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INTRODUCTION

The Questions People Actually Ask About AI

Last week I was on a park bench, watching my kids tear around a splash pad, when my phone rang. A friend 

who is smart and runs his own business had questions about AI. Not the kind I usually get asked. Simple 

ones. "Do I need to hire someone for this?" That kind.

Halfway through my answer, something landed. I've spent years answering enterprise-level AI questions 

about governance, strategy and rollout plans, for people who already speak the language. And here was a 

friend asking the honest version of the same questions, half-apologizing for it, as if "where do I start?" were 

an embarrassing thing to want to know.

It isn't. It's the right question. It's just not the one that gets answered in public.

That's the gap this series is for. Most of what's written about AI assumes you've already read everything else 

written about AI. The words pile up. Agents, models, tokens, pipelines. Somewhere under that pile, a 

perfectly capable business owner concludes this stuff must be for other people. Same technology, two very 

different experiences: some people get leverage, most people get vocabulary.

What I'm doing about it

For the next 21 days, I'm answering one plain-language question about AI every day. One question, one 

answer, no jargon.

The rules I'm holding myself to:

· One question a day. The kind a friend asks on a phone call, not the kind a panel debates on stage.

· Plain words only. If a technical term sneaks in, it gets explained in one sentence or cut.

· Real tasks, not hype. Every answer connects to something you actually do: emails, quotes, invoices, 

customers.

· Short. Each piece reads in a few minutes, and each stands on its own.

Who this is for

If you run a business or a team and quietly suspect that everyone else has AI figured out, this is for you. In 

my experience, they don't. Most people are exactly where you are: curious, a little skeptical, and short on 

time.

You don't need a technical background. You don't need to have touched a single AI tool. You just need the 

questions you already have, including the ones you've been embarrassed to ask out loud. Those are usually 

the best ones.

My friend got his answer on that phone call. Over the next three weeks, you'll get twenty-one of them.
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Tomorrow, Day 1: the most useful question you can ask about AI in your business, and it starts with 

noticing what you do over and over again.
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DAY 01 OF 21

Count Your Repetitions

Forget the hype for a minute. Here's the most useful question you can ask about AI in your business: what 

do you do over and over again?

A catering business I know was spending about 90 minutes every week copying details from customer emails 

into a spreadsheet: orders, headcounts, dietary notes, one message at a time. It's the kind of task that's too 

small to complain about and too frequent to ignore. They handed that copying to an AI tool. Ninety minutes 

a week came back. They spent it on the phone with clients, and one of those calls turned into a standing 

monthly order.

That's the whole trick at this stage. You're not looking for something futuristic. You're looking for repetition.

The rule of thumb

If a task repeats 50 or more times a month and mostly involves reading, sorting, copying, or drafting text, 

there's a good chance AI can take a chunk of it off your plate. Not perfectly. Not entirely. But enough to 

matter.

How to spot yours

For one week, notice the moments where you think "I've done this exact thing a hundred times":

· Retyping information from one place to another.

· Writing the same kind of email again and again.

· Summarizing or sorting a pile of messages.

· Pulling the same few numbers into the same report.

Write them down. That list is your AI starting point: not the flashiest tool, just the most repeated task.

Tomorrow: why you should start with your biggest headache, not the shiniest tool.
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Start With the Pain, Not the Shiny Tool

Think about how you use a GPS. You don't open it and admire the features. You type in where you're stuck 

and where you need to be, and it finds the route. You start from the destination, not the device.

Most people do the opposite with AI. They hear about a shiny new tool, buy it, and then go looking for a 

problem it might solve. That's backwards, and it's why so many AI subscriptions quietly go unused.

Start from the pain instead.

A small example

A small insurance office was losing about 20 hours a week to one grinding task: manually typing claims 

information from forms and emails into their system. It was nobody's favorite job and it never ended. They 

didn't start with a tool. They started with that specific pain. Two weeks later they had a setup that handled the 

bulk of it, saving around 15 hours a week. Same business, same people, one very annoying problem, gone.

How to do it

1. Name your worst recurring headache. The task everyone dreads and nobody owns.

2. Describe it in plain words. What comes in, what you do to it, what comes out.

3. Only then ask which tool fits. The problem chooses the tool, never the reverse.

The flashiest AI product on the market is worthless to you if it doesn't touch a real pain. The plainest one is 

priceless if it removes an hour you hate, every day.

Tomorrow: do you actually need to hire an AI expert? (Short answer: probably not yet.)
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Do I Need to Hire an AI Expert?

A plumber I know sat through a pitch from a software company. They wanted to build him a custom AI 

quoting system: impressive, expensive, months away. He was ready to sign, mostly because he assumed he 

needed an expert to do any of this.

He didn't. What he actually needed was already in his head.

He started small instead: he took the emails customers sent him and used a free AI tool to draft quotes from 

them. The catch, and this is the whole point, is that the tool was only useful because he told it what a good 

quote looks like. Which jobs are fiddly. Where people underestimate the cost. What to never forget to 

include. The AI supplied the typing. He supplied the plumbing knowledge.

The thing no expert can sell you

Your expertise about your own work is the most valuable thing you can give an AI tool. It's the part that 

makes the output good instead of generic. And it's exactly the part you can't outsource, because a consultant 

doesn't know your trade, your customers, or your judgment calls.

So the honest answer to "do I need to hire an AI expert?" is: not first. First, you experiment with your own 

knowledge and a cheap tool on a real task. You learn what's possible and where the rough edges are. Then, if 

the problem is big enough to justify it, you bring in help, and you'll be a far smarter buyer for having tried it 

yourself.

The order that works

1. Use your own expertise plus a simple tool on one real task.

2. Learn where it helps and where it doesn't.

3. Only then decide whether an expert is worth the money.

Do not outsource the understanding first. That part is yours, and it's the part that makes all the rest work.
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Integration First, Features Second

Imagine buying the best kitchen mixer on the market. Powerful motor, five-star reviews, glowing write-ups. 

You get it home and the plug doesn't fit your sockets. It sits on the counter looking impressive and doing 

nothing.

That's what happens when you choose an AI tool for what it can do rather than where it fits.

Three questions before you look at any tool

1. What software does your team already open every day?

2. Where does your important information actually live?

3. How does work move from one step to the next?

Most businesses run on a handful of things. Email. Calendar. Spreadsheets. A payment system. A booking 

tool. Whatever yours looks like, that's your starting point, and the right first AI tool is one that plugs into it.

What this looks like when it goes wrong

A small events company tried three AI tools in two months.

The first was genuinely powerful, but it needed its own login and its own workspace. Nobody on the team 

opened it. The second sent its results to a dashboard, and the dashboard went unread. The third was the least 

capable of the three, but it dropped its output straight into the shared Drive folder the team already lived in.

That's the one they still use. No new logins, no new habits. It appeared where they were already looking.

How to choose

List every app your team opens daily. Then look for AI tools that name those apps on their integrations page. 

Start with whichever connects to the most things you already use.

You don't need the most powerful tool. You need the one that fits. Power means nothing if nobody uses it.
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Compare the Cost of the Work, Not the Cost of the 
Tool

Seven AI agents ran overnight on a project last month. They researched, summarised, drafted messages, and 

had it all organised into a report by morning. The bill came to somewhere between eight and twelve dollars.

A person doing the same work needs a full day. Maybe two, once you count the formatting and the tidying 

up. At any reasonable hourly rate, that's hundreds.

The wrong question

Most people look at the subscription price and ask whether it's worth it. Twenty dollars a month. Fifty. A 

hundred. Is that a lot?

It's an unanswerable question, because the number has nothing to compare itself to.

The better one: what does this work cost you now?

The arithmetic that matters

Take the most repetitive task you found when you counted your repetitions. Estimate the hours it eats per 

month. Multiply by the hourly cost of whoever does it.

That number is your ceiling. Any tool that costs less than it and saves even half the time is a clear win, and 

you'll know by how much.

One caution

Don't buy ten tools hoping one sticks. Start with one. Use it for a full month. Track the time it actually saves, 

and be honest about the number rather than the number you hoped for. If it saves real time, keep it. If it 

doesn't, cancel it and try the next.

Most businesses can start for well under fifty dollars a month, and several of the best tools have free tiers that 

are more than enough to begin with.

Compare the cost of the work, not the cost of the tool. Do that arithmetic honestly and AI is usually the 

cheapest help you'll ever add to your team.

The system described is ZAMARA, the multi-model agent system I run for myself.
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One Metric, Thirty Days

You hire someone new. Within two weeks you know whether they're pulling their weight. You don't need a 

scorecard or a consultant. The phones get answered faster, or they don't. The backlog shrinks, or it doesn't. 

Your evenings get shorter, or they don't.

Measuring AI should be exactly that simple. Most people make it complicated instead. Dashboards, twelve 

metrics, reports about reports, and six months later still can't answer the only question that matters: is this 

helping?

The whole method

One metric. Thirty days.

Pick the single number that matters for the task you handed over. If AI is handling customer emails, that's 

reply time. If it's producing quotes, it's how many go out a week. If it's sorting incoming orders, it's errors per 

hundred.

What that looks like

A small accounting firm started using AI to draft client update emails. Before: fifteen updates a week, twenty 

minutes each to write. They picked one number, emails sent per week, and left it alone for a month.

After thirty days: twenty-two updates a week, five minutes each to finalise. Roughly fifty percent more going 

out, at a quarter of the time apiece.

They didn't need a dashboard. They needed one number and a calendar reminder.

Pick the metric before you start

Not after. If you wait until the end, you'll pick whatever happens to look best, and you'll have learned 

nothing. Decide in advance what helping would mean. Write it on a sticky note and put it where you'll see it.

At thirty days the answer is yes, no, or not sure. Yes means keep going. No means cancel it and try 

something else. Not sure means one more month with a sharper number.

You wouldn't keep an employee a year without checking their work. Same standard here.
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The Factories That Kept Their Belts

When factories first got electric motors, most owners did something odd. They pulled out the steam engine, 

bolted a motor into the same spot, and left everything else exactly as it was. Same belts. Same pulleys. Same 

floor layout.

Almost nothing improved. Plenty of them concluded electricity was overrated.

The motor was real. The power was real. What was missing was the redesign.

What took thirty years

Electric motors could be small. That meant you could put one on every machine: no central shaft, no belts 

running the length of the building, no arranging the floor around the reach of a pulley. The factory could 

finally be laid out by how the work flows rather than by where the power reaches.

When that happened, productivity jumped. Not because the motor had improved. Because people had 

changed how they worked around it.

AI is in that same moment

Most businesses bolt AI onto the process they already have and keep everything else identical. AI writes the 

email faster, but the approval chain still takes three days. AI summarises the report, but the meeting where 

nobody reads it hasn't changed. AI drafts the proposal, but six people still review it one at a time, in the same 

order.

The tool is real. The capability is real. The value arrives when the work changes around it.

The question that finds it

That doesn't mean tearing everything apart. It means asking something different.

Instead of "how can AI do this faster?", ask: "if AI handles this part, what should my team be doing 

instead?"

The second question is where the value lives. Not in the speed. In what the speed makes possible.

AI isn't hype. But using it without changing how you work will feel exactly like it.
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Everything In General, Nothing About You

Picture a student who has memorised the textbook. Cover to cover, word for word. Ask anything from the 

exam and they'll nail it.

Now hand them a real problem from their own life, something not in any chapter. They freeze. All that 

knowledge, and no idea what to do with it here.

That's where most people are with AI chatbots right now.

You tried it. You asked for an email and got a decent email. You asked it to summarise a document and it did. 

You asked something about marketing and got a reasonable answer. Then you closed the tab and went back 

to work.

The tool worked. Nothing changed. Because it knows everything in general and nothing about your business.

What it doesn't know

It doesn't know your customers or your pricing. It doesn't know your biggest client hates formal language. It 

doesn't know that urgent in your industry means two hours, not two days. It doesn't know about the 

workaround your team invented because the invoicing system crashes every Thursday.

General knowledge is a starting point. Specific knowledge is where the value lives.

One step closes the gap

A small consulting firm used ChatGPT to draft client proposals, and every draft needed a heavy edit: wrong 

tone, wrong pricing format, wrong structure. The proposals sounded like nobody in particular.

So the founder pasted three past proposals into the conversation and wrote: match this tone, this format, this 

pricing layout. The next draft needed two small edits instead of a rewrite. Ten minutes instead of an hour.

The AI didn't get smarter. It got context.

That's the move for anyone stuck at the trial stage. Not a new tool, not a bigger subscription. Your own 

information, fed into the tool you already have.

One rule before you start: never paste passwords, keys, or trade secrets into any AI tool. Share the 

patterns, not the credentials.
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The Knowledge That Leaves When People Do

In a twelve-person property company, only three people could answer a tenant call.

The right response to any maintenance issue depended on the building, the landlord's preferences, and the 

service contract. Three people held all of it in their heads. Everyone else had to go and ask one of them first.

So calls waited. Repairs waited.

Then one of the three spent an afternoon writing the rules out, building by building. Which contractor to call. 

Which landlord wants telling before work starts. Which issues can be approved without asking. Two pages 

each.

With that document, AI could draft the right response for the right building. The three experts stopped being 

a bottleneck on every call, and the document turned out to be the best training material for new staff the firm 

had ever produced.

Where the real knowledge lives

Most companies have a handbook. Two hundred pages. Few readers get past page three. And the knowledge 

that actually runs the business was never in it.

It sits with the people who just know. The supplier who needs orders by Wednesday or it ships late. The 

client who disputes every invoice over a certain figure. The process on the wall chart that hasn't matched 

reality since 2019.

None of it is written down. All of it runs the place. And it walks out of the door when those people do.

That is exactly what AI needs

Skip the company history and the polished manual. Write down what your best person knows that nobody 

else does, the way you'd explain it to a new hire on their first morning.

Teaching AI about your business is a writing job before it is a technology job. The technology is the easy 

part.

One safety note: leave out passwords, client financial details, and anything you wouldn't want a new hire to 

see on day one. Teach it how the business works. Keep the account details out of it.

Start with one person: whoever gets asked the most questions. That document is your AI's first lesson, and 

your firm's second copy of something it currently has one of.
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Six Cases That Never Existed

A lawyer handed six court cases to a federal judge. None of them existed.

It happened in New York in 2023. He'd asked ChatGPT to find cases supporting his client's claim against an 

airline, and it produced six: case names, case numbers, quotes from the rulings. They looked exactly like real 

citations. He filed them.

The airline's lawyers went looking and found nothing. The judge went looking and found nothing. The AI 

had invented all six. The court fined him $5,000 and ordered him to write to every judge the fake rulings had 

named.

He didn't set out to lie. He trusted a confident answer.

Why that is the dangerous part

AI mistakes don't look like mistakes. The wrong answer arrives in the same confident tone as the right one, 

formatted just as neatly, with no tell. That's the whole problem: there's nothing in the output to catch your 

eye.

AI will get things wrong. Plan for it. The job isn't to prevent every error. It's to catch them before they reach 

anyone who matters.

The mistakes follow a pattern

They show up most when AI cites sources, gives exact numbers, or states facts that need outside 

checking.

They show up least when it summarises, drafts, or reorganises information you gave it, because there, 

everything it needs is already in front of it.

That pattern tells you where to put your attention. You don't need to read every sentence twice. You need to 

check every fact, every number, and every named source. The rest can move fast.

One rule is enough to start

Before anything touches a customer, a contract, or a public channel, a person checks the facts.

One sentence. The mistake it catches could cost you a client. Or five thousand dollars and a letter to a judge.
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Customer, Contract, Cash

A company saved an hour a day with AI, then spent that hour checking its work.

It was a small logistics firm. AI drafted two kinds of message every day: status updates for the team, and 

delivery confirmations for clients. Every message got a full read before it went anywhere. They were 

spending as long reviewing the output as they used to spend writing it.

So they split the two piles. Client messages kept the full review. Internal updates got a spot check once a day.

Review time fell by sixty percent. Not one client-facing error slipped through, and the internal updates were 

fine: the stakes were low and the AI had the context it needed.

The rule that team found

If a person reads every line the AI writes, the tool has saved nothing. You have added a step.

Not everything carries the same risk. A meeting summary is not a customer email. A reorganised spreadsheet 

is not a financial report. A list of ideas is not a contract clause. Treating them alike is how the time savings 

disappear.

Three things always get a human

· Anything that touches a customer

· Anything that involves a contract

· Anything that moves cash

Customer, contract, cash. Everything else gets a quick look, or none at all.

Match the level of checking to the level of risk. That's the whole answer.
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The Worker Starbucks Fired

In May, Starbucks let go of a worker after nine months on the job.

The worker was an AI.

The company had rolled out an AI counting system across more than 11,000 stores. Tablets with cameras 

scanned the shelves and counted stock, so baristas wouldn't have to. On paper it removed one of the most 

tedious tasks in retail.

In practice the system kept getting the count wrong. It confused one type of milk for another. Miscounts 

turned into shortages. Staff ended up recounting what the AI had already counted, so the tool doubled the 

very task it was built to remove. In May an internal newsletter told stores it was being retired. People count 

the milk again. Reuters reported it from start to finish.

Notice what did not happen

No barista lost a job when the AI arrived. None was hired back when it left.

The AI never held a job. It held a task. When it failed at the task, the task went back to a person.

That is the honest answer

AI replaces tasks, not jobs. It takes the repetitive layer: the counting, the data entry, the first drafts, the 

sorting. The parts that need context, judgment, and the sense that something looks off stay with people.

At Starbucks, even the counting came back.

So your value shifts rather than disappears. Less of it sits in doing the work. More of it sits in knowing which 

work matters, and in catching what the machine gets wrong.

Your job isn't going away. The people who learn to work alongside AI keep their jobs and lose the parts they 

never liked.

Most people would call that a fair trade.
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Training Didn't Move Them. Pain Did.

Eight recruiters sat through AI training twice, nodded along, and never opened the tools again.

Their manager was planning a third session. Instead she asked the team one question: what's the worst part 

of your week?

The answer came back the same from everyone. Writing up candidate summaries after interviews. Two hours 

of typing, every day.

So she set up one AI tool that drafts the summary from the interview notes. The team adopted it in three 

days. No session required. The tool removed a task they already dreaded.

Why the training failed

Hand people a new tool and most keep using the old one. Give everyone on your team a brand new phone 

and half will stay on the one in their pocket. The new phone isn't bad. The old one still works.

A feature tour tells people what a tool can do. That's an answer to a question nobody asked.

What to do instead

Find the task that makes your team groan on Monday morning. The report no one wants to compile. The 

inbox no one wants to sort.

Put AI on that one task and nothing else.

Show them the single thing that kills the job they hate, not twenty things they might use someday.

People don't adopt tools. They adopt solutions to problems they already have.
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Proof From a Peer

Half the room couldn't stop talking about AI. The other half hadn't opened it since training day.

I've watched this split in real teams. One half trades workflows and ideas about what to automate next. The 

other half sits quietly with nothing to add. Same company, same tools, same rollout.

It is not a training problem

That's always the first assumption: more sessions, better materials, clearer instructions. None of it closes the 

gap, because the gap is experience, not understanding.

The daily users have each had one small win that made the tool feel essential. The others are still waiting for 

theirs. You can't deliver that in a slide deck.

What works instead

A marketing team of ten showed it best. Four people used AI every day; six had touched it once and stopped.

The manager did two things. She paired each daily user with one or two colleagues on live work: a task with 

a deadline both of them cared about. And she asked the four to share one real example every morning at the 

huddle: the task AI removed, the prompt they used, the time it saved. Two minutes, nothing polished.

The pairing delivered the first win. The daily examples kept the tool visible between wins.

Within two weeks, four of the six were using it unprompted. The last two came round inside the month.

Why champions work

They hand over the one thing training never can: proof from a peer.

A slide deck says the tool is useful. A colleague holding up the report it just wrote gets believed.

Find your champions. Pair them with the quiet half on real tasks with real deadlines. Then ask for one 

example a day, said out loud where the whole team can hear it.

Real use is where the habit forms.
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The Speed Never Reached the Loading Dock

A factory made every machine faster and shipped the same number of trucks.

New cutters, new welders, new assembly stations. The floor looked busier and sounded busier. Then the 

quarterly numbers came in: the same trucks, leaving the same loading dock, on the same schedule.

The speed never reached the loading dock.

That's most businesses with AI right now. It writes the emails in two minutes instead of ten. It summarises 

reports in seconds. It pulls data in a click instead of a morning. Every step improved and the overall result 

didn't move.

Speed helps one step, but money needs the whole chain to move.

Where it actually goes

One team found out why. AI had sped up five or six steps across their week and output stayed flat. So they 

mapped the workflow end to end and found the gap sitting between the steps: approvals that waited two 

days, formatting somebody still did by hand before the next person could start, finished work parked waiting 

for a check.

The bottleneck was never the speed of the work. It was the space between the work.

AI didn't fail there. The workflow around it never changed. Faster steps feeding the same slow handoffs just 

means more finished work sitting in a queue.

What to do before buying anything else

Follow one workflow from the first step to the last. Mark the steps AI made faster.

Then look hard at the steps in between.

That's where your money is stuck.
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Flying the Plane, Not Designing the Airport

One company's Friday report now lands on Wednesday.

It was a weekly update for leadership. Eight team leads sent status emails, someone compiled them into a 

document, formatted it, and sent it out by Friday. AI sped up the compiling and the formatting, and the whole 

thing still took two days, because the chain itself was the problem. Email to document to email, with a 

person stitching the seams.

Then someone asked a different question: if we built this today, knowing what AI can handle, would we 

collect eight separate emails and stitch them together?

They replaced the chain with a shared workspace the AI pulls updates from directly. The AI didn't get faster. 

The process got smaller.

Two different skills

Picture a pilot and an airport designer standing at the same runway.

The pilot sees the landing: approach angle, wind, touchdown zone. The designer sees how runways connect 

to gates, how crews and passengers move, how the whole system shifts a thousand people an hour.

Landing the plane and designing the airport are different jobs.

Most businesses are flying the plane. They added AI to existing tasks and got faster at each one. Better 

landings, same airport.

The question that changes it

Put this to any process your team runs:

If we started this from scratch today, knowing what AI can handle, would we build it the same way?

Almost nobody answers yes. And the honest answer shows you which steps only exist because a human used 

to be the only option.

Don't ask how AI can help your current process. Ask what process you'd build if you started today. That's a 

different exercise, and it's the one that rebuilds the workflow rather than decorating it.
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Start at the Queue

Fifteen customer replies sat in a folder before lunch. Every one had been written in seconds.

The AI on this team drafted customer responses almost instantly. Then every draft waited in a shared folder 

for a supervisor to review it. By noon the pile held fifteen. Customers waited hours for messages that had 

taken seconds to write.

Instead of improving the AI, the team looked at the pile and asked why everything was waiting.

The answer was one blanket rule: a supervisor reviews every reply, however routine. So they changed the 

rule. Routine responses matching standard templates went out with a spot check; full review stayed for 

everything else. The pile dropped from fifteen to three, and response times fell by hours.

They never touched the AI. One rule change cleared the queue.

The same thing in a kitchen

A chef preps twice as fast as anyone in the building. Every plate still waits at the pass for the same manager 

to check it. Fifteen plates lined up, steam fading, chef watching.

The chef got faster. The kitchen didn't.

Where to begin

Yesterday's question was whether the process should look different at all. Today's is where to start.

Start at the queue: the place where AI output piles up waiting for a human. Drafted emails waiting for 

approval. Reports waiting to be read. Proposals waiting for a manager to press send.

Look for the bottleneck after the AI step, not before it. Almost everyone looks before, because that's where 

the tool is. The queue is where the redesign begins.
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Ownership Follows Outcomes

A new hire sits down on a trading floor with credentials, a desk, and a screen full of live data. Nobody has 

told them what they can approve on their own.

No limit. No guidance on when to ask for help, or when to stop and check with someone senior. So one of 

two things happens. They freeze and ask permission for everything, which makes them useless. Or they 

guess and approve something they shouldn't have, which makes them dangerous.

Give it a week and the floor adjusts. Someone takes them aside, explains the boundaries, and things settle.

Now replace the new hire with an agent

Same missing rules. But the agent can't read the room, can't sense an awkward silence, and never feels 

unsure. It acts at speed and at scale, every second, with no hesitation and no lunch break.

Unclear rules cost a new hire a slow first week. Unclear rules can cost an AI agent a quarter of bad decisions 

before anyone notices.

So who owns it

The person whose number moves when it works.

IT installed the tool. IT doesn't miss a target when the tool underperforms. Give the decisions to whoever 

does.

One sales team proved it. Their AI tool sat with IT while it shaped sales output. Results stayed flat and 

nobody adjusted anything. Then ownership moved to the sales lead, whose target depended on the tool 

performing, and she made three changes in her first week that IT had never considered.

IT never felt the pain of a missed number. She felt it every day.

Ownership follows outcomes, not technology.
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When the Answer Has Somewhere to Go

A founder used AI every day and still spent fifteen minutes cleaning up after every answer.

She drafted client updates with AI each morning. The draft arrived in seconds. Then came her part: copy it 

out, paste it into the email, fix the formatting, file a copy in the client folder, hit send. Five manual steps, 

every time.

She listed them one day and realised the AI was doing the writing while she was doing everything else.

So she set up an agent. It drafts the update, formats it, and files it in the client folder. She reviews and sends. 

Fifteen minutes became two.

The plain version

The word agent gets used loosely, so here it is without the jargon.

Ask someone to look up a phone number and read it back to you. That's a chatbot.

Ask them to call the number, book an appointment for Tuesday at 2pm, and confirm it by email. That's an 

agent.

Same knowledge in both cases. Different job. A chatbot answers questions. An agent takes steps.

How to know which you need

You've been using chatbots for most of this series. Ask a question, get an answer. Paste a document, get a 

summary. That works fine when the answer is the product.

The signal that you need more is what happens afterwards. You copy the summary into an email. You paste 

the draft into your project tool. You type the numbers into a spreadsheet.

Steps you repeat after every answer are the case for an agent. When the answer is the product, a chatbot 

is enough. When the answer has somewhere to go, an agent does the going.

One safety note before you connect anything: know exactly what data an agent can reach. An agent that 

reads your inbox shouldn't also reach your financial systems unless it genuinely needs both. Set the 

boundaries before the first connection, not after the first incident.
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The Clock-Out Rule

A night shift worker clocked in at 10pm and never clocked out.

Midnight passed. Sunrise passed. Noon the next day and they were still working. Reliable, fast, no 

complaints, and still at it, because nobody had told them when the shift ends.

The overtime bill arrived on Friday and it was enormous. Every task had been done correctly. Quality was 

never the problem. The missing piece was one line nobody had written down: when to stop.

AI agents carry exactly that risk. An agent never gets tired, never feels unsure, and never glances at the 

clock. It keeps going until something tells it not to.

Three lists, before it goes live

What the agent does alone. The routine actions. Send a standard reply. File a document. Update a record. 

Low risk, high volume, no judgment needed.

What needs a human. The actions where judgment matters. Anything touching a customer directly. 

Anything involving money above a set amount. Anything unusual or new. The agent stops here and waits.

When it stops entirely. A time limit. A spending limit. An error count. Some condition that says enough, 

shut down and wait. This is the clock-out rule. Without it, your agent is the night shift worker who never 

goes home.

What that looked like in practice

One team launched an agent to handle internal support tickets. Before it went live they wrote the three lists: 

what it could close alone, what it had to hand over, and a hard stop after fifty tickets in any twenty-four 

hours.

The agent handled forty percent of tickets cleanly. The ones it passed on genuinely needed a person. The 

fifty-ticket cap was never reached, but it was the thing that let the team hand over the work without watching 

it all day.

Those three lists are your governance. They cost nothing to write and everything to skip.
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The Technology Was Ready on Day One

The AI system I built at home worked on day one. Everything that mattered took weeks.

It's called ZAMARA. Within hours of setup it could process, analyse, draft and respond. That was the easy 

part, and it was over almost immediately.

The weeks that followed were the real work. Deciding what it could do alone and what still needed me. 

Which actions were routine enough to hand over completely. Which carried enough risk that I had to review 

them. Where the stop conditions belonged. What good enough looked like for each type of task.

The decisions about the AI turned out to be the actual product. The technology was ready on day one. The 

judgment around it took weeks, and that judgment was worth more than the model.

The same road, one question at a time

Week one asked the counting questions. Whether your business should use AI at all, where to start, what it 

costs, and how to tell within thirty days whether it's working.

Week two moved to people. Teaching AI about your business, catching its mistakes, deciding what needs 

checking, and turning a team of reluctant users into daily ones.

Week three redesigned the work itself. Finding the queue where speed goes to die, naming the owner, and 

knowing when you need an agent and when it has to stop.

Twenty-one questions, one destination: a business where people make the decisions that matter and AI 

handles the work that doesn't need judgment.

What it adds up to

AI is not the hard part.

Deciding how your business works with AI is the hard part. And that decision belongs to you, not to the 

technology.

The system described is ZAMARA, the multi-model agent system I run for myself.
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ABOUT THIS SERIES

This series ran as twenty-one short answers to the questions people actually ask about AI, written for the 

person who runs a business rather than the person who builds the models.

It is published in full at benedictnwankwo.com/series/ai-without-the-jargon, where each part links to the 

frameworks behind it.

The Fourth Stage is an independent read on how organizations cross the four stages of AI maturity, by 

Benedict Nwankwo.
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