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How Bean Ninjas Grew
Their Service Business  
Accountant Meryl Johnston shares how focus and adaptability
have driven the successful growth of her company, Bean
Ninjas.
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Meryl Johnston

James: James Schramko here. Welcome back to SuperFastBusiness.com. This is
Episode 742. We’re going to be talking about accoun�ng. But we’ll make it interes�ng, I
promise. Today I’ve brought along Meryl Johnston. Welcome.

Meryl: Thanks, James. It’s great to be here.

A plain but very important industry

James: It’s great to have you. I’ve seen you bumping around the online community for
many years, and watched your bookkeeping service transform. And we’ll talk about
that, some of the changes you’ve had. But I think it’s a great example for others
because you come from an industry that is renowned for being fairly plain, right?
Accoun�ng. 
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I used to be in the accoun�ng game, many years ago. I actually studied accoun�ng
a�er school. I didn’t finish it, I had a lot of trouble with financial accoun�ng. It was my
li�le obstacle. But I loved the other courses, like the law course and the business
communica�ons and the economics, everything but the accoun�ng, as it turns out.

And I used to work in an accountant’s office on Fridays. So I got to know that industry,
and I do have an apprecia�on for how important it is in business. Because when I was
running the Mercedes-Benz dealerships, we used to hire really expensive accountants,
and they’d come in and do a lot of business growth stuff with us – run spreadsheets
and projec�ons and analysis and help us figure out which stock was best for us to
keep. Working closely with a financial controller, we were able to run the business very
profitably compared to when I started in that business. So it’s got such an important
func�on.

One pla�orm, one market

But what I’ve seen you do well is really zoom in on a par�cular pla�orm that you like to
work with, and then to get really cozy with a par�cular market that you’ve leaned into.
So you want to talk a li�le bit about what your company Bean Ninjas is actually doing at
the moment? And we’ll talk about some of the changes you’ve been through.

Meryl: Sure. So, as you said, we picked a piece of so�ware to specialize in, and that’s
Xero, the cloud accoun�ng pla�orm. And we did lean into a market, being online
businesses. So, people that are running ecommerce businesses, bloggers, digital
agencies. And the service that we provide is bookkeeping, so keeping all of the records
up to date within Xero, and then providing repor�ng around that. And I think that’s
where it gets interes�ng.

So that’s where we realized we were sending a whole load of reports to business
owners that were not being looked at. We’d send the email, and it would be opened,
and that would be that. And really, finance is a key to running a successful business,
and we actually wanted to work with business owners to understand their numbers
and use those numbers to make good decisions.
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Taking bookkeeping a step further

And so, from bookkeeping, we built out some addi�onal services around financial
literacy training, and also coaching. So, working with the business owners to look at
their numbers and to build things like forecasts to help make good decisions, like
whether they could afford to hire a team member, what some different scenarios
might look like. Par�cularly, we’re doing some work with the recession at the moment
around, well, what would a good case look like, but what would a bad case look like,
and how can you plan for that?

James: Right. And where would you say the average business owner is at in terms of
their financial acumen?

Meryl: Some business owners do come from an accoun�ng background or they’ve
studied business, but I would say most haven’t. And of that propor�on that haven’t,
many business owners have the tendency to put their head in the sand. And so they
outsource everything to their accountant and don’t really take ownership of the
finances in their business in the same way that they would marke�ng or sales. And I
think it’s key, even if you are going to work with an accountant, to have a fundamental
understanding of the key numbers and the drivers within your business.
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James: I do too. It’s almost a secret, isn’t it? A lot of the high performers I work with
have had to learn their numbers and get a be�er affinity with it. And it’s certainly
important if you’re spending to buy traffic, because you need to know if you’re going to
get that money back and when you’re going to get it back. So I’ve no�ced a lot of the
high-level people who buy traffic are good with numbers. Some of them are even data
analysts, like they’re hardcore into their numbers.

But where the business owner’s flying blind, it’s o�en a recipe for impending doom.
Because they might actually be able to spend a lot more than they realize, and they’re
being conserva�ve, just through lack of understanding, where they could have bailed
themselves out or scaled out of a situa�on. And other �mes, probably very common,
people tend to spend more than they’re making, or they have such a limited
understanding of their financials, they might double-dip on salary and drawings and
think it’s the same thing, etc. So, I’ve seen all sorts of interes�ng scenarios.

Narrowing down the market

So, you come along and help the business owner. You help them with their
bookkeeping, you’re using the Xero pla�orm, which we use as well and love. And then
you’re helping give them some literacy around what’s actually happening. How did you
decide on that market in the first place?

Meryl: Well, when we first started Bean Ninjas, I didn’t actually know that much about
business, and we just wanted customers. So we actually worked with everyone in the
beginning. We had tradesmen, we had sign writers, we had professional services,
ecommerce, we had the spectrum of different kinds of businesses. And it was probably
only a year in that we realized that it’s quite hard to be a specialist in all of the
accoun�ng for all of these different industries. They’re all using different CRMs;
they’re selling through different pla�orms. And we can’t be an expert in everything.

So then we did some analysis on our customers. And we looked at who we liked
working with, who perceived value in what we did and appreciated the work. And then
we also did some profitability analysis on all of our customers to iden�fy, were some
customer segments more profitable than others? But that wasn’t the only thing that we
were looking at.
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And then we realized we actually really resonated with people who are running online
businesses. And I think that was partly to do with the values that we were trying to run
our own business with, where we wanted to create freedom, we wanted to run a
successful business, but we weren’t trying to buy Ferraris. We wanted to create more
�me. And a lot of the online businesses that we were working with also wanted
something similar, and were running their businesses in a similar way, with remote
teams. So we really understood those style of businesses.

So we didn’t actually set out to find a par�cular market segment, but we realized that it
helped us not only from a backend opera�ons perspec�ve in streamlining everything
that we did, but also from a market posi�oning perspec�ve, in terms of what problem
we were solving and for who.

James: So you pre�y much started to do an analysis of your exis�ng client base and
then to refine and look into the pa�erns of desirable profit, things that align with your
value system. And of course, having one pla�orm as a focus allows you to create a
very strong filter that will a�ract or repel a prospect in terms of ease or difficulty to
deal with.

How big and where exactly is Bean Ninjas?

When you say “we” or “us”, what does the size of the business look like and where was
it located?

Meryl: Back then, it would have been two co-founders and a couple of contractors.
Now we’re a team of 16 people, and we’re almost five years in. So we’ve grown over
that period. In terms of loca�on, I’m based on the Gold Coast. And my business partner
at the �me, so the guy that I founded the business with, who exited about two years in,
he was based in Sydney. So from day one, we were actually forced to work as a
remote team, and all of our systems needed to be online, due to the fact that we were
based in different loca�ons. So when we started hiring people, we were already set up
to work remotely, which, in the beginning, it was difficult that we were in different
places, but I think it forced us to set up the business to scale as a remote business.
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The partnership changes that happen with growth

James: Right. And I’m curious, like, what sort of things happen as you grow, where you
have a co-founder, and then decide that that’s going to change? What sort of things
would cause that?

Meryl: For us, we had a skill set that was too similar, and we didn’t really define our
roles. So I think that’s what caused the ini�al tension, because we were both doing
everything. We were both doing sales calls. We were both accountants, so we could
both do the work or manage staff. We were both wri�ng blog posts. We were both
involved in our internal finances. So we really didn’t set ourselves up to succeed as
partners, because we were overlapping in different areas and we really didn’t have
defined roles. And we didn’t have something that we could each focus on and take
responsibility for. So I think that caused some of the problems.

And then also, we realized we had different goals. And my business partner at the �me
had a young baby, I didn’t so I was willing to take bigger risks and wanted to grow
faster, but he was in a different place in his life. And so at different goals meant that we
wanted to run the business differently. And we did have a lot of ini�al conversa�ons
before we went into business together. But we didn’t actually talk about that. So we
were busy ge�ng our shareholder agreements in place and figuring out what an exit
would look like. And we did agree on all of those. We had all of that in place, but we
didn’t actually talk about something that’s really important, is where did we want the
business to be in five years, and that was quite different.

James: It’s a really important topic because it comes up a lot with partnerships. And
because you had the exit provided for upfront, was it easier to implement that?
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Meryl: It was. We had already talked through what it would look like with either of us
buying the other party out. So I think we both felt like it was fair, because we had
already talked it through from both perspec�ves. And either of us was willing to either
acquire all of the business or or pass it on to the other co-founder. So I think that really
helped. It was s�ll emo�onal for both of us. We’re s�ll friends now. We s�ll refer work
to each other. But it was quite a difficult emo�onal process ge�ng to that point. It’s like
a break-up of actually ge�ng to that point of agreeing that it’s not working and what
are we going to do and how are we going to transi�on. And full credit to Ben, who is
my business partner, on s�cking around to help me through the transi�on and hiring a
team to replace what he was doing.

James: Yeah. I know, it’s probably something we hadn’t flagged to talk about, but it’s
something I encounter so o�en. And I appreciate you sharing that.

How family impacted running a business

Now, you went on to have a daughter a year ago. How did that happen in terms of the
business? Was it easy for you to go through that change? Because you went from the
prior situa�on of not having that to now having a baby, which is a big commitment, I
know about this. And I imagine it’s probably changed the rela�onship you have with
work in some way.

Meryl: It absolutely did. I really enjoy running a business. And even though my goal
when star�ng Bean Ninjas was to work 20 hours a week or less so that I could surf and
travel – that was the goal that I stated – I actually really like working and running a
business. So I was working a lot more hours than that. And then when I knew that I
was going to have a baby, we’ve got nine months, really, to get everything in place.
Because I knew that I wanted to be an ac�ve mom. And I s�ll wanted to run a
business, but I wanted to be there for my family as well.
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And prior to knowing that we were going to have a baby, I had already started trying to
delegate and build an organiza�onal structure so that the business could run without
me. I think as an entrepreneur, that was another goal that I’d set myself, that I wanted
to be ac�ng more like an investor in a business rather than the day-to-day opera�ons,
even though I enjoyed running the business. But knowing that I had that �meline,
knowing that I had nine months and that I wanted to take a full month away from the
business and then come back part �me, really was the catalyst for me to make sure
that I had all of the right team members in place, that we had the right systems, and
that team members were able to con�nue on without me. And the business actually
grew while I was away, which was fantas�c.

James: Yeah, that is nice. It actually thrived. You picked up an award, you became an
Australian Xero bookkeeping partner. That must have been a real team achievement.

Meryl: It absolutely was. My daughter was born at the beginning of 2019. And I did
work part-�me for part of 2019 as well. And that was the year that we won the award.
And so that was full credit to the team, not only from the bookkeeping opera�ons
perspec�ve, but I had my new business partner Wayne helping. He was running sales
and we had someone in marke�ng. So it really was a team effort.

James: Yeah, very good.

The revenue share side of the picture

And you actually con�nued on in developing your business model. I’m interested in it
from a few angles. One is, you picked up on the revenue share deal  side of business, of
something that I’m really enjoying as well. I’d love it if you could talk us through what
happened there.

Meryl: So I’d come across your training around revenue share, and I’d also done some
reading about this approach of thinking like an investor rather than a business owner.
And so I had a couple of false starts. And I’m part of the SuperFastBusiness community ,
and I’ve been taking advantage of your one-on-one coaching in there, asking about, I
had a couple of different deals that I was trying to get off the ground, that fell flat. And
it was my third a�empt where it actually went forward, and I have a revenue share
deal in place.
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And this actually happened with a team member, Michael. so he’d been an accountant
for a couple of years at Bean Ninjas. And he’d actually pitched me when he joined the
business to say he was interested in a role with us, if there was a poten�al for him to
be a partner or have some equity at some point down the track. And I was open to
that. I could see he had a lot of poten�al. He had a strong accoun�ng background, but
he was also a charisma�c guy, great communica�on skills, which is some�mes more
difficult to find in accountants. So I could see his poten�al.

So he worked in the business for a couple of years with the idea that he would lead a
bookkeeping team. And then when we forecast out, what would that look like in terms
of what his income goals were, compared to how many people he’d need to manage
and the size of the por�olio, he realized, actually, this isn’t something that I’m
passionate about. This isn’t really what I want to do.

He s�ll wanted to be part of Bean Ninjas. And we had to figure out, well, how do we
actually do this? He wanted to own something. He didn’t want to do bookkeeping. And
so we came up with the idea. He really did some self-reflec�on about what he loved,
which is coaching people and coaching business owners and talking and educa�ng
about finances. So he went and got cer�fied as a profit first consultant. And then we
set up a revenue share deal around that. And it’s slightly different to the typical
revenue share deal with your framework, James, in that this is actually equity. So I own
part of Michael’s business, and he’s leveraging the Bean Ninjas brand to build his profit
and cash flow coaching business.

James: Yeah, it’s nice. It’s kind of like a cross collateraliza�on in a way. It’s a really
emerging market too, that profit first thing. It’s like the first �me business owners have
discovered that they can actually pull a profit from the business and s�ll run it with the
cost of the le�. And I’ve seen it take off. It’s a good place for you to be, I imagine.

Produc�zing versus custom services

Another good place for you to be is to to start taking some of those services and
packaging them in a way that people can purchase them from you that doesn’t involve
a lot of human manpower to deliver, i.e., online courses, or produc�zed services. What
sort of steps did you go through to start making headway in that area?
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Meryl: When we started Bean Ninjas I was working in a coworking space with a guy
called Dan Norris , who was running WPCurve. And that’s when I first came across the
concept of a produc�zed service. And I was running a consul�ng business at the �me,
and the differences that I could see with it, I was doing custom quotes and doing
custom projects, and everything was different. And it was quite hard to scale that
business. And then when I looked at how Dan was describing a produc�zed service, it
was very defined. It was the same set of deliverables, or maybe there were a couple of
different pricing �ers with the same set of deliverables, and then a team that could
deliver that over and over. So it was easier to scale from a delivery perspec�ve. And
also it was easier to sell from a marke�ng perspec�ve, rather than just relying on
rela�onships as a consultant.

And with Bean Ninjas, I really wanted that produc�zed service model, where we had a
defined offering, and then we delivered that over and over again. And it has been a
li�le challenging to do that with bookkeeping, especially when we were In so many
different industries. Because all of the different industries had different quirks and
needed slightly different things that were outside of our packages. But we’ve always
tried to stay true to that vision of being a produc�zed service so that we could deliver
something valuable. So what we needed was to make sure we were solving a real
problem, but also that we wanted to do that in a repeatable way so that we could build
a team, and we weren’t selling my exper�se as an accoun�ng consultant. There was a
whole process and system behind it.

Products beyond the service

James: Right. And is there informa�on also available just to purchase, that doesn’t
require a team?

Meryl: Yeah. So originally, we focused on the produc�zed service. And about a year
ago, we also packaged that up into an online course. And we have two online courses
now. One is Financial Founda�ons, and that’s helping business owners to understand
the key accoun�ng concepts in running a business and ge�ng their system set up so
that it’s automated using technology to get accurate accoun�ng informa�on.
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And then the other course is Knowing Your Numbers. And that’s once you’ve got your
system in place, and you’ve got these numbers coming through, you can start to dive in
and analyze it and look at, well, what are my gross margins? Am I making enough on my
products or delivering this par�cular service? What is my marke�ng spent as a
percentage of revenue? And so that second course is diving in and analyzing your own
business numbers using some of the techniques that we teach.

James: And when you created the courses, did you find your exis�ng customers were
interested in purchasing those? Or did you have to find a different type of customer?

Meryl: The original set of beta students, I’d call them, all came from my exis�ng
network, and quite a few were exis�ng customers. And really, I want to just have
people go through the course, give me feedback so I could refine it. Where is now that
the first course, it’s designed for people that are too early stage to purchase our
bookkeeping services, so they need to learn how to do it themselves. So it’s a slightly
different market. Whereas the Know Your Numbers course, that’s pitched directly at
our customers, because we’re providing the bookkeeping service. And then we really
want them to actually use those numbers to make great decisions. And so that course
is pitched at our customers, but also anyone could use it. They don’t have to be a Bean
Ninjas bookkeeping customer.

The traffic sources of choice

James: And what has been your favorite ways of ge�ng customers in terms of traffic
source?

Meryl: Our most successful has been SEO. We actually tried ads, so Facebook ads and
Google Ads earlier this year. And we did build an audience, but I don’t think we’ve got
our messaging right. And so it’s a strategy I’d like to explore again, but we haven’t
figured that out. Whereas SEO, we’ve been working on content marke�ng. We started
blogging the day that we started Bean Ninjas. And now I talk more about content
marke�ng than blogging. But that’s been a great strategy for us. We didn’t really get a
lot of results from that for the first three years. But now if I look at the leads that come
through, I’d say every week we’re ge�ng leads come through where we ask, how did
you find this? And it says, Google search.
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What price for informa�on?

James: Nice. And how did you set your pricing for the informa�on products?

Meryl: We’ve been experimen�ng with them. When we did the beta group, I picked a
number and I just wanted to get people through it, so it wasn’t expensive. We’ve tried
with a lower priced $199 offering, which was just the course, so DIY, no group
coaching. At the moment we’re trying almost a $1,000 offering which has group
coaching alongside the content. So I think we’re s�ll figuring it out. I’m really happy
with the content itself. I’m really proud of it, I think it’s quite unique, some of the
content we’ve created. But selling courses and group coaching is different to selling a
produc�zed service, and we’re s�ll figuring out whether we add more value through
the group coaching, which I think we do, but then that’s harder to scale compared to
purely an informa�on product?

The market reach of the Ninjas

James: And does your material apply for market, or just the Australian audience?

Meryl: It applies to a global market. And that was important to me because more than
50 percent of our Bean Ninjas customers are based overseas, mainly in the US. And
the topics that I’m talking about in the training, they’re not tax-related. So they’re
related to technology stacks, they’re related to things like, how can you follow up with
debtors to make sure you get paid quickly, or how can you set up recurring revenue?
That would apply to any business, it’s not so much diving into the tax, or the company
structures of different regions.

James: I imagine you have to change some of the words you use, like revenue instead
of turnover and 401 instead of re�rement funds, etc.

Meryl: I do try and do that. So I might say profit was an income statement, just so that
it’s relevant for people in different countries.



/

James: Gotcha. And of course, tax can be different in different jurisdic�ons. And there
are some complexi�es about where the seller is located and where the buyer is
located. Do you cover some of those things?

Meryl: I don’t. I don’t cover anything related to tax. I don’t feel like I’m a tax expert. I’m
an accountant. So I’ve had some training in tax. But as part of it, we have a Bean Ninjas
community, which we run through Slack . And that’s open to all of our students and also
our exis�ng customers. And we bring in other experts to teach. And so that’s where
we bring in tax accountants that can specialize in these things. Like, sales tax in the US
is quite a specific topic, but very relevant, especially to our e-commerce businesses. So
that’s how we approach that.

A look ahead

James: Right. So what do you see in your crystal ball of the future of Bean Ninjas?

Meryl: Well, we’re really trying to scale the bookkeeping side of the business, and
we’re focused on two market segments at the moment. We’re really doubling down on
e-commerce. We’ve seen that with what’s been happening – we’re recording this in
the middle of the lockdown with COVID-19, and so there’s a lot of movement towards
people buying online, because they can’t buy from their bricks and mortar stores. And I
think that’s been a trend anyway. And the accoun�ng for e-commerce can be quite
complex. So that’s one area we’re really focusing on and trying to grow. And the other
is around services, digital services. So we want to grow our team. We’d like to be
eventually an eight-figure business. We’re not there yet. But mainly we’re focused on
adding value to our customers and adap�ng. So where we started five years ago in the
service we have provided, we’ve had to adapt that over the last five years, and I’m
seeing we’ll have to adapt again as things change.

The lines of communica�on

James: And as you grow the business, what sort of structure do you have in terms of
communica�on within the team?
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Meryl: So, each team member has a manager. And so they would be communica�ng
with them through their one-on-one calls to check in with how they’re going. Are you
talking about things like team mee�ngs and the pla�orms?

James: Exactly, because you’ve got a few different players, you’ve got some moving
parts, you’ve got services, you’ve got produc�zed services, you’ve got info products,
you got people sca�ered around, and you’ve got a lot of people. So I imagine there has
to be plenty of communica�on going on.

Meryl: There is, and it is challenging with people in different �me zones. Because we
have team members in Australia, the Philippines, Europe and the US. And those �me
zones, it’s pre�y hard to have team mee�ngs with everyone on at the same �me. It’s a
late night or an early morning. So the strategies we have are using Slack and trying to
engage with the team with fun conversa�ons there as well as work. We do lunch-and-
learns, which are the whole team together. That’s only once a month. Team updates, I
know some businesses do team updates, where it is an all-hands mee�ng on at the
same �me. We actually prefer Loom videos, where I’ll record and update or my
business partner Wayne will, just so that we’re not having people up early or late at
night.

And we try to avoid mee�ngs just for the sake of mee�ngs. We want to be efficient
with how we communicate. But we do also want the team to build rela�onships and
have a chance to chat, not just about work. So we try and balance those things. We did
run an in-person retreat at the end of 2019 on the Gold Coast with the management
team, and we had eight of our team members travel there and have a great �me
together. And we were actually planning a Philippines retreat this year, un�l travel was
cancelled. So that’s something that we’ll plan to do down the track, so that all of our
Philippines team can meet other Bean Ninjas team members.

James: Yeah, wow. That’ll be like, a lot of ninjas going on. Philippines will be great. I’m
sure you’ll enjoy that. When it opens up, I think travel will be even more special.
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Tips for the aspiring

I love it. I love how you’re using technology. You’re very savvy. You know, tradi�onal
accoun�ng firms could learn so much from listening to this, but also any service
professional. What would be your sort of dis�lled few �ps for a service professional
like a lawyer or an accountant or whatever, trying to get a li�le more connected to this
online world? What’s been your biggest �ps?

https://www.superfastbusiness.com/business/742-how-bean-ninjas-grew-their-service-business/?utm_campaign=SFB-Post-PDF&utm_medium=PDF&utm_source=SFB-Post&utm_content=Their-Service-Business&utm_term=SFB-site-visitor


/

Meryl: For me, being part of communi�es has been cri�cal. I’ve been part of
SuperFastBusiness since 2016, and I’ve been part of some other communi�es. And
that’s what really opened my eyes up to these other kinds of businesses. I also read a
lot and listen to a lot of other podcasts. I probably listen to five or six podcasts a week.
And I’m always just trying to learn and hear what is working for other people. Some
things may not be relevant, but picking out what’s happening in other industries and
then thinking how you can apply it to your industry helped me adapt the way that I run
Bean Ninjas, and being open to trying things. I never thought that I would have
customers in the US. And the way I think about tes�ng anything is, one, can I minimize
the risk? So in the case of opening in the US market, could I get insurance over there
and mi�gate my risk? And then, how can I test this on a really small scale without
spending a whole lot of money? And I think by doing those li�le experiments, you can
actually try lots of things without significantly risking your business or your personal
assets, just to see what works and the opportuni�es that are out there.

James: You’ve done so well with it. And having Dan Norris in close quarters would
inspire you, I’m sure. His philosophies on quick startups and rapid innova�on, always
very interes�ng to be around those sort of communi�es. So I really appreciate you
coming and sharing. This is super instruc�ve, because you’ve blazed a trail that others
can follow. You’ve been through the changes in partnership, you’ve had rapid
expansion, you’ve found your perfect customer, you’ve stuck to a pla�orm, you’ve
stepped back from the business and found leverage. You know, you’re s�ll being able
to have a family there. So really good stuff, and I appreciate it very much. Thanks for
sharing, Meryl.

Meryl: Thanks, James. I really enjoyed coming on. And I’ve been listening to your
podcast for years, so it’s great to have the opportunity to come and chat with you.

James: Yeah, well, you know, it’s doing more solo shows here and there. So not so
many interviews, but when I get a good story like this, I really want to share it. Because
it’s super inspiring, just to see what’s possible. So we put these things hoping that you
know, someone will listen, get a big idea or some confidence that they can give this a
shot, get in there, have a go, use the resources around them. You’ve applied so many,
from revenue shares through to team building to online marke�ng to product selec�on
and strategy, pricing, which markets. It’s all there. There’s a lot of gold in this episode.
And I appreciate it.

Of course, if you listen to this episode, and you need help with your bookkeeping, then
Meryl’s over there at BeanNinjas.com  and they’ve got all sorts of offerings for you.

http://beanninjas.com/
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