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Disclaimer 

This book is intended for educational and informational purposes. It provides an introduction to 

accounting concepts for software engineers and other technology professionals. It is not intended to 

replace professional accounting, auditing, tax, legal, or financial advice. Accounting standards, tax 

laws, and regulatory requirements may vary by country and may change over time. Readers should 

consult appropriately qualified professionals when dealing with specific financial, accounting, tax, 

or regulatory matters. 
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PREFACE 

Software engineers and developers are increasingly involved in building systems that support 

almost every aspect of modern business. From banking and insurance to retail, manufacturing, 

education, healthcare, government, and non-profit organizations, software has become an essential 

part of how organizations operate. 

Among the most important systems that software professionals are called upon to design and 

develop are financial and accounting information systems. 

Yet, while many software engineers receive extensive training in programming, databases, system 

analysis, software architecture, and information technology, they may have limited exposure to the 

fundamental accounting principles that govern the financial systems they are expected to build. 

This gap can create significant challenges. 

A developer may know how to create a database for customers, suppliers, invoices, payments, and 

transactions, but may not fully understand how a debtors subledger relates to the accounts 

receivable control account in the general ledger. A developer may implement a payment system 

without understanding the accounting entries generated by a transaction. Another may design a 

budgeting system without appreciating the relationship between budgets, charts of accounts, cost 

centres, accounting periods, actual expenditure, and variance analysis. 

These are not merely technical issues. They are accounting issues that directly affect the correctness 

and reliability of the software being developed. 

I wrote this book to help bridge that gap. 

With more than 20 years of experience in designing, developing, implementing, and evaluating 

information systems, I have had the opportunity to work with systems operating in demanding 

business environments. Much of this experience has involved systems with significant accounting 

and financial components. My professional journey has included work involving organizations such 

as Kenya Railways, Rift Valley Railways, the Rural Electrification Authority, and Nzoia 

Water Services Company, among others. 

I have also been involved in developing and working with various other business applications, 

including Point-of-Sale (POS) systems, SACCO management systems, and other customized 

information systems. 

These experiences have reinforced an important lesson: 

A software engineer does not need to become a professional accountant to build a financial 

system, but a software engineer who understands basic accounting principles is far better 

equipped to design and develop one correctly. 
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This book is therefore written primarily for software engineers, software developers, 

programmers, system analysts, ICT professionals, information systems students, database 

designers, and anyone involved in developing or maintaining financial and business 

information systems. 

The book introduces accounting from a practical and technology-oriented perspective. It covers 

fundamental concepts such as the accounting equation, double-entry principles, journals, 

ledgers, the general ledger, charts of accounts, subledgers, debtors, creditors, inventory, 

cashbooks, bank reconciliation, fixed assets, and financial reporting. 

It also explores budgets and budgetary control, including the relationship between budgets and 

charts of accounts, cost centres, budgetary periods, actual expenditure, budget variances, and 

management reporting. 

The intention is not to turn software engineers into accountants. Rather, the intention is to give 

developers enough accounting knowledge to understand the requirements of financial systems, 

communicate effectively with accountants and finance professionals, ask the right questions during 

requirements gathering, design appropriate databases and system architectures, implement 

accounting rules correctly, and build systems that produce reliable financial information. 

Throughout the book, accounting concepts are explained using practical examples, simplified 

illustrations, transaction flows, and software-oriented perspectives. Where appropriate, accounting 

processes are connected to the kinds of modules and databases commonly found in modern 

information systems. 

The reader will also encounter an important theme throughout this book: financial software is not 

simply ordinary software with numbers added to it. 

A financial system must preserve the integrity of financial information. Transactions must be 

properly classified, debits and credits must balance, subledgers must reconcile with general ledger 

control accounts, cashbooks must be reconciled with bank statements, inventory records must agree 

with financial records, and budgets must be capable of being compared with actual results. 

The software may be technically sophisticated, but if the underlying accounting principles are 

incorrectly implemented, the system can produce incorrect financial information. 

My hope is that this book will help software professionals appreciate the accounting concepts 

behind the systems they build and, in turn, enable them to collaborate more effectively with 

accountants, auditors, finance managers, business owners, and other stakeholders. 

I also hope that accounting professionals who read this book will gain a better appreciation of the 

technical considerations involved in developing the systems they use every day. 

Ultimately, successful financial information systems require both accounting knowledge and 

technological expertise. 

This book is an attempt to bring those two worlds closer together. 
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I invite you to approach the book with curiosity and a willingness to learn. Whether you are a 

student encountering accounting for the first time, a developer working on your first financial 

application, or an experienced software engineer seeking to strengthen your understanding of 

accounting systems, I hope this book will provide you with practical knowledge that you can apply 

in the real world. 

Protus M. Kakai 
Author 
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CHAPTER ONE 

WHY SOFTWARE ENGINEERS NEED TO UNDERSTAND ACCOUNTING 
WHY SOFTWARE ENGINEERS NEED TO UNDERSTAND ACCOUNTING 

1.1 Introduction 

Software is everywhere. 

Businesses use software to sell products, receive payments, manage employees, control inventory, process loans, 

manage customers, pay suppliers, prepare budgets, and produce financial reports. Governments use software to 

manage public finances and collect revenue. Banks and financial institutions rely on complex software systems to 

process millions of financial transactions every day. 

Behind many of these systems is one common requirement: financial information must be recorded accurately 

and consistently. 

A software engineer may be asked to develop an accounting system, an enterprise resource planning (ERP) 

system, a point-of-sale system, an inventory management system, a payroll application, a banking platform, a 

school fee management system, a hospital billing system, or a payment platform. 

At first glance, these applications may appear to be ordinary software systems. They have users, forms, databases, 

reports, dashboards, authentication, and workflows—just like many other applications. 

However, financial systems have an important difference. 

They do not simply record data. They record financial events that have accounting consequences. 

A developer who understands only programming may successfully create a system that stores transactions in a 

database. However, a developer who understands both software engineering and basic accounting is better 

equipped to build a system that correctly represents the financial reality of a business. 

Consider a simple example. 

A customer buys goods worth $1,000 on credit. 

A developer unfamiliar with accounting may think: 

"I need to save an invoice for $1,000 against the customer's account." 

That is true, but it is only part of the story. 

From an accounting perspective, the business has also: 

Increased its receivable from the customer.  

Recognized revenue, subject to the applicable accounting rules.  

Possibly reduced its inventory.  
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Recognized the cost of goods sold.  

Created accounting entries in the general ledger.  

Changed the financial position of the business.  

The software therefore needs to understand more than just the invoice. 

It needs to understand the relationship between the business event and the accounting entries generated by 

that event. 

This is the fundamental reason software engineers who work on financial systems should understand accounting. 

 

1.2 You Do Not Have to Become an Accountant 

The purpose of this book is not to turn software engineers into professional accountants. 

A software engineer does not necessarily need the same depth of accounting knowledge as someone pursuing a 

professional accounting qualification. 

However, a developer working on financial software should understand enough accounting to answer questions 

such as: 

What is an asset?  

What is a liability?  

What is equity?  

What is revenue?  

What is an expense?  

What is a debtor or accounts receivable?  

What is a creditor or accounts payable?  

What is a general ledger?  

What is a subledger?  

What is a chart of accounts?  

What is a control account?  

What is double-entry bookkeeping?  

What are debits and credits?  

What is a cashbook?  

How is a cashbook different from a bank statement?  

What is bank reconciliation?  
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How is inventory accounted for?  

What is a budget?  

What is a cost centre?  

What is a budget period?  

What is a variance?  

What is budgetary control?  

How does a subledger interface with the general ledger?  

These concepts are not merely academic. 

They directly influence how software is designed. 

 

1.3 Accounting Software Is More Than CRUD 

Most software developers are familiar with the concept of CRUD: 

Create  

Read  

Update  

Delete  

CRUD is fundamental to many applications. 

A customer registers. 

The system creates a customer record. 

The customer updates their profile. 

The application reads their information. 

An administrator may delete or deactivate the record. 

This model works reasonably well for many ordinary information systems. 

Accounting systems, however, require a different mindset. 

Imagine that a business records a payment of $5,000 from a customer. 

A simple CRUD application might store: 

Customer: John Smith 

Payment: $5,000 
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Date: July 28, 2026 

But an accounting system must ask additional questions: 

Which customer account received the payment?  

Which bank or cash account received the money?  

Which invoice or invoices did the payment settle?  

What accounting journal was generated?  

Which account was debited?  

Which account was credited?  

Was the transaction posted?  

Which accounting period does it belong to?  

Is the accounting period open?  

Has the transaction already been processed?  

Does the customer's subledger balance agree with the receivables control account?  

Does the general ledger remain balanced?  

Can the transaction be reversed?  

Who entered it?  

Who approved it?  

Can the transaction be audited later?  

The complexity is therefore not just in the user interface. 

The complexity is in maintaining financial integrity. 

 

1.4 The Importance of Financial Integrity 

Financial systems must maintain a high level of data integrity. 

Suppose an accounting system records the following: 

Debit:  Bank Account       $10,000 

Credit: Customer Account   $10,000 

The system should ensure that the transaction is complete and consistent. 

Now imagine that the application successfully updates the bank balance but crashes before updating the customer 

account. 
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The database might now show: 

Bank balance increased by $10,000 

Customer balance unchanged 

The financial information is inconsistent. 

This is not merely a technical bug. 

It is an accounting error caused by a software failure. 

For this reason, developers working on financial systems must understand concepts such as: 

Double-entry accounting  

Transactions  

Atomicity  

Database transactions  

Rollbacks  

Audit trails  

Reversals  

Posting  

Control accounts  

Reconciliation  

The software engineer must ensure that the system's technical integrity supports the accounting principles of the 

organization. 

 

1.5 The Difference Between a Business Transaction and an Accounting Transaction 

The words transaction and accounting transaction are sometimes used interchangeably, but it is useful for 

developers to distinguish them. 

A business transaction is an event that occurs in the course of business. 

Examples include: 

A customer purchases goods.  

A company pays rent.  

A business receives a loan.  

A company purchases equipment.  
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A customer pays an outstanding invoice.  

A business pays a supplier.  

An accounting transaction is the financial representation of that business event in the accounting system. 

For example: 

Business event: A company pays office rent of $2,000 from its bank account. 

The accounting system may record: 

Debit:  Rent Expense      $2,000 

Credit: Bank              $2,000 

The business event is the payment of rent. 

The accounting transaction is the debit and credit representation of that event. 

A software system may also store additional information: 

Transaction Number: JV-000245 

Date:               July 28, 2026 

Description:        July office rent 

Debit Account:      5200 - Rent Expense 

Credit Account:     1120 - Bank 

Amount:             $2,000 

Cost Centre:        100 - Head Office 

Posted By:          user123 

Status:              Posted 

This illustrates an important principle: 

The accounting entry is the financial representation of a business event, while the software record contains 

the information needed to process, control, audit, and report that event. 

 

1.6 Why Financial Systems Need Special Rules 

Consider a simple sales system. 

A customer purchases a product for $500. 

The system might create: 

Sales Invoice 
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------------------------- 

Invoice No: INV-1001 

Customer:   John Smith 

Product:    Laptop 

Amount:     $500 

But an accounting system may need to record multiple consequences. 

If the sale is on credit: 

Debit:  Accounts Receivable    $500 

Credit: Sales Revenue          $500 

If the laptop originally cost the business $350: 

Debit:  Cost of Goods Sold     $350 

Credit: Inventory              $350 

The system has therefore processed one business event with multiple accounting consequences. 

The customer now owes the business $500. 

The business has earned revenue of $500. 

The inventory has decreased by $350. 

The cost of goods sold is $350. 

The gross profit from the transaction is $150. 

A developer who understands only the sales module might focus on the invoice. 

A developer who understands accounting recognizes that the sale must interact with: 

The customer or debtor subledger  

The inventory system  

The general ledger  

The sales revenue account  

The cost of goods sold account  

The accounts receivable control account  

Financial reports  

This is the difference between building a transaction recording system and building an integrated financial 

system. 
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1.7 Where Software Engineers Encounter Accounting 

Software engineers may encounter accounting concepts in many different types of projects. 

1.7.1 Accounting Systems 

Traditional accounting systems typically include: 

General ledger  

Accounts receivable  

Accounts payable  

Cashbook  

Bank reconciliation  

Inventory  

Fixed assets  

Financial reporting  

A developer building such a system needs a solid understanding of accounting fundamentals. 

 

1.7.2 Enterprise Resource Planning Systems 

ERP systems integrate many areas of an organization. 

A typical ERP may include: 

Sales 

   │ 

   ▼ 

Customers / Debtors 

   │ 

   ▼ 

Accounts Receivable 

   │ 

   ▼ 

General Ledger 
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   │ 

   ▼ 

Financial Reports 

At the same time: 

Purchasing 

   │ 

   ▼ 

Suppliers / Creditors 

   │ 

   ▼ 

Accounts Payable 

   │ 

   ▼ 

General Ledger 

And: 

Inventory 

   │ 

   ├── Purchases 

   ├── Sales 

   ├── Transfers 

   └── Adjustments 

           │ 

           ▼ 

     Inventory Ledger 

           │ 

           ▼ 

     General Ledger 

A developer working on an ERP system therefore needs to understand how these modules interact. 
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1.7.3 Point-of-Sale Systems 

A POS system may appear to be primarily about sales. 

However, every sale can have accounting implications. 

A single sale may affect: 

Revenue  

Cash  

Bank  

Mobile money  

Accounts receivable  

Inventory  

Cost of goods sold  

Tax liabilities  

For example, a retail business may accept payment through: 

Cash  

Bank card  

Mobile money  

Bank transfer  

Customer credit  

The software must distinguish these payment methods because they may ultimately post to different accounts. 

A cash sale may result in: 

Debit:  Cash 

Credit: Sales Revenue 

A mobile money sale may result in: 

Debit:  Mobile Money Receivable 

Credit: Sales Revenue 

A credit sale may result in: 

Debit:  Accounts Receivable 
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Credit: Sales Revenue 

The user may see one simple sales screen. 

Behind the screen, the accounting system may be doing something much more sophisticated. 

 

1.7.4 Inventory Systems 

Inventory is another area where accounting knowledge is essential. 

A developer might think of inventory simply as: 

Product 

Quantity 

Price 

Accounting requires more questions: 

What is the cost of the inventory?  

What is the selling price?  

How is inventory valued?  

What happens when stock is purchased?  

What happens when stock is sold?  

What happens when stock is returned?  

What happens when stock is damaged?  

What happens when stock is lost?  

How does inventory affect the general ledger?  

A stock management system that shows "100 units available" may be operationally useful. 

An accounting system must also understand the financial value of those 100 units. 

This is why inventory control and inventory accounting must be carefully connected. 

 

1.7.5 Payroll Systems 

Payroll systems also involve accounting. 

Suppose a company has a gross payroll of $50,000. 

The software may need to calculate: 
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Gross salary  

Employee deductions  

Taxes  

Other deductions  

Employer contributions  

Net salary  

Payroll liabilities  

The accounting system may then need to record the appropriate expenses and liabilities. 

A payroll application therefore does not operate in complete isolation from accounting. 

 

1.7.6 Budgeting Systems 

Software engineers also build systems that help organizations plan and control their finances. 

A budgeting system may contain: 

Budget years  

Budget periods  

Accounts  

Cost centres  

Departments  

Projects  

Budget amounts  

Budget revisions  

Actual expenditure  

Commitments  

Variances  

For example: 

Account:       Office Supplies 

Cost Centre:   IT Department 

Budget Period: July 2026 
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Budget:        $5,000 

Actual:        $4,200 

Variance:      $800 Favourable 

To build such a system correctly, the developer must understand the relationship between: 

Chart of Accounts + Cost Centres + Budget Periods + Actual Transactions + Variances 

This is why budgeting will be given a dedicated section later in this book. 

 

1.8 The Software Engineer's Accounting Mental Model 

One of the main objectives of this book is to help developers develop a new mental model. 

When a developer sees a financial transaction, they should begin asking: 

Question 1: What happened in the business? 

For example: 

A customer purchased goods. 

Question 2: Who is involved? 

Customer and business. 

Question 3: What financial accounts are affected? 

Revenue, receivable, inventory, cost of goods sold. 

Question 4: Which subledger is affected? 

Debtors or accounts receivable. 

Question 5: Which general ledger accounts are affected? 

Accounts receivable control, sales revenue, inventory, cost of goods sold. 

Question 6: Does the transaction affect a budget? 

Possibly, depending on the nature of the transaction. 

Question 7: Does it have a cost centre or project? 

Possibly. 

Question 8: Which accounting period does it belong to? 

The appropriate financial period. 

Question 9: Can the transaction be reversed or corrected? 
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The system should provide a controlled mechanism. 

Question 10: Can the transaction be audited? 

The system should maintain an audit trail. 

This way of thinking transforms how a developer approaches financial software. 

 

1.9 The Accounting System as a Chain 

Throughout this book, we will repeatedly return to the following conceptual chain: 

BUSINESS EVENT 

      │ 

      ▼ 

SOURCE DOCUMENT 

      │ 

      ▼ 

BUSINESS TRANSACTION 

      │ 

      ▼ 

ACCOUNTING ENTRY 

      │ 

      ▼ 

SUBLEDGER 

      │ 

      ▼ 

GENERAL LEDGER 

      │ 

      ▼ 

TRIAL BALANCE 

      │ 

      ▼ 
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FINANCIAL REPORTS 

For budgeting and management control, another dimension is added: 

BUDGET 

   │ 

   ▼ 

ACCOUNT + COST CENTRE + PERIOD 

   │ 

   ▼ 

ACTUAL TRANSACTION 

   │ 

   ▼ 

COMMITMENTS 

   │ 

   ▼ 

BUDGET VS ACTUAL 

   │ 

   ▼ 

VARIANCE 

   │ 

   ▼ 

MANAGEMENT ACTION 

A good financial system connects these elements while preserving the integrity of the underlying accounting 

records. 

 

1.10 Accounting Knowledge Makes Developers Better Communicators 

Software development is rarely an isolated activity. 

When developing a financial system, the software engineer may work with: 

Accountants  

Auditors  
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Finance managers  

Chief financial officers  

Business owners  

Procurement officers  

Cashiers  

Bank reconciliation officers  

Budget officers  

Internal auditors  

These professionals use accounting terminology every day. 

Imagine a finance manager tells a developer: 

"The receivables subledger does not reconcile with the control account." 

A developer without accounting knowledge may struggle to understand the problem. 

A developer with basic accounting knowledge immediately knows that the issue may involve the relationship 

between: 

Individual Customer Balances 

          ↓ 

Accounts Receivable Subledger 

          ↓ 

Receivables Control Account 

          ↓ 

General Ledger 

Similarly, if a budget officer says: 

"The IT department has exhausted its quarterly budget but still has outstanding purchase commitments." 

The developer needs to understand the difference between: 

Budget  

Actual expenditure  

Commitments  

Available budget  

Without this knowledge, it becomes difficult to translate business requirements into software requirements. 
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1.11 What This Book Will Teach You 

By the end of this book, you should be able to understand the basic accounting concepts necessary to participate 

meaningfully in the design and development of financial software. 

You should understand: 

The accounting equation  

Debits and credits  

Double-entry bookkeeping  

Journals  

Ledgers  

General ledgers  

Subledgers  

Control accounts  

Charts of accounts  

Debtors and receivables  

Creditors and payables  

Cashbooks  

Bank reconciliation  

Inventory  

Fixed assets  

Depreciation  

Trial balances  

Financial statements  

Budgets  

Budget periods  

Cost centres  

Budget vs actual reporting  

Variance analysis  

Budgetary control  
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Commitments  

Accounting periods  

Reversals  

Audit trails  

Accounting software architecture  

More importantly, you will learn how these concepts fit together. 

The goal is not simply to memorize accounting definitions. 

The goal is to understand the flow of financial information through a software system. 

 

1.12 The Developer's Role in Financial Systems 

A software engineer working on financial systems has an important responsibility. 

The system may determine: 

How much a customer owes.  

How much a business owes its suppliers.  

How much inventory is available.  

How much cash is available.  

How much money has been spent.  

Whether a department has exceeded its budget.  

How much profit a business has made.  

What assets the business owns.  

What liabilities it owes.  

Errors in such systems can therefore have serious consequences. 

A mistake in a social media application may cause a page to display incorrectly. 

A mistake in an accounting system may cause a business to report incorrect financial information. 

This does not mean that developers must be accountants. 

It means that developers must understand the accounting principles that their software is expected to 

implement. 

 

1.13 A Final Thought for the Software Engineer 
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You may have started your career thinking about software in terms of: 

Users 

    ↓ 

Forms 

    ↓ 

Controllers 

    ↓ 

Models 

    ↓ 

Database 

    ↓ 

Reports 

When building financial software, you need to add another layer: 

Business Event 

    ↓ 

Accounting Rules 

    ↓ 

Double Entry 

    ↓ 

Subledger 

    ↓ 

General Ledger 

    ↓ 

Budget / Actual 

    ↓ 

Financial Reporting 

The best financial software is created when these two perspectives meet. 

The software engineer understands how to build reliable systems. 
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The accountant understands how financial information should be represented. 

The successful financial systems developer learns enough of both worlds to translate one into the other. 

That is the purpose of this book. 

 

In this chapter, we learned that: 

Software engineers frequently work on systems that process financial information.  

Financial software is more than a collection of CRUD operations.  

Business events have accounting consequences.  

Accounting systems must maintain financial integrity.  

Financial transactions often affect multiple accounting accounts and subsystems.  

Subledgers, general ledgers, and financial reports are interconnected.  

Budgeting systems require an understanding of accounts, cost centres, periods, actuals, and variances.  

Developers need accounting knowledge to communicate effectively with finance professionals.  

A financial system must preserve accuracy, consistency, auditability, and accountability.  

Understanding accounting principles helps software engineers design better financial systems.  

 

Review Questions 

Why is accounting knowledge important for software engineers?  

How is a financial system different from an ordinary CRUD application?  

What is the difference between a business transaction and an accounting transaction?  

Why is financial integrity important?  

What accounting consequences can result from a credit sale?  

What is the role of a subledger?  

What is the purpose of a general ledger?  

Why might a POS system need to understand accounting?  

Why is inventory management related to accounting?  

What is the relationship between a budget, an actual transaction, and a variance?  

Why should a software engineer understand cost centres?  
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Why is an audit trail important in a financial system?  

 

Practical Exercise 

Imagine that a company purchases office computers worth $10,000 on credit from a supplier. 

Before reading the next chapter, consider the following questions: 

What business event has occurred?  

Who is the supplier?  

Is the supplier a debtor or creditor?  

What type of asset has the business acquired?  

Which subledger might be affected?  

Which general ledger accounts might be affected?  

What accounting entry might be required?  

Does the company owe money to the supplier?  

Is there any budgetary implication?  

Which cost centre might be responsible for the purchase?  

These questions introduce several concepts that will be explored throughout this book. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ACCOUNTING AS THE LANGUAGE OF BUSINESS 
ACCOUNTING AS THE LANGUAGE OF BUSINESS 

2.1 Introduction 

Every organization, regardless of its size or industry, generates information. 

A software company generates information about customers, projects, employees, source code, subscriptions, and 

payments. 

A retail business generates information about products, customers, sales, purchases, suppliers, inventory, and cash. 

A hospital generates information about patients, services, medical supplies, insurance claims, and payments. 

A university generates information about students, tuition fees, employees, grants, and expenses. 

A government department generates information about revenue, public expenditure, projects, procurement, and 

budgets. 

Although these organizations operate in very different environments, they have something in common: 

They all need to understand their financial position and financial performance. 

Accounting provides a structured way of collecting, classifying, recording, summarizing, analyzing, and 

communicating financial information. 

This is why accounting is often described as the language of business. 

Just as software engineers use programming languages to communicate instructions to computers, businesses use 

accounting concepts and financial reports to communicate their financial activities and position to stakeholders. 

For a software engineer, understanding this language is particularly valuable when developing systems that 

process financial information. 

 

2.2 What Is Accounting? 

At its simplest, accounting is the systematic process of identifying, recording, classifying, summarizing, 

analyzing, and communicating financial information. 

This definition contains several important activities. 

Identifying 

The organization identifies events that have financial consequences. 
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Examples include: 

Selling goods  

Buying inventory  

Paying salaries  

Receiving money from customers  

Paying suppliers  

Taking a bank loan  

Purchasing equipment  

Not every event that happens in an organization is an accounting transaction. 

For example, an employee attending a meeting may be important operationally, but it may not immediately create 

an accounting entry. 

On the other hand, purchasing office equipment creates a financial event that needs to be recorded. 

The accounting system therefore needs to distinguish between: 

Operational events 

and 

Financial events 

Some operational events eventually result in financial transactions, while others do not. 

 

2.3 Recording 

Once a financial event has been identified, it must be recorded. 

For example, suppose a business pays $1,000 for office rent. 

The transaction may be recorded as: 

Debit:  Rent Expense      $1,000 

Credit: Bank              $1,000 

The accounting system may store additional information: 

Transaction Number:    PAY-000123 

Transaction Date:      July 28, 2026 

Description:           Office rent 

Debit Account:         5200 - Rent Expense 
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Credit Account:        1120 - Bank 

Amount:                $1,000 

Cost Centre:           100 - Head Office 

Status:                Posted 

The accounting entry represents the financial impact of the transaction. 

The additional fields allow the software to provide: 

Searchability  

Reporting  

Auditing  

Reconciliation  

Budget monitoring  

Transaction tracking  

This is one of the reasons why accounting software databases often contain much more information than the basic 

debit and credit entries alone. 

 

2.4 Classifying 

Recording transactions is not enough. 

Transactions must also be classified into appropriate accounts. 

For example, a business might make the following payments: 

Office rent  

Electricity  

Internet  

Salaries  

Advertising  

Transport  

These are all expenses, but they should not necessarily be recorded in one generic account called Expenses. 

A chart of accounts may classify them as: 

5000 EXPENSES 
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5100 Staff Costs 

    5110 Salaries 

    5120 Employee Benefits 

 

5200 Administrative Expenses 

    5210 Rent 

    5220 Electricity 

    5230 Internet 

    5240 Office Supplies 

 

5300 Selling Expenses 

    5310 Advertising 

    5320 Sales Transport 

This classification allows management to answer more meaningful questions. 

For example: 

How much did we spend on salaries?  

How much did we spend on rent?  

How much did we spend on advertising?  

Which department spent the most?  

How much did we spend compared with the budget?  

For software engineers, this is where the chart of accounts becomes particularly important. 

A chart of accounts provides a structured classification system that the software can use to organize financial 

transactions. 

We will examine charts of accounts in detail later in the book. 

 

2.5 Summarizing 

An organization may process thousands or millions of transactions. 

Management does not want to read every individual transaction to understand the business. 

Instead, accounting systems summarize the information. 
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For example, instead of displaying 10,000 individual sales transactions, the system might produce: 

Total Sales Revenue       $2,500,000 

Cost of Goods Sold        $1,400,000 

Gross Profit              $1,100,000 

Operating Expenses          $700,000 

Net Profit                  $400,000 

The detailed transactions still exist in the underlying system. 

However, accounting reports summarize the information into a form that is easier to understand. 

This is similar to software analytics. 

A database may contain millions of records, but a dashboard might display: 

Total Revenue: $2.5 million 

The accounting system therefore transforms detailed transaction data into meaningful financial information. 

 

2.6 Analyzing 

Accounting is not only about recording what happened. 

It is also about understanding what the information means. 

Consider two companies. 

Company A: 

Revenue:  $1,000,000 

Expenses:   $900,000 

Profit:     $100,000 

Company B: 

Revenue:  $500,000 

Expenses: $350,000 

Profit:   $150,000 

Company A has higher revenue, but Company B has higher profit. 

This raises additional questions: 

Why are Company A's expenses so high?  
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Is Company B operating more efficiently?  

Which expenses are increasing?  

Are revenues growing?  

Is the business generating enough cash?  

Does the business have too much debt?  

Accounting information allows managers and other stakeholders to analyze these questions. 

Software systems support this analysis through: 

Reports  

Dashboards  

Charts  

KPIs  

Trend analysis  

Variance analysis  

Financial ratios  

 

2.7 Communicating Financial Information 

The final purpose of accounting is to communicate financial information to people who need it. 

Different stakeholders need different information. 

Business Owners 

They may want to know: 

Is the business profitable?  

How much cash is available?  

How much does the business owe?  

How much are customers owing?  

What assets does the business own?  

Managers 

They may want to know: 

Which department is spending the most?  
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Are we within budget?  

Which products are profitable?  

Are costs increasing?  

Are sales meeting targets?  

Investors 

They may want to know: 

Is the company profitable?  

Is the company growing?  

What are its assets and liabilities?  

What are its future prospects?  

Banks and Lenders 

They may want to know: 

Can the company repay its loans?  

How much debt does it have?  

Does it generate enough cash?  

Government and Regulators 

They may need information about: 

Taxes  

Regulatory compliance  

Financial reporting  

Public expenditure  

Auditors 

They need evidence that financial information is: 

Accurate  

Complete  

Properly supported  

Consistent with applicable requirements  

The accounting system therefore acts as a bridge between business activity and financial information users. 
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2.8 Accounting and Bookkeeping Are Not the Same 

The terms accounting and bookkeeping are often used interchangeably in everyday conversation, but they are not 

exactly the same. 

Bookkeeping 

Bookkeeping focuses primarily on the systematic recording of financial transactions. 

Examples include: 

Recording sales  

Recording purchases  

Recording receipts  

Recording payments  

Maintaining ledgers  

Accounting 

Accounting encompasses a broader range of activities, including: 

Recording transactions  

Classifying transactions  

Summarizing financial information  

Preparing reports  

Analyzing financial information  

Interpreting financial results  

Supporting decision-making  

A simple way to think about the distinction is: 

Bookkeeping records the financial events. 

Accounting turns those records into useful financial information. 

Modern accounting software performs many bookkeeping functions automatically. 

For example, when a cashier completes a sale, the system may automatically: 

Record the sale.  

Reduce inventory.  

Record the payment.  
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Update the customer balance if the sale is on credit.  

Generate accounting entries.  

Update the general ledger.  

Update financial reports.  

The software is automating bookkeeping processes. 

However, the accounting principles behind those processes still need to be understood. 

 

2.9 Major Branches of Accounting 

Accounting is a broad field. 

Different branches serve different purposes. 

For software engineers, understanding these branches helps clarify why different financial systems exist. 

 

2.9.1 Financial Accounting 

Financial accounting focuses on recording and reporting the financial activities and position of an organization. 

Its outputs include financial statements such as: 

Income statement  

Balance sheet or statement of financial position  

Cash flow statement  

Financial accounting is primarily concerned with providing financial information to external and internal 

stakeholders. 

Software engineers may encounter financial accounting when building: 

Accounting systems  

ERP systems  

General ledger systems  

Financial reporting systems  

 

2.9.2 Management Accounting 

Management accounting focuses on providing information to managers for internal decision-making. 

Examples include: 
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Departmental performance  

Product profitability  

Cost analysis  

Budget performance  

Forecasting  

Variance analysis  

Management accounting is particularly relevant to software engineers building: 

Business intelligence systems  

Management dashboards  

Budgeting systems  

Performance management systems  

 

2.9.3 Cost Accounting 

Cost accounting focuses on understanding and analyzing the costs associated with products, services, departments, 

or projects. 

For example, a software development company may want to know the total cost of developing a particular 

application. 

The costs might include: 

Developer salaries  

Cloud infrastructure  

Software licenses  

Internet  

Testing  

Project management  

Consulting  

A cost accounting system may allocate these costs to a project or cost centre. 

This makes the concepts of cost centres, projects, and cost allocation particularly important for software 

developers. 

 

2.9.4 Tax Accounting 
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Tax accounting focuses on tax-related matters. 

Examples include: 

Taxable income  

Tax deductions  

Sales taxes  

Value-added taxes  

Payroll taxes  

Tax returns  

Tax rules vary significantly between countries and jurisdictions. 

For this reason, developers should be careful not to assume that a tax calculation designed for one country 

automatically applies to another. 

A financial system may need a configurable tax engine rather than hardcoded assumptions. 

 

2.9.5 Auditing 

Auditing involves examining financial information and related systems to provide assurance about the reliability 

and integrity of financial records. 

Auditors may examine: 

Transactions  

Supporting documents  

Internal controls  

Financial statements  

System logs  

User permissions  

Audit trails  

For software engineers, auditing highlights the importance of designing systems that preserve evidence of what 

happened. 

For example, instead of simply storing: 

Amount: $5,000 

a robust financial system may also record: 

Transaction ID:       TXN-000987 
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Amount:                $5,000 

Created By:            User 104 

Created At:            July 28, 2026 10:32 

Approved By:           User 201 

Approved At:           July 28, 2026 11:05 

Posted By:             User 201 

Posted At:             July 28, 2026 11:07 

Status:                Posted 

This creates an audit trail. 

 

2.10 Accounting Information Systems 

An Accounting Information System (AIS) is a system used to collect, process, store, and report financial 

information. 

Modern accounting information systems are usually software-based. 

A simplified architecture might look like this: 

                 BUSINESS ACTIVITIES 

                         │ 

          ┌──────────────┼──────────────┐ 

          │              │              │ 

        Sales        Purchasing      Payroll 

          │              │              │ 

          ▼              ▼              ▼ 

      Debtors        Creditors       Employees 

      Subledger      Subledger       Payroll 

          │              │              │ 

          └──────────────┼──────────────┘ 

                         ▼ 

                  GENERAL LEDGER 

                         │ 
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                         ▼ 

                  TRIAL BALANCE 

                         │ 

                         ▼ 

                FINANCIAL REPORTS 

A more advanced system may add: 

                   BUDGETING 

                       │ 

                       ▼ 

             Budget vs Actual 

                       │ 

                       ▼ 

                 Variances 

                       │ 

                       ▼ 

              Management Action 

This architecture demonstrates why accounting knowledge is useful to software engineers. 

Each module may be developed separately, but they must ultimately work together. 

 

2.11 Accounting as a Common Data Language 

One of the most useful ways for software engineers to think about accounting is as a standardized data language 

for financial events. 

Consider the following business event: 

A company buys office furniture for $10,000 and pays immediately from its bank account. 

Different departments may describe the event differently. 

The procurement department may say: 

"Purchase order for office furniture." 

The warehouse may say: 

"Furniture received." 
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The bank may say: 

"Payment of $10,000." 

The accounting department may say: 

Debit:  Office Furniture / Fixed Asset    $10,000 

Credit: Bank                              $10,000 

The accounting entry provides a common financial representation of the event. 

A well-designed integrated system can connect all these perspectives. 

Purchase Order 

      │ 

      ▼ 

Goods Received 

      │ 

      ▼ 

Supplier Invoice 

      │ 

      ▼ 

Accounts Payable 

      │ 

      ▼ 

Payment 

      │ 

      ▼ 

Bank 

      │ 

      ▼ 

General Ledger 

      │ 

      ▼ 
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Financial Reports 

This is one of the central themes of this book: 

Accounting provides a common language through which different business systems can communicate 

financial consequences. 

 

2.12 From Transactions to Financial Statements 

Let us consider a simplified business. 

The owner invests $50,000 in the business. 

The business then: 

Purchases inventory for $20,000.  

Sells some goods for $15,000 cash.  

Pays rent of $2,000.  

Pays salaries of $3,000.  

The accounting system records the individual transactions. 

At the end of the period, management may not want to examine each transaction individually. 

Instead, the system summarizes the information. 

The result may be presented in financial statements. 

The process can be represented as: 

Individual Transactions 

          │ 

          ▼ 

Journal Entries 

          │ 

          ▼ 

General Ledger 

          │ 

          ▼ 

Trial Balance 

          │ 
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          ▼ 

Financial Statements 

This transformation from detailed transactions to summarized financial information is one of the most important 

functions of accounting. 

 

2.13 The Role of the Database 

For a software engineer, accounting information eventually needs to be represented in a database. 

A simplified system might have tables such as: 

accounts 

customers 

suppliers 

products 

invoices 

payments 

journals 

journal_lines 

inventory_movements 

bank_transactions 

cost_centres 

budgets 

budget_lines 

These tables may represent different business concepts. 

However, they must be connected through accounting rules. 

For example: 

Customer Invoice 

      │ 

      ├── Customer 

      │ 

      ├── Invoice 
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      │ 

      ├── Accounts Receivable 

      │ 

      ├── Revenue 

      │ 

      └── General Ledger 

The database stores the data. 

The accounting rules determine what the data means financially. 

This distinction is extremely important. 

A database stores information. Accounting gives financial meaning to transactions. 

 

2.14 Accounting and the Concept of "Source of Truth" 

In software development, the phrase source of truth is often used to describe the authoritative location of data. 

Accounting systems have a similar concept. 

For example, the customer subledger may contain: 

Customer A: $2,000 

Customer B: $3,000 

Customer C: $5,000 

 

Total Receivables: $10,000 

The general ledger may contain: 

Accounts Receivable Control Account: $10,000 

The two should agree. 

If the subledger totals $10,000 but the general ledger shows $12,000, there is a reconciliation problem. 

This leads to an important principle: 

Integrated financial systems must maintain consistency between detailed records and summarized 

accounting records. 

The same principle applies to: 

Creditors and accounts payable  
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Inventory  

Fixed assets  

Payroll  

Cash and bank  

Budgets and actual transactions  

We will return to reconciliation throughout this book. 

 

2.15 Accounting and Software Architecture 

Software architecture describes how the components of a system are organized and interact. 

Accounting also has a conceptual architecture. 

Consider a sales transaction. 

             CUSTOMER PURCHASES GOODS 

                        │ 

                        ▼ 

                  SALES MODULE 

                        │ 

             ┌──────────┴──────────┐ 

             ▼                     ▼ 

       DEBTORS SUBLEDGER       INVENTORY 

             │                     │ 

             ▼                     ▼ 

   ACCOUNTS RECEIVABLE       COST OF GOODS SOLD 

       CONTROL ACCOUNT             │ 

             │                     │ 

             └──────────┬──────────┘ 

                        ▼ 

                  GENERAL LEDGER 

                        │ 
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                        ▼ 

                 FINANCIAL REPORTS 

A developer can think of these as separate modules or services. 

However, accounting provides the rules that connect them. 

The architecture must therefore respect both: 

Technical architecture  

Accounting architecture  

A system can be technically well-designed and still be financially incorrect. 

The challenge is to achieve both. 

 

2.16 Why Accounting Terminology Matters to Developers 

Imagine a requirements meeting. 

The accountant says: 

"We need the system to support a debtors subledger, a receivables control account, and monthly reconciliation." 

The developer responds: 

"Okay, I'll create a customers table." 

The developer may have misunderstood the requirement. 

A customer table is not necessarily a debtors subledger. 

The accountant may be expecting: 

Individual customer balances  

Invoices  

Payments  

Credit notes  

Allocations  

Outstanding invoices  

Aging  

Customer statements  

Reconciliation to the general ledger  
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Similarly, when an accountant asks for a budget by cost centre, they may not simply want a budget table. 

They may want: 

Financial Year 

    ↓ 

Budget Period 

    ↓ 

Account 

    ↓ 

Cost Centre 

    ↓ 

Budget Amount 

    ↓ 

Actual Amount 

    ↓ 

Commitments 

    ↓ 

Available Budget 

    ↓ 

Variance 

Understanding terminology allows the developer to ask better questions and build more accurate systems. 

 

2.17 Accounting and the Software Development Life Cycle 

Accounting knowledge can improve every stage of software development. 

Requirements Gathering 

The developer understands what the accountant is asking for. 

System Analysis 

The developer can model accounting processes correctly. 

Database Design 
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The developer can identify the necessary entities and relationships. 

Business Logic 

The developer can implement appropriate accounting rules. 

Testing 

The developer can create meaningful financial test cases. 

Deployment 

The developer can verify that opening balances and transactions are correctly migrated. 

Maintenance 

The developer can investigate financial discrepancies more effectively. 

Accounting knowledge is therefore not limited to coding. 

It supports the entire software development life cycle. 

 

2.18 The Golden Principle of Financial Software 

Throughout this book, we will return to one fundamental principle: 

A financial system must accurately represent the financial reality of the organization. 

The system should therefore be designed so that: 

Transactions are complete.  

Debits and credits are balanced.  

Financial records are traceable.  

Posted transactions are protected.  

Corrections are controlled.  

Subledgers reconcile with control accounts.  

Cashbooks can be reconciled with bank statements.  

Inventory records can be reconciled with physical stock.  

Budgets can be compared with actual results.  

Variances can be identified.  

Financial reports can be generated reliably.  

Users and actions can be audited.  
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These principles will guide us as we move deeper into accounting. 

 

2.19 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, we learned that: 

Accounting is the systematic process of recording, classifying, summarizing, analyzing, and communicating 

financial information.  

Accounting is often called the language of business.  

Bookkeeping focuses primarily on recording transactions, while accounting has a broader role.  

Financial accounting focuses on financial reporting.  

Management accounting supports internal decision-making.  

Cost accounting helps organizations understand costs.  

Tax accounting focuses on tax-related matters.  

Auditing examines financial information and controls.  

Accounting Information Systems combine accounting principles with technology.  

Accounting provides a common language for representing the financial consequences of business activities.  

Financial software must connect business events, accounting entries, subledgers, general ledgers, budgets, and 

reports.  

A technically functional system can still be financially incorrect if accounting principles are not properly 

implemented.  

 

Review Questions 

What is accounting?  

Why is accounting called the language of business?  

What is the difference between bookkeeping and accounting?  

What is financial accounting?  

What is management accounting?  

What is cost accounting?  

What is an Accounting Information System?  

Why is a chart of accounts important in software?  

Why should financial systems maintain audit trails?  
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What is the relationship between a subledger and a general ledger?  

Why should a software engineer understand accounting terminology?  

What does it mean to say that accounting provides a common language for business systems?  

 

Practical Exercise 

Consider an online retail company. 

A customer purchases a laptop for $1,500 on credit. The laptop originally cost the company $1,000. 

Answer the following questions: 

What business event has occurred?  

Who is the debtor?  

Which account records the amount owed by the customer?  

Which account records the revenue?  

What happens to inventory?  

What is the cost of goods sold?  

Which subledger is affected?  

Which general ledger accounts are affected?  

What accounting entries might be generated?  

What information should the software record for audit purposes?  

If the customer later pays the $1,500, what accounts are affected?  

How might the transaction appear in a financial report?  

 

 


