AI system specification
Turns a business brief into something an engineer can build and test. Keep it under ten pages. Fill in the highlighted fields. The owner reads and signs the last page.
	System
	[Name]

	Business owner
	[Name, role]

	Engineer
	[Name]

	Version and date
	[1.0, date]


Two questions to ask the brief first
	Question
	Answer

	What is the unit of work (a ticket, an email, a form), and how does the system know one has arrived?
	

	What does the system do when it cannot do the task: say so, guess, or pass to a person with the context?
	


1. The task
One paragraph: what goes in, what comes out, for whom, and what happens with the output.
[Write here]
2. The inputs
Exactly what the system is given, from where, and what it must not see. Include the awkward cases: empty, another language, a reply to a reply.
[Write here]
3. The acceptable output
What good means, concretely enough to grade: length, structure, required and forbidden elements, tone; for a classification, the categories and what each means. This becomes the evaluation set.
[Write here]
4. The level and pattern
Which level of AI (copilot, assistant, agent, agentic system) and which workflow pattern or agent design, with the reason.
[Write here]
5. The failure modes
How the system can be wrong, what each kind of wrong does, how it would be detected, and what the system does instead.
[Write here]
6. The limits on what it can do
What it may do on its own, what needs a person, under what limits, with what record, and who can stop it.
[Write here]
7. The evaluation plan
Where the first fifty real cases come from, who writes the reference answers, the threshold (set by the owner, before testing), and how the set is kept current.
[Write here]
8. The operating plan
Cost per task, expected volume, response time, what is logged, who is on call, the review date and the switch-off condition.
[Write here]
Decision log
Record each decision a later change could quietly undo: a data boundary, code chosen over a model, a schema, a permission. Keep it where the coding assistant reads it.
	No.
	Decision
	Why
	Date

	0001
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	




The system on one page
In the owner's words. If it does not fit on one page, the system is not yet understood.
	The brief
	[ ]

	What it does (the specification in brief)
	[ ]

	The workflow
	[ ]

	Tools and their limits
	[ ]

	Data it may and may not see
	[ ]

	Evaluation and threshold
	[ ]

	Running cost
	[ ]

	Bought and built
	[ ]

	Accountable owner
	[ ]

	Review date
	[ ]



I confirm the acceptable output above is what the business needs, and that the system will be judged against the threshold.
Owner: [Name]          Signature: ______________________          Date: [Date]
From Enceladus AI (enceladus.ai), adapted from ENGINEER by Ian Lawton. A starting point to adapt to your system.




