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Tell me something. Which one word sums up how you feel when you think about 
bookkeeping? 

 

  



Introduction 
 
The world is divided into two groups of people. When faced with the Sunday newspaper, 
there are those who search out the Sudoku puzzle and those who would rather do the 
crossword. 
 
Having worked as an accountant for almost half my life, I know how problematic numbers 
can be for those who are not mathematically minded. Anything numbers-related, even for 
experts at the top of their profession who are totally academic in every other way, can induce 
a sense of fear and panic. 
 
Finance, business’s equivalent of maths, has an air of secrecy around it; people who know 
about business finance seem to be in an elite club. If you don’t understand it, finance can 
seem complicated and overwhelming, as though ruled by hidden codes, impenetrable unless 
you have an accountancy degree.  
 
Let me tell you something, though. Accountancy and bookkeeping have, more often than 
not, absolutely nothing to do with maths (except for a very small amount of addition and 
subtraction). You don't need to be a mathematical genius to do my job. What you do need is 
a clear knowledge of the necessary rules and how to apply them. If you can do that, you can 
cover the basics with few difficulties. Finance has a bad reputation and if you've been led to 
believe you'll never be able to understand it, you're not alone. 
 
I've held senior accountancy positions in large organisations. Now I run a bookkeeping 
practice called ‘But the Books’, where I apply big business principles to small businesses 
without making it complicated. I keep finance simple because I truly believe that finance can 
be simple.  
 
Business owners need to know their numbers. They need to know how much they’re selling, 
how profitable they are, and how much spare money is in the bank. Because if you don’t 
know whether you’re about to run out of cash in two months’ time, how can you possibly 
make decisions about your business’s future? 
 
I’ve worked with over 50 small businesses since starting out in 2017, helping them not only 
with their accounts, tax returns, budgets and forecasts, but also to really understand what's 
going on in their businesses. Through this work I've really learnt which things business owners 
prioritise, which worries keep them up at night, and which struggles they face day to day.. I felt 
like all of this experience should be brought together in one place so that I can share my 
knowledge with more and more small business owners. So, here it is! 
 
A little while ago I set up an accounting system for a client who, up until that point, had been 
using a spreadsheet which she updated once at the end of every financial year. Although 
she had a sense of her monthly income, she didn’t really know what her costs were or how 
much profit she was making. This client, let’s call her Sarah, ran a shop and during our 



meetings it transpired that she had no stock control process, meaning that she had little idea 
of what her items costed or for how long she’d had them. When I suggested that she should 
be doing a stock-take every quarter in order that she could understand her costs and profit 
figures, Sarah broke down in tears. Up until that point, she’d coped really well with setting up 
the accounting system. But, the task of stock-taking – probably the one task which had been 
on her mind all along – was the tipping point and the thing which brought her the most 
anxiety. 
 
For me, a stock-take is a routine, mandatory task where there’s no emotion; I count items 
and work out how much stock a business is holding. But when you haven’t done a stock-take 
for years or don’t know how to do a stock-take it can be overwhelming. If perhaps you feel 
ashamed because you know it’s a thing you should have been doing but haven’t, it can really 
be quite an emotional affair. 
 
Sarah is one of the many reasons why I’ve written this book. I want to remove the emotion 
around finance and ensure that you have the right information so that you not only comply 
with the rules but also understand your business more clearly. I want you to have a system 
you can follow every month so that you feel less overwhelmed and more in control. And it 
would make my day if I could take it one step further and help you start to use those 
numbers to understand your business more, set some targets and really succeed in what 
you do.  

Why you should read this book 
In this book I'm going to help you with the bookkeeping for your small business. I’m going to 
show you how to set up an accounting system, how to deal with your bag of receipts and, 
most importantly, help you understand and feel in control of your business’s finances so that 
you can make decisions about the future. 
 
When I was researching for this book, I found plenty of material on bookkeeping for small 
businesses. However I found it to be either inaccessible and loaded with jargon, or several 
hundred pages of very dry step by step tutorials. This book is different because I’m not going 
to try to teach you how to be a bookkeeper. My aim is to make sure that you feel more 
comfortable about what you need to be doing from week to week (and month to month) without 
getting too technical. 
 
As we go through, I’m going to share client stories—I’ve changed clients’ names and 
sometimes the details of their businesses—to show you that you’re not alone in the issues 
you’re facing and the questions you have, and also to demonstrate how our customers have 
benefited from improving their bookkeeping processes.  
 
In Chapter 1 we’re going to look at what you want to achieve, what you want to get out of 
reading this book and how you want your processes around bookkeeping to improve. I’m 
going to share lots of client stories in this section because I think there’s so much that can be 
learned from different people we’ve worked with.  
 



When I started writing this book, I asked our Instagram followers to tell me one word which 
summed up how they felt when they thought of bookkeeping. They said things like ‘scary’, 
‘taxing’, ‘shudder’, fiddly and simply ‘urghhh’.  
 
From my experience with But the Books, I know that a lot of people avoid their bookkeeping, 
they’re intimidated by their figures, and they experience a mental block when faced with a 
page of numbers. In Chapter 2 we’re going to talk about how to approach your numbers 
logically and without emotion so that you can get into good bookkeeping habits and no 
longer feel afraid of looking at your books.  
 
You probably had a number of questions when starting up your business; Chapter 3 will give 
you some answers. I’m frequently asked about which legal structure to choose, how different 
types of businesses are taxed and how to pay yourself from each. This chapter will set out 
the differences between working as a sole trader versus working through a limited company 
so that you can make an informed decision about the best structure for you.  
 
In Chapter 4 we’ll consider whether you should be using accounting software. Most 
businesses start off with a spreadsheet, and in fact many bookkeepers and accounting firms 
provide their clients with spreadsheets to keep track of their business finances. In Chapter 4 
we’ll look at the pros and cons of spreadsheets, why an accounting system might be better, 
what to look for when choosing one and whether it’s worth paying for software. 
 
One of our clients’ biggest struggles is dealing with paperwork and receipts. I can’t tell you 
how many people have come to me with a carrier bag or a shoebox (or several), and the 
state of their accounting records is causing them stress or making them feel overwhelmed. 
Chapter 5 will help you overcome your worries as we look at how to deal with your bag of 
receipts for good so that you never have a bag of receipts to deal with again.  
  
I can’t help you get on top of your bookkeeping without telling you a bit about accountancy 
so in Chapter 6 we’ll get a bit (but not too) technical and I’ll talk through some of the 
important things you need to know about bookkeeping. We’ll look at the main accounting 
reports—the profit & loss report and the balance sheet)—and I’ll talk you through some 
common mistakes so that you don’t make them.  
 
Chapter 7 is a walk through the bookkeeping tasks you need to do for your business each 
week or month to stay on top of things. I cover each of the key areas—invoicing, purchases 
and banking— so that, by the end, you have a simple bookkeeping process to follow.  
 
Bookkeeping isn’t just about recording transactions; having good records means that you 
can use your figures to tell you things about your business. In Chapter 8 we’ll look at which 
reports you can run, including your profit & loss report and balance sheet, and how to 
understand and interpret the numbers they contain to give a bigger, better picture of your 
business.  
 
Once you understand your accounts, you might like to start thinking about some goals for 
the business’s profits. Our clients often ask questions about the future, like how their bank 



balance will look in three months’ time or how it will change if they take one course of action 
or another. Chapter 9 covers how to set a budget and a cash flow forecast so that you feel 
able to plan ahead.  
 
Chapter 10 takes this even further by helping you set specific key performance measures. 
These are targets for your business which you can monitor and measure to learn more about 
your business and compare its performance against different time periods, against your 
goals and against other businesses. There are all sorts of things you can track but we’ll talk 
about deciding which KPIs are most important for your business. That way, you can have a 
realistic, manageable number of KPIs to track from month to month.  
 
Bookkeeping isn’t for everyone, and you may well get to a point where you decide that 
actually you don’t have the time or expertise to do it yourself and thus choose to outsource. 
With this in mind, Chapter 11 talks about how to find a great bookkeeper for your business, 
what a bookkeeper can do for you, and how to make the most out of your relationship with 
your bookkeeper, starting with that very first meeting.  
 
Whatever your circumstances, I want you to get to the end of this book feeling a sense of 
relief, with a plan for what to do next, whether this means tackling that bag of receipts, 
setting up an accounting system, or organising an initial chat with a great bookkeeper.  
 

Who's this book for? 
If you're a sole trader, a partner in a partnership, or an owner of a small limited company 
turning over up to £1m or so per year, this book is for you. The principles of bookkeeping are 
the same across different legal business forms, although the way you account for things (or 
record them) can vary depending on your circumstances. Although this book will not give 
you tax advice, I will highlight where there are important differences so that you can seek 
professional advice to help you with your specific needs.  
 
Remember: bookkeeping is not maths. Sure, there’s a bit of adding up involved, but if you’re 
not keen on trigonometry, it isn’t going to be a problem. So, fear not and let's get started. 

  



Chapter 1: What do you want to achieve? 
You picked up this book because you want to get your finances organised. Maybe the way 
you scrambled to complete last year’s tax return is a process you never want to repeat. 
Perhaps you have piles of paper everywhere and no real system in place. Or, it could be that 
you prioritise anything and everything over invoicing and, all too often, find that there’s no 
money in the bank account and one of your clients hasn’t paid you for three months. All of 
these are reasons why business owners come to me at But the Books. 
 
This book will help you with all of these issues and I urge you to keep the vision of your 
organised set of finances in mind as you read. It’ll keep you focussed on reading every page 
and it will help you to devise a course of action to achieve your goal. 
 
In this chapter I’ll talk about how to get on top of your bookkeeping: what to do, when to do it 
and whether you’re the right person for each task. By the end of this chapter, you’ll know 
exactly which steps to take in order to organise your finances and I hope that you’ll feel 
empowered and motivated to make the necessary changes.  

What’s your motivation? 
All businesses must keep accounting records. At the very least, you need to be able to 
prepare your tax return (if you’re a sole trader) or your company accounts and corporation 
tax return (if you run a limited company). When I run our workshop, ‘Bookkeeping for 
Startups’, I always start by asking people why they come along. Everyone in the room has 
an awareness that they need to be doing something, that they’re not doing things right, or 
that they don’t know what they need to be doing. 
 
But, when I dig further, I often find that it’s more than just the fact that they saw the workshop 
was running and thought it would be a good idea to come along. They tell me that they’re 
overwhelmed and that they haven’t done any bookkeeping since they started their business. 
Someone even once told me she was afraid she’d go to jail because she hadn’t kept her 
records up to date. I’m sure she was joking but behind that joke was a real fear about 
numbers, bookkeeping and taxes and she felt out of her depth. 
 
You picked up this book for a reason and it’s important to remember what that reason was. 
Keeping that reason at the front of your mind will keep you focussed as you read the next 
chapters of this book and will see you through the process. 

Client story – Megan  
Megan teaches individuals to play the guitar. As well as teaching traditional music lessons to 
children in schools, she holds independent lessons with adults from her home and she 
performs with a band. She also arranges workshops and sometimes hires another music 
teacher to run them on her behalf. As a sole trader, her main concern was being able to 
draw a monthly wage from her business. When she came to us, Megan knew that she had 



money in the bank but she didn’t know how much profit she was making per month. She also 
wanted to know which of her different teaching methods were most profitable and whether 
hiring somebody to run her workshops was worthwhile.  

Client story – Andy  
Andy is a freelance designer and when we first met he was struggling to stay on top of his 
cash flow. He was raising invoices on time but as clients were given 30 days to pay and 
were often paying him late, he was finding it very difficult to predict how much money would 
be coming into his bank account and when. He’d also signed up to various subscriptions but 
had lost track of which payments would be taken from his bank account and on which date. 
Andy is VAT registered, so also needed to pay his quarterly VAT bill and, on occasion, he 
found that he didn’t have the necessary money in the bank. 

Client story – Jen  
Invoicing was the source of problems for our client, Jen. Most months, she raised up to 
twenty invoices for jobs ranging from £100 to a few thousand. As many of the invoices were 
for the same amount (£100 or £200), it was difficult for her to identify which clients had 
actually paid her and after a few months of not keeping up-to-date records, her outstanding 
invoices had become overwhelming. When we met Jen, she didn’t know who to chase up for 
payment and she was almost afraid to do so in case the client had actually paid, resulting in 
embarrassment for her and potential damage to their working relationship and any 
opportunity for future work. 
 
The reasons why people decide to take control of their bookkeeping are varied, but one of 
these client stories might resonate with you. Whether it’s to do with understanding your profit 
margins, or staying on top of your cash flow or invoicing, knowing the problem areas in your 
business will help to bring a focus to your bookkeeping efforts.  
 
Once you’ve got a bookkeeping process in place, we can take things one step further 
because there’s so much more that efficient bookkeeping will allow you to do. In Chapters 
8-10, we’ll look at how you can use your records to understand your business and to analyse 
profit, sales, costs and cash flow. All of these things will make setting up your bookkeeping 
process more worthwhile and will give you even more reason to remain motivated to stay on 
top of your bookkeeping in the future. 

When will you do your bookkeeping?  
Bookkeeping is one of those business admin tasks which is hard to prioritise over what you, 
as a business owner, see as the ‘real work’: running your business. It’s difficult to put 
bookkeeping before completing a job for a client or pursuing a new client lead and that’s why 
small business owners often come to us and say they haven’t done any bookkeeping for six 
months. 
 



However, not doing your bookkeeping means that you have no insight into how your 
business is doing, i.e. what’s working and what’s not. It means you won’t know how 
profitable you are, whether you’re getting enough work to cover your costs, whether you’ll 
have the money to pay salaries next month or whether you’re about to have a major cash 
flow crisis. 
 
Have you ever decided to take a new fitness class and failed to stick to it? The intention was 
there but in practice the motivation was lacking? I’ve been there. In 2010, I ran the London 
Marathon, which was a huge physical and mental challenge for me as I’d only run a half 
marathon previously. The only way to build up to that distance was to schedule some 
serious training. I joined a running club for two shorter evening runs, and committed to a 
longer run every Saturday morning. My fellow runners held me accountable, challenging me 
if I didn’t turn up, and I told everyone about my Saturday morning runs because the more I 
said it, the more I believed it would happen. It would have been very easy for me to make 
excuses to avoid a 20-mile run and have a lie-in, but in reality I wanted it to happen because 
running the London Marathon felt like an important thing for me to achieve. 
 
Because we know how easy it is to make excuses and prioritise other things, at But the 
Books we recommend that our clients set time aside for their accounts every week. Just like 
I did when I trained for the marathon, I recommend that you book a non-negotiable 
appointment in your diary. I believe it’s the only way to form a new habit successfully. It 
might help even more if you ask somebody to be present at said appointment or to serve as 
your accountability partner, checking in with you to ensure that you stick to the plan. 
 
I’m often asked how much time is needed to do bookkeeping every week. The answer: it 
depends on the number of transactions you need to process and the complexity of your 
business. You might need an hour or you might need a whole afternoon – it’s going to be 
trial and error at first. If you overestimate, you can use the remaining time to indulge yourself 
with something you love to do as a reward for sticking to your appointment. Staying on top of 
things weekly is critical if you’re going to have a thorough understanding of your business. 
 
I promise you, if you don’t dedicate time in your diary for this (or get someone else to), you 
will find something ‘better’ to do, so the question is: when will be the best time for you to do 
your bookkeeping each week? 
 
In order to decide, ask yourself: 

● Do I work best in the mornings or afternoons? 
● Which other commitments do I have to work around? 
● Am I in a better frame of mind for this kind of task first thing on a Monday or will this 

conflict with a time I like to be doing something else, such as planning for the week? 
● Is it realistic to think I’ll do my bookkeeping last thing on a Friday or am I more likely 

to want to do something else, like head off for a drink with the team? 
 
Personally, I schedule our bookkeeping for last thing on a Thursday. I don’t work on Fridays 
at the moment and I find the end of the week is a good time to reflect on what’s happened, to 
raise invoices and to finish off any outstanding tasks. I’d rather do it at the end of the day 



than just after lunch because I find it difficult to sit down and focus just after a meal and 
prefer instead to be talking to people around that time.  
 
Being realistic about the time of week and time of day you’re able to concentrate most is 
crucial to scheduling a time which you’ll stick to. I’d really suggest having a think about when 
you’re best suited to tasks like this because if you are focussed and your head’s in a good 
place, it will take you less time than when you’re tired, easily distracted or don’t want to be 
siting in front of the computer screen. 

Who’s best to do your bookkeeping? 
Most small business owners take on the bookkeeping themselves (or enlist their spouse or 
another family member) when they start out and it’s likely that you have done the same, too. 
Money is often tight for start-ups, so it makes sense that you would try to do things yourself 
or ask favours from family members, particularly if you know somebody who is good with 
numbers. However, it’s important to question whether this person is the right person for the 
job. 

Client story – Eddie 
Eddie’s a retailer and his wife used to do his books, but when things got complicated, she 
didn’t want to do the bookkeeping anymore and neither did Eddie. By the time we were 
called in to help, Eddie had a four-month backlog of transactions to deal with and an overdue 
VAT return. We were able to get Eddie’s accounts up to date in a relatively short amount of 
time but by that time Eddie’s VAT return was late. 
 
When you’re deciding who will do your bookkeeping, ask yourself: 

● Do you/they want to do the bookkeeping?  
● Do they have the time to do it well?  
● Will they want to keep doing the bookkeeping once the novelty’s worn off or when 

there’s an impending deadline when they’d rather be doing something else?  
● Are you confident that they have the skills and expertise to do the bookkeeping 

properly?  
It’s critical that you can answer yes to all of these questions, otherwise you should rethink 
who you’re going to appoint as your bookkeeper. 
 
If you can understand your motivations for setting up a bookkeeping system, and you can 
find the right person to do that bookkeeping at a time they’re likely to be most committed and 
productive, you have the best possible chance of success.  

Summary 
In this chapter we’ve looked at why you need to set up a bookkeeping process, whether 
you're the right person to do your bookkeeping going forward and how you will remain 
focused on keeping your bookkeeping process up to date in the future. In the next chapter 
we’ll remain focused on the subject of motivation and look at why some people struggle with 



money and numbers. After that, we’ll move on to look at which records you need to keep and 
how to set up a bookkeeping process. 

  


