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THE 4 LEVELS OF USING AI
Most people are stuck on Level 1 and have no idea there are three

more above it. This is the map, from typing questions into a box, to

running agents that do real work while you check the results, plus the

exact move that gets you from each level to the next.

~9 MIN READ · FOR EVERYONE WHO COMMENTED "LEVELS" · FIND YOUR LEVEL, THEN CLIMB ONE

Hank Barker // AI Essentials // @hankhelpsai
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T H E  S H O R T  V E R S I O N

WHY MOST PEOPLE ARE STUCK ON LEVEL 1
The gap between people getting a little out of AI and people getting enormous leverage isn't a

better prompt. It's a level they don't know exists.

Here's the uncomfortable truth: most people who "use AI every day" are using maybe a tenth of it. They open a

chat, type a few words, copy the answer, and leave, the same loop, over and over. It's genuinely useful, which is

exactly the trap: it works well enough that you never look up and notice there's a whole staircase above you. Each

level up doesn't just make the answers a little better. It changes what you're able to hand off, until eventually you're

not doing the task at all.

This guide is a map with four floors. Find the floor you're on honestly, most people are lower than they'd guess,

and then focus only on the single move that gets you to the next one. You don't climb all four this week. You climb

one.

T H E  F O U R  L E V E L S  ·  M O S T  P E O P L E  N E V E R  L E AV E  L E V E L  1

1
Beginner
You type a few

words and grab

2
Integrated
You connect your apps, so it knows your

calendar, inbox, and files.

3
Workflows
You automate the repeats: recurring tasks that run on a schedule.

4
Agents
You hand the work off. It does the task; you check the result.

more you hand off →

Each level hands off more of the work. The bars widen as you climb because you're doing less by hand and the AI is carrying more, until

Level 4, where you mostly check results.

Level 1, Beginner: you type a few words and grab the answer. Treating AI like Google.→

Level 2, Integrated: you connect your apps, so it knows your calendar, inbox, and files.→

Level 3, Workflows: you automate the repeats, tasks that run on a schedule without you.→

Level 4, Agents: you hand the work off entirely. The agent does the task; you check the result.→
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Every level up isn't a better answer. It's more of the work
leaving your plate and never coming back.

LEVEL 1, BEGINNER
This is where everyone starts, and where most people stay. You treat AI like a smarter search box: you type a short

question, you get an answer, you move on. "Write a follow-up email." "Summarize this." "Give me ten name

ideas." It works, and there's nothing wrong with it, but you can feel the ceiling. The answers come back generic,

because you gave it a generic setup. It doesn't know your business, your voice, or what you're actually trying to

do, so it hands you the middle-of-the-road version that could belong to anyone.

The move up: give it context, and talk to it

The leap from Level 1 to Level 2 isn't a trick, it's a change in how you treat the thing. Stop typing at it like a search

bar and start briefing it like a capable new hire. Tell it who you are, what you do, who you serve, and what "good"

looks like. The more context you hand it, the sharper every answer gets. "Write a follow-up email" becomes "Write

a follow-up to Acme, a mid-size logistics client I met Tuesday, referencing the quote I sent, in my usual direct-but-

warm voice." Same tool, night-and-day result.

LEVEL 1 ·  A SEARCH BOX LEVEL 2 ·  YOU BRIEF IT

"write a follow-up email"

Generic template that

sounds like everyone else

Connected: Calendar · Inbox · CRM

"Follow up with Acme: reference

our Tuesday call and the quote

I sent, in my usual voice."

A reply that already knows the context

Level 1 asks a cold question and gets a cold template. Level 2 briefs the AI with real context, who, what, and the actual situation, and gets a

reply that already fits.

T H E  O N E  H A B I T  T H AT  L E V E L S  Y O U  U P

Before you hit send on a prompt, add one sentence of context you were about to leave out, who it's for, what

you're really after, or the tone you want. That single sentence is the difference between a Level 1 answer and a

Level 2 one, and it costs you five seconds.
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LEVEL 2, INTEGRATED
At Level 2 you stop pasting context in by hand and start connecting it. This is where you hook up the apps you

use every day, your calendar, your inbox, your documents, your notes, so the AI can see them directly. Now it

doesn't need you to explain your week; it can read your calendar. It doesn't need you to summarize the thread; it

can open the email. The tools call these connectors (or integrations), and setting one up usually takes about two

minutes: you open settings, pick the app, sign in, and approve what it's allowed to see.

The payoff is that answers arrive already shaped to your reality. Ask "what should I prioritize today?" at Level 1 and

you get generic productivity advice. Ask it at Level 2, with your calendar and inbox connected, and you get your

actual priorities, the deadline on Thursday, the client waiting on a reply, the meeting you need to prep. For a

consultant that means a report that pulls from the real project files; for a founder, a view that spans the bank, the

CRM, and the calendar; for an ops lead, an assistant that already knows the systems the work lives in.

The move up: stop doing the repeatable stuff by hand

Once the AI can see your world, you'll notice you keep asking it the same things, the Monday summary, the

weekly numbers, the daily plan. That's your signal to climb. The move from Level 2 to Level 3 is spotting the tasks

you do on a rhythm and deciding to stop doing them by hand.

A  R E S P O N S I B L E - U S E  N O T E

Connecting apps means granting access, so scope it deliberately. Give read access freely; be slower with

anything that can send, change, or delete. Approve the minimum the task needs, and remember you can re-

scope or disconnect any connector in seconds.

LEVEL 3, WORKFLOWS
Level 3 is where AI stops waiting for you to open a chat. You build small automations, recurring tasks and

scheduled actions that run on their own. Instead of asking for your morning brief every day, you set it up once and

it simply arrives at 7:00 AM. Instead of pulling your weekly numbers each Friday, a scheduled task does it and

drops the summary in your inbox. The AI becomes a quiet piece running in the background of your week, not a

window you have to remember to open.

Every major tool now supports this. Claude has scheduled tasks (set them up at claude.ai/code/scheduled, or

locally through Cowork), ChatGPT has Tasks, and Gemini has scheduled actions, all of them let a paid

account run a recurring job automatically, whether or not the app is open. You write the instruction once, add a

time, and it repeats. The mental shift is from "I ask AI to do a thing" to "AI does the thing on a timer, and I just

receive the output."
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"Create a scheduled task that runs every weekday at 7:00 AM. Read my calendar, my unread

email, and my open tasks, then send me a one-screen brief: today's shape, the three things

that matter most, and anything that needs a reply. Don't change anything, just report."

The move up: let it act, not just report

A workflow still mostly tells you things, it briefs, summarizes, reminds. The leap to Level 4 is letting the AI actually

do the work across your tools, not just report on it. When you find yourself thinking "I wish it would just handle the

whole thing," you're ready for agents.

LEVEL 4, AGENTS
This is the top floor. You hand off the work completely, the agent does the task, in real time,

across your tools, and you're left checking the result instead of doing it.

An agent is different from a workflow in one big way: it doesn't just run a fixed script, it figures out the steps. You

give it a goal and some guardrails, and it works across your apps and files to get there, reading, deciding, clicking,

writing, one step after another, the way a capable assistant would. Tools like Claude Code, Cowork, and Zapier

agents are where this happens today. Cowork, for instance, can run a job on your own computer while you're

away (it just needs to be on), reaching your files and connected apps to actually get things done.

L E V E L  4  ·  YO U  S TO P D O I N G  T H E  TA S K

You

Set the goal, set the

guardrails

The Agent

Does the real work, in real time,

tool by tool

You again

Check the result and move

on

Tools like Claude Code, Cowork, or Zapier agents run at a quality you set and trust.

At Level 4 your role flips. You set the goal and the guardrails; the agent does the multi-step work; you review the output. You've gone from

doing the task to managing something that does it.

What this looks like in a real business: instead of building your day by hand, an agent reads your calendar and

inbox, drafts your schedule, and nudges you when you drift off task. Instead of manually chasing invoices, it

checks who's overdue, drafts the reminders, and queues them for your approval. You're not doing the task at all,

you're checking the results and moving on. That's the whole promise of Level 4, and it's genuinely reachable now,

not someday.
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A G E N T S  N E E D  G U A R D R A I L S ,  N O T  B L I N D  T R U S T

The more an agent can do, the more it matters what it's allowed to touch. Start it on low-stakes work, keep a

human approval step on anything that sends money or messages, and never grant access to financial,

medical, or legal data. An agent you supervise is leverage; an agent you don't is a liability.

FIND YOUR LEVEL, THEN CLIMB ONE
Don't try to jump from Level 1 to Level 4 this week, you'll bounce off. Find where you honestly are and make the

single next move.

IF YOU… YOU’RE AT THIS WEEK, DO THIS

Type short questions and copy the answers Level 1 Add one line of context to every prompt

Write detailed, well-briefed prompts Level 2 (early) Connect one app, your calendar or inbox

Have your apps connected Level 2 Turn one repeating ask into a scheduled task

Run scheduled tasks and briefs Level 3 Try one agent on a small, low-stakes job

Hand goals to an agent and review output Level 4 Add guardrails and widen what you trust it with

S TA R T  H E R E  T O D AY

Be honest about your floor, most people are a level lower than they'd like to admit, and do the one move next

to it. One rung this week beats staring at the top of the staircase. Climb it, get comfortable, then climb the next.

S O U R C E S  &  W H E R E  T O  L E A R N  M O R E

Built by Hank Barker // AI Essentials // @hankhelpsai. AI capabilities at every level ship fast and vary by plan. Last reviewed July 2026.

Claude Help, Scheduled tasks & Cowork↗

Claude, Connectors (integrations)↗

OpenAI, Tasks & Connectors in ChatGPT↗

Gemini, Scheduled actions (Help)↗

Zapier, AI agents↗

Want the full Level-4 walkthrough? Comment "AGENT" for the agent guide↗
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https://support.claude.com/en/articles/14128542-let-claude-use-your-computer-in-cowork
https://support.anthropic.com/en/articles/11175166-about-custom-connectors-remote-mcp
https://help.openai.com/en/articles/11487775-connectors-in-chatgpt
https://support.google.com/gemini
https://zapier.com/agents
https://www.instagram.com/hankhelpsai

