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Five places Al earns its keep inside a corporate operation — and three where it

doesn’t.

/ @@ Why this brief exists

Most corporate Al initiatives don’t fail in the technology. They fail in the gap between the demo
and the P&L — a pilot that impresses in a sandbox, never integrates with the systems of record,
and quietly disappears at budget review. The pattern is consistent enough that the useful
question is no longer can Al do this but where does Al reliably return more than it costs to build,

govern, and operate.

This brief is the filter we apply before recommending any build. It names five categories of
corporate work where Al systems dependably earn their keep, and three where they dependably
don’t. The dividing line is not sophistication. It is three conditions:

— COND-1 - VOLUME

Volume

The task recurs often enough that
saved minutes compound into
returned hours.

— COND-2 - SHAPE

Predictable shape

Inputs arrive in recognizable patterns
— an inquiry, an invoice, a policy
question — even when the wording
varies.

— COND-3 - ERROR COST

A bounded cost of error

A human remains in the escalation
path, and a caught mistake costs
minutes, not a client or a compliance
finding.

Where all three hold, automation returns hours every week it runs. Where any one fails, you get the sandbox

pilot. Everything that follows is that test, applied.
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PART ONE

JO1,

J02

Five places Al earns its keep.

SYS - INTAKE

Intake and first response

Every operation has a front door: inquiries arriving by email, web form, and phone. The
economics of that front door are brutal and well documented — response latency decides
conversion, and most organizations answer in hours what should be answered in minutes,
because the people capable of answering are busy doing the actual work.

This is the strongest first deployment in most operations because all three conditions hold at
once. Volume is high, the shapes are predictable (a handful of question types cover the large
majority of inbound), and the error cost is bounded — a governed agent answers what it is
scoped to answer, schedules what it is scoped to schedule, and hands everything else to a
person, with the handoff logged.

The design pattern: an agent layer in front of the inbox and the web form that qualifies the inquiry,
answers the standard questions from an approved corpus, books directly against the calendar,
writes the record to the CRM, and escalates anything outside scope. Around-the-clock coverage
without around-the-clock headcount.

MEASURE IT BY Time from inbound inquiry to qualified first response - inquiries
converted to scheduled conversations — not raw lead volume

SYS - DOCUMENTS

Document handling and structured data movement

Somewhere in your operation, a capable person is re-keying data from one system into another.
Invoices into accounting software. Intake forms into the CRM. Order details into the fulfillment
tracker. It is the least contested finding in operations research: skilled staff spend a meaningful
fraction of their week moving information between systems that don’t talk to each other.

This work is almost perfectly shaped for automation. The documents recur in predictable
formats, the volume is constant, and validation is checkable — extracted values can be verified
against rules, and anything below a confidence threshold routes to a human review queue
instead of into the system of record.

The design pattern: extraction, validation against defined rules, entry into the system of record,
and a review queue for the exceptions. The human role shifts from typing to approving — which is
both faster and less error-prone than the manual entry it replaces.

MEASURE IT BY Manual hours removed per team per week, against the baseline mapped
before the build - exception rate over time
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JO2.

SYS - KNOWLEDGE

Internal knowledge and policy questions

Ask your HR, IT, and operations leads what fraction of their interruptions are the same forty
questions on rotation — leave policy, expense thresholds, software access, process steps. The
answers exist. They live in documents nobody reads, so they are delivered by interruption, one
specialist at a time.

An internal assistant answering from a governed corpus changes the economics of institutional
knowledge. Governed is the operative word: the system answers only from approved sources,
cites where each answer came from, and says “I don’t know — here’s who does” rather than
improvising. An internal assistant that guesses is worse than no assistant, because it
manufactures confident misinformation with your letterhead on it.

The design pattern: a curated document set with an owner, retrieval with citations, explicit refusal
outside the corpus, and escalation routes to the accountable human for each domain.

MEASURE IT BY Interrupt load on specialist staff - resolution rate without
escalation - cost per resolved question

SYS - REPORTING

Reporting and metrics assembly

In most organizations, someone senior spends the first days of every month assembling
numbers from five systems into one document leadership will read for ten minutes. The analysis
is valuable. The assembly is not — it is copy-paste with seniority.

Automated reporting pipelines pull from the systems of record on schedule, reconcile the figures,
flag anomalies, and draft the commentary for human review. Two things change. The obvious
one: the senior person gets those days back for work that requires judgment. The structural one:
leadership visibility moves from monthly to continuous, because the marginal cost of assembling
the picture drops to nearly zero.

The design pattern: scheduled pulls from defined sources, reconciliation rules that surface
discrepancies rather than smoothing them, drafted narrative for a human to edit, and an audit trail
of where every number came from.

MEASURE IT BY Hours consumed per reporting cycle - the lag between an operational
event and leadership seeing it
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SYS - FOLLOW-UP

Follow-up choreography and CRM hygiene

Deals rarely die from a decision. They die from a dropped handoff — the follow-up that slipped,
the record nobody updated, the lead that went stale while everyone assumed someone else had
it. CRM data decays fast, and a system of record that’s thirty percent wrong is a system of
guesswork.

This is unglamorous, high-volume, predictable work — exactly the profile automation favors. An
agent that drafts follow-ups from the actual thread context, updates records from email and
calendar exhaust, flags stale items, and nudges the accountable owner doesn’t close deals. It
removes the reasons deals fail that have nothing to do with the deal.

The design pattern: drafts, not sends — the human approves outbound communication;
automated record updates from activity the systems already capture; staleness rules with named
owners.

MEASURE IT BY Follow-up latency - the percentage of records in the system of record
that are current

parT o Three places it doesn’t.

A

LIMIT - AUTHORITY

Decisions with real stakes

Hiring and firing. Pricing exceptions. Credit and contract commitments. Anything with regulatory
exposure. Al can assemble the packet — the history, the numbers, the precedent, the drafted
options — and assembling the packet is genuinely valuable. But the decision belongs to a person
with authority and accountability, and the system should be architected so that it cannot be
otherwise.

This is not a philosophical position; it is an operational one. A consequential decision made by a
system nobody can interrogate fails three ways at once: it fails the audit, it fails the affected
person, and it fails the leadership team that can no longer explain its own actions. The scope of
authority — what the system may do, may not do, and must hand to a human — has to be
enforced in the architecture, not stated in a policy PDF.

THE TELL If a decision would need a name attached to it when it goes wrong,
the system prepares it and a person makes it.
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LIMIT - RELATIONSHIPS

Relationship-carrying communication

An escalated complaint from a major customer. A negotiation. A sensitive conversation with an
employee. Communication where the relationship is the point, not the information — and where
the recipient can tell, and will remember, that they were handed to a machine.

The math is asymmetric. Automating first response to routine inquiries saves hours across
hundreds of interactions with bounded downside. Automating the response to one furious key
account risks the account — the downside of a single templated reply in a moment that
demanded a human can exceed a year of drafting time saved. The correct division of labor: the
system briefs the human — full history, context, prior commitments, a suggested opening — and
the human carries the conversation.

THE TELL If the recipient would be insulted to learn no person read their
message, a person reads their message.

LIMIT - PROCESS

Broken or low-volume processes

Automation is an amplifier. Point it at a well-designed process and it compounds the returns.
Point it at a broken one and it produces bad outcomes faster, at scale, with alog. If a process
generates rework, unclear ownership, or exceptions more often than it generates clean
completions, the process is the project — map it and fix it first. This is why any serious
engagement begins with process mapping rather than tooling.

Volume is the quieter disqualifier. A task performed twice a month does not repay a build, a
governance review, and ongoing maintenance — it needs a checklist and an owner. The honest
arithmetic of build cost against hours returned kills more proposed automations than any
technical limitation, and it should. The discipline is deploying where the numbers work — not
where the demo is most impressive.

THE TELL If you can’t describe the process’s happy path in five steps, or
it doesn’t recur weekly, don’t automate it yet.
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/ @@ The sequence that closes the gap

The pattern across everything above: map the process before building, rank the opportunities by
return on your actual volumes and labor costs, put the highest-ranked system into production —
not a sandbox — with narrow scope and defined success criteria, and measure it monthly
against metrics agreed before the build. Governance is part of the build: scope of authority,
documented data boundaries, and a full audit trail, reviewable by your compliance and IT

functions before deployment.

That is the whole method. It is not complicated. It is merely disciplined — and the discipline is
what separates the deployments that show up in the P&L from the pilots that show up in the
postmortem.

REQUEST A BRIEFING

If you want this filter applied to your operation

A thirty-minute briefing — your processes, where Al plausibly earns a return, and what an
assessment would cover. A reality check, not a pitch.
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