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Introduction: The Cost of an Hour

Janna Müller ran Green4F, a sustainability consultancy in Amsterdam. Her team was highly skilled, highly paid, and spent four hours a day copying data into the Salesforce CRM. On paper, her consultancy was growing. In reality, she was paying premium rates for manual data entry: sorting inboxes, updating systems, and fixing the same errors twice.

Mark sat across from her. He owned a staffing agency and had supplied Green4F’s admin support for three years. Today he’d come to deliver news he didn’t want to give.

He slid the rate sheet across the table.

Janna read it once. Then again. “A twenty percent hike? For data entry, Mark?”

“I know how it looks.” Mark turned his coffee cup without drinking. “Believe me, I didn’t want to bring this.”

“I won’t pay premium rates for people to type names into a database, Mark. Growing or not, that’s not where the money should go.”

“They won’t take it on my side either.” He leaned back. “Labor costs went up again. Taxes, pensions, compliance. It costs me more just to put a human in that seat. And even at the higher rate, I can barely find anyone who wants to sit and re-key data all day. The good ones don’t stick around. They leave the moment they find something better. My cost per placement keeps climbing, and the pool I’m fishing in keeps shrinking. If I don’t pass some of it on, I lose money on every hour your team is working.”

Janna set the pen down. “So what do I do? Cut the team? They’re already underwater. Half of them spend the morning moving data between two systems that won’t talk to each other.”

Neither spoke for a moment. Mark looked out at the parking lot.

“My margin used to give me room to negotiate,” he said. “Now there’s no room. Every client meeting is a fight over margins. I’m not selling talent anymore; I’m just brokering expensive hours.”

“I don’t need another tool.” Janna rubbed her eyes. “I have six tools already. They don’t do the work. They just give my people more buttons to click. I don’t need more software. I need fewer hands on the keyboard for the boring parts.”

Mark hesitated. “There’s someone you might want to meet.”

“Meaning?”

“A customer of mine runs a firm across the border. About your size. He had this exact conversation six months ago. Couldn’t absorb the rate increase, didn’t want a six-month plus IT project either.” Mark paused. “Now a big part of his backlog just isn’t there anymore. He didn’t buy a tool. He didn’t hire anyone. Honestly, I don’t fully understand what he did.”

“That’s not much of a pitch.”

“He didn’t hire a developer,” Mark said. “He worked with a VSP, a Virtual Staffing Pioneer. They designed a digital intern instead of writing code.” Mark shrugged. “He offered Tuesday. No slides, no laptops. Just sit down and talk through where our work is stuck.”

Janna looked at the rate sheet one more time, then folded it in half.

“Tuesday,” she said. “But if this turns out to be an automation pitch with nicer branding, I’m billing you for the afternoon.”

What “No Employer Costs” Means

No employer costs does not mean no cost. It means no payroll taxes, pension contributions, holiday pay, recruitment fees, or other charges attached to employing an additional person. The work still has to be designed, built, and managed. But the employment multiplier that was crushing both Mark and Janna does not apply.
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Chapter 1: The Pain of the “Endless IT Project”
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The Virtual Staffing Pioneer worked out of a converted townhouse near the canal, two floors above a notary. Bookshelves, a long oak table, a window that caught the morning light. He poured three cups of tea and pulled a chair around so the three of them sat on the same side of the table.

“Janna, Mark. Tell me where the work gets stuck.”

“Yes, we’re stuck,” Janna said. “Properly stuck. Lotte, my Sales Director, is done. Her team spends half their day copy-pasting lead data into the CRM instead of selling. Bas, our CFO, keeps flagging the overhead. We all know it’s a problem. But the moment I raise it, Marko, our COO, shuts the conversation down.”

“Why does he shut it down?”

“Because we just crawled out of an eighteen-month ERP rollout,” Janna said. “Over budget, and it drained the company. We came through all that, and my people are still retyping the same data from one screen into another. Marko won’t sign off on another tool or another IT project. He says our team can’t survive another implementation.”

The VSP nodded. “Marko is right to be careful. He’s seen what happens when a company tries to fix a broken job by buying a bigger system. The system arrives, and the job is still broken. Now there’s just more of it to maintain.”

“That’s exactly how it feels,” Janna said. “But if we don’t buy a tool, how does the work get done?”

“You don’t buy software, Janna. You hire executed work.”

He turned to Mark. “When your agency sends a temp into Green4F to clear an admin backlog, does Janna call an IT committee and rebuild her database first?”

“Of course not,” Mark said. “We set up a login, hand them the rules, and point them at the backlog. They start that afternoon.”

“Some call it a digital intern. I manage it like a colleague. The management logic is similar to bringing in a temp. You’re not launching a transformation. You’re adding capacity. It runs inside the systems you already own, under your team’s supervision, and your people stay in control the whole time.”

The word ‘temp’ struck a chord. Mark thought of his own shrinking margins and the clients he was losing to rising costs. If the management logic was identical, he didn’t have to lose those accounts.

Mark sat back. He was quiet for a second. “So when the multiplier prices me out of a human placement, there’s still something I could offer the client.”

“That’s the question worth sitting with,” the VSP said.

A vendor would have kept selling here. The VSP closed his notebook and stood.

“Enough talking about it. Monday, nine o’clock, I’m putting you both on a screen-share with a B2B trade company. No code, no dashboards. Just their inbox, on a normal working day, with a digital colleague inside it. Watch what happens.”

One Minute Insight: Capacity Is Not Software

Most managers treat AI as an IT project. It isn’t. It is team design.

A license just adds another dashboard to your day. Relief comes from somewhere else: stop managing the technology, start defining the job.

Give a digital colleague a clear playbook, fixed limits, and a human watching over it. Then it earns its place.

Remember: you don’t need another tool to manage. You need the work to move.
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Chapter 2: The Loose Cannon
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Monday, nine o’clock. Janna took the call from her desk in Amsterdam. Mark joined a few seconds later. The VSP was already on, no camera fuss, screen-share up before anyone settled in.

“B2B trade company,” the VSP said. “They sell to builders and installers. Different inbox from yours, Janna. Same problem.”

The screen showed a shared mailbox. Sales and support, one address, hundreds of emails a morning. Quote requests, stock questions, delivery dates, the odd complaint.

“Three people used to spend their whole morning here,” he said. “Open the ERP, find the customer number, check stock, type the reply. Same shape, fifty times a day.”

An email arrived while he was talking, from a regular customer asking if fifty insulation panels were in stock and if his usual twelve percent discount still applied.

“Watch the drafts folder,” the VSP said.

Half a minute later. A blue “1” appeared. He opened it. A full reply sat there, ready. Fifty panels in Warehouse B, twelve percent applied, delivery proposed for Thursday.

Janna leaned in. “Did that go out?”

“No. It’s a draft. Nothing left the building.”

“Good.” She didn’t relax. “Because that’s the part that scares me. What if the discount was wrong? What if the tone is off for that client? One bad email to the wrong account and I’ve undone eight years of trust.”

“You’re right to refuse that,” the VSP said. “So nobody built it that way. The digital colleague doesn’t speak to your customers. It prepares the work. A person sends it.”

He opened the draft again.

“You wouldn’t hand a temp the company card and signing authority on day one,” he said. “Same principle here. Rules first. Watch the early work. Loosen the leash when it’s earned.”

“That’s the whole job,” Mark said. “Nobody walks in with full rights on Monday.”

“Same here. The colleague drafts. The human checks and sends.”

On screen, the trade company’s rep opened the same draft. She changed the opening line, added a note about a delivery running late that week, and sent it. Under twenty seconds.

“From a blank screen, that reply is eight, ten minutes,” the VSP said. “Look it up, get it right, type it out. Now she reads it and decides. She isn’t writing anymore. She’s approving.”

Janna watched the inbox fill and empty for a while.

“So it does the lookup and the typing,” she said. “My people still decide what leaves the building.”

“That’s how it’s designed. The work moves. The judgment stays with you.”

Mark had gone quiet again. “The company is running this in the background. They handle the technical side, the upkeep?”

“All of it,” the VSP said. “You’d never see it. The client wouldn’t either.”

“So someone still has to place it. Pick the workflow, set the rules, watch the first weeks.” Mark said it slowly, like a job he already knew how to do



One Minute Insight: Control Is a Design Choice
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