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Beyond the AI Buzzwords
A practical guide to the enterprise AI lifecycle

Prepare the data, choose how the work runs, test the results, and compare changes.

← Repeat as evidence and requirements change

01 GROUND What must the system know?

Useful context starts with current sources and agreed business definitions. Connect the relevant records and
documents so the system can retrieve evidence that answers the question and that the user is allowed to access.

Sources

Current + traceable

→
Business context

Linked entities + definitions

→
Usable evidence

Retrievable + authorized

Cortex Search retrieves relevant text, while Cortex Analyst with semantic views supports structured questions using defined business

meaning. Enforce permissions at retrieval and query time.

02 BUILD How should the work happen?

Define the outcome and what counts as done. Use the simplest design that can complete the task.

CHOOSE THE SHAPE OF THE WORK

Clarify the task.

The distinction is who chooses the next step. A workflow follows code-defined branches, even when those branches depend on new evidence.

An agent lets the model choose an action within enforced limits, and can itself run as one part of a larger workflow.

AI Functions handle bounded model tasks; Cortex Agents provides managed multi-step orchestration.
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GROUND

Supply useful context

→ BUILD

Do the work

→ VALIDATE

Judge behavior

→ IMPROVE

Change and compare

Yes → Code, SQL or deterministic workflowExplicit rules sufficient?

Yes → Focused model call or AI functionOne bounded model call sufficient?

Yes → Workflow with AI in selected stepsCan code prescribe the steps and branches?

Yes → Bounded agent loop

Tools, budget, stopping conditions, escalation

Must the model choose the next action from

intermediate results?

No ↓

No ↓

No ↓

No ↓
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Inside an agent loop

The model uses the available context to propose an answer or action. The runtime checks that proposal before

execution, then feeds the result back into context so the next decision reflects what happened.

HARNESS / RUNTIME / Context, state, limits, recovery, traces

Task + evidence

Requested outcome, completion criteria and

relevant facts.

Relevant skill

Procedure, examples, templates or scripts loaded for this task.

↓

State spans the run: progress, evidence, unresolved questions and waiting points.

A skill supplies a reusable procedure for the task; tools perform its operations, including any scripts. Loading that guidance

does not grant authority: the runtime and tool backends still enforce permissions and required approvals. MCP can

standardize access to tools, but does not define the procedure or authorize its actions.

03 VALIDATE Does the system behave acceptably?

Use traces to explain individual runs and evaluations to test behavior across representative cases. Controls enforce

the boundaries that must hold regardless of the model's response.

Trace

One run

Evidence, tool calls, results.

Evaluation

Multiple cases

Expected behavior and outcomes.

Controls

Every run

Permissions, limits, approvals.

Test ambiguous requests, conflicting sources and different permissions, including when to refuse or escalate. Measure task success,
quality, latency and cost across the complete workflow, including routing, retries, approvals and final actions.
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Assembled context / Evidence + instructions for this step

↓
Model

Proposes an answer or next action.

↓
Runtime checks + routes

Permissions, budget, approval and stopping
conditions.

→

↓
Allowed tool

Performs a focused operation.

↓
Tool result

New evidence or an error to handle.

Other routes from the runtime

Finish when complete, without a tool if none is needed.

Pause for approval before a protected action. Resume

only after the required checks pass.

Stop or escalate when limits or unresolved issues

prevent continuation.

← Update state + context; make the next decision
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04 IMPROVE What should change, and did it help?

Use failed cases and traces to locate the cause before choosing a fix. An incorrect policy answer may come from an

outdated source or missed retrieval, so first check the evidence the system used. That diagnosis determines whether
to repair GROUND or change how BUILD handles the task.

Evidence problem → GROUND

Source, meaning, retrieval, access.

Behavior problem → BUILD

Instruction, tool, skill, model, harness.

← Observe again; return to GROUND or BUILD

Compare the proposed change with the current version on the same test cases, checking both the original failure and
regressions elsewhere. Promote it only after reviewing the effect on quality, latency and cost, then observe real use
again.

A run's state records what happened in that attempt; it is not automatically a lesson for future work. If the evidence
suggests reusable guidance, review it before adding it to a skill or durable memory, test the resulting behavior, and
remove guidance when it becomes stale.

Choosing the next use case

Start with five to ten real business problems, each with an owner, a desired outcome and a way to recognize success.
Compare their business value with immediate feasibility before choosing a product or deciding how much autonomy
to give the system.

Does the outcome matter?

Define whose work improves and how you will measure it.

Faster processing, fewer errors or better decisions only

create value if people can use the result in their daily

workflow.

Can it work now?

Check whether the data, technical path, people and workflow

are ready. For the strongest candidates, confirm that

evidence is accessible, behavior can be evaluated and failures

can be contained or escalated.

Give the top two or three candidates an owner and a roadmap, then take one contained use case from pilot to production.

Use GROUND, BUILD, VALIDATE and IMPROVE to establish whether the outcome holds in real use before expanding its

scope or authority.

Explore the Snowflake examples Cortex Search Cortex Analyst AI Functions Cortex Agents
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01
Change

Relevant component →

02
Compare

Baseline + regressions

→

03
Review

Quality, latency, cost

→

04
Promote

Approved changes

Candidates

5-10 problems

Owner + outcome

→ Prioritize

Business value

Immediate feasibility

→Qualify

Evidence + evaluation

Control + adoption

→ Commit

Top 2-3 candidates

Owner + roadmap

https://docs.snowflake.com/en/user-guide/snowflake-cortex/cortex-search/cortex-search-overview
https://docs.snowflake.com/en/user-guide/snowflake-cortex/cortex-analyst
https://docs.snowflake.com/en/user-guide/snowflake-cortex/aisql
https://docs.snowflake.com/en/user-guide/snowflake-cortex/cortex-agents

