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ELEVATE™ 

E – Eliminate: Remove repetitive, mundane, and error-prone tasks so humans focus on high-value work.

L – Leverage: Apply AI where it excels—data, patterns, predictions—without overstepping human judgment.

E – Empower: Strengthen human decision-making, strategy, and creativity; make roles more engaging.

V – Validate: Continuously verify AI outputs to ensure accuracy, reliability, and alignment with business goals.

A – Assign: Define clear ownership for every AI-supported action; humans remain accountable.

T – Transform: Redesign roles around judgment, responsibility, and oversight rather than repetitive tasks.

E – Enforce: Ensure governance, control, and boundaries at all levels to prevent unintended autonomy.

​​​​​​​​​​Core Principles

“ELEVATE™ ensures AI enhances human roles instead of replacing them - removing drudgery, reducing errors, and strengthening accountability.”

“From efficiency to control: ELEVATE™ moves AI from a tool for tasks to a lever for human potential.” 
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Introduction – The $569 Million Lesson
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Let me tell you about the most expensive board meeting of 2021.

Rich Barton, founder and CEO, one of the most respected technology executives in the United States, stands in front of Zillow's investors and says the words no leader ever wants to say.

Zillow Offers is over. He could have gone with under review, being restructured perhaps. Taking a pause to figure things out... But the situation demanded immediate and drastic action, taking away the luxury of choice from what he could announce. It had to be over. 

Five hundred and sixty-nine million dollars written off. Two thousand employees, people with families, not some abstract headcount had to be told they no longer have jobs. The stock in freefall, down 30% in forty-eight hours.

The room is silent. And then comes the detail that should stop every executive reading this in their tracks. The artificial intelligence solution they had approved and deployed had turned into an unmitigated disaster. And yet, the algorithm worked exactly as designed.
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​​​What Actually Went Wrong
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Reckless technology and fast-moving startups are easy to blame. Zillow was neither. They had been in the data business for fifteen years. The Zestimate - their home valuation tool - had been running since 2006, refined over millions of data points, trusted by consumers across America. They had world-class engineers, deep capital, and board oversight.

And they still drove off the cliff.

Here is what happened. The Zestimate was good at its job. It could look at a home and tell you, with reasonable confidence, what it was worth today. The board looked at that track record and made a leap - a leap that felt logical, felt data-driven, felt like the obvious next move.

They decided it could also tell them what a home would be worth in ninety days. That is a fundamentally different challenge, but no one in the room said so loudly enough. The warnings existed. Outside researchers had published papers on the model's error rates. Analysts were asking uncomfortable questions. Inside the company, employees watching the purchase prices and the resale numbers could see the margin shrinking. The data was there. The signal was there.

In 2021, Zillow increased its purchasing volume.

This is the part that should keep you up at night... Zillow was not acting foolish or hastily. They were smart, well-resourced, and well-intentioned. Yet they still mistook confidence for validation, speed for strength, and a useful tool for an infallible one. Perhaps worst of all, they valued the independent speed and efficiency of a digital tool over human expertise and experience instead of leveraging the best of both worlds.

By the time the market shifted due to a global pandemic and a rapidly deflating real-estate bubble, they were sitting on more than 9,700 homes they could not sell at a profit. The model had no frame of reference for what was happening. Neither did the board.

In its defense, the board could successfully argue that the technology never failed. After all, they had to deal with scenarios the world had not seen before in modern times. But when analyzed a bit more thoroughly it becomes clear that this was a failure in governance. And the distinction matters enormously.
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​​​Why This Book Matters: The AI Dilemma for SME Boards
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There has never been a better time to deploy AI inside a business.

There has also never been a more dangerous time to do it badly.

For large enterprises, the margin for error is wide. They have dedicated technology teams, chief AI officers, risk committees, and the capital to absorb an expensive mistake and course correct. When they get it wrong - and they do - the organization survives it.

SME boards do not have that luxury.

A misstep at your scale does not produce a bruising quarterly write-down and an uncomfortable earnings call. It produces an existential threat. The wrong AI deployment - rushed, poorly governed, or built on assumptions nobody stress-tested - can hollow out an organization faster than almost any other business decision you will make in the next five years.

And yet the pressure to move is relentless.

Every conference has a keynote about AI. Every industry publication is running headlines about competitors automating their operations. Your management team is bringing proposals to the table. Your investors are asking questions. The technology is genuinely impressive, the early case studies are compelling, and the cost savings being quoted are real.

So, you move. Because standing still feels worse than moving.

This is precisely where SME boards are most vulnerable - not to bad technology, but to good technology deployed without adequate understanding, oversight, or governance. The risk is not that AI will fail to deliver results. The risk is that it will deliver exactly what you asked for, before you fully understood what you were asking.

​
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​​The Question Nobody Is Asking Clearly Enough
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Boardrooms across the SME landscape are having versions of the same conversation right now. The framing usually goes one of two ways.

The first framing is efficiency: AI can automate significant portions of our operations. Where can we reduce costs and redeploy savings? This is a legitimate question. It deserves a serious answer.

The second framing is transformation: AI is changing how businesses operate at a fundamental level. How do we position ourselves to compete in five years? This is also a legitimate question. It also deserves a serious answer.

What both framings tend to skip - in the excitement of the opportunity, in the pressure of the timeline, in the confidence of the vendor presentation - is a third question. The quieter one. The one that does not make it onto the slide deck.

What do we lose if we get this wrong?

The question deserves a concrete answer, not a philosophical one: what institutional knowledge disappears when we automate that process? What accountability gaps open up when a human is removed from that decision? What happens to our organization’s judgment, resilience, and culture if we hand increasing amounts of our operation to systems we do not fully understand?

This book exists because that third question is not being asked loudly enough - and because the boards that fail to ask it are already learning the answer the hard way.

​
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​​What Makes SME Boards Uniquely Exposed
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The SME context creates a specific set of vulnerabilities that most AI literature simply does not address. Without the infrastructure buffers that large enterprises rely on, your processes are often less documented, more dependent on individuals, and more tightly coupled - meaning a disruption in one area ripples faster and further. The people in your organization frequently carry knowledge that exists nowhere else: in their relationships, their judgment calls, their understanding of why things are done the way they are. That knowledge is invisible on a process map and irreplaceable once it walks out the door.

At the same time, the vendors selling you AI solutions are designing for volume, for scalability, for enterprise deployment - not for your risk profile. The promises are genuine; the disclaimers are in the terms of service.

Your board is also likely making these decisions without deep technical expertise in the room. That is not a criticism - it is the reality of how SME boards are structured. But it means the usual mechanisms that might catch a flawed assumption - a CTO who knows where the model breaks down, a data science team that can stress-test the vendor's claims - are often absent. You are relying on your judgment, your management team's enthusiasm, and the confidence of whoever is selling you the solution.

That combination - high stakes, thin buffers, limited technical oversight, and significant external pressure - is exactly the environment in which the costliest AI mistakes get made.
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​​​How to Read This Book: Boardroom Action Meets Thought Leadership
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This book does not argue against AI. It argues against carelessness and undervaluing what you already have.

The organizations that will extract the most value from AI over the next decade are not the ones that move fastest. They are the ones that move with the clearest understanding of what they are building, what they are risking, and where human judgment must remain in control.

What you will find in these pages is a framework - ELEVATE - built specifically for the SME boardroom. A clever play of letters and words of course, but its foundation is deeply rooted in executable methodology. It will show you how to identify where AI genuinely belongs in your organization, how to deploy it in a way that strengthens rather than hollows out your people, and how to build the governance structures that keep your board in control of the technology, rather than the other way around.

It will also show you what happens when boards skip these steps. Every cautionary tale in this book comes from a smart, well-resourced, well-intentioned leadership team that moved with confidence - and discovered, too late, that confidence is not the same as understanding.

You are holding this book because you sense that the AI decisions in front of your board matter more than the way they are currently being framed. You are right.

Each chapter of this book takes one layer of the framework and makes it actionable - not just as a technical manual, but as a boardroom conversation. Real examples. Real consequences. The decisions that companies got right, and the ones that cost them.

You do not need to understand how large language models work. You do not need an AI strategy document. What you need is a clear, defensible answer to the question that is already in your boardroom - and the language to lead that conversation with confidence.

By the time you reach the final chapter, you will have that answer.

Zillow's board never asked the right questions. By the time the right questions became unavoidable, $569 million was already gone.

Yours will be different. Let's make sure you ask the right questions... before the wrong answers become expensive ones.
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​​​The Choice: Replace People or Elevate Them
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I want you to think about your last board meeting.

Or the one before it. Or the conversation that happened in the corridor afterward.

At some point - recently, or soon - someone in your organization has raised the question. Maybe cautiously. Maybe with a spreadsheet. Maybe in the language of efficiency or transformation or future-proofing.

Can we use AI to reduce headcount?

The answer is not automatically no. But the moment that question enters the room, something more important needs to enter with it: an honest reckoning with how quickly intelligent people can slip from using AI as a tool into trusting it as an authority. The distinction has a name that is worth keeping close: copilot versus autopilot.
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