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The realization did not arrive during some dramatic breakthrough. It arrived the way operational

bottlenecks usually do, quietly, in the middle of an otherwise productive week.

In late 2025, I had asked an AI tool — Claude Opus 4.5 to be exact — to help me structure an
approach for a consulting engagement. The answer was excellent; not just superficially polished, but
genuinely useful. It laid out a sequence of initial steps that clarified the work and gave me
momentum. I acted on the first step immediately, the kind of start that makes the path ahead feel

manageable.

The next day, when I sat down to move forward on the engagement, the weakness became clear. The
plan was still buried in the prior day's chat thread, never exported, never saved. To regain my footing,
I had to first remember that a plan existed, then find the conversation, and reinsert myself into the
logic of a session that was already receding. The AI remembered nothing; that much I had
anticipated. What I had not fully reckoned with was the subtler burden, in that it fell entirely on me to

remember that a plan worth retrieving even existed.
The model had been insightful. The interaction had been amnesic.

That was the moment the pattern broke for me. I was using a powerful Al model, yet carrying the
continuity myself — remembering decisions, prior attempts, tradeoffs, and what had changed since
yesterday. The model could reason well within a session, but between sessions, the cognitive burden
fell back to me. Not because the model had forgotten, but because the context lived only in my head.
There was no persistent artifact to draw on, only what I reconstructed and retyped into each new
prompt. The limiting factor in AT effectiveness, I realized, was no longer model intelligence. Rather,

it was the absence of context architecture surrounding the model.

Most knowledge workers still use AI this way. We treat them as brilliant strangers we brief from
scratch each time, perhaps aided by a few standing custom instructions (the brief profiles and
preferences that some AI platforms allow you to store) and a short “About You” section. Even the
more sophisticated features now appearing, such as project workspaces, persistent memory, and
shared document uploads, reduce the friction of this briefing without eliminating the underlying
structural gap. They make it easier to persist information, but they do not, in themselves, structure
priorities, enforce continuity, or maintain the state of an evolving professional engagement. There is
real value in that model. Yet after sustained use, a ceiling appears. The next stage is not simply



“better prompting,” but is a different architecture of collaboration altogether, which includes changes

to the human workflow.

Over the past months, I have been experimenting with that different approach. I've used Al not as a
sequence of isolated interactions, but as a sustained operating partner, closer in function to a
longitudinal chief of staff. This framing is functional rather than literal. The system remains a
statistical model, but its behavior changes materially when supplied with persistent, structured
context. It is not a substitute for a sentient colleague, but rather it establishes a working pattern whose
lessons are model-agnostic, arising from something more durable than any vendor release. More
specifically, what happens when a human invests in building the shared context that allows a capable
Al system to compound rather than merely respond? To understand why this matters, it helps to

examine the limits of episodic use.

The Episodic Plateau

It's worth being clear about what “good episodic use” already delivers, because the baseline isn't
trivial. Used well, AT is already effective for drafting, summarization, research support, synthesis,
coding assistance, brainstorming, critique, and scenario exploration. A single session can produce an
answer that would have taken far longer to develop unaided, and for discrete problems, this is often

enough. But over time, three structural limitations became increasingly hard for me to ignore.

The first challenge is a “context reconstruction tax.” To assist a complex professional life with
multiple concurrent threads — a consulting pipeline, a publishing agenda, a deliberate effort to re-
engage a professional network — the briefings themselves become the bottleneck. The cost isn't
merely the minutes spent typing background paragraphs, but also the cognitive effort of deciding
what matters, what changed, what dependencies are still active, and which prior conversations should

shape the current answer.

The second limitation is “insight fragmentation.” Episodic sessions produce useful outputs, but the
analysis from one session does not naturally accumulate into judgment in the next. The system that
helped you frame a negotiation on Tuesday does not automatically recognize the political

implications of Thursday's related email draft.

The third issue is “identity discontinuity.” In episodic mode, the system never calibrates to your
strategic priorities, your recurring blind spots, or the difference between what you say is important
and what your behavior reveals. It may pick up fragments of history, but fragments do not produce
judgment. These aren't failures of the technology, but instead are the predictable consequences of

using a sophisticated system in a structurally shallow way.

Of course, for short-lived or low-complexity tasks, episodic use remains an efficient model. But my
goal was to optimize the long-term, high-complexity tasks that occupy much of our professional and

personal lives.



From Transaction to Partnership

As an API user of GPT-3 before the release of ChatGPT, I had long known that these models became
dramatically more useful when given durable context rather than merely immediate instructions.
Neither my frustration nor my solution arrived all at once. My recent evolution began simply enough
— I started uploading my to-do lists to a model and asking it to help plan my day. But this led to
broader questions about prioritization and strategic impact, so increasingly, I found myself telling the
model my priorities and ensuring that these schedules fulfilled my primary goals. The key insight was
that the binding constraint on Al usefulness was not the model's intelligence in the abstract. Rather, it

was that I had not built nor maintained the shared infrastructure that made continuity possible.

This is the essence of a longitudinal AT operating partnership. It's a working arrangement in which the
human and the system share a structured, evolving body of context that persists across sessions. The
goal is to make the Al contextually situated enough to function less like a search engine and more
like a knowledgeable colleague who was in last week's meeting, remembers the unresolved issues,

and knows why a superficially reasonable suggestion is actually a poor fit for your circumstances.

Once that shift occurs, the optimization target changes. You still want the best answer in a session,
but now you're also optimizing for cumulative value over weeks and months. You design for
continuity and preservation of rationale, and you name your active workstreams, record decisions,
and expose constraints. You let the system accumulate operating context rather than repeatedly infer

it from fragments, helping you over the long term.

The Infrastructure that Makes it Work

A sustained Al partnership — a term which will make my wife shiver — doesn't emerge from good
intentions and an off-the-shelf model. It emerges from deliberate context architecture. Human
colleagues absorb context through repeated interaction, tone, and shared experience. Al systems do

not. If you want depth, you have to make context explicit.

Many technical approaches exist, including vector databases, knowledge graphs, and RAG pipelines.
But believing that getting more out of Al shouldn't require an elaborate project, I chose a simpler
path, comprising three lightweight artifacts that impose structure without requiring undue burden.
These are the Strategic Context Document, the Master Action Tracker, and Context Transfer
Documents. Individually, none of these artifacts are novel — structured context, action tracking, and
state transfer are familiar patterns in software engineering and project management alike. What
changes the equation is their integration into a daily operating discipline where the Al actively
interprets, updates, and operationalizes them across sessions. Software engineers building agentic Al
systems have arrived at similar patterns — context windows, persistent scaffolding, structured

memory — to maintain coherent behavior across long-running operations. The knowledge-worker



version of this problem is structurally the same; the artifacts are just shaped differently. Each of these

documents serves a distinct role.

The Strategic Context Document is the slow-changing layer that defines what you are trying to
accomplish and how you make decisions. It captures priorities, constraints, accepted tradeoffs, and
operating principles. In effect, it is the constitution of the partnership: not just what you are doing, but
why. Without it, the model produces locally intelligent but globally misaligned suggestions. With it,
outputs are filtered through a consistent strategic lens.

This document also encodes behavioral context that a human colleague would learn over time,
including communication preferences, decision patterns, and recurring failure modes. In my case, this
includes networking instructions like “peer-level framing, never supplicant,” and to-do list maxims
like, “if a task slips twice, ask what the resistance is.” Writing these down had a secondary effect — it
forced me to articulate principles I had been applying inconsistently. The Al benefits from that clarity,
and so do I. This document is short — roughly four pages — but it anchors everything that follows.

Here is an excerpt of the priorities table within my own context document.



Strategic Context Document

A Living Document for Chief-of-Staff Planning Sessions

This document serves as the standing strategic brief for planning conversations with AL It defines
what matters most right now, what success looks like, and what constraints shape decisions. Update
it weekly during the strategic review; bring it to every planning session.

1. Strategic Priorities (Ranked)

List your top 3—5 priorities in rank order. For each, define a concrete outcome and a realistic
deadline. These are not tasks—they are the results you are working toward. Everything else is in
service of these.

"Done" Looks Like Deadline | Status Key Blockers / Notes

1 Maintain regular ~ Ensure existing open Q12026 Active Consulting workload
pipeline of client work is prioritized fluctuates with engagement
clients and according to expected lifecycle. When multiple
execute on those ~ downstream value, client deliverables overlap,
contracts which strategic positioning, and prioritize by downstream
are signed. time sensitivity. Ensure business impact and

deliverables and contractual deadlines.
commitments are Surface conflicts early rather
executed upon in timely than letting them wait to the
fashion, to maintain client last minute.
satisfaction.

Thought leadership
An ongoing activity-I need publishing drives inbound
to ensure that I engage my client interest and should be
network, not with a recurring strategic
requests for consulting commitment, not a
work but to ensure that I discretionary activity.
have meaningful dialogue Protect time for writing and
with former colleagues on distribution even when client
technical matters. work intensifies.

I have a rich network of
esteemed colleagues, and
interacting with them is both
inspiring and fulfilling.

Build lightweight
touchpoints into weekly
rhythms rather than treating
relationship engagement as a
separate initiative that
competes with delivery work.

Excerpt: Strategic Context Document priorities table.

Once your priorities and constraints are explicit, drift becomes easier to detect. The system can reflect

your own stated priorities back to you when your behavior diverges from them.

The Master Action Tracker is the operational layer, a living record of workstreams, commitments,
dependencies, and next steps. Its core rule is simple, in that nothing disappears without an explicit
decision. Items can be completed, deferred, or dropped, but each state change is recorded. This



constraint changes behavior. Tasks that vanish from a notebook are easy to rationalize away, but tasks
that remain visible and unresolved exert pressure. Over time, this shifts accountability from

motivation to structure.

The AI maintains this document based on our interactions, and I update it briefly at the end of each
day. The overhead is minimal — a few minutes — but it replaces a far more expensive activity, that
of reconstructing state across fragmented sessions. In practice, the value is not in tracking itself, but
in what tracking reveals. When a small task slips repeatedly, the system can surface the pattern and
force a decision. Without persistence, those moments disappear. With it, they accumulate into
behavioral insight. The excerpt below is an illustrative composite, created to show the format; it does

not reflect any actual client or engagement.

Master Action Tracker (MAT)

Last Updated: March 20, 2026 (evening) | Next Review: March 22
Status Key: In Progress | Waiting | Queued | Done | Dropped

D Action Outcome Owner Due Status Context Next Step
CLIENT CONSULTING

A-001 Execute Example, Inc First deliverable Rick Ongoing In Consulting UPDATED 3/18. Massive progress today: resource reviews
consulting engagement  completed and Progress /Revenue complete, project history chronology fully verified and locked
accepted (Context Transfer v9). Phase B COMPLETE (Governance Structure

Mapping produced). Client collateral rewritten with corrected
timelines. Remaining before next cycle: (1) Smith email with central
thesis (A-0986), (2) Phase E (deliverable drafting). Architectural
document review dropped per decision D-NEW. Monday EOD
deliverable target: Smith email + thesis.

A-002 Receive Example, Inc Payment received Example,  3/15 Done Consulting  Complete. Retainer received 3/15.
retainer fee Inc / Revenue
A-003 Submit Example, Inc tax Documents Rick 3/10 Done Consulting  Complete.
papers and bank info delivered / Revenue
A-095 Request missing Documents Rick 37 Done Consulting  Complete.
architectural documents  obtained / Example,
from Smith Inc
A-096 Confirm Smith intent for ~ Answers obtained Rick 319 Queued Consulting UPDATED 3/18. Now folded into central thesis email (Thu 3/19).
organizational approach / Example, Include: (1) central thesis statement synthesizing all analysis, (2)
Inc Reply operational coordination (~3/25 deadline), (3) procedural

questions (Oversight?). Phase B completion provides the detailed
analysis to back the thesis.

A-102 Review orgar ional Summary revi Rick Dropped Dropped Consulting DROPPED 3/18. Superseded by comprehensive v9 corrections.
technical summary for / Example, Past approaches now fully verified against source documents;
accuracy Inc summary findings incorporated into deliverable rewrite.

Illustrative composite Master Action Tracker. Created for demonstration only; not drawn from any actual client engagement.

To offer a concrete example of this system's value, consider an item on my tracker, from a consulting
engagement. A deliverable had been transmitted to the client on schedule, but a follow-on scope
proposal — time-sensitive, given the client's decision window — had been queued for three days
without movement. The tracker flagged it once, and I noted it. It flagged it a second time, and the
system asked the question I'd built into the operating principles: this has slipped twice; what is the
resistance? The honest answer was that I was uncertain how the client would receive a new proposal
before they'd fully digested the first deliverable. That uncertainty was real, but it was also a decision
— one I hadn't made explicitly. The proposal went out the following morning with a brief framing
note. The client responded within hours. The slip wasn't laziness, but was an unresolved judgment

call that the system forced into the open.



This document may also include a decision log, capturing not just what was decided, but why, what
tradeoffs were acknowledged, and what would cause reconsideration. Over months, this becomes an
unusually sharp mirror. Patterns that are hard to see in the flow of day-to-day execution begin to
stand out, including where we might overvalue optionality, where we defer uncomfortable

conversations, or where we underinvest in high-leverage but cognitively expensive work.

The third artifact is the Context Transfer Document, used for complex, sustained efforts. It is a
compact, Al-generated summary of the current state of a workstream, including what has been
established, what remains uncertain, and what changed most recently. Its purpose is simple: to
eliminate intellectual re-entry costs. Instead of beginning each session with reconstruction, a new
interaction starts from “here is where we left off.” The excerpt below is an illustrative composite,

created purely to demonstrate the format; it does not depict any actual client or engagement.



## Engagement Summary

Example, Inc. (specialty insurance, ~8,000 employees, regional U.S. footprint)
is deploying AI across claims triage, underwriting support, and customer
communications. Current governance consists of a draft acceptable-use policy and
an informal review process managed by the CTO's office. No formal oversight
body, no audit function, no documented decision rights for AI systems. The
engagement objective is to design a three-pillar governance framework and
produce a 90-day implementation roadmap for board presentation.

## Current Phase: Framework Design (Phase 2 of 3)

Phase Description Status

Phase 1 — Stakeholder interviews, current-state **Complete**
Discovery & inventory, risk landscape

Assessment

Phase 2 — Three-pillar structure, roles, decision **In
Framework Design rights, escalation paths Progress**
Phase 3 — Roadmap 90-day implementation plan, board Queued

& Deliverables presentation, governance charter

## What Has Been Established

1. Stakeholder alignment confirmed. CEO, General Counsel, and CTO agree that
governance is an enabler, not a constraint. CFO remains skeptical of resource
commitment; Sarah is managing this relationship. Do not engage CFO directly
without her guidance.

2. Current-state gaps documented. Seven AI systems in production; only two have
documented owners. No medel registry. No incident response protocol specific to
AI. Claims triage model has been in production for 14 months with no formal
review. Findings delivered to Sarah in Phase 1 summary (2026-02-14).

3. Pillar 1 (front-line involvement) design accepted. Proposed structure: claims
and underwriting teams nominate AI liaisons who participate in quarterly
behavior reviews and have structured input into new use-case proposals. Sarah
approved this design 2026-03-08. Legal requested that liaison input be
documented as "advisory, not decisional" — incorporated.

4. Pillar 2 (cross-functional oversight) composition agreed in principle.
Committee includes Technology, Legal, Underwriting, Claims, HR, and Customer
Experience. Open gquestion: whether Finance gets a permanent seat or rotates in
for budget reviews only (see Open Items).

Illustrative composite Context Transfer Document. Created for demonstration only; not drawn from any actual client engagement.

Because these documents persist, correctness matters. I treat them as living artifacts that require
periodic validation, particularly when Al-generated. Over time, each workstream develops its own

accumulated context. Multi-stage efforts — consulting engagements, negotiations, research —



maintain continuity even when interrupted. The system no longer needs to infer state from fragments,

because it inherits it directly.

These three artifacts form the infrastructure of a longitudinal Al partnership. One defines strategy,
one tracks execution, and one preserves state across sessions. Together, they convert isolated
interactions into a continuous system. The result is not merely better answers in a given moment, but
compounding effectiveness over time. Of course, in professional settings, these artifacts should be
treated as sensitive operational documents, particularly when used with external Al systems. At first
glance, this resembles some familiar productivity systems. The difference is that these artifacts are
not passive records, but instead are actively interpreted, updated, and operationalized by the AI in

each interaction.

The Day-to-Day Difference

Once this architecture is in place, your day-to-day rhythm changes in ways more consequential than
receiving a clever answer from a browser tab. The most immediate change is in how a workday
begins. You no longer reconstruct yourself every morning, but are now greeted by a willing assistant,
primed with knowledge of events, plans, and decisions, ready to help you prioritize as soon as you sit
down at the desk. You may provide a few lines of raw input, including anything which changed
overnight, and the system imposes structure against this known background. It connects that input to
active workstreams, surfaces neglected items, recognizes conflicts with prior commitments, and helps
decide what actually deserves attention. This reduces cognitive burden. In my own experience, daily
context-reconstruction overhead — deciding what mattered, what changed, and which prior threads
were still active — has dropped from perhaps thirty minutes to under ten. The objective is not to
remove human effort, but to shift it away from reconstructing context and toward higher-value

judgment.

The deeper changes emerge over time. Deferred commitments no longer disappear beneath the haze
of yesterday's urgent fire drill. Context accumulates, and pattern recognition compounds; over weeks
of tracked interactions, the system identifies behavioral regularities that are hard to spot from inside
your own operating rhythm, such as always deferring outreach that depends on vulnerability, or
spending disproportionate time polishing documents whose strategic value is modest. And complex
projects maintain momentum: multi-week efforts that ordinarily suffer from fragmentation — you
leave them for a week, return, and pay a reentry penalty — lose less ground when context transfer

documents preserve the analytical state.

At an individual level, these gains appear modest: twenty minutes recovered per day, fewer dropped
threads, faster re-entry into complex work. At an organizational level, they compound. A knowledge
worker recovering twenty minutes per day regains roughly two working weeks per year. More

importantly, the recovered time is not evenly distributed, because it concentrates around high-friction,



high-value transitions, where delays and missed context disproportionately affect outcomes,

improving not just your efficiency but also your effectiveness.

Why This Matters Now

Al platforms are moving rapidly toward native support for persistence. Memory features, project
workspaces, and contextual retrieval are appearing across commercial products, and these
developments validate the core thesis, that context architecture matters. Even as the tools evolve, the
underlying requirement will remain — value compounds only when context is deliberately structured
and maintained.

An important distinction remains. These emerging features reduce friction, and they make it easier to
persist instructions, retain fragments of context, and avoid starting from zero. But out-of-the-box
capabilities do not, by themselves, create a longitudinal operating system. They store information and
recall fragments, but they don't structure it or maintain state. Current platform features improve
persistence, but they stop short of operationalizing it into priorities, decisions, and accountable
workstreams. They assist with context, but they don't enforce continuity, accountability, or decision
traceability.

For enterprise leaders, this distinction marks the line between Al that assists individuals and Al that
becomes operational infrastructure. Organizations learning to build the latter now will gain a
compounding advantage over those waiting for platforms to do it for them. The difference is similar
to having notes from prior meetings versus having a chief of staff who tracks commitments,
understands priorities, and notices when your behavior diverges from your stated intent. One
preserves information, which helps, but the other operationalizes it, which transforms the working
relationship.

Critically, for a society that spends so much time discussing the technological “state of the art,” this
transition is not primarily technological. Rather, it is behavioral. It requires treating context as
infrastructure, not as something reconstructed on demand. At the enterprise level, these same patterns
determine whether AT systems remain tools or evolve into operating infrastructure. Those who wait

for the tools to do it for them will eventually discover that the bottleneck was never the technology.

The Challenges to this Approach

This part matters because a glowing account without addressing friction is bad analysis. Without
maintenance, the system degrades as context drifts and priorities blur. Frankly, I often only
begrudgingly review my Strategic Context Document and Master Action Tracker, but if I wait too
long, neglect accumulates and reintroduces problems that the system was meant to reduce. The
learning curve is real; in my experience, roughly two to three weeks passed before the advantages
outweighed the overhead. I suspect this is the valley where most people might abandon the effort. Of



course, emotional intelligence remains limited, as a well-configured system can recognize patterns of
avoidance and ask probing questions, but it can't truly know whether today is the day to push or the
day to back off. Over-delegation is a risk; when the system becomes very good at helping you
structure your thinking, it is tempting to let it do too much of the thinking itself. The resulting output
may look polished while becoming thin in substance. And finally, context and memory remain
imperfect: I've experienced surprises in my Master Action Tracker, for instance, where a planned trip
to Los Angeles, California appeared twice — once as a planning exercise for a “Trip to Los Angeles,”
and once as “Trip to California.” Cognitive burden can be reduced significantly, but not eliminated.

Anyone presenting current Al as a frictionless continuity machine is overstating the case.

A Practical Starting Point

For the reader inclined to try this, the entry point is narrower than the full architecture described
above. My suggestion would be to start with one workstream, not your entire professional life.
Choose something with enough complexity and duration that episodic interactions have already
shown their limits, for instance, a multi-week project, a job search, or other strategic initiative with

multiple stakeholders.

Write a brief context document for that single workstream. State what you are trying to accomplish,
what constraints matter, what has already been decided, and what remains open. Create a simple
tracker — even a short list of active items with owners and next steps. Bring both into every session,
load them into the AI's memory, and ensure that the master action tracker is updated at the session's
close.

Give this experiment three weeks before evaluating your success. The first week may feel like
overhead. By the second week, you will start noticing that sessions begin faster and produce more
targeted outputs. By the third week, the system will begin surfacing connections and patterns you had
not explicitly requested. After this inflection point, expanding to additional workstreams is natural

and incremental. The important thing is to start with structure, not scale.

Closing

I often think about that original moment: sitting down to plan the next phase of a project and realizing
that the best parts of yesterday's thinking were still there, but only if I went back to retrieve them
manually. The tool was smart, but couldn't preemptively recall the suggestion that it gave yesterday

— the mental toil to recall those details fell yet again on me.

What has changed is not simply the quality of the models, but rather the architecture of the
relationship. Used episodically, Al can be impressive. Used longitudinally, with explicit context,

structured memory, and disciplined upkeep, it begins to function differently — less like a vending



machine for answers and more like an operating partner that helps carry continuity across a

fragmented professional life.

Most people are still working with a brilliant stranger. The more interesting future will not be built by

better prompts, but by better context systems.

Originally published on Rick Writes Al (Substack), March 31, 2026.
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