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Tools of the trade

Building contractors and tradies, home services providers and repairers commonly 
require an assortment of tools of trade to use at job sites. The storage, carriage and use 
of work tools must be kept safe and secure at all times.

Job materials

If you are a building contractor or tradie, home services provider or repairer, you 
normally purchase job materials for jobs. Establish a supply relationship, on satisfactory 
trading terms, with any large local supplier. You want reliable supplies of an acceptable 
quality of materials at a low enough price. As a newly self-employed person, you will 
probably have to pay cash (COD) until you establish a credit rating with the supplier. 

The preferred time to purchase any job materials is on a JIT ( just-in-time) basis – that 
is, when required for use in the job. This avoids funds being tied up in unused materials 
and you having to manage stocks of materials. JIT purchasing is effective, provided 
supplies are always available when needed.

Office furniture and fittings

Your home office fit-out should be as simple as possible. The minimum furniture and 
fittings required for any home office are:

	 a workdesk and workchair (ergonomically designed);

	 a desk lamp;

	 visitors chairs (one or two);

	 a lockable filing cabinet (2 or 3 drawer); and

	 a stationery cupboard (optional).

Office and communications technology

Essential new office and communications technology required for home-based self-
employment can include:
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	 a computer or portable laptop/netbook connected to the internet;

	 a multi-function printer (copier/printer/scanner);

	 a handheld mobile telephone or smartphone with internet access; and

	 a home office landline (optional).

Only buy assets that you need for work purposes to earn income. It is always preferable, 
especially when starting out, to buy assets outright without relying on credit. This 
can help prevent overspending and wastage. Not overinvesting in assets and avoiding 
borrowing can help you manage your cash position better, especially in the uncertain 
early stages of self-employment. 

Buy only business assets you need and can afford.

Arranging Insurances

Before engaging in any business activities, you should arrange appropriate insurances 
to cover defined risks (e.g. fire, being sued) which can cause damage or loss to your 
business and its assets. When insuring any business assets, you can only insure those 
assets that you own.

For a self-employed person providing services, some of the main insurances to consider 
are listed in Table 3.3.

Some insurances are compulsory under law. If you employ anyone, you must arrange 
compulsory workers compensation insurance. This includes where you operate as 
a company and you pay wages to yourself as the sole employee. You do not require 
workers compensation insurance if you are a sole trader working for yourself with 
no employees. But you might want to consider optional income protection insurance 
for yourself, as a sole trader. There is also compulsory third party insurance for all 
motor vehicle owners. Other types of insurance may be compulsory under the rules 
of any relevant professional body – for example, professional indemnity insurance for 
professional persons. In addition, public risk insurance is highly recommended for 
occupiers of business premises.
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	 installing and maintaining up-to-date antivirus software on your 
computer;

	 installing and using firewall software (for protection against online hackers); 
and

	 ‘logging off ’ any computer to be left unattended for an extended period.

Invoices and receipts

Any business should prepare invoices for its sales transactions. An invoice document 
is, in effect, a demand for payment, on the terms specified, that a business sends to 
clients or customers for work done. Always give your customer or client an invoice at 
job completion.

If you are registered for GST, you must issue a tax invoice showing your ABN and the 
GST charged to customers or clients for finished jobs. If you are unregistered for GST, 
use a plain invoice which does not show any GST charged. An example of a tax invoice 
issued by a tradie for repair work done is shown in Figure 3.1.

Invoices should be issued in triplicate and should be consecutively numbered for easier 
referencing, whether in paper or electronic form. Invoices are increasingly being emailed 
online to customers or clients by businesses: copies are kept in electronic storage or 
downloaded and filed in receivables.

Your invoice can also double up for use as a receipt. If payment is received, write on the 
invoice ’Payment Received’, the date of receipt, and sign it. As most invoices are paid 
by EFT, there is usually no need, unless requested, to issue a separate receipt to payers. 
Payers already have an instant online banking receipt generated at the time of payment. 

Alternatively, you could issue a separate signed receipt (consecutively numbered) in 
triplicate to any payer who requests one. An example of a receipt issued by a tradie for 
a payment received is shown in Figure 3.2.
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Figure 3.1 A sample tax invoice

Your tax invoice information can be used to build a database of past customers by 
entering their details into an electronic or manual customer register.
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Figure 3.1 A sample tax invoice
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	 other expenses;
	 postage;
	 protective clothing;
	 stationery and consumables;
	 telephone;
	 gross wages (including superannuation) if you are running a company and 

paying yourself a wage);
	 workers compensation insurance (again, if you pay yourself a wage); and
	 waste removal.

Owner’s drawings by a sole trader are not an overhead cost of the business. In contrast, 
if you work for your own company (a separate legal entity) as an employee, you can pay 
yourself wages – which are a valid operating expense. 

Any job materials are also not included in your estimates of operating expenses. The 
cost of any job materials directly used in a particular job is separately added to the 
labour charge (see example below).

Annual net profit target

Decide what the minimum acceptable annual net profit is for you to be in business. Net 
profit is the surplus of business income over business costs over a time interval. For any 
annual period, net profit is generally calculated as: 

Income – Expenses = Net profit

Any acceptable profit amount must be enough to meet your living costs and maintain 
your preferred lifestyle.

Available annual service hours

You also must determine how many hours you intend to work annually. When working 
this out, allow adequate time for business breaks.
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Self-discipline will help you modify your behaviour to pursue goals and be able to cope 
with the setbacks and negativities that inevitably occur in the pursuit of goals. 

Self-discipline can prevent self-employed people developing negative attitudes and 
slipping into bad or lazy work habits, especially when working alone.

Self-discipline can help you develop positive attitudes in self-employment. In this sense, 
positive attitudes are any thought processes which lead to intended actions and desired 
results. Some specific positive attitudes to adopt to keep yourself productive include:

	 believing in your own abilities;

	 believing in and remaining committed to your values and goals;

	 controlling your reactions to situations;

	 maintaining an open and optimistic outlook;

	 remaining alert and ready to seize opportunities;

	 being willing to expand learning horizons;

	 being reflective and being prepared to learn from experiences;

	 being receptive and open to other points of view;

	 being helpful and friendly;

	 being time conscious; and

	 being health conscious.

Example – Self-discipline:

A newly self-employed person, who works at home, was often tempted to sleep in and 
start work when she liked because there were no set rules to follow. This behaviour was 
in contrast to her previous nine-to-five job, when she worked for an employer. 

So, each night she sets her alarm for a time early the next morning. When the alarm 
goes, she gets up and gets ready for work as if she were going to work for an employer. 
She then gets into her car and drives around the block and back home again in time to 
start work for the day. This approach ensures that she gets to work on time when there 
is no one else around to tell her what to do.
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Time management

Firstly, determine what days you want to work each week (ensure you have at least one 
day off weekly). Also decide when you will take short holidays or breaks throughout the 
year. Preferably, these should occur during off-peak periods for your business.

Next, you need to develop your ability to manage time efficiently across the tasks you 
need to complete each day. This will require you to plan how you use your time to avoid 
becoming overwhelmed by a backlog of work.

There are several steps you can take to effectively manage your time when working for 
yourself. These include: establishing a system of business records; dividing your time 
between tasks daily; using appropriate time aids; and eliminating time-wasters.

Establish a system of business records

Begin by establishing a set of business records and recordkeeping procedures to follow 
for your business dealings. For example, always issue standard form tax invoices to 
customers at the completion of jobs. Also, store your records conveniently for easy 
access. Keeping your record system as simple as possible will reduce the time you need 
to spend performing administrative tasks.

Divide your time between tasks daily

Set daily time limits for working on work days. For example, you might plan to work 
daily between 7 am and 6 pm. This will depend on your own individual circumstances 
and your flexibility with times.

Next, decide how much time to assign (within daily limits) for various business tasks, 
including daily break periods. Allow enough time to do each task properly before 
moving on to the next one. 
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Example – Daily work schedule:

For a chosen work day, you plan to work over 11 hours, between  
7:00am and 6:00pm. 

Your daily work schedule of activities is planned below:

Daily Schedule

Time Duration Activity

7:00am – 10:00am 3 hours job tasks (hourly 5 minute rest breaks)

10:00am – 10:15am ¼ hour morning tea break

10:15am – 1:15pm 3 hours job tasks (hourly 5 minute rest breaks)

1:15pm – 2:00pm ¾ hours lunch break

2:00pm – 4:00pm 2 hours job tasks (hourly 5 minute rest breaks)

4:00pm – 4:15pm ¼ hour afternoon tea break

4:15pm – 6:00pm 1¾ hours administrative tasks (hourly 5 minute rest 
breaks)

Total 11 hours

Many self-employed people prefer doing more complex or difficult work tasks earlier 
in the day when they feel freshest and think clearest. Administrative tasks, like 
recordkeeping, can be scheduled towards the end of the day when it is often quieter, 
when there are fewer distractions, and after client job tasks are completed. Regular 
meals and snack breaks must be included throughout the day. It is also important to 
have regular short work breaks every half hour or so to refresh. Break times should be 
used for activities away from the business – for example, take a short walk, do some 
exercise, visit your post office box, or do some shopping. 

Some handy tips for managing various competing tasks required to be done during a 
day are:

	 prioritise, by ranking the order of tasks to be done;

	 do what is important or urgent first;
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cash flows) can determine whether any cash shortages are likely to occur. Anticipating 
and avoiding future cash problems in one of the most important financial skills you 
can acquire. Review and adjust your cash budget daily as new information becomes 
available. The basic format of a simple weekly cash budget, over the next four weeks, 
is shown in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2 A simple weekly cash budget

Cash budget

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4

Cash position – start of week $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

RECEIPTS

Cash sales $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Debtors collected $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Capital contributions $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Total receipts $ ______ $ ______ $ ______ $ ______

less PAYMENTS

Job materials $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Operating expenses $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Asset outlays $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Owners drawings $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Taxation payments $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������

Total payments $ ______ $ ______ $ ______ $ ______

NET CASH PAYMENTS $ ______ $ ______ $ ______ $ ______

Cash position – end of week $ ������ $ ������ $ ������ $ ������
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Example – A cash budget:

You are a self-employed tradesperson. You intend to prepare a simple weekly cash 
budget for the coming month.

At the start of the month, your business bank account has a surplus balance of $10,600.

You expect a payment of $1,250 in week 2, for a job finished last month. You intend 
doing several small cash jobs with expected payments of $660 (Week 2), $1,260 (week 
3) and $1,410 (week 4).

You pay COD for job materials and expect to make the following payments over the 
next 4 weeks:

Week 1 ($) Week 2 ($) Week 3 ($) Week 4 ($)

Job materials 360 420 880 -

Your monthly petrol account, which is payable at the end of the month (Week 4), is 
expected to be $680. Your regular monthly owner’s drawings, paid at the end of each 
month (week 4), are $5,000. GST payable to the ATO for the previous quarter of $380 
will be paid in week 4. All expected receipts and payments include GST (if applicable).

You prepare the following simple weekly cash budget showing expected receipts and 
payments over the next four weeks.

Cash Budget

Week 1 ($) Week 2 ($) Week 3 ($) Week 4 ($)

Cash position – start of week 10,600 10,240 11,730 12,110

RECEIPTS

Cash sales - 660 1,260 1,410

Debtors collected - 1,250 - -

Capital contributions - - - -

Total receipts - 1,910 1,260 1,410
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budget for the coming month.

At the start of the month, your business bank account has a surplus balance of $10,600.

You expect a payment of $1,250 in week 2, for a job finished last month. You intend 
doing several small cash jobs with expected payments of $660 (Week 2), $1,260 (week 
3) and $1,410 (week 4).

You pay COD for job materials and expect to make the following payments over the 
next 4 weeks:

Week 1 ($) Week 2 ($) Week 3 ($) Week 4 ($)

Job materials 360 420 880 -

Your monthly petrol account, which is payable at the end of the month (Week 4), is 
expected to be $680. Your regular monthly owner’s drawings, paid at the end of each 
month (week 4), are $5,000. GST payable to the ATO for the previous quarter of $380 
will be paid in week 4. All expected receipts and payments include GST (if applicable).

You prepare the following simple weekly cash budget showing expected receipts and 
payments over the next four weeks.

Cash Budget

Week 1 ($) Week 2 ($) Week 3 ($) Week 4 ($)

Cash position – start of week 10,600 10,240 11,730 12,110

RECEIPTS

Cash sales - 660 1,260 1,410

Debtors collected - 1,250 - -

Capital contributions - - - -

Total receipts - 1,910 1,260 1,410
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