Outsourced Accounting
Introduction
Sometimes the workload on an accounts function becomes erratic due to changes in the business environment, more and more information requirements, unusual  data requests and pressure to reduce headcount and run the department on IT systems that creak at the edges when  non standardised outputs  are requested.

Running an accounts function in a changing environment brings with it unique challenges, the demands for  information tend to be fast and furious and the beleaguered FD has to decide whether such information requests need to be part of the reporting routines and become ‘normalised’ or rather accept they are one off and deal with them as they arise.

There are several factors to consider, either recruit additional staff to cope with this need, or look at ways of reducing the workload via IT or outsourcing.

The FD will know whether minor tweaks to the IT infrastructure will deliver the goods or not, what is more problematical is whether any outsourcing can be done to ease the pressure of work. This can range from invoice processing, credit control to accounts preparation or just general help with year end audit matters, either way here are some tips to consider when looking at outsourcing.

Performance

You will only outsource if the performance of the accounts function is improved. Saving time and costs on routine processes may free up resources to focus on reducing risk and improving output quality.

Core Competencies

Do not consider outsourcing tasks which give your company a competitive advantage. If you have a reputation for extremely good Customer Service Management, don’t jeopardise this by putting it in the hands of third parties.
Definition

Make sure you know exactly what you are outsourcing and that outsourcing your problem processes may not solve the problem, just relocate the responsibility. The FD will carry the can on this no matter who is performing the service. Don’t make the mistake of assuming that your outsource providers will be able to handle more work and that ‘outsource creep’ comes into the mindset of the accounts function and ownership becomes diluted.

Expected benefits

Have a clear and present benchmark , you expect a target number of invoices to be processed per day with 99% accuracy, you expect accounts  working papers to be completed in 7 days from the month end, setting specific benchmarks will  ensure you  have measurable outcomes and can monitor performance and service levels. 

Leadership

This is one thing you cannot outsource, someone must have responsibility for the end product. Someone has to own the process which means showing leadership and guidance to the outsource contractor and ensuring service levels are not compromised. Keep in regular contact with the supplier .

Risk Management

Ensure that the outsourced company has the necessary expertise to deliver on their promise and make sure there are regular quality control checks in place. Review the relationship  periodically and ensure that their  standards are maintained. Make sure both parties understand their obligations in the matter and build trust.
In house outsourcing

Finally a word about shared servicing, quite often there may be duplication of departmental accounting in larger businesses and that there may be spare capacity within the business itself, so outsourcing to other parts of the business may be an alternative to Third Party management. The principles are the same and maintaining service levels is paramount.

By restructuring the business administration, Shared Service centres can bring  together common functions performed by multiple business units under one roof, aiming to achieve cost savings through economies of scale.. This must not be confused with centralisation as Shared Service management is about delivery and processing rather than control. And the challenge is to manage the interface of the processing with the output and have better quality and timely information on which to make decsisons.
