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What to automate, what tools to use,
and what it costs.

This  guide  is  written  for  small  business  owners  evaluating  automation  tools  and  agencies.  It  covers  the
processes  worth  automating  first,  a  plain-language  tool  comparison,  pricing  for  different  build  paths,  and
questions to ask before hiring anyone.



FREE REFERENCE GUIDE



aplosai.com/audit  ·  Get a free automation audit
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What automation actually means for small businesses

When people say "automation," they usually mean software that waits for a trigger and then does something. A
form gets  submitted -> an email  goes out.  An invoice hits  14 days overdue -> a text  reminder  fires.  A job is
marked complete -> a review request lands in the customer's inbox.

That's it. No science fiction. No "AI" making decisions on its own. Just logic that runs without someone sitting
there pressing buttons.

  “If someone had to do this same task 50 times a day, could a computer do it instead?”
If the answer is yes, it's probably automatable.

Three categories to know

1. Communication automation

Sending messages based on what happens in your business. Appointment reminders, follow-up emails, review
requests, re-engagement texts. These run on a schedule or a trigger, not on someone's memory.

2. Data automation

Moving information between tools automatically. When a customer books, their details go into your CRM. When
a sale closes, it updates a spreadsheet. Eliminates manual copy-paste and the errors that come with it.

3. Workflow automation

Connecting steps in a process. A new lead fills out a form -> a task is created -> the salesperson gets a Slack
message  ->  a  follow-up  email  goes  to  the  lead  10  minutes  later.  The  whole  sequence  runs  without  anyone
touching it.

  Important distinction: automation does not replace judgment. It replaces repetition. Use it for the parts of your
day where the right answer is always the same.
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The 5 processes worth automating first

These five areas deliver the clearest return. They require the fewest integrations, work for most business types,
and produce results you can measure.

  1. Lead response
  What it does: Sends an acknowledgment (email or text) within seconds of a new inquiry, then alerts your team.
  Why it matters: Speed-to-contact is one of the strongest predictors of whether a lead converts. Responding within 5
minutes is significantly better than waiting even an hour.
  Typical build cost: $800-$2,000 one-time
  Monthly savings: 3-5 hours of manual follow-up; fewer leads lost to competitors who respond faster.

  2. Appointment reminders
  What it does: Sends a reminder 24-48 hours before an appointment, with a confirm/cancel link.
  Why it matters: No-show rates drop significantly when customers get a reminder. For service businesses, even one
recovered appointment per week adds up over a year.
  Typical build cost: $600-$1,500 one-time
  Monthly  savings:  Depends  on  your  average  ticket  value  and  current  no-show  rate,  but  the  math  is  usually
straightforward to calculate.

  3. Invoice follow-up
  What it does: Detects overdue invoices in your accounting tool (QuickBooks, Xero, etc.) and sends a polite reminder
at day 7, day 14, and day 30.
  Why it matters: Most unpaid invoices are not disputes - they're forgotten. Automated reminders collect money that
would otherwise sit for weeks.
  Typical build cost: $800-$2,000 one-time
  Monthly savings: Depends on outstanding A/R volume, but even one invoice collected early per month often covers
the build cost quickly.

  4. Review requests
  What it does: After a job is marked complete or a purchase is made, sends a text or email asking for a Google (or
Yelp) review.
  Why it matters: Most satisfied customers don't leave reviews because they forget or don't think to. A well-timed ask
after a good experience converts at a much higher rate.
  Typical build cost: $500-$1,200 one-time
  Monthly savings: Review volume is a long-term asset. More reviews improve local search ranking and conversion
rates for new visitors.

  5. Customer reactivation
  What it does: Identifies customers who haven't bought or booked in 90-180 days, sends a re-engagement offer or
check-in message.
  Why it matters: Reactivating a past customer costs far less than acquiring a new one. They already know you.
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  Typical build cost: $1,000-$2,500 one-time
  Monthly savings: Varies by business, but even a small  reactivation rate on a dormant customer list  can generate
meaningful revenue.
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Tool comparison: n8n vs Make vs Zapier

These three tools are the most widely used for business automation. They all let you connect apps and build
workflows, but they differ on cost, complexity, and control.

Zapier Make n8n

Monthly cost
$29.99+/mo
(2,000 tasks)

$16+/mo
(10,000 ops)

Free self-hosted
or ~$20/mo cloud

Learning curve Easy Medium
Steeper - most

powerful

Best for
Non-technical

users
Mid-complexity

workflows
Developers

and agencies

Hosting Cloud only Cloud only
Self-hosted

or cloud

Custom code Limited Moderate Full JavaScript

Note: Prices as of early 2026. Check each platform for current pricing.

  Most automation agencies use n8n or Make for client builds. Reason: lower ongoing cost, more flexibility, and
the client owns the system after delivery. Zapier is better suited to business owners who want to build their own
simple automations without writing code.

A note on AI features in automation tools

Zapier,  Make,  and  n8n  have  all  added  AI  features  (usually  GPT-based).  These  let  you  summarize  emails,
classify incoming messages, or draft  responses automatically. They're genuinely useful for specific cases but
add complexity and cost. Start with the basics first.
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What it costs: 3 ways to get automation built

There is no single right answer. The best option depends on how technical you are, how much time you have,
and how complex the automation needs to be.

  Option 1: DIY with Zapier or Make
  $15-$50/mo tool cost + your time

• You build and maintain it yourself.
• Works well for simple, single-step automations (e.g., "when form is submitted, send me an email").
• Gets harder as complexity grows - multi-step flows, conditional logic, error handling.
• Time cost is real. Learning curve and troubleshooting add up.

  Best when: You're technical, the automation is simple, and you want to stay hands-on.

  Option 2: Agency build (one-time fixed price)
  $4,000-$20,000 one-time - you own it, no ongoing agency fees

• Agency scopes, builds, tests, and hands off the automation.
• You own the workflow after delivery - no subscription to the agency.
• Tool cost (n8n, Make) is usually $20-$50/mo, paid by you going forward.
• Good agencies include documentation and a brief training handoff.
• Price  range  is  wide  because  complexity  varies.  A  lead  response  system  is  simpler  than  a  full  CRM  +

scheduling + billing integration.

  Best when: You want it done right, done fast, and done once.

  Option 3: In-house hire
  $45,000-$85,000/yr salary + benefits + overhead

• Full-time employee who builds and manages your automations.
• Makes sense at scale when your automation needs are ongoing and complex.
• Hard to hire well - automation expertise spans multiple tools and disciplines.
• Total cost including benefits and overhead is typically 1.25-1.4x base salary.

  Best when: You have continuous, complex automation work that justifies a full headcount.
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How to evaluate an automation agency

Before  hiring  anyone  to  build  automations  for  your  business,  ask  these  ten  questions.  A  good  agency  will
answer them clearly. Vague answers are a signal.

1. Do I own the automation after it's built?
The answer should be yes, unconditionally. You should be able to take the workflow files and run them without
the agency.

2. What happens if something breaks after delivery?
Good agencies include a short support window (30-90 days). Understand what's covered and what isn't before
you sign.

3. Do you use n8n, Make, or Zapier - and why?
They should have a clear reason. "We use n8n because it's self-hostable and the client owns the system" is a
better answer than "we use whatever you want."

4. Can you show me a live build similar to mine?
A portfolio or live demo is the best proof of competence. If they can't show you anything working, that's a gap.

5. What does the handoff look like?
You  should  receive  documentation  and  a  walkthrough.  You  shouldn't  need  the  agency  to  explain  your  own
system to you six months later.

6. Do you charge monthly fees after delivery?
Some  agencies  build  on  platforms  that  require  their  own  subscription  or  lock  you  into  a  retainer.  Know  this
upfront.

7. How long until it's live?
For  a  focused  build,  1-2  weeks  is  typical.  Longer  timelines  are  fine  for  complex  systems,  but  should  be
explained, not assumed.

8. What do you need from me to start?
A good agency can list this clearly: access to your tools, a brief on the workflow, test data. If  they can't scope
what they need, they haven't scoped the project.

9. Who maintains it after delivery?
For simple automations, you should be able to. For complex ones, understand whether you'll need ongoing help
and what that costs.

10. What's your discovery process before quoting?
Agencies  that  quote  without  asking questions are  guessing.  A proper  discovery  call  or  questionnaire  before  a
proposal is a sign of a structured process.
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Red flags when shopping for automation help

Not every automation agency is the same. These are patterns that should make you pause before committing.

  [!]  "We'll figure it out as we go"
  A legitimate build starts with a clear scope. If an agency can't tell you what they're building before they start billing,
that's a problem. Discovery should happen before a quote, not during the build.

  [!]  Monthly retainer with no clear deliverable
  Retainers make sense for ongoing work with a defined scope. They don't  make sense for a one-time automation
build. If you're paying monthly but can't describe what you're getting each month, renegotiate or walk away.

  [!]  Can't show you a live example
  Any  agency  that  has  built  automations  should  be  able  to  show  you  something  working.  A  portfolio,  a  screen
recording, a demo environment - something. "We can't share client work" is sometimes legitimate, but there should
be something they can show.

  [!]  Quotes without scoping first
  If you describe your problem in one paragraph and receive a quote within minutes, they haven't thought it through.
Good builds  require  understanding  your  tools,  your  data  structure,  your  edge cases.  A  real  quote  takes  at  least  a
conversation.

  [!]  Uses "AI" to mean basic automation
  Sending an automated email is not AI. Connecting two apps is not AI. When a vendor uses "AI" loosely to describe
simple trigger-action workflows, it usually means they're selling the buzzword, not the capability. Ask them to explain
exactly what the AI component is and what it decides.

  [!]  No documentation in the deliverable
  After a build, you should receive something that explains how it works, what each step does, and what to check if
something breaks. If documentation isn't mentioned, ask for it explicitly before signing.
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ABOUT APLOS AI

Fixed-price automation builds
for small businesses.

We  scope,  build,  and  hand  off  automation  systems  for  service  businesses,  professional  firms,  and  retail
operations.  One-time  price.  1-2  week  delivery.  You  own  everything  after  delivery  -  no  lock-in,  no  ongoing
agency fees.

We use n8n and Make for most builds. Every project includes documentation and a walkthrough so your team
can maintain it without us.

Get a free automation audit

Tell us what your business does and where you spend the most time on repetitive tasks. We'll map
out what's automatable and give you an honest assessment - no sales pressure.

aplosai.com/audit
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