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Almost every established business is sitting on a goldmine it can’t dig: years of contracts, reports, emails, policies, manuals and PDFs holding
the answers to questions people ask every day. The dream is to ask that pile a question (“what’s our liability clause with this supplier?”) and get
a straight, sourced answer. The reason it usually stays a dream has nothing to do with the AI. The data underneath simply isn’t ready.

This model lays out the five stages between “it’s all in a shared drive somewhere” and “we can ask our documents questions and trust the
answer.” It’s useful for two reasons: it tells you honestly where you are, and it stops you trying to leap to the end before the foundations exist.
You don’t always need stage five, but you do need to know which stage your goal actually requires.

The five stages
Stage Where you are What it feels like

1 · Scattered Files across drives, inboxes, desktops and paper “I know we have it. I just can’t find it.”

2 · Centralised Everything’s in one place, but unstructured Keyword search that mostly disappoints

3 · Organised Consistent structure, naming and metadata A person can reliably find the right document

4 · Searchable by meaning Documents indexed so you can search by concept “Find me clauses like this” actually works

5 · Conversational Ask questions, get answers grounded in your documents “What does our policy say about X?” → a cited answer

Stage 1: Scattered
Documents live wherever they landed: personal drives, email attachments, a filing cabinet, three different cloud accounts. Finding anything
depends on remembering who made it and when.

What it costs you:  time lost hunting, decisions made on the wrong version, knowledge that walks out the door when a person leaves.

Next step: get everything into one place. Unglamorous, and the single highest-value move you can make. Nothing downstream works without
it.

Stage 2: Centralised
It’s all in one system now (SharePoint, Google Drive, a document store), but it’s a pile, not a library. Search is keyword-only, so it finds
documents that contain a word, not documents that answer a question.

What it costs you:  search that returns 200 results or none, and staff who give up and ask a colleague instead.

Next step: impose structure. Folders that make sense, consistent naming, and basic metadata (type, date, owner, status).

Stage 3: Organised
There’s a real structure now. Documents are named consistently and tagged with enough metadata that a person who knows the system can
reliably find the right thing. This is where many well-run businesses sensibly stop.

What it costs you:  finding still depends on human knowledge of the structure, and “find me everything similar to this” is still hard.

Next step: make it searchable by meaning. Index the content so the system understands concepts, not just keywords.

Stage 4: Searchable by meaning
The content is indexed (in AI terms, embedded) so you can search by idea. “Show me contracts with clauses like this one” returns the right
documents even when they share no exact words. This is the foundation everything conversational is built on.

What it costs you:  you can find the right passages fast, but a person still has to read and synthesise them.

Next step: put a grounded question-and-answer layer on top, carefully, with access control.

Stage 5: Conversational
You can ask a plain question and get an answer drawn from your own documents, with citations back to the source  so you can trust and
verify it. Done properly this respects who’s allowed to see what, and it says “I don’t know” instead of inventing an answer.

What it costs you:  done badly, it confidently makes things up or leaks documents to people who shouldn’t see them. The engineering that
prevents that is the whole job.
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Find your stage, then take one step
The point of the model isn’t to reach stage five. It’s to find the next step:

1. Be honest about where you are.  If finding a document still depends on asking the person who made it, you’re at stage one or two,
whatever the tech stack suggests.

2. Take exactly one step.  You can’t skip stages: a conversational layer over scattered, unstructured data produces confident nonsense.
Each stage is the foundation for the next.

3. Match the stage to the need.  A team that just needs to find documents reliably should aim for stage three and stop. Reserve stages four
and five for where answering questions across a large body of documents is genuinely valuable.

Common mistakes
Buying the chatbot before doing the cleanup.  A stage-five tool on stage-one data is the most common, most expensive disappointment
in this space. The answer is only ever as good as what’s underneath.
Ignoring access control. The moment you can ask questions across all your documents, “who’s allowed to see this answer?” becomes a
serious question. It has to be designed in, not bolted on.
Treating it as one big project. You don’t migrate the whole business to stage five. You pick one valuable body of documents (contracts,
policies, a knowledge base) and move that up the stages.

If you want a conversational layer over genuinely sensitive material, the controls matter as much as the cleverness, which is what our Private &
Sovereign AI and Data & Analytics work is built around. Not sure which stage you’re really at? That’s a good first thing to work out together on a
discovery call.

Need this adapted to your organisation, systems or data? Book a discovery call: https://rangefrontlabs.com.au/contact/
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