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Chapter 1: Pick One Niche and One
Painful Workflow to Automate

Here's the sentence that decides whether you make money in this business or not:
you are not selling AI automation. You are selling the removal of one

specific, recurring, expensive annoyance from one specific kind of

business.

I want you to sit with that, because almost everyone who fails at selling automation to

local businesses fails right here, at the first fork in the road. They build a general-

purpose "AI agent for small business." They set up a website that says "We help local

businesses save time with AI." They join three Facebook groups, post about ChatGPT,

and wait. Six weeks later they've had four conversations, two of which were with other

people trying to sell AI automation, and zero of which converted.

The problem isn't their build quality. Half the time their build is genuinely good. The
problem is that "AI automation" is not a thing a plumber wants to buy. A plumber

wants to stop losing the eleven o'clock call that goes to voicemail because he's under a

sink and can't answer the phone. That's a purchase. "AI automation" is a category, and

nobody buys categories.

This chapter is about narrowing hard — picking one type of business and one

workflow inside it — and doing it in a way that's grounded in what actually happens in

those businesses rather than what sounds good on a landing page.

Why "local businesses" is not a niche

The phrase "local business" covers a dentist doing $2.4M a year with nine staff, a solo

massage therapist doing $58K, a family-owned HVAC company with fourteen trucks,

a restaurant with three-point margins, and a law office where the partner bills $400

an hour and the front desk is a part-timer. These businesses have almost nothing in

common operationally. Their software is different, their busy seasons are different,
their decision-makers are different, and — this is the part people miss — the same

workflow means totally different things in each.



"Appointment booking" for a dentist means integrating with a practice management

system that has insurance eligibility fields, a hygienist schedule with different

appointment lengths, and HIPAA obligations. "Appointment booking" for a mobile

dog groomer means a spreadsheet, a phone, and a route across town. Both are "AI

appointment booking." Only one of them is a build you can repeat.

The economics of narrowing. When you serve one niche, everything compounds:

Your build time collapses. The second client in the same niche takes

maybe 40% of the hours the first one did. The fifth takes 15–20%. That is an

estimate based on how repeatable work behaves generally, not a measured

industry statistic — but you will feel it immediately, and it's the single biggest

lever on your effective hourly rate.

Your sales conversations get shorter. When you can say "I've done this

for six other roofing companies and here's exactly where your leads are

leaking," you skip the entire education phase. You're not teaching them what

AI is. You're telling them what's wrong with their business.

Your objection handling gets sharp. The same five objections come up

over and over inside a niche. After ten calls you have real, tested answers
instead of improvised ones.

Referrals actually work. Local business owners in the same trade talk to

each other constantly — in trade associations, supplier counters, Facebook

groups, and BNI-style networking chapters. A general "AI consultant"

doesn't get referred because nobody knows what to say about you. A guy who

"does the missed-call thing for HVAC companies" gets referred by name.

The honest downside. Narrowing feels terrifying because it feels like you're

throwing away revenue. You'll get a call from a chiropractor when you've decided to

serve landscapers, and turning it down will hurt. Here's my rule: in your first 90 days,

take the off-niche deal if it's cash you need, but do not build infrastructure for it.
Charge more for it than your niche price, do it manually where you can, and don't let

it become a second product line. One-off work that you can't repeat is a job, not a

business.



The four filters for choosing a niche

Don't pick a niche by vibe. Run candidate niches through four filters and pick the one

that scores best. I'll walk through each, then show you a scoring exercise you can do in

an afternoon.

Filter 1: Does a missed lead cost them real money, and do they know it?

This is the most important filter and it's about transaction value. If a business's

average job is worth $85, losing a lead is annoying. If it's worth $9,000, losing a lead
is a bad day the owner remembers. You want businesses where one recovered job pays

for months of your service.

Rough average job/customer values in 2026 — treat these as illustrative ranges from

what's commonly reported in trade discussions, not as verified survey data, and

confirm them with the actual owners you talk to:

Roof replacement: high four figures to low five figures

HVAC system replacement: high four figures; a service call, low hundreds

Cosmetic dentistry case: low-to-mid four figures; a routine cleaning, low

hundreds

Personal injury law: highly variable, but a single signed case can be worth

more than everything else on this list combined

Med spa package: high hundreds to low four figures, often recurring

Commercial cleaning contract: recurring monthly, so lifetime value is the

number that matters

Restaurant cover: tens of dollars — which is why restaurants are a hard

automation niche despite being everywhere

The second half of the filter matters as much as the first: do they know it? A roofer

knows a missed call might be a $12,000 job. A restaurant owner doesn't think of a

missed reservation call as a loss at all. Awareness determines how much education

you have to do before money moves, and education is expensive.

Filter 2: Is there a recurring, structured workflow — not a one-time
project?



You want work that happens every single day, in roughly the same shape, with roughly

the same inputs. That's what automation is good at. One-time projects — "migrate our

data," "build us a website" — are consulting, and consulting doesn't produce recurring

revenue.

Signals of a good recurring workflow:

It happens at least a few times a week, ideally many times a day

A human is currently doing it, and that human is either expensive or

overloaded

The inputs arrive in a predictable channel (phone, web form, email, text)

The output goes to a predictable place (a CRM, a calendar, a spreadsheet, a

person's inbox)

There are rules a competent employee could write down in a page or two

Filter 3: Can you reach the decision-maker in under two steps?

In a nine-person HVAC company, the owner answers his own phone sometimes and

makes buying decisions in one conversation. In a 40-location dental group, there's a

regional operations director, a procurement process, and a compliance review. Both

are "local businesses." Only one lets a solo operator close a deal in ten days.

Favor: owner-operated, 3–30 employees, single location or a handful. That's the

sweet spot where there's enough money to pay you and few enough layers to decide

fast.

Filter 4: Do you have any unfair advantage — even a small one?

Did you work in restaurants for six years? Is your brother-in-law an electrician? Did

you spend a decade in insurance? Any of that is worth more than a perfectly optimized

cold-outreach list to a niche you know nothing about. Domain knowledge shows up in

the first ninety seconds of a sales call — you use the right words, you know what their

software is called, you know that spring is their hell month. It's the difference between

"an AI guy called me" and "someone who gets it called me."

The niche scoring exercise (do this today)



Write down five candidate niches. For each, score 1–5 on the four filters, plus one

more: density — how many of these businesses exist within driving distance or

within one identifiable online community?

Example scoring, done honestly rather than optimistically. These are my judgments,

not measured data — do your own:

Residential HVAC (5–20 techs): Job value 5, recurring workflow 5,
decision-maker access 5, density 4. High score. Downside: heavily targeted

by marketing agencies already, so they're sold to constantly and skeptical.

Independent med spas: Job value 4, recurring workflow 5, decision-

maker access 4, density 3. Strong, and less saturated than home services.

Downside: some are chaotic operationally and staffed by part-timers, which

makes handoffs messy.

Small law firms (2–8 attorneys): Job value 5, recurring workflow 4,

decision-maker access 4, density 4. Very strong on economics. Downside:

real professional-responsibility and confidentiality constraints, and attorneys

are conservative buyers. You will need to be careful and specific about what

your system does and doesn't do with client information. Anything touching
client confidentiality or unauthorized practice of law is a real legal question

— tell clients to run your scope past their own bar association guidance and

their malpractice carrier. You are not qualified to advise on that.

Independent restaurants: Job value 1, recurring workflow 4, decision-

maker access 5, density 5. Bad on the one filter that matters most. Skip

unless you have deep restaurant relationships.

Property management (50–500 units): Job value 3 per transaction but

high recurring value, workflow 5, access 4, density 3. Genuinely underrated

— maintenance request intake is a nightmare workflow and there's real

money in it.

Pick the highest score. If two tie, pick the one where filter 4 — your unfair advantage

— is higher. Then commit to it for at least 90 days. Not forever. Ninety days, with a

written date on the calendar when you're allowed to reconsider.



Finding the one painful workflow inside your niche

Now you've got a niche. Next you need the single workflow to attack. Not three. One.

The instinct is to ask business owners "what takes up your time?" That question

produces bad answers. People are unreliable narrators of their own workday. They'll

tell you about the thing that annoyed them yesterday, not the thing that costs them

the most.

Better approach: look for the workflow that fails when the business gets
busy. Every local business has a capacity cliff. Below it, the humans handle

everything fine. Above it, something breaks — and whatever breaks first is your

product.

Concretely, ask these questions on a discovery call:

1. "Walk me through what happens from the moment somebody first contacts

you to the moment they're on the schedule. Who touches it, in what order?"

2. "On your busiest day last month, what fell through the cracks?"

3. "If a lead comes in at 7pm on a Saturday, what happens to it?"

4. "What do you personally do every week that you know somebody else should

be doing?"

5. "What does your front desk person complain about?"

6. "When you lose a customer to a competitor, what's usually the reason —

price, timing, or something else?"

Question 3 is the one that opens people up. Almost every owner-operated local

business has an ugly answer to it, and they know it's ugly.

The five workflows that actually sell (and what each really
involves)

Across local service businesses, a handful of workflows come up over and over. Here's

an honest look at each — including the part where I tell you what's hard about it,

because you'll find out anyway and I'd rather you find out now.



1. Missed-call text-back and after-hours lead capture

What it is: when a call goes unanswered, an automated text goes out within seconds —

"Hey, this is Dave's HVAC, sorry we missed you, what's going on?" — and an AI

handles the resulting conversation enough to capture the problem, the address, and

the urgency, then books or escalates.

Why it sells: it maps directly to money the owner already knows he's losing. It's the
easiest thing in this entire book to justify economically. If a roofer's average job is

$11,000 and you recover one job a quarter that would otherwise have gone to the

competitor who answered, you've paid for yourself many times over.

What's actually hard: attribution. The client will ask "did this actually get me jobs?"

and if you can't show it, you'll get churned at month four. You need call logs,

conversation transcripts, and a clear "booked because of this" tag from day one. Also:

text messaging is regulated. In the US, A2P 10DLC registration through your

messaging provider is required for business texting, and consent rules under the

TCPA apply. Automated texts to people who didn't contact you first are a legal

problem, not a growth hack. Get the client's own counsel to sign off on the consent

language. I'm not a lawyer and neither are you.

2. Inbound lead qualification and routing

What it is: web form, phone, chat, and Facebook lead ads all funnel into one place; an

AI reads each lead, scores it against the client's actual criteria, and routes it — hot

leads to a text alert on the owner's phone, ordinary leads into the CRM with a drafted

first response, junk leads filtered out.

Why it sells: owners hate that they pay $60–$200 per lead (a common range in

competitive home-service markets in 2026 — confirm with the client's actual ad

spend) and then those leads sit for six hours.

What's actually hard: defining "hot" precisely enough that the AI's judgment matches

the owner's. This takes iteration. Plan to spend a week just calibrating with real
historical leads before you go live.

3. Appointment scheduling with real constraints



What it is: AI books directly onto the calendar, respecting technician skills, drive time,

part availability, appointment duration by service type, and the owner's unwritten

preferences.

Why it sells: it eliminates the back-and-forth that eats a front-desk person's day.

What's actually hard: this is the workflow most likely to blow up in your face, because

scheduling constraints in a real business are absurd. The senior tech won't do jobs
south of the river after 3pm. Certain customers must never be scheduled with a

particular employee for reasons nobody will explain to you. Two-hour jobs are

actually four hours in July. If you pick this workflow, do it in a niche where you can

learn the constraints deeply, and read Chapter 2 twice.

4. Quote and estimate drafting

What it is: AI takes intake notes, photos, and a price book, and produces a draft

estimate a human reviews and sends.

Why it sells: many contractors take days to send quotes, and speed-to-quote is a

legitimate close-rate factor in home services. Faster quotes win jobs.

What's actually hard: pricing errors are catastrophic and instantly destroy trust.

Never let an AI-generated price go out without human approval. Build the
human-in-the-loop step as a hard gate, not a suggestion. Also: hallucinated line items

are a real risk. Constrain the model to a fixed price book and reject anything that isn't

in it.

5. Review requests and reputation follow-up

What it is: after a completed job, automated follow-up asking for a review, timed and

worded appropriately, with unhappy responses routed privately to the owner instead

of to a public review site.

Why it sells: local search visibility is genuinely driven in part by review volume and

recency, and owners know it.

What's actually hard: it's low-value on its own — hard to charge $1,000/month for.
It's a great add-on and a great foot-in-the-door, weak as a core product. Also, review-

gating (only asking happy customers) violates Google's policies and can get a


