
GETTING SMALL BUSINESS 

CLIENTS TO ACTUALLY USE THEIR 

FINANCIAL STATEMENTS

THE AI SKILLS GAP NO ONE IS 
TALKING ABOUT
As AI takes over routine accounting work, the capabilities that de�ne real 

value become distinctly human — strategic judgment, authentic trust-

building, asking be�er questions, connecting disparate client information 

into actionable insight. None of that can be automated. �e problem is 

those skills are also the �rst to disappear under burnout, and 82% of 

employees are currently at risk.

AI can process enormous amounts of data, but it can’t build the kind of 

trust that makes a client willing to share what keeps them up at night. 

It can’t make the intuitive leap connecting an o�and comment in a 

meeting to a signi�cant strategic opportunity. �ese capabilities require 

presence, emotional bandwidth, and cognitive space — resources that 

burnout systematically depletes. Most �rms are already losing access to 

the capabilities they’ll need most.

Most �rms have tried incorporating “become more advisory” into 

strategic planning. Training gets launched, new services get developed — 

then everyone returns to unsustainable workloads and nothing changes. 

Advisory work requires slowing down enough to notice pa�erns, ask 

thoughtful follow-up questions, and think several steps ahead. �at 

demands mental space most teams don’t have.

Firms that protect thinking time, shi� metrics from hours to outcomes, 

and reward proactive client work over transactional output will be 

positioned to win. �e real competitive advantage isn’t adopting the 

most advanced technology; �rst, it’s creating conditions where human 

judgment can �ourish.
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Most small business owners ignore their �nancial 

statements — not because the numbers don’t ma�er, 

but because the reports were designed for accountants, 

not operators. Delivery is o�en late, the terminology is 

foreign, and there’s no guidance on what to do with the 

information. �e result: clients make decisions based on 

their bank balance instead of carefully prepared �nancials 

si�ing unread in an inbox.

�e reasons are consistent. Standard formats use 

terminology that might as well be a foreign language 

to someone who didn’t study accounting. By the time 

December �nancials arrive in February, the decisions have 

already been made. And even when reports arrive on time, 

a number on a page doesn’t automatically translate into 

a business decision. For many owners, opening �nancial 

statements feels like receiving a bad report card — easier 

to avoid than confront. None of that is the client’s fault.

�e �x requires changing the approach entirely. Simplify 

reports using plain language. Commit to delivering 

�nancials within 10-15 days of month-end so the 

information is still actionable. Include a short narrative 

calling out what’s notable and what deserves a�ention. 

Build a recurring review meeting into the engagement 

rather than leaving it optional. Most importantly, connect 

the numbers directly to decisions clients are already 

wrestling with — hiring, purchasing, pricing, expansion.

Financial statements stop feeling like a compliance 

obligation when they start functioning as a decision-

making tool. �e goal isn’t for clients to love their �nancials 

— it’s for them to see that the numbers help make be�er 

decisions about things they already care about.



Finance and accounting leaders are increasingly being handed responsibility for how AI 

gets used inside their organizations — whether they asked for that role or not. According 

to Genpact research, nearly 40% now sponsor or lead AI initiatives. But 62% cite skills gaps 

as a signi�cant barrier, and an equal number �ag regulatory and compliance challenges. 

Ge�ing handed the wheel without a map is a real problem.

�e shi� happening right now is from AI that generates to AI that executes — systems that 

decide, act, and learn alongside people. Only 35% of executives say their AI applications 

deliver measurable business value. Meanwhile, 99% report inadequate governance 

models to handle the risks that come with it. �at’s a gap CPAs are uniquely positioned 

to �ll. Deep familiarity with accountability, documentation, and risk management makes 

them a natural bridge between what the technology can do and what the business can 

defend.

�e skill set that ma�ers going forward isn’t just technical. CPAs don’t need to become 

data scientists, but they do need to understand what AI can and can’t reliably produce, 

how to interpret output in the context of a speci�c client’s business, and how to translate 

complex data into decisions someone can act on. Credentials still ma�er. So does knowing 

when not to trust the model.

�e CPA’s role is evolving from compliance cop to something closer to a strategic architect 

— mapping the skills a team will need, building governance frameworks before problems 

surface, and keeping the humans in the room grounded when the technology gets 

oversold.

Most accounting �rms don’t think of IT infrastructure as a growth problem. �ey should. 

Firms running �xed-capacity virtual desktop environments with manual provisioning are 

quietly absorbing costs that compound as they scale — underutilized resources, stretched 

IT sta�, and systems that can’t �ex around busy season without signi�cant overhead.

�e old model ties growth directly to headcount. Accounting so�ware giant Sage ran into 

this hard: onboarding 40 new users meant hiring another IT engineer. �at math doesn’t 

work at scale.

�e alternative is policy-based infrastructure automation — systems that spin virtual 

machines up or down based on actual real-time demand rather than static schedules, 

self-heal from failures, and adjust capacity around business hours and seasonal spikes 

without anyone manually intervening. Sage made the switch and cut VM infrastructure 

costs by more than 60%. One month in, they saved $123,000. Over a year, $1.5 million. More 

tellingly, they grew from 200 to 1,000 customers without adding a single infrastructure 

sta� member.

For accounting �rms, the operational case is straightforward. Tax season creates 

predictable demand spikes. Remote and hybrid teams need reliable, consistent access. 

Compliance requirements aren’t ge�ing lighter. Fixed infrastructure handles none of that 

gracefully.

Ge�ing started doesn’t require a full overhaul. Start with accurate usage data — you 

can’t automate what you can’t see. Pilot auto-scaling on the highest-tra�c work�ows, 

demonstrate the savings, and expand from there. �e goal isn’t a technical upgrade. It’s 

breaking the link between growth and overhead.
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FROM COMPLIANCE TO COMPETITIVE EDGE: HOW CPAS ARE 

GETTING READY FOR AN AI-LED FUTURE

HOW ACCOUNTING FIRMS CAN CUT IT COSTS AND BOOST 

EFFICIENCY WITH INFRASTRUCTURE AUTOMATION

FEBRUARY 2026 CPE COURSES

HOW TO WIN CLIENTS 

WITHOUT A BIG MARKETING 

BUDGET

Bigger �rms have bigger budgets. �at’s not the 

competitive advantage it used to be.

Small accounting �rms have something larger 

competitors can’t easily manufacture actual 

accessibility. Partner-level involvement, faster 

turnaround, consistent points of contact, and 

advisory conversations that don’t feel like they’re 

being routed through three departments. For a 

lot of business owners, that ma�ers more than 

brand recognition.

�e fastest way to stand out is to stop trying to 

serve everyone. Firms that pick lane construction, 

dental practices, real estate investors, nonpro�ts 

— become the obvious choice for that audience 

instead of a generic option for any audience. 

Niche positioning also makes content marketing 

easier and more e�ective. Blog posts, LinkedIn 

content, and service page copy that speak 

directly to a speci�c industry’s problems convert 

be�er than generic messaging and rank be�er 

in search.

Technology closes the operational gap. Cloud-

based tools let smaller �rms move as fast 

as larger ones — automated scheduling, 

streamlined onboarding, cleaner document 

collection. Clients notice responsiveness, not 

org charts.

�e biggest lever, though, is the shi� from 

compliance to advisory. Tax prep is a commodity. 

Strategic tax planning, cash �ow forecasting, 

and proactive guidance are not. Firms that 

reposition around advisory work compete on 

expertise rather than price, which improves 

both client quality and retention.

�e �rms winning right now aren’t the largest. 

�ey’re the most focused.
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