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What to Ask Before
You Let AI Do the Work
Before you pay for AI or hand it a real job, a few plain questions separate the automation that

saves you hours from the kind that quietly makes more work.

August 31, 2026

Buying AI has never been easier. There is a tool for every task, a demo that looks like magic, and a

monthly price that seems small next to the hours it promises to save. Signing up takes about five minutes.

The regret, when it comes, takes longer to show up. It is the automation that quietly sent the wrong quote

to a customer, the one nobody can adjust now that the person who set it up has moved on, the

subscription that renews every month for a job you stopped doing in the spring. None of that is visible in

the demo.

The good news is the same as it was for hiring someone to build your website: you can tell a good fit from

a bad one before you commit, as long as you ask a handful of plain questions and notice whether the

answers are clear or slippery. You do not need to understand how any of it works. You need to know what

to ask.

K E Y  TA K E AWAYS

Start with the problem, not the tool. Automate a task that is frequent, repetitive, and clear, not a

rare or messy one.

Ask where your information goes and who can see it, before you feed it anything real.

Every automation is wrong sometimes. Ask where a person checks the work and how you would

catch a mistake.

Make sure you own it and can change it, so you are not stranded when the setup outlives

whoever built it.

Know what it costs to run, not just to start, and whether the time saved is actually worth it.
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Start With the Problem, Not the Tool

The common mistake is to start from "this AI looks impressive" and go hunting for somewhere to use it.

Start from the other end: what task eats your week? A good candidate for automation is frequent,

repetitive, and clear enough that you could explain it to a new hire in a sentence. A poor candidate is the

thing you do twice a year, or the one where every case is a little different and the judgment is the whole

job.

So the first question is about you, not the software: what exactly am I trying to hand off, and is it the kind

of work a machine can actually do well? If a task comes up rarely, automating it is a hobby, not a business

decision. If nobody can quite say what the steps are, automation will just do the wrong thing faster. We

wrote about choosing that first task in practical ways small businesses can use automation.

Where Does Your Information Go

The moment an automation becomes useful, it is because it can see something: your customer list, your

files, your inbox, your records. So before you feed it anything real, ask plainly where that information goes

and who can see it. Does your data stay yours, or does it quietly become fuel for someone else's product?

Is it stored somewhere, and if so, can you have it deleted?

For anyone handling sensitive details, a town, a clinic, any business holding personal records, that answer

is not a technicality. It is the difference between a helpful tool and a slow liability. This is worth settling in

writing before the first real file goes in, not after.

What Happens When It's Wrong

Here is the question the demo never raises: every automation is wrong sometimes. A form arrives missing

a field, two customers share a name, a message is half order and half complaint. The useful question is

never "does it work," because on a good day everything works. The question is what happens on a bad

day.

So ask where a person checks the work before it reaches a customer or moves a dollar, how the system

tells you it is unsure instead of guessing, and how you would even notice a mistake after the fact. A setup

worth buying has an honest answer: here is the checkpoint, here is the record of what it did, here is where

you sign off. A setup to walk away from waves the question aside and insists it simply does not make

mistakes. Anything that touches money, a customer, or a legal record needs a person on the pen. We dug

into that balance in the new AI doesn't just answer questions.
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Can You Change It, and Do You Own It

An automation is not a poster you hang once and forget. Your prices change, your process changes, a

form gets a new field, and the automation has to change with them. So ask: when the work shifts, who

adjusts this, and how hard is it? Can your own people make a small change, or does every tweak mean a

request and a wait?

Ask, too, who holds the keys. If the whole thing lives in one person's account and one person's memory,

you are one missed phone call from being stranded, the same trap that catches businesses when the one

person who knew the system leaves. You want to own the setup, understand it in plain terms, and be able

to take it elsewhere if you ever part ways.

What It Costs to Run, Not Just to Start

The sign-up price is the smallest number in the story. What matters is the running cost: the monthly fee,

yes, but also the time someone still spends watching over it, fixing its slips, and keeping it current as your

business changes. Set that honest total against the hours it actually saves. Some automations pay for

themselves in a week. Others cost more to keep alive than the busywork they replaced ever did.

So ask what it costs each month to keep running, what happens if you stop paying, and roughly how much

time it will really save once the novelty wears off. If nobody can give you a straight answer on any of

those, that is your answer.

Clear Answers Are the Whole Test

You do not need to become an expert to buy well. You need someone who will answer plainly and put the

parts that matter in writing.

Answers that should give you pause

✕ "It works, don't worry about the details"

✕ "Your data helps make the tool smarter"

✕ "It's basically never wrong"

✕ "Only we can make changes to it"

✕ "Just the monthly fee, nothing else to think about"

Answers from someone worth buying from

✓ Here is exactly what it does, and what it does not

✓ Your information stays yours, and here is where it

lives

✓ Here is the checkpoint where a person reviews it

✓ You own the setup, and you can change or leave it

✓ Here is the running cost and the time it saves
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If you get the answers on the right without having to corner anyone into them, you are probably dealing

with someone building the automation to serve you, not to keep you subscribed.

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

Weighing whether to automate something, or unsure about a tool you already

pay for? Get in touch and we'll give you straight answers to every question

above, and tell you honestly when the busywork isn't worth automating at all.

mehrutherm.com/quote
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