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  Author's Note


This book is the second in a five-book catalog about operating a serious business in the age of capable AI. The thesis at the catalog level, and the one this book makes the operational case for, is a single shift. The operator becomes the director. AI becomes the team. The work that determines whether your business runs well is no longer the work of execution. It is the work of direction. Defining what gets made, who it gets made for, what good looks like, where the boundaries sit, when to push and when to stop. The director does that work. The AI executes against the direction. The methodology in this book is the operating practice that makes the shift sustainable. 
About the Brandt thread. Threaded through this catalog at its section breaks and inside its closing chapter is the parallel story of Paul Brandt, a former corporate vice president of operations building a one-man advisory practice in post-merger operational integration after a corporate severance. His story spans one calendar year across all five books. In 4Q Drive you join Paul in January, the decision to build behind him and the work in front of him, sitting down to use AI as a serious tool for the first time and discovering the constraint is not the tool.






  
  Part One — The Reframe









  
  Chapter 1: Director, Not Vending Machine Operator


A few weeks ago I needed to draft an affiliate invitation. The person was named Hendrik. He had asked me, on a Zoom call months earlier, to be the first affiliate in Scandinavia when my program launched. He confirmed it was a simple yes, then waited while I built the infrastructure. The program was finally live. The invitation was the last thing standing between him and the role he had already accepted. 
I asked my AI assistant to draft it.
What came back was a clean affiliate recruitment email. The structure was professional and the terms were laid out properly: commission rate, attribution window, payment cadence, all present and accurate. The voice was reasonable and the grammar was clean. The email could have gone to any prospective affiliate at any company. It was also completely wrong.
What it missed was the entire reason the email existed. Hendrik was not a prospective affiliate. He was the originator, and he had been waiting weeks. The right tone was something like "remember when you asked back in April? It is ready. You are the founding affiliate." Instead the draft treated him like a stranger being recruited to a program he had never heard of. What was absent was the history, the recognition, the entire relationship that made the email worth writing at all.
I had typed "draft an affiliate invitation email for Hendrik" into the assistant and gotten back exactly that. An affiliate invitation email. Fluent. Useless.
That is the experience I want to name first, because it is the experience almost every reader of this book has already had with AI. The output looked correct. It read like writing. It even had the right structural bones for the genre it pretended to be. The wrongness was not visible at the level of grammar or polish. It sat underneath the fluency, in the place where context lives, and you had to know what was missing before you could see that anything was missing.
This is the moment most people stop using AI for serious work. They type something in, they get something back, they look at it, and they conclude that AI is impressive in the demo and not actually useful for real work. They are half right. The output is not useful for real work. They are also half wrong about why.
The Vending Machine
The stance I had taken with the assistant was the stance most people take with AI. Request in, result out. Type the thing, take what comes back, judge it against some internal standard, use it or discard it. If discarded, type a slightly different thing and pull the lever again. If used, move on with whatever the machine produced.
This is the vending machine model. You select what you want, the machine delivers, you evaluate the delivery. If the delivery is wrong, you blame the machine, or you blame yourself for selecting the wrong button, but in either case the next move is to make another selection. You do not interrogate the machine about its assumptions. You do not brief it on what you actually need or send output back for a second pass. None of those moves makes sense with a vending machine. A vending machine dispenses. That is its function.
The reason this stance feels natural with AI is that almost everything about the consumer-facing experience reinforces it. There is a text box. You type into it. Output appears. You scroll the output. The model does not interrupt to ask clarifying questions or demand context before proceeding. It does not flag uncertainty. It produces. The interface looks exactly like a search bar, and search bars have trained two generations of professionals to expect that you type a query and you get an answer.
The Hendrik draft is the predictable outcome of that stance. A request was made. A result was produced. The result looked like the genre the request had asked for. The fluency masked the absence of everything that would have made the result actually correct. A vending machine cannot know what you need. It can only know what you asked for. If what you asked for and what you needed are different things, the vending machine cannot close that gap. The gap is on you.
This is the failure mode most operators do not see for what it is. They see a result that is wrong and they conclude the tool is weak. The tool is not weak. The stance is wrong. The same model that produced the generic Hendrik draft would produce a publishable invitation if asked from a different stance.
The Reframe
Not a vending machine. A team.
The model is the most capable junior team you have ever had on call. It can write, reason, analyze, code, summarize, and synthesize at a level that would have cost you a salary line ten years ago. It is sitting there, twenty-four hours a day, in every domain you can name, waiting for direction it is not getting from anyone who is operating in the vending machine stance.
A capable junior team member given a one-line request will produce a one-line-request result. That is true whether the team member is a human associate at a consulting firm or a frontier-grade language model. Give a brilliant junior associate the instruction "draft an affiliate invitation email for Hendrik" with no further context, and they will go away and write you a generic affiliate invitation email. They might write a beautiful one. They will still miss the relationship history, the specific tone the situation calls for, the existing commitments, and every other element of context they were not told about. The output will be polished and wrong, and the gap will not be a failure of their capability. It will be a failure of the brief they were given.
The shift the book is about is the shift from operating to directing: from submitting requests to briefing work, from accepting output to reviewing it, from regenerating when a result is wrong to redirecting. This is the central worldview shift, and the rest of the book builds out the specific practices that make it real.
What Directing Actually Is
Directing is a posture before it is a procedure. The posture is what this chapter is about. The procedure resolves into a repeatable pattern that later chapters develop, and there is no point in detailing the procedure before the posture is in place, because the procedure executed from the wrong stance produces the same vending machine result with extra steps.
A director knows what the work is for before requesting it. The mission has been defined. Not in detail, not as a tactical specification, but at the level of "what does this need to accomplish, for whom, by when." If you cannot answer those questions before you brief the work, the work cannot be briefed. The vending machine operator skips this step because the vending machine does not require it. The director treats it as the first and most consequential step in any engagement.
Context comes next. The model does not know your business unless you have told it. It does not know your customers, your relationships, your prior commitments, your voice, your standards, or your constraints. None of that is available by default. A vending machine operator types in a request and assumes whatever context the machine needs will be inferred from the request. The director provides the context explicitly, because the director has done enough work with the model to know that inference is where every gap originates.
The standard for what good looks like is set up front. Not after the work is back and the operator is judging it. The standard is part of the brief, because without a standard the work has no measure. The vending machine operator pulls the lever and then evaluates whatever falls out. The director declares the standard at the beginning and reviews the output against it.
Review against the standard is the move the vending machine model has no analog for. You cannot send a candy bar back to a vending machine. You can certainly send a draft back to a team member, and a director does. The draft is rarely right the first time. The director knows this and does not treat the first output as the final output.
Then iteration. Multiple passes, each with refined direction, until the work is what the work needed to be. The vending machine operator either accepts the first result or regenerates with slightly different inputs. The director directs each pass, surfaces what is missing or wrong, and supplies what is needed to close the gap.
That is the posture in full. You hold the work in mind before you describe it, you supply what the work depends on, you measure the result against a standard you have already named, and you iterate against that standard until the work meets it. This is not yet a checklist. Chapter 4 introduces the operating pattern that converts the posture into a repeatable procedure. For now, what matters is the posture itself, because the procedure executed from the wrong stance produces vending machine output with extra steps.
The Same Week
That same week a customer emailed me with a sophisticated technical question. He was working on a specific piece of music and had identified the exact three-second window where the AI generation tool refused to follow the melody he wanted. He offered to pay for a tutorial session if I had time.
The vending machine version of my response would have been straightforward. I would have written something thoughtful myself. Some general principles about the tool. An offer to look at his files. Maybe a paragraph about how the issue probably resolved. Fluent. Generic. Defensible. The customer would have received a perfectly reasonable email from me and concluded that I had given him a perfectly reasonable answer.
I directed instead, and the directing started before the writing did.
The first move was tool selection. I asked which tool was right for this question, and the answer was not me. The answer was Fader, the custom AI agent I had built and trained on the methodology that addresses exactly this kind of issue. The vending machine instinct would have been to do the work in my own writing because I am the founder and the founder's voice is what the customer expected. The director's instinct was to recognize that the agent's expertise on this specific technical issue was sharper than mine, and that my job was to orchestrate the response, not to compose it.
Context came next. The agent does not know who this customer is. I supplied the relevant background. The customer was an active member with a specific subscription level, the technical issue was at a known failure mode in the tool, and the response needed to be at expert level rather than introductory. The agent's response would only be as good as the brief it received. I wrote the brief.
Then the standard. The bar was a publishable methodology response that the customer could act on without further coaching. Not a friendly reply. Not a placeholder. Something that delivered the value he had asked to pay for, delivered without the payment, because the membership he already held entitled him to it.
The agent produced a seven-step response. Specific to his issue. Walkable. Expert. The kind of answer that would have taken me an hour to write and would not have been as good.
Last came review. I read what came back, integrated the missing piece (the customer did not know that his existing membership already gave him access to the agent), corrected a few details, added the paragraph that connected his question to what he already owned, and bounded my own time commitment in the closing. The result was an email that reflected genuine expertise, reinforced the value of his existing membership, and protected my time.
None of that happened from a single prompt. It happened from four directing moves inside one engagement: tool selection, context supply, standard-setting, review. The output was not produced by a stronger model than the one that wrote the generic Hendrik draft. It was produced by the same kind of model. The difference was the stance.
You Already Know How to Do This
The director stance is not new to you.
You have spent twenty or thirty years in environments where work was either briefed properly or not. You have worked for managers who tossed a one-line request over the wall and disappeared, and for managers who took the time to define the mission, supply the context, set the standard, and review the work against that standard. You know which kind made you feel like a professional. You have also been each kind of manager yourself at different points in your career, and you know which version you were prouder of.
The skills that distinguish good management from bad management are the skills that distinguish good AI direction from bad AI direction. The shift is not from one professional vocabulary to a new one. It is a redeployment of skills you already have into a new context where those skills happen to be in extremely short supply.
Ethan Mollick has argued that in the age of AI, management itself becomes a kind of superpower. He is right, and the reason he is right is that the skills required to brief, supervise, and develop human team members are the
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