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Overview

This Enterprise Al Primer exists because the questions are getting harder and the answers matter more
than ever.

The purpose is to contextualize the way | see the space. Making my Al with Alec Newsletters, Podcasts
and Micro Essays more useful.

Also, here’s a can’t miss list of 138 people to follow on Al Twitter. A big part of how | keep pace.

Mental Model
My mental model is designed to help frame the key questions and curated content that follow.

The North Star.
Humans + Machines. Never Humans vs. Machines.

This isn’t a tagline. It's a filter.

Al developments that enable Humans and machines to accomplish more together than either could
alone? I'm interested.

If it's about replacement, displacement or disruption for its own sake, that’s not where | spend my time.
This matters because the framing you bring to Al drives how you deploy it. Enterprises that understand Al
to be a cost-cutting mechanism will cut costs. Enterprises that approach it as a capability multiplier
develop intelligent systems, generate competitive moats and drive compound returns.

Automate. Augment. Rewire.

Same technology. Completely different outcomes.

The Architecture.

Enterprise Al is an interconnected system. It works when it works because of the strength of the
connective tissue between three layers.

The first layer is data infrastructure and data platforms.

Data is to Al what gas is to a car. There is no Al strategy without a data strategy. This sounds obvious
until you look at how most enterprises are actually structured.

Data siloed across 300+ applications. Business logic scattered across people's heads, email threads.
Slack messages, call recordings and spreadsheets. Inconsistent definitions of the same concepts across
departments.

Before any intelligent system can do meaningful work, it needs to understand the business it's operating
in. That understanding lives in the data infrastructure and data platforms layer.
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This is what enables knowledge-centric architecture: the semantic layer, the ontology, the knowledge
graph that makes data not just accessible but understandable and actionable by both humans and
machines.

This is the work that happens below the waterline. It's unglamorous. It takes longer than anyone wants.
And it's where the real competitive moats get built.

Up next is the orchestration layer.

The orchestration layer is where multi-agent frameworks and agents can be built so that digital labor can
get to work for and with humans.

Al agents are not chatbots.
A chatbot can be thought of as a telephone. An Al agent is a smartphone.

The difference is agency, the ability to take action, interact with systems, complete multi-step tasks,
function recursively by learning from what it does and compound that learning over time.

Think of an Al agent as a digital knowledge worker with a photographic memory, always available,
infinitely scalable, fluent in every application in your tech stack.

Now think of what happens when your entire organization has access to a fleet of them, specialized by
function, orchestrated together, operating 24/7 on top of a knowledge-centric data foundation. That's what
the enterprises pulling ahead are building right now.

Third is the application layer. The model is not the product. The intelligent system built around the model
is the product. The model is the brain. The data architecture is the memory. The agents are the workforce.

The application layer is where probabilistic applications come to life.

Before ChatGPT, enterprise software was deterministic. Same input, same output, every time.
Probabilistic applications are different.

Probabilistic applications are the evolution of traditional SaaS. Where deterministic applications follow
fixed rules, probabilistic applications are enabled directly by LLMs functioning as the application’s brain.

This distinction matters because most enterprises shopping for Al are evaluating models. The winners are
building intelligent systems. A better model deployed into a weak system will underperform a good model
deployed into a strong one every single time.

What | Believe.
The two things | believe about this moment that drive my focus and what | publish?

The Enterprise Al pilots and POCs phase is over. The enterprises that treated the last two years as a
learning period and are now moving into production are compounding their advantage every month. The
gap between them and enterprises still in pilot mode is widening in ways that can become quite
problematic quite quickly.



That clock is real.

The model doesn’t matter as much as the machine. The frontier model conversation is important but it
isn't where the enterprise Al edge gets built.

Costs are collapsing. Models are commoditizing. What doesn’t commoditize is your data. Your ontology.
Your people’s domain expertise and taste. Your enterprise’s intuition. Your organizational ability to build
and operate intelligent systems at scale.

The enterprises that win will be the ones that figure out how to wire their organization, their data and their
people into intelligent systems that compound in capability over time.

Key Questions
1. What is data architecture and why does it determine everything?

Answer:

The Al system you build is only as good as the data foundation it runs on. If your data is siloed,
inconsistent or inaccessible to intelligent systems, no model, no matter how powerful, will generate the
outcomes you're looking for. Period.

Why this matters:

Before you evaluate any Al vendor, any agent platform or any implementation approach, you need to
understand whether your data foundation is actually ready to support it. Most aren't. Watch out for the
“silver bullet” pitch and be realistic about what is / isn’t feasible.

Curated content:
Newsletter #22: “Amateurs talk strateqy. Professionals talk tactics.” Let’ t tactical t Al — Dat
Infrastructure + Al Maturity (10.29.23).

Newsletter #40: “Al Agent Washing” + 3 Things Enterprise Al Leaders Should Go All In On (07.29.25).

AIWA “TOT” #20: The Model Is Ready. The Layer Beneath Isn’'t. The Human OS Is The Moat (05.25.26).

2. What separates the 5% of enterprises generating real Al value from the 95% that aren't?

Answer:

Everybody heard the headline “MIT research said 95% of Al pilots fail,” a finding with legitimate
methodological critics worth acknowledging, but it was directionally consistent with similar BCG 2024 and
2025 studies. Whether the precise failure rate is 95% or something meaningfully lower, the gap between
pilot activity and production scale is real, documented and the defining challenge of enterprise Al right
now.

Why this matters:

You need a benchmark to understand where your organization stands relative to the field. Most leaders
believe they are further along than the data suggests. This question gives you an objective frame for
self-assessment before you make your next move.

Curated content:


https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/newsletter-22-amateurs-talk-strategy-professionals-tactics-coughlin-3knlc/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/newsletter-22-amateurs-talk-strategy-professionals-tactics-coughlin-3knlc/
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/newsletter-40-ai-agent-washing-3-things-enterprise-ai-leaders-should-go-all-in-on
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/aiwa-the-one-thing-20-the-model-is-ready-the-layer-beneath-isn-t-the-human-os-is-the-moat

Newsletter #32: Building Software vs Al Apps and Role of Domain Experts In Accelerating Enterprise Al
Capabilities (11.24.24).

Newsletter #42: After 5 Years, Palantir Is Still Explaining What They Do. Here’s Why That Matters For
Closing Your Al Execution Gap (10.26.25).

3. What is the headless movement and why did Marc Benioff / Salesforce bet on Al agents
becoming the primary user (humans = secondary) of enterprise software?

Answer:

Going headless means decoupling the front end user interface from the back end system of record, a
technical decision that only makes sense if you believe the primary user of your software is no longer a
human navigating a screen but an Al agent. Benioff called his shot well ahead of others (yet another
reason he’s an absolute monster) and Salesforce is being rewired for a world where agents transact,
decide and act on behalf of humans, and humans become the secondary audience.

Why this matters:

Every enterprise software decision you make in the next three years will be made in the context of this
shift. If the primary user of enterprise software is becoming an agent rather than a human, the
implications for your technology stack, your vendor relationships and your operating model are profound
and immediate.

Curated content:
AIWA “TOT” #15: Benioff Just Put Salesforce in the Orchestration Layer. The Context Graph is Next

(04.19.26).

Newsletter #39: From Mad Libs to Alien Intelligence to Iron Man Suits: Rick Rubin, Jack Clark + Andrej
Karpathy Decode Al Software (06.29.25).

AIWA “TOT” #13: Behind the TBPN Acquisition. What OpenAl Really Bought. The Internet Is Being
Rebuilt. Not For You (04.05.26).

4. What does Automate, Augment, Rewire actually mean and how do you know which one you're
doing?

Answer:

Automate is delegating to machines the tasks humans shouldn't be doing. Augment is giving humans
dramatically more capability without changing the underlying workflow. Rewire is the hardest and most
valuable: fundamentally redesigning an operating model, how work gets done rather than layering Al on
top of existing processes. Most enterprises are automating. Some are augmenting. Few are rewiring. The
gap in outcomes between those three framework components is enormous and widening.

Why this matters:

Where your organization sits on this spectrum determines whether Al becomes a productivity tool or a
competitive transformation for you. Angina, most leaders believe they are further along this spectrum than
they actually are.
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Curated content:
AIWA “TOT” #16: The Unit of Pr tion t Chan . Automate. Auament. Rewire. (From My RDSW

Talk) (04.26.26).

Newsletter #37: Becoming An Al-First Company? Ravi Gupta Said “Al Or Die,” Fiverr CEQ Micah
Kaufman Effectively Said “We Got This” (03.12.25).

Newsletter #43: NVIDIA Delivered. Al Bubble Question Persists + Is A Trap. Benedict Evans Has The
Framework (11.24.25).

5. Why do most enterprise Al pilots fail to reach production?

Answer:

Because the technology was never the bottleneck. Most enterprise Al pilots stall between proof of
concept and production not because the model underperformed but because the organization wasn't
wired to absorb it. The data was siloed, the workflows weren't redesigned and the people weren't brought
along. A pilot that works in a sandbox and fails in production is almost always a people and process
failure wearing a technology costume.

Why this matters:

If you have pilots running and are wondering why they aren't scaling, the answer is almost certainly not
the model. Understanding the real reasons pilots fail is the prerequisite to not repeating the pattern and to
asking the right questions of your team before you objectively determine your next investment.

Curated content:
AIWA TOT #09: The Gap Is The Game (03.08.26).

Newsletter #42: After 5 Years, Palantir Is Still Explaining What They Do. Here’s Why That Matters For
Closing Your Al Execution Gap (10.26.25).

Newsletter #31: The Enterprise Al Race Really Started 6 Or So Months Ago. If You Aren’t Sprinting, Now
Is The Time To Start... (10.13.24).

6. What exactly is an Al agent and why does it change how enterprises operate?

Answer:

An Al agent is not a chatbot. A chatbot is a telephone. An Al agent is a smartphone. The difference is
agency: the ability to take action, interact with systems, complete multi-step tasks, learn from what it does
and compound that learning over time. Think of an agent as a digital knowledge worker with a
photographic memory, always available, infinitely scalable and fluent in every application in your tech
stack.

Why this matters:

The shift from reactive Al tools to proactive Al agents is the platform shift happening right now and most

organizations are underestimating its implications. Understanding what an agent actually is, and is not, is
the foundation for critical intelligent system, workforce and operating model decisions you will make from
here.

Curated content:
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AIWA TOT #07: Al Agents Are Real. They Aren’t Evenly Distributed. 50% Live In One Domain (02.22.26).

Newsletter #28: If ChatGPT Was 1.0 And Al Agents + Com nd Al tems Are 2.0. Are You R ?
(07.09.24).

Newsletter #36: Anthropic’'s MCP And Google’s A2A - The Leap In Al Agent Capabilities Is Here. Now
(04.21.25).

7. What is Enterprise Intuition and why is it a durable competitive moat?

Answer:

Enterprise Intuition is what happens when you capture the judgment of your best people, encode it and
make it accessible at scale through intelligent systems. It is the aggregate of your organization's deepest
domain expertise, connected through your ontology and grounded in your decision history. Models
commoditize. Enterprise Intuition doesn't and never will.

Why this matters:

If everyone in your industry has access to the same models, the same vendors and the same
infrastructure, the question becomes what actually differentiates you. The answer is not the model you
chose. It's the institutional knowledge, domain expertise and decision intelligence you've built into the
system around it. Seeing around corners at scale.

Curated content:

AIWA TOT #22: Individual Feel. Enterprise Intuition. Dominate (06.07.26).

AIWA TOT #02: This Is What Tobi Lutke Meant By “Reflexively Reaching For Al.” Intuition Developed
Through Hands-In-The-Dirt Execution (01.18.26).

Newsletter #37: Becoming An Al-First Company? Ravi Gupta Said “Al Or Die.” Fiverr CEOQ Micah
Kauf Effectively Said "We Got This” (05.12.25).

8. What is the Forward Deployed Engineer model and why is it the gold standard for Al
implementation?

Answer:

A Forward Deployed Engineer is a deeply technical operator embedded directly in your environment,
often paired with a Forward Deployed Product Manager, building and deploying intelligent systems
against your real business problems in real time rather than handing off a solution from a distance. This
two-in-a-box model is how the gap between Al potential and Al execution gets closed.

Why this matters:

The reason most enterprise Al implementations underdeliver is not the technology. It's the absence of the
right human layer to integrate it. Understanding what best-in-class implementation looks like gives you a
standard to hold your vendors, partners and internal teams to. The technical overhang is real.

Curated content:

AIWA TOT #19: Anthropic. OpenAl. Google. Forward Deployed. Fully Funded (05.17.26).

AIWA TOT #11: The IT Department The Best Companies Are Already Building (03.22.26).



https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/aiwa-the-one-thing-07-ai-agents-are-real-they-aren-t-evenly-distributed-50-live-in-one-domain
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/newsletter-28-chatgpt-10-ai-agents-compound-ai-systems-20-ready
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/newsletter-28-chatgpt-10-ai-agents-compound-ai-systems-20-ready
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/newsletter-36-anthropics-mcp-googles-a2a-leap-ai-agent-coughlin-mpn8c/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/newsletter-36-anthropics-mcp-googles-a2a-leap-ai-agent-coughlin-mpn8c/
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/aiwa-the-one-thing-22-individual-feel-enterprise-intuition-dominate
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/aiwa-the-one-thing-02-this-is-what-tobi-lutke-meant-by-reflexively-reaching-for-ai-intuition-develop
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/aiwa-the-one-thing-02-this-is-what-tobi-lutke-meant-by-reflexively-reaching-for-ai-intuition-develop
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/newsletter-37-becoming-an-ai-first-company-ravi-gupta-said-ai-or-die-fiverr-ceo-micah-kaufman-effect
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/newsletter-37-becoming-an-ai-first-company-ravi-gupta-said-ai-or-die-fiverr-ceo-micah-kaufman-effect
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/aiwa-the-one-thing-19-anthropic-openai-google-forward-deployed-fully-funded
https://alecs-newsletter-e6d356.beehiiv.com/p/aiwa-the-one-thing-11-the-it-department-the-best-companies-are-already-building

Newsletter #32: Buildin ftware Vs Al Apps And Role Of Domain Experts In Accelerating Al
Capabilities (11.24.24).

9. What does a real enterprise Al transformation look like in practice?

Answer:

Citi took a process that required nine days and compressed it to seconds. L'Oreal partnered with
LangChain before most knew who they were and went from Generative Al native idea to implementation
in three months across a 90,000 person organization. YUM Brands put their CEO and 4-500 top
executives in a room for a week to build Al literacy by putting everyone’s hands in the Al dirt so they
couldn’t unsee it before rolling it out company wide. These are not technology stories. They are human
stories. Once you experience the Al magic, you develop an understanding of the horsepower that gives
you a different type of confidence and conviction in its potential.

Why this matters:

Seeing what real transformation looks like at enterprises you recognize gives you a calibration point for
what is actually possible, what it actually costs in organizational terms and what leadership behaviors
made the difference. These are your benchmarks. This is how you operationalize it. You’ve got this.

Curated content:
Newsletter #41: From ‘9 Days To Seconds’ - Citi’s Blueprint For Operationalizing Enterprise Al (10.01.25).

Newsletter #38: “Snowflake Is The Most Consequential Al And Data Company On The Planet.” Here’s
Wh .09.2

Newsletter #29: The Generative Al Native Enterprise Case Studies Are Arriving. Here. We. Go (08.26.24).

10. What is the Internet being rebuilt for and what does Salesforce going headless tell us about
where every enterprise needs to go next?

Answer:

Bot traffic now surpasses human traffic on the Internet. Al agents are increasingly the entities browsing,
transacting and deciding, not humans. Salesforce going headless is the enterprise software industry's
clearest signal that the infrastructure of commerce, information and decision-making is being redesigned
around machine users. Every enterprise that hasn't asked what this means for their own architecture is
already behind. Don’t be one of those companies.

Why this matters:

The way your customers find you, the way your software gets used and the way decisions get made in
your market are all being restructured around agents as the primary actor. Understanding this shift is not
a technical exercise. It is a strategic imperative.

Curated content:
AIWA TOT #13: Behind The TBPN Acquisition. What OpenAl Really Bought. The Internet Is Being

Rebuilt. Not For You (04.05.26).

AIWA TOT #15: Benioff Just Put Salesforce In The Orchestration Layer. The Context Graph Is Next
(04.19.26).
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11. Why is the org chart the real Al wall for most enterprises?

Answer:

Technology is not what stops enterprise Al. Structure is. The org chart that made sense for deterministic
software and clearly defined knowledge worker roles does not naturally accommodate intelligent systems
that blur functional boundaries, compress decision cycles and redistribute work between humans and
machines. The enterprises pulling ahead have leaders who model Al use publicly, build cross-functional
pods around outcomes rather than functions and give those teams the authority to actually change how
work gets done.

Why this matters:

You can have the best models, the best data and the best intentions and still fail if your organizational
structure treats Al as an IT project rather than an operating model transformation. This question asks you
to look practically at whether your structure is set up to move or set up to stall.

Curated content:

AIWA TOT #14: P

Newsletter #37: Becoming An Al-First Company? Ravi Gupta Said “Al Or Die,” Fiverr CEO Michah
Kaufman Effectively Said “We Got This” (05.12.25).

Newsletter #31: The Enterprise Al Race Really Started 6 Or So Months Ago. If You Aren’t Sprinting, Now
Is The Time To Start... (10.13.24).

12. What is the role of the Context Graph and why is it the next system of record?

Answer:

A Context Graph is the knowledge layer that connects your enterprise's data, relationships, decisions and
domain logic into a unified queryable structure that Al agents can actually reason over. Where the
database was the system of record for the application-centric era and the data warehouse for the
data-centric era, the Context Graph is the system of record for the knowledge-centric era you are entering
now.

Why this matters:

The Context Graph is the architectural concept that separates enterprises building durable intelligent
systems from those assembling Al features on top of legacy infrastructure and complaining about Al
hype. Understanding it gives you the language and the lens to evaluate whether what you are building will
compound in value over time or become technical debt.

Curated content:
AIWA TOT #01: Context Graphs, Al's Next Trillion-Dollar Opportunity? (01.11.26).

AIWA TOT #15: Benioff Just Put Salesforce In The Orchestration Layer. The Context Graph Is Next
(04.19.26).
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13. How do Al agents change the unit of production and what does that mean for team structure?

Answer:

When one engineer with an Al stack can do the work that previously required a team, the fundamental
unit of production in your enterprise changes. The question is no longer how many people do you need
but how do you wire the right people to the right intelligent systems to produce outcomes at a scale that
were previously impossible. Humans + Machines. Never Humans vs. Machines.

Why this matters:

This question forces an objective rethink of how you structure your teams, allocate your talent, capital and
define high performance in the agent era. The leaders who ask this question now will be making very
different organizational decisions than those who wait until the market forces the conversation.

Curated content:
AIWA TOT #10: One Founder. One Al Stack. $1.5M ARR. Every Founder + Enterprise Should Be Paying
Attention.

AIWA TOT #16: The Unit Of Production Just Changed. Automate. Augment. Rewire. (From My RDSW
[alk) (04.26.26).

Newsletter #33: Jensen Huang's 2025 CES Keynote - Al's Next Frontier + Decoding What To Expect In
2025 (01.12.25).

14. How should a CEO or board think about Al investment versus Al washing?

Answer:

The filter that cuts through the noise is straightforward: does the vendor's solution require and improve a
specific data architecture or does it promise enterprise Al outcomes without engaging seriously with your
data foundation? Real intelligent systems are deeply integrated with your data layer and business
outcomes it was architected to generate. If it sounds too good to be true, well...

Why this matters:

You are being sold a version of Al that does not match the reality of what generates durable business
value. Having a sharper filter than your peers is one of the highest leverage things you can do right now
to protect your capital, your credibility and your organization's ability to move when the right opportunity
presents itself.

Curated content:

Newsletter #40: “Al Agent Washing” + 3 Things Enterprise Al Leaders Should Go All In On (07.29.25).

AIWA TOT #17: Stop Asking “What | r Al Strateqy?” Start Asking What Ray Dalio Did In 201
05.03.26).

Newsletter #43: NVIDIA Delivered. Al Bubble Question Persists + Is A Trap. Benedict Evans Has The
Framework (11.24.25).
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15. How does enterprise Al change the competitive landscape specifically in Financial Services
and TMT?

Answer:

In Financial Services, the window to build durable Al advantage is measured in months not years.
Research from Evident, the Al benchmarking firm, shows that the gap between Al leaders and laggards in
banking is widening faster than in almost any other sector. In TMT, the combination of data richness,
digital infrastructure and technical talent means the leaders are compounding their advantage at a rate
that makes catching up structurally difficult.

Why this matters:

If you are operating in Financial Services or TMT, the competitive implications of enterprise Al are more
acute and more immediate than in almost any other sector. This question makes the urgency of
everything else in this primer personal rather than abstract.

Curated content:
Newsletter #44: When The Oracle, The CEO Who Moves Markets And The Al Legend Align, You Pay
Attention (12.07.25).

AIWA TOT #21: Buy Vs. Build Is The Wron uestion. Kirkland & Ellis Is Spending $500M On A Better
One (05.31.26).

Newsletter #33: Jensen Huang's 2025 CES Keynote - Al's Next Frontier + Decoding What To Expect In
2025 (01.12.25).
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