. 

Receiving client documents 

Early in the engagement you will need the relevant documents of the 
business. Choosing the right document management system (see below) is 
completely dependent on your needs. If you aim to be a virtual bookkeeper, 
that is have all client documents and the books of the business handled 
electronically, then there are apps available for this. For example, Receipts 
Bank4 allows clients to upload documents directly to the bookkeeper. This is 
achieved in a simple set of procedures once the app is installed: 

1. Documents are scanned and uploaded into the app 
2. Client emails documents to an email address  
3. Documents could, alternatively, be photographed via a 

smartphone and emailed to the bookkeeper 

Once the system is established, the bookkeeper can access the 
documents and perform the necessary bookkeeping tasks. Upon completion, 
the ‘books’ and associated notes can be filed away digitally.  

Document management systems 

Document management systems can range from the most basic system 
to complex, cloud-based applications. The most basic is where oral 
instruction is given by the client to the bookkeeper with associated 

                                                   
4 www.receiptsbank.com.au 
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documents physically handed over in what is colloquially referred to as the 
‘shoebox’; right through to complex spreadsheets prepared by the business. 
Increasingly, cloud-based, integrated accounting software packages are 
becoming the preferred option for many bookkeepers and accounting firms.    

Once documents are on hand, it is important that the bookkeeper and 
the client establish a distinct set of guidelines that can be followed each 
month. The guidelines should set a certain date each month for delivery of 
documents and also an advice to the client as to the availability of the up-to-
date books, with any reports or statements.   

Customer service policies and procedures 

Policies. If you have a desire to grow your status and income, you need to be 
committed to providing 
outstanding customer service to both existing and potential clients. 
Specifically, the commitment is 
to: 

• Being available for clients to contact 
• Responding to all queries and complaints on a timely basis 
• Protecting privacy of client information 

• Maintaining high levels of professionalism in all client dealings 
at all times 

• Periodically requesting feedback from client 

Procedures. Ensure clients have been informed of the following 
means of contact: 

• Email address/addresses 
• Mobile phone number 
• Landline phone and fax numbers (if applicable) 
• Ensure all phones have had standardised, professional messages 

welcoming the query and requesting a message to be left 
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• Any phone calls answered by you should be answered in the 
same, standard, professional manner, using standard phrasing, 
regardless of how well the client is known to you 

• Aim to return all phone calls as soon as practicable but no later 
than the end of the next business day. In the event that the call 
has related to a complaint or an urgent matter every effort 
should be made to return the call on the same business day 

On emails: 

• Aim to reply to all emails within three business days at the latest, 
with two business days being set as the best practice 

• In all dealings with clients or potential clients courteous, 
professional language is to be used. This is regardless of the 
level of familiarity existing with the client, or the client’s own 
use of language 

• In response to requests for action from clients, aim to provide 
information about your intended course of action (even in the 
event that the issue requires thought or investigation before 
proceeding - advise the client of this), and a realistic estimation 
of a completion date. 

• Always keep clients advised of any necessary changes to 
information previously provided to them, with a reason 

• In the event that it is necessary to refuse a client request, or 
enforce one’s own requirements (e.g. in denying responsibility 
for something, enforcing payment of accounts, or simply 
advising that something isn’t possible) the client MUST always 
be provided with a logical, valid reason. At all times the use of 
courteous, professional language is to be used. 

• Ensure all reasonable efforts are taken to ensure the privacy of 
client information. This will include, but not be limited to, the 
following: 

• Use passwords on all business related computers and software 
• Change passwords regularly 
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• Back up client files regularly and store them in a secure, 
preferably offsite or separate location. Where possible more 
than one backup is highly recommended 

• All client related paperwork must be kept in locked cabinets 
• Provide all existing clients with feedback forms twice a year. The 

form is to include feedback as to the range of services provided, 
the type and the quality. Clients will be invited to suggest how 
any of the above could be improved and, if applicable, give their 
reasons for any dissatisfaction. 

• Review these feedback forms carefully and consider whether any 
changes need to be implemented or whether any meetings may 
be necessary with any client to address any areas of concern 

• Regularly remind clients that feedback is welcome anytime, in 
any form 

• Should any changes be made for an existing client, or for all 
clients, in response to information received as a result of 
feedback, advise the client(s) and express gratitude in a formal 
letter. 

Case study: Your customer is a tiler (simple job) 

• At the end of the year he prepares a summary for you of his 
‘Receipts and Payments’. These are just totals (with no 
individual details) 

• There are also some notes about the amount of GST received 
for his jobs 

• The notes are hand written (the ‘shoe box’); included are notes 
of receipts and payments from the customer, record of monies 
received (with ‘explanatory’ notes) and receipts 

• Some of the notes need explaining and some details are 
probably missing 
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Required 

1. Prepare a list of things/questions that you need to check on. 
2. Contact the client and present a prepared list of questions 
3. When satisfied, prepare schedule of Income and Expenditure 
4. Prepare an explanatory letter to the customer summarising your 

result and attaching the Schedule  
5. Phone the customer to briefly go through the results and 

include: 
o Suggested solution 
o Depreciation schedule (final) 
o BAS/Tax return schedule (quarterly and final) 

Case study: Your customer is a commercial cleaner 
(complex job) 

In this case study, your customer is a commercial cleaner. 

• Each month he keeps a cash book for receipts, which shows the 
date, the amount received, and who it was from. The GST 
received is shown. 

• There is a separate book which shows cash payments, date paid 
and who it was paid to. The GST paid (where applicable) is 
shown. 

• The books are hand written, and the pages are added up, and 
each month is kept separate. 

Required 

1. Work out a list of things that you need to check on (if any) 
2. Prepare to contact the customer with list of questions and 

points to discuss. 
3. When satisfied, prepare schedule of Income and Expenditure 
4. Write an explanatory letter to the customer summarising your 

result and attaching the Schedule. 
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5. Prepare for a phone call to the customer to briefly go through 
the results. 

To be supplied 

1. Cash Book – Receipts – Monthly 
2. Cash Book – Payments – Monthly 

 

TIP: There’s nothing wrong with working with a paper-
based system if it suits your practice. A manual bookkeeping 
system can be cheap and easy if the requirements are basic. 
But if your client hands over a shoebox of records you 
should advise them of the costs associated with sorting 
through; searching for documents in order for to produce a 
pristine set of accounts. 

	

WARNING! The importance of documenting oral advice. There 
is no substitute for a proper written communication recording the gist of 
any verbal (oral) advice that has been given. Whether you are intending to be 
a contracted bookkeeper or a BAS Agent, written communication should be 
documented where oral advice has been given to the client especially where 
that advice could result in loss or damage if not followed. File notes (even in 
the form of subsequent emails to the client re-stating the advice you have 
just provided) are an essential risk management tool for today’s professional 
bookkeeper. 
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Chapter  8  

Bookkeeping Activities in a Business Client 
Environment		

As the bookkeeping and accounting sectors have been, literally, 
disrupted by accounting software developments over the past three years or 
so, you may still encounter situations where an independent contractor or 
business owner adopts a DIY approach to their bookkeeping requirements 
and hand over Excel files (desk-top spreadsheets) or even a ‘shoe box' of 
receipts, as we have illustrated earlier in the chapter. In all likelihood (and 
increasingly) files will be generated from a desk top or cloud-based 
accounting software package. The following is a partial list of software tools 
that are used to carry out bookkeeping activities: 

•    • MYOB 

• Reckon/QuickBooks® 
• Other client owned accounting/bookkeeping software (Training 

may need to be undertaken) 
• Xero 
• Intuit 
• Excel 
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• GovReports 
• Microsoft Word® 

The main software used in bookkeeping duties will be the accounting 
software the client uses (MYOB, Reckon etc) and Microsoft Excel. 

A note on Bank Feeds 

Online bookkeeping programs can be great for productivity but 
sometimes things don’t always go as planned. For example using bank feeds 
for your business client’s bank and credit card accounts makes a lot of sense 
for getting the monthly bookkeeping done a lot faster than manually 
entering transactions, but technology interruptions may occur. It is useful, 
therefore to ensure that you have a line of communications with the 
software provider’s tech support as well as the client’s bank. 

When your desktop or cloud-based software connects to your bank 
account (after going through encrypted security systems) it is able to ‘pull’ 
the bank transaction information into your bookkeeping records. For most 
banks, this is done one or more times per day automatically. The 
bookkeeping program can only ‘read’ the info in your bank or credit card 
account, but not touch your money in any way. 

There are also many document-handling apps (such as the ones we 
mentioned earlier in the chapter) that integrate with accounting software 
bookkeeping programs. Benefits include: 

• Bank feed pulls bank and even monthly bill information straight 
from the your bookkeeping 
records 

• There is significant time savings 
• Bookkeepers need only oversee the accuracy of the automation 

and accept the transactions into the books. 
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Case Study: Bank feeds and ‘full’ automation 

Consider the case of a café or restaurant. There will a 
multitude of suppliers and purchases from a supermarket. A 
bank feed can take care of the initial data entry but human 
intervention will be needed unless all the items on the 
invoice associated with the purchase are either all taxable or 
all GST-free. Item such as a salad mix could be GST-free 
while other items, for example, bottled mineral water, would 
normally attract GST. These items must be manually 
allocated from the single invoice; otherwise the GST 
component will not be correct. Where there needs to be 
manual separation, a significant amount of work by the 
bookkeeper is needed.   

 

WARNING!  

Bookkeepers need to be aware that sometimes the software you’re 
using and which your clients use are NOT fully compatible. Hence you need 
to monitor the connections and be ready to work out any interruptions. 

TIP: A key lesson	

If growing your practice and increasing the number of 
clients is a goal then one thing is certain: you need to 
optimise your productivity and maximize the use of 
technology and automation. Using bank feeds is how to 
ultimately remove the most time-consuming part of what 
bookkeepers do, and spend that found time serving more 
clients! In our view, it’s worth the time and effort to learn 
how to use bank feeds. 
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Daily activities and instructions/guidelines to follow 

This section outlines the daily activities that, typically, are required to be 
carried out in the course of providing bookkeeping duties. Performing these 
activities will ensure that compliance requirements are met. The daily 
activities are listed according to their bookkeeping function and are 
immediately followed by a list of instructions and guidelines. The 
instructions and guidelines will ensure that the daily activities are performed 
competently. 

In short; the key daily activities are: 

1. Accounts Payable 
2. Accounts Receivable 
3. Bank Reconciliations. 

Basic bookkeeping checklists 

Accounts Payable - daily activities – all records to be electronic 

• Entering invoice details into the computer system 

• Paying suppliers 
• Corresponding with suppliers (in written and verbal form) 
• Filing 

• Entering new supplier information into the 
computer/accounting software system 

Accounts Payable – instructions and guidelines 

• Check invoice details against purchase orders/other supporting 
documentation to ensure prices and quantities charged are 
correct and that the goods have actually been received 

• Check that invoice requirements meet “Tax Invoice 
specifications” where appropriate (refer to 
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www.business.gov.au5 to check the validity or correctness of an 
ABN quoted by a supplier) 

• Withhold 46.5% of the gross invoice amount if the supplier fails 
to provide an ABN and has no valid reason for not providing 
one 

• Issue all suppliers who have had monies withheld for not 
providing an ABN with a “PAYG Payment Summary – no 
ABN quoted” form by July 14th. The ATO MUST receive their 
copy by August 14th and the payer should retain a copy for their 
records. Refer to the ATO website for more information6  

• Notify the supplier of any discrepancies and request appropriate 
amendments 

• If unsure whether you have to withhold, ask the supplier for a 
written statement explaining why the supply of goods or 
services is excluded. If you suspect the statement is false, you 
must withhold 46.5% of the amount. This supplier is only to be 
paid the value of the invoice, less 46.5% of the rounded down 
amount. The 46.5% is to be paid to the ATO via the BAS 

  

                                                   
5  www.business.gov.au  

6 www.ato.gov.au/ 
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 SAMPLE Reconciling the GST 

Reconcil ing the GST – reporting on a Cash Basis  

GST Collected Reconciliation  

GST Collected [xxxxxxx] in Balance Sheet: $........................ 

Less GST in Sales Summary with Tax report 
[Receivables With Tax] 

$........................ 

 $........................ 

Add/Less Adjustment $........................ 

 $........................ 

Equals GST Collected in GST Report $........................ 

  

  

GST Paid Reconciliation  

GST Paid [30 June] in Balance Sheet: $........................ 

Less GST in Purchases Summary with Tax report $........................ 

  

Add/Less Adjustment $........................ 

 $........................ 

Equals GST Paid in GST report $........................ 

Comments:  
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Accounts Payable – instructions and guidelines (cont.) 

• Notify the relevant client personnel if any discrepancy cannot be 
resolved with suppliers (e.g. the supplier refuses to issue a 
justifiable credit note; price disputes) 

• Review appropriateness of general ledger coding when entering 
invoices into the system 

• Pay special attention to GST payments being made correctly and 
coded correctly for the general ledger (perform regular 
reconciliations on the GST balance sheet accounts) 

• Determine the existence of any special payment terms to be 
followed (e.g. discount terms, preferred payment options) 

• Prepare a summary of invoices to be paid and cross check it 
with invoices held on file prior to obtaining approval for 
payment 

• Check adequacy of funds prior to making a payment run 
• Stamp invoices “PAID” after paying and mark them with a 

reference number (e.g. cheque number, EFT payment reference 
number) (scan] 

• File paid and unpaid invoices separately (file paid invoices with 
the cheque, EFT transaction summary and unpaid invoices in 
files arranged in alphabetical order so they can be easily accessed 
when required) 

• Stamp invoices as ‘PROCESSED’ when processed in the system 
and ‘PAID’ as payment made 

• Ensure filing follows a standard, logical procedure 
• Ensure all paperwork is filed in a secure location 
• Periodically back up all computer records and store in a secure, 

preferably offsite, location 
• Maintain strict control over the computer system (e.g. 

passwords, computer system modules access is limited to 
pertinent personnel only) 

• Maintain the highest level of confidentiality regarding the 
businesses financial information and information obtained about 
suppliers in the course of one’s duties 
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• Ensure that any manual cheque books are kept in a secure 
location 

• Complete manual cheques correctly. That is, all cheques need to 
be crossed and marked not negotiable (many bank issued 
cheque books will already have this), ensure any blank spaces on 
the cheque are filled in with a line to the end of the section. 
Ensure the date is valid. 

• Ensure any cheques cancelled prior to sending are made 
unusable by other parties (e.g. stamping it cancelled and 
removing and/or shredding the computer generated cheque 
number at the bottom and stamping the cheque butt as 
cancelled also). Keep a written record of the reason for 
cancellation 

• Ensure any system generated cheques follow sequential order 
and any spoiled our cancelled cheques be dealt with in a similar 
method to that for manual cheques (see the point above) 

• Maintain a file with samples for authorised cheque signatories. 
Update the file as soon as any change is made. This file should 
be kept in a secure location 

• Ensure electronic funds transfer payments (including direct 
debits) are going to correct and valid bank accounts* 

• For all payments ensure that a remittance advice is sent 
indicating which invoices the payment is to be allocated to. 

• Ensure that passwords used for electronic payments are 
changed regularly and, as far as is practicable are kept 
confidential and known only to the authorised personnel 
(Requiring a manual signature on any printed electronic payment 
listing by the person authorising is highly recommended – in 
addition to their electronic authorisation of the payment). 

Accounts receivable - daily activities 

• Raise sales invoices in the computer system 
• Receive and process payment from customers/clients 
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• Corresponding with customers/clients (in written and verbal 
form) 

• Monitor customer / client payments to identify and act on slow 
paying customers 

• Filing and entering new customer information into the 
computer system 

Accounts Receivable – instructions and guidelines 

• Ensure that sales invoices reference customer purchase order 
numbers 

• Ensure that any cheques received are made out correctly to the 
client’s business name and that the signature on all cheques 
received is appropriate (i.e. it matches copies of authorised 
signatories we have on file for that customer/client) 

• Match customer/client payment remittances to invoices in the 
system and update debtor balances appropriately 

• Follow up any old unpaid invoices with the customer / client to 
effect payment or resolve potential disputes 

• Follow up any invoices that have been partially paid with the 
customer / client to effect payment or resolve potential disputes 

• Notify the customer/client of any discrepancies and 
instigate/request appropriate amendments 

• Notify the relevant client personnel if any discrepancy cannot be 
resolved with customers (e.g. the customer refuses to pay 
without valid reason, the customer disputes valid price or 
payment term changes) 

• Review appropriateness of general ledger coding when entering 
payment received details into the system 

• Pay special attention that GST payments are collected and 
coded correctly 

• Always enter a cheque or reference number in the system, 
matched to the invoice to which it is paying 
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• Perform a manual batch tally of all monies being received into 
the system each time one is performed (preferably using an 
adding machine with printable tape).  

• Where possible prepare a bank deposit list from the 
computerised accounting system 

• Check to ensure the manual batch tally equals or is reconcilable 
to the computerised bank deposit list. This will help identify any 
potential key-in errors on either the manual or data entry side 

• Ensure that all credit card payments have been signed and that 
the signature on the credit card receipt matches the card 

• Ensure credit card expiry dates are in the future 

• Request to see photo ID for credit card payments in excess of 
$500 

• Where not electronically processed verify credit card numbers 
are valid and have not been reported lost, stolen or cancelled 
(telephone the relevant card provider hotline) 

• Perform credit checks on all new accounts 
• Ensure filing follows a standard, logical procedure 

• Ensure all paperwork is filed in a secure location 

• Periodically back up all computer records and store in a secure, 
preferable offsite, location 

• Maintain strict control over the computer system with 
supervision of access (e.g. passwords, computer system modules 
access is limited to pertinent personnel only) 

• Maintain the highest level of confidentiality regarding the 
businesses financial information and information obtained about 
customers/clients in the course of one’s duties 

Bank reconciliations - daily activities 

• Review bank statements 
• Retrieve electronic bank statements periodically (where the 

client utilises internet banking) 
• Reconcile Bank statements periodically (once a month at least) 
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• Corresponding with the bank (in written and verbal form) 

Bank reconciliations – instructions and guidelines 

• Manually check off each deposit and cheque presented against 
the client computer system 

• Investigate any discrepancy between the bank statement and the 
client system 

• Manually check off reconciling items from the last bank 
reconciliation to the current month’s bank statement 

• Ensure items identified as reconciling items are quickly cleared 
i.e. they are not a reconciling item the following month or, at 
worst, two months later. 

• Where the client system is in error make an adjustment 
immediately with appropriate supporting documentation 

• Where the bank is in error inform the bank and request 
immediate amendment (ensure the amendment is visible on the 
next bank statement) 

• Record any legitimate items appearing on the bank statement 
and enter them into the client system (e.g. bank fees, interest 
earned) 

• Obtain a cheque signatories/relevant client staff authorisation of 
the bank reconciliation (e.g. manager, owner etc) 

• File all bank reconciliations 
• Ensure filing follows a standard, logical procedure 
• Ensure all paperwork is filed in a secure location. 
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End of quarter activities:  BAS statement 
preparation 

End of quarter adjustments (see sample Worksheet Trail 
Balance & Adjustments)Reconciling payroll (if applicable) 
(see Monthly/Quarterly Reconciling Payroll Checklist) 
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Chapter  9   

Role of the Trusted Advisor 

Any professional seeking to act in the role of trusted advisor would 
not want customers, but rather clients. The goal is to have an ongoing 
relationship with people who need your professional expertise and insights, 
because of the very specific way you help them solve a problem or improve 
their situation. 

The responsibility is upon you as the trusted advisor to initiate, develop 
and grow relationships so that you become as indispensable as you can for 
what you know. 

Working on the maxim that ‘the client is always right’, you, as a trusted 
advisor, need to be delivering customers with a high degree of satisfaction. 
The ‘satisfaction’ factor needs to address the twin deliverables as set out in 
your engagement agreement with the clients plus a satisfaction on the value 
for money criterion. This the essence of client service 
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To drill down on what client service means we draw on the work of 
McKinsey & Company, considered as the most authoritative client service 
firm in the world. They list the following criteria for client service 
(abbreviated) leading with their mantra: 

‘We believe we will be successful if our clients are successful’ 

‘Our values 
Adhere to the highest professional standards: 

• Put client interests ahead of the firm’s 
• Observe high ethical standards 
• Preserve client confidences 
• Maintain an independent perspective 
• Manage client and firm resources cost-effectively 

Improve our clients’ performance significantly: Build enduring 
relationships based on trust’ 

The McKinsey principles are impressive and informative. Putting the 
client’s interest against our own; means we deliver more value than expected. 
It does not mean doing whatever the clients asks. For sure there may be 
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times that adhering to that is going to result in , at best, neutral outcome, it 
does present the bookkeeping professional with a mindset of delivering 
above expectations within the general principle of ‘customer/client service’.  

A trusted advisor should always use their skill, their expertise, 
experience and insights to do the absolute best for their clients and put their 
interests ahead of their own, but not at any or all costs. Relationships built 
or maintained by doing the ‘wrong thing” are not worth having. Frees can 
always be earned elsewhere. 

Boundaries between Advisory Services and advice relating 
to bookkeeping 

In the current environment and more likely in the future BAS agents 
provide management reports with comments. Many will have tertiary 
qualifications such as B/Bus Accounting, Diploma of Accounting etc. yet 
call themselves BAS Agents. A BAS Agent will already know and will have 
read here in this book, that they need to have acquainted themselves with 
the client’s state of affairs under the Code of Conduct and TASA 2009 and 
advise accordingly. 

Moving into the advisory space will depend on the letter of engagement 
with the client. Advisory work related to management reports may step 
outside the ‘boundaries’ in relation to their BAS Agent status.  General 
advice and a disclaimer would be the appropriate way to ensure ‘advisory’ 
work is well-founded.  

In terms of Professional Indemnity and the specific policy clauses, an 
agent or bookkeeper would be advised to satisfy themselves as to coverage 
for the work they are delivering (the Engagement Brief).      

Ultimately, the BAS Agent acts at all times with integrity, honesty, 
confidentiality; an integral part of good customer service and part of the Act.  

What the PI provider says 

James Gillard an experienced insurance broker and a principal of the 
firm Insurance Made Easy www.madeeasy.biz ), notes that there is a definite 
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trend where bookkeepers have taken on a wider role than the traditional, 
paper-based or desk-top accounting system. He says “Good bookkeepers 
become invaluable to the businesses they work for, becoming very trusted 
advisors.  

Reporting power has vastly improved with the accounting software 
packages now widely used by bookkeeper and their firms.  Reporting and 
highlighting departures from benchmark data (for example KPIs), preparing 
cash flow forecasts remains highly valuable and potentially critically 
important information and is well within the capability and role of a trusted 
bookkeeper-advisor.  

As a BAS Agent then one would have to acquaint themselves with the 
client’s state of affairs under the Code of Conduct and TASA 2009 and 
advise accordingly. (See later) 

They are now able to step outside the boundaries in relation to their 
BAS Agent status, but it will depend on the letter of engagement with the 
client.  General advice with a disclaimer would appear to be the way to go.   

Simple building blocks for great client service 

Think about a great service you have experienced as a client with a 
lawyer or a consultant. What stood out as good service for you? What stood 
out as poor service? What service made you think “that was good value for 
my money”?  In our survey of SMBs we have consistently found the tip 
three things that mattered could be summarized as: 

1. Communicate early and often. If there is problem tell the 
client all about it. The sooner the client knows about it, the 
more options the client and you have to solve it. Once left 
unattended, the higher the chance that you will have an unhappy 
client 

2. Share idea freely. The client may benefit from ideas you bring 
to the table particularly if you have had some success with other 
clients in the same industry sector. For example if a café owner 
benefits from some new POS system that you identified as a 
genuine productivity tool then bring the idea to the new client. 
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Be seen as a provider of innovative solutions not just compline 
solutions. 

3. Work towards a common goal. If you are deliver services as a 
trusted advisor that are intended to deliver added value then be 
sure that your goals are common: to work together to make the 
business better for the owners. 

A checklist to lift the standard 

1. Understand your clients. Before onboarding your client, get to 
know as much about them as possible and what they expect 
from your firm (see page xx). Study the website, do some 
industry research – for example benchmarking revenue, profit 
margins, etc. (Industry association may have data or go 
www.ibis.com.au ) 

2. Ensure that any contractor or employee that may be involved 
with the client is well-versed in client service principles. 
Emphasize the important of client service as a priority. 

3. Ask for feedback. Request clients’ views on your services an act 
upon their feedback (where relevant and appropriate) 

4. Deal with complaints. It is near impossible to eliminate all 
client service issues. However, it is a golden rule that 
relationships with clients can be strengthened through a quick 
and thorough dealing with the issue or problem. If this requires 
a strengthening of processes or procedures, then agree on a plan 
of attack. 

5. Think like an innovator. As note earlier, look for 
opportunities to bring ideas that you consider worthwhile to the 
client –especially where they have already been proved with 
another like-minded client. 

6. Build a great profile. Your online profile should work for you, 
not against you. Don’t forget, it is highly likely that a new client 
will have checkout your website; make sure all your online assets 
present you and your firm well and tell your story clearly. 
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Fee for service: hourly rate versus fixed price or value 
billing? 

 

Imagine this:  

you’re doing a client’s books and you discover a way to save 
them $4,000 (let’s say the answer lies in A/R). You notice 
and you spend about an hour setting up a report that 
highlights aged debtors over 30 days AND you put in place 
an auto-mailer that chases down debts effectively. What is 
this worth? An hour of your time or more? For me it comes 
down to this: I sell services; never time. 

Think of it another way, when was the last time a potential 
client called and said “I want to buy two hours of your 
time”? 

 
Many professionals are too cheap. Most bookkeepers don't know how 

to price because they rely on reported ‘average hourly rate’ as a benchmark. 
Plumbers earn higher rates because they solve urgent problems and work in 
conditions that we would not want to work in. As a profession we are not 
taught to price and naturally will tend to price as a function of cost. We're 
brought up to charge based on hours; it's a big mistake.  

Whether you’re a dog walker or a designer, or a bookkeeper your 
approach to pricing is probably pretty similar, at least if you’re relatively new 
to the game. You look at what other people are charging, you think you’re not 
experienced enough to charge what the high cost providers charge so you go 
lo-ball.  

Or, you take a look at your costs, figure out what you need to cover them 
and then add a bit on top for what seems like a reasonable profit and present 
the final product of these calculations to prospective clients as a daily or 



S T A R T  Y O U R  O W N  B O O K K E E P I N G  B U S I N E S S  
 

131 

hourly rate. It’s a tried and true method, but it’s probably costing you a 
bucket-load of money and creating schedule feast or famine -- periods where 
you stress through the lean times and run like a lunatic in the busy ones.  

What’s the answer?  

Quit all that obsessing about time and focus on value instead. 
Your clients don’t really care how long it take you to do something; 

they care about the value it creates for them; the peace of mind for having 
the compliance stuff done and the benefits of having a dashboard  available 
of how the business is travelling Clock watching isn’t just limiting your 
income, it’s also downright selfish. 

If you want to grow your income you’re going to help customers grow 
their business. When looked at it like that--from their perspective--it’s clear 
you’re not selling time. Instead, you’re selling a solution that is going to 
make an impact for your client and achieve some business objective. 

The conversation  

The customer wants to maximize your value; this is where our interest 
are completely aligned. Yet most are terrified to death to talk about money, 
it is value that determines price not cost. By having an in-depth conversation 
with prospects about what they’re trying to achieve and really listening to their 
goals, you can set value-based prices that are higher for you and also deliver 
more for the client, ideally, offering clients a menu of options to help them 
reach their objectives. 

The hourly rate conundrum 

It is difficult starting out to avoid the hourly rate engagement: that’s 
what any business owners expect when dealing with a bookkeeper. And it’s 
what they have in mind when looking for one. But it is well worth putting 
time into understanding the prospective client’s needs before talking about 
fees. 
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Start a conversation from the mindset that a flat rate is actually peace of 
mind for your client as they won’t be questioning your work ethics – are you 
charging for hours actually worked – especially if you work from home 
(which you will). Flat rate gives you the flexibility to work from home. If you 
charge hourly, then the client may prefer you work from their place of 
business. 

Getting hard numbers for your clients’ goals is best. Selling hours 
actually creates a conflict of interest; it puts you and the client on opposite 
sides of the table. If you’re selling hours, it’s in your best interest to take 
longer, to bill more hours. But your client is interested in getting solutions 
that work as promptly as possible, so if you’re asked what your fee is by a 
prospective client, you need to immediately ask the client a few questions; 
like “What are your needs?” “What are your biggest concerns?” “What 
accounting or financial issues are you facing that make you stressed?”  
Clients care about the value you create for them, so that’s what you should 
be asking them to pay for. 

Of course, this approach doesn’t work for everyone. Hourly rates make 
sense for someone just starting out, someone with little experience and 
limited skill. But over time, you begin to outgrow the cost-plus pricing 
model of charging by the hour. So if you stay with that pricing model, you’ll 
find it very limiting. 

But that’s not the only potential stumbling block to value-based pricing. 
How do you handle clients that push back against the idea of paying for 
value? What do you do if your skills aren’t broad enough to meet the client’s 
fundamental objectives? How can you change your image from a gun for 
hire to a collaborative partner in solving a client’s problems? And how do 
you price small jobs and routine maintenance? 

Is a six-figure income feasible as a professional 
bookkeeper?  

What is certain is that if you lo-ball your rates and get squeezed for 
extras without billing your six figure income is in doubt. With a six-figure 
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income looking like a pipe dream, it is a more strategic approach that is 
needed. 

For one, you will almost always be competing for the business, 
sometimes against cut-rate bookkeepers, off-shoring solutions or services 
that offered inexpensive, do-it-yourself software solutions. Typically a new 
bookkeeper would try to explain why she was the better choice, but in the 
end, she may be excused for feeling that if she stuck to her rates, she’d lose 
out. And at this early stage, she badly needed to build a clientele. So she 
would often offer discounts, sometimes below her breakeven rate.  She 
wouldn’t be happy about it, but it seemed to be the only way she’d stand a 
chance to get the business. 

By quoting fees based on conservative estimates, it may work a lot of 
the time, but it usually means you have to put in more time to finish the 
jobs. Plus, a lot of clients tended to grind fees down, insisting on extras here 
and there. The result is you might end up making significantly less per hour 
than the rate you billed. 

You need to be aiming for a higher fee structure; to try to increase your 
rates so it gets a little fairer. For example by quoting a higher rate for added-
value work: 

The shopping cart approach to fees 

“Do you want French fries with that?” is, famously, the question asked 
by MacDonald’s sales staff. Not many bookkeepers would even contemplate 
asking a similar question. Accounting software vendors on the other hand, 
have perfected the art of offering a virtual shopping cart of add-ons and 
options. Two great business models yet the fact is nearly all freelance, 
contract bookkeepers charge for their services by the hour. It’s the easiest 
way for bookkeepers as well as many other professional and trades to set 
their fees, but it’s also a big reason why so many struggle.  

Even lawyers, notorious for their stratospheric billable hours are 
moving towards using packaged services and implementing value pricing. 
Not surprisingly the topic has become extremely popular topics of 
conversation among bookkeepers, accountants.  
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The hourly model is flawed for the work that contemporary, 
technology-enabled bookkeepers do, but designing and presenting the best 
pricing strategy for your bookkeeping business is no mean feat. The 
question is; if you could set your prices and build a genuine package that 
both rewards you and offers your clients something they find compelling, 
would you shift? 

There is a fairly obvious conclusion to draw and that is most 
bookkeepers charge by the hour because it just feels safer. 

The packaged solution 

What combination of service options would make your service package 
irresistible? No one-size-fits-all answer to that question, unless you have 
developed a niche service - for example to the hospitality sector or the 
trades sector; then you have an insider’s knowledge and you can look 
forward to your SMB client saying “When can we start?” 

A guide produced and published by the Bookkeepers Hub and available 
to members at www.bookkeepershub.com.au  - Breaking the Time-for-
Money Barrier addresses the key blockages to moving away from the 
hourly rate treadmill to the packaged services business model. It addresses: 

• The key value-based services you could you offer to potential 
clients that will immediately differentiate you from 95 percent of 
other bookkeepers and which boosts your practice income 

• How to move from an hourly rate mindset to a value mindset to 
facilitate switching to packaged pricing 

• How to set up a bookkeeping business based on profitable 
service packages that attract the ideal client for your skills and 
experience. 

For sure some prospects, though, will still insist on knowing your rates 
up front and don’t want to get into a dialogue first. It is important to 
recognise that grinders like this would just drag your business down, so over 
time and with a strategic approach to building your bookkeeping practice, 
you can begin to weed them out. That might mean giving up the chance to 
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earn a little money, which may cause some short-term pain, but it will also 
free you up to search for better clients. 

What is value pricing? 

Value pricing has been around for years; yet there’s a huge lack of 
information about implementing it successfully in the smaller bookkeeping 
practice. Solo or small bookkeeping firms are in locked in syndrome as far as 
fee basis: less than one in 10 practices are exploring a value-based selling and 
proposal cycle.  

We are of the view that a mindset shift is the first base in moving 
towards value pricing; it is the professional who needs to transform her own 
thinking about value and pricing, which is integral to the success of this 
method. 

I always think about my clients and I go, what else can I do to add real 
value to my clients? How can I this quicker? How can I get this outcome 
faster, and so because I’m not thinking in time-based paradigm. I’m thinking 
in an outcome-based paradigm for them.  

How the cloud has changed the game 

In recent years we have seen a shift of focus within the bookkeeping 
and accounting industry. The words “cloud” and “virtual” have become 
buzz words, and more and more bookkeeping professionals have been 
looking to use technology as a way to make their firms more effective, and 
to get ahead of their competition. It is clear that the industry is turning 
online, as major influencers such as QuickBooks Online and Xero are 
focusing their attention on building their online platforms. 

Work on YOUR terms.  Working with cloud applications gives 
bookkeepers and accountants an opportunity to work at any time, from 
anywhere. Bookkeepers have a unique opportunity to capture a much larger 
audience by understanding these cloud-based tools. The ability to have a 
client’s accounting file and documents at the tip of your fingers not only 
allows for bookkeepers and accountants to work on their terms, it also 
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allows for them to work with clients who historically would be out of their 
geographical reach. 

The movement to online solutions is changing the way bookkeepers 
and accountants perform work, and is offering firms who are using these 
technologies a unique advantage that is helping them to get a step ahead of 
their competition. Not only can independent bookkeepers and bookkeeping 
firms increase their geographical reach, they can also streamline the 
bookkeeping and accounting process and work on client’s accounting files 
on their terms, no matter where they are located. 

A consequence of moving to cloud based software to support their 
clients, bookkeepers also changed their approach to client relationships. 
Instead of being a basic service provider, they become value added provider 
charging a flat monthly fee for a basic service with value added services. 

Going to fixed price agreements and getting rid of 
time sheets 

It can be a difficult conversation. The easiest is to start with a new 
client (as distinct from legacy clients); you get to start value pricing with a 
customer who has no preconceived notion of how you do business. 

But what about ‘scope creep’ I hear you ask? Part of any value based, fixed 
price agreement should specify work outside the agreement – commonly 
referred to as scope creep. Access agreements cater for clients moving 
beyond the scope of the initial brief with the client. By providing access 
agreements (to avoid scope creep) if you bill by the hour as a result they will 
tend not to call you. You see why the billable hour is such as barrier: there 
will always be a situation that a client will want to discuss or need resolved. 
Setting to an access agreement is one of more trust and might for example 
be for more than say 15 minute call or work. 

A FAQ section on your website can attend to most of the common 
issue; this should clearly delineate what is and what is not in the service 
agreement. You could expand on some of the topics in a Knowledge 
Database on the website. 
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Transitioning clients to value pricing 

Few bookkeeping could wave a wand and change over from an hourly 
rate to value pricing. Indeed it may not be in the interests of the 
professionals to do this.  

Ideally you would take on any new customer with the new business 
model but consider the value you could to existing clients by culling through 
and assessing customer potential for value add. One consideration should be 
the lifetime value on a value based pricing formula.  

Lifetime value of a customer 

The Lifetime Value concept is often overlooked in the acquisition and 
retention of customers as a fee-based contract bookkeeper will tend to view 
the hourly rate basis and simply spreadsheet out the billable hours for the 
new customer on a monthly basis. But in value pricing the potential of 
contributing much higher yield from a customer should be factored in going 
forward. Of course, this is difficult to do without any history of the 
customer or indeed without any practical outcomes from existing customers. 

Once an outcome is achieved this could effectively be used as a kind of 
neural customer how they create value and can be used for pitching to 
prospective clients. 

Discovering the customer’s needs 

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, discovering more about the 
prospective client’s needs is a worthwhile investment; in value or fixed (flat) 
rate pricing it even more important. In a value pricing environment your role 
turns into the listener; you need to deflect the “What is your hourly rate?” 
question with the response “I need to understand more about your business 
and your needs.” The goal, first up is to dig for information. The art of 
digging deeper is where you appear ‘insanely curious’; you could record 
audio so that you can focus intently on the customer. The more you know 
about the business; potentially the more value you can create for them. 
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Fear is the biggest enemy of value pricing. It is not easy to ask great 
questions. It’s okay to learn from this even when you get a negative response 
it can serve as an iteration process: 

• How to set up value and package it 
• How do define the scope?  
• How to complete a value based project 

You have to define the value first and know that the customer will not 
benefit from the value until the project is completed. This can be 
accommodated with terms such as "We will only undertake this agreement if 
we can agree that the value in this service is worth more than what you are 
providing. Is that okay with you?” 

Think of a proposal to go into a value pricing deal as a conversation; it's 
not final so we change the scope and price to match. The professional might 
say “And probably I'm going to have to revise it as we go along.” 

Once you have the investigative discussion you can respond to the 
question in a number of ways. In any proposal for a fee/price or proposal it 
is useful to offer options. So a response could be: “I am going to give you 
three options.” Let’s borrow from the fast food sector where you will 
invariably find the individual price, a bundled offer or a super-sized price 
You could call one of the options as the “bundled value offer”. 
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The power of guarantee:  

Law firms are good at this: they often apply the no win - no 
fee approach in litigation. In professional services it has 
become a given that a guarantee presents a comfort factor 
to a customer especially one who has not done business 
with the firm. Make a 100 % unconditional guarantee so 
that if you don't perform there is a money-back service 
guarantee. 

 

Core of the transformation is to understand pricing 
strategy 

Fixed pricing is not value pricing; you can't have a single fixed price it's 
about checking in with each client and assessing the value to them. It’s how 
you get higher revenue. 

All successful businesses use price discrimination; look at Apple or 
Starbucks. Then figure out how can add even more value; these often won't 
take any more time say compared to doing the books, for example doing a 
benchmarking report. 

Bookkeeping and compliance are the essentials but what else could you 
do? In your discovery of the client’s needs, there is a high likelihood that one 
of the big concerns is cash flow; you could do some credit control advice - 
this is where cloud accounting comes into its real power; to be able 
automate as much as possible the routine, compliance part of the job and 
create space for the value add components. 

Pursuing value pricing 

Until we have that self-confidence, this value pricing is not going to 
work. What sort of competencies have you got? What successes have you 
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had? Self-belief and courage is at the core of success so think about the 
wealth of knowledge beyond your bookkeeping as well as the technical skills 
and experience. Know that you can make a difference. Develop ideas, say a 
master list maybe 15-20 ideas and have a system of capturing all this 
knowledge and on your agenda when speaking with a customer and list ideas 
which are relevant to that client.  

With practice you get better at it; building confidence. Build case 
studies and testimonials and feature them on your website. Be part of a 
mastermind group and share these experiences with others who have gone 
down this, as yet, road less travelled. 

Reporting 

In this section we are not dealing with compliance reporting as this is 
dealt with elsewhere, rather we are focusing on the reporting to the business 
owner – the client – beyond compliance. In the context of the earlier 
content, it is the higher level ‘advisory’ service that we position reporting in. 

Good financial reporting is crucial in good times and bad. 
An important building block in your survival plan is to set up reliable 

and accurate reporting of the key elements, which will enable you to monitor 
the financial health and cash-flow strength of your business. 

The reports which I regard as the minimum which you will require, are 
detailed below.  These are in addition to the operational reports which you 
must be receiving on a daily, weekly and monthly basis. 

Operational reports would be specific to the business and would allow 
you to monitor the productivity and efficiency of the business. 

All we are looking at here are the minimum financial reports which are 
required in order that you can monitor the financial health of the business 
on a week-by-week basis. 

Reporting can help business owners identify problems, find 
opportunities and adapt to market conditions. It leaves owners with little 
free time to step back and see the bigger picture. 
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Business reporting gives insight to the decision-maker 

Some businesses only generate reports once a year – for their financial 
records. Yet good reporting software will give you accurate reports all year 
round. 

This is ideal if you're planning a big investment and want to apply for 
funding. But there's much more to business reporting than that. 

This is a problem. When you're focused on the daily issues, it's hard to 
get a good feel for where your business is going. As a result: 

• Small problems can escalate if they aren't caught quickly. 
• Opportunities are missed if there's no time to look at them. 
• Changing market conditions can catch you unawares if you 

aren't prepared. 

Real-time reporting 

Every business owner wants to run their business as efficiently and 
successfully as possible. Business reporting helps you do that, by turning 
your data into valuable information. 

It used to be difficult to produce useful, accurate reports. But with the 
online tools available today, it's much easier. You can create valuable reports 
based on your company's data – in just a few minutes. 

Nobody can predict the future. But with accurate reporting, you can see 
the status of your business at a glance, and compare it with previous years. 
That will help you prepare for whatever lies ahead. Once you have accurate 
reports, you'll be able to improve the business in all sorts of ways.  

Daily cash report 

If a business has the resources to do so, it would be preferable to be 
provided with reconciled bank balances (that is, after taking into account 
unpresented cheques and deposits made which have not yet been accounted 
for in the bank figures).  However, the raw bank figures will suffice, as long 
as there is a reconciliation made on a weekly or fortnightly basis. 
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No matter how large your business, a business owner needs to know 
how much money there is in the bank each day or how much the overdraft 
figure stands at. 

Weekly Debtors Report 

The weekly debtors’ report needs to be broken down into thirty day, 
sixty day, ninety day and over ninety days categories. 

In addition, there should be a weekly summary report on all accounts 
which are regarded as being in default and an individual commentary on all 
default accounts, for significant sums. 

Depending on the size of the business, as the Business-Driver, you may 
regard such detail as being the province of someone else within the 
organization and it may be something you are not interested in. 

Weekly Creditors Report 

There is no getting away from the fact that if a business is suffering 
problems, this will show up fairly quickly in the level of outstanding 
creditors and if this area is not constantly monitored, the company can reach 
the slippery-slope quickly, when it then becomes very difficult to do 
anything about it.  

The creditors’ report should be broken down into aged categories and 
should provide specific commentary on all creditor accounts which are 
overdue. 

The bookkeeper or part-time accountant must be given directions to 
provide the reports that you require as they would not have the knowledge 
nor experience to be proactive in anticipating the need for such reports. 

12-Month Rolling Cash Flow 

Cash-flow reports for most companies seem to fall into one of two 
categories and the two categories tend to be at the extremes. 

On the one hand, most businesses simply don’t prepare cash-flow 
reports at all. Every business, beyond the one-man-band stage, where the 
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Business-Driver can touch, see and feel what is going on, must have a rolling 
monthly cash-flow report. 

However, it should be kept simple, it should be based on reality, with 
absolutely conservative assumptions and it must be updated monthly, to 
take into account the changing circumstances of the company. 

An owner of a relatively small business should involve his external 
accountant and should listen carefully to what he says.  Invariably, the 
figures prepared by him will present a situation which is much worse than 
your scenario. 

Proper reporting is crucial. Many, if not a significant majority of 
companies, have very poor reporting when it comes to their outstanding 
debtors’ ledger. It is not even possible to think about re-engineering your 
billings and collections function unless your debtors’ ledger is accurate.   

Other ways to use business reports 

Once you have accurate reports, you'll be able to improve your business 
in all sorts of ways.  

1. Budgeting: With accurate costs you can create an accurate 
budget. That means you won't over spend or under spend in 
important areas. 

2. Profitability: Once you've identified your biggest selling 
products or services, you can act on that knowledge. Optimise 
your line-up to get the best revenue. 

3. Client engagement: Generate reports of jobs completed for a 
client, or number of hours worked. Use these reports at client 
meetings to enhance your business relationship. 

4. Invoice chasing: Accurate reports showing invoice ageing will 
help you keep on top of late-paying clients. This is a good way 
to get your money faster. 

5. Applying for funding: Accurate financial reports are more 
likely to convince a bank or other lender to invest in your 
business. 
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Case Study in reporting 

A small business had entered into a series of contracts that 
had very low profit margins, amongst other problems was 
that a large insurance company had just been placed into 
administration and the company was also owed a substantial 
amount from this company.  As a result of the above, they 
had cash flow problems which eroded bank and creditor 
confidence and the company was considering its financial 
options of how to climb out of this financial stress.  

The plan was to develop and execute a turnaround plan to avert 
disaster.  This plan could include: 

Prepare report to the Bank advising the current situation 
and the possibility of an overdraft. Turned his cash flow 
forecast into a working document, created strict collection 
procedures and require approval for every disbursement to 
ensure that the bank balance remained positive.  

 The immediate threat was from unsecured creditors and a 
letter of advice was sent on ‘a needs basis’ outlining the 
company’s intentions to meet its obligations. 

Important steps like return phone calls, personal meetings, 
sharing information and following through on payment 
promises, all led to a heightened trust in the company. 

Only expenses essential to the continued operation of the 
company to be incurred and no debt which was currently 
overdue to be paid except if it vital to continuation of 
operations, e.g. utilities, wages. 
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The report to the bank was the first point of order. The attached cash 
flow shows the amount of time and effort that went into the preparation, 
but only the cash flow to the bank was presented with the necessary report. 

Time is the critical factor. To obtain time from creditors, it is vital to 
communicate to them an explanation of the steps being taken to ensure their 
interests are safeguarded and their debts met. The accepted procedure is to 
produce a detailed Debt Reduction Plan incorporating aspects such as a 
solvency assessment and a strategic plan. These must disclose a cash flow 
forecast, budget, risk evaluation and relevant key performance indicators. 

The Debt  Reduc t ion  Plan can be the road map for improved operation 
of the company during the next twelve months. In addition, it will dictate 
the rate of debt is repayment to ensure the provisions of the Corporations 
Law are complied with so as to avoid disadvantage to creditor, because 
disadvantaged creditors could seek the liquidation of the company. [a 
possible scenario]. 

It must be stressed that from the application of the debt reduction plan, 
no funds should be promised to or disposed of to any creditor except as 
prescribed by the budgeted debt reduction program. Once the Debt 
Reduction Plan is adopted it should be possible to implement.  

Even if the company is doing well, remember cash flow is king and 
pressure from reduced demand and revenue can cause a business to struggle 
to maintain critical staff and resources while paying the bills. To know when 
to implement a strong turnaround strategy should be part of a business 
owner’s bag of tricks.  

Another example is a debt reduction spreadsheet which provides the 
inflows and outflows with the net surplus/loss and the running balance for 
the period. Below are the reports associated with the Debt Reduction Plan 
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SAMPLE Extract   

Cash Flow Analysis – 
Actual v Budget 

      

       
       
       
        Job Prospec

tive 
Forec
ast 

   

  Num
ber 

Work Feb-
14 

Mar-
14 

Apr-
14 

May
-14 

        
PROJECT RECEIPTS       
Project & Construction Services   $46,00

0 
$32,0
00 

$3,00
0 

$45,0
00 

        
        
    $46,00

0 
$32,0

00 
$3,00

0 
$45,0

00 
Engineering Consulting & Design       
Cairns project 3234  $3,800 $12,0

00 
$13,0

00 
$5,00

0 
Structural Detail Drawing TBA      
Australian project   $7,000    
Other design       
Cairns project     $3,00

0 
$3,00

0 
       
   $95,80

0 
$76,0

00 
$16,0

00 
$95,0

00 
       
Causation & Risk Investigations       
Small jobs < $3000 Variou

s 
 $15,00

0 
$10,0

00 
$6,00

0 
$8,00

0 
General jobs Variou

s 
 $6,000 $5,00

0 
$5,00

0 
$5,00

0 
Inspections  final    $4,00

0 
$10,0

00 
 variou

s 
     

Contract income   $7,000 $15,0
00 

$8,00
0 

$2,00
0 

       
       

   $28,00
0 

$30,0
00 

$23,0
00 

$25,0
00 

       
 TOTAL PROJECT RECEIPTS   $0 $104,3

00 
$90,0

00 
$42,0

00 
$99,0

00 
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PAYMENTS       

Accounting  Fees   $400 $400 $400 $400 
Advertising/marketing   $300 $300 $300 $300 
Bank Fees   $800 $800 $800 $800 
Borrowing Expenses       $600   
Computer Expenses   $300 $300 $300 $300 
Freight & Couriers   $20 $20 $20 $20 
General Office Expenses   $200 $200 $200 $200 
Insurance – General   $6,816 $3,00

0 
$3,00

0 
$3,00

0 
Leases/Rental Equipment   $2,107 $2,10

7 
$2,10

7 
$2,10

7 
Legal   $0 $0 $0 $2,50

0 
Motor Vehicle - Fuel & Oil   $1,200 $1,20

0 
$1,20

0 
$1,20

0 
Motor Vehicle – Leases   $2,077 $2,73

2 
$2,73

2 
$2,73

2 
Motor Vehicle - Regn & 
Insurance 

  $600 $511 $400 $400 

Motor Vehicle - Repairs & 
Maint. 

  $1,500 $500 $200 $200 

Parking & Tolls   $50 $50 $50 $50 
Photography   $100 $100 $100 $100 
Postage   $100 $500 $150 $150 
Printing & Stationery   $300 $300 $150 $150 
Rental & Outgoings – Office   $3,787 $3,78

7 
$3,78

7 
$3,78

7 
Repairs & Maintenance   $250 $250 $200 $200 
Security    $83 $83 $83 $83 
Staff Amenities   $250 $250 $250 $250 
Staff Training   $300 $150 $750 $150 
Superannuation   $1,039 $831 $831 $1,03

9 
Telephone   $1,400 $1,40

0 
$1,40

0 
$1,40

0 
Travel - Accom & Meals   $500 $500 $500 $500 
Travel – Airfares   $500 $500 $500 $500 
Travel – Other   $300 $300 $300 $300 
Utilities   $280 $320 $320 $320 
Wages & Salaries (Gross)   $11,00

5 
$10,3

56 
$12,9

45 
$8,80

4 
 TOTAL PAYMENTS   $36,56

4 
$31,7

46 
$34,5

74 
$31,9

41 
 NET OPERATING SURPLUS / 
DEFICIT 

  $67,73
6 

$58,2
54 

$7,42
6 

$67,0
59 

OPENING BANK BALANCE   -
$130,0

00 

-
$75,7

64 

-
$34,0

10 

-
$41,0

84 
LOAN RECEIPTS   $0 $0 $0 $0 
LOAN PAYMENTS   $4,000 $4,00

0 
$4,00

0 
$4,00

0 
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GST PAID/(COLLECTED)    $2,00
0 

  

GST PAYMENT/(REFUND)   $0 $0 $0 $0 
DEFERRED CREDITOR 
PAYMENTS 

  $5,000 $5,00
0 

$5,00
0 

$5,00
0 

 Significant Payments       
 Tax Payments   $4,500 $4,50

0 
$4,50

0 
$4,50

0 
Employee Superannuation    $1,00

0 
$1,00

0 
$1,00

0 
       
Total   $13,50

0 
$16,5

00 
$14,5

00 
$14,5

00 
CAPITAL EXPENDITURE       
       
CLOSING BANK BALANCE   -

$75,76
4 

-
$34,0

10 

-
$41,0

84 

$11,4
74 

       
 

SAMPLE   

Financial Debt Reduction 
(EXTRACT) 

      

 
  Period:  1 2 3 4 
INFLOWS  4 wk 

Target 
 30-Nov 28-Dec 25-Jan 22-Feb 

Sales Bar 20,000.0
0 

20,000.
00 

14,000.
00 

14,000.
00 

14,000.
00 

16,000.
00 

 Gaming 20,000.0
0 

20,000.
00 

18,000.
00 

18,000.
00 

18,000.
00 

20,000.
00 

  Other 3,000.00 3,000.0
0 

3,000.0
0 

3,000.0
0 

3,000.0
0 

3,000.0
0 

  Sub total 43,000.0
0 

43,000.
00 

35,000.
00 

35,000.
00 

35,000.
00 

39,000.
00 

        
OUTFLOWS        
Cost of 
Sales 

Bar 6,666.67 6,666.6
7 

4,666.6
7 

4,666.6
7 

4,666.6
7 

5,333.3
3 

 Gaming 2,400.00 2,400.0
0 

2,160.0
0 

2,160.0
0 

2,160.0
0 

2,400.0
0 

 Other 1,950.00 1,950.0
0 

1,950.0
0 

1,950.0
0 

1,950.0
0 

1,950.0
0 

        
        
Expenses Occupan

cy 
1,318.54 1,318.5

4 
1,318.5

4 
1,318.5

4 
1,318.5

4 
1,318.5

4 
 Employm

ent 
10,000.0

0 
10,000.

00 
10,000.

00 
10,000.

00 
10,000.

00 
10,000.

00 
  Overhead

s 
20,055.8

6 
0.00 20,055.

86 
20,055.

86 
20,055.

86 
20,055.

86 
  Sub total 42,391.0 22,335. 40,151. 40,151. 40,151. 41,057.
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6 21 06 06 06 73 
        

Net 
surplus/loss 

 608.94 20,664.
79 

-
5,151.0

6 

-
5,151.0

6 

-
5,151.0

6 

-
2,057.7

3 
        

Running 
bal 

   -
5,151.0

6 

-
10,302.

13 

-
15,453.

19 

-
17,510.

92 
Debt 
reduction 

   3,000.0
0 

3,000.0
0 

 3,000.0
0 

O/draft  30,000.0
0 

 21,848.
94 

13,697.
87 

8,546.8
1 

3,489.0
8 

        
 

More on Reporting: Analysis 

 

The Breakeven Point:  

Knowing your breakeven point is useful when setting 
prices for the goods or services that your business 
offers. It helps you set a price that allows enough of a gross 
margin to cover the costs of running your business plus earn 
net profits, which after all is why you are in business. 

  



D E B R A  L E W I S  
  

150 

Understanding your breakeven point is particularly useful for 
businesses which sell a product that have costs associated with them such as 
materials, stock purchases, manufacturing or value added costs. If your 
average transaction value is predictable, you will even be able to break this 
down further into the number of units or services you must sell to break 
even (or achieve your target net profit). 

Calculating the breakeven point can be tricky especially when there are 
variable costs involved – that is costs that change based on the number of 
sales that you make. That’s where margins come into play. 

What is the business’ breakeven point? 

Your business breakeven point tells you how much you need to sell in 
order to cover the costs of running your business. 

Under the break-even point you will have losses. 
Over the break-even point you will have profits. 

Ratios 

Ratios can be useful in determining how well your business is operating.  
 

Useful ratios 

Debtor days - Total Debtors ÷ Sales x days in the year 

This indicates on average how many days it takes people 
who owe your business to pay their debts 

Creditor days - Total Creditors ÷ Sales x days in the 
year 

This indicates how many days it takes for your business to 
pay its debts to suppliers. 
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This indicates how your business is funded, that is, who’s 
providing the cash to operate your business. That is, if: 

Debtor Days are less than Creditor Days – you are 
collecting money faster than you’re spending it which is very 
helpful for cash flow 

Debtor Days are more than Creditor Days – you are 
spending money faster than you’re collecting it. This is not 
good for cash flow at all – you’re funding your suppliers 
business. 

 

	

	

	

	



D E B R A  L E W I S  
  

152 



 153 

 

4  

G R O W I N G  Y O U R  
B O O K K E E P I N G  

B U S I N E S S  

Regulations and standards apply to all 
practitioners in the financial services sector. 

There are robust educational and ethical 
standards and frameworks for the profession.  
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Chapter  10   

Routes to Your Bookkeeping Firm  

The franchising option   

Starting up a professional bookkeeping practice is a great pathway to 
independence and profitability. Yet there is more than in way to start and 
operate your own bookkeeping business. Going down the franchise route is 
one choice but considering the franchise route is a significant decision for a 
burgeoning start up. Here we examine the pros and cons of joining a 
franchise.  

What is a franchise? 

Franchising is one of Australia’s fastest-growing business sectors, worth 
an estimated $150 billion a year. There are around 850 different franchises 
with more than 60,000 outlets. 

When you buy a franchise, you buy into an established network with an 
established name and established systems. Franchising relies on the principle 
that there is strength in numbers: being part of a larger group allows you to 
benefit from a strong brand and economies of scale (this means you get 
better deals because there are more of you). 
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The ‘franchise’ is actually an agreement where the parent company (the 
franchisor) sells the legal right to use its brand name and business concept to 
an individual operator (the franchisee). The franchisee pays an initial fee and 
an ongoing royalty for the right to conduct business under the name of the 
franchisor. 

A franchise or an independent operation? 

Franchise businesses are, in business model terms ‘turn-key’ businesses; 
like the McDonalds franchise system. They have both advantages and 
disadvantages to the independently minded businesses. The greatest 
advantage is that they do have a track record of sales, profits and systems. 
The bad thing is that they can have an entry cost higher than the cost of 
establishing your own practice. 

Let’s list some facts about franchising: 

• Franchising allows expansion/growth of a proven concept and 
method of operation. It’s a turnkey business and ongoing 
training and support. 

• Franchisees cannot be successful unless the franchisor is 
successful and a franchisor cannot succeed without successful 
franchisees—they help sell franchises and can take the franchise 
organisation to new levels of growth. 

• Franchisees own their own business (making the day-to-day 
decisions yourself) operating under the franchisor brand, 
trademarks, marketing systems, successful methods of 
operation, advertising, training, management and assistance--
opportunity to succeed as a business owner. 

• There are situations where there is a lack of adequate support, 
lack of franchise systems, inadequate ops manuals, lack of 
strategic planning 
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Fact-finding 

It won’t be difficult to get opinions about franchise systems since 
existing franchisees are always willing to share their opinion with any 
prospective franchisee. The best source of information, which is close to the 
pulse, comes from existing franchisees. You will know immediately whether 
the chain you are considering is worthwhile simply by gauging overall 
sentiment. 

Sandie Menzies co-founder of franchise system Shoebox Accounting 
says one of the advantages of the Shoebox franchise system is that it offers 
the franchisee a proven business model. “We have been in business a 
number of years and all our franchisees are very satisfied with their decision 
to buy into Shoebox Bookkeeping. 

“They don’t have to worry about new clients as we have a broad 
marketing program that attracts business customer which then flow to the 
franchisees. 

“Though our efficiencies and we have been able to optimise workflow 
which benefits the franchisee. The fixed fee basis enables the franchisee to 
earn a higher hourly rate than what is generally charged by independent 
bookkeepers. 

“There is no doubt that one of the big advantage of being in a franchise 
it’s the flexibility around working hours; they can work from home and the 
support we give in terms of keeping up with changes in the industry. 

“There are significant threats facing independent bookkeepers such as 
accounting firms moving into the bookkeeping space. Being part of a 
progressive franchise system is a great way of being shielded by the 
changes.” 

The benefits of buying a franchise 

One of the great advantages of joining a franchise system as a 
franchisee is that you are given proven templates by which to operate your 
business. For many starting out in small business, the safety net of a 
franchise can be irresistible. No doubt, the success rate of franchisee 
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businesses compared to independent operators speaks for itself: over 80% 
survive their first 18 months of operation.  

A key advantage for a recent entrant to the industry is that leads are 
provided to the franchisee based on marketing efforts of the franchise 
system. Ji’s is a great example of this which has translated its business model 
where a central call centre handles on inbound calls for prospective 
buyers/customers and distributes the leads to the relevant operator 
according to geographic location.  

Another advantage over the independent operator is that a good 
franchise system can bring to table the collective mind and skills of a 
number of professions critical to success. These have been honed over many 
years and proven to work. In other words, a well-structured franchise system 
is a blueprint for a franchisee’s success.  

Are you suited to own a franchise? 

Franchise systems do not suit an entrepreneurial type person. If control 
is a big issue for you and you love doing things your own way, then a 
franchise may not be right for you either. 

Take a good hard look at yourself in the mirror. Are you an enthusiastic 
decision maker? Are you a positive person? Are you prepared to work hard? 
Can you handle success? 

If you aren’t confident enough to start your own business from scratch, 
then a franchise may be the solution. 

The greatest risk you take when buying a franchise is to rush in without 
doing enough research. 
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Successful franchisees are people with some  
or all of the following attributes: 

Previous business experience  

Who understand risk management and have insurance in 
place 

Who understand that sales don’t mean profits 

Who are not necessarily using their own home as business 
collateral  

Who understand issues around staff, cash flow, accounting, 
legal and compliance business experience, who will extend 
and reinforce their brand? 

 

People need to look behind “headline” figures and beyond the first 
franchise system that catches their eye to make sure they’re putting their 
money into something that will survive and be profitable. You can’t accept 
things at face value; there may be more information you need to get the full 
picture. 

How to evaluate a franchise and/or a vendor 

You need to be thorough and ask some tough questions. There are 
skills that we can train for and there are some like work ethic, 
communications skills, personality and being a team player that you can’t 
train for. It would be wise for an intending buyer to speak to other franchise 
owners – at least two or three.  
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Pros  

• As a start-up you’re at a big advantage - one plus point for start-
ups is that you haven’t already spent years building up your firm 
and then have to deal with completely changing the way you 
work. A start up can dive straight into a franchise with energy, 
enthusiasm and a franchise- focused mind-set from the get go. 
In fact, the majority of those who join accounting franchises are 
start-ups. 

• Support network is valuable - Having to deal with admin is a 
burden for those going it alone. Your franchisor will support 
you by providing a training package to give you the skills to run 
your practice.  

• A good franchisor should provide you with a proven business 
model with a strong brand, training, business development 
support and marketing materials, technical support, field visits, 
investment in industry research, product research (for example 
cloud-based accounting software systems and the opportunity to 
build a sustainable business with a proven exit strategy  

Cons  

• Fees: Generally, as a franchisor you will also pay a franchise fee, 
to cover the initial training and elements of the franchise 
package, and an ongoing management services fee. The 
franchisee will also contribute a national marketing levy to 
contribute to the national marketing initiatives  

• Autonomy issues: you might be required to use a particular 
accounts package or software provider, but you might get 
preferential rates from those recommended suppliers. 
Franchisees will be required to follow a proven system and 
business model 

• The vast majority of franchise systems will not allow you to exit 
for a fee and trade under your own name with your previous 
clients and there will be strict post termination clauses.  
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Getting up and running  

You will be provided with the tools and methodology that the 
franchisor has developed, but it’s up to you to use them wisely.  

Whether you go down the franchise route or brave it alone, success will 
only really come about through hard work and commitment.  

Despite the added support of a franchise, it’s certainly not an “easy way 
out”. With a franchise you will be expected to put in the same level of effort, 
time and enthusiasm you would if going it alone.  

Franchising checklist  

• Obtain names of franchisees for you to interview 
• How are existing franchisees going? 
• How many franchisees are there? 
• What are the plans for expansion and growth? What kind of 

training, education and support is provided? 
• What are the renewal and termination; terms and conditions?  
• Can I afford to buy the franchise?  
• Am I comfortable with the franchise, their products, services, 

brand and image? 
• What projections are available which confirm or fail to confirm 

your projections? 
• What continuing services do you provide after the franchise 

business has commenced? 
• Your involvement: what will happen if I do not like the 

franchise business? Upon what basis can I terminate the 
contract?  

• Who will be my link with you after I have opened for business? 
Can I meet some of your staff?  

• What help will I receive in local advertising and promotion?  
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The Code. Get a copy of the Franchising Code of 
Conduct (You can download this from the Australian 
Consumer and Competition Commission site 
www.accc.gov.au or phone 1300 302 502). Read and re-read 
it. This code requires franchisors to disclose specific 
information about their business when entering into, 
renewing or extending a franchise agreement. This code is 
supported by the law and is administered by the ACCC, 
which will investigate any franchise complaints 

 

Franchisors are required to provide you with this at least 14 days before 
you enter into an agreement with them (but you should allow yourself much 
more time than this to fully read this document).  

You can never do too much research or get too much independent 
legal and financial advice. Assess how much money you have available and 
your borrowing capacity. Do the figures on the start-up costs: the initial 
purchase price, the ongoing fees, the legal costs, a shop fit-out and 
purchasing stock. 

You want to be confident that the franchise business is reputable, 
financially strong and good at what they do. 

While you may be tempted to skimp on professional advice, 
independent legal and accounting advice will save you money in the long 
run. 

The option of buying an existing client list or practice 
Should I buy a client list of existing firm? 

Are you a bookkeeper working in a practice wondering if you should 
just go out and start your own bookkeeping practice?  If yes, then you 
probably have already asked the question “Will I start from scratch or maybe 
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one or two that will follow you? And if I buy a practice how do I fund the 
purchase price.  

Buying a business or a franchise in any field or profession is becoming 
increasingly common. This has been the case for medical, accounting and 
legal practices for many years and is rapidly becoming a feature of the 
bookkeeping industry. No surprises here as a new entrant or a practitioner 
seeking to be self –employed now enjoys the benefits of productivity gains 
arising from the ecosystem of accounting software.  

The general consensus is that buying an existing practice is a much 
wiser option than starting from scratch; both financially and in terms of risk. 
The practice will have known fee levels, a good and loyal client/patient base, 
a financial and cost structure which is both understood and works for you, 
and a sustainable future. 

You might already have a good idea about the benefits and issues 
related to practice ownership. You may also have a good understanding of 
both the risks and opportunities that will come with practice ownership 
when compared to employment. 

Consider the following: 

• What is the cost of marketing as a start-up? (Bearing in mind 
that there is an “opportunity” costs for NOT being fully 
engaged in bookkeeping activity.) 

• Will the income you get on your own match what you have been 
receiving? 

• If you are fresh to the industry then there will be a gap in your 
income unless you buy into an existing practice 

• Ownership of a business ensures your efforts are fully reflected 
in your income and personal wealth. 

But the process of buying a practice can be both complex and 
confusing. Equally, the decision of whether it is right for you and/or you are 
ready to make the jump to ownership is a difficult one. 
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Issues to consider 

Making the decision to buy a practice is neither an easy one nor a small 
one. The transition from a good and competent practitioner to practice 
owner is a leap into the unknown – and that is irrespective of use diligence. 
After all, nothing ever moves forward in a linear fashion! 

If you decide to buy, here are a few issues for you to consider: 

• Whatever your reason for buying a practice, you will need to 
understand your personal skills, experience, and competencies to 
assess the type of practice which will best suit you. 

• Think broadly about all your options including whether you are 
seeking to grow a business or simply become a busy practitioner 
who owns a practice. This may include in geographical as well as 
business size terms. It may also require consideration of your 
service delivery (i.e. cloud based and/or onsite visits. electronic 
and web-based services as well as high street practice) 

Buying a client list from a bookkeeper 

A business changing its bookkeeper/BAS Agent can cause an 
enormous amount of stress for all parties concerned.  Thousands of books 
have been written about change management, but what’s the right way of 
going about this in this field, especially when the previous agent left on not 
so good terms and you want to make a good impression now you are hired.  
The following takes into account that you are familiar with the TASA 2009 
& Code of Conduct (establishing a client’s state of affairs etc).   

If you are considering an appointment that was or is currently held by 
another BAS Agent/bookkeeper then you may be required to communicate 
with them in circumstances where you think it is necessary to obtain facts, 
but their existing accountant should be the first port of call. 

Other issues to consider: 
1. Communication with the business owner to allay any concerns 

they may have from previous relationship and ask for a history 
of the business. 
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2. Do I need to communicate with the previous Bookkeeper/BAS 
Agent? 

3. Record Keeping – review to ensure it is applicable to legislative 
or regulatory requirements for keeping client records 

4. Retention and ownership of documents 
5. What are some considerations that should be discussed about 

on an ongoing basis? 
6. How do you manage your cash flow requirements? 
7. Do you know your break-even point? 
8. Full trading name and legal owners.   
9. Nature of Business 
10. How long in business   
11. Best way to contact 
12. How to help prepare for the tax season and quarterly BAS 
13. Backup systems/security of data 
14. Introduce yourself to all employees of the business 
15. Introduce yourself to the company accountant 
16. Review business data, balance sheet, income statements, 

debtors, creditors, superannuation, BAS etc.  Reconcile bank, 
PAYG, IAG, Debtors, creditors, super BAS statement 

17. Review creditors outstanding. 
18. Review direct debits 
19. Prepare cash flow and discuss with the owner  
20. Review systems and efficiencies and suggested what could be 

implemented to make the business side run smoother 
21. Draw up weekly/fortnightly meetings 
22. List the daily/weekly/monthly activities for the business 
23. Find out the names of the advisors to the business. Solicitors, 

bank manager, brokers, business coach or mentor, etc. 
24. Any significant events coming up or have happened to the 

company?  (Liquidation?) Buy or sold any assets 
25. Any cancellations with government bodies such as the ATO or 

ASIC or TPB? 
26. Divorces? 
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Chap ter  11   

Professional Conduct & Ethical Behaviour 
Ethics and the Code 

Dealing less than ethically in business can have serious consequences 
for our personal reputations as well as our organizational reputations with 
customers/clients and in the communities in which we operate. 

 
Deception is linked to ethics and we need to appreciate there are 

distinct cultural variances. These include cultural differences between 
countries, as well as between organizations and individuals. 

So perhaps what is the ‘right’ thing to do is not always clear. 
What do we mean by ‘ethics’? It may be defined as a set of core beliefs 

and values by which we make choices about how to act in given situations. 

 All about trust 

We are talking about the trust that exists between adviser (bookkeeping 
professional) and client (the business owner or decision-maker). Let’s look at 
some definitions of trust. Here is a sample discovered on the internet: 
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• Trust is the reliance on the integrity, strength, ability,  etc.., of a 
person or thing; confidence 

• • A frim reliance on the integrity, ability, or character of a 
person or thing; 

• An assured reliance on the character, ability, strength, or truth of 
someone or something; and 

• Confidence in the honesty or integrity of a person or thing. An 
example of trust is the belief that someone is being truthful. 

 

Tests   

Some professionals may apply what is commonly referred to 
as the “sunlight test, as a way of assessing useful ethical 
decision-making tests to consider: 

The Sunlight Test. When your decisions are brought into 
the full light of day. 

Would I be comfortable if my actions were disclosed in tomorrow’s 
newspaper? 

The Golden Rule Test. Do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you. 

Would I want others to treat me in this way? 

 
When faced with an ethical decision, three appropriate questions to ask 

ourselves are:  

1. What are the accepted norms for the context? 
2. How would others act in similar situations? 
3. Do I wish to behave in that way? 
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Case Study in professional conduct 

What if your client asks you to claim expenses relating to personal use, 
that is, other than that relating to the expenses incurred, on the grounds that 
this part of the budget is under-spent? 

Step One: What are the relevant facts? 
It is not that you are being asked to claim expenses fraudulently, 

because the expenses were legitimately incurred, and so you are not 
benefiting financially.. The incorrect allocation of the expense could result in 
the ATO being deliberately misled. You might think that you have no 
.choice, because your client is asking you to do this. But should you be 
taking more responsibility for your actions?  Should you be seeking more 
information from your client? 

Step Two: What are the ethical issues involved? 
Be aware of the five fundamental principles. You are clearly being asked 

to breach the fundamental principle of integrity. 
Step Three: Which fundamental principles are threatened? 
As well as your integrity being threatened, your objectivity is at risk as 

you are probably experiencing an intimidation threat from your client. Of 
course, you want to keep your client, and so this intimidation threat is linked 
to one of self-interest. Even if you do not consider your client to be 
intimidating, you might find it difficult to challenge his requests, due to the 
closeness of your working relationship (the familiarity threat). 

Since you are not being asked to act dishonestly for personal gain, you 
might decide that the threat to your integrity is not very significant. 
However, you are thinking about the consequences and not the risk. You are 
also ignoring the possible consequence that the ATO may be deliberately 
misled as a result of your actions. The risk of this happening is significant, 
unless appropriate safeguards are put in place. 

Step Four: Does your engagement letter provide for a decline without 
consequence? 
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There should be a provision to allow you to seek assurances that the 
treatment of the expenses claim will be disclosed to the users of the 
information, namely the ATO. 

Step Five: Alternative courses of action  
Are you truly satisfied that the risk of breaching the principle of 

integrity is, or can be made, insignificant? Whether you refuse to carry out 
the request of your client, you should ask yourself whether you would pass 
the ‘mirror test’. You may decide to obey your client’s request because you 
have received assurances that the proposed action will not result in the ATO 
being misled. On the other hand, you may feel that, as a professional 
bookkeeper, it is your duty to report expenses as they are, because you are 
not comfortable that the proposed course of action would not mislead the 
ATO. Which decision feels right for you? Are you able to look at yourself in 
the mirror comfortably?  

Professional values 

What can a contract bookkeeper legally do?  
They have a number of legal obligations as they go about this in that 

they must act honestly and with good faith in order that the books are kept 
up to date and honestly. Their process is completed when the certified 
bookkeeper performs a series of final checks known as a “trial balance”. 
Following the completion of this step of the process, they will hand the 
books over to the accountant who will then begin their process. 

A bookkeeper may enter transactions into accounts and into an 
accounting system (that a qualified person has already set up with the GST 
codes) that is then used for determining a taxation (BAS) position, providing 
they are not offering advice about BAS or GST provisions. When a 
bookkeeper fails to perform the bookkeeping function accurately and in a 
timely manner, the financial information provided may be inaccurate and 
incomplete. Bookkeepers should be mindful of the GIGI principle, meaning 
‘Garbage In, Garbage Out’. 



S T A R T  Y O U R  O W N  B O O K K E E P I N G  B U S I N E S S  
 

169 

The bookkeeper as a professional 

It is essential that a professional bookkeeper subscribe to core principles 

that would be common to most professional groups.  

Core principles would include: 

• Be a good communicator 
• Always act ethically 
• Maintain currency 
• Seek feedback on services 

Bookkeepers will need to communicate with their clients – the business 
owner – and managers of the business, customers and suppliers in relation 
to contracts and accounts as well as banks, the Australia Tax Office and 
referring accountants. It is, therefore essential that bookkeepers have 
excellent communications skills, both written and verbal.  

Most small business will need a bookkeeping service. Bookkeepers thus 
have a very important role in the management and viability of many 
businesses. They are also the keepers of highly confidential information and, 
most importantly, they are the trusted advisers in respect of compliance with 
the Tax Act and other accounting compliance obligations so far as the 
business entity and its proprietors are concerned. 

The bookkeeping profession, like all other professionals, requires 
practitioners to maintain a high regard for both the profession and to always 
act ethically. After all, a bookkeeper has a special role of trust in the 
accounts and books of businesses and individuals are dependent on the 
bookkeeper's truthful, careful and diligent making and keeping of records.  

How regulation has come into the industry  

The ATO has always had a high focus on GST and PAYG tax and 
relying on an unqualified, unregulated person to do your BAS is not wise. 
When the Tax Practitioners Board brought in registration and education 
requirements for bookkeepers it was a welcome development in the 
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profession. The effect of this means that not just anyone can file BAS on 
behalf of clients; people need to do formal study and meet certain 
requirements.  

Bookkeeping is integral to the lifeblood of every business by recording 
income and expenses and, as such high standards of bookkeeping are 
essential.  

The introduction of the Tax Agents Services Act 2009 in March 2010 
including the Code of Professional Conduct was the final phase for 
Bookkeepers to achieve statutory recognition as competent Bookkeepers.  
Accredited bookkeepers understand their responsibilities under TASA 2009 
that compels them to become qualified and competent in their workplace 
and to enjoy the recognition they deserve and to continue to be trained in 
the skills necessary to maintain the ethical practises and strict standards to 
fulfil their roles. 
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Chapter  12   

The duty of care or ‘reasonable care’ 

It’s now more important than ever to open lines of communication 
between bookkeepers and accountants. It also presents the bookkeeper with 
the challenge of taking reasonable care. The concept of ‘Reasonable care’ is 
the core element of the Professional Code of Conduct. Although an 
important element in the Australian Government’s Tax Practitioners Board 
Code of Professional Conduct, there is no set formula for determining what it 
means to take reasonable care in any given situation.  

Quoting directly from the Tax Practitioners Board: The starting point for 
determining what reasonable care is will involve a registered agent exercising their own 
professional judgement taking into account relevant factors, such as the client’s individual 
circumstances including their records and systems and the nature and complexity of the 
transaction. The Information Sheet referenced in the footnote illustrates an 
application of the principle of ‘Reasonable Care’. 

Readers will note the importance of the terms of engagement with the 
client which determine the scope of the engagement between the 
bookkeeper (particularly in the case of the bookkeeper being a registered 
BAS or Tax Agent). Adherence to these terms will usually be the first step 
towards showing that reasonable care has been taken. 

You can review your knowledge of the code by going to: 
http://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Obligations/Code_of_professional_conduct/TPB/Obligations/04
01_Reasonable_care.aspx . 
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If you do not take reasonable care in ascertaining a client’s state of 
affairs or in ensuring that taxation laws (in relation to GST) are applied 
correctly, you may breach the Code. You could also be at risk of breaching a 
civil penalty provision, be subject to fines and risk losing your Tax or BAS 
Agent registration (if applicable to you). 

Applying “reasonable care” in ascertaining a client’s 
state of affairs 

Taking reasonable care will in most cases mean that a bookkeeper will 
need to ask questions of their clients or examine the client’s records, as we 
have already detailed in this chapter. In practice, one’s application of 
reasonable care is also based on a ‘reasonable’ agent’s professional 
knowledge, skills and experience in seeking information. 

The bookkeeper is not just accepting the client or what the client tells 
them or gives them at face value, they is making a professional judgement 
call, based on the information previously provided by the client and the 
nature of the client themselves, that further checking in a particular scenario 
would not be required. 

Example “The smoking gun” a real-life experience 
from Debra Lewis 

The true detective looks for the ‘smoking gun’ – the irrefutable 
evidence that will catch the culprit. Debra Lewis says one of her earlier 
experiences as a bookkeeper taught her that a smoking gun can be a 
different kind of warning. She recalls: 
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“Sometimes the client is not always right – I learned this 
when I started bookkeeping for a contract builder at his 
home office. 

“He engaged me to transfer his figures to an accounting 
software system from Excel, but in the process said ‘Don’t 
worry about the super figures on the employee salaries’. He 
also said ‘And most of those payments are cash so don’t 
worry about the GST side of things.’ I thought, ‘this project 
is not going to end well’. 

“I joined the (prospective) client in the kitchen for morning 
tea. There in the corner I noticed a rifle leaning against the 
cupboard. I don’t know much about gun laws, but I do 
know that a rifle is not meant to be leaning against the 
cupboard in all its glory. Seeing me looking in the direction 
of the rifle, my client said, ‘Oh, yeah, I went pig shooting on 
the weekend’. 

“I was quickly losing my appetite and said to him, ‘You can 
have your pigs and eat them too. 

Goodbye!’ I was out the door quickly.” 

 
No self-respecting bookkeeper would act in a manner which condoned 

unlawful non-disclosure of GST collected or support the avoidance of 
compulsory superannuation contributions. 

“The smoking gun, both literally and metaphorically, was a signal to 
quit this client – and fast.”  

Example illustrates that, over and above the written qualifications, 
being a qualified bookkeeper requires close adherence to a high level of 
professional integrity and competence in delivering a duty of care. 
Bookkeepers should at all times be aware of the implications of a failure to 
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act with adherence to the principles of duty of care for both, the 
bookkeepers and the client.   

Terms of engagement 

A client engagement is important in terms of compliance. It determines 
your responsibilities and role. You may need to have any letter you draft 
checked with a solicitor. For starters, even though you have no intention of 
ever ending up in dispute with a client, there are circumstances which can 
come up which are unexpected. One such circumstance is that your client 
falls into the hands of administrators. Their job will be to address the 
concerns of creditors and one way of consolidating your position as a 
creditor (albeit an unsecured creditor) is to have not just an invoice and 
records of work carried out but also a legal engagement letter that is signed 
between you, the service provider, and the client.   

Engagement Letters  

An engagement letter, at least clarifies the responsibilities of both 
parties and how the work is to be paid for and may avoid disputes over fees 
and the scope of the work.i 

An engagement letter is an important business tool that demonstrates 
the value of the service you provide and your expertise. While there are 
‘templates’ available, we consider that each business needs to develop the 
engagement letter that best suits their business model. We suggest things 
that you might include in your engagement letter so that it is customised to 
suit the services you provide and the needs of your clients. 

Engagement letters are not a specific requirement of the Code of 
Conduct but they can be seen to be of general assistance in establishing a 
clear understanding of the elements of the engagement, but they will not, 
taken alone, achieve an efficient, effective and ethical practice, but according 
to the TPB are a useful tool in maintaining such a practice.  Therefore the 
TPB sees the use of written agreements as a means of avoiding uncertainty 
and misunderstandings and they assist in compliance with the Code. 
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http://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Publications_and_legislation/Board_poli
cies_and_explanatory_information/TPB/Publications_and_legislation/I/02
90_TPB_I__01_2011_Letters_of_engagement.aspx  

 

Sample: Terms of engagement 

Jordana runs a boutique wine bar and prepares her own 
accounts. She engages Daniel, a bookkeeper who is 
registered as a BAS agent, to provide advice and prepare and 
lodge her BAS. 

Jordana bought some bar stools for her new house but has 
claimed the cost of the stools as a business expense in her 
accounts. Jordana advises Daniel that she wishes to claim a 
GST credit for the cost of the bar stools, even though the 
bar stools were purchased for private use. 

 

Reasonable care steps 

In order to comply with his obligations under the Code (Item 10), 
Daniel must take reasonable care to ensure that taxation laws are applied 
correctly to the circumstances in relation to which he is providing advice to 
Jordana. 

Daniel considers the business expenses that Jordana wishes to claim 
and determines that the GST credit for the bar stools cannot be claimed in 
the circumstances and confirms that the BAS will be prepared on this basis. 
By taking these steps, Daniel has complied with his obligations under Code 
[Item 10]. 

Daniel should consider declining to act for Jordana in this matter to 
avoid breaching her obligations under the Code, in addition to relevant civil 
penalty provisions. The consequences of acting for Jordana and 
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consequently breaching the code could otherwise put Daniel at risk of 
penalties and other serious outcomes such as practice restrictions. 

 

Example: Blissful ignorance or  
professional neglect 

Mary provides Jane, her registered BAS/Tax agent, with 
small business software records to prepare her income tax 
return. The small business software records show a low net 
profit for Mary’s business. 

Jane prepares the return from the small business software 
records. Jane does not question the small business software 
records or undertake any checks that the income is 
consistent with industry standards or Mary’s living expenses. 
Jane also does not undertake any reconciliation of the small 
business software records against source documents or BAS 
returns for the period. Mary signs a declaration that the 
return is correct and Jane lodges the return. 

Jane has not taken reasonable care in this case as she has not 
undertaken any checks to satisfy herself that the records 
used to prepare Mary’s return are likely to be correct and 
complete. Jane has also not properly advised Mary of her 
obligation to provide correct and complete records to 
prepare the return and the possible consequences of not 
doing so. 
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Relying on information provided by the client 

Taking reasonable care in relation to this engagement may involve: 

• minuting each discussion to ensure clarity of instructions (see 
page xx in relation to Documenting Oral Advice)  

• gathering more source data to verify the accuracy of the client’s 
representations; 

• reviewing all relevant contractual documentation and the client’s 
audit files to gain a better understanding of the disclosures in the 
statutory accounts; and 

• confirming with the client what work is to be done 

• advising the business owner of their compliance obligations.  

 

WARNING! 

A bookkeeper must insure that they are not making a 
statement, preparing a statement, or permitting a statement 
to be made to the Tax Office that is:  

• false 
• incorrect;  
• misleading; or 
• omits relevant information. 

 
Return to the relevant self-review checklist to assist in the identification 

of bigger picture errors, problems or omissions of information. 

Registration requirements  

• Fit and proper person [expand all of these] 
• Qualification/educational 
• Relevant experience 
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Bookkeepers cannot claim to be registered agents without being a 
registered BAS or tax agent and submit returns on behalf of clients.  
Registered agents must meet the standards of professional and ethical 
behaviour and are bound by the Code of Professional conduct.	

There are only two classes of Tax experts, Tax Agents and BAS Agents.  
BAS Agents have the appropriate qualifications and experience and the 
upside is that they are trusted by the ATO and Tax agents.	

Bookkeepers who are not registered agents and charging for a BAS 
Service, lodging BAS returns can be ordered to pay large penalties by the 
Federal Court of Australia for breaches of the Tax Agent Services Act 2009.  
The TPB will protect the community from the actions of unregistered 
individuals acting as agents by acting on complaints received and issuing 
sanctions for breaches of the code.   

Sanctions include:	

• Written cautions from the TPB 
• Orders from the TPN requiring specified action to be taken 
• Suspension of registration 
• Termination of registration 
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A Case Study in registration requirements 

A confusion over registration laws let to a heavy fine for a 
person who purported to act as a BAS Tax Agent.  Isabella 
Munro charged fees and lodge tax for individuals even 
though she wasn’t registered as a tax agent. Tax agents have 
always had to register but some rules changes involving 
registration have created some confusion. 

From 2011 the TPB (Tax Practitioners Board) has required 
agents to register for a separate license if they want to lodge 
Business Activity Statements. The transitional period for 
registering was then adjusted to end on 28 February 2013. 

CPA Australia head of policy Paul Drum said this was an 
example of a BAS agent thinking she could lodge tax returns 
without a license, and proved there was still confusion 
among tax agents about what they can or cannot do.“ 

Agents really need to understand what their registration 
enables them to do, and obviously this case points out that a 
BAS agent simply can’t charge a fee for lodging income 
tax,” he said. 

TPB chair Dale Boucher said, “This case shows that even 
though you may be a registered BAS agent, you should not 
be providing tax agent services, like preparing tax returns for 
a fee. “Those who provide tax agent services for a fee while 
not registered, will be caught and have to pay for their 
actions.” 
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Source:  

http://www.riskmanagementmagazine.com.au/article/confused-bas-agent-fined-40000-
147530.aspx 

Whether Isabella Munro unwittingly acted or not is not known and we 
should cast no dispersions against her here. There are nevertheless lessons 
to glean on both ethical and professional conduct questions that a 
professional bookkeeper can learn from with some analysis: 

Step One: What are the relevant facts? 
It is not that the person in question was being asked to do something 

fraudulently, because the tax was paid, and so the client is not benefiting 
financially. The issue is whether you as a professional are benefiting 
financially from your actions knowing that you are not authorised by law to 
do so. You might think that you have might have done the same in the 
above circumstances because you  have been doing this in good faith for 
some times. But should you be taking more responsibility for your 
actions?  Should you be seeking more information from your association or 
mentor or peers? 

Step Two:  What are the ethical issues involved? 
Or put in a slightly different manner, which fundamental principles are 

threatened? 
As well as your integrity being threatened, your objectivity is at risk as 

you might be happy to turn a blind eye to changes in the Act. Since you are 
not being asked to act dishonestly for personal gain, you might decide that 
the threat to your integrity is not very significant. However, you are thinking 
about the consequences (albeit not ALL the consequences and not the risk. 

Step Three: Do internal procedures exist that mitigate the threats, and 
can further internal procedures be established? You might discuss the 
situation with an independent person (while maintaining confidentiality), for 
example with ACCA’s Technical Advisory Service. 

Step Four: Alternative courses of action  
Given the likelihood that a professional bookkeeper if they are 

registered as a BAS Tax Agent would receive notices of changes in the act, 
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you would be might ask yourself if you are satisfied with the safeguards that 
exist and/or will be put in place.  

It is a given in the rules that “you need to ensure that a tax agent service 
that you provide, or that is provided on your behalf, is provided 
competently.’ 

What does this mean? 

‘Competent’ means being fully capable, fitting, suitable or sufficient to 
provide a service or to complete a task. 

You would necessarily ask “What must I do to ensure 
that services I provide are provided competently?” 

To ensure the services you provide are provided competently, you need 
to maintain adequate knowledge, skill and resources in relation to those 
services. So, if you hold a narrow, specialised area of expertise, this requirement 
would prevent you from providing a tax agent service that is outside of that area of 
expertise. You may be permitted to provide services within your area of 
expertise if your registration is subject to a condition to that effect. 

To ensure the services you provide are provided competently, you may 
also: 

• obtain expert advice and assistance; 
• obtain knowledge and skill through private study and research. 
• inform your client of the likely delay and cost to acquire the 

necessary knowledge and skill to provide the service 
competently, and obtain the client’s voluntary consent to you 
providing the service; 

• set out and agree in a letter of engagement with the client the 
scope and cost of the services to be provided. 

As a kind of umbrella activity you may ask whether you truly satisfied 
that the risk of breaching the principle of integrity is, or can be made, 
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insignificant? As always decisions taken need to pass the mirror test:  Are 
you able to look at yourself in the mirror comfortably? 

Example – from the TPB: 

Conduct that is prohibited without registration 
An entity will contravene a civil penalty provision if it is unregistered 

and: 

1. It charges or receives a fee or other reward for providing a 
service, which it knows or should reasonably know, is a tax 
agent service, BAS service or tax (financial) advice service. 

o PENALTY:  $42,500 (250 penalty units) for an 
individual and $212,500 (1,250) penalty units) for a body 
corporate. 

2. Advertises that it will provide a tax agent service, BAS Service or 
tax (financial) advice service. 

o PENALTY:  $8,500 (50 penalty units) for an individual 
and $42,500 (250) penalty units) for a body corporate. 

3. Represents itself as a registered tax agent, BAS agent or tax 
(financial) adviser. 

o PENALTY:  $8,500 (50 penalty units) for an individual 
and $42,500 (250) penalty units) for a body corporate. 

The TPB provides the following example: 
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BAS agent penalised $40,000 by the  
Federal Court 

Ms Isabella Munro was a registered BAS agent from March 
2010 – March 2012. During this time, she was fully aware 
that if she provided tax agent services for a fee or reward to 
taxpayers, she was required to be a registered tax agent. 

From July 2010 to August 2011, Ms Munro charged and 
received payment for providing advice, completing and 
lodging individual tax returns while not a registered tax 
agent. 

As a result of an audit by the ATO of the individual tax 
returns lodged by Ms Munro for the 2010 tax year, one 
taxpayer received a $7,740 penalty for reckless preparation 
of his tax return in relation to an over-claim for a deduction.  

Ms Munro acknowledged this was the result of an error on 
her part. 

In determining the penalty the Court also considered that in 
July 2011 Ms Munro pleaded guilty in the Magistrates Court 
of Queensland to 16 offences under the INCOME TAX 

ASSESSMENT ACT 1936 of charging or receiving a fee for 
preparing tax returns while unregistered 

 
If an unregistered agent is used, the TPB states that the taxpayer will 

not be protected under the safe harbour provisions set out in the Taxation 
Administration Act 1953.  Entities that use an unregistered agent are taking 
a big risk because they may not have the qualifications or experience 
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required of a registered agent, nor the appropriate professional indemnity 
insurance cover.   

 

Kate gets caught out 

Kate saw a leaflet advertising tax services. The leaflet was 
distributed by Bob who claimed that he could obtain 
deductions of up to $3,000 for clients. Kate used Bob to 
complete and lodge her tax return and paid him a fee for 
providing this service. Bob was not registered as a tax agent 
with the TPB. 

When reviewing Kate’s tax return, the ATO found a 
number of errors and issued Kate with an amended 
assessment. Kate ended up having to pay additional tax and 
administrative penalties. 

Following a complaint from Kate and other people who 
used Bob’s services, the Tax Practitioners Board (TPB) 
commenced proceedings against Bob in the Federal Court 
for advertising and providing tax agent services for a fee 
while unregistered. The Federal Court found that Bob had 
breached the Tax Agent Services Act 2009 and ordered him 
to pay a penalty of $32,000. 

 
Ref:  Taxation Practitioner’s Board 
http://www.tpb.gov.au/tpb/finding_and_using_a_practitioner/unregistered_agents/tpb/s

ubsidiary_content/0338_unregistered_agents.aspx  accessed:  19/10/15 

Also: 
https://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Publications_and_legislation/Summary_of_penalties__sanctions_
and_terminations/TPB/Publications_and_legislation/0479_Summary_of_penalties__sanctions_a
nd_terminations.aspx   19/10/15 
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Conditions of registration with TPB 

Once you are registered with the TPB the registration period is of at 
least three years and may be subject to certain conditions.  You may be able 
to vary these conditions, but certain events, and mainly those relating to 
criminal convictions and bankruptcy may affect continued registration.  The 
type of event that will effect continued registration: 

The TPB reported: 

• Convicted of a serious taxation offence 
• Convicted of an offence involving fraud or dishonesty 
• Becomes an undischarged bankrupt or goes into external 

administration 
• Is sentenced to a term of imprisonment 
• Being the promotor of a tax exploitation scheme 

The TPB will usually make preliminary enquiries in response to a 
complaint received before commencing a formal investigation, but the TPB 
do not need to actually receive a complaint before starting an investigation 
and they will advise the agent/entity in writing within two weeks of the 
decision to commence the investigation. 

Anyone who is issued with a formal notice under TASA is required to 
comply with it and it is an offence under the Taxation Administration Act 
1953 not to do so.  The TPB will notify the affected person/entity in writing 
within 30 days of the outcome of the investigation and are required by law 
to notify: 

• Any complainant of the result of the decision 
• Any recognised professional association that the agent is a 

member of about the decision and reasons for the decision 
• the Commissioner of Taxation [in certain circumstances] and 

the reason for the decision 

Not every complaint results in an investigation and the TPB gather 
preliminary information to determine how to proceed and advice in writing 
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within two weeks of a decision to investigate.  The TPB has the power to 
investigate matters involving: 

• Applications for registration 
• Breaches of the Code of Professional conduct 
• False or misleading statements made to the ATO 
• Advertising or supplying a tax agent services when not 

registered 
• Any other conduct that may breach the TASA 

A decision must be made about the outcome of the investigation within 
six months after commencement, but if there are delays beyond the control 
of the TPB the investigation period can be extended.	



 187 

Chapter  13  

Code of Professional Conduct 

The Code of Professional conduct sets out the professional and ethical 
standards of registered tax agents, and BAS Agents and financial advisers 
[from 1/7/14].  It outlines the duties that agents and advisers owe to their 
clients, the TPB and other agents. 

The code includes a number of core principles organised into five 
categories: 

1. Honesty and integrity 
2. Independence 
3. Confidentiality 
4. Competency 
5. Other responsibilities 

There are 14 principles organised in the above five categories with 
which tax agent’s tax [financial] advisers and BAS agents must comply:	

Honesty and integrity 

1. You must act honestly and with integrity. 
2. You must comply with the taxation laws in the conduct of your 

personal affairs 
3. If: 
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o you receive money or other property from or on behalf of a 
client, and 

o you hold the money or other property on trust  
o you must account to your client for the money or other 

property. 

Examples of dishonest behaviour by bookkeepers 

In a study conducted by Brett Warfield7 of fraud in Australia between 
2005 and 2011 which related to bookkeepers on cases to an Australian court 
of law and where there was a conviction during the period 1 January 2005 to 
31 March 2011, for deception related offences, where evidence was led that 
the perpetrator was a Bookkeeper, examples of the types of criminal 
offences that were included in the research included, but were not limited to: 

• Embezzlement 
• False accounting 
• Falsification of accounts 
• Forgery 
• Fraudulent misappropriation 
• Larceny by a clerk 
• Make false document 
• Make false instrument 
• Making false entries 
• Obtain property by deception 
• Obtaining financial advantage by deception 
• Stealing as a servant 
• Theft 
• Use false document 
• Uttering 

                                                   
7  Bookkeeping Fraud in Australia; Brett Warfield, Partner, Warfield & 
Associates 
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Convictions for criminal offences provides tangible evidence that a 
criminal offence has been committed. 

Case Studies 

Case Study 1 in Professional Conduct 
43 year old female. Stole from her 90 year old employer whilst 

employed as a part time Bookkeeper over a period of five months. Altered 
cheques, including one from $198 to $198,000. Company Accountant had 
initiated an audit, which showed up the discrepancies. 

Amount stolen: $398,000 
Motivation: Lifestyle. Bought a property for her parents 
Sentence: Two years gaol 
 
Case Study 2 
30 year old female who was with the business for a long time. Stole 

money over a six year period. She was the only one with the special 
passwords required to undertake payments and she was able to work from 
her home if she wanted to. Worked 12 hours per week as a Bookkeeper. 
Business had to halve its staff numbers and move to a smaller premises. She 
filed for bankruptcy without repaying any money. 

Amount stolen: $1.8 million 
Motivation: Prop up her other businesses which were failing 
Sentence: Four years gaol 
The frauds usually revolved around access to either the Electronic 

Funds Transfer of payments or access to the cheque books of the 
organisation. Allowing one person to have almost unfettered access to these 
payment mediums is asking for trouble. This is because the only thing 
preventing fraud from happening is their honesty and integrity. 

• In 37 cases the Bookkeepers simply transferred money to their 
own bank accounts via the Electronic Funds Transfer system. 

• 13 Bookkeepers wrote cheques to either ‘cash’, their own name, 
or to a third party for their benefit 
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• Four stole cash. 
• In 11 of the cases the modus operandi of the Bookkeeper could 

not be determined due to a lack of information. 

The increased use of EFT by businesses to pay creditors and staff will 
no doubt place greater responsibility in the hands of Bookkeepers. Unless 
there is adequate controls over the Electronic Funds Transfers, this type of 
fraud will only grow in number and size in the future. 

 
Case Study 3 
70 year old female employed in a family business in the construction 

industry. Several family members ended up with insomnia, anxiety and 
depression. Perpetrator and her husband sold their home and accessed his 
superannuation. Now has no significant assets and she and her husband live 
with one of their daughters. 

Amount stolen: $291,000 
Motivation: Stole for the welfare of her three daughters 
Sentence: 12 months gaol 
 
Case Study 4 
50 year old female transferred $3.7 million to her personal savings, 

home loan and personal trust accounts. Also overstated her annual leave 
entitlements and paid herself excess super. Withdrew $2.8 million at various 
gambling venues. 

Amount stolen: $4.6 million 
Motivation: Gambling 
Sentence: Five years gaol 

Independence 

You must act lawfully in the best interests of your client; and you must 
have in place adequate arrangements for the management of conflicts of 
interest that may arise in relation to the activities that you undertake in the 
capacity of a registered tax agent, BAS agent or tax (financial) adviser.   



S T A R T  Y O U R  O W N  B O O K K E E P I N G  B U S I N E S S  
 

191 

The TPB advise that code item 5 of the Code of Professional Conduct 
does not prohibit registered agents from having conflicts of interest, but it 
states that the there is a requirements to manage conflicts that arise or may 
arise when dealing with activities in relation to their capacity as a registered 
agent. 

The TPB go further to reference the Accounting Professional and 
Ethical Standards Board [APESB] and APES 110 Code of Ethics for 
Professional Accountants and while it is not binding on all registered agents 
it provides a guide on what steps an agent can take to ensure they have 
adequate arrangements in place to manage conflicts of interest.  TPB go 
further to state that in reference to APES 110 agents do now allow conflict 
of interest to override their professional or business judgment. 

The TPB reported: 

Clients in the same industry and registered agent with personal 
interest 
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Situation 

Christina is a registered tax agent and has a number of long 
time clients, one of which is Cold Cream, a large ice-cream 
retailing franchise. Christina has a 15 percent ownership 
interest in Cold Cream. 

Christina is approached by Ice Cold, a rival ice-cream 
retailing franchise to provide tax agent services including tax 
planning work. 

 

Conflict of interest 

Christina has a potential conflict of interest if she provides tax agent 
services to Ice Cold because her ownership interest in Cold Cream could 
possibly impact her motivation to act for Ice Cold. 

 

Managing the conflict of interest 

Christina appropriately discloses her conflict of interest to Ice Cold. 
Further, Christina determines that, in the circumstances, she cannot 
objectively provide tax agent services to Ice Cold and therefore the conflict 
of interest is unmanageable and the only way to adequately manage the 
conflict will be to avoid it altogether. Accordingly, Christina declines to act 
for Ice Cold.  

In this case, Christina has satisfied her obligations under Code item 5 
by disclosing her conflict of interest, and avoiding the conflict by declining 
to act for Ice Cold. 

http://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Publications_and_legislation/I/0576_Code_of_professional
_conduct_-_managing_conflicts_of_interest.aspx?WebsiteKey=ed8ab3e1-e4a3-484d-9933-
0e11e62b87c1   Accessed 19/10/15 
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http://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Publications_and_legislation/I/0576_Code_of_professional
_conduct_-_managing_conflicts_of_interest.aspx?WebsiteKey=ed8ab3e1-e4a3-484d-9933-
0e11e62b87c1  

Confidentiality 

If a registered agent discloses information relating to a client’s affairs to 
a third party without the client’s permission or without a legal duty to do so, 
the TPB may find that the registered agent has breached the Code and may 
impose sanctions for that breach. 

 

The TPB example:  

Lilly & Co is a large accounting firm and a registered tax 
agent. To minimise its operating costs, Lilly & Co. enters 
into an agreement with a bookkeeping/data processing firm 
in Hong Kong, Zheng & Co, that Zheng & Co will perform 
the bookkeeping and data processing work for Lilly & Co. 
clients. 

Obtaining client permission 

 In order to send the clients’ information to Zheng & Co for 
processing, Lilly & Co discloses its arrangement with Zheng 
& Co in its letter of engagement with clients and obtains its 
clients’ explicit permission by way of a signed client 
engagement letter to disclose the information to Zheng & 
Co.  Subject to the terms in the letter of engagement, Lilly & 
Co will have primary responsibility for the provision of the 
relevant tax agent services, including the bookkeeping and 
data processing work undertaken by Zheng & Co. 
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Inadvertent disclosure 

Registered agents need to ensure that they have appropriate 
arrangements to prevent inadvertent disclosure through recklessness.  In this 
regard, the following are some examples of where registered agents need to 
be particularly mindful of their obligations:  

• The use of mobile temporary booths in shopping centres, 
ensuring there are appropriate controls to prevent third parties 
from viewing client information 

• The use of recycled paper which includes personal details 
concerning other clients 

• Leaving client information in unsecured locations which may be 
accessed by third parties 

• The use of external service providers which may include, for 
example IT consultants and cleaners 

• Unsecure access to home office internet access with regard to 
the use of PCs 

• Unsecure access to client’s files/information at home office  

TASA 2009 does not prohibit specifically activities in relation to 
outsourcing and cloud storage arrangements, but agents must consider their 
obligations under Code 6 in relation to these arrangements and where the 
data is being sent and stored. 

Overseas work:  The agent must be very clear in communicating this 
to the client and obtaining the necessary permission to make the disclosure. 

But ultimately the onus is on the agent to exercise due diligence when 
outsourcing work and that there are adequate supervision and control 
arrangements.	

Client permission to disclose information to another registered 
agent third party 
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The TPB provides the following example:  

Jackie runs a local coffee shop in Melbourne. Jackie engages 
Tony’s Tax Services, a registered tax agent, to prepare and 
lodge her outstanding business activity statements and also 
to provide tax advice regarding the proposed sale of her 
coffee shop. Tony’s Tax Services separately engages Bella, a 
registered BAS agent, to prepare the outstanding business 
activity statements. 

 

Obtaining client permission 

In order to send Jackie’s information to Bella to enable Bella to prepare 
the outstanding business activity statements, Tony’s Tax Services discloses 
its arrangement with Bella in its letter of engagement with Jackie. Tony’s Tax 
Services obtains Jackie’s explicit permission by way of a signed client 
engagement letter to disclose the information to Bella. 

 
Client permission to disclose information to a new registered 

agent 

 

Situation 

Jessica is a registered BAS agent who receives a phone call from 
Noelene, another registered BAS agent, advising that she has been 
approached to take over one of Jessica’s clients and is seeking a transfer of 
the client’s files. 
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Obtaining client permission 

Before transferring the client’s files over to Noelene, Jessica obtains 
permission from her client. 

Legal duty to disclose information to a third party 

Situation 

The ATO is conducting an audit on Patricia’s income tax return from 
the previous financial year, but Patricia does not have all of her receipts and 
payment summaries.  As her registered tax agent, Edward, prepared and 
lodged her income tax return for the previous financial year, the ATO has 

issued a notice under section 353-10 in Schedule 1 to the	TAXATION	
ADMINISTRATION	ACT	1953	(TAA 1953) for Edward to provide it with all 
relevant information regarding Patricia’s income tax return from the 
previous financial year. 

 

Legal duty to disclose 

Although Edward is required to maintain the confidentiality 
of the information relating to the affairs of his client, 
Patricia, the ATO’s notice creates an overriding legal 
obligation and Edward therefore has a legal duty to disclose 
the information requested in the notice to the ATO. [7] 

Alternatively, if the ATO did not make a request pursuant 
to section 353-10 in Schedule 1 to the TAA 1953 and 
instead made a general request, Edward would not have a 
legal duty to disclose the information to the ATO. It is also 
noted that the requirement under Code Item 6 is subject to 
material being properly withheld under legal professional 
privilege. 
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Competence 

You must ensure that a tax agent service you provide, or that is 
provided on your behalf, is provided competently. 

According to the TPB being competent means being suitable, fitting, 
capable or sufficient to provide a service or to complete a task.  A BAS 
Agent must maintain sufficient knowledge, skill and resources in relation to 
the services they provide. If the agent has a narrow area of specialised 
expertise the TPB may endorse your registration subject to a condition to 
that effect.  In order to keep ensure your services are provided in a 
competent manner you may, also, according to the TPB: 

Obtain your knowledge and skills through private study and research.  
It is in the interests of your client that you inform your client of a likely delay 
and cost to acquire the skills necessary to provide the services competently 
and ensure to seek your client’s consent to you providing the service in a 
letter of engagement with the client with the scope and cost of the services 
to be provided. 

The following examples are provided by the TPB: 
 

Example 

Matilda is a registered tax agent who mostly prepares and 
lodges income tax returns for small businesses in the suburb 
in which she practises. Matilda’s client, Thom, is seeking 
some tax advice from Matilda on some mergers and 
acquisitions transactions that his company is contemplating. 
Providing this advice, however, involves areas of the 
taxation laws with which Matilda is not familiar. Matilda 
may be in breach of the Code if she provides the advice to 
Thom for a fee unless she can otherwise satisfy the Board 
that she is competent to give that advice. 
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Measures to ensure services provided on your behalf are provided 
competently 

It is important that as a registered tax agent or BAS agent, you are also 
accountable for tax agent/BAS services that are provided on your behalf. It 
is important to ensure that services provided on your behalf are provided 
competently therefore you need to ensure that the providers have the skills 
and experience and ensure that the work is supervised or reviewed. This 
includes people or entities who are providing this service who are in your 
employ or under your supervision or control.   

The type of supervision required is dependent on a number of factors 
such as educational qualifications, experience, type of service being provided 
and the processes in place within your organisation to ensure the competent 
provision of such services.   

 

Example  

Wayne is a registered tax agent who outsources payroll 
related services to Leigh who is not a registered agent. While 
direct supervision and control by Wayne is not possible in 
the circumstances, Wayne must ensure that the payroll 
services provided on his behalf by Leigh are provided 
competently by reviewing Leigh’s work to ensure its 
accuracy. 

If Leigh is a registered BAS agent whose expertise is in 
payroll services, then Wayne may meet this requirement of 
the Code without reviewing Leigh’s work. 

	
Therefore it is important that the letter of engagement with the client 

sets out the scope and cost of the services to be provided based on the 
qualification, skills and experience of the agent.  If the agent does not have 
the skills then obtain expert advice and assistance and ensure your client is 
advised with regard to the likely delay and cost to acquire such knowledge. 
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The tax agent or BAS Agent is to ensure that tax/BAS agent services 
provided to them by any other tax/BAS Agent is required to guarantee that 
those services are provided competently and therefore it is important that 
any subcontractor has the appropriate skills and experience, that adequate 
supervision and review of arrangements are in place to ensure accuracy of 
any services provided. 

Further advice regarding the adequacy of the level of supervision and 
control is provided in the TPB Explanatory paper TPB 01/2010 Code of 
Professional Conduct. 

You must take reasonable care in ascertaining a client’s state of 
affairs, to the extent that ascertaining the state of those affairs is 
relevant to a statement you are making or a thing you are doing on 
behalf of the client. 

If the tax agent or BAS agent is acting on behalf of a client in relation 
to taxation law then they are required to comply with this principle which 
includes, for example, preparing and lodging a return on behalf of a client. 

The term ‘reasonable care’ means for tax agents and BAS agents that 
they are generally required to be as competent and reasonable person with 
the skills, experience and qualifications required to be registered tax Agent 
or BAS Agents. 

The TPB state that if a tax or BAS Agent specialises in a particular areas 
of the taxation law, then the standard of ‘reasonable care’ is relevant to the 
area of specialisation of that competent and reasonable person/tax agent or 
BAS agent. 

The TPB version of ‘reasonable care’ 

According to the TPB ‘reasonable care’ means what is reasonable in the 
circumstances and can depend upon many factors including the type of 
services being provided and the client’s level of experience and knowledge.  

In taking reasonable care in ascertaining a client’s state of affairs, the 
TPB considers that ‘more is expected of a tax or BAS agent than a taxpayer 
completing his or own return’.  Therefore due to the tax agent’s or BAS 
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agent’s knowledge/education, experience a higher standard of care would be 
expected.   

It is expected that the tax agent or BAS agent, based on their 
professional knowledge etc. will inquire of their client as to documentary 
evidence to support the facts of the matter.  

Under the Code of Professional Conduct ‘reasonable care’ does not 
create a requirement for the tax agent or BAS agent to audit all of their 
client’s information before providing tax agent services. If information has 
been provided by an independent, qualified third party expert and no prior 
experience to the contrary, then according to the TPB, it is reasonable for a 
tax agent or BAS Agent to rely on that information without checking 
further.  

A client who provides a statement which is consistent with previously 
established statements and the agent has no basis on which to doubt the 
client’s consistency or veracity of the information supplied, the tax agent or 
BAS agent may discharge their responsibilities by accepting the statement 
provided by the client without checking further.  

 

Example 

Stefan, a registered tax agent, has been engaged by Walsh 
Ltd to prepare its income tax return. Walsh Ltd gave Stefan 
all of its tax information, including its BAS and goods and 
services tax (GST) reconciliation accounts, which were 
prepared by Craig, a BAS agent. 

As Craig is a registered BAS agent, it would normally be 
reasonable for Stefan to accept Craig’s work at face value. 
However, based on previous examination of other work by 
Craig, Stefan has doubts as to the accuracy of Craig’s work. 
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In these circumstances, it is not reasonable for Stefan to 
accept Craig’s work at face value. In this case, Stefan can 
demonstrate having taken reasonable care in various ways. 
These might include reviewing the original documentation,  
such as tax invoices, or satisfying himself of the procedure 
and methodology Craig used to arrive at a particular 
determination. 

Stefan may decide to alert the Board to his concerns about 
the accuracy of Craig’s work. 

	
https://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Subsidiary_content/Reg_info_sheets/0296_Code_

of_professional_conduct_information_sheet.aspx  

You must take reasonable care to ensure that taxation laws are applied 
correctly to the circumstances in relation to which you are providing advice 
to a client. 

Under this principle a tax agent or BAS agent is required to take 
reasonable care in providing the correct interpretation and application of 
taxation laws in relation to the circumstances to which their clients seek 
assistance and further, that these circumstances may be actual or 
hypothetical circumstances. The term, taxation law, means as set down by 
the TPB: 

	

1. an Act (including part of an Act) for which the 
Commissioner has general administration 

2. regulations under such an Act (including such a part of 
the Act) 

3. the TASA or regulations made under that Act. 
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The term, ‘reasonable care’ is used in this principle and, as stated under 
Code 9, more is expected of a tax or BAS agent than a taxpayer completing 
their own return and a higher standard of care is expected of a tax agent or 
BAS Agent because of their knowledge, education, skill etc.   

Therefore under this principle the tax agent or BAS agent in ensuring 
the taxation laws are applied correctly is to ensure that they provide 
appropriately serious attention to complying with the obligations imposed 
under the taxation law.  

Tax agents and BAS agents if uncertain about how taxation law applies 
must take reasonable care to seek clarification from the relevant authorities.  

	

Example 

Justin is a registered tax agent. Bryn engages Justin to 
provide GST-related tax advice. As the majority of Justin’s 
work involves providing income tax advice or preparing and 
lodging income tax returns, his experience and knowledge in 
the GST law is not up-to-date. 

Without carrying out any further research (such as checking 
the relevant law and ATO publications on the subject), 
Justin provides the advice based on his existing knowledge 
of the GST law which he obtained through certain 
professional education courses he attended several years 
ago. As a result, Justin’s advice to Bryn is incorrect. Justin is 
in breach of the Code for failing to take reasonable care to 
ensure the correct application of the taxation laws to Bryn’s 
circumstances. 

	
http://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Subsidiary_content/Reg_info_sheets/0296_Code_of_profes

sional_conduct_information_sheet.aspx?WebsiteKey=ed8ab3e1-e4a3-484d-9933-0e11e62b87c1  

Other responsibilities 
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You must not knowingly obstruct the proper administration of the 
taxation laws 

A tax agent or BAS agent must not ‘knowingly obstruct’ the proper 
administration of the taxation laws but the agent does not breach this 
requirement by relying on the agent’s or the client’s rights to withhold 
documents or not to provide information. The TPB state that examples of 
these rights include legal professional privilege or the ATO Accountant’s 
concession set out in the published Guidelines to Accessing Professional 
Accounting Advisor’s Papers. 

The TPB defines the word ‘obstruction’ as to its ordinary meaning and 
refers to the Macquarie dictionary: 

Obstruct:  to interrupt, make difficult, or oppose the passage, 
progress, course etc. 

And the test for; determining whether there is an act of obstruction is a 
test of reasonableness – that is has the person acted reasonably?  

The word ‘knowingly’ is interpreted that the tax agent or BAS agent 
had actual knowledge as opposed to constructive knowledge [if a person 
should have known a fact, he or she is deemed to have constructive 
knowledge of that fact] of the obstruction caused by the agent’s conduct.  

There are tests that need to be satisfied in determining whether there is 
‘knowingly obstruct’ and the following considerations are relevant: 

• Temporary denial of access on reasonable grounds that may fall 
short of being an obstruction; 

•  

• Denial of documents for an indefinite period may constitute an 
obstruction; 

•  

• A positive act of obstruction by a person from whom access to 
inspection of documents or other information is sought, is not 
necessarily a requirement in establishing that there has been an 
obstruction.  
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Example 

Henry is a registered tax agent. Ella is one of Henry’s clients. 
In response to a notice being served by the ATO on Henry 
to provide documents relating to Ella, Henry, on behalf of 
Ella, claims accountants’ concession, in good faith, over 
some of the documents sought. Henry is not in breach of 
this requirement by claiming the concession. 

However, if Henry knows that the documents sought are 
not within the scope of the accountants’ concession, and 
still claims they are in an effort to delay the process, he 
would be in breach of this requirement. 

	
The proper administration of the taxation laws includes performing 

functions and statutory duties as required by the taxation laws and, therefore 
an agent will breach the code if the agent knowingly obstructs the 
Commissioner or the Board or officers acting on behalf of the 
Commissioner or Board in performing their statutory duties and functions 
as required by the taxation laws. [150] 

You must advise your client of the client’s rights and obligations 
under the taxation laws that are materially related to the tax agent 
services you provide. 

A tax agent or BAS agent must advise their clients of their rights and 
obligations under the taxation laws related to the services that an agent 
provides, but the obligations under this principle extend only to the services 
within the scope of engagement between the agent and the client.  The 
advice may include, depending on the scope of the engagement as advised 
by the TPB: 
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•  “An explanation of the nature of self-assessment, including the 
Commissioner’s ability to amend an assessment within a certain 
time of the original assessment 

• your client’s obligations to keep proper records and the 
consequences of not doing so 

• your client’s responsibility to provide accurate and complete 
particulars and information to comply with the taxation laws 

• where necessary, advice on the rights or options available to 
your clients including how to seek a private ruling and how to 
object or appeal against adverse decisions made by the 
Commissioner” 

It must be noted that any letter of engagement, report, advice with the 
client should be in writing. 

You must maintain the professional indemnity insurance that the 
Board requires you to maintain. 

Tax agents and Bas agents are required to maintain appropriate 
professional indemnity insurance as required by the Board.  If a Tax Agent 
or BAS agent does not maintain the PI Insurance that the Board requires 
then the Tax Agent or BAS agent will be in breach of the Code and the 
Board may issue a notice requiring the agent to maintain the PI insurance as 
specified in the notice.   

All registered tax agents and BAS agents who have not been issued with 
an exemption are required to hold PI insurance coverage from 1/7/1011.  
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Example 

Mario is a director of M&J Tax Pty Ltd, a registered tax 
agent. Recently, Mario was penalised for being a promoter 
of tax exploitation, which is an event affecting M&J Tax Pty 
Ltd continued registration. The Board subsequently 
informed M&J Tax Pty Ltd, by notice in writing, that it was 
required to remove Mario from its board of directors within 
a certain period. 

M&J Tax Pty Ltd ignored the Board’s direction and allowed 
Mario to remain on its board of directors. This failure to 
follow the Board’s direction is a breach of the Code. 

	
You must respond to requests and directions from the Board in a 

timely, responsible and reasonable manner 
If a Tax Agent or BAS agent receives a request/direction from the 

Board then they must respond in a timely, responsible and reasonable 
manner.  Claiming legal professional privilege or some other legal rights may 
not be an unreasonable response to the Board if the claim can be properly 
made. [165]. 

The terms, ‘timely’, ‘responsible’ and ‘reasonable’ take on their meaning 
from the Macquarie Dictionary.  

Failing to comply with the Code: 

The Board may impose one or more of the following administrative 
sanctions [after an investigation]: 

• a written caution 
• an order requiring you to take one or more actions including, 

but not limited to 
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• completing a course of education or training specified by the 
Board 

• providing services (for which the tax agent or BAS agent is 
registered) only under the supervision of another tax agent or 
BAS agent that has been specified in the order 

• providing only those services that are specified in the order 
o suspending your registration 
o terminating your registration 

 

Example 

Arif is a registered BAS agent. Several complaints have 
recently been made to the Board regarding Arif. 

After investigating, the Board discovers that Arif has made 
numerous errors in advising clients, largely in relation to 
recent developments in the taxation laws. Arif has not 
undertaken any CPE in accordance with the guidelines 
issued by the Board for the last two years. The Board 
concludes that Arif is in breach of the Code for, in part, 
failing to maintain up-to-date knowledge and skills relevant 
to the tax agent services he provides. 

Since this is Arif’s first breach of the Code, and to ensure 
that Arif is appropriately supervised until he updates his 
knowledge, the Board may impose sanctions such as issuing 
Arif with a written caution, together with orders to complete 
the necessary further training and to work under another 
agent’s supervision until he completes the further training. 
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Order from the Board 

If the Board decided to make an order it will notify the tax Agent or 
BAS Agent in writing and the order may specific the period of time within 
which the tax agent or BAS agent must complete the requirements specified 
in the order and the period of time during which the order applies. 

Suspension of registration 

If the tax agent or BAS agent’s registration is suspended then the tax 
agent /BAS agent must not provide tax agent services for the period of 
suspension.  The Board may decide to extend the period of suspension; 
impose further administrative sanctions, apply to the Federal court for a civil 
penalty order or apply to the Federal court for an injunction to prevent the 
agent from providing tax agent services. 

 

Example 

Luke has had his registration suspended by the Board for 
breaching the Code. Luke does not inform his clients that 
his registration has been suspended and continues to 
provide tax agent services. 

The Board applies to the Federal Court for a civil penalty 
order against Luke for providing tax agent services for a fee 
while unregistered. At the same time, the Board also applies 
to the Federal Court for an injunction to restrain Luke from 
continuing to provide tax agent services to his clients during 
the period of his suspension. 

No limitation on application for renewal of registration 
during suspension period 
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If your registration is due to expire during the period you 
are under suspension, you are still permitted to apply for 
registration or renewal of registration, despite the fact that 
you are under suspension. 

	

Termination of registration of a tax agent/BAS agent 

The Board will provide the tax agent/BAS agent with a written notice 
of termination which will include: 

	

• The Board’s decision to terminate your registration 
• the reasons for the decision 
• details of any period during which you are prohibited from 

applying for registration, and 
• your rights of review. 

Are administrative sanctions subject to review? 

The tax or BAS agent may apply to the Administrative Appeals 
Tribunal for a review of the Board’s decision. 

It should be noted that while the code applies only to registered agents, 
the civil penalty provisions apply to unregistered persons or entities in 
addition to registered tax agents and BAS agents and the civil penalty 
provisions can only apply after commencement of the TASA 2009 on 
1/3/10. 
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Licenses and educational matters 

• Licensing requirements for BAS agents 
• Educational requirements 
• Understanding the Tax Agent Services Act 
• Continuing professional education 
• Membership of approved associations 
• Legal requirements 
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Chapter  14   

Qualifications  

For BAS Agents, the appropriate level of knowledge is Certificate IV 
level and the appropriate level of knowledge for registered Tax Agent is a 
Degree level.  
License requirements of registered BAS agents 

There are both compulsory and optional requirements. Included in 
compulsory requirements are:  

• BAS agent registration  
• Business name registration 
• Tax file number 
• Australian Business Number 
• GST 
• BAS-based registrations – including  PAYG withholding 

Optional are membership of: 

• Australian Bookkeepers Network 
• Institute of Certified Bookkeepers 
• A registered professional accounting association 
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Minimum education requirements 

The primary pathway from this qualification is employment in a 
bookkeeping job role (or as a contract bookkeeper and BAS Agent) with 
functions that include:  

• Establishing and maintaining manual and computerised 
accounting systems 

• Completing Business Activity Statements (BAS) and other office 
financial statements 

• Developing bookkeeping management systems for organisations 
• General administration 

This nationally recognised qualification has been developed for people 
seeking employment in a bookkeeping job role or as a contract bookkeeper 
and BAS Agent. 

The Bookkeeping Institute of Australia wrote the first ever training 
course for this qualification and was the first training institute in Australia to 
deliver the qualification in October 2007. The course has already been 
proven in the field with over 4,200 students undertaking BIA Certificate 
courses.  

To gain this qualification competence is demonstrated by the answering 
of short answer theory questions and the successful completion of open 
book MYOB assignments, designed to test the students’ ability to complete 
a set of monthly and quarterly accounts, including bank reconciliations and 
BAS returns. 

To become a registered individual BAS agent, or to renew your existing 
individual BAS agent registration under the standard option, you must meet 
one of the following two options to meet the education requirements. In 
addition, you must meet other requirements, including the relevant 
experience and Fit and proper person requirements. (see Source, below, for 
more on these definitions). Options are: 
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Option 1  

• Awarded a Certificate IV in Bookkeeping) or (Accounting), and  
• successfully completed a Board approved course in basic 

GST/BAS taxation principles (which may be included in the 
above certificate).  

Option 2  

• Awarded a higher award than a Certificate IV in the field of 
bookkeeping or accounting (for example, a Diploma, Advanced 
Diploma or Degree), and  

• successfully completed a Board approved course in basic 
GST/BAS taxation principles (which may be included in the 
above award).  

Board approved course in basic GST/BAS taxation 
principles  

The following units from the Certificate IV Bookkeeping or 
(Accounting) together have been approved as a Board approved course in 
basic GST/BAS taxation principles:  

• FNSBKG404 Carry out business activity and instalment activity 
statement tasks  

• FNSBKG405 Establish and maintain a payroll system  

Also accepted are previous versions of these units provided you can 
demonstrate that these units, or a separate unit you have completed, cover 
knowledge of the Tax Agent Services Act 2009 (TASA), including the Code of 
Professional Conduct (Code).  

If you have successfully completed another course that you believe 
should be accepted as a Board approved course in basic GST/BAS taxation 
principles, you should include a submission with your application, detailing 
the relevant course content and assessment requirements. 
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The Board will accept a Board approved course in basic GST/BAS 
taxation principles obtained through a process of recognition of prior 
learning (RPL). However, it must meet the Board’s assessment requirements. 

 For more information refer to Recognition of prior learning for BAS 
agents below. 

Qualifications list 

You may search the Qualifications list at www.tpb.gov.au for Board 
approved basic GST/BAS taxation principles courses.  

The qualifications list also contains a record of units that have been 
approved as a unit in the Tax Agent Services Act 2009 (TASA), including the 
Code of Professional Conduct (Code).  

Course providers 

A Board approved course in basic GST/BAS taxation principles can 
only be provided by:  

• universities  
• registered training organisations, such as TAFEs  
• other registered higher education institutions  
• other course providers approved by the Board.  

Source: 
http://www.tpb.gov.au/TPB/Qualifications_and_experience/Education_for_BAS_agents/TPB
/Qualifications_and_experience/0036_Education_requirements__for_BAS_agents.aspx 

Prior learning recognition for BAS agents 

The Tax Practitioners Board states that it ‘may’ accept qualifications 
obtained through a process of recognition of prior learning (RPL). RPL is 
assessed by various TAFEs, recognised training organisations or course 
providers. It can provide for the recognition of work experience as a 
substitute for formally attending and completing a course or qualification. 
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For registration or renewal of registration as an individual BAS agent, 
the Board states that it will accept the following if they were obtained 
through RPL: 

• Certificate IV Bookkeeping  
• Certificate IV Accounting  
• higher awards than a Certificate IV in the field of bookkeeping 

or accounting 

The Board states that it will accept a course in basic GST/BAS taxation 
principles (GST/BAS course) obtained through RPL, provided it satisfies 
their RPL requirements set out in paragraphs 29 to 34 in BAS agent 
educational qualification requirements. 

To demonstrate that your GST/BAS course qualification meets their 
RPL requirements, you must obtain a completed Statement of attainment or 
similar documentation from a Board approved course provider. This will 
verify that prior learning that you want to have recognised has been formally 
and independently assessed in accordance with their requirements. The 
assessment must test the elements of the units that make up the course and 
establish that you have achieved the learning outcomes of the actual course. 

Continuing Professional Development 

You must maintain knowledge and skills relevant to the tax agent 
services that you provide. 

Registered Tax Agents and BAS Agents are required to maintain their 
knowledge and skills in relation to the tax agent services they provide and 
this means keeping up to date with changes relevant to the taxation laws and 
tax administration. 

In order to comply there are a certain number of hours of tax related 
continuing professional education [CPE] and the TPB states that the 
knowledge and skills are to be relevant to the services that tax agent and 
BAS agents provide and some examples for CPE activities are given by the 
TPB: 
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• Attendance at discussion Groups provided by an appropriate 
organisation 

• ATO seminars and presentations/webinars 
• Conferences [including video, telephone webinars] 
• Lectures and workshops 
• Attend training on tax related subjects given by those who have 

suitable qualifications and experience in the subject covered 

The TPB states that agents are to exercise their professional judgment 
in selecting relevant CPE activities as the TPB does not want to be 
prescriptive about particular topics for CPE activities that should be taken.  

BAS Agent are required to have 15 structured hours per annum of CPE 
is considered by the TPB to be an indicative minimum standard under this 
item.   

CPE may include face to face training courses, distance learning and 
online courses. 
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Example: 

Attendance at monthly discussions groups held by 
Bookkeeping Institute of Australia that discusses topics 
relevant to the TASA 2009 and other issues relevant to BAS 
Agents. 

Attendance at conferences held by the Institute of Certified 
Bookkeepers, Australian Bookkeepers Network and other 
BAS Agent associations from time to time. 

 
Bookkeeping Institute of Australia provides flexible learning options 

with regard to CPD training, i.e. you will be able to work at your own pace, 
in your own environment.  We also provide CPD by way of monthly 
discussion groups in our Brisbane office on all aspects of TASA 2009 
including the Code of Professional Conduct throughout the year, including 
other topics related to Bookkeeping services. 

As a CPD activity we have available an assessment which includes the 
Tax Agent Services Act 2009 and the Code of Professional Conduct and 
contains questions about Administrative sanctions, civil penalty provisions, 
suspensions and terminations in relation to Tax Agents and BAS Agents.   

We have available CPD courses such as MYOB, Reckon and Xero 
accounting software programs that relate to BAS services. Virtually all 
professional membership groups (associations et al.) have a requirement for 
their members to undertake continuing education. This is usually expressed 
in terms of a number of hours required to undertake such education each 
year. Apart from the minimum requirements, CPE refreshes and updates the 
knowledge essential for your services as a registered agent.  

Keeping your knowledge and skills up to date is the essence of being a 
professional. The Board expects that all registered tax and BAS agents will 
want to undertake CPE for their own benefit and for their clients.  



D E B R A  L E W I S  
  

218 

From 1 July 2012, as a registered tax or BAS agent, you should 
undertake continuing professional education (CPE). This will help to ensure 
you:  

• maintain your knowledge and skills relevant to the tax agent and 
BAS services you provide  

• keep up to date with changes to tax laws  
• advise clients correctly about their rights and obligations.  

As noted in the previous section, registered agents do have considerable 
flexibility as the system is built on self-recording and self-declaration. Many 
professional associations and memberships ‘bundle’ their content services 
and channels in such a way as to avail content and courseware to be CPE 
Compliant. Resources are available at: 

www.bookkeepershub.com.au 
www.biau.com.au 

Annual ‘Declaration’ 

The purpose of the Tax Practitioner’s Board annual declaration is not 
to seek a declaration that tax practitioners have undertaken a particular 
course or aware of the requirements of the TASA.  Rather, the annual 
declaration is a simple way for all registered tax and BAS agents to show 
they meet ongoing registration requirements, including: 

• having professional indemnity insurance cover 
• undertaking continuing professional education (individuals only) 
• satisfying fit and proper requirements, and 
• meeting their tax obligations. 

According to the TPB (ep) 04 2012: “The TPB intends to request 
evidence or confirmation of CPE completed upon renewal of registration as 
a tax agent or BAS agent.  In addition, the TPB may from time to time 
request evidence or confirmation of CPE completed by registered agents 
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during their period of registration. This is to allow for annual notification of 
CPE completed, if the TPB so requires this. 

Legal obligations 

Other than the Income Tax Act, there are very few legal restrictions on 
bookkeepers.  We recommend that you study the Australian Government 
business web site at 
http://www.business.gov.au/Business+Entry+Point/How-
to+guides/Starting+a+business/ for details of specific information on 
operating your business from an office or from home. 

As the bookkeeper’s most important ‘trade tool’ is themselves they 
must ensure that they are legally allowed to perform the tasks required to 
‘sell’ their products. 

Section 251L of the Income Tax Assessment Act 1936 (ITAA36) 
prevents any person from charging or receiving a fee for preparing or 
assisting a client with any income or fringe benefit tax matters unless they 
are a registered tax agent. 

 

What can a contract bookkeeper legally do? 

A bookkeeper may enter transactions into accounts into an 
accounting system (that a qualified person has already set up 
with the GST codes) that is then used for determining a 
taxation (BAS) position providing they are not offering 
advice about BAS or GST provisions 

 
A bookkeeper may not perform a ‘BAS Service’ as per:  

• prepare or lodge an approved form about a taxpayer’s liabilities, 
obligations or entitlements under a BAS provision  
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• give advice about the taxpayer’s obligations under a BAS 
provision 

• transact any business with the commissioner on behalf of a 
taxpayer in relation to their obligations under a BAS provision. 

Source: 
http://www.ato.gov.au/taxprofessionals/content.aspx?doc=/content/00244739.htm&pc=001/0
05/074/001/001&mnu=0&mfp=&st=&cy=  

Delivering good service 

Service with integrity and honesty is fundamental but is good customer 
service in a bookkeeping plus advisory relationship? 

Customer Service 

What is the difference between a ‘customer’ and a ‘client’? In our terms 
a customer is usually someone who buys services from us as an individual or 
a business. A key point is that customers may be one-off; generally they 
don’t possess any significant degree of loyalty to the person/business or 
firm proving the service. Even a trade’s service provider such as an 
electrician or plumber would apply the term ‘customer’ 

A client on the other hand is someone who purchase services built on 
advice or solutions that are customised to specific needs. Typically, 
professional service firms, like accounting, law, architecture, bookkeeping, 
consulting and the like, fall into his category. 
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 T H E  F U T U R E  
B O O K K E E P E R  

Increasingly, sole practitioners and bookkepping 
business owners and their professional staff are becoming 

trusted advisors to the business owner.  
Moreover, technology has changed the work and role of 

bookkepping and will increasingly challenge and excite the 
aspiring bookkeeper. . 
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Chapter  15    

The Future Bookkeeping Firm  

The changing face of bookkeeping. We are going through a thrilling 
period of unprecedented change, but what hasn’t improved is the intensity 
of technology turf wars and the ramifications of choosing which sides or 
which service provider to take. Even though online accounting software is 
nearly identical in function to the desktop variety, it has been redesigned and 
re-imagined in a way that makes it much easier for business owners to use.  

You will be continuously challenged by both business customers and 
the vast array of sales teams from the accounting software sector which is 
aggressively pushing accounting, bookkeeping and businesses in cloud-based 
‘solutions’. Their solutions are far too many and far too frequently 
augmented/upgraded/bundled in order to present here as a ‘taxonomy or 
guide but suffice to say you will need to have a good understanding of the 
range of tools that are now accessible. 

Cloud technology is changing bookkeeping 

The firms that have been early adopters are already more efficient, with 
higher margins and better service levels. Some are passing on the benefits to 
clients in the form of lower fees to increase and expand; others are engaging 
at deeper levels with their clients to become ‘trusted advisors’. 
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At the most basic, entry level, you can simple enrol as a demo user of 
several of the main vender-suppliers offers from Intuit (Quick Books 
Online), Xero, MYOB, Reckon or Sage (see Addendum for more 
information).  As far as ‘tools’, grill your suppliers relentlessly about what 
will happen if you grow 30%-100% over the next three years and keep an 
eye out for pricing traps and upgrade options if you were to achieve that 
kind of success. 

Set your vision of the future 

What is your vision or mission for your firm? That’s an essential first 
step. Secondly, you need to have the business model in place that will serve 
the firm of the future. It’s about the right basis for charging out your 
services, establishing the system for billing to your clients and managing the 
systems in place. 

As part of your vision-mission and the platform or business model to 
handle the firm of the future, is the question: does the mission-vision (your 
branding) clearly define the ideal client you are going for? Getting the right 
clients can be critical to the success of the firm of the future. Choose the 
wrong type or the wrong mix and you might just have the same old business 
as today 

Hardware and infrastructure 

Cloud means you don’t have to be tied into old technology. Maybe your 
business model will be much more about getting out and meeting clients and 
prospects face-to-face, and offering on-the-spot quote reveal of pricing 
options. Tablets are really useful in these situations, particularly if you have 
cloud-based software that synchs all your devices. 

The online practice 
It is a liberating thought that to set up or grow a bookkeeping business 

you don’t have to go out and spend time travelling to customer business 
sites. With the cloud you can use whatever kit you currently have and run 
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your firm with online applications. Most of the tools you need should be 
available online on a subscription billing.  

Explore and experiment 

Software worth considering at this point may include add-ons to 
accounting software packages that enhance productivity. If you are involved 
in payroll for a client then an add-on app can improve productivity. The 
same principle applies to debtor management or credit control for clients. 
One example is the product/service offered by ratings agency, Creditor 
Watch, a product which de-risks the business client from non-payers 

Are you selling your clients into the cloud? 

Small practitioners really do love their software, but is your software 
struggling to keep up with the demands of a modern bookkeeping practice?  
Does your practice software support business growth? Where do you store 
information about prospective clients? In spreadsheets, MS Outlook, on 
Post-it notes… it’s all over the place. 

Bookkeeping services are being commoditised thanks to the rapid 
advancement of cloud-based accounting software and the add-ons. SMBs, 
like bank customers are encouraged to look for cloud solutions for their 
bookkeeping needs. Accountants are not be shy to talk to SMBs about 
offshoring a d seeking out and ‘cost-effective bookkeeping solutions’. A 
threat or an opportunity? 

The silver lining  

We think digital presents an opportunity to – in bank industry parlance 
– actually improve customer engagement. Short of turning up at every 
client’s workplace and beating the drum, how would this improvement in 
engagement actually work? 
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Your Pricing Plans 

For your clients: this is not a simple case of subscribing to a premium 
plan with your preferred accounting software supplier (although that may 
well be a part of your platform). It means you need to be offering services 
on top of the data entry services. The digitisation era does not eliminate the 
business owner’s problems. The opportunity lies in getting to know the 
client’s business beyond the books; the challenges they face, and their goals 
for the future.  

Together, technology tools (for example, iPads, smartphones, Skype), 
an understanding of business and a willingness to have investigative 
conversations with the customer, will inform the creation of a digital 
engagement platform that makes a deeper client relationship a realistic goal.  

New revenue stream? 

Rather than commoditisation potentially eroding your income, turn 
digitisation into a new revenue stream. 

While you may be sold on the dream of cloud accounting, your clients 
might need some more convincing. Your clients may ask you, “So what is 
the cloud?” A great example to use is online banking, which uses the cloud 
for secure data storage. 

Your clients can access online banking from anywhere, at any time. 
They can do the same thing with cloud accounting software. Your clients no 
longer have to rely on a single hard drive for their financial data. Instead, 
they can access that data online from wherever they want, at any time. 

The problem with traditional accounting software 

Desktop products may be what you are used to dealing with but 
accounting information is only fully up-to-date on one machine and 
software must be upgraded regularly, often at a cost. At its core, using a USB 
drive to move data is inconvenient, unreliable and not secure and, 
importantly it can be difficult and slow to access financial data and customer 
details remotely.  
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Benefits of cloud accounting software 

In comparison, online software has several advantages: 

1. Financial data flows automatically into the software from bank 
accounts and other sources. 

2. You can access accounts through any device with an internet 
connection. 

3. You have instant review of customer data and information, such 
as cash flow. 

4. You can use powerful tools and applications to process 
accounting data. 

5. It can grow as your clients' businesses grow. 
6. You pay on a simple subscription basis, paying only for the 

services your clients need. 

Data backup 

Computers are fragile things. Hard drives can stop working, operating 
systems can crash, software can have bugs, and users can make mistakes. It's 
vitally important to have backups, so you can return to a previous 'saved 
point' if necessary. In the cloud, this is all done for you – you don't have to 
lift a finger. But with traditional accounting software it's you – or your IT 
team – that has to remember to make regular backups and store them 
securely 

Using cloud accounting software puts your clients in control. They can 
decide who can view their data, and they control each user's level of access. 
The cloud really is the safest place for your clients' accounts data. 

You and your clients working together 

Business moves fast these days. It's vital to use cloud technology if you 
want to keep up, because the cloud allows you to work together with your 
clients, teams and advisors. The result? The chance for you to truly partner 
with your clients to provide high-quality, real-time service. This will help 
your clients become more productive and efficient. 
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Clients want proactive advice  

Keeping things simple is always a good mantra when dealing with a 
client: for example you may find that adding a tool (add-on) like Receipt 
Bank is a great way to add more value to your clients, simply because it 
reduces paper flow, increases reliability of data and positions you 
(potentially) as their number one source for financial advice, who can 
ultimately lead them to greater success. 

Setting up a client can look like a challenge; doing for yourself is the 
best place to start! It’s much like when you are first setting up a set of 
financials in a financial reporter program – a little tedious to get it all in there 
just right, but once you figure it out it gets fairly automated.  

Comfortable with how to set up one client after another, the learning 
curve gets shorter and shorter.   

Setting up a client  

The typical form will have an array of clients each having multiple 
accounting and bookkeeping service needs, inevitably creating a mix of 
moving deadlines. 

Which provider; which add-on?  

This is not a taxonomy on the various cloud based accounting service 
providers, rather we say that a typical, popular accounting platform such as 
Xerox or QuickBooks Online or Sage will have a solution that works for the 
practitioner. Most will have client management systems in place and 
document management ‘solutions.’ 

Maybe you have a client who still insists on delivering paper copies of 
transaction statements. You can show this client some of the client-facing 
reports, and point out that in order for you to be able to give value-added 
insights, you need good data that’s available in real time. In order to get that 
good data, you can persuade your client to get into the ‘Cloud’ could lead 
them to greater success. 
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The onboarding of a client 

There is the letter of engaging which is an industry standard; but for the 
firm of the future there is, again, a need to see this as an unnecessary paper 
trail. Docu-sign is a well-versed standard form transmitting signatures by 
email.  There is always a gap between converting a prospective client to a 
client who you work with. In the context of the firm of the future an 
engagement letter in effect becomes part of the process of selecting which 
services (which level of service) would best suit the client. 

If you are growing your firm and running hard gains capacity 
constraints (who said you can’t run a practice effectively with more than 
seven or eight clients?), then all parts of the ‘sales process’ need to be made 
more efficient. Ultimately this will lead to higher revenues. Higher profits 
for your firm. 

Setting up the pricing mechanism 

Technology has advanced the case for moving away from the clunky 
hourly rate system. In effect, due to the cloud access to financial information 
is just a click away: this is true for the business owners and the bookkeeper 
or accounting technician. 

Look around at other industries and professions. It is true that there are 
still hourly rate regimes in many parts of the legal system but look at the 
building industry: they have been on fixed price quotation for decades and 
that is despite all the unknowns and alterations that come into play as soon 
as a building project is commenced. They – and their customers – are well 
versed in the art of adjusting costs for ‘variations’. It is the variations that 
become the focus of attention not the fixed price methodology. 
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Recurring revenue  

The benefits of recurring revenue to the firm is compelling: it is the 
buildup of recurring revenue. It lets both the client and the bookkeeping 
professional budget; for the client it locks in a monthly fee – no nasty 
surprises! A monthly fee (or subscription as practiced by the accounting 
software brands) for the regular, compliance services makes a lot of sense, It 
transforms cash flow into a predictable and reliable stream. 

 

A fixed price service  

In a fixed price service you are building in for down-time 
etc. so that at the end of the week/month you are actually 
making money and not need to count how many hours have 
been ‘lost’. In effect you are earning a much higher rate 
under a fixed rate mechanism than in an hourly rate system. 
You work more efficiently because the more hours you gain 
through efficiency and productivity gains, the more time you 
have available for higher value activities or winning new 
business. 

 

The firm of the future will sit comfortably in a world of fixed fees 
(Uber gives you a fare estimate as soon as you search for the nearest 
available taxi). The process of discovering your fee schedule and translating 
that to a set of services available on a monthly subscription prices can 
demand a fair amount of work and be uncomfortable for a number of 
existing clients, but the rewards are worth the time and effort. 

It improves your relationship with your client; happier clients will be 
more open with you.  
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Implementing new procedures 

Accounting software can be a challenge for business owners; that’s why 
its set-up should be part of an added-value package. Many SMBs will want 
to enter their own transactions and look to the bookkeeper to help them set 
up and train employees as well as offering reporting services (that is, 
interpretation of the financial data). Set-up, training and reporting are value-
add services 

Each accounting software platform will have its ‘unique’ takes manager. 
This can involve basic procedures, including: 

• Choosing a day (or multiple days) when bank transactions are 
encoded and done on a timely basis 

• Reviewing and/or paying bills weekly 
• Review and follow up on overdue invoices weekly 
• Complete bank and credit card reconciliations monthly 
• Reviewing P&L and Balance Sheet for accuracy 

The imperative for the bookkeeping professional is to be able to answer 
questions from a client who may be seeking clarification of the progress of 
her books or a contractor who needs further information. 

 
Dropbox (as we read earlier in the book) allows for document transfer 

and updating by bookkeeping staff while ensuring changes are preserved and 
avoiding overwriting someone else’s work.  Provides for different user 
profiles so the firm can manage the takes side of the work. 

For a multi-professional firm understanding how much time employees 
spend on various tasks, you can evaluate their resource allocation and 
provide incentives as needed, and/or additional training.   

While value-based pricing is important, it is still impossible to run a 
practice efficiently without understanding how the contractors or staff use 
their time. By reviewing the time spent on jobs, a frim can glean details that 
would help it become more efficient. It is important therefore to have an 
effective time sheet mechanism and system. 
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An add-on app such as TSheets will integrate with many accounting 
software platforms.  The bookkeeping firm manager can log in to TSheets 
each week and review the hours worked by her bookkeeping team. She has 
the capacity to drill down and see the various activities have been performed 
and can adjust with the bookkeeper as needed. The integration enables the 
system to make the sheets ready for invoicing 

Virtual services 

The firm of the future will not be remote from the client. There is a risk 
in a virtual service: a lack of contact with the client can lead to alienation and 
a tendency to switch to a lower priced service. Build in a win-win 
component into your service agreement: a certain number of hours for ad 
hoc call and a monthly review meeting face-to-face or Skype-facing session. 

It is well worth considering offering your client “unlimited access” 
because in practice this is rarely used and as an offer it establishes a degree 
of ‘sticky-ness” between the client and the firm, 

The look of the firm of the future systems 

There will be parts to the system, including: 

• the firm’s technologies 
• Frim-client collaborative technologies 
• Client technologies 

Here we illustrate where various tools sit. For example in terms of a 
firms’ capability in bookkeeping and say payroll and A/R , A/P  and 
forecasting management there are numerous tools which we mention a 
snapshot below. 

The Add-on ecosystem 

Why are the app partners so important? The way forward is all about 
creating ecosystems – which apps are most important. Bundling apps to help 
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facilitate workflows. Helping to piece together a solution. Becoming the 
trusted advisor. 

Now there are literally hundreds of apps to choose from, and different 
software serve different needs. If you are trying to be all things to all people 
while simultaneously embracing streamlined data entry through cloud apps, 
the tools you need will multiply; you could end up with an unwieldy 
conglomeration of dozens or more. That becomes expensive, not only in 
cost of apps but even more so in terms of time researching, testing, 
implementing, and training. 

In this ecosystem you are the expert 

The best way to become expert in add-ons and the cloud is to a 
common customer base, each of whose members need more or less the 
same tools. Then you can become an expert on just a handful of tools yet 
provide superior service to all of your clients. 

Remember, you are the one living and working in this space day to day, 
and you should project this expertise to your clients. That’s why they came 
to you in the first place, to solve their problems using the latest tools. As an 
expert you would ask lots and lots of questions about their business, their 
processes, and their desired results. Then research and implement a tool that 
gets them where they want to be. 

Whether it’s evaluating time and expense tools, payroll systems, or any 
other tool, it is useful to get familiar with the tool and then choose your 
favourite ones. 

The bookkeeper does not need to buy into the various options of add-
ons available from accounting software suppliers but there is an imperative 
and that is to ensure that you do not place yourself at a competitive 
disadvantage by not being as efficient as is possible. Even the most basic of 
activities that of onboarding a new client can become a cumbersome time-
consuming process or it can be streamlined by having in place basic tools 
such as: 
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• Dropbox for transmission and storage of client information and 
real-time access of bookkeeping reports 

• Receipt Bank, a vendor which offers a receipt recoding app; all 
that is required here is a photo over smartphone capturing a 
receipt (say a taxi receipt or an out of pocket expense) and 
sending it by email into the Receipt Bank adpp for subsequent 
bookkeeping 

• DocuSign an app that allow for signature to be applied to for 
example client agreements and sent in by email over the 
DocuSign platform. 

And there are many more. For example below is a case study of a 
bookkeeper utilising the app TSheets for recording hours logged on work 
(either internally in a bookkeeping practice or externally, by the business 
client. 

Building your Best-of-Breed toolbox 

• Research to find a few key tools already touted as best in the 
industry. 

• Test them out and select what will work best for you and your 
clients. 

• Save the best for each of the main functions such as A/R, 
payroll, time and expense, debtor management etc.). 

It is likely that a good proportion of your business clients will need 
support in A/R. Even if they don’t ‘need’ your support, very is every chance 
that a better A/R system will improve the business cash flow and, if bad 
debts are an issue, may even contribute to bottom line profitability. As a 
case in point, add-on apps can help in the collection of past due accounts by 
ensuring that invoices and bills can be electrically scanned. 

The goal is to use the fewest number of tools necessary to streamline 
your internal processes, improve your practice effectiveness, and which 
delivers great amazing results for your clients. The ‘take-away’ is 
bookkeepers now need to grow and advance their skills alongside the cloud, 
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providing advisory services and the set up and management of integrated 
business systems to clients. The successful bookkeepers of the future will 
provide the best software availability options while recording and analysing 
financial information. 

 

Case Study in add-ons 

Where an add-on to an accounting system can save a 
business money. 

Lisa Jennings is a QuickBooks ProAdvisor. As a bookkeeper 
and business advisor, Lisa helps her clients adopt the right 
tools for accurate, timely financials — resulting in savings 
directly to their bottom line.  

Lisa used (QBO) in her own practice and works with other 
clients who use QBO for on-the-go, secure access to their 
financials. 

One QBO client in particular, a light industrial business with 
an entirely mobile workforce (no office location), needed an 
easy integration with QBO that could accurately capture 
their labour hours for job costing. Lisa knew the ideal 
solution would need to be easy to use, cost effective, and 
have a QBO integration for fast and seamless data syncing.  

What she found was an add-on to QBO that was easy to use 
and carried a quality reputation in the industry. TSheets, a 
mobile, GPS time tracker for labour costing and payroll, was 
the cost effective solution she was searching for, and it 
made perfect sense for her clients. 
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Lisa knew that for small and medium businesses in 
Australia, finding an affordable job costing solution can be 
difficult. Often the only solution for accurate and timely 
labour costing is a fully integrated package costing more 
than $10,000.  

From an administrative perspective, her client liked the 
ability to see the job and GPS location of where his 
employees were working — at any time — directly from his 
mobile device. With all nine employees in the field and no 
office location, using TSheets mobile apps and features such 
as the Who’s Working Window was just the mobile solution 
he needed.  

	

A checklist: doing value-add services the right way 

Each of us understands that a client/customer focus is the only way to 
be a competent and successful professional. Helping clients build sound 
profitability, sustainable cash flow and a growing value of the business goes 
hand in hand with an advisory service. Even of your firm is, for example, 
60-40 in terms of its professional services with the 60% being traditional 
bookkeeping and BAS, your role as a trusted advisor to adhere to key 
activities: 

• Make sure your competencies and practice objectives are 
aligned with the client’s interests. There are many elements 
here for example, do you have a clear understanding (based on 
‘the conversation’) of the client’s needs? 

• Focus on building your client’s success. The more you 
immerse yourself in understanding the profit drivers (and 
blockages arising), the more value you can bring to the table 
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• Move away from the hourly billing method. It’s yesterday’s 
regime. If you want to build of firm of the future, transition 
(continuously) towards fixed fee-value-based services. 
Communicate this at every interaction, including your profile 

• Communications.  Become the communicator you dreamed of 
becoming. As a trusted advisor, communications is critical. Ask 
questions, listen and always give opinions based on what you 
know or can discover.  

• Work hard to improve efficiency and productivity. Use 
technology, tools and work in practices and procedures which 
reduce the cost of delivering services 

• Train your supports.  Whether you employ people or use 
contractors, train your ‘people’ to be customer-service focused  
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RESOURCES  

Recognised BAS agent associations 

The Australian Government through the Tax Practitioners Board accredits 
professional associations. These are detailed on the website www.tpb.gov.au 

Professional associations are accredited so that the professional 
qualifications and experience of their members are recognised for 
registration purposes.  

The following BAS agent associations have been 
recognised: 

Name of association  Date of 
accreditation  

Association of Accounting Technicians (Australia) 
Limited 
Website: www.aat.org.au 

5 May 2010  

Association of Chartered Certified Accountants 
Australia and New Zealand 
Website: www.australia.accaglobal.com 

12 May 2010  

Australian Bookkeepers Association Ltd  21 May 2013 
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Website: www.austbook.org.au  

CPA Australia 

Website: www.cpaaustralia.com.au  

31 May 2010  

Institute of Certified Bookkeepers 

Website: www.icb.org.au  

5 May 2010  

Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia 
Website: www.charteredaccountants.com.au  

 12 May 2010 

Institute of Public Accountants 

Website: www.publicaccountants.org.au  

 5 May 2010 

New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants 
(NZICA) 
Website: www.nzica.com 

 5 September 
2012 

Other associations and memberships 

We believe that joining the commercial service providers as professional 
members is essential to build credibility and to view current industry practice 
from the service providers.  

Association meetings and their newsletters can be tedious but they can also 
be an opportunity to hear from other professionals.  

Support and advice is available on an ongoing basis from several networks. 
These include the Institute of Certified Bookkeepers (ICB) and the 
Australian Bookkeeping Network (ABN). 

If and when a client’s needs fall outside the scope of bookkeeping services, 
they will be advised to seek appropriate help from their accountant, financial 
planner or solicitor. 

Additional advice and information on business and trading can be obtained 
from relevant authorities such as the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) and 
the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC). 

These also include becoming: 
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• A MYOB professional partner (currently $492 pa)  
• A Quicken professional partner (currently $499 pa) 

The web site links are at: 

http://myob.com/servlet/Satellite?cid=1109917646820&pagename=MYOB/Page/Per
sonalisedContentPageWithNav&site=en_AU&c=Page and 

http://www.quicken.com.au/Partners/ProfessionalPartners/default.aspx 

In return for a modest annual fee you receive copies of ALL of their current 
software, priority support, newsletters, meetings and conferences (MYOB 
only) and reseller status so that you can purchase product at wholesale rates. 

As noted above, joining the Institute of Certified Bookkeepers (ICB) is 
advantageous as we consider that body to be the only creditable 
bookkeeping association in Australia.   Enrolment in this SYOBB course 
gives you automatic free student membership.  Once you have your Cert IV 
Bookkeeping you can become an Associate Member and once you have 
some experience and can obtain accountants references you can apply for 
full membership. Their web site is at http://www.icb.org.au/. 

Further information relevant to small business clients 

The Association of Payroll Specialists (TAPS) 

Council of Small Business www.acssob.gov.au 

Business.gov.au 

Australia.gov.au 

Government resources 

Government Business related websites for your perusal. 

 Business and Industry Portal – main Queensland Government business site 
(business.qld.gov.au) 

Australian Business Licence and Information Service (ablis.business.gov.au)  

Australian Business Account (ABA) (account.business.gov.au)  

Australian Industry Group (AI Group) (aigroup.com.au)  
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Chamber of Commerce and Industry Queensland (cciq.com.au)  

Business Enterprise Centre (becaustralia.org.au) 

Websites: 

www.ato.gov.au 

www.abr.gov.au 

www.tpb.gov.au 

www.abs.gov.au 

www.legislation.qld.gov.au 

www.abr.business.gov.au 

www.asic.gov.au 

Directories and media publications 

www.truelocal.com.au 

www.findlocal.com.au 

Publications 

o BIA Accounting & Compliance Guide - BIA Accounting & 
Compliance Guide (v4-43) +.doc © Bookkeeping Institute of 
Australia Pty Ltd. 

o BIA Bookkeeping Policy & Procedure Guide (v4-20)+.doc © 
Bookkeeping Institute of Australia Pty Ltd 

o Lecture # 6 Bookkeeping policies and procedures © 
Bookkeeping Institute of Australia Pty Ltd 
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