
ACCOUNTING TECH IN 2026: 
FROM AUTOMATION TO ORCHESTRATION

HOW LEADERS CAN USE 
YEAR-START CHECK-INS TO 
DRIVE ENGAGEMENT

Performance reviews don’t have to be backward-looking post-
mortems. Early-year check-ins offer a chance to boost morale 
and build momentum before things get hectic.
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The pace of change entering 2026 feels materially different. The last 
cycle was about adoption—cloud systems, digitized documents, 
bolted-on automation. This next cycle is about orchestration: bringing 
platforms, people, and processes together as a cohesive system.

AI MOVES FROM ASSISTING TO ACTING
The fundamental shift isn’t generative AI itself, it’s agentic AI, where 
software initiates tasks, monitors conditions, and coordinates actions 
across systems. Leading platforms now push toward “ready for review” 
outputs in tax and audit workflows. AI doesn’t eliminate professional 
judgment; it exposes it.

THE RISE OF THE “DIGITAL SENIOR”
Successful firms are developing professionals who blend accounting 
expertise with workflow design and AI oversight. They’re not 
programmers, but they’re fluent in automation logic and skilled at 
translating insights into client conversations.

WHAT TO DO
Audit your workflows before buying anything new. Reduce tool 
sprawl. Operationalize AI one lane at a time, starting with document-
heavy processes. Require citations and traceability for AI outputs. 
Treat training as capital, not obligation.

The tools can lighten the load or expose inefficiencies. The difference 
lies in how deliberately they’re adopted.

LOOKING FORWARD, NOT BACK
Traditional reviews obsess over what happened. Year-start 
conversations should focus on what’s coming: expectations, 
priorities, and how to handle the busy stretch ahead. Employees 
want direction, not just evaluation.

SEPARATE CAREER CONVERSATIONS
Schedule a dedicated follow-up focused purely on growth. 
What energizes them? Where do they want to build skills? 
These discussions help leaders spot emerging talent and inform 
succession planning.

CONDUCT A PRESSURE CHECK
Even committed teams get stretched. Use these meetings to 
gauge workload concerns and catch early burnout signs. If 
consistent themes emerge, from understaffing, to unclear 
expectations, or even outdated tools, act on them. Quick 
adjustments show you’re listening.

MAKE IT TWO-WAY
The best check-ins aren’t lectures. Give feedback but leave 
room for employees to share what’s working and what isn’t. 
Align on a few concrete next steps and revisit them. That shared 
commitment sustains engagement well beyond review season.

When individual achievements connect to the bigger picture, 
people see how their work matters. That’s where inspiration 
starts.
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NEW USPS RULE COULD AFFECT YEAR-END 
TAX DEDUCTIONS
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Anyone planning to snag a tax deduction with a last-minute charitable donation 
needs to know: the postal service quietly changed the rules.

Starting December 24, machine postmarks are no longer applied at local 
post offices or drop-off points. They’re applied at regional processing 
centers instead. Which means the date stamped on your mail may be several 
days later than when you sent it.

Here’s the scenario that should worry taxpayers: You drop a check in the mailbox 
on December 31, 2025. It gets routed to a regional center and postmarked January 
2, 2026. Without other proof of mailing, the IRS could decide that contribution was 
made in 2026, pushing your deduction back a full year.

Under federal tax law, when you make a charitable gift determines when you can 
deduct it. Donors have long relied on postmarks as proof of timing. That’s now 
unreliable.

The fix is straightforward but requires planning. Hand-deliver contributions, mail 
them well before December 31, or skip the mail entirely. One community foundation 
executive recommends sending large cash contributions via ACH or wire transfer. It’s 
not uncommon, she notes, for big checks to be delivered in person or even picked 
up by the charity itself.

The IRS may grant relief for 2025 contributions caught in this gap, but nobody should 
count on it.

THE FUTURE OF THE CPA FIRM
The accounting industry has operated largely 
unchanged for decades, but a fundamental 
shift is coming. While AI grabs headlines, 
technology is only part of the story. Long-
term success will hinge on transformation, 
technology, and talent—with culture as the 
connective tissue.

CULTURE IS THE FOUNDATION
Accounting remains a people business. That 
won’t change. But how people work together 
will. The most successful firms will grow while 
maintaining what makes them special: a 
culture where employees feel seen and valued. 
That foundation drives sustained success.

One way to invest in your people is to prioritize 
tech that solves actual problems, like tools that 
eliminate repetitive administrative work. But 
tech alone isn’t enough. Pair it with ongoing 
learning and development so your team can 
use these tools effectively. AI skills developed 
now will become even more valuable as 
technology matures.

STRATEGIC INVESTMENT
Some firms are turning to private equity to 
fund growth. When leveraged thoughtfully, PE 
can be an engine for expansion, but only if the 
partner aligns with your values and culture. 
Misalignment leads to failed partnerships and 
unhappy people.

The agile firm of the future senses changes early 
and responds effectively while maintaining 
quality. When employees are equipped with 
exceptional expertise, clients keep coming 
back. People-centric strategies are a win-win.
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