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A Note Before You Begin

This book is written for the owner, the operator, and the office manager. It is written for the person who started a small business to do meaningful work and ended up spending half the week on email, scheduling, paperwork, and follow-ups. It is written for people who are smart, capable, and busy, and who have been told again and again that artificial intelligence will change their business, without ever being shown exactly how.

You do not need to be technical to use this book. You do not need to learn to code. You do not need to understand how large language models work under the hood. You only need a browser, an account with Claude or ChatGPT, and a willingness to try the prompts and workflows in the pages ahead.

Every chapter gives you something concrete to do. Every prompt is written so you can copy and paste it, change a few words, and see a real result in your business the same day. Every example is drawn from the kinds of companies you will recognize: a dental practice, a landscaping crew, a small marketing agency, a retail shop, a real estate office, an electrician, a family-run restaurant, a consultant working alone at a kitchen table.

There is nothing theoretical here. There is no hype. There is no promise that artificial intelligence will take over your business for you. The promise is smaller and more useful: if you spend a focused hour reading a chapter and another hour applying what it teaches, you will save yourself hours every week afterward, forever. The work compounds. The tools get better. Your confidence grows. And over thirty, sixty, ninety days, the amount of administrative load you are carrying personally drops, sometimes dramatically.

That is the whole promise of this book. Start small, get wins, build from there.

​

​Get the Companion

The downloadable companion for this book is available at https://automateyoursmb.site. It includes:


•  25 copy-paste prompts — the core workhorses of the book, ready to use

•  A 30-day implementation plan — a calendar-ready version of the book’s thirty-day arc

•  20 worksheets and bonus resources you can build for yourself

•  Ten real example outputs — what good AI results actually look like

•  Six extended case studies — composite portraits showing how small businesses have used the workflows in practice
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Here is the number that started this book for me.

When small business owners actually sit down and audit their week, the result is almost always the same. Somewhere between thirty and fifty percent of their working hours are swallowed by administrative work. Not the thing they started the business to do. Not the thing any customer is paying for. The running of the running of the business. Email, scheduling, quotes, follow-ups, invoicing, HR paperwork, internal reporting, and the quiet pile of documents that never quite get written.

For a full-time owner that adds up to three to four hundred hours a year. Ten working weeks. A fifth of your working year, gone.

This book is about getting a meaningful chunk of that time back, in a way that does not require you to hire anyone, learn to code, or overhaul your business. Five to fifteen hours a week is a realistic target for most readers who follow the thirty-day plan in Chapter 11. That is somewhere between a long lunch and an entire workday returned to you, every week, for the rest of your working life.

There is a particular kind of Sunday night feeling that belongs to small business owners. The week is over, and instead of resting, you are sitting at your kitchen table with a laptop, trying to catch up on the work that did not get done between Monday and Friday. You are drafting the quote you promised to send on Thursday. You are rewriting the same email for the tenth time because it needs to sound friendly but firm. You are trying to remember what a client said on a call two weeks ago. You are writing the job description you have been meaning to write for a month. You are typing out the standard operating procedure you should have documented a year ago.

This is the administrative tax on small business. It is the price of running something that matters. It is also, in many cases, the thing most likely to burn you out.

Most small business owners did not start their business because they love paperwork. They started because they were good at a craft, a profession, or a particular kind of service. They were good at fixing HVAC systems, cleaning teeth, growing lawns, selling furniture, teaching yoga, cooking food, running events. The business grew because people liked what they did. But as the business grew, the administrative load grew with it, and nobody hired the owner a chief of staff. Nobody set up automated workflows. Nobody filed and organized the shared drive. The owner did it, or the owner’s spouse did it, or a long-suffering office manager did it, and nobody did it well because nobody had the time.

You already know all of this. You are living it. The question this book tries to answer is not whether your business has too much administrative work, but what you can do about it now, with tools that exist today, that do not require you to hire anyone or learn any code.

What Changed

Something real has changed in the last couple of years. The artificial intelligence tools available to you now are not the same as the ones from five years ago. The generation of AI that powers ChatGPT and Claude is genuinely useful for the kind of work that eats your week. It can draft emails that sound like you. It can summarize an hour-long meeting into a one-page recap. It can turn three scribbled notes into a professional proposal. It can rewrite a job description. It can read a messy document and tell you what is important. It can generate checklists, standard operating procedures, onboarding plans, and customer follow-up sequences from a few sentences of input.

This is not science fiction. This is software you can sign up for today, for a price that is less than most phone plans, that can take a meaningful chunk of your administrative load off your desk permanently.

But there is a catch. The tools are only useful if you know how to use them. If you type in a vague question, you will get a vague answer. If you treat them like a search engine, you will get shallow results. If you try them for one task, give up when the first result is not perfect, and never come back, you will miss the whole point. The reason most small business owners are not yet getting value from these tools is not that the tools do not work. It is that nobody has sat them down and shown them, step by step, how to use them for the actual admin work that fills their week.

That is what this book is for.

What This Book Is and Is Not

This book is a practical playbook. It is built around the administrative burdens that small businesses actually face, and it shows you how to use two specific tools, Anthropic’s Claude and OpenAI’s ChatGPT, to reduce those burdens. It assumes you are busy, non-technical, and short on patience for abstract discussion. It assumes you want to know what to do next.

It is not a book about the history of AI. It is not a book about what the future might look like. It is not a book for engineers or developers. It does not teach you how to build your own software. It does not try to convince you that everything in your business will be automated. It does not oversell the technology or pretend it is perfect.

The tools make mistakes. You will see some of those mistakes in this book, and you will learn how to catch them before they reach your customers. The tools do not know your business as well as you do. They cannot replace your judgment. They cannot take responsibility for what leaves your inbox with your name on it. The goal is not to hand over your business to a machine. The goal is to hand over the boring, repetitive, administrative parts of your business to a capable assistant, so that you can spend your time on the parts that matter.

How to Use This Book

You can read this book front to back. You can also skip straight to the chapter that solves the problem that is hurting you most this week. The book is designed for both. Each chapter is mostly self-contained, with its own examples, prompts, and step-by-step workflows. If you are drowning in email, go to Chapter 3. If you are tired of writing the same document from scratch every time, go to Chapter 5. If you have meeting recordings piling up that you have never had time to process, go to Chapter 4.

Every chapter follows the same pattern. It opens with a small business problem you will probably recognize. It explains the burden in plain terms. It shows you the before and after. It walks you through the steps. It gives you prompts to copy. It shows you what the output should look like. It warns you about common mistakes. And it ends with a short checklist of things you can do this week, right now, to start seeing results.

The prompts are the heart of the book. A prompt is just a message you type to Claude or ChatGPT. A good prompt tells the tool who it is, what you want, and what the context is. You do not need to memorize the prompts. You do not need to understand why they are written a particular way. You just need to copy them, paste them, change a few details for your business, and see what comes out. If the output is not quite right, the book will also teach you how to ask for revisions in plain language until the output is exactly what you wanted.

The Mindset Shift

The biggest thing separating small business owners who get enormous value from AI from those who get no value at all is not technical skill. It is mindset.

The owners who get value treat AI as a junior assistant they have just hired. The assistant is smart, fast, willing, and a little naive. It has read everything, so it knows the basic shape of how to write an invoice reminder or a customer apology, but it does not know your customers or your voice or what happened last Tuesday. It needs to be briefed. It needs examples. It needs you to check its work before it goes out the door with your name on it. If you brief it well, it will give you back hours of your time every week. If you brief it poorly, it will give you bland, generic output that you could have written yourself.

The owners who do not get value treat AI as a magic button. They type in “write me a proposal” and when they get back a generic template, they conclude that the technology is not good enough. It is good enough. They just did not tell it anything useful. The difference between a six-word prompt and a six-sentence prompt is the difference between a generic stock image and a custom illustration of your exact problem.

You will learn, in this book, how to write prompts that turn these tools into genuine assistants for your specific business, with your specific customers, in your specific voice, with your specific priorities.

Claude and ChatGPT: Which One, When

Throughout this book you will see references to both Claude and ChatGPT. These are the two most useful tools on the market right now for the kind of work we are talking about. They are made by different companies. They have slightly different strengths, but for most small business tasks, either one will work.

As a rough rule of thumb: Claude tends to be strong at document work, long writing, tone-sensitive tasks, and careful reasoning. It is often preferred by people who care about the voice and feel of what comes out. ChatGPT tends to be strong at quick turnaround, image generation, and a wide variety of creative tasks, and it has the largest ecosystem of extra tools built around it.

In practice, you do not need to choose forever. Many small business owners end up using one as their primary and dipping into the other occasionally. If you can only pick one to start, pick whichever is easiest for you to sign up for and get comfortable with. The workflows in this book are written so they work in both. Where a specific feature matters, the book will tell you.

Both tools have free tiers and paid tiers. The free tiers are fine for trying the workflows in this book and learning what feels right for your business. They have lower usage limits, less access to the most capable models, and in some cases weaker privacy protections. Once you move past experimenting and start relying on these tools for real business work, the paid tier is worth the upgrade, at around twenty dollars a month per seat
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Getting Set Up: Your First Hour with Claude and ChatGPT
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Before you can get anything out of the rest of this book, you need an account, an app, and about thirty minutes. That is it. No credit card needs to be opened up unless you want the paid tier. No software needs to be installed unless you want the full desktop experience. No technical setup. No passwords to configure beyond the one you choose.

This chapter walks you through it, step by step, like a friend sitting beside you at the kitchen table. When you are done, you will have a working account, a paid tier if you choose one, the desktop and mobile apps, a project set up with your business context, and the Chrome extension if you want it. You will be ready to start Chapter 1.

If you already have accounts and have been using these tools for a while, skim this chapter and make sure you have the pieces that will matter later — especially Cowork and the Chrome extension for Claude, and a project workspace in whichever tool you use most. Otherwise, read this chapter slowly and do each step as you read.

The Two Tools You Will Use

This book covers the two best general-purpose AI tools for small business work.

Claude, made by Anthropic. Generally stronger on long document work, careful reasoning, and tone-sensitive writing. In 2026, Claude ships as a chat interface at claude.ai, a desktop app called Claude for Desktop (which includes Claude Cowork, the agentic desktop feature), a mobile app, a Chrome browser extension, and integrations with Gmail, Google Calendar, Microsoft 365, Slack, Excel, PowerPoint, and Word.

ChatGPT, made by OpenAI. Generally strong on quick turnaround, image generation, and a very broad ecosystem of custom tools built around it. ChatGPT ships as a chat interface at chatgpt.com, a desktop app for Mac and Windows, a mobile app, and similar integrations with common business tools.

Both are good. For most of the workflows in this book, either one will work. Pick one as your primary. You can always try the other later. If you are undecided, most small-business readers of this book seem to end up with Claude as their primary — largely because of Cowork (covered in its own chapter) and the document-and-tone strengths — and occasionally dip into ChatGPT for image generation or a second opinion on a draft.

Whichever you choose, the free tier is fine for working through the setup in this chapter. When you move into real daily work after Chapter 1, the paid tier is worth the upgrade. It is the single best twenty-dollar-a-month investment a small business owner can make right now.

Step One: Open Your Accounts (10 to 15 minutes)

For Claude

Go to claude.ai in your browser. Click Sign Up. Enter your email address and a password, or use Google or Apple sign-in. Verify your email if prompted.

You are now signed in. You will see a large chat window that says something like “How can I help you today?”

If you want the paid tier now, click your name or profile icon in the bottom-left corner and choose Upgrade Plan. The Pro plan (currently around twenty dollars a month) unlocks the most capable model, larger message limits, priority access at busy times, Projects, and the desktop app with Cowork. If you are running a business with a small team, the Team plan adds shared workspaces and centralized billing.

For ChatGPT

Go to chatgpt.com. Click Sign Up. Same process: email and password, or sign in with Google/Apple/Microsoft.

For the paid tier, click your profile icon and choose Upgrade. ChatGPT Plus (also around twenty dollars a month) unlocks the most capable models, larger limits, Projects, Deep Research, and access to advanced tools like voice and image generation.

A quick note on tiers: You do not have to pay on Day One. Work through this chapter on the free tier. If you get to Chapter 3 and find yourself hitting rate limits or wanting more capable models, upgrade then. By Day Fifteen of the thirty-day plan, the paid tier pays for itself many times over in time saved, so do not let the monthly fee stop you past that point.

Step Two: Check Your Privacy Settings (5 minutes)

Before pasting any business information, know what the tool does with your data.

For Claude

Click your profile icon and go to Settings > Privacy (or Settings > Data Controls, depending on version). Paid-tier conversations are generally not used to train Anthropic’s models by default. Free-tier conversations may be used for training unless you opt out. Turn on any “do not use my data for training” option if you see one.

If you are on a Team or Enterprise plan, your administrator can set organization-wide data controls.

For ChatGPT

Click your profile icon > Settings > Data Controls. Turn off “Improve the model for everyone” if you want your conversations kept out of OpenAI’s training data. This setting is separate from chat history — you can keep history on for your own convenience while still opting out of training.

The short version: On the paid tiers, your data is handled more carefully. On the free tiers, opt out of training use if you can. If you are in a regulated industry (healthcare, legal, financial), do not use the consumer tiers for any regulated data — skip straight to the business or enterprise tier and read Chapter 10 before pasting anything sensitive.

Step Three: Install the Desktop App (10 minutes)

The desktop app is where real work happens. It opens in a window, stays out of your browser, handles long documents more smoothly, and — in Claude’s case — unlocks Cowork, the agentic feature that drives an entire chapter of this book.

Claude for Desktop

Go to claude.com/download. Download the installer for your operating system (Mac or Windows). Run it. Sign in with the same account you created in Step One.

The first time you open Claude for Desktop, you will notice that it looks very similar to the web version, with a few extra things. On the left side you will see Projects, which we will set up in a moment. You will also see a Cowork option (sometimes called “Work on my computer” or similar, depending on version). Cowork is the agentic feature — instead of chatting turn-by-turn, you give it a full task and it works across your files and applications to return a finished deliverable. The full Cowork chapter later in the book goes deep on this.

To use Cowork, you typically need the paid tier. The desktop app still works without it, and the chat experience is still improved, but the agentic workflows require a paid plan.

ChatGPT Desktop

Go to chatgpt.com/download or find it in the Mac App Store / Microsoft Store. Install. Sign in. The desktop app for ChatGPT is a wrapper around the web experience with some operating-system integrations.

Mobile Apps

Install both Claude and ChatGPT’s mobile apps from the App Store or Google Play. You will use them for voice memos, quick questions away from your desk, and checking drafts on the go. Signed in with your same account, they sync conversations across devices automatically.

Step Four: Install the Browser Extension (5 minutes)

Claude has a Chrome extension called Claude for Chrome. It is enormously useful for small-business research, reading, and drafting right where the work is happening — inside your browser. You can highlight text on any page and ask Claude to summarize, translate, rewrite, or draft a reply. You can ask it to gather information across tabs. You can use it to pull the key facts out of a supplier’s website, a contract PDF in your browser, or a long industry article.

To install: go to claude.com/chrome or search “Claude for Chrome” in the Chrome Web Store. Click Add to Chrome. Sign in with your Claude account. A small Claude icon will appear in your browser toolbar.

ChatGPT has similar offerings. There is no single official Chrome extension in the same form as Claude for Chrome, but ChatGPT’s desktop app offers system-level integrations on Mac and Windows that can pull context from the active browser window.

For most small-business workflows in this book, Claude for Chrome is the browser tool worth installing.

Step Five: Create Your First Project (5 minutes)

A project is a workspace inside Claude or ChatGPT where you can store reference documents and standing instructions that apply to every conversation in that project. This is the single most powerful feature for making the book’s workflows low-friction.

In Claude

Open the desktop app or claude.ai. In the left sidebar, click Projects, then Create project. Name it something like “My Business.” Give it a short description.

In the project settings, you will see a section for Project instructions (sometimes called Custom Instructions or Project Knowledge). This is where you will paste your voice profile and business context pack once you build them in the first week of the thirty-day plan. Every conversation inside this project will automatically have that context.

You can also upload reference files — past proposals, your FAQ document, your SOP library, your pricing sheet — and Claude will refer to them in conversations within that project.

In ChatGPT

Similar: open the app or chatgpt.com. In the left sidebar, click Projects (or, in some versions, “Create a Custom GPT” for the same effect on specific use cases). Create a new project, name it “My Business,” and paste your standing instructions into the project configuration.

Leave the project empty for now. Day Three of the thirty-day plan walks you through filling it.

Step Six: Connect Your Accounts (Optional, 10 minutes)

Once you are comfortable with the basics, you can connect your email, calendar, file storage, and other services so the tool can read and act across them. These are called connectors.

Before connecting anything, read Chapter 10. Connectors can dramatically accelerate your work, but they also expand what the tool has access to, and that requires a deliberate decision. Do not connect systems with sensitive data until you understand the trade-offs.

With that caveat in mind, the common connectors for Claude and ChatGPT in 2026 include:


•  Google Workspace (Gmail, Google Drive, Google Calendar, Google Docs). Lets the tool read recent emails, schedule check for availability, pull drafts from your Drive, or summarize a meeting from the calendar notes.

•  Microsoft 365 (Outlook, OneDrive, SharePoint, Teams). Same idea, on the Microsoft side.

•  Slack. Read recent channel messages, summarize threads, draft replies.

•  Local files and folders (desktop app only). The Cowork chapter goes deep on this. You can point Claude at a folder on your computer and have it organize, summarize, or extract from the files inside.



To set up connectors in Claude, open the desktop app or claude.ai, click your profile icon, go to Settings > Connectors (or Integrations). You will see a list of available services. Click Connect next to the one you want, and follow the prompts to sign in to that service and authorize access.

To set up connectors in ChatGPT, go to Settings > Connectors or Settings > Apps and Integrations. Same idea.

Start small. Connect one service at a time, try it on a simple task, and see how it feels. Most owners start with Google Calendar or Outlook (for scheduling and meeting prep), then add Gmail or Outlook email (for inbox triage), then add a file service (for document work). You do not need to connect everything on Day One.

Step Seven: Run Your First Real Prompt (5 minutes)

Let’s make sure it all works. Open your new project. Paste this:


“Hello. I’m setting up this project to be my business workspace. In a few days I’ll paste in a voice profile and business context summary. For now, please introduce yourself briefly and tell me, in your own words, the three things you need from me to give me the most useful output on a given task. Keep it under 150 words.”



Hit enter. Within a few seconds you will have an answer. Read it. Note the tone. Note how short and clear it is.

You have just had your first real conversation with your new assistant. Everything else in the book builds from here.

Troubleshooting

“I don’t know which tool to pick.” Pick Claude. It covers every workflow in the book well, and its desktop app includes Cowork. You can try ChatGPT later.

“I don’t want to pay yet.” You do not have to. Start on the free tier. Upgrade when you hit a limit. Do not let the pricing question stop you from beginning.

“My work laptop is locked down and I can’t install apps.” Use the web app in your browser. The web experience handles almost every workflow in the book. You will miss Cowork and the desktop-level file integrations, but the basics work fine.

“I’m worried about data privacy.” Read Chapter 10 before pasting anything sensitive. The short version: on paid tiers with training opt-outs enabled, you can use these tools safely for most small-business work. Keep regulated data (medical, legal, financial account details) out of consumer-tier accounts.

“The tool is producing bland output.” You have not yet built your voice profile and context pack. Chapter 2 teaches you how. This is normal for the first few days.

“I don’t have time to read Chapter 1 today.” Fine. Come back tomorrow. Block an hour on your calendar and label it “AI Day One.” That is all you need to start.

What You Should Have When You’re Done

By the end of this chapter, you should have:


	An account with Claude or ChatGPT (or both)

	Privacy settings you are comfortable with

	The desktop app installed

	The mobile app installed

	The Chrome extension installed, if you use Claude

	A project called “My Business,” empty but ready

	Optionally, one or two connectors set up



Total time: thirty minutes to an hour, depending on how many optional steps you did. Total cost: zero so far, unless you chose to upgrade to a paid plan.

You are now set up. The rest of the book is about what to actually do with these tools. Start with Chapter 1. You will do the Burden Audit, which is the single most important hour in the book.
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