
The essential skills for 
artificial intelligence 

(esai) framework
The Essential Skills for Artificial Intelligence (ESAI) Framework is a platform-agnostic 
competency framework designed to help individuals and organizations maximize the 
value of artificial intelligence. Rather than focusing on a specific AI tool, model, or 
platform, ESAI identifies the essential skills needed to effectively interact with, 
evaluate, apply, and strategically leverage AI technologies. The framework consists of 
seven interconnected competencies: Communication, Creativity, Ingenuity, Strategic 
Thinking, Capability, Functionality, and Tools. These competencies are transferable and 
can be applied across current and future AI systems. By focusing on enduring skills 
instead of platform-specific knowledge, the ESAI Framework provides a practical 
foundation for achieving better outcomes, making informed decisions, and using AI 
responsibly regardless of the technology being used.
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communication

Communicating with ai

Effective communication is the foundation of successful AI interactions. The quality of an AI's output 
is largely dependent on the quality of the user's input. As a result, communication is most important 
skill an individual can develop when working with AI. Poor communication is one of the primary 
reasons users receive inaccurate, incomplete, or generic responses.

Effective communication with AI extends beyond simply asking questions. It involves structuring 
prompts, providing relevant details, specifying desired outcomes, evaluating responses, and 
iteratively refining outputs until they meet a user's needs. Strong AI communication skills enable users 
to transform AI from a simple tool into a collaborative tool capable of supporting complex tasks 
problem-solving, learning and decision-making, and creative endeavors.

Developing this skill enables individuals and organizations to communicate their goals, expectations, 
and requirements more effectively to AI systems. As users become more proficient communicators, 
they learn how to provide the right level of context, ask better questions, refine outputs through 
iteration, and guide AI toward more accurate and useful results. Effective communication also helps 
users adapt their interactions based on the task, audience, and desired outcome, allowing them to 
consistently achieve higher-quality outputs and greater value from AI.

Key Focus Areas & Skills to Build: Prompt engineering, conversational prompting, context building, 
information structuring, clarity and conciseness, questioning techniques, active iteration, feedback 
loops, output evaluation, instruction writing, and refining AI-generated responses

Why It Matters: Effective communication significantly improves the quality, relevance, and usefulness 
of AI outputs. It enables users to achieve better results with less effort, reduces misunderstandings, 
and increases productivity. Without strong communication skills, users may receive generic, 
inaccurate, or incomplete responses, struggle to improve outputs through iteration, and fail to provide 
the context necessary for AI to deliver meaningful assistance. Developing this skill ensures that users 
can consistently collaborate with AI more effectively, maximize the value of AI-generated outputs, and 
leverage AI to support learning, decision-making, creativity, and goal achievement.
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Using AI creatively is where its true power emerges. Creatively using AI involves generating original 
ideas, exploring new possibilities, and remixing, combining, and evolving existing ideas and concepts 
into something new and valuable.

This isn't limited to art and design; it also applies to problem-solving, business strategies and 
innovation, product development, education, marketing, communication, and countless other areas. 
AI can be used as a creative thinking partner to help overcome creative blocks, explore alternative 
perspectives, and generates ideas rapidly.  

Using AI creatively is not about replacing human imagination. It is about amplifying it by expanding 
the number of possibilities users can explore and helping them turn ideas into actionable outcomes.

Developing this skill enables individuals and organizations to leverage AI as a catalyst for innovation, 
exploration, and discovery. Rather than relying solely on familiar approaches or existing knowledge, 
creative AI users learn how to generate diverse possibilities, challenge assumptions, and uncover 
novel solutions to complex problems. As users strengthen their creative abilities with AI, they become 
better equipped to adapt to changing circumstances, identify opportunities others may overlook, and 
develop innovative ideas that create meaningful value.

Key Focus Areas & Skills to Build: Brainstorming with AI, divergent thinking, design thinking, 
creative problem-solving, concept development, innovation techniques, art principles, art mediums, 
art styles, color theory, design theory, visual design, content creation, storyboarding, storytelling, and 
cross-tool integration

Why It Matters: Creative use of AI allows users to move beyond basic outputs and utilize AI as a tool 
for innovation, exploration, and discovery. It empowers individuals and organizations to generate new 
ideas, solve problems in unconventional ways and prevents them from limiting AI to routine tasks. 
Developing creativity enables individuals and organizations to enhance their creative capabilities 
while maintaining human originality, judgment, and vision, resulting in more impactful ideas, products, 
strategies, and outcomes.

creativity
Creative use of ai
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 Ingenuity is the ability to use AI resourcefully, strategically, and innovatively to achieve outcomes 
beyond its intended or obvious purpose. This involves combining AI with existing tools, technologies, 
workflows, and human expertise to create greater value and functionality.

An ingenious user of AI recognizes opportunities where others see limitations. This may involve 
integrating multiple AI tools, automating complex processes, repurposing AI-generated outputs, 
customizing workflows, or combining AI with other technologies to create entirely new solutions.  
Ingenuity focuses less on generating ideas and more on transforming ideas into practical, scalable, 
and impactful solutions.

Developing this skill enables individuals and organizations to maximize the value of AI by extending 
its capabilities beyond standard use cases. Rather than using AI as a standalone tool, ingenious 
users learn how to integrate it into broader systems, workflows, and strategies to solve complex 
problems and create unique advantages. As AI technologies continue to evolve, individuals who 
cultivate ingenuity are better equipped to identify emerging opportunities, adapt to changing 
circumstances, and develop innovative solutions that drive meaningful results.

Key Focus Areas & Skills to Build: Cross-tool integration, workflow design, process automation, 
systems thinking, problem-solving, resourcefulness, solution design, AI customization, 
experimentation, implementation planning, converting AI outputs into real-world actions, and 
combining AI with human expertise and other technologies

Why It Matters: AI's greatest value often comes not from what it can do on its own, but from how 
effectively it is combined with people, processes, and technologies. Without this skill, users may limit 
AI to basic tasks and fail to recognize opportunities for innovation, efficiency, and competitive 
advantage. Developing ingenuity enables individuals and organizations to unlock new possibilities, 
create scalable solutions, solve complex challenges, and generate outcomes that would be difficult or 
impossible to achieve through conventional approaches alone.

Creativity generates possibilities, ideas, concepts, and new ways of thinking.
Ingenuity turns those possibilities into practical, scalable, and valuable solutions.

ingenuity
Innovative use of ai
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AI technologies have different capabilities. Some are great at generating text, while others specialize 
in creating images, analyzing data, writing code, processing audio and video, conducting research, 
and automating tasks. Understanding what different AI tools are capable of allows users to select the 
right AI technology for specific tasks and goals.

Recognizing AI capabilities involves more than just simply know what a tool can do. It also requires 
understanding its strengths, limitations, and appropriate uses cases. While AI can significantly 
improve productivity, efficiency, and decision-making, it is not equally effective in every situation. 
Some AI systems perform exceptionally well in certain areas while producing unreliable or inaccurate 
results in others. Effective users understand when AI is likely to provide value, when additional 
verification is needed, and when human expertise should take precedence.

Developing this skill enables users to evaluate AI technologies critically, make informed decisions 
about which tools to use, and establish realistic expectations for AI-generated outputs. It also helps 
users understand how far they can push the technology while recognizing where its limitations begin. 
As AI continues to evolve, the ability to assess and leverage its capabilities will become increasingly 
important for both individuals and organizations.

Key Focus Areas & Skills to Build: Tool evaluation, critical thinking, skepticism, error recognition, 
fact-checking outputs, understanding AI strengths and limitations, identifying appropriate use cases, 
comparing AI tools, output validation, and knowing when human judgment is required

Why It Matters: The relevance of this skill lies in a user's ability to determine which AI tool is most 
effective in achieving a goal. Being aware of an AI's capabilities helps users maximize its value while 
preventing the overestimation of what the technology can do. It also ensures that users do not rely on 
AI to solve every problem, overlook the need for human oversight, or accept outputs without 
verification. Developing this skill leads to better decision-making, higher-quality results, more effective 
use of AI technologies, and a reduced risk of misinformation and costly errors.

capability
Recognizing the capabilities of ai
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Strategically using AI involves looking beyond its immediate benefits and focusing on how it can 
create long-term value for individuals and organizations. Rather than using AI solely to complete 
tasks faster or automate routine work, strategic AI users consider how the technology can support 
broader goals, improve decision-making, increase adaptability, and contribute to sustainable growth 
over time.

Strategic thinking with AI requires aligning AI initiatives with desired outcomes and organizational 
objectives. This includes evaluating opportunities, managing risks, considering ethical implications, 
ensuring compliance with policies and regulations, and determining how AI can be integrated into 
existing processes and workflows. It also involves using AI to adapt to changing conditions, solve 
emerging challenges, facilitate collaboration, and support data-driven decision-making.

Developing this skill enables users to move from tactical AI use to transformational AI use. Instead of 
simply reacting to immediate needs, strategic AI users proactively identify opportunities where AI can 
create competitive advantages, improve efficiency, enhance innovation, and support long-term 
success. As AI continues to reshape industries and workplaces, the ability to think strategically about 
its implementation and impact will become increasingly valuable.

 Key Focus Areas & Skills to Build: Critical thinking, strategic planning, risk assessment, ethical 
considerations, compliance and governance, decision-making, strategic alignment with goals and 
objectives, change management, data-driven thinking, opportunity identification, resource 
optimization, and the ability to apply AI to evolving business and operational needs

Why It Matters: Failure to utilize AI strategically can result in misalignment with goals, limited use 
that only addresses immediate needs, unnecessary expenses, inefficient implementation, and 
potential legal or ethical issues. Strategic use of AI enables individuals and organizations to achieve 
greater scalability, adaptability, and efficiency while maximizing the value of their investments. This 
skill helps ensure that AI supports meaningful growth, strengthens decision-making, and creates 
opportunities that may not be possible through traditional approaches alone.

Strategic thinking
Strategic use of ai
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Understanding the functionality of AI involves developing a foundational knowledge of how AI 
systems operate, learn, and generate outputs. While users do not need to become AI engineers or 
data scientists, they should understand the core concepts that influence AI behavior, performance, 
and reliability. This includes understanding how AI models are trained, how they process data, how 
they generate responses, and why they sometimes make mistakes.

Functionality also involves recognizing that AI does not think, reason, or understand information in the 
same way humans do. AI systems identify patterns in data, predict likely outcomes, and generate 
outputs based on statistical relationships learned during training. As a result, AI can produce highly 
convincing responses that may still contain inaccuracies, biases, outdated information, or fabricated 
content. Understanding these underlying processes helps users interpret outputs more effectively and 
avoid placing unwarranted trust in AI-generated information.

Developing this skill enables individuals to communicate more effectively with AI, troubleshoot poor 
outputs, recognize common limitations, and make informed decisions about when additional 
verification is necessary. A basic understanding of AI functionality empowers users to work alongside 
AI more effectively while maintaining appropriate human oversight and accountability.

Key Focus Areas & Skills to Build: Basic AI literacy, understanding machine learning concepts, 
natural language processing fundamentals, training data awareness, prompt-response relationships, 
pattern recognition, bias identification, hallucination awareness, understanding model limitations, data 
privacy awareness, output interpretation, and recognizing how AI generates predictions and 
recommendations

Why It Matters: Understanding how AI functions helps users become more informed and effective AI 
practitioners. Without this knowledge, users may mistakenly believe that AI knows everything or 
reasons like a human, leading them to place excessive trust in its outputs, overlook its limitations, and 
fail to identify inaccuracies, biases, or fabricated information. A foundational understanding of AI 
functionality leads to more effective communication with AI systems, improved output quality, better 
decision-making, stronger data awareness, and a healthier balance between AI assistance and 
human judgment.

functionality
Understanding how ai works
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Tool knowledge involves understanding the rapidly evolving landscape of AI technologies and 
knowing which tools are best suited for specific tasks, goals, and workflows. As new AI tools are 
continually released, users must develop the ability to identify, evaluate, compare, and select the 
most appropriate technologies based on their needs rather than popularity, marketing, or trends.

This skill extends beyond simply being aware of available tools. It includes understanding each tool's 
features, strengths, limitations, costs, integrations, and intended use cases. Some AI tools specialize 
in generating text, while others focus on image creation, video production, research, coding, data 
analysis, automation, or workflow management. Effective AI users understand how these tools 
complement one another and how to combine them strategically to achieve better outcomes.

Developing this skill enables individuals and organizations to build efficient AI-powered workflows, 
adapt to emerging technologies, and continuously improve productivity. As the AI landscape evolves, 
users who actively evaluate and explore new tools are better positioned to take advantage of 
innovations while avoiding unnecessary complexity, costs, and inefficiencies.

Key Focus Areas & Skills to Build: AI tool research and evaluation, feature comparison, pricing 
models and value assessment, workflow integration, tool interoperability, emerging technology 
awareness, testing and experimentation, use-case analysis, productivity optimization, and staying 
current on new AI tools and applications

Why It Matters: Selecting the right AI tool can significantly improve productivity, efficiency, and the 
quality of outcomes while reducing time, effort, and costs. Without this skill, users may rely on tools 
simply because they are popular, familiar, or heavily marketed rather than because they are the best 
solution for the task at hand. This can lead to inefficient workflows, unnecessary expenses, 
underutilized technology, and missed opportunities to leverage more effective solutions. A strong 
understanding of AI tools enables individuals and organizations to make informed decisions, 
maximize the value of their AI investments, and remain adaptable and competitive in an increasingly 
AI-driven world.

ESAI framework
Tool knowledge

Knowledge of ai tools
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