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Budgeting for Support Staff: The Case for Part Timers

Claudia Krinks is an ACA with 14 years experience in growing businesses. She now specialises in sourcing part time professionals for growing businesses.
As budgeting season approaches, the question of whether to grow your headcount next year, and by how much, hangs very much in the balance as we wait to watch for changes in the economic environment and try to predict the unpredictable. Often when we are budgeting, it is easy to justify revenue-generating heads, as there is a clear link between company performance (revenue, sales, activity) and productivity per head. Back-office staff HR, Finance, Marketing and Legal are much harder to budget for, and benchmarks that ring true in some companies, are less relevant in others, particularly where there is a lack of scale. The other issue that smaller companies come across is at what level to hire a back-office member of staff.
Take finance as an example. The role of finance spans an enormous breadth of activities from the from the highly commercial, strategic and forward thinking to the more clerical processing of invoices:

	Strategy & Direction
	
	Non-Financial Activities 

picked up by Finance 

.g. IT, Legal, HR, Office Management

	Planning & Technical 


	For growth (e.g. FX, scalable processes, asset registers)
	

	Financial Management 
	Trends, expectations, feedback loops
	

	Management Accounting 
	Producing reports and analysing current data
	

	Financial Accounting


	Credit control, Invoicing , Payroll
	

	Clerical 


	Purchase ledger, Opening new jobs
	


Many companies seek to employ one person to cover the whole span of activities, and then add staff in as the company grows, gradually decreasing the almost impossible span that the original employee was seeking to cover. Another approach is to use part time staff to work at different levels. Perhaps a 3-4 day a week role covering the bottom 3 activities on the table above, and then a  1-2 day a week resource to cover the more strategic and analytical end of the role. The use of part time resources has many benefits, as well as challenges:
	Benefit
	Disavantage

	It is a cost-effective way of getting the right skills in the right place 
	Where the company is not growing: opportunities for development are limited

	Part time staff can be more efficient and effective as they are fresher
	Often part time staff work part time because they have commitments outside of work, this can reduce their flexibility where workloads increase and can lead to longer lead-times on projects


	You can often get a better quality candidate in a part time role as they may take a step back in order to get the flexibility
	If a team is too part-time they may be seen as inaccessible by the business

	Segregation of duties can be achieved early on – improving internal controls
	There is more management time involved for part time workers – not only in terms of individual development needs, but also in terms of the need to plan ahead and communicate effectively. 

	It can be an effective way of creating development opportunities for the finance team, as there are more roles and therefore more opportunities for promotion: creating a micro-version of a team in a much larger company
	The increased lead times involved in assigning projects to part time workers can mean that they get overlooked for involvement in interesting projects. Opportunities for development can often therefore demand more planning and forethought.

	Sometimes, part time staff will have ability to increase their hours over time (for example mothers whose children are getting more independent): they can be a cost-effective means of scaling up a finance team in a growing company
	


The key to assessing how many support staff should be budgeted for, and which roles should be created, is to look at:
1. What new tasks will be created and what level of person is required to fulfil those tasks

Time and again, businesses will look at resources required to the nearest head, stretching the existing staff, or creating a full time position when 3 days a week would suffice. By looking at the tasks, you are forcing good business practice and ensuring that you prioritise the things that are worked on, and that they are done well (with adequate resource). 

2. What resources are there in the business now that could pick up those tasks?

Here you should think about staff development and process optimisation

3. How much money can we allocate to the new tasks?

This may be a function of the profitability of new business, or may be an investment decision as the company seeks to gain accreditation or improve in a certain area

4. What are all the options available for resourcing these tasks? 
Remember, there are many options open to you: If the need is short-term, or requires very specialist knowledge, consider using more flexible resources such as contractors or consultants so that you are not paying for them across a whole year, nor are you asking them to do work that someone less qualified (and less expensive) would be able to do.

5. How is the money best spent?

Often, if money is tight, the right answer is to get a very capable person for less time, rather than compromise on the experience of a full time resource, possibly putting the company at risk and almost causing knock on effects on management time
Case study:
I was recently asked to come and asses the finance team of a business which had grown from nothing over a period of 4 years. Their Finance Director had emigrated and the Finance manager was desperately over-stretched as she sought to plug the gap left by the FD. I spent 4 days with the company, assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the finance team, their aspirations and their experience. The Finance manager was clearly ready to take a step up, but was spending the majority of her time with her head stuck in the detail. She also had no experience in the top job, and, with big strategic decisions up ahead, would have been asked to sink or swim.
We concluded that the best way forward would be to get some support in at a management accountant level, that the 2 financial accountants were not candidates (it did not match their aspirations), and that, in order to meet the aspirations of the finance manager, and enable her development, we should hire a new FD on a very-part-time basis, to support the incumbent on the more strategic issues and to mentor her as she took on more responsibility for the financial management and strategic planning of the company.

This left the finance manager fully supported in a position of more responsibility and able to execute the new role in the knowledge that a very capable management accountant was taking care of the detail.

Conclusion:
You should use the budget period as an opportunity to review a team, looking at its processes, the individuals within it, their capabilities and their development needs. This way, you ensure you have a support structure that is fit for purpose and a team of motivated staff who are meeting their own development objectives and clear about the direction in which you want to take the company.

Make sure that you assess all the options for meeting a resourcing need. The flexibility offered by temporary and contract staff can minimise risk and ensure that you are not scaling up for a short-term need.  The other key way of fitting a square peg (existing resource) into a round hole(future need) is by creative use of part time resource.
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