
The definitive guide to AI adoption for business
How to identify, prioritize, and implement high-ROI AI opportunities that transform operations.
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Why AI adoption is accelerating for 
SMBs
Whether you run operations, finance, tech, or an entire company, you've 
probably felt the shift:

AI is no longer a future technology, it's a competitive advantage 
happening right now.

Across industries 4 from retail and logistics to healthcare and SaaS 4 
leaders are discovering that AI can:

Cut operating costs without cutting people

Automate repetitive, low-value work

Reduce errors and delays

Improve forecasting and decision-making

Expand capacity without expanding headcount

The pressure is especially strong for SMBs, who don't have enterprise-sized 
budgets, but do face enterprise-sized expectations:

Customers expect speed

Competitors are already experimenting

Teams are stretched thin

In this environment, AI has become less of a futuristic concept and more of 
a practical lever for cutting costs, improving efficiency, and expanding 
capacity.

And unlike previous waves of technology, this one is accessible 4 you don't 
need a massive engineering team, you don't need perfect data, you don't 
need months of planning.

But you do need clarity!

Because while the opportunity is real, the path isn't always obvious.
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The #1 mistake companies make
In the rush to "do something with AI," most organizations fell into a very common mistake:

They start with the technology 
instead of the business.
You've probably seen this firsthand:

Trying random AI tools 
without a clear goal

Launching pilots that don't 
connect to business 
outcomes

Buying solutions that don't 
match real workflows

Getting stuck because the team doesn't 
see the value

Searching for "use cases" instead of 
understanding bottlenecks

When you begin with tools, you end up chasing possibilities instead of solving problems.

That's why so many AI initiatives stall 4 not because AI doesn't work, but because the starting point was wrong.

A far better approach is to flip the order:

1
Start with the business

2
Identify inefficiencies and bottlenecks

3
Map out where time and money are being spent

4
THEN match those opportunities to the right type of AI solution
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What this guide will help you do

This guide is designed to give you something most AI content doesn't: clarity.

Not hype. Not scattered use cases. Not a list of tools that sound impressive but don't solve anything real.

Instead, you'll learn a structured way to understand where AI can make a meaningful difference in your business 4 and 
how to move from "we should try AI" to a clear, actionable plan you can execute.

You'll discover how to:

Spot high-value opportunities inside your workflows

Evaluate them based on effort and expected ROI

Turn that into a roadmap that makes sense for your 
team and resources

You'll also learn:

How to think about the different types of AI solutions

Which ones fit which problems

How to implement early wins without overwhelming 
your organization

By the time you finish reading, you'll have a practical path to follow 4 one that helps you decide where to start, what to 
prioritize, and how to get tangible results without wasting time or budget.

And the best place to begin is by understanding what modern AI actually is 4 and how to think about it as a business 
leader.

Let's go there next.
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Understanding AI before you start 
any implementation
Before you start identifying opportunities or building anything, it helps to get 
grounded in what AI actually is today 4 not the sci-fi version, not the 
marketing version, but the practical version that leaders and teams use 
every day to get real work done.

Understanding this upfront will make the rest of the framework clearer and 
help you avoid getting lost in hype or overwhelmed by technical jargon.

Let's break it down simply.

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma
Rectangle

Stamp



What AI really is (and what isn't)

Before you can identify opportunities or map out what AI could do for your business, it helps to get really clear on what 
we mean by AI in the first place. There's a lot of noise, a lot of hype, and a lot of misconceptions. So let's strip it down to 
a definition that actually helps you make decisions.

A widely adopted description from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is a good 
starting point:

"A machine-based system that infers how to generate predictions, recommendations, or decisions that can 
influence real-world or virtual environments."

In other words, AI is any system that takes in information, interprets it, and produces an output that helps something get 
done. That output could be a summary, a recommendation, a classification, a forecast, or an automated action. And 
although the technology behind it can be complex, the role it plays in a business is straightforward: it helps teams work 
faster, with fewer errors, and with more consistency.

What AI is not: an all-knowing mind or a human replacement. It doesn't "think" the way people do, and it 
doesn't have intuition, context, or good judgment on its own.

It excels in structured, repetitive, pattern-driven tasks 4 the kinds of tasks that drain hours from your team every week 
4 but it still depends on humans for direction, oversight, and meaning.

A lot of failed AI projects come from misunderstanding this distinction. When companies expect AI to solve vague 
problems, act autonomously without clear constraints, or deliver value without well-defined workflows, things stall. On 
the other hand, when AI is used to handle well-structured tasks that already exist inside the business, it becomes 
incredibly effective.

And this is exactly where the conversation needs to go next: if AI isn't a replacement for people, what is the right way to 
think about its role in your organization?
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The human amplification mindset

Once you see AI for what it is 4 a system that interprets information and produces useful outputs 4 the next question 
becomes: what role should it play inside a business?

This is where many organizations take a wrong turn. They assume AI's value comes from replacing people, removing 
headcount, or fully automating complex decisions. That mindset creates resistance, confusion, and unrealistic 
expectations almost immediately.

The companies that succeed with AI think about it very differently.

They treat AI as a human 
amplifier.
In practice, this means using AI to remove the work that slows people down, not the work that requires human insight, 
creativity, or relationships. It means shifting repetitive tasks, administrative chores, manual handoffs, data gathering, and 
routine decisions to systems that can execute them faster, consistently, and without fatigue.

And it means giving your team more space for the work that actually moves the business forward 4 strategy, judgment, 
customer conversations, problem-solving, innovation, and execution.

This doesn't just improve productivity; it changes the shape of roles. Instead of spending hours on tasks that don't 
require a human mind, people can focus on the parts of their job where they create the most value.

AI handles the volume Humans handle the meaning

This mindset becomes especially important when you start mapping opportunities. You're not looking for places where 
someone could be replaced. You're looking for friction 4 workflows where the human is doing work that a system could 
do just as well (or better), while still keeping the human in control.

And once you start thinking this way, something else becomes clear: not every problem requires the same type of 
solution. There are many "levels" of AI 4 from simple tools to full custom agents 4 and the real skill is understanding 
which level matches which opportunity.

That's exactly what we'll unpack next.
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The AI layers: a practical map of what's possible

AI isn't one thing you buy or one model you deploy. It's a spectrum. And choosing the right point on that spectrum is one 
of the most important parts of getting this right.

That's where a layered view helps.

Think of AI as a set of six levels, each with increasing complexity and increasing investment. This framework gives you a 
clear map so you don't jump into something overly complex or overlook simple, high-impact wins.

Here's the practical breakdown:

Layer 1: Consumer AI applications

Layer 1 is where almost every company sees immediate value with very little friction. These tools handle everyday 
cognitive work: drafting emails, summarizing documents, generating ideas, correcting grammar, transcribing meetings, 
and producing images for marketing.

Definition: Off-the-shelf AI tools like ChatGPT, Copilot, Perplexity, etc.)

Characteristics: Minimal setup, subscription-based, general purpose.

Examples of real use and the primary type of ROI they drive:

Email & communication drafting (ChatGPT, Claude): Reduce time spent on routine correspondence (OpEx)

Code completion & documentation (GitHub Copilot): Accelerate development cycles (Revenue)

Research & information gathering (Perplexity, ChatGPT): Reduce research time, faster decision-making 
(OpEx)

Writing quality & grammar (Grammarly, Wordtune): Reduce editing/QA time (OpEx)

Meeting transcription & summaries (Otter.ai, Fireflies): Eliminate manual note-taking (OpEx)

Image generation for marketing (Midjourney, DALL-E): Reduce design costs and turnaround time (OpEx)

Layer 2: Vertical AI SaaS

Layer 2 are tools built for one specific function: legal review, sales call analysis, customer support, finance automation, 
recruiting, medical coding, etc. These are plug-and-play solutions designed around well-defined workflows.

Definition: Industry-specific AI applications (e.g., AI for accountants, legal tech, sales tools).

Characteristics: Pre-built for specific workflows, plug-and-play integrations.

Examples of real use and the primary type of ROI they drive:

Legal document review (Harvey.ai, Casetext): Reduce paralegal hours, faster case prep (OpEx)

Sales call analysis & coaching (Gong, Chorus): Improve win rates, accelerate rep ramp time (Revenue)

Accounts payable automation (Vic.ai, AppZen): Reduce manual invoice processing (OpEx)

Marketing content generation (Jasper, Copy.ai): Increase content output volume (Revenue)

Customer support automation (Intercom AI, Zendesk AI): Reduce support costs, handle more tickets 
(OpEx/Revenue)

Recruiting & candidate screening (HireVue, Paradox): Reduce time-to-hire, process more candidates 
(Revenue)

Medical coding & billing (Fathom, Mutuo): Reduce billing errors and processing time (OpEx)

Layer 3: No-code/low-code AI workflows

Layer 3 tools like Make, Zapier, and n8n let you build custom automations without writing code. They connect your 
systems, orchestrate workflows, and handle repetitive tasks automatically, giving teams far more control than off-the-
shelf SaaS, without the overhead of custom engineering.

These platforms sit in a useful middle ground: they're more flexible than SaaS apps, easier to build with than code, but 
not as powerful or precise as a fully engineered solution. Developers will often prefer to write code when performance, 
reliability, or scale matter. Still, Layer 3 is ideal for teams that want to prototype quickly, automate real work, and validate 
value before investing in full custom development.

Definition: Custom AI agent workflows built in platforms like n8n, Make, Zapier

Characteristics: Visual builders, pre-built connectors, custom logic

Examples of real use and the primary type of ROI they drive:

Automated lead enrichment pipeline: Pull leads from CRM ³ enrich with AI research ³ score ³ route to 
sales (Revenue)

Document processing workflow: Extract data from PDFs/forms ³ validate with AI ³ update database ³ 
trigger actions (OpEx)

Customer onboarding automation: Collect info ³ AI generates custom plans ³ populate systems ³ 
schedule kickoffs (Revenue)

Social media content pipeline: Generate posts with AI ³ schedule across platforms ³ monitor 
engagement ³ report insights (Revenue)

Expense report processing: OCR receipts ³ AI categorizes ³ check policy compliance ³ auto-approve or 
flag (OpEx)

Meeting follow-up automation: Transcribe ³ extract action items with AI ³ create tickets ³ assign & 
notify team (OpEx)

Competitive intelligence monitoring: Scrape competitor sites ³ AI analyzes changes ³ summarize ³ 
alert stakeholders (Revenue)

Layer 4: Custom AI agents (Code)

This is where AI starts interacting with your systems, data, and operations at a deeper level. Custom agents can analyze 
documents, take actions, make decisions, query databases, trigger processes, and collaborate across tools, in ways that 
mirror human operational work 4 only faster and at scale.

These agents are built with frameworks like LangGraph, CrewAI, or AutoGen and give you full control: custom logic, 
custom integrations, and the ability to embed proprietary knowledge or workflows directly into the agent's reasoning.

Because these automations operate closer to the core of your business processes, the impact can be dramatic.

Agents at this layer often create meaningful OpEx reductions 4 not just by saving time, but by materially increasing 
throughput, reducing operational drag, and enabling teams to move faster. And in many cases, that operational speed 
translates directly into higher revenue capacity.

Definition: Custom-coded AI agents using LangGraph, CrewAI, AutoGen, etc.

Characteristics: Full control, custom integrations, proprietary data processing

Examples of real use and the primary type of ROI they drive:

RAG system on internal knowledge base: Answer employee questions from company docs, reduce 
support tickets (OpEx)

Custom technical support agent: Integrated with product logs/APIs, provides context-aware 
troubleshooting (OpEx)

Automated data analysis assistant: Queries databases, generates insights, creates reports on-demand 
(Revenue)

Contract analysis & risk flagging: Reviews contracts against company standards, flags issues pre-
signature (OpEx)

Personalized sales proposal generator: Pulls CRM data, past proposals, product info to create custom 
pitches (Revenue)

Code review & security scanning agent: Analyzes PRs for bugs, security issues, style violations with 
context (OpEx)

Dynamic pricing optimization agent: Analyzes market data, inventory, demand to adjust pricing in real-
time (Revenue)

Customer health monitoring agent: Tracks usage patterns, predicts churn, triggers proactive interventions 
(Revenue)

Layer 5: Model training & fine-tuning

When your business has unique data and needs more accuracy, you upgrade to custom ML models or fine-tuned LLMs. 
This includes forecasting models, churn prediction, personalization engines, and domain-specific language models.

Definition: Training/fine-tuning existing models for specific use cases (LLMs, forecasting, computer vision)

Characteristics: Domain-specific performance, proprietary datasets, higher complexity

Examples of real use and the primary type of ROI they drive:

Fine-tuned LLM for industry-specific language: Medical, legal, or technical terminology for accurate 
docs/responses (OpEx)

Custom demand forecasting model: Train on historical sales data to optimize inventory and reduce waste 
(OpEx)

Product defect detection (computer vision): Train model on production line images to catch QA issues 
(OpEx)

Custom NER model for document processing: Extract specific entities from proprietary document formats 
(OpEx)

Predictive maintenance model: Train on equipment sensor data to predict failures before they happen 
(OpEx)

Churn prediction model: Train on customer behavior data to identify at-risk accounts early (Revenue)

Lead scoring model: Fine-tune on historical conversion data for more accurate sales prioritization 
(Revenue)

Personalized recommendation engine: Train on user behavior to increase cross-sell/upsell (Revenue)

Layer 6: AI R&D

This is the frontier: specialized model architecture, multimodal systems, reinforcement learning, and research-driven 
solutions. Most SMBs will never need Layer 6 4 and that's a good thing. Lower layers already deliver huge ROI.

Definition: Inventing new architectures and approaches for unique business needs

Characteristics: Research-driven, novel solutions, highest investment

Examples of real use and the primary type of ROI they drive:

Novel multimodal architecture: Combining vision, language, and sensor data in unique ways for 
specialized applications

Proprietary optimization algorithms: Custom approaches for complex scheduling, routing, or resource 
allocation problems (OpEx)

Domain-specific model architecture: New neural network designs for unique data types or problem 
structures

Federated learning systems: Train models across distributed data sources without centralizing sensitive 
data (OpEx/Revenue)

Real-time edge AI solutions: Novel approaches for running sophisticated models on resource-constrained 
devices

Explainable AI for regulated industries: Custom architectures that provide interpretability for compliance 
requirements

Breakthrough synthesis/generation models: New approaches for drug discovery, materials science, or 
product design (Revenue)

Custom reinforcement learning environments: Novel RL systems for complex business decision-making 
and strategy optimization (Revenue)
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How high-performing organizations think about AI

When you look at companies that are actually getting results with AI 4 not just experimenting, but seeing real savings, 
faster workflows, and better decision-making4you'll notice something interesting: it's not just what they build, it's how 
they think about AI from the start.

They don't treat AI as a one-off project or a shiny experiment. They see it as a capability that evolves, expands, and 
compounds over time. And they take a much more strategic, grounded approach than simply "trying tools."

Here are the patterns that consistently show up.

They start with problems, not tools

Instead of asking "What can we automate?", they look at where time, money, and energy are currently being 
wasted. AI becomes the solution only after the problem is understood.

They prioritize time-to-value over complexity

A simple workflow automated next week is more valuable than a sophisticated project that never leaves the pilot 
stage.

They choose the right AI layer for the job
They don't default to custom models or agents. They start with the simplest solution that delivers results and only 
move up the stack when necessary.

They use AI to empower people, not replace them

Routine tasks go to automation; strategic, creative, and relationship-driven work stays with humans. This balance 
builds trust and adoption.

They build incrementally

One workflow at a time. One win at a time. Over time, these wins compound into an AI-enabled organization not 
through big bets, but through steady progress.

This mindset matters because it's the foundation for making good decisions in the early stages of AI adoption. Without it, 
companies jump too high up the complexity ladder, choose the wrong problems, or expect results that aren't realistic.

Now that you understand how successful organizations think about AI, let's walk through a practical, four-phase 
framework for adopting AI, from assessment to deployment, that you can apply directly to your own business.
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The 4-phase AI adoption framework: 
from assessment to deployment
By this point, you understand what modern AI can do, the mindset required 
to use it well, and the layers of capability available to you. The next step is 
turning that understanding into a plan 4 a repeatable way to uncover 
opportunities, evaluate them, and implement AI in a way that actually 
delivers results.

That's where a structured framework becomes essential.

This four-phase framework will walk you through the same path:

1
Assess your business

2
Identify AI opportunities

3
Match those opportunities to the right AI layer

4
Prioritize and build your roadmap

You can apply this framework whether you're a small team automating your 
first workflow or a mid-sized company planning a year-long AI initiative.

Let's start where every successful AI implementation begins: understanding 
your business at a deeper, more structural level.
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Phase 1 - Assess your business (the foundation of everything)

Before you can identify where AI will create impact, you need a clear, high-level understanding of your business as it 
operates today. Think of this phase as zooming out before you zoom in 4 getting a wide-angle view of how your 
business works today so you know where AI can actually make a difference tomorrow. Once you see that picture clearly, 
the right AI opportunities become much easier to spot.

Let's walk through this step-by-step.

1

Business model overview
Start by grounding yourself in the fundamentals: what you offer, who you serve, and what makes your 
business run. This gives context for everything that follows. AI won't change what your business is 4 it 
changes how your business delivers that value. You want to see the big levers before you start adjusting 
anything.

2

Revenue streams analysis
Next, look at where revenue comes from and how reliably. Some streams scale smoothly; others depend 
heavily on manual effort or are capped by operational friction. Understanding which parts of your business 
drive growth helps you focus AI where it can remove constraints or enable scale.

3

Cost structure mapping
Costs tell an equally important story. Identify the areas where operating expenses are concentrated or 
growing too quickly. AI tends to deliver its fastest ROI in functions that rely on repeatable, labor-intensive 
work. You're not analyzing tasks yet 4 you're simply understanding where efficiency would matter most.

4

Current tech stack assessment
Your systems determine what's possible in the short term. Review the tools and platforms you rely on 
today, how well they integrate, and where data currently lives. This doesn't need to be a technical audit 4 
just a clear sense of what's modern, what's fragmented, and what might limit automation or insight.

5

Pain points discovery
At this stage, you're identifying broad friction areas 4 not mapping workflows. Look for themes: delays, 
manual reporting, overloaded teams, inconsistent processes, or bottlenecks that impact customers. These 
patterns set the direction for deeper opportunity discovery in the next phase.

6

Risk and constraint considerations
Before moving to the next phase, take stock of practical constraints:

How ready is the organization for change?

Are there compliance requirements that affect data or automation (GDPR, HIPAA, SOC2 etc.)?

What does your security posture look like?

Are there legacy systems that limit integration?

These considerations don't stop AI adoption 4 they shape it. Knowing them up front prevents surprises 
and helps you choose the right place to start.

By the time you finish this phase, you should have a clear, simple understanding of:

What drives revenue

Where major costs sit

Where friction slows the business

What systems support your operations

What constraints you need to respect

This overview becomes your compass moving forward. You're not trying to solve anything yet 4 you're establishing the 
conditions for smart decisions.

With this strategic picture in place, you're ready for the next step: identifying specific, high-value AI opportunities inside 
your business.
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Phase 2 - Identify AI opportunities

Once you understand the broader structure of your business, you can begin zooming in to find the specific places 
where AI can actually create impact. This is where the work becomes concrete. You're no longer looking at the business 
as a whole 4 you're identifying the areas where time is lost, costs accumulate, and growth gets stuck.

The goal of Phase 2 is simple:

Map your business needs to AI potential.

And to do that effectively, you evaluate opportunities through two complementary lenses: 

reducing operating expenses and accelerating revenue.

Almost every meaningful AI use case falls into one of these categories, and many opportunities affect both.

The two lenses: OPEX reduction and revenue acceleration

Lens A 
Operating expense (OpEx) reduction

This track focuses on where the business spends too 
much time, money, or effort. These opportunities 
usually produce the fastest ROI because they target 
work that is repetitive, manual, or operationally 
sluggish.

Look especially at:

Large cost centers

Labor-intensive operations

Repetitive manual processes

Workflows prone to human error

Tasks that must scale linearly with headcount

Bottlenecks that slow down internal teams

These opportunities aren't glamorous, but they're the 
ones that consistently generate immediate, 
measurable impact.

And an important nuance: OpEx reduction isn't just 
about saving money. When teams are no longer 
bogged down by manual work, they move faster, take 
on more volume, and dedicate more time to high-
value activities. That increased operational capacity 
often becomes a direct driver of revenue growth.

Free time turns into throughput. Throughput turns 
into revenue.

Lens B 
Revenue acceleration

The second lens focuses on areas where the business 
could grow faster if certain constraints were removed. 
These opportunities don't always reduce cost 4 
instead, they expand what the business is capable of 
doing. In many cases, they unlock forms of growth 
that simply weren't possible with the team's existing 
bandwidth, tools, or processes.

Look for:

Tasks that limit throughput or volume

Bottlenecks in the sales cycle

Friction in customer acquisition or onboarding

Delays in service delivery or fulfillment

Barriers to entering new markets or segments

Processes that cap how many customers you can 
serve

Products or services that currently can't be 
offered without more advanced technology

Projects your team hasn't had the bandwidth to 
pursue 4 but could become meaningful new 
revenue streams if enabled by AI

Revenue acceleration opportunities often sit at the 
intersection of growth ambitions and workflow 
limitations.

You don't need to choose one lens over the other 4 both tracks together give you a balanced set of opportunities to 
evaluate.

How to surface automatable workflows quickly

Once you've looked at your business through both lenses 4 where costs accumulate and where growth gets stuck 4 
the next step is turning that insight into actual workflows you can target with AI.

And the good news is: you don't need complex diagrams or a weeks-long discovery process to find them.

Most high-value AI opportunities reveal themselves through simple, focused conversations with the people closest to 
the work. Your goal here isn't to document every step 4 it's to surface the tasks and decisions that consistently drain 
time, slow down output, or limit scale.

A few well-placed questions will get you there:

Within a few conversations, patterns will emerge. You'll hear the same frustrations across teams: copying information 
between tools, handling the same question multiple times, reviewing documents manually, chasing missing data, 
updating systems by hand, or stitching workflows together that were never designed to connect.

These aren't edge cases 4 they're precisely the kinds of tasks AI handles well. And because they show up across roles 
and departments, they also represent the fastest path to measurable ROI.

As you identify these workflows, capture them in simple terms: what the task is, who owns it, how often it happens, and 
what the downstream impact is when it slips. At this stage, you're not designing solutions 4 you're simply building a 
clear picture of where friction, waste, or growth constraints show up in your business.

By the end of Phase 2, you should have a concise, grounded shortlist of workflows that genuinely matter: the tasks that 
drain time, slow teams down, or cap how much the business can scale. These represent the most meaningful 
opportunities for AI 4 not theoretical ideas, but concrete operational gaps that are ready for improvement.

Now it's time to shift from where the opportunities are to how to address them. And this is where many teams get stuck: 
choosing the right type of AI solution for each workflow.

"What's the work you 
repeat most often?"

"What takes longer than it 
should?"

"Where do delays usually 
happen?"

"What requires hunting for 
information or moving data 

between systems?"

"What breaks or falls 
behind when volume 

increases?"

"What do you feel you 
shouldn't have to do 
manually anymore?"
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Phase 3 - Match each opportunity to the right AI solution

Now that you've identified a shortlist of promising workflows, the next step is choosing how to solve them. Not every 
opportunity requires a custom agent or a trained model. In fact, the fastest and most cost-effective wins almost always 
come from selecting the simplest AI layer that fully addresses the problem.

This is where teams often lose time and momentum. They either over-engineer a solution because it sounds more 
sophisticated, or they under-engineer by forcing a basic tool onto a workflow that requires deeper logic or system 
access. The result is the same: stalled pilots, disappointed stakeholders, or solutions that never get adopted.

The intent of this section is to remove that uncertainty.

You already understand the six AI layers (Section 2). Now you'll use that structure as a practical decision framework, 
choosing the simplest, most appropriate level of AI for each opportunity.

The goal is to keep solutions lean, timelines short, and ROI visible.

In other words:

Right-size each opportunity 4 choose the lowest layer that can fully solve the problem and only move up when 
necessary.

This approach reduces cost, minimizes risk, accelerates delivery, and increases adoption across teams.

Below is a quick refresher of the six layers you'll be drawing from:

1
Consumer AI tools
General-purpose assistants like ChatGPT, Claude, Copilot 4 fast, low effort, broad utility

2
Vertical AI SaaS
Industry- or function-specific tools built for legal, finance, support, sales, healthcare, etc.

3
No-code/low-code workflows
Platforms like Make, Zapier, n8n to automate multi-step, cross-system processes

4
Custom AI agents
Coded agents that reason, integrate with your systems, and take actions based on context

5
Model training or fine-tuning
Custom ML models or fine-tuned LLMs for accuracy, prediction, or domain specificity

6
Advanced AI R&D
Novel architectures, edge AI, multimodal systems, and unique research-driven solutions

You don't need every detail memorized4just the shape of the stack and what each level is capable of. From here, your 
task is to match each workflow to the layer that balances capability, complexity, and time-to-value.

Once you can place opportunities into the right level, you'll have everything you need to estimate cost, effort, and ROI.

Now let's go deeper into how to choose the right level for each scenario.
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When to use consumer AI tools (Layer 1)

Consumer AI tools, like ChatGPT, Claude, Copilot, Perplexity, Grammarly, and Otter, are the simplest and fastest way to 
get value from AI. They're general-purpose assistants designed to help with everyday cognitive tasks: writing, 
summarizing, drafting, researching, brainstorming, documenting, and supporting routine work.

Because they require no engineering, no integration, and no setup beyond creating an account, Layer 1 is almost always 
the best place to start when you want a quick win or need to validate an idea before investing in anything more complex.

Use Layer 1 when:

The task is individual, not cross-team (drafting emails, summarizing documents, generating ideas, 
rewriting content)

The workflow doesn't require system access (no need to pull data from a CRM, ERP, or internal database)

The output is independent and self-contained (a document, a summary, a message, a draft, a transcript, a 
skeleton plan)

The goal is speed, not precision (you want to move faster, think faster, or get unstuck, not replace a full 
process)

You're exploring or validating an AI-assisted version of a task (before building an automated version or 
involving other layers)

A good rule of thumb:

If a task is cognitively heavy but administratively simple, Layer 1 tools can usually handle it well.

Common examples of Layer 1 usage:

Drafting emails, proposals, briefs, and internal updates

Summarizing research, transcripts, documents, or meeting notes

Creating short-form or long-form marketing content

Improving writing clarity, tone, grammar, and structure

Generating ideas for campaigns, features, or problem-solving

Helping engineers with code explanation, comments, or refactoring

Performing quick competitive or market research

Producing images or creative assets for campaigns

These tools are ideal when the workflow is simple, the stakes are low, and the outcome improves with human review. 
They amplify people, not processes.

Practical guidance: consumer AI tools should not replace formal systems or solve core operational pain points, but they 
can remove friction from all the small tasks that slow teams down. Layer 1 solutions also serve as a safe, low-cost way to 
introduce AI to your organization and build comfort before moving into more advanced layers.
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When to use vertical AI SaaS solutions (Layer 2)

Vertical AI SaaS tools are built for one thing: solving a well-defined problem in a specific function or industry. Think of 
legal AI platforms for contract review, AI accounting tools for invoice processing, AI support systems for ticket triage, or 
AI sales assistants for call analysis. These products are optimized around workflows that already exist inside those 
domains.

They follow a simple pattern:

purpose-built ³ structured inputs ³ predictable outputs ³ fast time-to-value.

Because they ship with domain-specific logic, templates, and integrations already baked in, Layer 2 tools can deliver 
meaningful impact much faster than building from scratch.

Use Layer 2 when:

Your workflow is standard and widely shared across your industry (legal review, medical coding, AP/AR 
processing, sales call analysis)

A reputable AI tool already exists for this exact function and your use case aligns closely with what the tool 
is designed to do

You want predictable accuracy and behavior without investing time in training or customizing your own 
models

The workflow requires structure and consistency with clear rules and expected outputs

You want fast deployment with minimal engineering involvement and a clear vendor roadmap for 
improvements

Common examples of Layer 2 usage:

Finance: accounts payable automation, expense 
auditing, invoice matching

HR: resume screening, interview analysis

Sales: call analysis, forecasting signals, opportunity 
scoring

Marketing: content generation engines, SEO 
platforms

Support: ticket triage, response suggestions, self-
service automation

Healthcare: clinical documentation, coding, eligibility 
verification

Legal: contract review, document classification, 
compliance checks

Practical guidance: Layer 2 is ideal when your needs follow a common industry pattern. These tools help you avoid 
reinventing the wheel and often provide the fastest path to meaningful results with minimal setup. However, they're not 
suitable for workflows that cross multiple systems, require custom logic, or depend heavily on proprietary data or 
decision-making.
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When to use no-code/low-code workflows (Layer 3)

Layer 3 comes into play when a workflow is too complex for a simple AI tool and too interconnected for a vertical SaaS 
solution. These are the scenarios where you're dealing with multiple steps, multiple systems, and logic that needs to run 
the same way every time, but you don't yet need a fully coded AI agent.

No-code and low-code automation platforms, like Make, Zapier, and n8n, let you build these workflows visually. You 
string together triggers, conditions, actions, and AI steps without writing code. They're flexible enough to handle 
complex logic, but fast enough that you can build and iterate in hours instead of weeks.

Use Layer 3 when:

A workflow spans multiple systems (CRM ³ spreadsheet ³ email ³ Slack ³ ticketing system)

You need automation, not just assistance (e.g., a draft isn't enough 4 the task must be completed end-to-
end)

The task involves consistent rules or predictable decisions and you can define how the workflow should 
behave

Volume is high or growing fast and manual execution can't keep up

You want to pilot an automation before investing in a custom agent to validate value and refine the process

Common examples of Layer 3 usage:

Automated lead enrichment and routing

Document processing pipelines (PDF ³ extraction ³ validation ³ update system)

Customer onboarding sequences

Automated report generation and distribution

Expense processing workflows

Meeting transcription ³ action item extraction ³ ticket creation

Marketing content pipelines (generate ³ schedule ³ track)

Competitive intelligence monitoring (scrape ³ analyze ³ summarize)

These workflows involve several steps, often with data flowing across different tools. Layer 3 allows you to orchestrate 
the entire sequence using AI where needed and automation where AI isn't necessary.

Practical guidance: Layer 3 is ideal for workflows that need to run reliably, repeatedly, and across multiple systems, but 
don't require the depth, reasoning, or custom integration logic of a coded AI agent. It's a powerful middle ground: fast to 
implement, flexible enough to handle complexity, and perfect for validating higher-impact automation ideas before 
investing in Layers 4 or 5.
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When you need custom AI agents (Layer 4)

Layer 4 becomes the right choice when a workflow requires reasoning, context awareness, multi-step decision-making, 
or deep integration with your internal systems. These aren't simple automations anymore 4 they're intelligent, adaptive 
processes that need custom logic, proprietary data, and reliable execution paths that go beyond what no-code tools can 
comfortably support.

Custom AI agents can read documents, query databases, combine information across systems, follow conditional logic, 
and take actions inside your tools. In practice, they function like a digital teammate who understands your environment 
and can operate within it.

Use Layer 4 when:

The workflow requires structured reasoning (analyzing documents, comparing options, making rule-based 
decisions)

The agent must access internal systems through APIs, databases, logs, or proprietary knowledge bases

The workflow contains complex branching logic that no-code builders struggle to represent cleanly

You need reliability, observability, error recovery, and formal testing 4 things visual automators inherently 
limit

The workflow spans multiple systems with nuanced interactions and must respond dynamically to 
changing conditions

Accuracy and reliability are critical enough that you need fine-grained control, benchmarking, and 
continuous performance measurement

This last point is important:

When accuracy matters, you need to measure it. And measurement requires control 4 over prompts, over model 
versions, over evaluation datasets, over failure modes. These are the areas where custom agents outperform no-code 
solutions, because they let you benchmark rigorously and iterate based on evidence, not guesswork.

Common examples of Layer 4 usage:

Internal knowledge assistants that answer employee 
questions using company documents

Customer support agents connected to logs, APIs, 
and product data

Automated data analysis assistants that query 
databases and generate insight reports

Contract intelligence agents that interpret contracts 
and flag risks

Personalized proposal generators pulling data from 
CRM, past documents, and product catalogs

Code review or security scanning agents

Pricing optimization agents that analyze market or 
inventory in real time

Customer health agents predicting churn and 
recommending interventions

These are the scenarios where an agent needs to understand the context, interact with multiple data sources, and make 
decisions rather than simply pass information from one tool to another.

Practical guidance: Layer 4 is the right fit when automation alone isn't enough 4 when the workflow needs reasoning, 
accuracy, and deep system access. While custom agents do require engineering work, they shouldn't be viewed as 
heavyweight or slow to implement. In many cases, a well-scoped agent can be designed, built, and rolled out in days or 
a few weeks, especially when the problem is well understood and the necessary data and APIs are accessible.
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When ML model training makes sense (Layer 5)

Layer 5 enters the picture when your workflow needs more accuracy, more domain specificity, or stronger predictive 
capabilities than general-purpose models can provide. This is the realm of fine-tuned language models, custom 
forecasting systems, specialized computer vision models, or any ML solution trained on your own proprietary data.

Unlike Layers 1-4, which rely on pre-existing models and tools, Layer 5 customizes AI to your business. That can mean 
training a model to understand your industry's terminology, predicting key outcomes based on historical patterns, or 
extracting highly specialized entities from your documents.

Use Layer 5 when:

The workflow depends heavily on accuracy or domain-specific language (e.g., medical documentation, 
legal drafting, technical reporting)

The problem requires prediction or classification that generic models can't perform reliably

You have proprietary data that gives you a performance advantage and the model needs to learn from that 
data to be effective

The workflow cannot be solved by rules or simple automation because it requires pattern recognition at 
scale

You need consistency and precision at a level off-the-shelf models can't achieve across large volumes of 
data or documents

Common examples of Layer 5 usage:

Fine-tuned LLMs for medical, legal, or technical language

Demand forecasting models trained on historical sales and seasonality

Computer vision systems that detect defects in manufacturing

Custom entity recognition models for complex document processing

Predictive maintenance using sensor data

Churn prediction or customer scoring models

Recommendation engines personalized to user behavior

These solutions rely on significant historical data and tighter iteration cycles. They're powerful when accuracy and 
prediction materially affect cost, performance, or customer outcomes.

Practical guidance: Layer 5 is the right choice when a workflow requires precision or prediction that general models 
simply can't deliver. These projects demand more data readiness, more engineering, and more careful monitoring than 
Layers 134, but they unlock capabilities no simpler layer can provide. Consider Layer 5 when the value of improved 
accuracy or predictive insight clearly outweighs the investment required to train and maintain a custom model.
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When advanced R&D is needed (Layer 6)

Layer 6 is the top of the stack 4 the most complex, specialized, and resource-intensive category of AI. This is where 
you move beyond applying existing models and begin inventing new methods, architectures, or multimodal systems to 
solve problems that simply cannot be addressed by Layers 1-5.

Most organizations will never need Layer 6, and that's a good thing.

It's reserved for scenarios where the workflow is truly unique, the data highly specialized, or the performance 
requirements so demanding that no existing model or tool can meet the need 4 and where the potential ROI clearly 
justifies the additional time, energy, and investment required.

Use Layer 6 when:

The problem is highly unique or technically novel and no off-the-shelf model or approach gets close to 
solving it

You need real-time, on-device, or environment-specific models (e.g., robotics, IoT, edge computing, 
autonomous operations)

Your solution requires combining multiple data types such as text + sensor data + images + audio in a 
single architecture

Existing models fall short on accuracy, speed, or interpretability and custom techniques are required to 
close the performance gap

You're working in a highly regulated environment where explainability, transparency, or compliance 
demands a custom model

Common examples of Layer 6 usage:

Novel multimodal architectures combining audio, video, text, and sensor data

Domain-specific neural networks designed for unique scientific or technical tasks

Custom optimization algorithms for routing, scheduling, or resource allocation

Federated learning systems for distributed or privacy-sensitive environments

AI running at the edge for drones, robotics, or industrial equipment

Explainable AI systems for heavily regulated industries (financial services, healthcare, government)

Reinforcement learning systems for complex strategic or operational decision-making

Layer 6 is not about automation, it's about pushing the boundaries of what AI can do in your domain. These initiatives 
typically involve research teams, experimental phases, and multi-stage validation before they reach production.

Practical guidance: Layer 6 should only be considered when every other layer has been exhausted. It requires deeper 
expertise, longer timelines, and a higher tolerance for iteration and experimentation. But when the business problem 
truly demands capabilities that don't exist yet, Layer 6 can deliver transformative breakthroughs that redefine how your 
organization operates.

By the end of Phase 3, you should know exactly which AI layer best fits each workflow on your shortlist 4 from simple 
off-the-shelf tools to no-code automations, custom agents, or, in rare cases, trained models or advanced R&D. This 
gives you technical clarity, but clarity alone isn't enough.

Most organizations finish this stage with more viable opportunities than they can realistically execute at once. And even 
when the solution is obvious, the sequence you choose matters just as much as the solution itself. Start with a project 
that's too complex and momentum stalls. Start with something too small and leadership loses confidence. What you 
need now is a way to compare opportunities objectively and decide where to begin.
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Phase 4 - Prioritize your AI opportunities

Now that you understand both the problems worth solving and the type of 
AI required to solve them, the next step is deciding which initiatives should 
move first. This is where many AI programs gain their initial traction 4 or 
lose it.

Teams often rely on intuition, the loudest stakeholder, or whatever feels 
exciting. But without a structured way to evaluate opportunities, it's easy to 
overinvest in projects that are interesting but low-impact, or postpone high-
ROI opportunities simply because they look complex on the surface.

Phase 4 replaces that guesswork with a practical prioritization model.

By the end of this phase, you'll have:

A clear score for every opportunity

A defensible prioritization framework

A 2×2 matrix showing where each initiative belongs

And a sequenced, realistic AI roadmap your team can execute 
confidently

Let's start by breaking down the six scoring criteria and how to evaluate 
each one.
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The six scoring criteria

Before comparing opportunities side-by-side, you need a consistent way to evaluate them. The six scoring criteria give 
you a simple, practical lens for assessing not just how valuable an opportunity might be, but how feasible it is, how fast it 
can deliver value, and how well it aligns with your business goals.

You'll evaluate each opportunity across six criteria:

1

ROI potential
How much measurable value will 
this initiative create if it 
succeeds?

2

Implementation 
complexity
How difficult will it be to build, 
integrate, and maintain the 
solution?

3

Time-to-value
How quickly will users see real 
benefits after implementation 
begins?

4

Risk
What could go wrong 4 
technically, operationally, or from 
a compliance perspective?

5

Strategic Alignment
How well does the opportunity 
support your current business 
goals and priorities?

6

Scalability
Will the solution grow with the 
business or unlock future 
expansion?

Each criterion is evaluated independently, and later these scores feed into the Impact, Effort, and Priority formulas that 
determine where each initiative sits in your roadmap.

Here's the scoring template you'll use:

Opportunity 
name

AI layer 
(1-6)

ROI 
potential

Complexity Time-to-value Risk Strategy Scale

Initiative A

Initiative B

Examples to guide the scoring process

To make this process concrete, we'll use the same two example opportunities throughout Phase 4. You'll see how each 
criterion is evaluated and how the scores ultimately determine their place on the prioritization matrix.

Initiative A
Automated lead enrichment + Routing 
(Layer 3)

Sales reps spend hours researching leads

CRM fields are inconsistent or incomplete

Routing rules break when done manually

Slows down sales speed and throughput

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for 
operations (Layer 4)

Teams repeatedly search Slack, email, Notion, 
docs

Tribal knowledge is hard to access

Onboarding is slow

Internal support requests drain time across 
functions

These two initiatives reflect common AI opportunities seen across many organizations and are different enough to 
illustrate how the scoring system works in real practice.

Next, we'll break down each criterion 4 what it means, how to evaluate it, and how to assign a score from 1 to 5. For 
each one, we'll apply the scoring to Initiatives A and B so you can follow the process step-by-step.
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How to evaluate ROI potential

ROI potential is the foundation of your prioritization model. It answers the most important question:

If this initiative succeeds, how much measurable value will it create?

To stay grounded in real business impact, you'll evaluate ROI using the same two lenses introduced in Phase 2 4 OpEx 
reduction and revenue acceleration.

Almost every meaningful AI opportunity creates value through one or both of these dimensions, and using them keeps 
your scoring focused on tangible outcomes rather than novelty.

You'll score ROI on a scale of 1-5, where, where 1 = minimal ROI and 5 = exceptional ROI:

5 = Exceptional ROI: Creates major financial impact - Often 50%+ cost reduction or 30%+ revenue increase. 
Typically $500K+ annual value

4 = High ROI: Strong, meaningful improvement. Often 30350% cost reduction or 20330% revenue increase. Typically 
$250K3$500K annual value

3 = Moderate ROI: Clear, measurable benefit. Often 15330% cost reduction or 10320% revenue increase. Typically 
$100K3$250K annual value

2 = Low ROI: Some efficiency or small revenue impact. Often 5315% cost reduction or 5310% revenue increase. 
Typically $50K3$100K annual value

1 = Minimal ROI: <5% impact. Usually less than $50K/year in value

This scale gives you a realistic and consistent way to judge the financial significance of each opportunity.

Evaluating OpEx reduction

Use this scale to ground your scoring in real business outcomes.

Score higher when the initiative:

Eliminates repetitive, manual, or low-value work

Reduces labor hours in high-cost roles (sales, finance, ops, engineering)

Reduces errors, rework, or compliance review time

Simplifies workflows that scale poorly today

Removes the need to hire additional headcount as volume increases

These kinds of improvements often deliver the fastest, clearest ROI because they immediately relieve operational 
pressure.

Evaluating revenue acceleration

Score higher when the initiative:

Increases throughput (more customers served, more leads processed, more deals handled)

Improves sales conversion, prioritization, or follow-up speed

Shortens time-to-close or time-to-value

Reduces friction in onboarding or customer experience

Enables entering new segments or serving more demand with the same team

These opportunities directly unlock growth capacity and often generate compounding returns.

Let's apply this scoring to our two example opportunities.

ROI scoring example (Initiatives A and B)

To make this scoring tangible, let's apply it to our two example initiatives.

Initiative A
Automated lead enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

OpEx Reduction

Eliminates 5310 hours/week of manual research per 
rep

Reduces CRM cleanup work and routing errors

Revenue Acceleration

Faster prioritization and response times

More deals per rep due to higher selling time

Better routing improves conversion quality

Conclusion: strong value in both lenses; measurable 
sales throughput improvement.

ROI score for initiative A: 4 (High)

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

OpEx Reduction

Reduces time spent searching for past work and 
answers

Frees operations, product, and engineering from 
internal requests

Speeds up onboarding

Revenue Acceleration

Mostly indirect (faster decision-making, fewer 
blockers)

Limited direct impact on sales conversion or pipeline 
velocity

Conclusion: Significant efficiency gains, though less tied 
to direct revenue lift.

ROI score for initiative B: 3 (Moderate)

Opportunity name AI layer
(1-6)

ROI potential
(1-5)

Initiative A 3 4

Initiative B 4 3
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How to evaluate implementation complexity

If ROI tells you how much an initiative is worth, complexity tells you how hard it will be to deliver.

This is where many teams unintentionally distort their roadmap. A high-ROI idea can look exciting on paper, but if it 
requires multiple system integrations, fragile legacy workarounds, or specialized expertise you don't have, it may not be 
the right place to start.

Complexity isn't about whether something is possible. It's about how much work, coordination, and technical depth it 
will take to get it live.

You'll score implementation complexity on a scale of 1-5, where 1 = trivial complexity and 5 = very high complexity:

5 = Very Complex: Complex system dependencies, legacy constraints, heavy customization, or major organizational 
coordination. May involve model training, new hires/specialized expertise, major system changes, new infrastructure, 
or deep architectural work. Timeline >6 months.

4 = Complex: Custom development, deeper integrations with internal systems, handling sensitive data, or building an 
AI agent with contextual reasoning. Requires significant dev resources and moderate integration work. Often a 3-6 
months effort.

3 = Moderate: Some integration needed, workflow branching, data cleanup, or custom logic needed. Requires 
cross-team input, but remains manageable with the internal team. Usually 1-3 months of work.

2 = Simple: Light automation or workflow setup. One or two standard integrations, minimal dev work, mostly no-
code configuration, low risk of breakage. Timeline of weeks, not months (2-4 weeks).

1 = Trivial: Simple configuration. Minimal setup. No integrations. No custom development (plug-and-play solution). 
Can typically be implemented in <2 weeks.

What drives complexity?

When scoring an initiative, consider factors such as:

How much integration work is required? Does it need to connect multiple systems, APIs, or databases?

How mature is the current tech stack? Modern SaaS tools ³ lower complexity. Legacy, siloed systems ³ higher 
complexity.

Does the solution require custom logic or coding? No-code workflows are lighter; custom agents raise complexity.

Is clean, structured data readily available? The messier the data, the more effort required upfront.

Will this require coordination across many teams? Cross-functional projects tend to increase complexity.

Does the initiative depend on sensitive or regulated data? Adds extra layers of governance, review, or compliance 
controls.

Most importantly: complexity is not the enemy.

High-complexity initiatives may still be worth pursuing 4 but they usually shouldn't be your first move unless 
the payoff is enormous.

Now let's apply the scoring to our two example initiatives.

Complexity scoring example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

This initiative relies mostly on no-code or low-code 
workflows. The logic is straightforward: call enrichment 
APIs, update CRM fields, and apply routing rules. The 
CRM is already in place; the data structure is known; and 
the workflow follows predictable patterns. The biggest 
work is designing clean logic and setting up reliable 
automations.

Complexity score for Initiative A: 2 (Simple).

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

This initiative requires significantly deeper technical 
work. You'll need to connect internal documents, Slack 
messages, Notion pages, and potentially other 
knowledge sources. The system must retrieve 
information accurately, handle context, and respect 
permissions. This typically involves custom coding, 
embeddings, retrieval logic, and ongoing monitoring 4 all 
of which increase complexity.

Complexity score for Initiative B: 4 (Complex).

Opportunity name AI layer
(1-6)

ROI potential
(1-5)

Complexity
(1-5)

Initiative A 3 4 2

Initiative B 4 3 4
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How to evaluate time-to-value

If complexity tells you how hard an initiative is to build, time-to-value tells you how quickly people will actually feel the 
impact once implementation begins. This criterion is essential for early AI momentum because short feedback loops 
build confidence, unlock stakeholder support, and reduce the risk of initiatives stalling before results appear.

Some projects deliver value as soon as they go live. Others require data collection, user behavior changes, or multiple 
integration steps before the benefits become visible. Scoring time-to-value ensures you aren't accidentally prioritizing 
projects that take months to show meaningful outcomes 4 especially early in your AI roadmap.

You'll score time-to-value on a 1-5 scale, where, 1 = very slow payoff and 5 = immediate payoff:

5 = Immediate payoff: Impact is visible the moment the tool or workflow is turned on 4 instant efficiency gains with 
virtually no onboarding or ramp-up. <1 month to first measurable results.

4 = Fast payoff: Users feel improvement almost immediately. Few dependencies, minimal workflow changes, and 
fast adoption. 1-2 months to first measurable results.

3 = Standard payoff: Some upfront setup required, but value becomes clear within a few weeks after go-live. Results 
are visible but not immediate. 2-4 months to first measurable results.

2 = Slow payoff: Clear long-term value, but requires phased rollout, multiple dependencies, or adoption curves 
before results become visible. 4-6 months to first measurable results.

1 = Very slow payoff: Benefits only appear after significant implementation, data pipelines, model training, or major 
process changes. Users wait months to see impact. >6 months to first measurable results.

What influences time-to-value?

When scoring this criterion, consider:

How much behavior change is required? Do users need to learn a new workflow or tool?

Does the initiative depend on new data being collected? Some systems improve only after accumulating usage.

How long before the output becomes useful? For example, forecasting models need historical data; triage bots 
work immediately.

Is there a long integration or testing period? The more dependencies, the slower the payoff.

How quickly can the team adopt it emotionally? If people intuitively "get it," time-to-value rises sharply.

Now let's apply the scale to our two example initiatives.

Time-to-value scoring example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead Enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

The moment this workflow goes live, sales reps 
immediately feel the difference. Leads appear enriched. 
CRM fields populate automatically. Routing happens 
without manual intervention. No major behavior change is 
required 4 reps simply get cleaner data and faster 
processes.

Time-to-Value score for Initiative A: 5 (Immediate).

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

This initiative delivers value quickly, but not instantly. 
Teams need to trust the assistant, understand how to 
query it, and shift away from old habits (searching Slack, 
asking colleagues, digging through docs). The system 
also improves as more documents are indexed and more 
usage data accumulates. The payoff is still fast, but it 
requires a brief adoption curve.

Time-to-Value score for Initiative B: 3 (Standard).

Opportunity name AI layer
(1-6)

ROI potential
(1-5)

Complexity
(1-5)

Time-to-value (1-5)

Initiative A 3 4 2 5

Initiative B 4 3 4 3
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How to evaluate risk

Risk is one of the most misunderstood criteria in AI prioritization.

Teams often underestimate it ("this should be straightforward"), overestimate it ("AI = high risk"), or treat it as a vague 
feeling instead of something that can be scored objectively.

In reality, risk can and should be assessed systematically.

The purpose of the risk score is simple:

How much uncertainty, exposure, or organizational disruption is attached to this initiative?

A high-risk initiative isn't necessarily a bad one. Some of the highest-value AI opportunities carry real risk. What matters 
is recognizing it early, planning for it, and prioritizing initiatives appropriately based on your readiness.

You'll score risk on a 135 scale, where 1 = very high risk and 5 = very low risk:

5 = Very Low Risk: Proven technology, minimal organizational disruption, easy to reverse or turn off. Clear 
compliance footing.

4 = Low Risk: Established approach, manageable change management, well-understood integrations. Reversible 
with minor effort.

3 = Moderate Risk: Some unknowns. Requires thoughtful change management, but the technical approach is not 
experimental.

2 = High Risk: Unproven workflows, significant process changes, sensitive data handling, or complex integrations. 
Higher chance of organizational resistance.

1 = Very High Risk: Bleeding-edge technology, unclear feasibility, heavy reliance on custom development or model 
training, or major business disruption if it fails.

This may feel inverted compared to other criteria, but it's intentional:

higher score = safer initiative.

The four types of risk to consider

When scoring an initiative, evaluate risk across four dimensions:

Technical risk
Are the components proven or experimental?

Does the solution rely on clean data, stable APIs, 
or reliable integrations?

How much unknown engineering work is 
required?

Operational risk
Will existing workflows need to change 
significantly?

Will teams resist using the solution?

What happens if the system produces incorrect 
outputs?

Compliance & security risk
Does it involve sensitive, regulated, or customer 
data?

Are there GDPR/HIPAA/SOC2 implications?

Does data need to leave your controlled 
environment?

Change-management risk
How much training is required?

Are stakeholders aligned on adopting this 
solution?

Will old habits create adoption friction?

You don't need to score each dimension separately, but thinking across these four helps you land on the right overall 
score.

Let's apply the scale to our two example initiatives.

Risk scoring example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead Enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

Technical risk is low 4 we're using standard APIs and 
predictable CRM workflows.

Operational risk is also low 4 sales reps don't need to 
change their behavior. They simply receive cleaner 
data.

Compliance risk is minimal 4 lead enrichment 
typically involves publicly available business data.

Change-management risk is low 4 adoption is 
automatic because the workflow runs in the 
background.

Risk score for Initiative A: 4 (Low Risk).

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

Technical risk is higher 4 requires custom retrieval 
logic, embedding models, and permission-sensitive 
document ingestion.

Operational risk exists because teams must learn how 
to query the assistant and trust its outputs.

Compliance/security risk depends on what internal 
documents contain 4 some may be sensitive.

Change-management risk is moderate 4 habits must 
shift away from searching Slack or asking colleagues.

Risk score for Initiative B: 2 (High Risk).

Opportunity 
name

AI layer
(1-6)

ROI potential
(1-5)

Complexity
(1-5)

Time-to-value
(1-5)

Risk
(1-5)

Initiative A 3 4 2 5 4

Initiative B 4 3 4 3 2
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How to evaluate strategic alignment

Even the highest-ROI, lowest-complexity AI initiative can be the wrong choice if it doesn't support what the business is 
actually trying to achieve right now. That's where strategic alignment comes in.

Strategic alignment ensures you're not just choosing initiatives that can create value 4 you're choosing the ones that 
create value in the direction the company wants to go.

This criterion answers the question:

How well does this initiative support the company's priorities, objectives, and near-term strategy?

AI doesn't exist in a vacuum. Your roadmap should anchor to what matters most to the business today 4 not next year, 
not in theory, not in a vacuum.

You'll score strategic alignment on a 1-5 scale, where 1 = misaligned and 5 = mission critical:

5 = Mission Critical: Strong Alignment. Directly supports top-level goals (growth, efficiency, customer experience, 
margin improvement). Executive sponsors are aligned. Clear business urgency. CEO-level priority.

4 = High Alignment: Supports important departmental initiatives or solves friction in a priority workflow. Executive-
sponsored.

3 = Moderate Alignment: Helpful improvement, aligns with department goals. Manager-level priority

2 = Low Alignment: Nice-to-have, solves a niche or internal problem with limited impact on strategic direction. 
Operational improvement only.

1 = Misaligned: Interesting idea but disconnected from business goals. Likely to struggle for support and adoption.

How to assess alignment clearly

Consider questions like:

Does this initiative directly support the company's current goals?

Will leadership easily understand and rally behind it?

Is the impact visible to senior stakeholders?

Does the timing align with upcoming launches, changes, or targets?

Will this help the business compete, differentiate, or respond to pressure?

One useful shortcut is: If leadership were to see this on your roadmap, would they immediately agree it 
belongs there?

If the answer is "yes," it's aligned.

If the answer is "maybe," score it lower.

If the answer is "they'll ask why this matters," it's misaligned.

Now let's apply the scoring.

Strategic alignment scoring example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead Enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

Most businesses prioritize revenue growth, sales 
efficiency, and pipeline velocity. This initiative directly 
supports all three. Leadership sees the impact quickly. 
Sales teams immediately feel the improvement. And it 
accelerates a revenue-critical workflow.

Strategic Alignment score for Initiative A: 5 (Mission 
Critical).

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

This initiative supports operational efficiency, reduces 
internal friction, and speeds up onboarding 4 all 
valuable, but not always top-of-mind strategically. Its 
impact is meaningful but more behind-the-scenes. 
Leadership will understand it, but it may not appear on 
their list of "urgent priorities".

Strategic Alignment score for Initiative B: 3 (Moderate 
Alignment).

Opportunity 
name

AI layer
(1-6)

ROI potential
(1-5)

Complexity
(1-5)

Time-to-value
(1-5)

Risk
(1-5)

Strategy
(1-5)

Initiative A 3 4 2 5 4 5

Initiative B 4 3 4 3 2 3
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How to evaluate scalability

Scalability measures whether an AI initiative will continue delivering value as the business grows 4 or whether it will 
eventually hit limits, break under volume, or need to be replaced. It also helps you avoid prioritizing solutions that solve 
today's problem but become tomorrow's bottleneck.

This criterion answers the question:

Will this solution continue to work 4 and even improve 4 as usage, data, and operational demands increase?

Scalability isn't about big company vs. small company.

It's about whether the solution keeps up with growth without requiring constant reinvention.

You'll score scalability on a 135 scale, where 1 = one-time solution and 5 = exponential scale:

5 = Exponential: Value multiplies as usage grows; may create network effects or company-wide leverage.

4 = High Scale: Can be applied across multiple teams or departments with minimal rework.

3 = Moderate Scale: Can extend within a department or adapt to similar use cases with some customization.

2 = Limited Scale: Mostly benefits one team or one process; useful but not broadly transferable.

1 = One-time: Solves a narrow or isolated problem with little or no expansion potential.

How to assess scalability clearly

Consider questions such as:

Does the solution rely on manual steps that scale poorly?

Will increased usage require proportionally more effort or cost?

Is the architecture flexible enough to support new teams, regions, or products?

Does the underlying data improve as usage increases?

Will the vendor or platform support long-term growth?

A simple rule of thumb: If demand doubles, does the value double or does the pain double?

Now let's apply this to our two ongoing examples.

Scalability scoring example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead Enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

As lead volume grows, this workflow becomes more 
valuable, not less. No-code automations can handle large 
increases in volume, enrichment APIs scale reliably, and 
CRM routing logic is built for high-throughput 
environments. This initiative can be extended across 
multiple reps, teams, and regions with minimal rework.

Scalability score for Initiative A: 4 (High Scalability).

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

This solution is scalable, but not exponentially. As more 
documents and knowledge sources are added, retrieval 
systems become more complex; indexing and permission 
logic need maintenance; and embedding stores expand. 
It can expand across teams, but scaling is not effortless 
and may require stronger infrastructure or refinements 
over time.

Scalability score for Initiative B: 3 (Moderate Scale).

Opportunity 
name

AI layer
(1-6)

ROI potential
(1-5)

Complexity
(1-5)

Time-to-value
(1-5)

Risk
(1-5)

Strategy
(1-5)

Scale
(1-5)

Initiative A 3 4 2 5 4 5 4

Initiative B 4 3 4 3 2 3 3
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The final scores

Now that each opportunity has been evaluated across the six criteria, the next step is to translate those individual scores 
into something you can actually use to make decisions. Looking at six numbers per initiative isn't helpful on its own 4 
what you need is a way to combine them into a single view of value and a single view of difficulty, so opportunities can 
be compared side-by-side.

That's where the Impact Score and Effort Score come in.

Impact tells you how much this initiative is 
worth.

Effort tells you how hard it will be to deliver.

Once you have those two numbers, calculating the Priority Score becomes straightforward, and placing each initiative 
on the 2×2 matrix becomes almost automatic.

In short:

Impact Score = Average of (ROI + Alignment + Scalability)

Effort Score = Average of (Complexity + (6 3 Time-to-Value) + (6 3 Risk))

Priority Score = Impact Score 2 (Effort Score × 0.5)

These formulas give more weight to Impact while still accounting for the drag created by higher effort. They transform 
raw evaluations into a clear decision-making framework 4 showing which initiatives deliver high value with minimal 
friction, which require deeper investment, and which should be deferred until later.

Before calculating the final Priority Score or placing anything on the matrix, let's start with the first component: Impact 4 
your consolidated snapshot of value, strategic importance, and long-term potential.

How to calculate Impact Score

The Impact Score combines the three criteria that define how valuable an initiative will be if it succeeds. Think of it as the 
upside score 4 the clearer and stronger the benefits, the higher the impact.

Here's the formula:

Impact Score = (ROI Potential + Strategic Alignment + Scalability) ÷ 3

Each criterion ranges from 1 to 5, so the Impact Score will fall between 1 and 5 as well (since it's an average).

Higher = more valuable, more strategic, and more scalable.

Why these three criteria define Impact

ROI tells you the direct financial benefit.

Alignment tells you how well it supports immediate business goals.

Scalability tells you whether the value grows with the organization.

Individually, these are helpful. Combined, they create a single, holistic view of value that's easy to compare across 
initiatives.

To make the scoring concrete, let's calculate the Impact Score for the two ongoing example initiatives.

Impact Score example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

ROI: 4

Alignment: 5

Scalability: 4

Impact Score = (4 + 5 + 4) ÷ 3 = 4.33

A score of 4.33 places Initiative A in the high-impact 
category 4 strong financial upside, tightly aligned with 
business priorities, and scalable across teams as volume 
grows.

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

ROI: 3

Alignment: 3

Scalability: 3

Impact Score = (3 + 3 + 3) ÷ 3 = 3

A score of 3 places Initiative B in the moderate-impact 
category 4 clearly valuable, especially for reducing 
internal friction and improving operational speed, but not 
as directly tied to revenue acceleration or company-wide 
leverage as Initiative A.

Opportunity 
name

AI layer
(1-6)

ROI potential
(1-5)

Strategy
(1-5)

Scale
(1-5)

Impact Score

Initiative A 3 4 5 4 4.33

Initiative B 4 3 3 3 3

How to calculate Effort Score (Complexity + Time-to-Value + Risk)

If the Impact Score tells you how valuable an initiative is, the Effort Score tells you the opposite side of the equation:

How much work, coordination, and uncertainty are required to deliver this successfully?

Effort is a combination of technical difficulty, organizational friction, and the speed at which value will be realized.

A high-impact initiative with very high effort may still be worth doing, but probably not first.

The Effort Score is calculated as:

Effort Score = (Complexity + [6 - Time-to-Value] + [6 - Risk Assessment]) ÷ 3

This formula converts "fast" time-to-value and "low" risk into lower effort, and "slow" time-to-value or "high" risk into 
higher effort.

Because each component is scored from 135, the final Effort Score will always fall between 1 and 5 (since this is an 
average).

Higher = harder, slower, riskier.

Why these three define Effort:

Complexity tells you how challenging it will be to build and integrate the solution.

Time-to-Value tells you how long you'll wait before benefits appear.

Risk captures technical, operational, compliance, and change-management uncertainty.

Together, they give you a realistic sense of delivery difficulty 4 not just technical workload, but the entire 
implementation landscape.

Let's calculate the Effort Score for our two example opportunities.

Effort Score example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

Complexity: 2

Time-to-Value: 5

Risk: 4

Effort Score = (2 + [6 - 5] + [6 - 4]) ÷ 3 = 1.67

An Effort Score of 1.67 indicates that initiative A is easy to 
build, low-friction to deploy, and quick to generate value, 
especially relative to its high Impact Score.

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

Complexity: 4

Time-to-Value: 3

Risk: 2

Effort Score = (4 + [6 - 3] + [6 - 2]) ÷ 3 = 3.67

The result 4 an Effort Score of 3.67 4 signals a more 
resource-intensive initiative that requires planning, 
alignment, and potentially additional infrastructure before 
delivering value.

Opportunity 
name

AI layer
(1-6)

Complexity
(1-5)

Time-to-value
(1-5)

Risk
(1-5)

Effort Score

Initiative A 3 2 5 4 1.67

Initiative B 4 4 3 2 3.67

Next, we'll bring Impact and Effort together to calculate the Priority Score, which ultimately determines where each 
initiative belongs in your roadmap.

How to calculate Priority Score (Impact 2 Effort)

This is the moment where your evaluation becomes actionable 4 the Priority Score helps you answer the ultimate 
question:

Which initiatives should we tackle first?

With your Impact Score and Effort Score in place, determining the Priority Score becomes a simple weighted calculation:

Priority Score = Impact Score - (Effort Score × 0.5)

This weighting matters 4 it gives Impact more influence (since it represents value) while still accounting for Effort as a 
drag on priority.

A higher Priority Score indicates high value with manageable effort 4 ideal for early wins. A lower (or even slightly 
negative) score doesn't mean the initiative is bad; it simply means it may not be the right starting point relative to others.

How to interpret the Priority Score:

Even though the Priority Score is a number, it's not meant to be interpreted in isolation. Treat it as a relative comparison 
tool, not an absolute threshold.

Use the ranges below as practical guidelines:

High Priority (~2.0 and above): Fast wins. High Impact, low or moderate Effort. Ideal for early execution.

Medium Priority (~0.5 to 2.0): Worth doing, but may require sequencing, planning, or readiness preparation.

Low Priority (~0 to 0.5): Valuable, but either slower to deliver value or more complex than early-stage initiatives. 
Best tackled after foundational wins are delivered.

Deferred / Future Opportunities (negative score): Strong potential eventually, but high Effort outweighs current 
Impact. Revisit once systems, data, or strategy evolve.

Ultimately, what matters is relative position, not a strict numerical cutoff.

Different organizations 4 and different seasons 4 will produce different score spreads.

Your goal is to see which initiatives naturally rise to the top and which are better suited for later phases.

Now, let's apply this formula to our example initiatives.

Priority Score example (Initiatives A and B)

Initiative A
Automated lead enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

Impact Score: 4.33

Effort Score: 1.67

Priority Score = 4.33 - (1.67 × 0.5) = 3.495

With a Priority Score of 3.50, Initiative A is a clear high-
priority candidate: high-impact, low-effort, fast time-to-
value, and minimal risk. It belongs at the top of the 
roadmap as an early execution initiative.

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

Impact Score: 3

Effort Score: 3.67

Priority Score = 3 - (3.67 × 0.5) = 1.165

With a Priority Score of 1.17, this initiative is clearly 
valuable, but not an ideal starting point.

It requires more effort, carries more risk, and delivers 
value more gradually than other options.

Opportunity name AI layer (1-6) Impact Score Effort Score Priority Score

Initiative A 3 4.33 1.67 3.5

Initiative B 4 3 3.67 1.17
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The 2×2 prioritization matrix: how to place your initiatives

The next step is making your prioritization visual. The 2×2 matrix is one of the simplest and most intuitive ways to 
compare initiatives side-by-side 4 and it often reveals patterns that aren't obvious in a list or spreadsheet.

The matrix plots Impact on the vertical axis and Effort on the horizontal axis:

Impact (vertical): value, ROI, strategic importance, scalability

Effort (horizontal): complexity, risk, and time-to-value

This creates four quadrants, each representing a different strategic posture:

Quick Wins
High Impact / Low Effort

Your highest-priority starting points. These initiatives 
deliver meaningful value, require minimal friction to 
implement, and produce rapid results. They should be 
prioritized immediately to build momentum and 
demonstrate ROI early.

Strategic Bets
High Impact / High Effort

These initiatives matter, but they require deeper 
integration, more coordination, or higher technical lift. 
They belong in phase 2 or phase 3 of your roadmap 
4 carefully planned, resourced appropriately, and 
sequenced after Quick Wins establish early traction.

Fill-Ins
Low Impact / Low Effort

Useful improvements that can be slotted in when the 
team has capacity. These are not essential, but are 
easy to execute and can support other ongoing work.

Money Pits
Low Impact / High Effort

The least attractive opportunities at this stage. These 
initiatives absorb significant resources while 
delivering limited value. They should be avoided or 
deferred, unless there is a mandated compliance or 
regulatory requirement.

Low Effort

Low Impact

High Effort

High Impact

Fill-Inns
low impact; low effort

Money Pits
low impact; high effort

Strategic Bets
high impact; high effort

Quick Wins
high impact; low effort

This visual makes prioritization intuitive: move right = more effort; move up = more impact.

You want quick wins in the top-left quadrant, and long-term investments in the top-right quadrant.

Placing initiatives A and B on the matrix

Initiative A
Automated lead enrichment + Routing (Layer 
3)

Impact Score: 4.33

Effort Score: 1.67

With high impact and low effort, Initiative A lands 
squarely in the:

Matrix Position: Quick Wins (High Impact / Low Effort)

Priority Score: 3.5

This aligns perfectly with its characteristics 4 it delivers 
immediate, measurable value, accelerates revenue 
workflows, reduces manual effort, and is technically 
simple to implement.

As a result, it becomes one of the strongest candidates 
for early execution and momentum-building.

Initiative B
Internal knowledge assistant for operations 
(Layer 4)

Impact Score: 3

Effort Score: 3.67

Here, Impact is moderate and Effort is meaningfully 
higher. The solution is valuable, but requires cross-team 
adoption, deeper integrations, and more complex 
knowledge management.

This places Initiative B in the:

Matrix Position: Strategic Bets

Priority Score: 1.17

It's a solid, high-potential initiative 4 but not ideal for the 
first wave. It fits naturally into a second-phase rollout, 
once foundational wins are achieved and the 
organization is ready for a more involved implementation.

Low Effort

Low Impact

High Effort

High Impact

Opportunity 
name

AI layer
(1-6)

Impact Score Effort Score Priority Score Matrix 
Quadrant

Initiative A 3 4.33 1.67 3.5 Quick Wins

Initiative B 4 3 3.67 1.17 Strategic Bets

Now that you've learned how to prioritize your initiatives and build a clear, defensible AI roadmap, it's useful to check 
your plan against what we consistently see in real companies. Because while every organization is unique, the types of 
AI opportunities that surface inside teams and industries tend to follow very recognizable patterns. The same workflows 
create friction. The same bottlenecks slow teams down. The same categories of tasks repeatedly emerge as high-ROI 
candidates for automation or augmentation.

To make your prioritization process even easier 4 and to help you validate the opportunities you've identified 4 we've 
outlined the patterns that appear most often across functions and industries. These patterns won't dictate your 
roadmap, but they will help you confirm where your strongest bets usually live, where additional opportunities may be 
hiding, and how your findings compare to what's working across the market.

Let's start with the patterns that show up across functions.
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Common patterns across functions
Even though teams operate differently from one company to another, the 
types of AI opportunities that emerge inside core business functions tend to 
be surprisingly consistent. The same kinds of bottlenecks, repetitive tasks, 
and decision-heavy workflows show up again and again across Finance, 
Operations, Marketing, Sales, and Support.

Use the patterns below as a quick way to validate what you found in your 
roadmap 4 and to spot additional opportunities you may have overlooked.
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Finance

Common AI opportunities in Finance:

Invoice processing

Expense reconciliation

Monthly reporting

Data extraction from documents

Cash flow forecasting support

Use case example: Financial close acceleration

Context
Finance teams spending 
weeks on month/quarter 
close with manual data 
gathering, reconciliation, 
and reporting

Problem
Close process requires 
gathering data from multiple 
systems, manual reconciliation, 
variance analysis, and report 
generation. Highly repetitive 
but error-sensitive.

AI Solution
Layer 2-3: Automated data extraction and 
reconciliation workflows

Layer 4: AI agent performs variance 
analysis, flags anomalies, generates 
commentary

Finance team focuses on strategic analysis 
and decision support, not data wrangling

Impact: 40-60% faster close process (Revenue - faster reporting to leadership), 50%+ reduction in manual 
reconciliation work (OpEx)

Typical AI layer: 2-4
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Operations

Common AI opportunities in Operations:

Scheduling and coordination

Inventory and supply chain updates

Recurring data entry

Compliance documentation

Workflow routing and approvals

Use case example: Engineering Documentation & Knowledge Management

Context
Engineering teams with 
tribal knowledge gaps, 
slow onboarding, and 
repeated questions

Problem
Engineers spend significant 
time answering questions 
about architecture, APIs, and 
past decisions. 
Documentation is outdated or 
incomplete. New hires have 
slow ramp time.

AI Solution
Layer 4: RAG system on codebase, docs, 
Slack/tickets creates intelligent knowledge 
base

Answers technical questions, surfaces 
relevant code examples, explains 
architectural decisions

Engineers spend less time on Q&A, more 
time building; faster onboarding

Impact: 30-40% reduction in time spent answering questions (OpEx), 50% faster onboarding (Revenue - 
faster productivity)

Typical AI layer: 4
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Marketing

Common AI opportunities in Marketing:

Content repurposing and scaling

Campaign reporting and analysis

Competitive monitoring

Audience or persona research

Social media scheduling and engagement summaries

Landing page or email draft generation

Use case example: Content generation at scale

Context
Marketing teams need 
high volume of content 
(blog posts, social, 
emails, product 
descriptions) but 
bottlenecked by creation 
capacity

Problem
Human writers produce 
high-quality content but 
limited output. Can't scale 
content production to meet 
SEO, social, and campaign 
needs without major hiring.

AI Solution
Layer 1-2: AI writing tools (Jasper, Copy.ai) for 
first drafts

Layer 3: Automated content pipeline: brief ³ AI 
draft ³ human edit ³ publish workflow

Humans elevate to editors and strategists; AI 
handles volume production

Impact: 3-5x content output increase (Revenue), 40-60% reduction in cost-per-piece (OpEx)

Typical AI layer: 1-3
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Sales

Common AI opportunities in Sales:

Lead enrichment

Meeting preparation and research

Proposal drafting

Pipeline updates

Manual follow-up tasks

Use case example: Sales intelligence amplification

Context
B2B sales teams 
spending 50%+ of 
time on research, 
qualification, and 
proposal generation

Problem
Sales reps excel at relationship 
building and closing, but get 
bogged down in pre-sales 
research, data gathering, and 
document creation. Can't scale 
deal volume without adding 
headcount.

AI Solution
Layer 2-3: Sales intelligence platforms (Gong, 
Clari) + automated research workflows

Layer 4: Custom agent that researches prospects, 
analyzes fit, generates personalized proposals 
from CRM data

Keeps reps focused on high-value conversations 
while AI handles prep work

Impact: 20-30% increase in deals per rep (Revenue), 10-15 hours/week freed for strategic selling (OpEx)

Typical AI layer: 2-4
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Customer Support

Common AI opportunities in Customer Support:

Triage and ticket routing

Knowledge-base queries

Call summarization

Response drafting

Internal troubleshooting assistance

Use case example: Intelligent customer support triage

Context
Support teams handling 
high volumes of repetitive 
questions mixed with 
complex issues

Problem
Support agents spend 
majority of time on routine 
queries (password resets, 
status checks, simple how-
tos), can't focus on complex 
customer issues requiring 
expertise and empathy.

AI Solution
Layer 2: AI-powered helpdesk (Intercom AI, 
Zendesk AI) handles tier 1 queries

Layer 4: Custom agent with knowledge of 
product/systems handles tier 2

Human agents focus on complex issues, 
escalations, and relationship management

Impact: 60-70% of tier 1 tickets automated (OpEx), faster response times improve satisfaction (Revenue), 
agents focus on high-impact problem-solving

Typical AI layer: 2-4
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Common patterns across industries
Just as functional teams share similar bottlenecks, entire industries tend to 
experience the same categories of friction. Each sector has its own context, 
regulations, and workflows 4 but when it comes to where AI consistently 
creates value, the patterns are remarkably familiar. Across professional 
services, healthcare, financial services, retail and manufacturing, the same 
high-impact opportunities surface again and again.

Use the industry patterns below to quickly recognize where AI can make a 
meaningful difference in your context 4 and to validate the opportunities 
that showed up in your own assessment.
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Professional Services

Common AI opportunities in Professional Services:

Engagement scoping

Proposal and SOW drafting

Case file and document summarization

Effort estimation using past engagements

Internal knowledge retrieval

Use case example: Professional Services engagement scoping

Context
Consulting, legal, 
accounting firms 
pricing and scoping 
client engagements

Problem
Partners spend significant time 
reviewing past similar 
engagements, estimating 
effort, and creating SOWs. 
Inconsistent pricing and 
scoping leads to under/over-
bidding.

AI Solution
Layer 4: Custom agent analyzes historical 
engagements, suggests scope based on client 
profile

Generates initial SOW from templates and past 
work, surfaces similar past projects

Partners review and refine AI recommendations, 
focus on client strategy

Impact: 60-70% faster scoping process (Revenue - faster sales cycle), more consistent pricing (OpEx - reduce 
underpriced work)

Typical AI layer: 4
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Healthcare

Common AI opportunities in Healthcare:

Patient intake workflows

Documentation and coding

Appointment scheduling

Insurance verification

Operational reporting

Use case example: Healthcare clinical documentation

Context
Healthcare providers 
spending 2+ hours per 
day on documentation 
and administrative tasks

Problem
Clinicians spend nearly as 
much time documenting care 
as delivering it. EHR data entry 
is tedious, time-consuming, 
and pulls focus from patients.

AI Solution
Layer 2: Ambient clinical documentation tools 
(Nuance DAX, Suki)

AI listens to patient conversation, generates 
clinical notes, enters into EHR

Clinicians focus entirely on patient care, 
review/approve AI-generated documentation

Impact: 1-2 hours/day saved per clinician (OpEx), see 20-30% more patients (Revenue), reduced burnout

Typical AI layer: 2
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Financial Services

Common AI opportunities in Financial Services:

Risk and compliance monitoring

Anomaly and fraud detection

Regulatory document analysis

KYC/AML onboarding workflows

Audit and risk report generation

Use case example: Financial Services risk & compliance monitoring

Context
Banks, insurance, investment 
firms with heavy regulatory 
compliance requirements

Problem
Manual review of transactions, 
communications, and 
activities for compliance risks 
is labor-intensive and error-
prone. Can't scale monitoring 
with business growth.

AI Solution
Layer 4-5: Custom models trained on 
regulatory requirements and historical 
violations

Continuously monitor 
transactions/communications, flag 
anomalies and risks

Compliance teams focus on investigating 
flagged items and strategic risk 
management

Impact: 70-80% reduction in false positives (OpEx), near real-time risk detection vs. periodic review (OpEx - 
reduce exposure)

Typical AI layer: 4-5

Retail & e-commerce

Common AI opportunities in Retail & e-commerce:

Demand forecasting

Product categorization

Returns processing

Pricing adjustments

Customer support triage

Use case example: Retail personalized customer experience

Context
E-commerce and retail 
businesses competing 
on customer experience

Problem
Customers expect personalized 
recommendations, pricing, and 
experiences. Manual 
personalization doesn't scale; 
generic experiences lose to 
competitors.

AI Solution
Layer 4-5: Recommendation engines, 
dynamic pricing, personalized marketing

AI analyzes behavior patterns, predicts 
preferences, optimizes offers in real-time

Merchandising teams focus on strategy and 
category management, AI handles individual 
personalization

Impact: 15-30% increase in conversion and average order value (Revenue), automated vs. manual campaign 
management (OpEx)

Typical AI layer: 4-5

Manufacturing

Common AI opportunities in Manufacturing:

QA documentation

Inventory updates

predictive maintenance signals

BOM validation

production reporting

Use case example: Manufacturing predictive maintenance

Context
Manufacturing 
operations with 
expensive equipment 
downtime

Problem
Reactive maintenance leads 
to costly unplanned 
downtime. Preventive 
maintenance on fixed 
schedules wastes 
resources. Can't predict 
failures before they happen.

AI Solution
Layer 5: Models trained on sensor data predict 
equipment failures weeks in advance

Maintenance scheduled proactively based on 
actual equipment health

Maintenance teams focus on strategic 
improvements, AI handles scheduling optimization

Impact: 30-50% reduction in unplanned downtime (OpEx), 20-30% reduction in maintenance costs (OpEx), 
increased production capacity (Revenue)

Typical AI layer: 5
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From roadmap to execution: implementing your first AI 
projects
By now, you've done the hard strategic work: you've assessed your business, identified high-value opportunities, 
matched each one to the right AI layer, and prioritized them using a clear scoring model.

Now comes the moment where all of that planning turns into real outcomes: execution.

This is where AI stops being a strategy on paper and starts becoming a capability in your organization. And while every 
company has its own context, the path from roadmap to results follows a remarkably predictable sequence.

Instead of jumping straight into building, it helps to understand the rhythm that successful teams follow. You start with 
something small and high-impact, make sure the technical foundations are solid, guide people through the behavioral 
shift, monitor what you deploy, and only then expand into more advanced capabilities.

Let's walk through this progression step by step 4 and see how how your first projects turn into long-term momentum.
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Why quick wins matter

The best way to kick off your AI roadmap is starting with something small that produces visible value fast.

Quick wins aren't just about efficiency 4 they set the tone for the entire AI journey. They build confidence, reduce 
internal resistance, free up capacity, and prove that AI can meaningfully improve people's day-to-day work.

And importantly, they help you avoid a classic pitfall: investing months in a complex initiative before anyone sees value.

Once a quick win is delivered, momentum shifts. Teams lean in. Stakeholders trust the process. And you 
suddenly have the bandwidth 4 both technically and culturally 4 to take the next step.

And that next step is making sure the foundations of your AI projects are stable enough to build on.
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Technical and security foundations

Before you automate a workflow or deploy an agent, you need a few 
basics in place 4 not enterprise-grade infrastructure, but enough 
clarity to ensure your first projects are reliable and safe.

Think of this as tightening the bolts before you start the engine.

You establish the minimum data standards, understand how different 
systems will communicate, and make sure the right security checks 
are in place. It's not about bureaucracy 4 it's about preventing 
rework and making sure your quick win doesn't break as soon as 
people start using it.

Once the technical groundwork is set, you're ready for the most important part of implementation: preparing the people 
who will use the system.
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Change management and adoption

Change management is one of the most underestimated parts of AI implementation 4 and one of the biggest predictors 
of success.

People need to understand how AI helps them, what it changes, and what it doesn't. They need to trust the system 
enough to rely on it. And they need to see that AI is elevating their role, not shrinking it.

Once teams feel supported and empowered 4 not threatened 4 AI adoption becomes natural.

And when adoption is in place, it's time to ensure the workflow you built keeps performing as volume grows and edge 
cases appear

Your job in this stage is to make that shift feel:

Safe Predictable Useful Beneficial

And here's where many teams go wrong: they treat change management as a one-size-fits-all process.

But adoption looks very different depending on which AI layer you're implementing.

Adding a simple AI writing tool is nothing like rolling out a custom agent or a predictive model 4 and people need 
different kinds of support at each stage.

Below is a practical way to approach change management across the six layers, grounded in what consistently works 
inside real organizations.
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How change management evolves across the AI layers

Layers 1-2: Consumer tools & vertical SaaS

Light change, fast adoption, immediate benefits

At this level, you're introducing tools that slot naturally into existing workflows 4 like ChatGPT, Copilot, Jasper, Gong, or 
AI features inside tools people already use.

The goal: make the benefits obvious and the transition effortless.

What works best:

Show people exactly what the tool frees them from ("This handles the admin work so you can focus on 
strategy/customers")

Provide simple how-to guides or short walk-through videos

Share real examples of time saved ("Marketing saved 5 hours last week repurposing content")

Track adoption gently 4 see who's using it and who needs help

Host one central point of support (Slack channel, office hours, etc.)

Adoption timeline

132 weeks to roll out, 436 weeks for full adoption

Success factor

It must feel easier than the current way of working.

Layer 3: No-code / low-code automations

Moderate change, process adjustments, new responsibilities

Here, you're not just adding a tool 4 you're changing a workflow. People need to understand what is automated, what 
still requires human judgment, and what happens when something goes wrong.

The goal: make process changes clear and build confidence that automation is reliable.

What works best:

Show old vs. new: before/after workflow maps

Position automation as capacity expansion ("AI handles repetitive steps; you handle exceptions and strategy.")

Train process owners on how to maintain and update workflows

Make human control points explicit

Create escalation paths ("If the workflow fails, here's how you intervene.")

Run a parallel pilot before switching fully

Adoption timeline

234 weeks to roll out, 8312 weeks for full adoption

Success factor

A clear narrative that automation elevates roles, not 
replaces them.

Layer 4: Custom AI agents

Significant behavioral change, new interaction model, human-AI collaboration

Custom agents change how people work in a deeper way. They take actions, answer questions, support decisions, and 
interact with systems. This requires new habits and new expectations.

The goal: help teams see the agent as a teammate 4 not a threat and not a black box.

What works best:

Clearly define what the agent does and doesn't do

Train users on how to interact with the agent (give context, verify outputs, escalate when needed)

Establish a feedback loop 4 users shape how the agent improves

Make it easy to hand off from AI back to humans

Share success stories early ("Support cleared 30% more tickets by letting the agent handle tier-1 questions")

Communicate version updates so users see the system improving over time

Adoption timeline

438 weeks for rollout, 336 months for optimization

Success factor

Position the agent as an assistant that elevates human 
expertise.

Layers 536: Model training & AI R&D

Deep organizational change, long timelines, new capabilities

These layers reshape not just workflows, but capabilities. They often require cross-functional teams, new governance 
structures, and sustained executive support.

The goal: build internal capacity and confidence to operate long-term AI systems.

What works best:

Strong executive sponsorship

A cross-functional team that treats AI as a core capability, not a side project

Role-based training and upskilling 4 new skills, new responsibilities

A phased rollout with measurable success criteria at each stage

Governance around data, risk, explainability, and performance monitoring

Regular retrospectives and iteration cycles

Adoption timeline

336 months for rollout, 6312 months for maturity

Success factor

Treat this as building an organizational superpower 4 not 
a project.
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Bringing it all together

Across all layers, the guiding principle is simple:

AI adoption succeeds when people feel supported, empowered, and involved 4 not replaced.

Start with transparency.

Show what will change and why.

Prove value early.

Build champions as you grow.

And always anchor the narrative in what AI enables teams to do 4 not what it takes away.

With solid change management in place, your first AI project doesn't just work, it sticks, scales, and becomes the 
foundation for everything that comes next.

Monitoring, iteration, and scaling

Once your first AI workflow is live, the real work shifts from building to refining. Early usage reveals what no planning 
session ever can: how people actually interact with the system, where edge cases appear, and which steps need 
adjustment.

The key here is to keep things simple but intentional.

Start by monitoring the basics 4 is the workflow running reliably, producing the right outputs, and being used 
consistently? A small set of logs, alerts, and usage metrics is enough to catch issues early and understand where 
adoption is strong or where friction remains.

From there, iteration becomes your most powerful lever. After a few weeks of real-world use, you'll see clear patterns: 
steps that can be streamlined, rules that need tightening, and new variations of the workflow you hadn't anticipated. 
This is the stage where minor improvements produce major gains in stability and impact.

As the workflow proves itself, you can gradually extend its scope 4 adding new triggers, connecting additional systems, 
or increasing volume. Scaling isn't a one-time event; it's a series of lightweight adjustments that build confidence and 
capability over time.

The goal isn't to perfect the workflow upfront. It's to make it better with every cycle of use.

How to scale into more advanced AI over time

Once quick wins are live, adoption is strong, and your systems are stable, you can begin expanding into more advanced 
layers of AI.

Some teams move from task automations to intelligent agents. Others layer in prediction, forecasting, or fine-tuned 
models. Others begin exploring proprietary AI capabilities that create true competitive advantage.

The key is sequencing: using early success to justify deeper investment, expanding capability only when the business is 
ready, and continuing to build governance and expertise as you grow.

Scaling isn't about chasing complexity. It's about matching maturity with opportunity.

By following this progression, your first AI projects become the foundation for a sustainable, scalable AI practice, not just 
a handful of isolated wins.
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AI maturity: what "good" looks like after 3312 months

By the time you've completed your first few AI projects 4 delivered quick wins, built adoption, and started iterating 4 
the question naturally shifts from "Where do we start?" to "What does good look like going forward?"

This section outlines what you can realistically expect to see after 3, 6, and 12 months of steady progress and how to 
measure whether your organization is truly becoming AI-enabled.

The stages of AI maturity for SMBs

After 3 months
Capability awareness + early wins

This is the point where the organization has delivered its first 133 automations and confidence is growing.

You should see:

A few workflows running reliably

Clear time savings in at least one team

Internal champions starting to emerge

A basic process for identifying and vetting new opportunities

A shift in mindset: "Where else can we use this?"

This stage is all about proof.

After 6 months
Repeatability and early scale

By the six-month mark, AI stops feeling like an experiment and starts feeling like a capability.

You should see:

Multiple teams using AI across 5310 workflows

Higher-quality inputs (better documentation, clearer processes)

Improved adoption 4 people trust the workflows

Early attempts at custom agents or multi-step automations

A growing backlog of new opportunities

Leaders tracking AI-driven outcomes in weekly or monthly reviews

This stage is about repeatability.

You've learned how to implement AI 4 now you're doing it consistently.

After 12 months
Operational leverage and strategic advantage

A full year into AI adoption, the organization has usually shifted from isolated wins to structural impact.

You should see:

Automation embedded across multiple departments

At least one custom agent or predictive model in production

New roles emerging (AI workflow owners, automation champions)

Faster decision cycles and reduced operational friction

Leadership factoring AI into annual planning and resourcing

A roadmap that blends automation, agents, and predictive systems

This stage is about AI becoming a durable part of how the company works and competes.
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How to measure success

AI maturity is not measured by technical complexity, it's measured by business outcomes.

Here are the signals of a healthy, maturing AI practice:

Operational metrics
Hours reduced in high-cost roles

Process cycle time reduction

Error rate reduction

Time-to-close (finance/sales) improvements

Adoption metrics
Number of workflows in active use

% of team using the new processes

Frequency of automation runs

Quality of outputs (measured through sampling)

Impact metrics
Revenue capacity unlocked

Reduction in manual workload

Increased throughput

Faster customer response or delivery times

Strategic metrics
Number of new opportunities identified per quarter

Time from idea ³ deployment shrinking

Clear governance for data, security, and oversight

Internal expertise growing over time

A strong AI maturity profile doesn't require complex models or massive automation. It simply means the organization has 
built the ability to identify opportunities, implement solutions, and turn early wins into lasting capability.

And once you understand what steady, healthy progress looks like, another question usually comes to mind:

What's the smartest way to pursue this journey 4 building internally, partnering with specialists, or combining both?

That's where we go next.
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Should you build in-house or work with a partner?

Every organization reaches a point where it has to decide how to resource its AI journey. Some teams are equipped to 
drive the work themselves. Others prefer to bring in external expertise to accelerate progress, reduce risk, or lighten the 
load on already stretched teams. Many end up with a hybrid approach.

There's no single right answer, but there is a clear way to evaluate which path fits your goals, constraints, and pace.

This section will help you make that call with confidence.

When internal teams can lead AI adoption

Some organizations are able to drive early AI initiatives on their own, especially when the first opportunities are 
straightforward and the internal environment supports experimentation. You don't need a dedicated AI department to 
succeed, but a few foundational elements make internal ownership far more effective:

A basic technical foundation
If your team is comfortable connecting tools, working with APIs, or maintaining simple workflows, you already have 
enough capability to implement Layers 133. Most early wins fall into this range.

Clear, consistent workflows
AI is much easier to apply when teams already understand how their processes work. If people generally follow 
the same steps today, identifying what to automate becomes simple.

Some operational bandwidth
Internal efforts work best when at least one person has the capacity to test, adjust, and refine early automations. 
Without this, even simple projects can stall.

Early opportunities with low-to-moderate complexity (Layers 133)
If your first initiatives involve consumer AI tools, vertical SaaS, or no-code automations, internal teams typically 
move quickly and learn as they go.

A natural internal champion
Nearly every successful internal AI rollout has someone who is curious, proactive, and willing to help others adopt 
new workflows. They don't need to be an engineer 4 just someone who's invested in making the effort succeed.

Internal leadership works well when these conditions are in place.

If they're not 4 or if your roadmap includes custom agents, complex integrations, or predictive modeling 4 partnering 
with experts tends to accelerate progress and reduce risk.

Now, let's look at when that becomes the smarter path.

When to bring in outside help

For many organizations, the question isn't whether they could implement AI internally 4 it's whether that's the most 
effective, efficient, or low-risk path. Bringing in external expertise often accelerates progress and prevents costly 
missteps, especially when the scope begins to stretch beyond simple automations.

You'll benefit from outside support when:

Your team is at capacity
AI work needs focused time for discovery, testing, and iteration. If your team is already stretched, progress will be 
slow or inconsistent.

You want to avoid missteps
Partners help you skip the common traps: choosing the wrong workflow, over- or under-engineering solutions, 
overlooking change management, or building something that won't scale.

Your roadmap includes more complex capabilities
Custom agents, RAG systems, fine-tuned models, or multi-system automations (Layers 436) require skills most 
SMB and mid-market teams don't have in-house.

You need multiple specialties at once
AI implementation blends process design, integrations, data governance, UX, monitoring, and human adoption. A 
partner brings all of these disciplines in one place.

You want quick wins without shifting internal priorities
A partner builds and iterates while your team stays focused on customers and operations, allowing you to capture 
early value without slowing the business.

You want a roadmap based on proven patterns
Experienced partners bring pattern recognition from dozens of implementations, helping you sequence initiatives 
intelligently and avoid wasted effort.

External support isn't a sign of weakness 4 it's often the fastest and lowest-risk path to building durable AI capability, 
especially once your roadmap goes beyond basic tools.

Next, let's look at how to evaluate the right partner for your needs.

What to look for in an AI partner

Selecting the right AI partner means working with someone who understands your business, your constraints, and the 
kind of operational value you're trying to create. A strong partner keeps your efforts aligned, focused, and moving 
quickly. A weak one slows you down, adds complexity, and drains time you don't have.

Here's what to look for:

They start with business outcomes, not tools
A strong partner begins by understanding your workflows, goals, and constraints 4 not by recommending 
models, products, or frameworks. Their first questions are about value, not architecture.

They build, not just advise
You want more than a strategic deck. A capable partner can design workflows, integrate systems, build custom 
agents, run pilots, and iterate quickly. They're hands-on from start to finish.

They operate across all AI layers
If a partner only works with one tool or one methodology, you'll be boxed into solutions that may not fit your 
needs. Look for breadth: tools, no-code, agents, workflows, model tuning, and more.

They understand change management
Adoption makes or breaks AI initiatives. The right partner supports communication, training, behavior change, 
and rollout 4 not just technical delivery.

They work in short, high-impact cycles
Successful AI projects move fast and evolve through iteration. Avoid partners who pitch long, rigid projects. Look 
for 236 week delivery cycles and measurable outcomes at each step.

They prioritize internal enablement
A trustworthy partner teaches your team how the system works, documents everything clearly, and transfers 
ownership over time. They build capability with you 4 not dependency on them.

They fit your pace and resourcing
Small teams need a lightweight, flexible partner. Larger teams may need deeper architectural support. The right 
partner adapts to your environment, not the other way around.

Selecting the right partner ultimately comes down to confidence. Confidence that they understand your business, your 
constraints, and what it takes to deliver results without slowing teams down. A good partner makes AI feel practical and 
achievable; a poor one makes everything heavier than it needs to be.

With the right support structure 4 internal, external, or hybrid 4 you're no longer guessing about how to move forward. 
You have a clear framework, a clear roadmap, and a clear way to evaluate every opportunity that comes next.

All that remains now is the final step: turning this playbook into action.
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Conclusion

AI is no longer a distant advantage reserved for the biggest companies 4 it's a practical, immediate opportunity for 
organizations of every size. And now you have a practical framework for turning that advantage into real outcomes: how 
to spot high-value opportunities, match them to the right solutions, evaluate effort and impact, prioritize them, and guide 
your team through successful adoption.

Momentum comes from clear first steps, not massive transformation. The organizations that succeed are the ones 
that pick a high-impact starting point, deliver it well, and build from there with confidence.

If this guide has shown anything, it's that AI becomes far more manageable when the path is structured 4 one 
opportunity, one layer, one win at a time.

And if you want support bringing that clarity into your own organization, Starbourne Labs is here to help. We'll guide you 
through the same process outlined in this playbook 4 from discovery to delivery 4 with the systems, expertise, and 
execution needed to make your roadmap real.

Whenever you're ready to accelerate, we're ready to support you.

Book a Strategy Call

About Starbourne Labs
Starbourne Labs is an AI engineering and product studio that helps growing companies turn AI into practical, 
measurable improvements across their operations. We blend senior engineering expertise with a business-first 
approach, delivering real solutions through automation, custom AI agents, and full product development.

Whether you¾re implementing your first AI workflow or scaling into more advanced automation, Starbourne supports the 
entire journey 4 from opportunity discovery and solution design to implementation and continuous improvement. Our 
focus is always the same: creating systems that reduce friction, improve performance, and elevate what your teams can 
achieve.

If you want a partner to help you move from understanding AI to actually benefiting from it, we¾re here to help.

Contact Us

https://starbourne.co/contact?utm_source=lead-magnet&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=ai-adoption-guide&utm_content=book-strategy-call
https://starbourne.co/contact?utm_source=lead-magnet&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=ai-adoption-guide&utm_content=contact-us
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