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Designing an 
AI-First Firm
Your 12-Month Automation Blueprint

Presented by: Heather Satterley, CPA
Director of Education and Media, Woodard
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Resources

A curated shortlist of resources to accelerate adoption.

Policy & Measurement Outline

Outline for governance, tooling decisions, and key 

performance indicators to track progress.

Leadership Framework

A conversation starter on artificial intelligence that aligns 

your executive team around shared outcomes.

Month-by-Month Plan

A practical automation roadmap from Month 1 through 

Month 12—choose your start month and follow the 

blueprint step by step.

What You'll Take Away Today
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Start the Leadership Conversation

This is a service and quality strategy, not a technology purchase. Begin by aligning your leadership team on outcomes, guardrails, and ownership before 

selecting any tools.

01

Align on Why

Focus on client experience, cycle time, accuracy, 

and staff capacity. Articulate the business case in 

terms your partners and executives already care 

about.

02

Name the Boundaries

Establish clear guardrails: no client secrets in 

public tools, human review for anything client-

visible, and documented procedures for every 

automation.

03

Define "Good"

Set three concrete outcomes for the next twelve 

months. Examples: reduce engagement cycle 

time by 20%, improve first-time-right rate to 

95%, or save 500 validated hours per quarter.

04

Assign Roles

Name an executive sponsor, automation lead, practice owners, information 

security partner, and training lead. Clear ownership prevents ambiguity 

and delays.

05

Agree on Measurement

Track cycle time, touches per engagement, first-time-right rate, exceptions 

per one hundred files, validated hours saved, and adoption by team. Review 

metrics monthly.
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Develop Your Firm's AI Policy Statement

Five Operating Principles

1 Human Responsibility First

Professionals own the outcome. Technology assists; it does not decide.

2 Privacy by Default

Client data stays within secure, approved systems. No exceptions.

3 Transparent Use

Document where and how AI is applied. Clients and regulators should understand our approach.

4 Documented Procedures

Every automation has a written process, owner, and audit trail.

5 Continuous Improvement

Measure, learn, iterate. Automation is a living discipline, not a one-time project.
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How the Blueprint Works

Monthly Cadence

Governance

Establish policy, manage risk, and track 

measurement every month to ensure 
accountability and transparency.

Delivery

Build and integrate small, high-value 

automations in weekly sprints. Many small 
wins beat one large initiative.

Adoption

Conduct monthly training, communicate 

progress, and monitor usage to drive consistent 
team engagement.

3

Training Sessions

Monthly / As appropriate

4

Measurement Review

Monthly

Development is continuous. Governance, delivery and adoption must advance in parallel—no single pillar can lag without slowing the entire program. 

Leadership Huddle

Every two weeks

1

Build Sprints

Weekly

2
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Month 1: Kickoff, Governance, Inventory

Actions

• Name an executive sponsor and 2–4 automation champions who will 

drive the program forward.

• Map all apps and data sources; draft a one-page artificial intelligence 

use policy with clear boundaries.

• Define your measurement framework and baseline metrics.

• Run a 90-minute workshop to list the top twenty processes that 

consume the most time or cause the most frustration.

Deliverables

• Program charter

• Policy version 1

• Process inventory

• Responsibility matrix

• Baseline metrics dashboard

How to Measure

• Percentage of processes inventoried and prioritized

• Completion of baseline metric collection

Do not build anything yet. Get organized first. Establishing 

governance, ownership, and a shared understanding of current 

state prevents rework and misalignment later.
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Actions

Month 2: Discovery and Prioritization

• Conduct light time-and-motion sampling on 10–15 high-frequency 

processes to understand actual effort and bottlenecks.

• Score each process on impact, standardization potential, risk, 

integration ease, and change readiness using a weighted rubric.

• Select three quick wins (low-risk, high-visibility improvements) and 

one flagship pilot (higher complexity, strategic value).

Deliverables

• Prioritized backlog with scores and rationale

• Short business cases (one page each) for selected initiatives

• Detailed pilot scope, timeline, and success criteria

How to Measure

• Number of processes scored and ranked

• Forecasted hours saved per quarter for selected initiatives

• Stakeholder agreement on backlog priorities

TIP: Scoring avoids opinion fights and makes trade-offs explicit. Use a simple framework—assign points for impact (1–5), standardization (1–5), 

risk (inverse scale), ease (1–5), and readiness (1–5). Sum the scores and rank.
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Month 3: Busy-Season Quick Wins

Focus on high-visibility relief during your busiest period. Keep risk low and ensure every output is reviewable by a human. If your busy season differs from this timeline, 

shift this module earlier or later to align with your firm's calendar.

Standardize Client Intake

Automate form submission → engagement e-

signature → automatic client folder creation. 

Reduce manual setup time by 60%.

Scheduled Reminders

Set up automated reminders for clients (document 

requests, deadlines) and internal hand-offs (review 

dates, approvals).

Assisted Email Drafting

Enable AI-assisted drafting for routine client emails 

with mandatory human review before sending. 

Faster responses, consistent tone.

Deliverables

Two to three live automations that reduce inbox volume, accelerate client onboarding, and improve internal coordination.

How to Measure

• Intake cycle time (days from engagement letter to active folder)

• Time to set up new engagements (hours per engagement)

• First-response time to client requests (hours or days)
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Month 4: Document Intake and Triage

Actions

• Implement document recognition and classification for receipts, bank statements, tax 

forms, and other common documents.

• Automatically tag and route documents to client folders based on content and 

metadata.

• Set up exception queues with clear owners for documents that cannot be classified 

automatically.

• Monitor classification accuracy weekly and refine rules based on exceptions.

Deliverables

• Document intake assistant with tagging rules and routing logic

• Exception log with owner assignments and resolution time tracking

• Training guide for staff on how to handle exceptions

How to Measure

• Percent of documents correctly classified on first 

pass

• Rework rate (documents requiring manual re-

tagging)

• Time to resolve exceptions (hours from arrival to 

resolution)

Remember: Humans handle exceptions; machines handle the routine. This division of 

labor frees staff to focus on judgment-intensive work while automation processes high-

volume, repeatable tasks.



Copyright 2025 All Rights Reserved. Reproduction without permission is prohibited.

Month 5: Review Aids and Quality Controls

Position artificial intelligence as a second set of eyes, not an authority. Reviewers remain accountable for professional judgment, but automation reduces cognitive load and catches 

routine errors before files reach senior review.

AI-Assisted Checklists

Build reviewer checklists that automatically highlight missing steps, incomplete 

documentation, or inconsistent data. Checklists adapt based on engagement type and 

complexity.

Missing-Documents Detector

Flag required documents that are absent or incomplete before the file moves to final 

review. Reduce back-and-forth requests by 40%.

One-Click Summaries

Generate concise summaries of workpapers and supporting documentation to 

accelerate senior review. Summaries include citations to source documents.

Red-Flag Rules

Create automated alerts for dates, signatures, and data mismatches (e.g., income 

reported on different forms that don't reconcile). Surface issues early.

Deliverables

Reviewer dashboard with audit trail, standardized checklists by engagement type, and exception reports with clear next actions.

How to Measure

• Review time per file (hours from assignment to sign-off)

• Issues caught before reviewer hand-off (count per 100 engagements)

• Variance versus prior year (time, accuracy, rework)
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Month 6: Closeout, Archiving, Feedback

• Automate the "done" sequence: archive completed engagements 

with retention rules → trigger client satisfaction survey → generate 

invoice.

• Capture pain points from busy season into the backlog. Run a 60-

minute debrief with each practice group.

• Identify shadow processes (workarounds staff built to avoid broken 

workflows) and either retire or standardize them.

Deliverables

• Closeout automation with configurable workflows by engagement 

type

• Client feedback report summarizing survey responses and trends

• Refreshed backlog prioritized for the next quarter

How to Measure

• Days from engagement completion to invoice delivery

• Percent of engagements closed within service-level target

• Client satisfaction trend (NPS or rating scale)

• Number of backlog items added from retrospective feedback

The finish matters—speed to invoice improves client satisfaction, and learning loops ensure continuous improvement. Treat closeout as a strategic 

moment, not an administrative afterthought.

Actions
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Month 7: Retrospective and Roadmap Refresh

Treat this like product management—ship, learn, iterate. 
A rigorous retrospective prevents you from building on a weak foundation and ensures every stakeholder sees measurable progress.

01

Run a Post-Season Retrospective

Gather quantitative results (hours saved, cycle time, accuracy) and qualitative feedback (what 

worked, what didn't, what surprised us). Compare results with baseline metrics.

02

Retire or Standardize Shadow Processes

Identify workarounds staff created to bypass broken workflows. Either retire them (if the 

automation now handles the task) or standardize them (if they represent a better practice).

03

Update Procedures and Training

Revise standard operating procedures to reflect new workflows. Schedule refresher training for 

teams that struggled with adoption or experienced high error rates.

04

Publish the Next Four-Month Plan

Share version 2 of the roadmap with leadership and practice groups. Highlight completed initiatives, 

upcoming priorities, and forecasted benefits.

Deliverables

• Lessons-learned report (2–3 pages) with quantitative results and qualitative 

insights
• Updated procedures and training materials

• Version 2 roadmap approved by leadership

How to Measure

• Validated hours saved (confirmed by time tracking or capacity freed)

• Adoption by team (percent of staff using each automation consistently)

• Number of procedures updated and republished
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Month 8: Integrations and Data Plumbing

• Connect core applications (practice management, document management, 

time tracking, billing) using vendor connectors or workflow platforms like 

Zapier or Make.

• Standardize client identifiers across systems to eliminate duplicate records 

and enable seamless data flow.

• Centralize automation logs and error alerts in a single monitoring dashboard 

with clear escalation paths.

• Review access controls and implement single sign-on (SSO) where possible to 

improve security and user experience.

Deliverables

• Integration map showing data flows between systems

• Centralized monitoring and alerting dashboard

• Access review summary with recommendations for SSO rollout

• Updated data governance policy

How to Measure

• Manual exports eliminated (count per month)

• Time to resolve integration failures (hours)

• Percent of users covered by single sign-on

• Data quality score (duplicate records, mismatched identifiers)

Reliability and visibility are the foundations for scale. Without solid integrations, every new automation becomes a maintenance burden instead of a force multiplier.

Actions



Copyright 2025 All Rights Reserved. Reproduction without permission is prohibited.

Month 9: Knowledge and Internal Assistants
The goal is faster, documented answers with source links. Staff should find firm-specific guidance in seconds, not hours, and every answer should cite the procedure, template, or policy it came from.

Build a Curated Knowledge Base

Centralize procedures, templates, technical memos, and 

firm-specific guidance. Tag content by topic, practice area, 

and engagement type for easy retrieval.

Publish Safe-Prompting Standards

Train staff on how to write effective prompts, verify 

citations, and recognize hallucinations or unsupported 

claims. Make this part of onboarding for new hires.

Deliverables

• Searchable knowledge base with version control and ownership by practice area

• Internal assistant pilot with mandatory citation requirement and feedback mechanism

• Safe-prompting standards and training materials

How to Measure

• Time to answer common questions (minutes, tracked via assistant logs)

• Percentage of questions answered successfully without human escalation

• Top knowledge gaps addressed monthly (based on unanswered queries)

Enable a Private Internal Assistant

Deploy a retrieval-based assistant using your own 

documents. The assistant must cite sources and never 

generate unsourced answers. Pilot with one practice group 

first.
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Month 10: Advisory Automations and Analytics

Deliverables

• Standardized monthly close workflow with automation touch points

• Advisory pack templates (financial summary, narrative briefing, 

scenario models)

• Client-facing dashboard showing key metrics and trends

How to Measure

• Time to deliver monthly advisory pack (days from month-end)

• Client feedback on clarity, timeliness, and actionability

• Gross profit per advisory client (before and after automation)

Don't oversell the model; sell the outcomes and cadence. Clients care about insights they can act on, delivered predictably, in language they understand.

• Standardize monthly close steps for client accounting services, including reconciliation 

checklists and variance analysis.

• Auto-produce financial indicators (working capital, cash runway, profitability by 

segment) and a concise narrative briefing for clients.

• Create scenario templates for cash flow forecasting, hiring decisions, and capital 

investment analysis.

• Package these outputs into repeatable "advisory packs" clients recognize and value.

Actions
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Month 11: Scale, Controls, and Vendor Hygiene

Treat automations as living services with owners, budgets, and ongoing monitoring. 

Scaling without controls creates technical debt and compliance risk.

Extend Successful Automations
Roll out proven workflows to additional teams and practice areas. Customize for local 

needs but maintain core standards to avoid fragmentation.

Add Approvals and Versioning
Implement formal change control for automation updates. Track versions, require testing 

before production deployment, and document rationale for changes.

Ongoing Monitoring
Establish service-level agreements (SLAs) for automation uptime and error rates. Assign 

owners to investigate failures and implement fixes within defined time windows.

Refresh Vendor Risk
Review vendor contracts, security posture, and compliance certifications annually. Right-

size licenses based on actual usage to control costs.

Deliverables

• Control matrix mapping automations to policies, owners, and 

monitoring procedures

• Rollout plan with training schedules and support resources for 

new teams

• Vendor review report with recommendations for renewals, 

consolidation, or replacement

How to Measure

• Coverage by team (percent of staff using each automation)

• Number of audit exceptions or control failures

• Spend per automation (license fees, integration costs, support hours)
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Month 12: Monetize, Publish Results, Plan Next Cycle

Actions

• Package "automation-enhanced" services with clear pricing, service levels, and deliverables. Examples: fixed-fee monthly 
close, advisory pack subscriptions, expedited review services.

• Publish your return-on-investment story internally with case studies, testimonials, and quantified benefits. Make success 
visible.

• Approve the next twelve-month roadmap and budget. Identify new capabilities to build and legacy processes to retire.

• Recognize automation champions publicly. Celebrate wins at firm meetings, in newsletters, and through formal awards.

Deliverables

• One-page service sheets for automation-enhanced offerings

• ROI dashboard showing hours saved, revenue impact, and client 

satisfaction improvements

• Approved plan for the next cycle with executive sponsorship 

and allocated budget

• Recognition program for champions and early adopters

How to Measure
• Revenue from new automation-enhanced packages (dollars and 

client count)

• Firm-wide return on investment (benefits minus costs, 

annualized)

• Staff engagement scores (survey data on satisfaction with 

automation support)

Celebrate wins publicly. Make success visible and repeatable. 
Show every team that automation delivers real value—not just to clients, but to the professionals who use it every day.
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Key Performance Indicators

Show a simple line chart or dashboard for two or three metrics you will actually track. Choose indicators that matter to your firm's strategy and client 

commitments. These are just example metrics 

25%
Cycle Time Reduction

Average days from engagement 

start to completion, measured 

quarterly

3.2
Touches per Engagement

Number of handoffs or rework 

loops before final delivery

95%
First-Time-Right Rate

Percent of engagements completed 

without senior review rework

12
Exceptions per 100 Files

Count of issues flagged during 

quality review or client feedback

8.5
Client Satisfaction (NPS)

Net Promoter Score or equivalent 

rating, tracked monthly

1200
Validated Hours Saved

Total hours freed by automation, 

confirmed through time tracking or 

capacity analysis

78%
Adoption by Team

Percent of eligible staff actively 

using each automation tool
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Resources

• NIST AI Risk Management Framework & Playbook: Practical checklists and tasks for managing AI 

risk in professional environments. nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework · NIST AI RMF 

Playbook

• AICPA - Should I disclose my use of gen AI to clients? | AICPA

• OpenAI - Best practices for prompt engineering with the OpenAI API | OpenAI Help Center

• Microsoft - Create effective prompts for generative AI training tools - Training | Microsoft Learn

• CPA.com - Generative AI Toolkit (downloadable guide): cpa.com › GenAI Toolkit PDF

• Accounting Today - The 2025 Top New Products for accountants | Accounting Today

https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework
https://www.cpai.com/Education-Resources/My-Firm/Data-Security-Risk-Management/Should-I-disclose-my-use-of-gen-AI-to-clients
https://help.openai.com/en/articles/6654000-best-practices-for-prompt-engineering-with-the-openai-api
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/training/modules/create-prompts-for-generative-ai-training-tools/
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/training/modules/create-prompts-for-generative-ai-training-tools/
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/training/modules/create-prompts-for-generative-ai-training-tools/
https://www.cpa.com/sites/cpa/files/2023-11/GenAI-Toolkit-CPAcom.pdf
https://www.accountingtoday.com/list/the-2025-top-new-products-for-accountants
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Call to Action and Q&A

1

Choose Your Month 1 Action

Before you leave, commit to one 

specific action you will take in Month 

1. Write it down and share it with a 

colleague for accountability.

2

Book the Leadership Kickoff

Schedule the Month 1 leadership 

huddle within the next two weeks. 

Send calendar invites, share the 

agenda, and assign pre-reading.

3

Volunteer as an Automation 
Champion

Raise your hand to lead this effort in 

your practice area. Champions drive 

adoption, troubleshoot issues, and 

amplify success stories.



Thank You!
Let’s Connect!

Heather Day Satterley – hsatterley@woodard.com

Todd Robinson – trobinson@woodard.com 

mailto:hsatterley@woodard.com
mailto:trobinson@woodard.com
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