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The last manual year
The profession believes real compliance automation
arrives in 2027 and beyond. It is in working beta now.
Read about how that changes the economics of a firm
and where the freed capacity has to go.

BY AYNSLEY DAMERY · CO-FOUNDER & CEO, CLARITY HQ

Ask a room of partners when AI will genuinely do compliance (not summarise a docu‐

ment, not draft an email, but take a trial balance and produce a complete, reviewable

statutory file) and most will say two to five years. It is a comfortable answer, and the

profession has earned its  scepticism through several  waves of  disruption that  never

quite arrived. This time the comfortable answer is wrong. I have watched production-

grade compliance automation working, at close quarters, in UK firms this summer.

The gap between what the profession believes and what already exists is the strategic

window of the next twelve months, and this essay is about what to do inside it.
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74%
FIRMS UNABLE TO GROW FOR LACK OF STAFF6

HOW TO READ THIS

This is an argued essay rather than an evidence survey. Part One is the clock: why the timeline is

shorter than the consensus. Part Two is what production-grade compliance automation actually looks

like, from observation. Part Three is the economics it rewrites. Part Four is where the freed capacity

goes,  and  Part  Five  is  what  a  firm  should  do  this  year.  Sources  and  disclosures  are  at  the  back,

including one interest the reader should know about.
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PART ONE

The clock is not where you think it is
Three  announcements  in  six  months  put  AI  inside  the  place  your  clients  keep their

numbers. Intuit with OpenAI in November 2025, Xero with Anthropic in March 2026,

and Intuit with Anthropic again in April 2026.1

The accounting software layer is not choosing a model vendor. It is embedding itself into

every AI surface a client touches, and the direction of travel is unambiguous: the machine

your client asks will increasingly have their actual figures in front of it.

Now put a date against the capability curve. In May 2025, Anthropic's chief executive warned that AI could

eliminate half of all entry-level white-collar work within one to five years, naming finance among the most

affected fields.2 The prediction was widely read as being about jobs. It is more precise, and more useful, to read

it as being about tasks: the rules-based, template-driven, data-processing tasks that sit at the junior end of

industry  finance  and  at  the  revenue  core  of  public  practice.  Bookkeeping,  reconciliations,  VAT  returns,

transaction coding, first-draft accounts, routine tax preparation. In a corporate finance team, automating those

is a reshuffle. In a firm that earns most of its fees from them, it is structural.

The profession next door shows the speed. Law got its serious AI agents first, and within roughly eighteen

months the leading legal platform reports agents deployed at more than two-thirds of its firms, with a fifth

running over fifty agents in production and heavy users saving eleven hours a week.4 Accounting is on the

same curve a few months behind: Thomson Reuters' research in June has AI adoption in tax and accounting up

from 9% to 41% in a single year.3 Not five years. One.

And there is a final property of this transition that the profession keeps underestimating: nobody will send a

warning. The platforms gave no notice before their models started answering cash flow questions. They will

give no notice before the day the release note simply reads: it now produces a full set of accounts.

There will be no announcement that the
timeline has moved. There will only be the
day it has.
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PART TWO

The part nobody believes
Here is what I have seen working, this summer, in beta inside UK firms. Not a demo, and

not a roadmap slide. Live jobs.

An engine takes a trial balance and a general ledger of varying quality (not a pristine

cloud file; varying quality is the point), plus whatever supporting documents exist, and

produces  a  complete  statutory  file  under  FRS   102.  Not  just  the  accounts.  The  tax

computation, the lead schedules at full granularity, the checklists, the analytical review,

the points for partner, and a log of every decision taken along the way. The preparation

itself takes seconds.7

The revealing design choice is that the process is deliberately slowed to about an hour, because the firm should

rightfully stay in control of it (a pace the firm can override if it chooses). The workflow runs in four stages:

planning the work (the client's profit intent and the deadlines), then documents in and a completeness check

with reconciliations, then preparation (adjustments, tax and the rest) with issues raised and decisions taken

along the way, then partner review and sign-off. So the first question it asks is what the accounts are for: profit

minimised for tax, or presented for exit, funding or growth. Where judgement is required it does not assume; it

presents the options with a recommendation and asks. Over time it learns the firm's own decision patterns and

records every deviation for the file.

And the hour that remains is a different kind of hour. The old hour was a cold review, ensuring the firm's

procedures and systems were followed; the new one is spent on the client: the records conversation up front, a

care call when the accounts are ready, the review itself. The engine prepares the conversation too, because the

points for partner and the analytical review amount to a ready-made story of the client's year, sitting there for

whoever picks up the phone. So the client's experience of compliance improves at the same time as its cost

collapses, and every one of those conversations is a natural doorway to the value work. Compliance stops

being the thing that crowds out the relationship and becomes the thing that opens it.

Two more observations matter. First, the architecture is mostly not what people fear. The bulk is automation

and machine learning built on compliance workflows that ran real, award-winning firms for years and were

refined in practice long before any of it was automated. The build order is the point: perfect the workflow first,

then automate it, because automating a poor process only produces the wrong file faster. The language model

is invoked solely at decision points, and client data never leaves a locked-down environment. The sound use of

AI  rather  than  the  maximal  use  of  it.  And  nothing  about  the  professional  obligations  moves:  the  file  is

prepared under the firm's control with every decision logged, the partner signs off exactly as before, and the

resulting trail is fuller than most manual jobs ever kept, which makes for a better conversation with a regulator

or a PI insurer, not a worse one. Second, the honest limits are part of why I take it seriously: it does not yet file

directly with Companies House or HMRC, and its builders say so plainly rather than promising it is coming

soon. It is deliberately agnostic at both ends instead. Coming out, it provides the workflow and the exports,

entries included, to drop the finished file into whichever filing and practice software the firm already runs.

Going in, it needs no integration with the client's bookkeeping platform, because the reports it works from are

easily produced from whatever the client uses.
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Treat the numbers with the caution beta numbers deserve. In beta conditions the whole job, review included,

runs  in  around  a  tenth  of  the  traditional  time.  Assume  the  field  result  is  only  half  that  saving  and  the

economics of a compliance job still break in half. And the proof mechanism requires no faith at all, because the

same engine can cold-review work a firm has already delivered: hand it ten recently completed jobs and see

whether they could have been done better. Every firm can run that test on its own files.

Accounts preparation is one task. Bookkeeping, VAT, payroll processing and routine tax computation are the

same shape of task, and the same wave reaches each of them. This is not one clever product; it is what the task-

shaped half of the profession's revenue looks like when the tooling matures. The build-out is visible elsewhere

too, from agent platforms entering accounts preparation and review in the US to the reconciliation and close

automation already in production in industry.3

The question partners ask at this point is why the ledger platforms will not simply do all of this themselves. In

time they will do some of it. But their gravity points at the client rather than the firm, and the genuinely hard

part was never the accounts. It was the file: the working papers, the judgements, the trail, the way a practice

actually gets a job out of the door. That knowledge lives inside firms, not platforms, which is why waiting for

your software vendor to hand you this capability is a plan for arriving second.

PART THREE

The economics this rewrites
Compliance fees have one direction from here. There is no version of the next five years

in which they rise; the only questions are how fast they fall and who banks the difference

in the meantime.

Run the arithmetic on a typical firm. A £1m practice earning 80% of its revenue from

compliance holds £800k of exposure, and fee compression of 20 to 40% on that base is

not  a  margin problem. It  is  an existential  one,  which is  why the exposure across  the

profession is  so asymmetric:  a  corporate  finance function automating its  junior  tasks

reshuffles a team, while a firm automating its revenue base has to find new revenue.2

The labour market has already priced some of this in. UK graduate vacancies fell by a third in the last twelve

months, the large firms are cutting graduate intakes while redesigning entry routes, and 68% of firms expect

AI to reduce demand for early-career compliance roles.5 The training pyramid the profession has run for a

century (juniors learn by doing the work that is now first in line for automation) is being dismantled by hiring

decisions before automation even arrives in most firms.

Set against that a fact from the other side of the ledger: ACCA research finds 74% of firms cannot take on

more billable work because they cannot find the staff, and 45% report severe shortages.6 The profession is

capacity-starved and automating at the same time. Which means the honest framing of compliance automa‐

tion is not redundancy. It is the arrival, at last, of the capacity the profession has spent a decade failing to hire.

The delivery model changes shape (no junior on the file at all;  one senior person spending the hour they

already spent on review, with quality control from the moment of upload), and the same arithmetic reaches

offshoring, whose premise was always cheaper hours for the same task-shaped work; the providers that thrive

from here will be the ones that reposition around review, quality and capacity rather than keystrokes.
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One more piece of arithmetic,  and it is the one partners should sit with. The firms that move early get a

window (one to three years) in which the market still prices compliance at manual rates while their cost of

delivery has collapsed. Once automation is universal, competition passes the saving to clients. In between, the

margin belongs to whoever moved first. Windows like that come along roughly once a professional generation.

The early movers get one to three years in
which the market still pays manual prices
for automated work.

PART FOUR

Where the hours have to go
Saved time is not a strategy. A firm that automates compliance and does nothing else has

simply volunteered for the price war with a better cost base.

The strategic question is what the freed capacity buys, and the answer is sitting in plain

sight: the conversation your clients are already paying someone else to have.

Small business owners are taking their financial questions to AI tools that answer confidently with no sight of

their actual numbers and no stake in the outcome, and to business coaches at £1,000 or more a month who

never see the real figures either. The platforms can increasingly tell a client what their numbers are. They

cannot tell the client what to decide, because decisions need context, accountability and someone who will still

be in the room next quarter. That gap is the accountant's to take, and the evidence that clients want it taken

(and will pay for it) keeps mounting.8

This is where the two halves of this essay join. The seven patterns that erode small businesses are diagnosable

in data the accountant already holds; what has always been missing is the time to run the diagnosis and hold

the client to the actions.8 Compliance automation is not the threat to that future. It is the funding for it. The

hours that come off the compliance job are the hours the advisory relationship has been waiting for, and the

firms that route them there will own both sides: the automated file and the human judgement on top of it.

Full disclosure, stated plainly in the notes as well: I am not a neutral observer of this. I have an interest in one

of the compliance engines described in Part Two, and Clarity exists to help firms build the advisory layer. I

would rather declare the position than pretend this argument fell from the sky. Judge it on whether the logic

holds.
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PART FIVE

What a firm should do this year
Five moves, in the order that compounds. None of them requires waiting for a product

announcement.

MOVE 1

Price the compression into your plan now

Model your own book at 20 to 40% compliance fee compression over five years. If the result is survivable, you

have a strategy conversation. If it is not, you have a deadline. Either way you have stopped pretending.

MOVE 2

Stop hiring for the old pyramid

Every role you recruit this year should be defensible in a world where the file prepares itself: review,

judgement, client work. And have the redeployment conversation with your existing team before the rumours

have it for you. The honest version is better than the one they are imagining.

MOVE 3

Pilot with your biggest sceptic

When you trial automation, do not give it to your enthusiast. Give it to the most accuracy-obsessed person in

the building, run one job dual-track (engine and human, same file), and cold-review a batch of recently

completed work. If it satisfies your hardest marker, the rest of the firm follows. If it fails, you have lost nothing

but a pilot.

MOVE 4

Route the freed hours into the relationship

Decide, in advance and in writing, where recovered capacity goes: which clients get a structured review

conversation, on what rhythm, delivered by whom. Capacity without allocation evaporates into email. The

firms that captured the advisory opportunity planned the redeployment before the hours existed.

MOVE 5

Move before the announcement

The pressure point is closer than the consensus thinks; on the legal profession's curve, measured in months.

Being early looks expensive right up until the release note lands, at which point it looks like the only position

worth holding.
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WHERE THIS LEAVES YOU

One day soon, a platform release note will  say, in a single line, that it  now produces a full  set of

accounts. The firms that prepared will read it as confirmation. Everyone else will read it as news. The

difference between those two readings is everything this essay has argued, and the time to choose

which reader you are is now, while the year is still manual.
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The platform pattern. Intuit–OpenAI partnership announced November 2025 (Intuit's apps inside ChatGPT);

Xero–Anthropic  partnership  announced  March  2026  (JAX,  powered  by  Claude,  rolling  out  to  4.6m  sub‐

scribers); Intuit–Anthropic expansion announced April 2026 (Intuit apps inside Claude).

1

Task exposure. Dario Amodei, chief executive of Anthropic, May 2025: AI could eliminate half of entry-level

white-collar jobs within one to five years, with finance among the fields most affected. The task-level reading,

the compliance-heavy exposure of public practice, and the £1m/80% compression arithmetic are developed in

Clarity HQ's Advisory Edge Roadshow material, May 2026.

2

Adoption  speed. Thomson  Reuters,  Future  of  Professionals  research,  June  2026:  AI  adoption  in  tax  and

accounting rose from 9% to 41% in a single year; 74% of professionals surveyed use AI tools several times a

week. US agent platforms entered accounts preparation and review from February 2026.

3

The legal precedent. RSGI research on Harvey deployment, 2026: agents deployed at 68% of surveyed law

firms and in-house teams, 21% of firms running more than fifty agents in production, and power users saving

an average of  eleven hours  a  week.  The platform reports  deployment at  more than 1,300 firms and legal

departments.

4

The hiring signal. UK graduate vacancies down by more than a third in the twelve months to mid-2026, with

Big Four graduate intakes cut as AI and offshoring reshape entry-level work, and 68% of firms expecting AI to

reduce  demand  for  some  early-career  accounting  roles  (reported  by  Accountancy  Age  and  consultancy.uk,

2025–26).

5

The capacity paradox. ACCA research: 74% of firms cannot increase billable work for lack of skilled staff; 45%

report severe shortages.
6

The beta engine, and a disclosure. The capabilities described in Part Two are direct observation of a compli‐

ance automation engine in closed beta with UK firms as of summer 2026. This paper deliberately names no

products. The author has a commercial interest in the engine described, which is being developed as a separate

venture from Clarity HQ; the time and quality figures are beta observations across a small number of firms,

stated conservatively, and should be treated as indicative until field data is published. Read Part Two with this

interest in mind.

7

The advisory evidence. The client-demand and drift  arguments are set  out  in Clarity HQ's  Advisory Gap

Report (March 2026) and in  The Drift (June 2026), the companion paper to Aynsley Damery's book of the

same name. The finding that generic AI models affirm users' decisions around 50% more often than human

advisers is Cheng, M. et al., "Sycophantic AI decreases prosocial intentions and promotes dependence", Science,

391, eaec8352, 2026.

8
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