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COPYRIGHT
Copy this the right way. You have permission to post this, email this, print this and pass it along free to 
anyone you like, as long as you make no changes or edits to its content or digital format. Please pass it 
along and make as many copies as you like. We reserve the right to bind it and sell it as a real book.

DISCLAIMER
We care but you’re responsible. Be sure to take specialist advice before taking on any of the ideas. This 
paper is general in nature and not meant to replace any specific advice. Bryan Worn Pty Ltd, its employees 
and contractors disclaim all and any liability to any persons whatsoever in respect of anything done by any 
person in reliance, whether in whole or in part, on this paper.

ABOUT BRYAN WORN
Bryan Worn is a Chartered Accountant professional practice 
and business mentor, coach, author and speaker whose 
outcomes-focused approach allows professional practice 
owners transform their lives by taking their practices to 
“thriving” status.

Bryan’s unique perspective on professional practices and 
SME businesses is the result of his extensive experience as a 
chartered accountant and entrepreneur.

Since starting his professional life as a Chartered Accountant 
more than 40 years ago, Bryan has owned and operated a 
number of businesses across a diverse range of industries and professions, including 
accounting, financial planning, retail, wholesale, manufacturing, property and hospitality.

While most of his businesses have been successful, like most business owners, Bryan has 
experienced challenges along the way. The lessons he has learnt give him that incredible 
down-to-earth value his clients appreciate.

Bryan’s strength lies in his understanding of the issues that professional practice 
principals and business owners face and the way those issues affect all facets of their 
lives. This strength positions him to inspire business people to achieve all that’s possible.

Bryan is an Accredited Extended DISC® Consultant, a Master Practitioner of Neuro 
Linguistic Programming (NLP), and a Certified Social + Emotional Intelligence Coach, as 
well as being a Fellow of The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia.

Bryan’s combination of world-class programs and his extensive practical experience and 
coaching skills gives his clients the ability to enjoy transformational change and the 
outcomes they wish for – in their businesses and personal lives.
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INTRODUCTION
The past 30 years have seen significant changes in the way accountants operate their 
practices and provide services to clients. 

These changes were heralded by the arrival of the PC, with software such as O’Reilly and 
Solution 6 revolutionising record-keeping methods. Accountants moved from paper-based 
records and working papers to computer-based processes. 

In addition to the PC revolution, there was an explosion in computer capability in terms 
of speed, processing and the amount of data that could be stored. The arrival of email 
introduced further demands on practices, with clients expecting more timely responses to 
their requests. This expectation has increased with time.

Data matching became available to the Australian Taxation Office, which resulted in 
more audits and hassles for accountants. There have also been significant changes in the 
tax deductibility of items to businesses and taxpayers. 

The introduction of FBT and GST may have given accountants more work, but in many 
cases, it also gave them more headaches. Immediately before the implementation of the 
GST, computer stores had stacks of computer packages from companies such as MYOB 
and Intuit’s QuickBooks. Most of the boxes were a disaster waiting to happen, as the 
clients who purchased them had not been trained in basic bookkeeping and honestly 
thought they would be a magic bullet for solving their GST and bookkeeping issues. 

The arrival of the “gig economy”, where many people became self-employed, created 
more lower-value work for accountants, whose services mostly became an extension of 
individual tax returns.
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What hasn’t changed is the desire of many accountants to start their own practice. This 
will continue as professionals of all types seek the freedom to work with who they want, 
where they want and when they want. 

Some partnerships work and some don’t, which means there are still many sole 
practitioners in the accounting profession whose problems can be grouped into three 
main areas:

1. Time. They either haven’t got enough time to do what they need to do or they have 
too much time on their hands because they haven’t got enough clients.  

2. Staff. They have to manage people (perhaps for the first time) and deal with their 
conflicts, personalities and productivity.

3. Money. They are not generating enough fees, not charging enough or have poor cash 
collection, resulting in cash-flow problems.

This paper will deal with the issues sole practitioner accountants face and the solutions 
available to them.

They are not generating enough fees, 
not charging enough or have poor cash 
collection.“
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Sole practitioner accounting practices generally fall into one of the following five 
broad levels:

• Thriving
• Growing
• Comfortable
• Surviving
• Dying

WORKING WEEK FEELING NET PROFITPRACTICE

Thriving Personal Choice Assured $350,000+

Growing 40 hours Optimistic $250,000+

Comfortable 50 hours Satisfied $200,000+

Surviving 50+ hours Dissatisfied $150,000+

Dying 60+ hours Overwhelmed $???

ACCOUNTING PRACTICES
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THE FIVE LEVELS
The practices that really struggle are at the bottom of the ladder. In fact, they are dying  
for various reasons. The accountant often works more than 60 hours a week. They feel 
overwhelmed and may not be making much money. Thankfully, there are not too many 
of these practices. 

At the next level are the practices in survival mode. This is when the accountant works 
50 to 60 hours a week and makes enough money to live on, but they’re dissatisfied. They 
know from their peers and their intuition that they could, and should, be doing better. 
Practices that are just surviving are only netting what they would get in a salaried job - 
without all the benefits of holidays, sick pay etc.

In the middle tier are those who are happy to work five or six days a week for a little 
more than they would get in a salaried job. They feel comfortable.

The next level are those practices in the growth mode. They are able to grow through 
effective staff leverage, systems and processes. The practitioner feels optimistic because 
things are steadily improving without them working excess hours. 

The top level includes the practices that thrive. The accountant has a personal choice 
about how many hours they work, they feel satisfied and are making enough money to 
meet their needs.
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ACQUIRING CLIENTS
In the early stages of a start-up practice, the motto “take anyone with a cheque book and 
a pulse” applies. However, this can become a bad habit – it’s easy for an accountant to 
end up with a lot of clients they don’t want to work with or should not work with. Their 
reluctance to deal with this problem causes it to escalate. 

However, those who understand it takes time to acquire the right clients avoid this 
problem. To gain the critical mass required to fund overheads and growth, it is vital the 
accountant develops a system that includes clear values, behaviours and even the types 
of business they will work with.

SERVICES
General practitioners generally start out providing simple accounting and taxation 
services and advice, and perhaps some bookkeeping. Others start their practices with 
specific skills, e.g. financial modelling or they run a CFO-type practice. Both face a similar 
problem: the GP accountant might get distracted when requested to provide specialist 
services he or she does not have sufficient experience in, and the specialist service 
provider might also stray into other areas and struggle with them.

This problem comes about from two desires: firstly, to please the client, and secondly, 
to generate fees. Practitioners who are crystal clear on the services they do and don’t 
provide, and who have a strategy for referrals, avoid the danger of trying to be all things 
to all people. Business owners, particularly those who are not skilled in financial matters, 
assume an accountant knows everything about money and business. By defining their 
services and referral arrangements, sole practitioners can establish client expectations.



Operating a Successful Sole Practitioner Accounting Practice  | 7

www.bryanworn.com

LOSING BIG CLIENTS
Clients are significant to a practice’s revenue in different ways. A client’s business may 
grow very fast, which means they require extra services, or they may arrive as a referral 
from another client and, in turn, refer the practice to others. 

Losing a good client can be difficult to take. As one accountant said, “It is like a stab in 
the heart.” And, of course, there are financial implications when a big client leaves. 

A client seldom leaves a practice because of fees. It is generally a service issue that 
usually relates to:

• Services not provided on time.
• Services they require not being provided, e.g. financial planning.
• Fees charged for basic services, e.g. bookkeeping at the accountant’s hourly rate.
• Errors in the work, e.g. failing to include an item in a tax return form.

The practitioner may have an exaggerated view of the strength of their relationship with 
the client. Managing client expectations is paramount to avoid the loss of big clients.  

The practitioner may have an 
exaggerated view of the strength of 
their relationship with the client.“
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DEMANDING AND AGGRESSIVE CLIENTS
Demanding clients are the ones who think they are the only file on an accountant’s 
desk. They simply don’t understand why their work is not done instantly or their queries 
not promptly dealt with. These clients practice the “squeaky wheel” way of operating. 
Accountants need to set clear delivery standards and refer to them when they start 
receiving angst from these clients.

Aggressive clients (who may also be demanding) communicate their anger through 
body language, linguistics, tone of voice and volume. They take out their frustration 
about the amount of tax they have to pay, government and labour regulations, etc., 
on the hapless accountant who does not stand up to them. The dilemma for the 
accountant is that often these people pay worthwhile fees, so learning how to deal with 
this type of client, and training their staff how to do the same, is essential. One of the 
best ways to deal with this is to undertake a behavioural profiling course and training, 
such as Extended DISC®.

FEE PRESSURE
Sole practitioners spend a lot of time working in isolation. Over time, they become 
unaware of the level of fees other people charge. Technology, as forecast by Thomas  
L. Freidman in his book, The World is Flat (2005), has enabled people in other countries 
to provide the same services at a far lower price. In addition, many organisations 
supply data to the tax office, so income tax forms are pre-populated with income. 
Compounding the problem, many accountants start small practices with low overheads, 
operating from shared services or even their home, and cut fees purely to get business.
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STAFF
There are only 168 hours in a week and accountants, like all self-employed people, can 
only really grow their practice by leveraging fee-generating activities through staff. 

Hiring staff is the most challenging task for any business owner or manager. It is 
particularly difficult when they don’t do it very often. Finding the right accounting and 
bookkeeping staff who are technically proficient, have good work habits and blend in 
culturally with the practice owner and any existing staff takes time and effort. 

Some suburban and country practices find it difficult to attract graduate accountants, 
who prefer a city environment for work and lifestyle. Having the right hiring process – 
which includes advertising the position, how candidates can apply and the interview 
process itself – is important to reduce the risk of failed hires. An onboarding process for 
both fee-generating and administration/support staff is necessary to provide a smooth 
path for new staff members to become effective.  

Hiring staff is the most challenging 
task for any business owner or 
manager.“
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MANAGING STAFF
Proactive management is the key to having effective, productive staff. For many sole 
practitioners, it is a skill they don’t have, but they can and need to learn.  

Proactive management prevents small issues turning into big issues. The best time to 
eliminate a problem is at the beginning. Being proactive means regular one-to-one 
meetings, scheduled performance and salary reviews (not together) and getting out 
and walking amongst staff. It means delegating without abdicating, supervision without 
excessive interference, and avoiding micro-management and reverse delegation. 

Brian Tracy once wrote that the best performance you will get from staff happens during 
the job interview. Managing staff proactively is even more important if you subscribe to 
this view.

One of the best tools to assist with this is a behavioural analysis, such as Extended DISC®, 
for each staff member. It should be undertaken on prospective hires, as it identifies what 
their natural behaviour is in areas that can affect their accuracy and productivity. It also 
helps employers identify possible staff stressors and what to do about them. 

Following the mantra of “our staff are our greatest asset”, looking after the human side 
of human resources results in lower staff turnover and higher engagement.
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COMPLIANCE
Most general accounting practices interact with federal and state government agencies, 
such as the ATO, ASIC, Office of State Revenue, etc., on behalf of their clients. Ensuring 
staff are up to date with statutory changes and obligations in their dealings with these 
authorities is fundamental to the smooth running of a practice. 

The practitioner must allocate time and money to ensure they’re not just paying lip 
service to requirements (including the requirements of the professional body they’re 
a member of). Failing to spend time on these activities when the practice is busy and 
focused on getting work out the door can result in lax compliance. The consequence of 
this can be a lot more non-chargeable time later. When it comes to staff, it is often a case 
of “compliance deferred is compliance ignored”.

Developing internal systems for quality review and control, audit checklists, etc., is 
essential. Some professional indemnity insurance providers will want to see this in action.

Like any other training, maintaining and enhancing compliance knowledge should be 
regarded as an investment, not an overhead. 

STAFF CONFLICT
Wherever there are humans, the opportunity for conflict exists, and an accounting 
practice is no different. Often, the principal of the practice is removed from the 
undercurrents, the water-cooler conversations and the friction between staff members. 
When they become aware of such issues, they must deal with them instantly, as the risks 
of not doing so are too great. These risks include being sued by a disgruntled employee, 
being investigated by a regulator such as Fair Work Australia, staff taking time off due to 
stress and good staff leaving because somebody’s behaviour is obnoxious.
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LEAKAGE OF CLIENTS
Creating a positive work environment where accounting staff are fairly remunerated, 
consistently acknowledged for their performance and helped to grow technically and 
professionally prevents staff from leaving. It also reduces the temptation to start their 
own practices, where they entice or attract clients away from the principal’s practice. 

Often, practitioners try to prevent this by having clauses in their employment 
agreements. The reality is that very few of these restraints of trade clauses are effective 
or affordable when the practitioner wants to instigate legal action to enforce them. The 
principle that “nobody owns a client” must be remembered in this context.

LIFESTYLE
Many practitioners start their practice for more freedom, higher income and greater 
independence. But too often, the dream of freedom becomes a nightmare. It is easy to 
become a slave to the practice. Practitioners often feel as though they’re a hamster on a 
treadmill. The longer this situation persists, the harder it is to fix it, and it impacts health 
– physical and mental.

A lack of time for regular exercise combined with a poor diet adds to stress levels. Being 
overworked can cause additional health problems, such as high blood pressure and 
digestive issues. In some cases, brain function is affected.

The fact is that stress impacts mental health. And the overwhelm of having too much 
work and too few resources can lead to depression.  
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RELATIONSHIPS
Relationships can be difficult at the best of times. But if one or both parties are absorbed 
or obsessed with work, it can erode the attraction that got them together in the first 
place. 

This is exacerbated when children are involved. They get tired of hearing the excuse that 
“daddy/mummy is working”. The practitioner often does not realise it is the quantity of 
time at home and quality of time at work that ensures sustainable success. Practitioners 
often feel that when they are at work, they should be at home, and when they are at 
home, they should be at work.

SAYING NO
In the early stages of a practice, when all prospective clients are welcomed, bad habits 
can form. 

When consistently taking on more clients, it is natural for practitioners to want to 
please them. This means they fall into the trap of never saying no to client demands and 
requests. The finite time they have (168 hours per week) means that when they say yes to 
something, they say no to something else and that something else could be important, 
such as their partner/spouse or family.
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RETIREMENT
Accounting practices have value, and that may continue, but many practitioners do not 
plan for retirement in any other way than hoping their practice can be sold at some 
point. 

When someone 10 years out from retirement realises they have not funded for it, and 
that the lifestyle they enjoy now will be significantly reduced, it can cause friction in 
their personal relationships and lead to depression. At a conscious level, they know they 
should have a retirement or exit plan, but because that day is usually a good number of 
years away, they don’t start planning until it is too late. Like the rest of the population, 
they practice temporal discounting and focus on short-term rewards instead of long-term 
security.

LONELINESS
Like other sole business owners, sole practitioner accountants have no one to bounce 
ideas off. Many don’t know what their benchmarks are or should be, and they may not 
be able to see structural changes to how the accounting profession operates. Events out 
of left field, from clients to regulators and financiers, can create feelings of isolation and 
loneliness. Joining a mastermind group or enlisting a mentor for support goes some way 
to avoiding these feelings.
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CASH FLOW AND PROFITABILITY
Just as some plumbers have leaking taps, many accountants have poor habits when it 
comes to their own money. Behavioural economics research proves that money and 
occupation have nothing to do with each other in terms of habits or skill. Periodically, 
you will see media reports of accountants being fined for not having their tax affairs up 
to date or, worse, substantially in arrears. 

Failure to manage cash flow can lead to all sorts of poor decisions and, in isolated cases, 
criminal actions. When it comes to cash flow and profitability, accountants need to make 
themselves “their own biggest client”. However, it is challenging to start doing this when 
bad habits have crept in and the practice is not managed effectively.

FAMILY EXPECTATIONS
The perception of non-professional family members is that professionals earn reasonable 
money. They also believe that if someone owns their practice, they must be making lots 
of money. This creates all sorts of expectations in terms of the practitioner’s lifestyle and 
their availability to help others financially.  

Often, the partner of a sole practitioner expects an above-average lifestyle. This is 
because they see their partner working extremely hard in the practice, deprived of his or 
her personal time. The guilt card is played, which means the practitioner who is working 
extremely hard feels pressure to work even harder, extending the cycle.
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OPERATIONS
In an ideal world, a practitioner will have a practice manager to oversee administration, 
from client files to payroll and HR to financial management. This is the exception more 
than the rule, as most practitioners operate with minimum administration staff and don’t 
invest in processes and systems to avoid the issues we have explored so far.

TECHNICAL KNOWLEDGE
Accountants often fear being proven technically incorrect. Many struggle with the 
workload of keeping up to date with accounting, taxation and other legislation to meet 
professional standards. Their fear of making a mistake is ever present, and many lose 
sleep over it regularly.

SPECIALIST SERVICES
Often, accountants are asked by clients to provide specialist services at which they are 
not particularly skilled or experienced. Having the foresight to develop a relationship 
with peer professionals who can provide these services alleviates this problem. However, 
many accountants are reluctant to do this out of fear they may lose the client.

Their fear of making a mistake is every 
present, and many lose sleep over it 
regularly.“
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OUTSOURCING
With changes in the way professional services operate and the availability of skilled 
workers in remote areas and different countries, a sole practitioner must decide what 
they will outsource and how they will control it. It’s important to remember they are still 
responsible for all outcomes. Many practice functions can be outsourced, e.g. HR and 
bookkeeping. Why would an accountant do work valued at $60 an hour when they can 
earn $250 an hour on core client work? Keeping abreast of this can be difficult if they do 
not have a practice manager or a reliable IT support company, for example.

TECHNOLOGY
Developments in accounting software in the past 30 years have led to significant changes 
in the way accounting work is done for practices and clients. An example of this is Xero, 
which was built from the ground up as a cloud-based system. The entrenched accounting 
package MYOB took a long time to understand the industry was going cloud-based and 
struggled with getting its server systems to cloud-based functionality. 

Many accounting practices had the same reservations and took a long time to see what 
clients wanted, which was cloud-based accounting and document storage systems. Time-
management systems that enable workflow management, time recording, appointment 
making and suitable accounting software applications are expectations of clients and 
prospective staff. Some practitioners still refuse to have a paperless office. It is not 
just about what makes the office more productive; it is about how clients prefer to 
communicate and transact with the practice.

All these issues are compounded by the fact that the sole practitioner is accountable 
to no one except themselves. Human nature being what it is, they often fail to act on 
problems and opportunities, regretting their inaction later.
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KEY ACTIVITIES
On analysis, we usually find three main activities are critical for success. To humans, three 
is a powerful number. We use it in many of our conversations and actions. For example, 
we have “third time lucky” and “three strikes and you’re out”. And we use three things to 
mark time and existence: birth, life, death; start, maintain, finish; beginning, middle, end; 
past, present, future.

Practitioners should:

1. Identify the three key activities they need to do consistently to be successful.
2. Colour code their calendar with these three categories so they can see that these 

activities are undertaken regularly. 
3. Ensure they do two of the three activities every day, irrespective of time pressures. 

These same steps should also be followed for the three personal activities practitioners 
like to do.

Three main activities are critical for 
success. To humans, three is a powerful 
number.“
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THE TOP THREE ACTIVITIES FOR A PRACTICE
There are lots of things to do in a busy accounting practice. As Parkinson’s Law states, 
“Work expands to fill the time available for its completion.” Practitioners need to get 
clear on what tasks need to be done regularly. Making sure at least two are done every 
day goes a long way to ensuring a sustainable, successful practice.  

Generally, the top three tasks for the sole practitioner are:

1 Managing staff
2 Client work
3 Marketing (in its broadest sense) 

MANAGING 
STAFF

MARKETINGCLIENT 
WORK

CultureLeverage

Referrals
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1. MANAGING STAFF 

Proactively managing staff through delegation, supervision and checking their work gives 
leverage to the practitioner so they don’t have to do as much of the work themselves. 
This is the basic reason for hiring accounting staff. Getting clear on what jobs should go 
to which staff member rather than first cab off the rank leads to more effective results.

2. CLIENT WORK 

Client work is critical to a practice’s revenue. Simply put, without clients and client work, 
there is no practice. Using efficient work-flow practices helps honour work commitments 
to clients, speeds up invoices and delivers cash flow.

3. MARKETING

Practitioners should view client work as a marketing opportunity. This opportunity 
happens on two levels: firstly, dealing with client queries as quickly as possible creates an 
awareness of the services they provide; and secondly, if they complete client work swiftly 
and accurately, it gives them a better opportunity to ask clients for referrals.

Marketing also includes website updates, email newsletters and attending networking 
events. These need to be attended to regularly. Clients come 
and go – they move, they cease business, they find another 
accountant, etc. Practices must market to ensure they have a 
steady trickle of the right prospective clients.

Failing to do these things is a bit like the Borromean rings: if you 
break one, they all fall apart. 
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THE SOLUTION
The solution to identifying and executing these three things – like many challenges 
outlined in this paper – is best served by using a mentor or coach. Someone who can help 
identify the activities that need to be done and suggest strategies for achieving them is 
invaluable. Think of a child asking their practitioner parent, “Who is your boss?” 

Everybody needs someone to hold them accountable to ensure they have the practice 
they want and the lifestyle they desire. Engaging an experienced mentor who will hold 
the practitioner accountable for following through on agreed actions is an investment 
that pays off whether it is time, staff or money, that is the critical constraint to having 
their ideal practice and lifestyle.

DO YOU NEED TO GET CLARITY ON 
YOUR GOALS, OVERCOME CHALLENGES 

AND GROW YOUR PRACTICE?

Email: bryan@bryanworn.com
Mobile: 0437 000 377

Website: www.bryanworn.com

CONTACT BRYAN WORN TODAY.


