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CHAPTER 1

Decision making and 
the role of accounting 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

1.1	 outline the dynamic environment in which accountants work

1.2	 discuss the nature of decisions and the decision‐making process

1.3	 outline the range of economic decisions made in the marketplace

1.4	 explain the nature of accounting and its main functions

1.5	 identify the potential users of accounting information

1.6	 apply information to make basic economic decisions

1.7	 describe the role of accounting information in the decision‐making process

1.8	 compare accounting information for management and external users

1.9	 summarise how the accounting profession is organised in Australia

1.10	 identify the different areas of the economy in which accountants work

1.11	 identify the importance of ethics in business and accounting and how to recognise and handle ethical 
dilemmas as part of the decision‐making process.

Contents
Chapter preview	 2
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1.7 Accounting information and decisions	 13
1.8 Management and fnancial accounting	 14
1.9 Accounting as a profession — Australian perspective	 16
1.10 Public accounting versus commercial accounting	 17
1.11 Ethics and accounting	 20



2  �Financial accounting

SCENE SETTER

Getting started with accountancy
A uniquely caring, fair and inclusive view of 
society is most often the product of a recipe 
that includes powerful life lessons, positive cul-
tural understanding and thoughtful refection.

These infuences have turned Corinne Proske 
CPA into the person she is today. What is per-
haps most surprising is that she fell so comfort-
ably into accounting.

Proske grew up in Melbourne, but spent time 
in the US, France and Germany when she was 
young. Her parents’ respect for nature was 
passed on to Proske who, as a teenager, once 
considered chaining herself to a tree during an 
anti‐logging protest. Instead, a philosophical 
discussion with her father led her in an unex-
pected direction.

‘We had a talk about whether it is more effective to strap yourself to the tree and wait for the bull-
dozer or to drive the bulldozer yourself,’ she says.

‘I began to realise the power of blending two worlds together.’
Proske originally dreamed of becoming a park ranger but instead studied commerce, specialising in 

environmental economics and later completing her accounting professional qualifcation.
‘There is a role for people to be outraged but, using the skills of accounting and economics, I have 

been able to make the most impactful infuences and decisions.’
Proske worked with NAB as head of community fnance and development and led NAB’s impact invest-

ment business, an emerging feld of investment activities that aims to generate a measurable and benefcial 
social or environmental impact along with a fnancial return. The Australian market for impact investment is 
estimated to reach A$32 billion by 2022, so it makes economic sense for the bank to be involved.

From ‘behind the wheel of the bulldozer’, she developed, managed and launched NAB’s microfnance 
program, offering assistance to individuals and businesses that have diffculty accessing mainstream 
fnance.

‘There are two key commercial drivers,’ says Proske. ‘One is that, economically, it makes sense to 
include everybody; it is good for GDP. Second, we will be regulated if we don’t get this right. It is also 
simply about doing the right thing.’

Research from the Centre for Social Impact, conducted on behalf of NAB, shows that three million 
adult Australians are fully or severely fnancially excluded.

Corinne is now General Manager, Online and Retail at Good Shepherd Microfnance.
‘I would never have got here without my accounting knowledge and experience,’ says Proske. ‘It has 

allowed me some real clarity.
‘The tools that accounting offered me have been absolutely essential.’

One piece of advice
‘Doing the right thing and achieving commercial outcomes need to, and can, align. Business is only 
successful when society succeeds. Accountants need to look beyond the numbers.’

Source: Excerpts from Sheedy, C 2016, ‘A natural progression’, InTheBlack, June 2016, p. 70, http://intheblack.com/
articles/2016/06/01/could-394000-microfnance-projects-change-australian-market.

Chapter preview
Welcome to your journey into the feld of accounting. If your initial reaction to accounting is ‘boring!’, 
then think again. Accounting, at times, can be full of politics and intrigue, and the fnancial fgures 
it produces are useful for informing many business decisions. The fgures also may be the result of 
unethical behaviour whereby people have ‘cooked the books’. So let’s begin.

http://intheblack.com/articles/2016/06/01/could-394000-microfinance-projects-change-australian-market
http://intheblack.com/articles/2016/06/01/could-394000-microfinance-projects-change-australian-market


CHAPTER 1 Decision making and the role of accounting  3

Whether you are studying this subject with a view to following a career in community fnance (as has 
Corinne Proske in our scene setter), sports management, fnancial planning, or simply to gain a basic 
understanding of the feld as it relates to other areas of business, we hope that you fnd your study of 
the subject enjoyable, challenging and useful. Inevitably, a study of accounting requires a basic under-
standing of record keeping, but accounting is far more than that. Accounting plays a vital role in the 
decision‐making processes of every organisation, whether it is a for‐proft organisation (e.g. Common-
wealth Bank), not‐for‐proft organisation (e.g. a charity such as Oxfam) or a government organisation 
(e.g. a local council).

1.1 The dynamic environment of accounting
LEARNING OBJECTIVE 1.1 Outline the dynamic environment in which accountants work.

Accountants traditionally have been viewed as the ‘bean counters’ or ‘number‐crunchers’ of an organ-
isation, but this is no longer their major task. Computerised accounting systems can now do much of the 
work. Even small businesses have access to computerised accounting systems such as Mind Your Own 
Business (MYOB) or Xero, so the role of accountants has changed radically. Accountants working in 
organisations have become important members of the management team, as organisations have to con-
tend with social changes caused by several factors such as:
•• the dramatic development of information and communications technology including electronic 

banking, the Internet and e‐commerce
•• the increasing demand by society for information of a non‐fnancial nature. This may include 

information about an entity’s attention to such issues as occupational health and safety, social and 
equity diversity (e.g. employment of people with disabilities and indigenous people), and environmental 
considerations (e.g. water usage, the organisation’s carbon footprint and other sustainability practices).

•• the globalisation of business. Instead of merely being involved in a particular local community, many 
organisations are seeing the world as their marketplace and as their source of labour and knowledge. 
This has placed increasing demands on organisations to be accountable for their corporate behaviour in 
foreign countries, including abiding by their rules and regulations, and their impact on the society and 
environment of those countries. Questions being asked include: How well does an organisation treat 
and pay its employees in developing countries? Is business conducted by way of political payments 
(bribes) to infuential offcials in those countries? What corporate governance practices apply in those 
countries?

•• the globalisation of regulations affecting business organisations, such as the development and adoption 
of international fnancial reporting standards

•• digital disruption and unlocking the power of big data.
One thing is certain: change will continue. In order to cope, accountants of the future need to have 

not only record‐keeping knowledge but also analytical and communication skills, and business strategy 
and planning know‐how. They need the ability to think clearly and critically in order to solve problems, 
a familiarity with information systems and technology, strong interpersonal communication skills with 
clients and business associates, and sound ethical behaviour in different cultural environments.

This text is designed for all students studying accounting for the frst time at university level, both 
those majoring in accounting and those seeking a basic understanding of accounting but studying in 
other felds, such as marketing, management, economics, information technology, law, engineering, the 
arts and sciences. Accounting is usually a core unit in business degrees as it is the ‘language of business’.

Many students in non‐accounting majors can beneft greatly from reading this text. Engineers are often 
involved in designing products to reduce costs and meet target prices, so much of their work is driven 
by accounting measures. Marketers often strive to maximise sales, so a knowledge of costs, pricing and 
accounting methods is helpful for success. Human resources managers are responsible for one of the 
major costs in an organisation, so they need to choose a mix of staff to provide a quality service while 
keeping control of salary and wages costs. Indeed, many professional groups outside of accounting fnd 
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that having a good grasp of accounting concepts is an advantage and enhances the opportunities for suc-
cess in their chosen careers.

We begin the text by considering decision making in everyday life, and the role of accounting in pro-
viding information for the decision‐making process. Also in this chapter, we acquaint you with the types 
of activities that are carried out by a professional accountant working in business.

LEARNING CHECK

■■ Accountants are not purely record keepers but are part of the management team in an organisation.
■■ Accountants need to have not only record‐keeping knowledge but also analytical skills, and 

business strategy and planning know‐how.
■■ Accountants need the ability to think clearly and critically in order to solve problems, a familiarity 

with information systems and technology, strong interpersonal communication skills with clients and 
business associates, and sound ethical behaviour in different cultural environments.

1.2 Decisions in everyday life
LEARNING OBJECTIVE 1.2 Discuss the nature of decisions and the decision‐making process.

We make many decisions every day. For example, we decide when to get out of bed each morning 
(sometimes prompted by our parents!); we decide the appropriate clothes to wear for the coming day’s 
activities (infuenced by our peers); we decide what to eat for breakfast, unless we are in too much of a 
hurry, in which case we make another decision to go without breakfast.

Decisions involve choices because it is not possible to do everything we might like to do, as time and 
resources are always limited. Some decisions can be made in no time at all with little thought, such as 
putting on a coat if the weather is cold, but others may require much thinking, planning and information 
gathering, such as choosing a career, buying a house or a car, moving from one city to another, going on 
an overseas trip, choosing which subjects to study at university, and deciding when to retire from active 
employment.

Sometimes, decisions made in haste can affect us adversely for the rest of our lives. Each decision we 
make has outcomes which then affect decisions to be made at a later time. Ultimately, the decisions we 
make, or the decisions made by others which affect us, determine our destiny in life. Decisions affect our 
appearance, our economic wellbeing, even our emotional and spiritual wellbeing, so it is important that 
we make decisions after careful consideration of all information available at the time.

Steps in decision making
In simple terms, a decision is the making of a choice between two or more alternatives. Every time 
a problem arises and we need to make a decision, we consciously or unconsciously follow four main 
steps, which can be framed as questions.
1.	What are we trying to achieve? We must identify each situation in which a decision is needed and 

determine the goals we wish to achieve. The decision we make will be infuenced by our values, 
motives and desires.

2.	What information do we need? Information can help change our attitudes, beliefs or expectations. 
Information relevant to each decision helps us determine the alternatives available from which to 
choose given the time, resources and degree of effort that we are prepared to commit to making a 
choice.

3.	What are the consequences of different alternatives? Having obtained information to help us determine 
the alternatives available, we then need to assess the consequences or outcomes of these alternatives. 
Since the outcomes of each alternative lie in the future, every decision we make involves a degree of 
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uncertainty, which means that there is an element of risk in achieving a desired outcome. For example, 
even a decision to take out car insurance involves a degree of risk as we balance the likelihood of 
causing a car accident with the cost of the insurance premium.

4.	Which course of action will we choose? Finally, after consideration of the alternatives available 
and the consequences of those alternatives, we must choose a course of action which we hope 
will achieve the goals that we established in the frst place.
The steps in the decision‐making process are illustrated in fgure 1.1.

FIGURE 1.1 Steps in the decision‐making process
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Once we have made a choice, we eventually fnd a set of actual outcomes or consequences. We may 
be satisfed or dissatisfed with these outcomes. If we are dissatisfed, we may need to make further 
decisions to achieve our ultimate goals. Hence, the outcomes or consequences of decisions commonly 
lead to further decisions, which in turn have further outcomes, and so on.

LEARNING CHECK

■■ The decision‐making process involves four main steps: (1) establishing goals, (2) gathering 
information on alternatives, (3) determining the consequences of alternatives, and (4) choosing a 
course of action.

1.3 Economic decisions
LEARNING OBJECTIVE 1.3 Outline the range of economic decisions made in the marketplace.

Many (if not most) of the decisions that we make involve the use of economic resources. These are 
resources that are traded in the marketplace at a price because they are in limited or scarce supply. Some 
decisions are made for consumption purposes, such as what to eat for lunch and which brand of petrol to 
buy for the car. Other decisions are made for investment purposes. These decisions usually require major 
uses of resources, such as the decision to buy a car or a house. In business, some decisions require the 
investment or commitment of many millions of dollars for the purchase of large items of machinery. Still 
other decisions are of a fnancial nature, for example if a business wants to make an investment decision 
to purchase new machinery, a decision must be made to fnd a source of fnance.

However, even though the economic aspects of decisions are very important, other factors must also 
be considered, and may be more important than economic factors in a particular circumstances:
•• personal taste — our decision to buy a certain brand of clothing may be determined on the basis of 

preferred appearance or fabrics rather than price
•• social factors — such as the impact on unemployment in the local community if a business decides to 

withdraw from that community
•• environmental factors — such as the potential for carbon emissions or water pollution
•• religious and/or moral factors — our decision not to purchase particular types of meat may depend 

on religious beliefs
•• government policy — such as the prohibition of trade in certain types of drugs.
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Economic decisions usually involve a fow of money. We may purchase goods for immediate cash 
payment, on EFTPOS, payWave or on credit, in which case the fow of money occurs at a later date than 
the fow of goods. The use of credit card facilities allows businesses to sell merchandise or provide ser-
vices to us and to collect money from our bank, which then charges the cost to our account. Purchase of 
goods and services through the use of EFTPOS or payWave facilities, or through the Internet also allows 
a business to charge the cost to our bank account, which means that the fow of money may occur at a 
different time from the fow of goods and services.

Individuals and business entities make economic decisions in many different marketplaces. The mar-
ketplace with which we are all familiar is the retail market, where we make decisions as we buy gro-
ceries, mobile devices, cars, home furnishings and electrical goods. Then there is the wholesale market, 
where retailers decide to buy their supplies of goods in large quantities from various manufacturers for 
sale in their different retail outlets. Another popular market is the stock market, where individuals and 
business entities buy and sell shares, debentures and options. Even the fea market is a place where 
people make decisions to buy and sell merchandise, some of which they have handcrafted, others of 
which are second‐hand. Services are also traded in a marketplace.

BUSINESS INSIGHT

Professional accountants needed in South-East Asia
With the year coming to a close, many countries in the South-East Asian region are busy preparing for 
the formal establishment of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC).

From where I stand, the AEC offers opportunities, not just challenges, for Indonesian businesses, 
especially professional accountants, who will join a bigger market not limited by borders. The busi-
nesses that will reap the benefts are those that meet competition head on, by lifting their skills and 
knowledge. 

For accountants, seeking professional certifcation would not only support them to do their job well 
but, more importantly, give them credibility and a competitive edge in AEC markets. 

The government of Indonesia is on the right track in addressing the low number of professional 
accountants. In 2014, the government initiated a strategy to create an additional 100,000 professional 
accountants over the next few years. 

In addition to increasing the number of accountants, the Government blueprint also aims to strengthen 
accounting regulation, improve the quality of accountants through certifcation and increase cooperation 
between the professional accounting association, the regulator and professional accountants.

Throughout history, accounting has always been at the core of every successful business, which 
makes accounting one of the oldest professions in the world.

In 1954, the Accountant Law (UU Akuntan) was ratifed in Indonesia, following the country’s indepen-
dence to secure the national treasury. To satisfy government demand for accountants, the country 
established the National College of Accounting (STAN) in 1964. Demand for professional accountants 
then increased in the private sector as Indonesia’s economic focus moved to crude oil. However, even 
with the increase, the number of professional accountants is still low.

Data from the Finance Ministry’s Accountants and Appraisers Supervisory Center (PPAJP) in 2014 
reveals that Indonesia is still in need of more professional accountants.

In 2014, the Ministry had recorded less than 16,000 professional accountants. Meanwhile, there are 
more than 226,000 companies in Indonesia that require accounting services. From this, one can see that 
many opportunities still exist for Indonesian accountants domestically let alone regionally.

To tap into the opportunities provided by the AEC, let alone the untapped domestic demand, quality 
education is a key factor in determining whether an accountant is able to compete with their ASEAN 
counterparts.

With the framework already well positioned by Indonesia’s Finance Ministry, professional Indonesian 
accountants have a bright future with a large pool of untapped domestic market potential, and with even 
bigger regional opportunities ahead.

Source: Excerpts from Bond, D 2015, ‘Professional accountants needed in Southeast Asia’, The Jakarta Post, December.
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Economic decisions may be made not only in the local marketplace but also in markets in different 
cities, states or countries. Many organisations have been prepared to establish places of business not only 
in their home country but also in overseas countries.

Hence, whenever an economic decision is to be made, there are many aspects and alternatives to 
consider, and this makes the decision‐making process a fascinating study in itself. How do people in 
business organisations make decisions? What role does accounting play in the decision‐making process? 
If decision makers are able to gain a certain level of accounting knowledge and understand the con-
cepts and standards on which accounting information and reports are based, this will help them make 
more informed economic decisions, regardless of whether they are engineers, marketers, human resource 
managers, or any other business decision makers. In the scene setter at the start of the chapter, Corinne 
Proske, as an accountant, has been confronted with making many decisions about investing for measur-
able and benefcial social or environmental impact as well as fnancial return.

LEARNING CHECK

■■ Economic decisions are made for consumption purposes, investment purposes and/or fnancial 
purposes.

■■ Various factors must be considered when making economic decisions such as: fnancial aspects, 
personal taste, social factors, environmental factors, religious and/or moral factors, and government 
policy.

■■ Individuals and business entities make economic decisions in many different marketplaces, 
including the retail market, the wholesale market and the stock market, locally, nationally and 
overseas.

1.4 The nature of accounting
LEARNING OBJECTIVE 1.4 Explain the nature of accounting and its main functions.

Accounting is a service activity. Its function is to provide and interpret fnancial information that is 
intended to be useful in making economic decisions. Business entities, government departments, chari-
table organisations and not‐for‐proft organisations, family units and individuals all engage in economic 
activity which involves making decisions about allocating available resources effectively. People need 
relevant information to be able to make sound economic decisions.

In a complex society, decision makers have to rely on data supplied by specialists in various felds. For 
example, lawyers provide information about the ramifcations of existing and changing legislation, and 
medical practitioners offer advice about the possible effects of different healthcare decisions. Accounting 
as a profession has evolved in response to society’s need for economic information to help people make 
economic decisions. The accountant’s main role is to be involved in steps 2 and 3 of the decision‐making 
process illustrated in fgure 1.1, to offer advice regarding step 4, and to measure the outcomes or con-
sequences of the decision‐making process. However, as you will see once you have studied accounting 
more closely, much of the information needed to make an economic decision never makes its way into 
the accounting records, but exists outside of those records.

Accounting is often called the ‘language of business’. A language is a means of social communication 
and involves a fow of information from one person to one or more other people. Everyone involved 
in business, from the beginning employee to the top manager, eventually uses accounting information 
in the decision‐making process. To be effective, the receiver of the information must understand the 
message that the sender intends to convey. Accounting uses its own special words and symbols to com-
municate fnancial information that is intended to be useful for economic decision making by managers, 
shareholders, creditors and many others. As you study accounting, you must learn the meanings of these 
words and symbols if you are to understand the messages contained in fnancial statements. The end‐of‐
chapter key terms build up this language progressively as you proceed through the text.
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The importance of understanding accounting information is not restricted to those engaged directly in 
business. Many people with little knowledge of accounting must interpret accounting data. For example, 
lawyers must often understand the meaning of accounting information if they are to represent their 
clients effectively, marketing consultants must be aware of the costs of developing advertising cam-
paigns, and engineers and architects must consider cost data when designing new equipment and build-
ings. Thus, accounting plays a signifcant role in society and, in a broad sense, everyone is affected by 
accounting information.

Although accounting techniques are used in all types of economic units, in this text we concentrate 
mainly on accounting for business entities. Business owners and managers need information provided 
by the accounting system to plan, control and make decisions about their business activities. In addition, 
shareholders, creditors, government departments and not‐for‐proft organisations (such as clubs and 
societies) need fnancial information to help make investing, lending, regulatory and tax‐related decisions.

Accounting defned
Accounting has been defned as the process of identifying, measuring, recording and communicating 
economic information to permit informed judgements and economic decisions by users of the information.

Identifcation involves observing economic events and determining which of those events rep-
resent economic activities relevant to a particular business. Selling goods to a customer, paying 
wages to employees and providing services to a client are examples of economic activities. Economic 
events of an entity are referred to by accountants as transactions, and are of two types, external and 
internal. Accountants use the single term transaction to refer to both internal and external transactions. 
Transactions constitute the inputs of the accounting information system.

External transactions (often called exchange transactions) are those that involve economic events 
between one entity and another entity. When an entity purchases goods from a supplier, borrows money 
from a bank, or sells goods and services to customers, it participates in external or exchange trans-
actions. Internal transactions are those economic events that take place entirely within one entity. For 
example, when a car component is transferred from the stores department to the assembly line in a car 
manufacturing business, the transfer must be accounted for, even if it is by simply transferring the cost 
of the component from the records of one department to those of the other. Similarly, the depreciation 
of machinery used in the production of goods must be accounted for, and since it does not concern an 
outside party, it is an internal transaction. Internal transactions may even involve such things as the 
growth of grapevines held by the entity or the market value of trading securities, because, under cer-
tain accounting standards, the increased value of these items must be recognised in the accounts of the 
organisation.

Measurement must take place before the effects of transactions can be recorded. If accounting infor-
mation is to be useful, it must be expressed in terms of a common denominator so that the effects of 
transactions can be combined. We cannot add apples to oranges unless we express them in terms of a 
common measuring unit. In our economy, business activity is measured by prices expressed in terms of 
money. Money serves as both a medium of exchange and as a measure of value, allowing us to compare 
the value or worth of diverse objects and to add and subtract the economic effects of various trans-
actions. Accounting transactions are therefore measured and recorded in terms of some monetary unit, 
such as the dollar.

Recording provides a history of the economic activities of a particular entity. Recording is the pro-
cess of systematically maintaining a fle of all transactions which have affected the business entity after 
they have been identifed and measured. Simply measuring and recording transactions, however, would 
provide information of limited use. The recorded data must be classifed and summarised to be useful in 
making decisions.
•• Classifcation allows thousands of transactions to be placed into more meaningful groups or categories. 

All transactions involving the sale of goods, for example, can be grouped into one total sales fgure 
and all transactions involving cash received can be grouped to report a single cash receipt fgure.
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•• Summarisation of fnancial data is presented in reports and fnancial statements, which are provided 
for use by both management and external users of accounting information. These reports usually 
summarise the effects of all transactions occurring during some time period such as a month, a quarter 
or a year.
Communication is the fnal part of the accounting process. Identifying, measuring and recording 

economic activities are pointless unless the information contained in accounting records can be com-
municated in some meaningful form to the potential users of the information. Communication can be 
described as the process of preparing and distributing accounting reports to potential users of accounting 
information. Once the users of accounting reports have access to appropriate reports, they are able, after 
analysing and interpreting the reports, often with the assistance of professional advice, to make informed 
economic decisions. The most common forms of accounting reports are the fnancial statements, which 
are introduced in the chapter that looks at fnancial statements for decision making.

The accounting process briefy overviewed above can be summarised diagrammatically as shown in 
fgure 1.2.

FIGURE 1.2 The accounting process
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Many people with little knowledge of accounting tend to view it as being limited to the recording 
process and do not distinguish clearly between the recording and communicating of accounting data. 
The recording or record‐keeping process involves measuring and recording business transactions and 
may take place in one of several forms: handwritten records, mechanical or electronic devices, or simply 
magnetic tapes or disks in a computerised system.

The communication process is a much broader function of accounting. It consists of placing accounting 
data that have been classifed and summarised into fnancial statements, as well as preparing interpretive 
disclosures necessary to make the data understandable. The process requires extensive training, business 
experience and professional judgement.

Computers have had a signifcant impact on the recording phase of the accounting process. The pro-
cesses of recording, classifcation and summarisation can be done electronically, and hence the recording 
process is much more automated. However, the output from a computerised system is only as good as 
the data input. Full coverage of the manual system is given in this text to help students understand the 
processes performed by computerised accounting systems.

The communication process involves many potential users, and accountants who prepare reports must 
have a full appreciation of who the users of the reports are and their needs for accounting information 
in order to help them make economic decisions effectively. In this way, the accountant adds signifcant 
value to the running of the organisation.

LEARNING CHECK

■■ Accounting is defned as the process of identifying, measuring, recording and communicating 
economic information so that people can make informed judgements and decisions about scarce 
resources.

■■ Accounting deals with ‘transactions’, which can be ‘external’ or ‘internal’. External transactions are 
those that involve economic events between one entity and another entity. Internal transactions are 
those economic events that take place within one entity.




