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The Four-Part Prompt Framework

Every reliable accounting prompt contains four components. Skip one — especially Source — and the output turns generic, or worse,
confidently wrong.

COMPONENT WHAT IT DOES EXAMPLE

GOAL The precise action you need Reconcile - Summarize - Analyze variance - Build a table - Forecast
The business driver, period, or threshold "For the Q3 close, flag anything over 10%"

SOURCE The exact file or system, named directly Q2_Actuals.xlsx - Manager_Notes.docx - this worksheet

EXPECTATIONS Format, tone, and constraints on the output "As a table with a root-cause column, for a non-financial reader"

One Prompt, Dissected

Here is a working prompt with each component labeled, so you can see the pattern before you write your own.

Compare Forecast_v3.xlsx to Actuals_July.xIsx. Flag any department line-item variances exceeding 5% and summarize the reasons found in
Manager_Notes.docx. Output as a table with columns for line item, variance %, root cause, and recommended action.

Fill-in Template

Copy this into your notes and replace the bracketed text. It works for almost any accounting task you would otherwise do by hand.

[ACTION] the data in [SOURCE FILE] against [SECOND SOURCE].
Flag anything [THRESHOLD, e.g. over 5% or above $10,000].
Explain the likely cause using [SUPPORTING FILE].

Present the result as [FORMAT] for [AUDIENCE].
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Weak vs. Strong Prompts

The tool rarely produces the disappointing answer. The prompt does. Each pair below is the same underlying request, rewritten.

WEAK STRONG

"Analyze my budget "Compare actuals to budget in Q3_Actuals.xlsx by department. Flag every line item with a variance over 10% or $25,000,
variance.” whichever is lower. Add a root-cause column and rank by dollar impact.”

Why it lands: The weak version leaves scope, threshold, and format entirely to the model. The strong version can only be answered one way.

"Summarize this audit "Summarize the financial risks in Audit_Report.docx into three bullets for a non-financial stakeholder. Name the control gap
report.” and the potential exposure for each."”

Why it lands: Naming the audience and the bullet count controls both the depth and the register of the answer.

"Help me with "Review this Outlook thread, summarize the payment delays discussed, and draft a professional response offering a 3-month

collections." payment plan. Keep the tone firm but collaborative."

Why it lands: Copilot needs the source thread, the deliverable, and the tone. Without them it returns advice instead of a draft.

The rule underneath all three: specificity beats improvisation, every time. If a colleague could not execute your prompt without asking a follow-up

question, Copilot cannot either.
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Prompt Library by Task

Tested prompts you can adapt directly. Replace the file names with your own and keep the structure intact.

MONTH-END CLOSE & RECONCILIATION

"Compare the current month's trial balance to last month, identify balances that changed more than 15%, summarize likely causes, and draft an

explanation for management.”

"Reconcile the bank statement in Bank_July.xlsx against the general ledger extract. Match on date and amount with a $5 tolerance, then list every
unmatched item with a suggested reason."

VARIANCE ANALYSIS

"Compare Forecast v3.xlsx to Actuals_July.xIsx. Flag any department line-item variances exceeding 5% and summarize the reasons found in

Manager_Notes.docx."

"Create a variance analysis template for the Marketing department comparing actual vs. budget using the attached sheet. Include line items, variance %,
a root-cause column, and recommended actions."

DEPRECIATION SCHEDULES

"Write a formula that checks if the date in cell A2 is in the current year. If it is, calculate straight-line depreciation based on cost in B2 and useful life in C2.

If not, return 0."

"Build a straight-line depreciation schedule for the assets listed in columns A through D, applying a useful life per the 'Useful Life' column and starting
depreciation the month after the purchase date."
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FORECASTING & MODELING

"Forecast Total Sales for the next 4 months based on Date in Sales_Hlistory.xIsx, and show the projection alongside historical numbers in a line chart."

"Analyze and summarize trends for key functional KPIs — like days sales outstanding and EBITDA margin — using the last 12 months of data in this
worksheet."

AUDIT MEMO REVIEW

"Extract the top three risks and the most urgent next steps from this memo."

"Acting as a financial auditor, review this vendor ledger for duplicate invoices and summarize the results."

CLIENT EMAIL

"Draft a professional email to [Client Name] explaining their upcoming Q3 tax filing deadline, listing the missing documents we discussed, and requesting
submission by [Date]."

"Rewrite this payment reminder email to sound firm but collaborative, not confrontational.”

REGULATORY RESEARCH

"Summarize the key requirements from these attached accounting standard changes and generate a step-by-step checklist to align our internal
documentation.”

BOARD SUMMARY

"Convert this variance table into a 3-slide board-ready PowerPoint summary: one slide on revenue, one on expenses, one on key risks."
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Prompt Engineering by Application
The four components stay constant. What changes is which one carries the weight. Each app fails in a different way when a prompt is loose.

Excel — Sharpen Source and Context

Excel prompts fail on implied scope. Name the workbook, the tab, and the column — then give the threshold as a number, not an adjective. Ask Copilot to show
the formula it wrote so you can check it.

"In the Q3 tab of Actuals.xlsx, compare column D to column F by department, flag every variance over 10%, and show the formula you used."

Outlook — Sharpen Goal and Expectations

A summary and a draft are different requests, and Copilot will guess if you don't say which. Name the deliverable and set the tone explicitly, because tone is the
thing you'll otherwise rewrite by hand.

"Summarize the payment delays in this thread, then draft a reply offering a 3-month plan. Firm but collaborative, under 150 words."

Teams — Sharpen Expectations

Left unspecified, Copilot returns a topic recap nobody can act on. Ask for the three things a finance meeting actually produces: decisions, owners, and dates.

"Summarize the close standup as decisions made, owners assigned, and due dates. List anything raised but left unresolved separately.”

Word & PowerPoint — Sharpen Goal and Context

Give the slide count, the audience, and the argument you want made — not just the topic. Source every figure from the workbook so it traces back to a cell.

"From Q3_Close.xlsx, build a 3-slide board summary arguing that margin pressure is seasonal. One chart per slide, figures tied to source."
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Prompt Library by Role

Every seat optimizes for something different. Use this to decide which component of your prompt deserves the most attention.

ROLE OPTIMIZING FOR SHARPEN HOwW
Controller Close integrity and defensible sign-off Period, threshold, and materiality — state them numerically every
time.

Risk to watch: Accepting a proposed match without re-testing it.

Tax Preparer Compliance accuracy under deadline SOURCE Name the exact tax code section or client document — never rely on
pressure general knowledge.

Risk to watch: Treating a summary of guidance as a substitute for the guidance itself.

Auditor Documentation an auditor will accept GOAL Name the artifact precisely: working paper, memo, or finding.

Risk to watch: Documentation that omits how Al was used in the process.

Bookkeeper / AP- Exception throughput without losing SOURCE Invoice, purchase order, and ledger history together — never one
AR control alone.

Risk to watch: Copilot becoming an invisible step in the approval chain.

Firm Leadership Synthesis that supports a client Name the audience and the decision the output has to serve.
decision

Risk to watch: Sponsoring adoption without setting a verification standard.

Reading this table: the component named under Sharpen is the one that most often breaks for that role — not the only one that matters. Every
prompt still needs all four.
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Verification Protocol

A plausible number is more dangerous than an obviously wrong one. Run these four checks before any Copilot-assisted figure reaches a
reviewer, a client, or a regulator.

01 Re-derive the number

Recalculate at least one figure independently. If it doesn't tie, none of them are trusted.

02 Read the formula, not the answer

Copilot writes the formula. Confirm it does what you actually asked.

03 Trace every claim to a source

An inferred driver is a hypothesis, not a finding. Confirm it in the data.

04 Document that Al was involved

Auditors accept the evidence and the review. They do not accept an unexplained process.

Best Practices Checklist

Structure every prompt around all four components — Goal, Context, Source, Expectations. Never skip Source.
Name the sheet, cell range, or system precisely. Never ask for "general analysis."

Set quantitative parameters — exact thresholds, percentages, and timeframes prevent vague output.

Define the output structure explicitly: a table, a bulleted summary, a specific added column.

Iterate with follow-up prompts instead of restarting from scratch.

O 0O0o0ao0oa0o

Verify every output before it leaves your desk. This one is not optional.
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NEXT STEP

Better prompts only go as far as your data lets them.

A disciplined prompt cannot rescue a disconnected ERP, an over-shared SharePoint site, or a team without a verification standard.
Avantiico helps accounting teams deploy Copilot correctly the first time — data readiness, prompt training, and full firm rollout.

avantiico.com/contact — Talk to a Copilot for Accountants expert

Related Guides from Avantiico

How to Use Microsoft Copilot for Accountants
The executive guide to workflows, readiness, and security across Excel, Word, and Outlook.

How to Use Microsoft 365 Copilot for Finance Professionals
Real-world use cases and workflows across Excel, Outlook, Teams, Word, and PowerPoint.

Microsoft 365 Copilot Training for Accounting Teams & Leaders
Expert-led, firm-grounded enablement by application and by role.
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