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Before We Begin
This is not a beginner's guide to AI. You already know how to use ChatGPT. You've 
experimented with prompts and seen what AI can do. You're ready for the next level.

This guide is about AI agents and automation workflows: the shift from using AI as a tool you 
type into, to building AI systems that work for you in the background. It's the difference 
between asking an assistant to write one email and building a system that handles your 
entire inbox triage while you focus on the work that actually needs your brain.

We'll cover what agents actually are (cutting through the hype), the critical connection 
between agents and workflows, how to design and build automation in real professional 
contexts, and how to govern it responsibly.

No fluff. No theory for theory's sake. Just the concepts, the frameworks and the practical 
steps that will change how you work.
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Chapter 1: What AI Agents Actually 
Are
The word 'agent' is everywhere in AI right now and used so loosely it's almost meaningless. 
Let's fix that.

The Core Distinction: Tools vs Agents

When you open ChatGPT and type a question, you are using AI as a tool. You provide input. 
It produces output. You review it. Loop ends.

An AI agent is different. An agent is an AI system that:

• Receives a goal, not just a task

• Plans a sequence of steps to achieve that goal

• Takes actions autonomously: calling APIs, searching the web, reading files, sending 
emails

• Evaluates its own output and self-corrects

• Operates across multiple steps without you prompting each one

The practical difference: asking ChatGPT to summarise a report is using a tool. Building a 
system that monitors your inbox, identifies reports, summarises them, and sends you a daily 
digest without you touching it: that's an agent.

AI as a Tool AI as an Agent

You initiate every interaction Triggered automatically by events

Single input, single output Multi-step reasoning across many actions

You review and act on results Acts on results within defined boundaries

Stateless: no memory between sessions Can maintain context across a workflow

Example: writing a prompt in ChatGPT Example: inbox triage running every hour

The spectrum of AI autonomy

At one end: you write a prompt, AI responds. In the middle: AI takes a series of actions 
you've pre-defined. At the other end: AI sets its own sub-goals and decides how to achieve 
them. Most practical business automation sits in the middle of this spectrum, and that's 
where the real value is right now.



Chapter 2: From Agent to Workflow: 
How They Connect
Chapter 1 explained what an AI agent is. Before we get into tools and design, there is a 
critical question worth answering explicitly: what is the relationship between an agent and a 
workflow? They are not the same thing, and conflating them is one of the most common 
sources of confusion when people start building AI automation.

The Relationship Explained

A workflow is the track. An agent is the train.

A workflow defines the structure: the trigger, the steps, the decision points, the output format 
and the human review gates. It is the architecture. An agent is the AI component that runs 
inside that structure, using reasoning and language capabilities to handle the parts that 
require judgment, interpretation or generation. The workflow orchestrates. The agent 
executes.

You can have a workflow without an agent: a traditional automation that moves data from 
one system to another based on rules, with no AI involved. Zapier has been doing this for 
years.

You can have an agent without a formal workflow: a single ChatGPT conversation where 
you ask it to research a topic and draft a response. That's an agent doing multi-step 
reasoning, but there's no automated workflow around it.

The real power comes when you combine them: a structured workflow that automatically 
triggers an AI agent, provides it with the right context, channels its output into the right place, 
and routes a human to review where needed.

Why This Distinction Matters in Practice

When you're designing an AI automation, you need to be clear about two separate 
questions:

• What is the workflow structure? When does it start, what steps does it take, where do 
decisions happen, what does it produce?

• What does the AI agent need to do within that structure? What reasoning, judgment 
or generation is required at each step?

Confusing these two questions leads to one of two common failure modes:



Failure Mode 1: Over-relying on the agent

Building a vague workflow and expecting the AI to figure out the rest. The agent is asked to 
do too much with too little structure. Output is inconsistent and hard to improve because the 
problem is in the architecture, not the AI.

Failure Mode 2: Under-using the agent

Building a rigid workflow that tries to anticipate every edge case with rules, and only using 
the AI for simple generation tasks. The result is a brittle system that misses the genuine 
value of AI's ability to handle ambiguity.

The Three-Layer Model

When planning an AI workflow, think in three layers:

1
Trigger & Routing

2
AI Agent Layer

3
Output & Review

Layer 1: Trigger and routing

Pure logic. No AI needed. What event starts the workflow? What conditions determine which 
path it takes? This is traditional automation: if this, then that.

Layer 2: The AI agent layer

This is where the agent lives. It receives structured inputs from Layer 1, applies reasoning 
and generation, and produces structured output. The quality of this layer depends almost 
entirely on the quality of your system prompt.

Layer 3: Output and review

What happens with the agent's output? Does it go directly to a destination, or does a human 
review it first? This is pure workflow logic again.

Advanced tip: A useful test: for each step in your workflow, ask 'could a rule handle this, or 
does it require judgment?' If a rule can handle it, use a rule. Don't use AI where deterministic 
logic is sufficient.



Chapter 3: The Tools Landscape
You don't need to be a developer to build AI workflows. The no-code and low-code tools 
available today are genuinely powerful. Here's how to think about the landscape.

Tier 1: No-Code Workflow Builders

These tools let you build automations visually, connecting AI capabilities with other apps 
without writing code.

Tool Best for Cost

Zapier Connecting AI to 6,000+ apps 
with minimal setup. Best 
starting point.

Free tier available; paid from 
~$20/mo

n8n Complex multi-step workflows 
with full control. Self-hostable, 
open source. Best for 
technical users or teams 
wanting maximum flexibility 
without per-task pricing.

Free self-hosted; cloud from 
$20/mo

Make (Integromat) Visual workflow builder with 
conditional logic. More 
powerful than Zapier for 
complex branching.

Free tier; paid from $9/mo

Advanced tip: n8n is worth learning if you have any technical capacity. The self-hosted option 
means no per-task charges and full data control: critical for workflows touching sensitive 
business data.

Tier 2: AI-Native Automation Platforms

These platforms are built specifically for AI agents, not retrofitted.

Tool Best for Cost

Relevance AI Building custom AI agents 
with memory, tool use and 
multi-step reasoning. Strong 
for GTM and RevOps use 
cases.

Free tier; paid from $19/mo

Lindy Personal productivity agents: 
calendar, email drafting, 
scheduling. A genuine AI 
executive assistant.

From $49/mo

Crew AI Multi-agent systems where Open source / free



different AI agents 
collaborate. Requires Python.

Tier 3: AI Inside Your Existing Tools

Before building a custom workflow, check whether the tools you already use have added AI 
capabilities:

• HubSpot AI: content generation, email drafting, deal summarisation

• Notion AI: meeting notes, document drafting, database queries in natural language

• Salesforce Einstein: lead scoring, opportunity insights, email assistance

• Microsoft Copilot: embedded across Word, Excel, Outlook, Teams

• Slack AI: thread summaries, channel recaps, search across conversations

Watch out: Buying a new tool is almost never the right first step. Audit what AI capabilities you 
already have access to before adding more subscriptions. Most teams are severely underusing 
the AI in their existing stack.



Chapter 4: Designing Workflows 
That Actually Work
Most AI automation projects fail not because the technology doesn't work, but because the 
workflow was poorly designed. Here's how to do it properly.

The Workflow Design Framework

Before touching any tool, answer these six questions:

What is the trigger? Be specific. 'A new lead comes in' is vague. 'A HubSpot form 
submission with deal value over $10k is received' is specific.

What context does the AI need? What information must it have to do this job well? Where 
does that information come from?

What is the AI being asked to produce? Be precise about the output format, length and tone.

What can go wrong? What are the failure modes? What happens if the AI produces 
something inaccurate or inappropriate?

Where is the human review gate? What needs a human to check before anything goes 
external?

How will you measure success? What does 'working well' look like in 30 days?

Advanced tip: Run your workflow on 20 real examples before switching it on. AI behaves 
differently on edge cases than on the clean examples you used to design it. The edge cases are 
where it breaks.

Real-World Workflow: Marketing

Automated Competitive Intelligence Digest

Situation: A marketing manager needs to stay across competitor activity but doesn't have 
time to monitor manually.

1
Weekly trigger

2
Web search

3
AI synthesis

4
So what layer

5
Email digest

Trigger: Scheduled weekly (Monday 7am)

Action: Agent searches the web for news, blog posts, product updates and LinkedIn activity 
from a defined list of competitor domains

Action: AI summarises findings by competitor into a structured format: what they launched, 
what they said, what's changed

Action: AI adds a 'so what' section with implications for your marketing strategy



Output: Email digest sent to marketing team every Monday morning

Tools: Perplexity API or Exa.ai (web search) + GPT-4 (synthesis) + Zapier or n8n 
(orchestration) + Gmail (delivery)

System prompt for the synthesis step:

You are a strategic marketing analyst working for [company name]. Your job 
is to monitor competitor activity and brief the marketing team weekly. You 
have been given raw search results about the following competitors: [list]. 
Synthesise this into a structured digest with three sections per 
competitor: (1) What's new this week, (2) Key messages they're pushing, (3) 
What this means for us. Be concise, analytical and direct. Flag anything 
that looks like a significant strategic shift. Format as a professional 
email brief.

Real-World Workflow: Operations & RevOps

Intelligent Deal Desk Automation

Situation: A RevOps team spends hours manually reviewing deal submissions, checking 
pricing compliance and routing for approvals.

1
CRM trigger

2
Extract terms

3
Policy check

4
Review summary

5
Route & notify

Trigger: New deal submitted in CRM above threshold deal value

Action: AI reads deal record, extracts key terms: deal size, discount %, contract length, non-
standard terms

Action: AI checks against pricing rules and discount approval matrix (provided as reference 
document)

Action: AI generates a deal review summary: compliant/non-compliant, flags exceptions, 
recommends approval tier

Decision point: If compliant, auto-routes to standard approval. If exceptions flagged, routes 
to deal desk with AI summary

Output: Slack notification to approver with deal summary and recommended action

Tools: HubSpot or Salesforce (CRM trigger) + Claude or GPT-4 (analysis) + n8n or Zapier 
(orchestration) + Slack (notification)

Advanced tip: Give the AI your actual pricing policy as a reference document, not a summarised 
version. The more precise the rules it's working from, the more accurate its compliance checking.



Real-World Workflow: HR & People

Candidate Screening & Interview Prep Automation

Situation: An HR team is drowning in applications and spending hours on initial screening 
and interview preparation.

1
ATS trigger

2
CV analysis

3
AI scoring

4
Human review

5
Interview guide

Trigger: New application received via ATS (Workable, Greenhouse, etc.)

Action: AI reads CV and job description, produces structured candidate summary: relevant 
experience, skills match, gaps, questions to probe

Action: AI scores candidate against predefined criteria (not binary: provides reasoning)

Decision point: Human recruiter reviews AI summary and decides whether to progress

If progressing: AI generates tailored interview question set based on candidate's specific 
background

Output: Candidate summary and interview guide sent to hiring manager in Notion or email

Watch out: AI hiring tools carry legal and ethical risk. Never use AI scoring as the sole basis for 
rejection. Use it to augment recruiter judgment, not replace it. Ensure your process is auditable 
and that candidates are not disadvantaged by algorithmic bias.



Chapter 5: System Prompts: The 
Engine of Any Workflow
If there's one skill that separates an AI power user from an AI expert, it's writing system 
prompts. A system prompt is the standing instruction set that defines how an AI behaves: its 
role, its constraints, its tone, its output format.

In a one-off ChatGPT conversation, your prompt does this work. In an automated workflow, 
the system prompt does it permanently, for every run.

The Anatomy of a Professional System Prompt

A strong system prompt for a workflow agent has six components:

1. Identity

Who is this AI? What role does it play? Be specific and professional.

Example:

You are a senior deal desk analyst at [company]. Your role is to review 
sales deals for pricing compliance and commercial risk.

2. Context

What does it need to know about the situation it's operating in?

Example:

You are reviewing deals submitted by the APAC sales team. The company sells 
B2B SaaS with standard contract terms of 12-36 months. Our pricing policy 
document is provided below.

3. Task definition

Exactly what is it being asked to do? What inputs will it receive? What should it produce?

Example:

For each deal submitted, you will receive: deal value, discount percentage, 
contract length, and any non-standard terms flagged by the rep. Produce a 
structured review.

4. Output format

Be explicit about structure, length and format. Ambiguity here produces inconsistent output.



Example:

Output must follow this exact structure: COMPLIANCE STATUS: [Compliant / 
Non-compliant / Requires review] EXCEPTIONS FLAGGED: [List each exception 
with the relevant policy clause] APPROVAL RECOMMENDATION: [Auto-approve / 
Route to deal desk / Escalate to VP] SUMMARY: [2-3 sentence plain English 
summary for the approver]

5. Constraints and guardrails

What should it never do? What are the hard limits?

Example:

Never approve a deal with a discount above 40% regardless of other factors. 
Never recommend auto-approval for multi-year deals above $500k. If you are 
uncertain, always recommend human review rather than making a call.

6. Tone and persona

How should it communicate? This matters even in internal-facing workflows.

Example:

Communicate in a direct, analytical tone. No filler phrases. No unnecessary 
hedging. Be precise about what the issue is and what action is required.

Advanced tip: Version-control your system prompts like code. When you change a system 
prompt, document what you changed and why. When something breaks, you need to be able to 
trace it back to a prompt change.



Chapter 6: Governing AI in Your 
Organisation
Building AI workflows that work technically is the easy part. Building AI workflows that your 
organisation trusts, that meet your legal obligations, and that don't create new risks: that's 
the harder and more important work.

The Four Questions Every AI Workflow Needs to 
Answer

1. Who is accountable?

Every AI workflow needs a named human owner: someone who is responsible when 
something goes wrong. 'The AI did it' is not an acceptable answer in any professional 
context. Define accountability before you build, not after something breaks.

2. What data is it touching?

AI workflows that process personal data, customer data, commercially sensitive information 
or health data have specific legal obligations depending on your jurisdiction. In Australia, the 
Privacy Act applies. In Europe, GDPR. Know what data your workflow touches and ensure 
it's handled appropriately.

3. Can you audit it?

When something goes wrong: and eventually something will: can you trace exactly what 
happened? Can you see what input the AI received, what it produced and what action was 
taken? Build logging into every workflow from day one.

4. What are the failure modes?

AI systems fail in ways that are different from traditional software. They don't crash with an 
error message: they produce plausible-sounding wrong answers. Design your workflow 
assuming the AI will occasionally be confidently wrong. Build review gates accordingly.

Building an AI Acceptable Use Policy

If you are deploying AI workflows in a team or organisation, you need an acceptable use 
policy. At minimum it should cover:

• Which AI tools are approved for use and for what purposes

• What data can and cannot be entered into AI systems



• Who has authority to deploy AI workflows that affect customers or external parties

• How AI-generated content should be reviewed before use

• How to report concerns about AI behaviour or output

Watch out: Free-tier AI tools often use your inputs to train their models. Before entering 
customer data, confidential business information or personal data into any AI tool, check its 
privacy policy and data handling terms. This is not optional.

The Human Override Principle

Every AI workflow should have a clear mechanism for a human to intervene, pause or 
override at any point. This is not a sign that the workflow is poorly built: it's a sign that it's 
professionally built.

Design your workflows so that removing the human in the loop is a deliberate decision made 
after evidence of reliability: not the default starting position.



Chapter 7: Your 30-Day Automation 
Action Plan
Reading about AI agents is not the same as building one. Here is a structured 30-day plan to 
go from concept to a working workflow.

Week 1: Audit and Identify

Before building anything, understand what's worth building.

List every recurring task you or your team does more than once a week

Rate each task on two dimensions: (a) how much time it takes, (b) how rule-based it is

Prioritise tasks that are high-time and high-rule-based: these are your best automation 
candidates

For your top candidate: document the exact steps a human currently takes, including every 
decision point

Advanced tip: The best automation targets are tasks where the quality of the output can be 
objectively measured. 'Draft a response to customer enquiries' is measurable. 'Think creatively 
about strategy' is not.

Week 2: Design

Design before you build. Always.

Map the full workflow using the six-component framework from Chapter 4

Write your system prompt using the anatomy from Chapter 5

Identify which tools you'll use for each step

Define what 'good' looks like: what will you measure to know it's working?

Identify the human review gate: where will a human check before output goes external?

Week 3: Build and Test

Build the minimum viable version. Not the perfect version.

Set up your workflow tool (Zapier, n8n, Relevance AI or similar)

Connect your trigger

Add the AI step with your system prompt

Add your output step

Test on at least 20 real historical examples



Document every failure mode you observe

Refine your system prompt based on failures

Watch out: Do not launch on live data until you have tested thoroughly on historical data. A 
workflow that runs once an hour and produces wrong output 10% of the time will cause real 
problems within a week.

Week 4: Launch, Monitor and Iterate

Launch with human review gate active for all outputs

Review every output for the first two weeks: not a sample, every one

Track your quality metric daily

Adjust system prompt when you see patterns in errors

After two weeks of consistent quality, decide whether to reduce the review gate

Document what you've built so someone else could maintain it



Where to Go From Here
AI agents and automation workflows are not a destination. They're a practice. The 
professionals who build genuine advantage from AI in the next five years won't be the ones 
who used the most tools: they'll be the ones who understood what they were building well 
enough to make it actually work.

The skills this guide has covered: workflow design, system prompt engineering, governance 
thinking, failure mode analysis: are transferable across every tool and every role. The tools 
will change. The thinking will not.

A few things worth exploring next:

• Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG): how to give AI agents access to your own 
knowledge base

• Multi-agent systems: where different AI agents collaborate on complex tasks

• AI evaluation frameworks: how to systematically measure the quality of AI output

• Fine-tuning vs prompting: when it makes sense to train a model on your own data

And most importantly: share what you build. The best learning in this field comes from 
practitioners sharing real workflows, real failures and real results with each other.

That's exactly what She Thinks AI is here for.

She Thinks AI
A warm community for women growing with AI

shethinks-ai.com

© 2026 She Thinks AI. Founded with warmth in sunny Gold Coast, Australia.
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