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[bookmark: _Toc241417115][bookmark: welcome]Building Your First AI Agent Playbook
Building a successful AI agent or automation routine is 20% technology and 80% clear thinking about the problem. Use these pages to capture your thinking before you write a single line of configuration. Bring your notes back to your team — a completed playbook is your project brief.
How to use this playbook: Work through each section in order. Write your answers down — teams that document these decisions before building agents. If you can’t answer a question yet, that’s a signal to investigate before you build.
[bookmark: part-1-pick-the-right-problem]Part 1 — Pick the Right Problem
The best first agent solves a task that is frequent, repetitive, rule-describable, and low-risk when it’s wrong. Your first project should build confidence, not headlines.
[bookmark: worksheet-problem-selection]Problem Selection
1. What task are you considering automating? Describe it in one sentence.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. How often does this task happen? (per day / week / month)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Who performs it today, and roughly how long does it take each time?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Could you write instructions for a new hire to do this task? If a smart person with no context couldn’t follow written steps, an agent will struggle too.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5. What happens if the agent gets it wrong once? (annoyance / rework / lost money / compliance or safety risk)
[bookmark: scoring-your-candidate]________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Scoring Your Candidate
	Criterion
	Score 1 (poor fit)
	Score 3 (great fit)
	Your score

	Frequency
	A few times a year
	Many times a day
	

	Repeatability
	Every case is unique
	Highly consistent steps
	

	Rule clarity
	Relies on gut feel
	Clear written rules exist
	

	Risk of error
	Costly or irreversible
	Easily caught and fixed
	

	Data access
	Data is scattered/verbal
	Data lives in systems
	


[bookmark: part-2-define-success-before-you-build]Scoring guide: 12–15 is an excellent first project. 8–11 is workable with guardrails. Below 8, pick a different first project and revisit this one later.

Part 2 — Define Success Before You Build
If you can’t measure it, you can’t know whether your agent is working — or when to trust it with more.
[bookmark: worksheet-success-criteria]Success Criteria
1. What does “done and correct” look like for a single run of this task?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. What is your target metric? (e.g., hours saved per week, response time, error rate, tickets deflected)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. What is the baseline today? Measure it before you automate.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. What accuracy is “good enough” to deploy? (Hint: compare against the human baseline, not perfection.)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5. How will you know if the agent is quietly failing? What will you review, and how often?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
[bookmark: part-3-map-the-workflow]Part 3 — Map the Workflow
Agents fail most often because the human workflow was never actually understood. Map it honestly — including the exceptions and workarounds nobody wrote down.
[bookmark: worksheet-workflow-mapping]Workflow Mapping
1. Trigger — what event starts this task? (an email arrives, a ticket is created, a schedule, a form submission)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Inputs — what information is needed, and where does it live? (systems, documents, people)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Steps — list the steps as if training a new employee. Number them.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Decisions — where does judgment happen? What are the actual rules used?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5. Outputs — what is produced, where does it go, and who consumes it?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
6. Exceptions — what are the weird cases? How often do they occur, and who handles them today?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
[bookmark: part-4-data-access-and-security]Part 4 — Data, Access, and Security
Before building, confirm the agent can actually reach what it needs — and nothing more.
[bookmark: checklist-access-and-governance]Checklist: Access and Governance
· What systems must the agent read from or write to? List them.
· Does an API or integration exist for each, or will a human still need to bridge a gap?
· What credentials will the agent use? (Best practice: a dedicated service account with least-privilege access, never a person’s login.)
· Does the data involved include anything sensitive — PII, financials, health data, client confidential material?
· Who must approve this use of data? (security, compliance, legal, the client)
· Where will the agent’s activity be logged, and who reviews those logs?
· Does your AI tooling vendor train on your data? Have you checked the agreement?
Notes / approvals needed:
[bookmark: part-5-human-in-the-loop]________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Part 5 — Human in the Loop
Decide the autonomy level deliberately. Most first agents should start at Level 1 or 2 and earn their way up.
	Level
	Description
	Best for

	1 — Draft
	Agent prepares work; a human reviews and sends every item
	New agents, customer-facing output

	2 — Approve exceptions
	Agent acts on routine cases; humans review flagged ones
	Proven agents with clear confidence rules

	3 — Act and log
	Agent acts autonomously; humans audit samples
	Mature, low-risk, well-measured automations





1. What autonomy level will you start at, and what results would justify moving up a level?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Who is the named owner of this agent — the person responsible when it misbehaves?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. What is the escalation path when the agent is unsure? (An agent that says “I don’t know, routing to a human” is a feature, not a failure.)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. What is your kill switch — how do you turn it off quickly, and what is the manual fallback?
[bookmark: part-6-pilot-plan]________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Part 6 — Pilot Plan
Ship small, measure, then expand.
1. Scope of the pilot (which subset of cases, which team, how long — 2–4 weeks is typical):
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. How will you test before go-live? (e.g., run the agent against the last 50 real historical cases and compare its output to what humans actually did)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Review cadence during pilot (daily for week one, then weekly is a good default):
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Go / no-go criteria — what results at the end of the pilot mean “expand,” “iterate,” or “shut it down”?
[bookmark: three-worked-examples-to-take-away]________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Three Examples to Take Away
[bookmark: example-1-support-ticket-triage-agent]Example 1: Support Ticket Triage Agent
· Problem: 60+ inbound tickets/day are manually read, categorized, and routed; averages 4 minutes each.
· Trigger: New ticket created in the PSA/helpdesk.
· Agent does: Reads the ticket, classifies category and urgency, drafts a first response, routes to the right queue.
· Success metric: 90% correct routing; first-response time under 5 minutes (baseline: 47 minutes).
· Human in the loop: Level 2 — routine categories auto-route; anything flagged “urgent” or low-confidence goes to a dispatcher.
· Kill switch: Disable the workflow; tickets fall back to the default queue exactly as today.
[bookmark: Xc07a6a285cb74c0c32bc276b9d3e33311cd8454]Example 2: Meeting-to-Action-Items Automation
· Problem: Action items from internal meetings are inconsistently captured and often lost.
· Trigger: Meeting recording/transcript is saved.
· Agent does: Summarizes the meeting, extracts action items with owners and due dates, drafts tasks in the project tool, emails the summary to attendees.
· Success metric: 95% of agreed actions captured; summary delivered within 15 minutes of meeting end.
· Human in the loop: Level 1 to start — the meeting organizer approves the summary before it’s distributed; move to Level 2 after two clean weeks.
· Kill switch: Pause the automation; organizers take notes manually as before.
[bookmark: X17a58e3ebd1850ab08ff4cb789cbc3ff45c789c]Example 3: New Client Onboarding Checklist Agent
· Problem: Onboarding a new client involves 20+ steps across 5 systems; steps get missed, causing day-one problems.
· Trigger: Deal marked “Closed Won” in the CRM.
· Agent does: Creates the onboarding project from a template, generates welcome documents from CRM data, schedules the kickoff, opens provisioning tickets, and posts a status checklist to the account team channel.
· Success metric: Zero missed onboarding steps; onboarding kickoff scheduled within 1 business day (baseline: 4 days).
· Human in the loop: Level 2 — the account manager reviews the generated documents; system provisioning tickets are executed by technicians as usual.
· Kill switch: Disable trigger; team reverts to the manual checklist.
[bookmark: X8cf1798549e52b05cedfc21d98300b35fa40e60]Common Pitfalls (Learn From Others’ Bruises)
· Starting too big. “Automate our whole intake process” fails; “categorize inbound emails” succeeds and grows.
· Skipping the baseline. If you didn’t measure the manual process, you can’t prove the agent helped.
· No named owner. Agents without an owner degrade silently until something breaks publicly.
· Automating a broken process. An agent doing a bad process faster just makes mistakes faster. Fix the process first.
· Trusting without verifying. Review real outputs weekly, forever — models, data, and workflows all drift.
· Ignoring the people. Tell the team what the agent does, what it doesn’t, and how their roles improve. Adoption is a change-management problem.


My Commitment
Before getting started on your first Agent, fill out this form:
The first agent I will build is:
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
The single metric it will improve is:
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
The first person I’ll share this workbook with is:
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
My target date for a working pilot is:
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