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B E F O R E  W E  B E G I N

One honest warning.
This field moves fast, and some days it changes by the hour. A few of the specifics in
these pages may already have shifted by the time you read them. The major players
update their models constantly.

The good news is that the method does not go stale. The climb, the habits, and the
order hold up regardless. Individual prompts rarely break outright. Once in a while
they simply return a different result. Treat the specifics as a starting point, and the
approach as the part you can rely on.



A  N O T E  F R O M  O U R  F O U N D E R

Why I wrote this.
For a long time I watched other owners freeze up about AI. Some ignored it and hoped
it would pass. Others poked at a chatbot for a few minutes and called it a strategy. I
understood both reactions, because at one point or another I had them myself.

A little about why I get to have an opinion. I have spent more than 26 years in
technology. I started my first IT company in 1999, and I still run a small service firm:
the same chair you sit in, with the same problem of too much work living in too few
heads. Over the last 18 months I stopped treating AI as a gadget and started treating it
as a discipline. I used it to change real parts of the company: how we document work,
how we standardize service, how we build things we used to outsource. These are not
experiments. They are systems the team relies on every day.

Here is what that taught me, and why this paper exists. Adopting AI is not a switch you
flip. It is a climb, and the order you climb in matters more than almost anything. I
have watched what happens when a business reaches for the top rung before it has
secured the ones below it. I have also seen what happens when you do it right: when
work that used to eat the week gets handled, and capacity you did not know you had
shows up.

I wrote this to be useful. Not to sound current, and not to collect a meeting. I care
about the people who have to run a business on Monday morning with a team that is
already stretched, and I have watched too many of them get a burst of AI activity and
call it progress. If these pages give you a map you can actually use, with your people,
in the order that holds, that is the whole point.

Sean Fullerton
FOUNDER & CEO,  NSN MANAGEMENT



W H E R E  T O  L O O K

A gadget, or a discipline?
AI is in almost every technology conversation right now, and for good reason. The potential is real. The
pace is unlike anything I have seen in 26 years in this work. It is better this month than it was last month,
and it will be better again by the time you finish these pages.

That is not the interesting part.

What I see when I look at actual companies is not a shortage of tools. It is two postures.

As a gadget.
You wait it out, or you poke at a chatbot and get a draft. You get activity: questions, a burst of curiosity, a
few hours saved here and there. Nothing in how the business runs has actually changed. Activity feels like
progress. It is not adoption.

As a discipline.
You stop asking which model or tool to buy and you start asking where you are on the climb. AI has a
place in the work. It has a next rung you refuse to skip. That is adoption.

The decision that changed things for me was not a product. It was treating this as a discipline instead of a
gadget. Until you make that decision, you can be busy with AI and still not have adopted it.

Treat AI as a gadget and you will only ever get activity. Treat it as a discipline and you have a climb.

At the center of that discipline is a simple map. Six stages. Each starts with an A. Two things rise together
as you climb. The first is scope: how much of your business AI touches. The second is trust: how much
you let it run without you. Every stage raises both. You cannot teleport to the top. Skip a rung and you do
not move faster. You fall.

The real prompts behind the examples in this paper are in the appendix. Use them. The map matters
more than any one of them.



T H E  M A P

Six rungs. One climb.
Two things rise together as you climb: how much of your business AI touches, and how much
you trust it to run without you. Every stage raises both, and you climb them in order.

M O R E  S C O P E  ·  M O R E  T R U S T  ·  M O R E  A U T O N O M Y  →

You cannot teleport to the top. Skip a rung and you do not move faster. You
fall.

01

ASK

02

APPLY

03

ALIGN

04

AUGMENT

05

AUTOMATE

06

ADVANTAGE



01 Ask
A I  A S  A  S M A R T E R  S E A R C H

Saying “we use AI” almost always means this rung. And this rung is
mostly activity.

Ask is the first rung, and it is where nearly everyone meets AI. You open a chatbot, type in a question, and
get an answer back. It works like a search engine that talks to you, and for a lot of owners that is the entire
relationship. Ask it something, read what it says, ask it something else.

This is the stage people mean when they say “we’re using AI.” And they are, in the narrowest sense. But
asking questions and getting answers is closer to activity than adoption. Nothing about how the business
runs has changed. It is a fine place to start. It is a bad place to mistake for a strategy.

One thing you have to understand before you lean on any of it: AI makes things up. The industry calls it a
“hallucination,” which is a soft word for a real problem. The AI does not know when it is wrong. It will
hand you a confident, well-written answer that is completely made up, in the same tone it uses when it is
right. It might cite a court ruling that was never decided and sound just as sure as it does about anything
true. So treat what comes back as a smart first draft and never the last word, make it show you a real
source you can go check, and keep it away from anything high-stakes — legal, financial, medical —
without a professional checking behind it.

None of that means you should not start here. You should. Ask is the safest, lowest-stakes way to get your
hands dirty. The problem is not starting at Ask. The problem is staying there, or calling it done.

Y O U R  M O V E

Pick one question you would normally Google or ask a colleague, and ask AI instead. Then verify it against
a real source. That is Ask. It costs you nothing to start today. Just do not mistake it for a strategy.



02 Apply
A I  D O E S  R E A L  W O R K

Same tool. What changes is how much you tell it before you hit enter.
Apply is where AI starts saving real hours. Drafting, summarizing, cleaning things up. The gap between a
mediocre result and a useful one comes down almost entirely to how you ask.

Most people type something like this:

Time for agenda for beginning of Q2

You will get an agenda. But you have given it nothing to work with: no sense of what kind of expertise to
bring, what kind of meeting this is, who is in the room, or what a good outcome looks like. So it pulls from
the average of everything instead of the part that actually fits your situation, and hands back something
generic you then have to fix. That is most people’s whole relationship with AI. That is activity.

Here is the same request after some thinking happened first:

You’re my chief of staff. You’ve run quarterly planning for small service businesses for years, and you
know a good leadership meeting drives decisions, not status updates. We’re a nine-person service firm,
and I’m the owner. I’m building our Q2 kickoff agenda for my leadership team. Before you draft anything,
ask me the three or four questions you’d need to make this genuinely useful. Then give me a time-
blocked agenda that names an owner for each item and the decision we need to walk out with, and flag
anything a sharp operator would say we’re forgetting.

Same tool. The only thing that changed is how much thinking you did before you hit enter. That gap is the
whole difference between Ask and Apply. It comes down to one recipe you run every time, and it has four
parts: role, context, outcome, and push-back.

1. Give it a role
If I had to name the single habit that improved my results the most, this is it. Before I ask AI to do
anything, I give it a role. Most people skip this and fire off questions cold, so the AI answers from the
average of everything it has ever read, which is fine for trivia and useless for real work. A role fixes that.
You are not asking it to pretend to be someone. You are narrowing the expertise it reaches for, so the
answer comes from the right body of knowledge instead of the middle of all of it.

When you assign a role, you are not flattering it. You are focusing it. “Help me with my budget” leaves it
standing in a library with a million books. “You’re a CFO with twenty years in small business” walks it to
the right shelf.

This does not undo the rule from Ask. Let it think with you. Do not let it decide for you. The role makes the
draft better. It does not make the draft finished. Anything that leaves the room still needs a name on it.



2. Give it your context
A role with no context is still a stranger doing your work. Tell it who you are, what the business is, and the
decision actually in front of you. “I’m the owner of a nine-person service firm, strong on operations but
not finance, about to set next year’s budget” turns a generic answer into one built for your situation. The
more of your real world it has, the less it has to invent.

3. Give it the outcome
“Help me with my budget” and “help me build a budget worksheet I can hand my bookkeeper, with
monthly columns and a cash-flow line that flags the tight months” are two different requests. You only get
the second result if you ask for it. Name the finish line before you start running.

4. Make it push back
Left to its defaults, AI wants to be agreeable. It will validate a shaky assumption in beautiful prose. So give
it the opposite job. The most valuable role you can hand it is not an expert who agrees with you. It is a
skeptic paid to find the hole in your thinking.

Put all four together and you get the shape I actually use when I build a budget:

You’re the CFO I don’t have: twenty years managing finances for small service businesses in the $1–5M
range, and you know the difference between a company that’s profitable on paper and one that actually
has cash in the bank. I’m the owner. I’m strong on operations but I’m not a finance guy, so walk me
through your thinking, don’t just hand me numbers. I’m about to build next year’s budget. Before we
start, ask me the questions a good CFO would ask first. Then, as we work, your job is to challenge my
assumptions, not rubber-stamp them. Flag anything that looks optimistic, name the costs I’m forgetting,
and tell me where I’m exposed on cash flow. Push back. I’d rather hear it from you now than learn it in
Q3.

Notice what that prompt refuses to do. It refuses to let the AI be a cheerleader. Role, context, outcome,
push-back: all four, every time.

One more move: teach it your voice
The four parts get you a strong, useful draft. This is what makes it sound like you. One of the first things
that made this click for me was not a clever prompt. It was watching drafts start to sound like work I
would actually send. I did not hand it a personality description. I handed it evidence: old writing, real
emails, the way I talk when I am not performing. I corrected out loud. “Too formal.” “That’s not how I’d
open.” Over time the first draft got closer.

What was happening: I was building a reference library, not raising a colleague. Your own words, gathered
in one place, are a better brief than any description you could write.

Do it on purpose.

Gather real writing, not polished samples. Range beats polish.



Then do the move that matters for a business. Stop teaching it your voice and start teaching it the
company’s. Your voice helps you. The company’s voice, written down and handed over, helps everyone. A
proposal from a new hire can sound like the firm. That is the jump into the next rung: taking something
that lived in one person and making it repeatable.

Be deliberate about what you feed it and where. Sent emails may hold customer details, pricing, or things
you are simply not free to share. Not every tool treats your data the same way. Your voice is worth
teaching. Do not teach it your secrets on a platform that was not built to keep them.

Y O U R  M O V E

Take one task already on your plate this week. Give it a role, your real context, the outcome you want, and
permission to push back. That jump in quality is the whole point of this rung.

Make it name your voice back to you: sentence length, tone, words you lean on, words you would never
use.

Save that description. Do not rebuild it every Tuesday.

Correct out loud, and keep the corrections.



03 Align
S T A N D A R D S  B E F O R E  S C A L E

Without the process, AI is the wild west.
This is the rung people want to skip. It is also the rung the rest of the climb stands on.

Align is not an AI trick. It is the point where you decide how the work actually runs, write it down, and stop
depending on whoever happens to remember. Michael Gerber put it cleanly in The E-Myth Revisited: “The
system runs the business. The people run the system.” He also warned that if the business depends on
you, you do not own a business. You have a job.

AI does not change that. It makes it louder. If the work still lives in one head, you do not have anything
honest to hand a person, let alone an agent. What do you tell it to do? Guess? Copy a generic version of
your industry? That is how you give away the part of the work that is actually yours.

It will not feel like progress.
Align is where the hard work pays off, though it will not feel like it while you are doing it. It is the least
exciting rung, it feels like busywork, and it is the one you will be most tempted to skip. The objection that
shows up is always some version of: nobody is going to actually follow this.

And sometimes that objection is fair. A vague document nobody opens is not a process, it is a file. But that
is an argument for writing a better one, not for keeping the whole business in your head. Align done badly
is paperwork. Align done right is a business that can run when you are not standing in the middle of it.

Without a standard, the later rungs have nothing to stand on. Augment needs something to bolt onto.
Automate needs a line it is allowed to cross and a line it is not. Advantage needs a way of working a
competitor cannot buy on Friday. None of that exists if the job still requires the hero.

Bad processes scale too.
Writing it down is not the win by itself. You can have a stack of processes and still be in trouble. If they are
bad processes, AI just helps you execute bad processes faster. The same sloppy quote. The same weak
onboarding. The same complaint handling that creates a second complaint.

Align is not documentation for its own sake. It is the point where you decide what “good” looks like before
you give that job more speed. If you would not defend the process, do not publish it. Do not automate it.
Fix it first.

Start from the mess. Let AI spark, not steer.
Here is the part that unlocks this rung. You almost certainly do not have your process written down
anywhere, and that is normal. Most of how a small business runs lives in the owner’s head and a couple of
key people’s habits. The starting line is getting it out.



So do not sit down to “write an SOP.” You never will. Instead, talk the job out the way it actually lives in
your head: out of order, with the exceptions, including the part you always fix at the end. Let AI turn that
rambling into a first draft you can react to.

That is what the header means. AI sparks, it does not steer. It drafts the steps, names things you had not
named, and asks about the parts you skipped. What it does not get to do is decide how your business
works, or dress the process up into something you would never actually do. You own what is true. The
tool just helps you write it down faster.

Here is how to actually run it. Sit down with AI and work through four questions out loud:

Then have it draft the process around your answers. Skip the last question and you will get a generic
process any competitor could copy, and you will have used this rung to sand off the very thing that makes
you worth choosing.

Finally, read the draft with the person who actually does the work. When they say “that is not how we
handle it when things go sideways,” the process is not done. That argument is the work, and it is how you
know the process is real.

A checklist is not an insult to expertise.
In The Checklist Manifesto, Atul Gawande goes to aviation to make a simple point. Pilots do not use a
checklist because they are new. They use one because the work is complex, the cost of a skipped step is
high, and experience is not the same thing as recall. Building those lists took time and a lot of hard-won
knowledge. Someone had to decide which steps actually matter. The list does not fly the plane. People
do. The list keeps the work complete when the day is loud.

Surgery is the same idea in a different building. A short list, used every time, catches the boring things
experts still miss.

That is this rung, at the scale of your company. You already have the expertise. It lives in the person who
has done the job a thousand times. Align is turning that expertise into a process the next person can run,
and that you can run on the day you are tired.

AI can help you build the list. It can ask what happens first, what you never skip, what goes wrong when
you are in a hurry. It can turn a rambling explanation into a first checklist. It cannot decide which steps
keep the plane in the air. That is still you, and the person who does the work.

Some of these processes will never touch an agent.
That is fine. Align is not an AI project. It is the job of making the work visible so the team can run it.

What problem are we actually trying to solve?

Who should own this, even if that owner is only a role today?

What does a good outcome look like, with one real example?

What is unique about how we do this, the part that is our value in the market?



If the only thing this rung produces is a process your people finally follow, you still did the hard work. You
built a business that can operate without you standing in the middle of every job. Gerber would call that
the point.

The jobs that later become agents will be obvious after the process exists. Do not start with that test. Start
with this one: can a person run this without calling you.

What the process has to contain
If it cannot survive a new hire and a bad week, it is not a process yet.

A process that never gets revisited becomes folklore with nicer formatting.

I N  T H E  R E A L  W O R L D

When it is real
A real estate brokerage. One sharp agent gets AI to write a listing description that is punchy, accurate, and
on brand. Useful. Still Apply. One person, their own trick, on their own laptop.
Align is the next move. The firm writes the process: structure, required facts, disclosures that have to
appear, words the brand will not use, who checks the draft before it goes public. Now any agent can
produce the same quality. The knowledge stopped being a talent and became an asset.
You can do the same thing with a quote, an onboarding, a complaint, a job handoff, a weekly report. Pick
the job that already repeats and already depends on one person’s taste. That is the job.
Hand the process to someone who does not live in your head. If they can run it without calling you, you
have Align. If they still need the hero, you still have a draft. If the process cannot say what an agent is later
allowed to do, you are not ready for Augment, and you are not ready for Automate.
Do not build an agent this week. Build the process.

Purpose: what this job is for, and what it is not for

Trigger: what starts it

Steps: the order of work, including the ugly parts

Judgment calls: where a person decides, and on what basis

Definition of good: one real example beats a paragraph of values

Definition of done: what “finished” means before it leaves the room

Exceptions: the cases that do not follow the happy path

What AI is not allowed to decide: price exceptions, promises, legal language, anything you would not let a
new hire send unsupervised

Owner: whose name is on it when it leaves the room

Review: when you will look at it again, because the work will drift



04 Augment
B O LT  A I  O N T O  T H E  W O R K

You still feed it. The grind between input and output is what
disappears.

Once the process exists, you can put AI on the job. Augment is not “let it run the company.” It is a simple
agent bolted onto work you already know how to do. You hand it raw material: a data export, a rough set
of notes, last week’s numbers, the details of a job. It hands back finished work that matches the process
you wrote at Align.

A person still feeds it. Nobody is pretending the machine went and got the ingredients. The busywork
between input and output is what dies.

The best work to bolt onto is high-volume and low-judgment. The same task, done constantly, that does
not need a person’s relationships or taste at every step. Plenty of businesses build a handful of these
agents and stop. That is allowed. Not everything needs to run on its own to be worth building. Agents can
live at this rung for years and still pay for the time you spent on Align.

An agent here is not a science project. It is a repeatable job that takes raw input and returns finished work
to the process you already wrote. If you cannot say what goes in, what comes out, and what “good” looks
like, you do not have an agent. You have a chatbot with extra steps.

Build it on the process from Align. If you skipped that rung, you are teaching a stranger your worst habits
at speed.

I N  O U R  O W N  S H O P

License audits
Every month we have to audit Microsoft 365 licenses for a customer. The job is simple to describe and
ugly to do by hand. Microsoft gives us a dump of what is assigned. The customer gives us a list of who
actually works there. Those two lists never match cleanly. Someone left. Someone changed roles. A
license is still sitting on an account that should have been removed. Doing that reconciliation by hand
used to eat days.
We wrote the process first: what sources we trust, what counts as an exception, what we are willing to
recommend, how we talk about savings without overselling them. Then we built an agent on that
process. We still feed it. We hand it the Microsoft file and the employee list. It reconciles the two, flags the
exceptions, makes recommendations, and shows the cost that comes back if the customer acts. The
report comes out in our colors, our brand, and our wording.
What used to take days now takes minutes to produce. We still read it. We still own the recommendation
that leaves the building. The agent did not decide the customer’s license strategy. It erased the grind
between raw files and a finished audit.



I N  T H E  R E A L  W O R L D

Meeting records
A professional firm records its meetings in Teams, Zoom, or an AI notetaker. The recordings used to die in
someone’s inbox. Now the transcripts land in one folder. A person still puts them there. That is the feed.
The agent is built to look for particular things, not to produce a generic recap.

Those asides are often the most valuable part of the recording. They are also the easiest to lose. A person
in the room treats them as color. A process treats them as signal.
The agent flags those elements, ties them to owners where it can, and hands back a record the team can
use. It does not get to turn a joke into a commitment, or a passing thought into a decision. Gold still
needs a name on it before it leaves the room.
That library, meeting after meeting, is how later questions stop being generic. You are not asking “how do
businesses like ours handle this.” You are asking against the customers, decisions, and throwaway lines
your own people already spoke out loud.
This is still Augment. A person feeds the folder. The agent returns finished work. The extra gift is a body of
institutional record you can query later. That is not magic and it is not “the AI knows us now.” It is a
process that captures the work instead of letting it evaporate.

P R O T E C T  ·  T H E  N O N - N E G O T I A B L E
This is where security stops being theoretical. At Ask and Apply you are mostly pasting a
question or a draft. The blast radius is whatever you typed. At Augment you start feeding the
business into the machine: who works where, what licenses cost, what was said in a
meeting, which customer is unhappy, the throwaway line that was never supposed to be a
record.

That is why this rung is not harmless just because a person still hits send. You can hand an agent two files
and leak a company.

So before you feed it, decide three things and write them down. What it is allowed to see: the license
agent needs an employee list and a license file, not payroll notes or the owner’s side channel with the
CFO. Where those inputs are allowed to live: a consumer chatbot and a business tenant under contract
are not the same thing, and customer names do not belong in a tool you would not trust with your email.

Customers: who was named, what they need, what was promised

Decisions: what actually got decided, not what was only discussed

Agendas: what the meeting was for, and whether it stayed on that

Casual comments that have real gold in them: the offhand line that explains how the work really
gets done, the “we always…” that never makes the official notes, the worry someone mentioned
once and then moved on



And who is allowed to run it: if anyone can upload anything, you do not have an agent, you have an open
door into the company’s memory.

Then keep a human between the output and the outside world. At this rung the agent drafts and a person
still releases. That is not timidity, it is how you find out what it gets wrong while the mistake is still cheap.
And do not connect live customer records, the calendar, or the bank feed here just because you can. That
is Automate, and if the feed is sloppy now, wiring it up later only makes the leak faster.

Y O U R  M O V E

Find a job that already turns raw stuff into finished stuff. Use the process you wrote at Align. Feed it by
hand. You will be surprised how much drudgery disappears before you have connected a single system.



05 Automate
A I  R U N S  I T  O N  I T S  O W N

This is where the work leaves human hands.
When most people picture AI doing real work, this is the rung they are picturing. Not a chatbot you ask
questions, but a system that runs a whole job on its own, start to finish, while nobody watches. This is the
powerful part. It is the part people dream about. It is also the part you only reach safely if you climbed the
rungs below it first.

Here is what actually happens at Automate. Something in your business triggers the work: an email lands,
a form gets submitted, a date arrives on the calendar, a file shows up in a folder. That trigger wakes the
agent. It goes and pulls the data it needs from the systems you already run, does the work against the
process you wrote at Align, and produces the finished result. Nobody fed it and nobody pressed go. It
started the job on its own, and it ended it on its own.

It does not have to be one agent doing one thing, either. A single trigger can set off a chain: one agent
reads the request and sorts it, hands it to a second that pulls the record and prices it, hands that to a third
that drafts the reply. A whole series of actions, spread across several agents, running while you sleep. That
is the ceiling of this rung, and it is real.

Augment still needed a person to feed the job. Automate is the leap where that feeding stops. You take an
agent you already trust and connect it to the systems you already run: the inbox, the calendar, the CRM,
the license portal, the folder where transcripts land by themselves.

That is when “auto” finally earns the name. It is also when a sloppy process stops being an inconvenience
and becomes an event, because speed multiplies whatever you point it at, and here you are pointing it at
your live business. This is the rung where the payoff gets real, as long as you climbed here in order.

I N  T H E  R E A L  W O R L D

Same agent, one rung higher
A quoting agent at Augment waits for someone to paste in the event. At Automate that same agent is
wired to the booking calendar and the live price list. An inquiry arrives. The agent reads it, checks real
availability, prices it against the current sheet, and drafts the quote overnight. The owner wakes up to
finished work and only steps in on the unusual ones.
The license audit can make the same climb. At Augment you dropped in two files. At Automate the agent
collects the Microsoft export and the employee list on a schedule, reconciles them, and puts the
exception report on someone’s desk at the start of the month. You are no longer hunting for dumps. The
process runs.



I N  O U R  O W N  S H O P

Triage, in our shop
For us, triage was the low-hanging fruit, and it was also the place the work would hurt if we got it wrong.
Tickets needed to reach the right engineer faster, and that engineer needed enough context to serve the
customer well. Before this, people did all of it by hand.
We built an agent that looks at every ticket the moment it hits the system. It classifies type and subtype. It
checks that the right customer is attached. It judges whether this is urgent or can wait. When someone
leaves a voicemail instead of a ticket, the system transcribes it, reads the transcription, and opens the
right ticket. Work that used to wait on a person now starts the second the customer speaks.
That part runs on its own. We did not start with the whole job. We left assignment out on purpose.
Which engineer gets the ticket looks like a small decision. It is not. Load, expertise, who already knows
that customer, who is already underwater: we had not written that process well enough, and we were not
comfortable letting AI make the call. So the agent could sort, label, and open. A person still decided who
owned it.
That was the right pause. Assignment is a decision with a name on it. Until the process could say why this
engineer and not that one, the agent was guessing at the part that matters most to the human who has to
do the work.
Over time the recommendations got boringly good. More right than wrong. Then we let it assign. Not
because we wanted to be fully automated. Because the process had caught up, and the agent had earned
the last step.
Ticket accuracy improved sharply, in ways we could feel on the floor: fewer wrong customers on the
ticket, fewer urgent items in the wrong pile, fewer engineers opening a job and finding a mess.
How? We spent the work in Align. The agent did not get smarter than our people. We wrote down what a
good ticket looks like, then we let the process run. Once that process existed, the agent had something to
obey, and a person had something to inspect. Before that, we were asking people to hold the standard in
their heads at speed. Heads miss things. A process, applied the same way every time, misses fewer.
That is the unsexy payoff. Automate looks like the miracle. Align is why the miracle is accurate.



I N  O U R  O W N  S H O P

The coordinator did not get replaced
You have heard that AI is going to replace people and put them out of work. I have heard it too. So here is
the honest version from our floor.
Triage used to be the Service Coordinator’s job. It is not anymore. Did we replace them? No. We took a job
that ate the day in sorting, labeling, and listening to voicemails, and we gave that work to a process that
can do it the moment the ticket lands. What we did not give away is the part only a person can do well.
That person now spends the time on work that actually moves a customer: talking with them about how
we could serve them better, making sure we understood the issue, asking if there is anything else we can
do, making the happy call. The queue still gets handled. The relationship gets more of a human, not less.
That is the point of this rung when you climb it in order. Automate the grind you already wrote down.
Keep the judgment, the conversation, and the care attached to a name. If all you do is delete a role and
keep the same messy process, you did not adopt AI. You cheapened the business.
If a job exists only to ferry information from one box to another, that job will change. It should. The
question is whether you use the hours that come back to get closer to the customer or to run faster past
them.

P R O T E C T  ·  T H E  N O N - N E G O T I A B L E
The security line. Augment is where security becomes real because you start feeding the
business into a tool. Automate is where security becomes non-negotiable, because the tool
can now go get the business without asking.

The moment an agent can reach live systems, it can touch customer records, mailboxes, financials,
schedules, and identity. It is acting without a person watching each step. That combination is what makes
this rung powerful. It is also what turns it into a breach if you never decided what it was allowed to touch.

Access controls, data boundaries, and monitoring are not paperwork you add later. Here they are the
foundation. The businesses that get burned by AI almost never get burned by the model. They get burned
by connecting it to everything without deciding what it was allowed to touch.

Before you connect a live system, be able to say all of this out loud:

Who owns this agent. A named person, not “the team.”

What it may read. Name the sources. Not the whole tenant.

What it may write, send, or change. Draft is not the same as send. Recommend is not the same as revoke a
license.

What it may never do. Price exceptions, legal language, firing off email to a customer, moving money,
creating accounts.

How you will know what it did. If you cannot reconstruct a Tuesday, you cannot trust a Tuesday.

How you shut it off in five minutes. If nobody knows the switch, you do not have a switch.



If any of those are fuzzy, stay at Augment. Feeding it by hand is slower. It is also how you keep a half-built
process from running overnight.

Do not confuse speed with readiness. An inbox that files itself feels like the future. It is only maturity if the
process is good, the permissions are boring, and a person still owns the exceptions.

Assume every inbound email and every ticket can lie to the process. The agent will treat text as
instructions if you let it. Design so a hijacked goal cannot complete a high-impact action. It can draft. It
cannot send. It can flag. It cannot close the account.

Y O U R  M O V E

Watch it while you are still in the loop until the failures are the ones you predicted. Then hand over the
keys for the narrow job you named. Not for the company. Prove it, then trust it.



06 Advantage
A I  A M P L I F I E S  Y O U R  E D G E

AI is not the edge. Your business is.
Advantage is the rung where AI stops being a tool you use and becomes part of how your business wins.
Everything below it was setup. This is where the climb finally shows up as a distinct advantage, not just
efficiency, because AI is now executing on the one thing only you do: your unique value in the market. The
specific promise a customer chooses you for, kept more often, for more people, without the whole thing
falling back on one hero.

This paper is about AI, but the advantage never was. The advantage is your brand promise, the reason a
customer chooses you and stays: speed when they need a number, accuracy when the details matter, a
human who actually understands the issue, a quote that sounds like you. AI’s job at the top of the climb is
to help you keep that promise more reliably than anyone who has not made the climb.

Everyone will be able to buy the same tools. Many already can. So the edge cannot be the subscription.
The edge is how far you have climbed around it: the process you wrote, the judgment you refused to hand
over too early, the data that is yours, the way your people still show up when the job is hard. AI enhances
that. It does not replace it.

The clearest way to know you have reached it is to imagine turning it off. At Advantage, everyone feels the
absence. Your customers feel the promise slip: the quote comes slower, the answer is less sharp, the thing
they came to you for gets a little worse. And inside the shop, the work gets harder, deadlines start to slip,
and what used to come out consistent stops being consistent. When both sides of the wall feel it go quiet,
you are not running on efficiency anymore. You are running on an advantage.

Two questions
The switch-it-off test. Turn AI off tomorrow, and who feels it? At Automate, mostly your team does, in
extra manual work. At Advantage, everyone does: your team feels the work get harder and the deadlines
slip, and your customer feels the promise itself get worse. The customer feeling it is the tell.

The copy-it-by-Friday test. A competitor can buy the same model this week. They cannot buy five rungs
of discipline, your processes, your history of decisions, or the way you already serve the market. A model
is a commodity. The climb under it is not.

When a customer can feel it
A custom cabinet shop takes a rough phone photo and a few measurements, runs them through a tool,
and hands back a rendered design and a price on the first visit. Competitors take two weeks to produce a
drawing. The shop wins more jobs because they showed up concrete while everyone else was still
“getting back to you.” Speed became part of the promise. Switch the tool off and the customer feels it the
same afternoon.



A construction company does the same thing with estimating. Photos of the job go in. Square footage,
material, product recommendations come out. Work that used to take a trained estimator hours now
takes minutes. They can bid more jobs, and they bid them better. A competitor cannot close that gap by
staying later. Only by climbing the same way.

Notice what makes those Advantage and not just handy tools. In both, a customer feels it. In both, the
promise was already theirs: show up ready, bid accurately. AI did not invent the edge. It made the edge
deliverable.

Our triage is the same idea on our floor. The promise is not “we have an agent.” The promise is that the
right engineer gets the right story fast, and a person still has time to call the customer and ask if there is
anything else. If that system stopped, tickets would slow down, accuracy would slip, and the coordinator
would be back in the queue instead of on the happy call. The customer would feel the promise getting
sloppy. That is the rung.

Advantage is not a bigger model. It is not a longer prompt library. It is not being first to wire the inbox.
Those are tools and rungs. The customer does not buy your stack. They buy whether you keep the thing
you said you would keep.

Y O U R  M O V E

If you cannot name the promise AI is helping you keep, you are not at Advantage yet. You are somewhere
lower on the climb, which is fine. Stay there until the work is real. Then ask the only question that matters
at the top: if this went quiet tomorrow, what would the customer lose.



T H E  R O A D  A H E A D

Where this is going.
My honest read is that the gap is about to widen, not close. Right now AI is roughly equally available to
everyone. Anyone can buy the same models. That feels like a level playing field, and it is the opposite.
When everyone holds the same tool, the only thing separating businesses is how deliberately they have
built around it. The companies climbing now are compounding an edge that late movers will not be able
to buy their way out of, because you cannot purchase five years of discipline in an afternoon.

For a small business, that is the best news in a generation. AI is the great equalizer. For the first time, a
disciplined nine-person shop can operate with leverage that used to take fifty people. The winners over
the next few years will not be the biggest companies in your market. They will be the most deliberate
ones.

Before long, “do you use AI” will sound as strange as “do you have a website.” The real question will
quietly become how far up the ladder you have climbed, and when you started.

The catch is the one this whole paper has been about. The more powerful the tool, the more the order
matters. The same AI that lets a careful business punch above its weight will let a careless one scale its
mistakes just as fast, and its exposure right along with them. Speed without the security line is not an
advantage. It is a quicker way to get hurt.

The advantage was never going to be the AI. It is your business. AI and the climb just make that edge
easier to reach, and harder for anyone to copy. You cannot buy that and you cannot skip it. The best time
to start was a while ago. The second-best time is now.



L O C A T E  Y O U R S E L F

Where is your business today?
Find the highest row that is genuinely, consistently true. Not “we tried it once.” This is how
we operate. That is your rung.

1 ASK You ask AI questions and get answers, like a smarter search engine.

2 APPLY You use AI to do real work (drafts, a budget, a plan) guided by you.

3 ALIGN You have built written processes so AI and your people know how the business
works.

4 AUGMENT Simple agents take raw input by hand and hand back finished work.

5 AUTOMATE Agents connect to your systems and run the work on their own.

6 ADVANTAGE Switch AI off and you would lose a real edge your customers feel.

If a higher row is true but a lower one is not, you have not climbed higher. You have built on a gap. That is
the single most common and most expensive mistake, and it is the first thing worth fixing.



A P P E N D I X

The real prompts.
I promised the real prompts, not cleaned-up versions. You do not need a hundred tricks. You need one
recipe, applied every time.

Role. Context. Outcome. Push-back.

What I first typed

I need a budget worksheet. This is to help us develop next year’s budget. I want a real budget that
outlines what we should spend, not based on current spending, because we spend too much. Start with
the must-spend: rent, payroll, insurance, debt.

That is not a bad prompt. It has a clear outcome and a point of view. It hands the AI no role, no numbers,
and no format.

The same request with all four parts

ROLE You’re the CFO I don’t have: twenty years building budgets for small service businesses in the $1–
5M range, and you know the difference between profitable on paper and actually having cash in
the bank.

CONTEXT I’m the owner of a managed IT firm. I’m strong on operations, not finance, so walk me through
your thinking rather than just handing me numbers.

OUTCOME Build next year’s budget from zero, not off what we spend today (we spend too much), but off
what we should spend. Start with the non-negotiable must-spend (rent, payroll, insurance, debt
service), then work outward. Give it to me in tiers: Must-Spend, Should-Spend, Nice-to-Have, with
each line shown monthly, annually, and as a percent of revenue.

PUSH-BACK Before you build anything, ask me the questions a good CFO would ask first: revenue target,
headcount plans, margin goals. Then challenge every number I give you. If a line looks bloated for
a company our size, say so and give me the benchmark. I’d rather you push back now than watch
me budget for the company we used to be.

The role focuses it. The context makes it yours. The outcome tells it what “done” looks like. The push-
back turns it from a yes-man into the skeptic the work actually needs.



A P P E N D I X  ·  T H E  T O O L K I T

A short starter library.
Fill in the brackets. Start with whichever fits a problem you have this week.

Find your first five

You’re a hands-on operations consultant who’s helped dozens of small businesses adopt AI without wasting money
on it. Here’s my business: [what you do, how many people, the tools you use]. Here are the tasks my team and I
repeat every week: [list them]. Pick the five best to hand to AI first, the high-volume, low-judgment ones, and rank
them by time saved against effort to set up. Before you rank anything, ask me what you need to judge well, and tell
me honestly if any task I listed is a bad fit, and why.

Get it out of your head

You’re a sharp operations analyst who turns messy know-how into procedures a new hire could follow. I’m going to
describe how I do [task], out loud and out of order, the way it lives in my head: [dump it here]. Turn it into a clear,
step-by-step process. As you go, ask me about any step I skip, gloss over, or contradict myself on, one question at a
time. Don’t let me hand-wave the parts that actually matter.

Build your company voice

You’re an editor with a sharp ear for brand voice. Here’s who we are: [business, who we serve, the impression we
want to leave]. I’ll paste several real things we’ve written: [emails, proposals, posts]. Study them and write a short
voice guide: how we sound, the words we lean on, the ones we’d never use, clear enough that I could hand it to AI or
a new hire. Point out any inconsistencies across the samples, and ask me which voice is the real us if they don’t
agree.

The pre-mortem

You’re a skeptic who has watched AI rollouts fail at businesses my size, and I need you to earn your keep. Here’s what
we’re about to launch: [new process or AI workflow], in this business: [context]. Tell me the five most likely ways this
goes wrong, what each would cost us, and the one guardrail that prevents each. Don’t reassure me and don’t soften
it. Your job is to try to talk me out of it.

Prompts are starting points, not magic words. Take the four parts, a specific role, your real context, a clear outcome, and a
mandate to push back, and make them yours.



T H E  S I X  A' S  O F  A I ™  —  A  F R A M E W O R K  B Y  S E A N  F U L L E R T O N  ·  ©  N S N  M A N A G E M E N T

A B O U T  T H I S  M A P

Service worth
talking about
The Six A's of AI is a framework by Sean Fullerton.

I run NSN Management, a Tulsa-based managed IT and cybersecurity firm. That shop is the lab
this climb was tested in. The map is meant to work whether you ever call us or not.

If you want a short check that places you on the ladder: nsnmanagement.com/ai-readiness
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