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The New AI Doesn't Just Answer
Questions. It Does the Work.
The first wave of AI answered questions. The new wave can take a job, work through the steps,

and hand you the finished result. Here's what that means for a small business.

Himanshu Mehru · Founder, Mehrutherm July 17, 2026

Somewhere in the past couple of years you probably tried one of the AI chat tools. You typed a question,

got a surprisingly good answer, maybe pasted it into an email, and went back to work. For most people

that is still the picture of AI: a very well-read assistant stuck inside a chat box. It can tell you things. You

still do the doing.

That picture is already out of date.

The newest generation of AI can be handed the job itself. Not "how should I reply to this customer," but

"go through this morning's inquiries, look each customer up, check the schedule, draft the replies, and

show me the ones you weren't sure about." It works through the steps, uses the same tools a person

would use, and comes back with the work done and its reasoning shown.

K E Y  TA K E AWAYS

The industry's name for this is agentic AI, and you can forget the term as soon as you've read it.

The idea is AI you give a goal instead of a script, and it works out the steps.

It doesn't live in a chat box. It can use your real tools: email, calendars, spreadsheets, the

systems your business already runs on.

A person still signs off. The useful question is never "can it run alone." It's "where are the

checkpoints."

The right first job is one you'd hand a careful new hire: real work, a clear definition of done,

supervision expected.

https://mehrutherm.com/
https://mehrutherm.com/
https://mehrutherm.com/blog/
https://mehrutherm.com/blog/agentic-ai-for-small-business/
https://mehrutherm.com/blog/agentic-ai-for-small-business/
https://mehrutherm.com/about/
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A Script Follows Steps. This Follows a Goal

A while back we wrote about practical automation for small businesses: when a form comes in, copy the

details, draft the quote, file the paperwork. Those automations are scripts. They were worth building then

and they're worth building now, because a huge amount of busywork really is that predictable.

But scripts are brittle in a very particular way. The moment reality doesn't match the recipe, the whole job

bounces back to a person. The form is missing a field. The customer's name is spelled two ways in two

systems. The request is half quote, half complaint. Scripted automation handles the clean eighty percent

and hands you the messy twenty, and the messy twenty is where your time actually goes.

Goal-driven AI is different because it can work the messy middle. Missing a field? It checks the customer's

last order. Two spellings? It notices they share a phone number and treats them as one person. Half

complaint? It flags that one for you instead of cheerfully drafting a quote. It makes the small judgment

calls a script never could, and it escalates the ones it shouldn't make.

The first step of this shift was AI that could read your own files and answer from them. The next step is AI

that can act on what it reads.

What That Looks Like in a Real Business

Start with the inbox. Instead of a rule that files messages into folders, the AI reads each morning's email

the way you would: it drafts replies to the routine ones, pulls the details it needs from past threads and

your records, and leaves a short stack of drafts waiting. You read, tweak, send. The judgment stays yours;

the two hours of typing don't.

Or take the inquiry that comes in through a website that actually does something. Today, a form

submission is usually a notification and a promise that someone will get to it. A goal-driven setup can look

the customer up, check real availability, propose a time, and prepare the confirmation, with you approving

before anything goes out the door.

Bookkeeping is a quieter win. At month's end, the AI can categorize transactions, reconcile them against

statements, and, this is the part scripts can't do, notice what looks wrong: the duplicate charge, the

vendor bill that's 40% higher than every previous one, the payment that never landed. You get a short list

of things worth a human look instead of a spreadsheet of everything.

And then there's the chasing. Overdue invoices, unreturned paperwork, the missing signature. An AI can

follow up politely and persistently, keep track of who has answered, and bring the stubborn cases to you

before the tone ever needs to change. Nobody falls through the cracks because nobody has to remember.

https://mehrutherm.com/blog/practical-ai-automation-for-small-businesses/
https://mehrutherm.com/blog/ask-your-own-files/
https://mehrutherm.com/blog/your-website-should-do-more-than-sit-there/
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Notice the shape of all four: the AI does the legwork, and a person holds the pen at the moment that

matters.

The Guardrails Are the Whole Job

Here's the part the ads leave out: the hard work in one of these systems isn't the AI. It's the boundaries

around it.

A good setup answers three questions in writing before anything runs. What is the AI allowed to touch,

and with what permissions? What must it always ask about, no matter how confident it is? And how do

you audit what it did, so that every action it took is a line in a log a human can read later, not a mystery?

Getting those answers right takes something most small businesses haven't written down: how the work

actually flows. Who approves what, which exceptions are real exceptions, what "done" means. That

knowledge usually lives in one person's head, and putting it on paper so an AI can follow it has a side

benefit nobody advertises: for the first time, your process exists somewhere other than memory.

This is why "we installed an AI tool" and "we put AI to work safely" are different projects. The first takes an

afternoon. The second is the one that pays.

When This Is the Wrong Move

If a task comes up twice a year, automating it is a hobby, not a business decision. Do it by hand.

If the process itself is a mess, meaning nobody can say what the steps are or who decides what, AI will

just do the wrong thing faster. Fix the process first; the AI can come second.

And if a mistake would be expensive and hard to reverse, wiring money, anything legal, anything where

"we'll catch it in review" isn't good enough, then either keep a person on the pen or use plain scripted

automation with hard rules. Judgment calls belong to AI only where a bad call is cheap to catch.

I S N ' T  T H I S  A  B I G - C O M PA N Y  T H I N G ?

The opposite, actually. A big company has a department for the inbox, a department for the books,

and a department for the chasing. A small business has you, wearing all five hats after close. The

businesses with the most to gain from work that does itself are the ones where every undone task

lands on the same desk.

https://mehrutherm.com/blog/when-the-person-who-knew-the-system-leaves/
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We Build These

This is work we do. We start by watching where your hours actually go and picking the one job where

goal-driven AI would pay for itself first. Then we build it with the boundaries designed in from day one:

what it may touch, what it must ask, what gets logged, and where you sign off. If a plain script would do

the job cheaper, we'll tell you that instead, because plenty of busywork still doesn't need judgment, just

consistency.

Signing up for an AI tool

✕ Built for everyone, so it knows nothing about your

business

✕ Lives in its own tab, next to the work instead of in

it

✕ You learn its way of working, not the other way

around

✕ No boundaries beyond whatever the settings page

offers

✕ When it does something odd, there is no one to

call

AI built into your business

✓ Shaped around your actual process, customers,

and records

✓ Works inside the tools you already run

✓ Checkpoints where you decide they belong

✓ Every action logged, every draft reviewed before

it ships

✓ Built and supported by someone who knows your

setup

M E H R U T H E R M  ·  C R E S T O N ,  WA

If there's a job in your business you keep doing on autopilot, that's the one

worth talking about. Get in touch and we'll tell you honestly whether it's a fit for

goal-driven AI, a plain script, or neither, and what it would take to hand it off

without losing the pen.

mehrutherm.com/quote

https://mehrutherm.com/contact/
https://mehrutherm.com/quote/

