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Understanding the Australian Business
Number (ABN) and Why You Need One

If you are planning to start a business, work as a freelancer, or operate as
a sole trader in Australia, one of the first and most important steps you
will need to take is learning how to get ABN number registration
completed. The Australian Business Number (ABN) is a unique 11-digit
identifier that allows your business to interact with the government, other
businesses, and the public. Without it, you may face limitations on
invoicing, tax obligations, and even eligibility for certain contracts. This
guide provides a clear, step-by-step walkthrough on how to obtain your
ABN, what documents you need, and how to avoid common mistakes
during the application process.

Many new business owners assume that applying for an ABN is
complicated, but the reality is that the process is designed to be
straightforward and accessible. The Australian Business Register (ABR)
manages all ABN applications, and in most cases, you can complete the
entire process online in less than 30 minutes. However, understanding
the eligibility criteria and choosing the correct business structure are
critical to ensuring your application is approved without delays.

Who Is Eligible for an ABN?

Before you begin the application, it is essential to confirm that you meet
the eligibility requirements. The Australian Taxation Office (ATO) and the
ABR have strict guidelines about who can hold an ABN. You are eligible to
apply if you are:

e Carrying on an enterprise or business in Australia

¢ A sole trader, partnership, company, or trust

e Registered for Goods and Services Tax (GST) if your turnover
exceeds $75,000 per year

¢ A non-profit organisation or charity operating in Australia

¢ An individual or entity that intends to start a business in the near
future

It is important to note that you cannot hold an ABN for personal activities
or hobbies that do not generate income. The ATO defines an enterprise as
an activity conducted in the form of a business, trade, or profession. If
you are unsure whether your activity qualifies, the ABR website provides
a helpful eligibility tool that can guide you before you formally apply.
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What Happens If You Do Not Meet the Eligibility
Criteria?

If you apply for an ABN but do not genuinely carry on an enterprise, your
application may be rejected. In some cases, the ATO may cancel your
ABN if they determine that your business activity has ceased or that you
never truly operated a business. This is why it is critical to be honest and
accurate when describing your business activities during the application
process. If you are still in the planning phase, you can still apply, but you
should indicate that your business is not yet active. Once you begin
trading, you must update your details with the ABR.

How to Get ABN Number: A Step-by-Step
Guide

Now that you understand the basic eligibility requirements, let us walk
through the actual process of applying for an ABN. The entire procedure
is managed through the Australian Business Register website, and there
is no cost to apply. Here is a detailed breakdown of each step.

Step 1: Prepare Your Personal and Business Information

Before you start the online application, gather the following details so
that the process goes smoothly:

e Your Tax File Number (TFN) or a TFN application reference number

e Your full name, date of birth, and residential address

e Your business or trading name (if you have one)

e Details about your business structure (sole trader, partnership,
company, or trust)

e A description of your business activities

e Estimated annual turnover for the first 12 months

e Australian Business Number of any associated entities (if applicable)

Having this information ready will prevent you from having to pause the
application to look up details. If you are applying as a company or trust,
you will also need the relevant incorporation or trust documents.

Step 2: Access the ABR Online Application Portal

Go to the official Australian Business Register website at abr.gov.au. Look
for the section dedicated to applying for an ABN. The portal is secure and
encrypted, so your personal information is protected. You will be guided
through a series of questions designed to verify your identity and
business details. The system is intelligent and will adapt the questions
based on your responses, so do not be surprised if some sections appear
or disappear depending on your answers.
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One of the most critical parts of the application is verifying who you are.
The ABR uses a combination of your TFN and personal details to confirm
your identity. If you do not have a TFN, you can still proceed, but the
application may take longer because the system will require additional
verification steps. In some cases, you may need to provide certified copies
of identification documents such as a driver licence or passport.

Step 4: Provide Detailed Information About Your
Business Activities

You will be asked to describe the nature of your business activities in
clear, plain English. Avoid using overly generic terms like "services" or
"consulting." Instead, be specific. For example, if you are a freelance
graphic designer, write "graphic design services for digital and print
media." If you run a small café, write "retail sale of coffee, food, and
beverages for on-site and takeaway consumption."” The more specific you
are, the easier it is for the ABR to assess your eligibility.

Step 5: Choose Your Business Structure Correctly

Your business structure determines how you will be taxed and your
personal liability. The most common structures for small businesses are:

e Sole Trader: You are the sole owner and personally liable for all
debts. This is the simplest structure and the easiest to set up.

e Partnership: Two or more people share ownership, profits, and
liabilities. A partnership agreement is strongly recommended.

e Company: A separate legal entity that provides limited liability
protection. Companies require registration with the Australian
Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC).

e Trust: A trustee manages assets or business operations for the
benefit of others. Trusts are more complex and typically require
professional advice.

If you are unsure which structure suits your situation, consider consulting
a business advisor or accountant before applying. Changing your
structure after you have your ABN can involve additional paperwork and
costs.

Step 6: Submit Your Application and Await Confirmation

Once you have filled in all the required fields, review your application
carefully for any errors or omissions. A single typo in your name or
address can cause delays. After submitting, most applicants receive their
ABN instantly or within 24 hours. In some cases, the system may need to
verify additional details, which can take up to 28 days. You will receive a
confirmation email with your ABN certificate, which you should keep for
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Common Mistakes to Avoid When Applying
for an ABN

Even though the application process is straightforward, many applicants
make avoidable errors that slow down their registration or lead to
rejection. Here are the most common pitfalls and how to avoid them.

Using Incorrect Personal Details

Your name, date of birth, and address must exactly match what is
recorded with the ATO. If you have recently changed your name or
moved, update your details with the ATO before applying for your ABN.
Mismatched information is one of the most frequent causes of application
delays.

Selecting the Wrong Business Structure

Choosing a business structure that does not match your actual operations
can cause tax and legal problems later. For example, if you apply as a
company but have not incorporated with ASIC, your application will be
rejected. Take the time to understand each structure before you select
one.

Providing Vague Business Activity Descriptions

The ABR needs to see that you are genuinely carrying on an enterprise.
Descriptions like "general business" or "online sales" are too broad and
may trigger additional scrutiny. Always provide a clear, specific
description of what you do.

Applying Multiple Times

If your application is delayed, do not submit a second application.
Duplicate applications can confuse the system and lead to both being
rejected. Instead, check the status of your original application using the
reference number provided.

Benefits of Having an ABN

Once you successfully learn how to get ABN number and receive your
registration, you unlock several important benefits that can help your
business grow and operate more smoothly.

e Invoicing with Legitimacy: You can issue tax invoices that include
your ABN, which is required for clients who want to claim GST
credits.

e Avoiding Pay As You Go (PAYG) Withholding: When you provide
your ABN to clients, they are not required to withhold tax from
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¢ Business Credibility: Having an ABN signals to customers,
suppliers, and partners that you are a legitimate, registered
business.

¢ Access to Government Contracts: Many government tenders and
contracts require suppliers to hold a valid ABN.

e Simplified Tax Reporting: Your ABN links your business activity
to your tax records, making it easier to lodge Business Activity
Statements (BAS) and annual returns.

¢ Registering for GST: If your turnover exceeds $75,000, you must
register for GST, which requires a valid ABN.

What to Do After You Receive Your ABN

Congratulations on receiving your ABN. Your next steps will depend on
the nature of your business. Here are some actions you should consider
taking immediately after your registration is confirmed.

Register for GST if Required

If you expect your annual turnover to be $75,000 or more, you are
required to register for GST. You can do this through the same ABR
portal. Even if your turnover is below the threshold, you may choose to
register voluntarily to claim GST credits on your business purchases.

Register a Business Name

If you are trading under a name that is not your personal legal name, you
need to register a business name with the Australian Securities and
Investments Commission (ASIC). This applies to sole traders,
partnerships, and companies that use a trading name different from the
entity name.

Open a Separate Business Bank Account

Keeping your business finances separate from your personal finances is
essential for accurate record-keeping and tax reporting. Most banks offer
business accounts that integrate with accounting software and make BAS
lodgement easier.

Set Up Record-Keeping Systems

Good records are the backbone of any successful business. Use
accounting software like Xero, MYOB, or QuickBooks to track income,
expenses, invoices, and receipts. This will save you time and stress when
tax season arrives.
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Frequently Asked Questions About ABN
Registration

Even with a clear guide, many people still have questions about the
process. Here are answers to some of the most common queries.

Can I Apply for an ABN Without a TFN?

Yes, you can apply without a TFEN, but you will need to provide additional
identification documents. The process may also take longer because the
ABR cannot immediately verify your identity through the ATO system. It is
always better to have your TFN ready before you apply.

Is There a Fee to Get an ABN?

No, applying for an ABN through the official Australian Business Register
is completely free. Be cautious of third-party websites that charge fees to
process your application. Always use the abr.gov.au portal to avoid
unnecessary costs.

Do I Need an ABN as a Sole Trader?

Yes, if you are operating as a sole trader, you should apply for an ABN.
While it is not legally required unless your turnover exceeds $75,000,
having an ABN makes it easier to invoice clients and avoid PAYG
withholding. Many businesses will not work with sole traders who do not
have an ABN.

Can I Have More Than One ABN?

Generally, you can only hold one ABN per legal entity. However, if you
operate multiple businesses



