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THE Al PRIEST FROM WISCONSIN

Most people would point to November 2022, the launch of ChatGPT, as
the moment they realized that Al had truly broken through. For me, that
realization came about six months later. During those first six months, like
most people, | focused on the enormous efficiency gains this technology
made possible. That changed in mid-2023. | had been invited to deliver
a keynote at an American insurance company in Wisconsin. Before my
presentation, my client told me how he was using ChatGPT.

“I created a custom GPT that | use as my personal priest. Every day,
| set aside time for reflection and prayer. Twice a week, | meet with
a priest to discuss my faith and engage in guided prayer. Over the
past four weeks, I've also had a daily session with my own Al priest,
trained on my personal data, my religious beliefs, and the context
of my personal life. Thanks to my personalized Al priest, I'm able
to experience my faith on a much deeper level. | still have sessions
with the ‘real’ priest, but they’re becoming less and less relevant.
Right now, | find myself wanting my Al sessions to last longer be-
cause they’re so much more intense.”

At that moment, | realized that the business world is looking at Al with
blinders on. The words efficiency and productivity echo through every
boardroom, while customers will use Al in an entirely different way. For
the average person, Al can certainly perform a number of tasks more
efficiently, but its real purpose is to add value to what each of us finds
important in life. That was when | knew: everything is going to change,
and not in the way most business leaders currently realize.
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CIVILIZATIONAL CHANGE

In September 2025, | attended a lecture by Condoleezza Rice (1954) in
San Francisco. Dr. Rice served as Secretary of State under the Bush ad-
ministration. Since September 2020, she has been the Director of the
Hoover Institution at Stanford University. In that role, she continues to
influence international affairs policy. Both her vision and her presence
were impressive. She shared her perspective on the United States’ strat-
egy for artificial intelligence. One thing was clear: she was razor-sharp
and incredibly ambitious. In her view, the United States had no choice
but to be the first to develop Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), thereby
strengthening its global influence. Dr. Rice did not want to wake up one
day and read that China had achieved AGI first. It was abundantly evident
that she was fully up to date on the latest Al trends and their impact on
the global balance of power.
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Her closing remark, “This is a moment of Civilizational Change,” stayed
with me. Civilizational Change is more than a technological or economic
shift. It is a period in which the fundamental way we live, work, think, and
coexist changes. The infrastructure of society, economically, culturally,
technologically, and even spiritually, is rebuilt. It is not an update to the
system; it is a new system. Earlier transformations include the Agricultur-
al Revolution (10,000 BC) and the Industrial Revolution (18th—-19th centu-
ry). The United Nations describe the Al (r)evolution in their Development
Programme (UNDP, Human Development Report 2025) as a new phase of
Human Development, in which everything people create will from now on
always be developed together with Al.

Al is changing society in three fundamental ways:

1. Within a short period of time, it will affect the majority of people. The
way we live and work together is changing structurally on a global
scale.

2. The structures themselves are being transformed: the knowledge in-
dustry is being reshaped, and global economic and power structures
are shifting along with it.

3. It completely changes the relationship between people and technology,
and that may be the most profound change of all.

During the previous two revolutions, in agriculture and industry, people
used new tools and machines to work more efficiently. We are now enter-
ing a cognitive transformation. Earlier revolutions strengthened our mus-
cles; this one strengthens our minds. A farmer who stubbornly refused to
use a tractor and insisted on doing everything by hand did not survive. A
white-collar employee who rejects Al today and insists on doing every-
thing manually will not survive either. Companies around the world are
currently exploring how they can use Al in their day-to-day operations.
Everyone is experimenting, doing their best to learn, running into the sys-
tem's limitations, and experiencing their first successes. Within five to ten
years, the way we collaborate with colleagues, suppliers and customers
will have fundamentally changed.
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In this book, | want to describe how to navigate this moment of Civiliza-
tional Change, and as always, my focus is on the customer: How do you
create value for customers in a world where Al is everywhere?

WHY EFFICIENCY IS NOT AN Al END STRATEGY

One of the challenging consequences of Al is a significant increase in
customers’ overall expectations. For two years running, the Forrester
Brand Experience Rankings (2024/25) have found that customer satis-
faction in the United States is lower than ever. Is that decline caused by
a lower level of service or by higher expectations? It turns out that rapid
technological progress is causing people to expect more and more from
companies. We are developing zero tolerance for poor customer service.
This rise in expectations also applies to human interaction. Al will raise
the bar for the people who remain in customer service and even for pro-
fessions where Al cannot replace the human element, such as plumbing
and surgery. Overall expectations will continue to rise.

If you focus solely on efficiency, you put yourself into a downward spiral:
less differentiation, more price pressure, and ultimately less loyalty. Al
and customer experience are about far more than increasing productivity
and efficiency. McKinsey's research confirms that the highest-performing
companies place greater emphasis on creating new customer value and
developing new business models through their Al strategy, while average
performers focus primarily on improving efficiency'. Al-driven efficiency
is the first stop along the way. It will become a minimum requirement: an
important step forward, but not the final destination. Al enables everyone
to achieve a seven out of ten. Once the four out of ten disappears, the
competition shifts more than ever toward achieving a nine out of ten. That
is what this book is about: how you can continue to make a meaningful
difference in an automated world.

INTRODUCTION



FROM PERFECTION T0 CONNECTION

The moment transactional interactions become flawless, connection be-
comes more important than perfection. Transactional loyalty is only the
starting point. People want to buy from companies when it's incredibly
easy, but that is not enough. Transactional loyalty is very fragile. It is tied
to the convenience a company offers. To build loyalty to the company it-
self, you need a deeper relationship. When a company connects with you
on a personal level, that stays with you. When we moved several years
ago, | initially found it difficult to leave our old home behind. | had to say
goodbye to it in a way. After we had moved, our real estate agent came to
visit us. Suddenly, he was standing at our new front door with a personal-
ized piece of artwork of our former home. He had sensed how important
that house was to us and had this artwork made especially for us. You
never forget something like that. That is connection.

ONNECTIO
OVER

ERFECTION
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Companies that truly stand out go a step further. They build what | call
deep loyalty: a form of loyalty that is not based on convenience or habit,
but on identity, community, and contribution. Customers no longer see
themselves merely as customers, but as part of something bigger. That
kind of loyalty cannot be replicated by an algorithm. It survives price
comparison tools, ultra-smart Al assistants, and the next wave of techno-
logical change. The real estate agent who gave us that artwork did some-
thing an automated system could never have conceived. He followed his
intuition based on the conversations he had had with his clients. Finally,
he acted in a way that was inherently non-scalable, and that is precise-
ly why it resonated so deeply. In a world where everything is becoming
scalable, the non-scalable becomes incredibly valuable. Building genuine
connections with your customers becomes a unique capability in a world
increasingly driven by automation. That creates a sense of deep loyalty,
which we will explore further in the chapters ahead.

FOUR STRATEGIC QUESTIONS

At the beginning of this book, | would like to offer four strategic questions.
Discuss them with your executive team, your colleagues, and even your
customers. Keep them in mind and reflect on them as you work your way
through each chapter.

1. In 2040, will your customers still choose to buy from you themselves,
or will an algorithm make that decision for them?

2. Are you investing enough in the connection with your customers, or is
your primary focus on the efficiency of the relationship?

3. Are there non-scalable interactions with your customers that truly de-
light them? Do you sufficiently realize the importance of non-scalable
interactions?

4. How will you create value for your customers in the future?

INTRODUCTION
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The philosophy of this book and its various models will help you formu-
late your own answers to these four questions. In many companies, |
see countless tactical questions about Al. How can we make our website
agent-friendly? Can we build our own internal version of ChatGPT? Those
kinds of questions. This book is primarily about developing a strategic
vision for how you can continue creating value for your customers in the
future. In reality, it is not about Al. It is about what remains once Al has
taken over everything that can be taken over: the irreplaceable. Before
you continue reading, ask yourself one more question: if your company
disappeared tomorrow, how many customers would notice, and how many
would truly miss it? Keep your answer in mind. I'll ask you the same ques-
tion again at the end of this book.

MY AMBITION FOR THIS BOOK

Whenever you talk to experts about Al, you always hear the same thing:
it's going so incredibly fast and it's difficult to keep up with all the devel-
opments. Over the past few months, | have often been asked: “Steven,
how can you write a book about this subject when everything is constant-
ly evolving? By the time it is published, much of its content may already
be outdated.” Well, my ambition with this book is to write about Al in such
a way that its core idea will still be relevant in 2040. Most Al authors and
speakers focus on the technology. I'm not a technologist, I'm a customer
person. Technology changes rapidly, but human needs are far more sta-
ble. If you were to reread this in 2032, the examples and tools might feel
outdated, but the underlying principles should still hold true. Let's meet
again in 2040 and see whether this ambition has stood the test of time.
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MY Al DISCLAIMER

| enjoy writing. | genuinely love the process of writing a book. There is
nothing more rewarding than seeing your ideas take shape and being
able to develop them in depth. Deep Loyalty is my seventh management
book in sixteen years. While writing my previous six books, | noticed every
single time that the most important outcome was my own learning curve.
During the writing process, | quickly discover what | truly understand and
where my knowledge is still quite superficial. The research and thinking
behind that depth are the learning curve. My keynote presentations would
never be of the same quality without writing my books. With this learning
curve effect in mind, | gave careful thought to how | wanted to use Al
while writing it.

When | was finishing A Diamond in the Rough, ChatGPT had just been
released. At the time, | made limited use of it. For this book, | made exten-
sive use of Al. So what was Al's contribution to this project? | always begin
by creating a detailed outline of what the book will look like. That process
usually takes about a year. Each time | completed a new version of the
outline, | asked Al for feedback to improve it. | refined the structure, my Al
partner provided suggestions, and | decided which recommendations to
adopt and which to ignore. Al is also outstanding when it comes to finding
scientific sources to support or reject my hypotheses. Most of the time,
| used Perplexity to identify relevant academic literature, allowing me to
quickly access the right articles.

| was determined to do the actual writing myself. When you're responsi-
ble for developing the structure, choosing the words, and explaining the
underlying ideas, your learning curve is at its highest. After finishing each
chapter, | asked Al for feedback. Sometimes it offered golden insights,
and sometimes its suggestions were completely useless. The choice was
always mine, but having a writing partner like that is incredibly valuable
for improving the quality of your work. Only two parts of this book were
written by Al. First the explanatory Al glossary at the beginning, intended
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for readers with limited knowledge of Al. | couldn't have produced a bet-
ter version myself, and it wouldn't have contributed to my learning curve
anyway. In addition, the Romy Bell epilogue was written by Al in co-cre-
ation with me. | developed the storyline and its progression, after which
Al wrote the text based on an analysis of my three previously published
thrillers.

Writing a book with Al is completely different from writing one without
it. You save an enormous amount of time during the research phase, you
gain a sparring partner, and, if you make the right choices, you preserve
your own learning curve.
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IFWE WANT OUR
BRANDS T0 REMAIN
STRONG IN AN
Al-DRIVEN WORLD,
WE MUST REDEFINE
THE GUSTOMER
RELATIONSHIP.






GLOSSARY

Al concepts explained for readers who don't work with the technology on

a daily basis.

Term
A2A - agent
to agent

Explanation

The next step beyond agentic commerce, where a
customer's Al agent communicates directly with a
company's Al agent to complete a transaction. No
human is involved on either side. This represents
the ultimate form of automated service delivery.

A2A protocol
(Google)

A technical standard introduced by Google in April
2025 that enables Al agents from different vendors
to communicate with one another regardless of the
platform they use. It is comparable to what HTTP
was for the early internet: a common language that
connects everything. Today, it is supported by more
than one hundred technology companies, including
Salesforce, SAP, and PayPal.

GLOSSARY
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Term
agentic
commerce

Explanation

A form of commerce in which Al agents take over
the entire purchasing process on behalf of the con-
sumer. From product discovery and comparison to
the final purchase, the customer no longer has to
do anything. The agent decides, acts, and confirms
the transaction. This fundamentally changes how
brands reach customers.

AGI - artificial

A hypothetical next stage of Al development in

general which a system is no longer specialized in a single

intelligence task but possesses general intelligence compara-
ble to, or exceeding, that of humans. AGI does not
yet exist, although some researchers expect it to
emerge within the next decade.

Al-agent An Al system that not only provides answers but

also performs tasks autonomously. An Al agent can
search, book, order, or negotiate on your behalf
without requiring your direct involvement. The dif-
ference is simple: a chatbot talks, an agent acts.

APl integration
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A technical connection between two systems that
allows them to exchange data automatically. When
an Al agent places an order on your behalf at a
webshop, this happens through an API. For brands,
this means your systems must be machine-read-
able to remain discoverable in a world increasingly
driven by Al agents.





