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A  SHORT  NOTE  BEFORE  YOU  START

What this is — and what it isn’t.

This is a short primer on three things every business owner now has to

understand: digital marketing, SEO, and where AI integration actually moves

the needle. It’s written in plain English, deliberately, because the industry

around these topics has done an excellent job of making them sound more

complicated than they are.

It’s not an exhaustive textbook. It’s not a step-by-step manual. And it’s not a sales pitch

dressed up as a download — there’s no drip-sequence waiting for you after this. What it is, is

the mental model and the basic vocabulary I’d want every business owner I work with to

have before we start a conversation. The levers, the trade-offs, and the questions you

should be asking the people you hire.

WHO  TH IS  I S  FOR

Business owners. People running real companies with revenue to protect, customers to

serve, and not enough hours in the day to become full-time marketers. The goal isn’t to

make you an expert. It’s to make you a more informed buyer of expertise.

HOW  TO  READ  IT

Section 1 — the four marketing channels every business has access to, what each

actually costs, and where most owners overweight or underweight.

Section 2 — SEO, demystified. What it is, the three levers, and the common mistakes that

quietly leak revenue every month.

Section 3 — AI integration. The honest version. Where it genuinely helps a small business

and where it’s noise dressed up as innovation.

Section 4 — a one-page self-audit you can run on your own setup in about ten minutes.
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01
SECT ION  ONE

The four marketing channels.

Almost every marketing dollar a business spends ends up in one of four

buckets. Knowing what they are — and what each one is good for — is the

difference between buying marketing and buying expensive guesswork.

Paid — the rented channel

Paid advertising is the channel where you pay to show up. Google Search Ads, Meta and

Instagram, YouTube, LinkedIn, and the rest. The advantage is speed: you can be visible to

qualified buyers within hours. The disadvantage is that the moment you stop paying, the

visibility stops. You don’t own anything you built.

For most businesses, paid is the right answer for testing (does this offer convert?),

launching (we need traffic now), and specific high-value moments. It’s almost always the

wrong answer as the only channel you’re running.

Organic — the channel you own

Organic is everything you build that earns visibility without paying for each impression:

search-engine rankings, your website’s authority, the blog or resources you publish, the

videos you put on YouTube, the content that shows up when someone searches for what

you do. It’s slow. It compounds. And ten years in, it’s usually the most valuable marketing

asset a business has.

THE  MISTAKE  MOST  OWNERS  MAKE

Treating organic like paid. They publish for three months, see no movement, conclude

“SEO doesn’t work,” and shut it down — right before the compound curve they paid for

starts to bend.
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Owned — the most under-rated asset you have

Your email list, your customer database, your text subscribers, your loyalty program. These

are the channels where you reach people who’ve already said yes to hearing from you,

without an algorithm between you. The cost per touch is roughly zero. The conversion rates

are usually multiples of any other channel.

Most businesses sit on a list of past customers and contact them roughly never. This is one

of the cheapest and highest-leverage fixes available to almost any business: write to the

people who’ve already bought from you, regularly, with something worth reading.

Earned — the hardest, often the most valuable

PR mentions, word of mouth, customer reviews, referrals, a podcast appearance, a journalist

quoting you in a story. Earned is what happens when other people choose to talk about you.

You can’t buy it directly — and that’s exactly why it’s persuasive.

The lever you do have over earned: be worth talking about. Do extraordinary work. Make the

customer experience better than it needs to be. Ask for the review when the moment is right.

The rest follows.

T H E  TA K E AWAY

Most businesses spend almost all of their marketing budget on paid and almost none of it on the

three channels that compound. The fix is rarely “spend more on ads.” It’s “rebalance across all

four.”
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SECT ION  TWO

SEO, plainly explained.

Strip away the jargon and SEO is one question: when somebody who could

become your customer searches for what you do, does your business show

up? Everything else is implementation detail.

The three levers

Search engines decide what to show using thousands of signals, but those signals roll up

into three levers every owner should understand.

WHY  SEO  MATTERS  MORE ,  NOT  LESS ,  I N  THE  A I  ERA

AI search engines (ChatGPT, Perplexity, Google’s AI Overviews) draw their answers from

the same web of content the traditional search engines indexed. The sites with strong SEO

foundations are the sites the AI models cite. Investing in SEO today is investing in being

visible in whatever search looks like in five years.

Technical. Does your site load fast? Does it work on mobile? Can search engines

actually crawl and read your pages? This is the foundation. If it’s broken, nothing else

matters.

1

Content. Do you have pages that actually answer what your customers are searching

for? Not generic “blog posts.” Specific, useful, well-written pages that resolve a real

question.

2

Authority. Do other reputable sites link to yours? Do you have real reviews? Is your

business mentioned on the web in the contexts your customers care about? Authority is

what tells the search engine you’re a credible answer.

3
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The five mistakes that quietly leak revenue

Almost every small-business website I’ve audited in the last five years has at least three of

these. They are all fixable.

T H E  TA K E AWAY

SEO is not a one-time project. It’s an ongoing practice. The businesses that compound over a

decade are the ones that treated it as part of how they operate — not a campaign they ran once.

No clear page for what you actually do. The homepage says everything; nothing says

one specific thing. Search engines have no idea which query you’re the answer to.

A Google Business Profile that’s half-finished or unclaimed. For local businesses, the

profile is often more important than the website. Photos, hours, services, posts, reviews

— most are neglected entirely.

Slow mobile performance. If your site takes more than three seconds to load on a phone,

you’re losing the majority of visitors before they see anything. Search engines factor this

into rankings.

No reviews, or reviews you stopped asking for. A steady drip of recent reviews is one of

the strongest local-SEO signals there is. Most businesses ask once at launch and never

again.

Content that exists for SEO instead of for customers. Thin, keyword-stuffed pages that

read like they were written for a machine. These used to work. They now actively hurt

you.
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SECT ION  THREE

Where AI actually helps.

AI is the most over-marketed and under-implemented technology in business

right now. Almost every tool you use has bolted “AI” onto its marketing page;

almost none of them have meaningfully changed your work. The honest

framing matters before the practical one.

The honest framing

AI — specifically the large-language-model class of AI that’s changed everything in the last

few years — is a genuinely powerful tool. It is not a replacement for thinking. It is not a

replacement for knowing your customers. And it is absolutely not the kind of thing you can

buy your way into competence with by signing up for the right subscription.

What AI is good at, when integrated well, is taking specific repetitive tasks off your plate,

drafting first versions of things faster than a human can, and letting a small team operate

with the leverage of a larger one. That’s the real opportunity, and it’s substantial.

WHERE  I T  GENU INELY  HELPS

Drafting first versions of emails, proposals,

blog posts

Summarizing long documents in seconds

Customer support triage and FAQ answering

Extracting structured data from messy

inputs

Translating between languages reliably

Light coding and spreadsheet automation

WHERE  I T ’S  MOSTLY  NO ISE

Chatbots that frustrate customers more than

they help

“AI insights” that re-state what you already

knew

Strategic decisions that need real judgment

Anything claiming to fully replace a skilled

human

Generic content with no point of view

Tools that add an AI feature without

changing anything
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How to evaluate an AI tool for your business

Almost every software product is shipping AI features this year. Some of them are genuinely

useful, most of them are marketing. Three questions cut through it fast.

Where to start, if you’re starting

The highest-leverage AI integration for almost any small business is the same: pick one

repetitive task that’s consuming hours per week (drafting emails, writing job descriptions,

summarizing calls, generating first-draft content) and use a single capable model — Claude,

ChatGPT, or Gemini — to do that one task. Master that workflow. Then add another.

T H E  TA K E AWAY

AI is a tool. The businesses winning with it are the ones using it to do specific things faster — not

the ones trying to outsource their judgment to it. Start small, prove value, expand from there.

What specific job will this do for me that I’m currently doing by hand? If you can’t

name the job in one sentence, the tool isn’t the right tool for you. AI is excellent at

narrow, repeated tasks — not at vague “productivity” promises.

1

How long will it take to know if it’s working? If the answer is “a few months and a

custom implementation,” the tool probably isn’t mature enough to bet on. Good AI

integrations show value in the first session.

2

What does it look like when it’s wrong — and how do I catch it? Every AI tool produces

confident-sounding mistakes. The question is whether the workflow lets you catch

them before they reach your customer. If not, it’s not ready for that job.

3
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SECT ION  FOUR

A ten-minute self-audit.

Run through this on your own setup. Check the boxes you can confidently say yes to. If you

can’t check three or more in any group, that’s where the next conversation should start.

Digital Marketing

I know what I spend per month on each of the four channels (paid, organic, owned, earned).

I have an email list, and I write to it at least once a month.

I can name the single channel producing the most revenue right now.

I have a system for asking happy customers for reviews or referrals.

SEO

My website loads in under three seconds on a phone.

I have a dedicated page for each of my main services or products.

My Google Business Profile is claimed, complete, and updated regularly.

I’ve received at least one new Google review in the last 90 days.

I know which search terms my customers actually use to find businesses like mine.

AI Integration

I use at least one AI tool weekly for a specific, named task.

I can describe one task in my business that AI took meaningfully off my plate.

I have a written process for checking AI output before it reaches a customer.
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CLOS ING

If you want to take it further.

The questions in the self-audit are deliberately the same questions I’d ask in

the first ten minutes of a real conversation. If you went through them and

found yourself wanting a second set of eyes, that’s what I do.

I run a small consulting practice focused on three things: digital marketing strategy that

actually fits your business, SEO that compounds instead of churning, and AI integration done

with judgment about where it helps and where it gets in the way. Twenty-five years of doing

this kind of work for businesses that take their craft seriously.

The first conversation is always free and there’s never a hard sell waiting at the end of it. If

we’re not the right fit I’ll tell you, and I’ll point you toward someone who is.

WEB

georgehinestrosa.com

EMA I L

contact@georgehinestrosa.com

NEXT  STEP

Want to talk through your specific setup?
Book a thirty-minute call. Bring the audit on the previous page if it’s

useful. I’ll have read your replies before we get on.

BOOK  A  CALL    ›
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