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A Practitioner’s View
TIME AND BILLING SOFTWARE
the case for using – and using it properly
 
Accounting firms and other entities are currently reviewing e and billing software.  Y2K issues are rendering many if not most versions of time and billing packages actually being used, unworkable by the end of 1999.  Currently, there is a significant amount of development in this area with existing software, and also, with new products.

The forced change in time and billing systems is an opportunity to help accounting firms address management issues in their own businesses.  Issues vary, but, they generally include:
· aging of work in progress;

· allocation and type of work done by individuals; and 

· invoicing and accounts receivable control.

Many accounting firms have lapsed into poor upkeep of their time and billing systems because it is billable work and people often value bill or simply charge what ever they think the market will bear on a client-by-client basis.
Often the features available in any given time and billing system are not used because no one in the firm truly took the time to understand the software, or the firm is resistant to complying with the limitations imposed by the software.  The result can be a significant duplication of effort.

Time and billing reports are helpful tools to manage profitability, cash flow and staff productivity.  It very much fits into the familiar business concept that you can not manage properly without proper monitoring systems,   This principle applies regardless of the size of the accounting business, however, the larger the firm the more sophisticated the reporting needs to be.
In addition, information from time and billing systems is often needed for insurance purposes, regulatory purposes, and situations where clients dispute the fees, notwithstanding real value added.
The core of any time and billing system is work in progress.  Work in progress (WIP) in an accounting firm is analogous to inventory in most businesses. The older the WIP is, the more difficult it is to recover (sell) and the greater the amount of financing required. Very old WIP can be an indication of poor service to clients.  WIP, by definition, is work started  and still incomplete.
The lack of completeness may justifiable in some cases.  However excessive WIP can indicate high risk situations; partners and or staff struggling with unfamiliar or unpleasant work; unwillingness or inability of clients to pay their bill; and people doing work which has not been properly allocated.

People by nature, will put off dealing with invoicing clients, particularly if recoverability is already known to be problematic.
Time is a perishable commodity which should be monitored to reduce the risk of spoilage by way of unbillable time, and/or poor delegation of work.  Excessive time by individuals can lead to poor quality work and morale problems.
Considerations in choosing any time and billing package include:

· aging of work in progress;

· ease of data input and scalability;

· availability of standard reports by staff member, partners, type of client, type of work;

· ease of developing ad hoc reports;

· need for multiple projects per client;

· multiple billing rates by client, individual, project or type of work;

· need for current reports to and information to be available, while period reports are being generated;

· need for costing as well as billing information;

· time and costs budgeting per job;
· ability to allocate premiums and discounts on jobs to specific staff or partners;

· ease of invoice customization;
· accounts receivable management;

· practicality of using software remotely alone or in conjunction with other software;

· contact management features;

· ability to retain invoice history by client  or project indefinitely or for stated periods;

· ability to review and approved staff prepared draft invoices on screen based on specified criteria;

· warnings when clients or projects exceed credit limits or limits for unbilled work in progress;

· access to information and setting of privileges by user, within and outside the software;

· conversion of existing data;

· integration of data with word processing, e-mail, external databases, etc.;

· availability and sophistication of timers; and
· ability of software to assist in documenting work.

Time and billing software is also a potential area of business development.  Many types of businesses and organizations face the same types of issues as accountants; including lawyers, architects, planners, government departments, engineers and other types of service providers.
These value added services result in better client relations and a more enjoyable and profitable business.
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