
F G F O A  2 0 2 6

AI for Public Finance Leaders

Why and how to adopt AI without losing control of the things you are accountable for

Candace Pierce, BerryDunn

Florida Government Finance Officers Association

Orlando, FL  ·  June 14–17, 2026



W H E R E  W E  A R E  G O I N G

Eight moves, one through-line

1The strategic moment 2What AI actually is

3The risks you own 4Cybersecurity & governance

5The strategic case: why now 6How to adopt: a roadmap

7What good use looks like 8The human element

AI for Public Finance Leaders



1
S E C T I O N  O N E

The strategic moment

AI stopped being an IT project. It is a leadership decision now and you own it.



S E C T I O N  1

We have doubted every new technology

1908
“The horseless carriage 
means trouble.”

Yale Law Journal

1996
Phone companies move to 
ban internet calling.

Industry petition

2000
“The internet may be just a 
passing fad.”

Daily Mail

2018
“Is AI dangerous?”

Forbes

Waiting for certainty has a cost, and it lands on whoever waits.
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26 October 1889, unknown artist



Source: Daily Mail, 12/5/2000

Source: San Francisco Examiner, 1996



S E C T I O N  1

From IT project to leadership decision

Y E S T E R D A Y

AI = a technical tool for the IT or 
data team.

Delegated, optional, off to the side.

T O D A Y

AI = a strategic driver that shapes 
decisions, service, and trust.

You do not need to code. You need to lead it.
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T H E  R E F R A M E

AI won't replace your job.

Someone using AI will.

The divide is not human vs. machine. It is people who use these tools vs. people who do not. The only 
question for your office is which side it learns to be on.
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S E C T I O N  1

Why this hits public finance hardest

< 7%

of full-time civil-service workers are 
under 30 vs. ~20% of the overall 
workforce

ICMA / Work for America, 2025

~1 in 3

government workers are eligible to 
retire this year

ICMA / Work for America, 2025

Demand > 
Supply

for state & local public finance officers, 
and retirements will widen the gap

GFOA + Lightcast, 2025

More work, fewer people, more scrutiny. That is the case for taking AI seriously, not for fearing it.
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S E C T I O N  1

What I am not here to do

Not selling

No products, no vendors, no pitch.

Not hyping

AI is not magic, and you are not behind.

Not rushing you

Sometimes the right answer is “not yet.”

I am here to give you a way to decide what to green-light, what to govern, and what to leave alone.
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S E C T I O N  T W O

What AI actually is

Just enough literacy to make good calls and to call out anyone selling you certainty.



S E C T I O N  2

The honest definition

It is a probability machine.

A large language model does not “know” things. It predicts the most 
likely next chunk of text from patterns in vast amounts of human 
writing.

Think “very fancy 
autocomplete.”

That one idea explains both why it is so useful and 
why it confidently gets things wrong.
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S E C T I O N  2

A 90-second history

1305

Llull's reasoning machine

1936

Turing & the algorithm

1956

“AI” coined at Dartmouth

1966

Eliza, an early chatbot

1997

Machine beats chess champ

2022+

Generative AI for everyone

The ideas are old. What changed recently is scale and access, not the concept.
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S E C T I O N  2

What it is not

Magic

It is math on patterns, nothing mystical.

Infallible

It makes confident mistakes.

Conscious

No understanding, no intent, no judgment.

Internalize this and you stop both over-trusting and over-fearing it.
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S E C T I O N  2

It takes far more than typed text

Text Documents Spreadsheets Images Voice

Long PDFs, messy spreadsheets, dense reports: exactly the inputs a finance office is drowning in.
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A copilot, not an autopilot

It drafts, summarizes, and analyzes. You decide, verify, and own the result. You keep the controls and the 
accountability.

You remain accountable.
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S E C T I O N  T H R E E

The risks you own

These are not bugs that get patched away. They are properties of the tool, so you manage them.



S E C T I O N  3

Four failure modes to manage

Hallucination

Confident, fabricated facts.

Bias

Inherited from human data.

Sycophancy

It agrees to please you.

Faulty summaries

It drops what mattered.

Your job is not to wait for these to vanish. It is to put guardrails around them.
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S E C T I O N  3  ·  R I S K

Hallucination

W H A T  I T  I S

Because it predicts plausible text, it will sometimes 
produce confident, well-written, completely invented 
information such as fake citations, made-up figures,or
statutes that do not exist.

WHY IT MATTERS IN PUBLIC FINANCE

In a board memo or an official report, a single 
fabricated number is a credibility and accountability 
problem, not a typo.
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S E C T I O N  3  ·  R I S K

Bias

W H A T  I T  I S

These systems learn from human-created data, which 
carries its biases and blind spots. Outputs tend to reflect 
the dominant point of view in that data.

WHY IT MATTERS IN PUBLIC FINANCE

Government carries legal and ethical obligations 
around equity. Biased output used in decisions 
about residents is a real exposure.
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S E C T I O N  3  ·  R I S K

Sycophancy

W H A T  I T  I S

These tools are tuned to be agreeable. They will validate a 
flawed assumption or confirm a wrong premise if you lead 
them toward it.

WHY IT MATTERS IN PUBLIC FINANCE

It can feel like confirmation when it is really just 
compliance. This is dangerous for analysts and 
executives making real calls.
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S E C T I O N  3  ·  R I S K

Faulty summarization

W H A T  I T  I S

Summaries can quietly omit a material detail or insert 
something that was not in the source at all.

WHY IT MATTERS IN PUBLIC FINANCE

For a 200-page audit or a bond document, “mostly 
right” can still be dangerously wrong.
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T H E  T A K E A W A Y

These are reasons to govern AI, not to 
avoid it.

Verify outputs. Keep a human accountable. Never let unreviewed AI content reach the board or the public.
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S E C T I O N  F O U R

Cybersecurity & governance

Adopt on a foundation of governance or do not adopt yet.



S E C T I O N  4

AI is both shield and weapon

Asset

Faster threat detection, anomaly spotting, and analysis 
for lean security teams.

Threat

More convincing phishing, faster probing, cheaper 
attacks at scale.

Both are true at once. Adopt AI on top of solid security, not instead of it.
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S E C T I O N  4

A current, costly threat, and you are in it

$2.83M
average cost for a state or local government to recover 

from a ransomware attack in 2024more than double the 
year before

34% of state & local governments were hit by 
ransomware in 2024.

And most attacks still begin the same way: compromised 
credentials, usually phishing.

Source: Sophos, State of Ransomware in State & Local Government, 2024.
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S E C T I O N  4

It happened here Florida, 2019

$600K

Riviera Beach ransom authorized

$941K

spent rebuilding hardware after

$460K

Lake City ransom, weeks later

It started with an employee opening a malicious email. Finance staff hand-printed paychecks; utility payments went back to paper. Key Biscayne was 
the third Florida city hit in the same stretch.

These predate today's generative AI. I am not claiming AI caused them. The point is that government is a prime target, and AI now makes that first 
phishing email far easier to fake.
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S E C T I O N  4

The new attack surface: your own people

The biggest near-term risk is not sci-fi. It is staff pasting sensitive 
data into public AI tools.

Resident PII, draft budgets, personnel files: once it is in a public tool, you may not control where it goes.

Govern the inputs, not just the outputs. Which data is allowed in which tools is a leadership decision.
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S E C T I O N  4

Which tools should you allow?

The governance matters more than the model.

Public chatbots

Free web versions. Convenient but 
your data may leave your control.

Enterprise AI tools

Contractual data protections; data 
not used to train public models.

Copilot-type / M365

Runs inside your tenant; data stays 
within your environment.

Agency-approved

Vetted and procured on your 
terms, with a usage policy 
attached.

Choose on data handling and your policy, not on the brand. Examples are illustrative, not endorsements.
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S E C T I O N  4

Govern AI like an employee

Identity

What is it, and where?

Access

What can it reach?

Accountability

Who owns its work?

Oversight

How is it supervised?

Sunshine-law reality: AI-generated drafts and chat logs may be public records. Decide how that is handled before it is a request you cannot 
answer.
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S E C T I O N  4

You do not have to start from scratch

GFOA already did the work

GFOA: “10 Steps to Responsible and Effective Use of Generative AI”

Plus a finance-office framework: people · processes · technology.

An acceptable-use policy does not 
need to be invented here.

It needs to be adopted and enforced. Borrow it.

Source: GFOA.
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T H E  T A K E A W A Y

Governance is not the brake on AI. It is what 
makes adoption defensible.
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S E C T I O N  F I V E

The strategic case: why now

The cost of standing still is real, and it compounds. Here is the case for acting carefully.



S E C T I O N  5

Treat AI as infrastructure, not a project

A  P R O J E C T

Has a start, an end, and a line item. 
Then it is “done.”

A  F O U N D A T I O N

Improves many small processes and 
becomes intrinsic to how you operate 
over time.

That reframes the conversation from “fund this initiative” to “build this capability.”
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S E C T I O N  5

This is already happening in government

9×
growth in federal generative-AI use, 

2023 → 2024
32

282

2023 2024

Reported generative-AI use cases (11 agencies)

Source: GAO, July 2025. Total AI use cases also nearly doubled (571 → 1,110). Scaling at the center, not the edges.
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S E C T I O N  5

The 7 Economies: where are you?

Don't memorize 
seven. Just answer 
one question:

Are you treating AI as 
something to avoid, 
something to experiment 
with, or something to build 
capability around?
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S E C T I O N  5

“Business as usual” is not free

Stay analog / legacy

Slow decline, talent loss, falling behind 
peer jurisdictions.

Efficiency / transition

Real gains if you commit to learning new 
rules.

AI-first frontier

Highest reward, highest demand on 
leadership and governance.

For government, “competitors” means resident expectations, peer jurisdictions, and auditors.
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G F O A  I S  A L R E A D Y  A S K I N G  T H I S

Is producing a 200-page report, months late, 
really the best use of a finance officer's time?

GFOA's “Rethinking Financial Reporting” work imagines using AI to unbundle and personalize reporting. The prize is 
not doing the same work faster, it is questioning which work is still worth doing.

Source: GFOA, 2025.
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S E C T I O N  5

The takeaway

The cost of standing still is real and it 
compounds.

If the case is clear, the danger is rushing. Here is how to adopt with discipline.
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S E C T I O N  S I X

How to adopt: a roadmap

Outcome first. Small bets. Govern it. Standardize what works. The discipline beats the hype.



S E C T I O N  6

Where should you start?

HIGH IMPACT ·  LOW RISK Start here

• Board memo drafts

• Meeting summaries

• Policy comparisons

• Research assistance

HIGH IMPACT ·  HIGHER RISK Pilot carefully

• Budget forecasting

• Financial analysis

• Procurement evaluation

LOWER IMPACT ·  LOW RISK Easy wins

• Formatting

• Routine correspondence

AVOID INITIALLY
Keep human-

only

• Legal interpretation

• Final financial statements

• Audit conclusions

If you are wondering where to start Monday morning, start in the upper-left quadrant.
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S E C T I O N  6

Start with the outcome, not the tool

Outcome you want Possible AI use

Reduce board-memo prep time Draft the first version

Speed up policy research Summarize statutes and regulations

Improve agenda preparation Generate briefing summaries

Cut document-review time Extract key findings from reports

Notice I did not start with ChatGPT, Copilot, Gemini, or Claude. 
The technology is the least important part of the decision.
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S E C T I O N  6

A portfolio, not a moonshot

Ground game

Small, incremental wins. Start here.

Roofshots

Attainable bets that need real attention.

Moonshots

Transformative, needs leadership focus & 
resources.

Fund the next bet with savings from the last win. Do not bet the department on a moonshot first.
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S E C T I O N  6

Build the right squad, not just IT

Who's in the room

• Finance staff who do the work

• Operations and the front line

• IT as a partner, not the owner

• The business, kept in the loop

The people closest to the process know 
where the real friction, and the real 
risk, lives.

Then move proven uses from “someone tried it” to “this is how we 
do it here.”
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C O N N E C T  I T  B A C K

Adopt for the workforce you will actually have.

With a third of staff eligible to retire and fewer than 7% under 30, AI is a way to preserve institutional capacity, not cut 
headcount. Some are already bridging the gap with virtual CFOs and just-in-time talent; AI is the same instinct, applied 
to repetitive analytical work.

Sources: GFOA / Lightcast; ICMA.
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S E C T I O N  6

A first-90-days sketch

1

Adopt a policy

Borrow GFOA's acceptable-use 
guide.

2

Pick 1–2 tasks

Low-risk, high-friction (e.g. 
summarizing, first-draft memos).

3

Run a small squad

Named owner. A verification rule. 
Business in the loop.

4

Measure & decide

Track time saved, then standardize 
what works.

Notice what is not here: no big purchase, no enterprise rollout on day one.
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S E C T I O N  S E V E N

What good use looks like

Concrete, disciplined, and verifiable. 



S E C T I O N  7

Brief it like a capable junior coworker

What

The task, specifically.

Why

The purpose & audience.

Which

Sources or data to use.

Expectations

Format, length, tone.

The better you would brief a smart new analyst, the better you will brief this.
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S E C T I O N  7

Use case: review a public document

T H E  P R O M P T

Review this document. 

Identify:

• Key findings

• Financial risks

• Recommendations

• Page references
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S E C T I O N  7

Use case: review a public document

Review this audit report. Identify:

• Key findings

• Financial risks

• Recommendations

• Page references
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S E C T I O N  7

Use case: draft a board memo

Y O U R  P R O M P T

Act as the Finance Director for the City of Coquina Bay, Florida. Draft a one-page board memo to the City 
Commission, none of whom have a finance background, explaining a proposed mid-year FY2025 General Fund 
budget amendment. Use plain language. 

Include: a short background, the specific change, where the money comes from, the effect on reserves, and a 
clear recommended action. 

Facts: 

• Reason: hurricane emergency response in June 2025 (storm overtime, debris, extended shifts) 

• Change: increase Police Overtime (Storm Response) from $650,000 to $2,100,000 (+$1,450,000) 

• Funding: appropriate $1,450,000 from General Fund unassigned fund balance 

• FEMA: ~$1.1M reimbursement expected in FY2026 (75% federal / 12.5% state); not budgeted now 

• Reserves: unassigned fund balance goes from $14.0M (~28%) to ~$12.55M (~25%); policy floor is 16.7%

• Action: adopt Resolution 2025-37; no millage change; no other funds affected

The blank page is gone. That is the win. You still edit it, 
own it, and sign it.
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S E C T I O N  7

Use case: make sense of the numbers

Y O U R  P R O M P T

Here are our budget-to-actuals.

Identify spending trends, outliers, and anomalies 
in plain language.

Now the important part: every number could be wrong. 
That is why we verify.
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S E C T I O N  7

What AI should never do

NEVER

• Final legal opinion

• Final audit conclusion

• Final investment decision

• Final public statement

• Final board recommendation

Keep human-only

GREAT FOR

• Draft

• Summarize

• Analyze

• Compare

• Brainstorm

With a human in charge

The line is simple: AI prepares, a person decides. The final word is always human.
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S E C T I O N  7

Three non-negotiable habits

Verify

Check every output that matters.

Protect data

Never paste PII or non-public data into 
public tools.

Stay accountable

A named human always owns the result.

These three make everything above safe.
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S E C T I O N  E I G H T

The human element

The machine cannot do this part. Your job is to bring people with you.



S E C T I O N  8

What becomes more valuable, not less

Judgment Relationships Communication Ethics

As routine analysis gets automated, the human work rises in value. 
The officers who thrive will not be the most technical, they will be the best at what the machine cannot touch.
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B Y  ~ 2 0 3 0

AI on the team.

Humans on the hook.

Expect AI to act more like a team member. But accountability for public funds and public trust never transfers to a 
tool. Your signature, your board, your residents.
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S E C T I O N  8

Bring your people with you

Lift the whole office's capability. Do not create a two-tier 
staff of AI haves and have-nots.

That is a leadership job, not an IT rollout.
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S E C T I O N  8

Monday morning

1

Adopt a policy this quarter

Start with GFOA's “10 Steps.” Do not reinvent it.

2

Run one governed pilot

Pick a repetitive, low-risk task. Name an owner. Measure it.

Not a revolution. A disciplined first step.
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S E C T I O N  8

5 things to try first

1

Meeting 
summaries

2

Policy & 
regulation 
research

3

Board-memo 
drafting

4

Budget-narrative 
creation

5

Long-document 
analysis

How many of you think one of these is likely in your office this year?
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AI will not replace you. It will reward 

the leaders who adopt it with discipline.

AI for Public Finance Leaders



Questions

To get us started:

• What is the first task you would hand to AI?

• What is your biggest governance worry?

• Where would you put your org on the 7 Economies?
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