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Foreword

Daniel Bumby, Managing Director & Founder — Simoda
Al is everywhere right now. Every conversation, every event, every vendor pitch.

But when you get past the noise and into real businesses, the SMEs we work with every day, the
picture looks very different.

There’s excitement, yes. But there’s also confusion.
There’s experimentation, but not always direction.
There’s activity, but not always outcomes.

And that’s the gap we’re focused on closing.

At Simoda, we’re not looking at Al from the lab or from theory. We're in it with customers,
working through the practical realities of adoption inside sales teams, service teams, operations,
IT, and leadership.

What we’re seeing is consistent:

¢ People are already using Al, often without governance

e Leadership knows it matters, but doesn’t always know where to start

¢ Teams want productivity gains, but don’t know what “good” looks like

e Businesses are buying tools, before understanding the processes those tools should
improve

This white paper is a grounded view of what’s actually happening “in the trenches” and, more
importantly, what separates businesses that are starting to see value from those that are just
adding noise.

If there’s one takeaway, it’s this:

Al doesn’t create value on its own.

Clarity, structure, and execution do.

Daniel
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Executive Summary

Al is no longer a future conversation. It is already inside the workplace, often before leadership
teams have fully defined what they want from it, how they will govern it, or how they will measure
success.

Microsoft’'s 2026 Work Trend Index highlights a critical reality:
Employees are moving faster than the organisations around them, and the real constraint is
no longer the technology; it's whether the business is structured to absorb it.

e Only 1in 4 employees say leadership is aligned on Al
o Just 19% of organisations are in the “frontier” of adoption maturity
¢ Most sit in the “messy middle” where capability exists, but structure doesn’t

That gap is where most SMEs now operate.
That gap between enthusiasm and structure is exactly what many SMEs are now living through.

From our perspective, working with SMEs, the pattern is consistent. There is real excitement
about Al, but also uncertainty. Teams are experimenting. Leaders are asking where to start. IT is
trying to balance enablement with control. Department heads want productivity gains, but many
are not yet clear which processes should change, which decisions can be trusted to Al, and
where human judgment must remain central.

This is where the conversation needs to shift. The challenge for SMEs is not whether Al matters.
We all know it does. The challenge is how to adopt it in a way that is practical, measurable,
secure and aligned to real business outcomes.

In this white paper, we look at what SMEs are actually facing “from the trenches” and focus on
five key areas that repeatedly determine whether adoption creates value or just noise:

1. Define the outcome — start with the end in mind

2. Measure it — what gets measured gets adopted; what doesn’t gets ignored

3. Remove fear and resistance — position Al as helping you do your job better, not
replacing the person

4. Control shadow Al — staff are already using tools outside governance frameworks

5. Keep the human in the loop — just because Al can do something doesn’t mean it should

We also explore why business process mapping is becoming one of the most important early-
stage activities for SMEs, and why the right first move for most organisations is not to buy
another tool, but to undertake an Al Readiness Assessment.
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The reality on the ground for SMEs

Across the SME market, Al adoption is growing, but maturity remains uneven. UK government
research published in February 2026 found that only 1 in 6 businesses currently use Al, and
most businesses still have no active plans to adopt it. The same research showed that Al
adoption varies significantly by business size and sector. Text generation and natural language
tasks are currently the most common use cases, along with making pictures of cats riding
skateboards, obviously.

That aligns with what we are seeing. Most SMEs are not struggling with the idea of Al. They are
struggling with the move from interest to implementation.

In practice, that often looks like this:

e Senior leaders say Al is strategically important, but not yet linking it to a defined business
outcome

o Department heads want faster delivery, less admin and better insight, but lack a clear
use-case pipeline

e IT teams inheriting governance, security and data risks from tools already being used
informally

o Staff are experimenting with public Al platforms because they are accessible, quick and
useful

e Businesses focusing on tools before they have understood the underlying processes,
those tools are supposed to improve

This is not a failure of intent. It is the normal messy middle of early adoption.

The OECD has highlighted that Al adoption among SMEs remains lower than in larger firms and
lower than adoption of other digital technologies, with persistent gaps linked to digital maturity,
skills, access to data, finance and compute. That matters because SMEs do not usually have the
luxury of large transformation teams, specialist Al governance roles or spare capacity to absorb
failed experimentation. For SMEs, Al has to become useful quickly, but it also has to be
controlled.

That is why the right adoption model for SMEs is not “Al everywhere all at once.” It is prioritised,
outcome-led, measured and governed adoption.

Across SMEs, the pattern is consistent: Al is happening, but not always deliberately.
What the 2026 data makes very clear is that adoption is no longer being driven top-down. It's

happening bottom-up, through individuals experimenting, learning quickly, and applying Al in
their day-to-day work, often without a defined framework.
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This creates a challenge for leadership teams.

The opportunity with Al is massive: increased productivity, better decision-making, and the ability
for teams to operate at a higher level. But the risk is equally real if adoption happens without
structure, governance, and clarity of purpose.

In SMEs, this typically shows up as:

e Pockets of strong Al use with no consistency

e Teams working differently across the business

¢ Informal tools being used without visibility

e Leadership wants outcomes but lacks a clear starting point
o |T is reacting to risk rather than enabling adoption

This is not failure.
it's early-stage adoption, but it does require a shift from:

Experimentation to execution
Tool focus to outcome focus

Individual capability to organisational capability

Al: A View From The Trenches — Whitepaper June 2026

www.simoda.co.uk



1. Define the outcome - start with the end in mind

The most common mistake we see is starting with the tool rather than the outcome. An SME
might say, “We need Copilot,” “We need an Al chatbot,” or “We need an Al agent.” But the better
question is: what business result are we trying to improve?

If that is not clear, Al becomes another technology layer with unclear value. Interest stays high
for a while, pilots happen, then momentum drops because nobody can confidently answer
whether the investment is delivering anything meaningful.

For most SMEs, the strongest starting points are not broad ambitions like “become Al-enabled.”
They are more practical outcomes, such as:

Reduce admin time in a service team

Improve first-response quality for customer enquiries

Shorten proposal creation time in sales

Improve reporting accuracy and speed

Reduce manual effort in invoice handling or document processing
Make internal knowledge easier to find and reuse

Improve forecasting or decision support for managers

This sounds obvious, but it is where adoption either becomes real or remains theoretical. The UK
government’s Al Opportunities Action Plan pushed a “scan, pilot, scale” approach and
emphasised the need to remove private-sector adoption barriers while embedding Al in ways
that improve growth and everyday outcomes.

In practical SME terms, that means this:
¢ Scan where effort, delay, inconsistency or friction currently exists
e Pilot Al in a targeted process or role

¢ Scale only when the business case is clear, and the controls are in place

The real win is not saying “we are using Al.” The real win is being able to say,“we improved this
process, this metric and this business outcome.”
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2. Measure it — what gets measured gets adopted;
what doesn’t get ignored

One of the biggest reasons Al initiatives stall is that businesses do not define success early
enough. If there is no before-and-after view, Al stays subjective. One person says it is brilliant.
Another says they do not trust it. A third says they have tried it twice and moved on. Without
measurement, adoption becomes opinion-driven.

As we say in Simoda ‘Facts not feelings’

This is especially important because many leaders already feel this tension. Microsoft's Work
Trend Index found that while 79% of leaders said Al adoption is necessary to stay
competitive, 59% worried about quantifying the productivity gains, and 60% worried their
leadership lacked a plan and vision.

That is exactly why measurement matters.

For SMEs, good Al measurement does not need to be complicated. It should focus on a small
number of indicators that connect directly to the outcome being pursued. For example:

Time saved per task

Reduction in manual steps

Number of users actively adopting the tool

Output quality or accuracy improvements

Reduction in rework or errors

Customer response time improvements

Faster turnaround on reports, quotes or proposals
Employee confidence and trust levels

Governance compliance and approved usage levels

The phrase is worth repeating:

“What gets measured gets adopted; what doesn’t gets ignored”
If leadership teams want Al to become part of the operating model rather than a short-term
experiment, they need visible baselines, visible targets and visible ownership. Measurement also

helps build trust. It stops Al being sold internally as magic and instead positions it as a business
capability that must prove its value like anything else.
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3. Remove fear and resistance — “see it as helping
you do your job better, not for you”

In almost every SME Al discussion, there is a people challenge hiding behind the technology
conversation. Some staff are excited. Some are cautious. Some are quietly worried. Some
assume Al means automation, and automation means replacement.

If that fear is not properly addressed, adoption slows even when the tools are available.
The most effective message we see is a simple one:

Al is there to help people do their job better, not do the job instead of them.

That does not mean every role remains unchanged. Al will change how work gets done. But in
healthy adoption models, that change is about reducing low-value effort, improving access to
knowledge, accelerating repetitive tasks and freeing people to focus on judgement, service,
creativity and decision-making.

This people-first approach matters at a national level too. The UK’s Al Opportunities Action Plan
and its 2026 “One Year On” update both emphasise the importance of skills, confidence and
broad-based adoption, including the goal of upskilling workers and ensuring Al creates
opportunity rather than simply disruption.

For SMEs, removing fear and resistance usually means doing four things well:

Be honest about why Al is being introduced

If the message is vague, people fill in the blanks themselves. Leaders should clearly explain
which problems are being solved and what a better outcome looks like.

Involve the people closest to the process

The staff doing the work usually know where waste, duplication and friction exist. They should
shape the use case, not just receive it.

Train for confidence, not just functionality

Many businesses focus on tool training. What staff often need more is practical confidence: when
to use Al, when not to, how to check outputs and how to stay within policy.

Celebrate practical wins

Adoption spreads faster when teams can see peers saving time, improving customer service or
reducing admin without losing control.

Resistance is not always negativity. Sometimes it is just uncertainty. Good adoption leaders treat
it as something to work through, not something to dismiss.
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4. Control shadow Al — your staff are using tools
outside your governance framework

This is one of the biggest blind spots in SME Al adoption.

Many businesses still behave as if Al use begins when the company formally launches a tool. In
reality, usage often begins much earlier and much less visibly, starts with whispers around the
office of individuals and teams using tools like ChatGPT or Claude.

The UK government’s Al Adoption Research explicitly notes a limitation in its survey design: it
does not capture shadow Al adoption. That matters because shadow Al is often where the
real risk sits, not in the approved pilot, but in the unapproved everyday use already happening
across teams.

Microsoft's Work Trend Index found that 78% of Al users were bringing their own tools to
work. In other words, if leaders are waiting for a formal project before thinking about
governance, they are already behind.

From what we see in SMEs, shadow Al usually emerges for understandable reasons:

Approved tools are not yet available

Public tools are easier and faster to access

Staff are under pressure and want quick wins

There is curiosity, but no clear internal guidance

Governance has been interpreted as “block it” rather than “enable it safely”

The issue is not that staff are trying to do the wrong thing. Often, they are trying to do the right
thing faster. The problem is that sensitive data, customer information, internal documents and
intellectual property may end up being handled through tools that sit outside approved controls.

This is why shadow Al needs to be managed, not just banned.

The NCSC continues to stress that Al adoption requires careful oversight and that organisations
need strong security baselines as Al-driven threats evolve. For SMEs, that means putting in
place a right-sized governance approach, including:

An approved list of Al tools

Clear guidance on acceptable use

Rules around customer data, confidential data and prompts
Role-based access where needed

Auditability and monitoring, where possible

Training on safe and responsible usage

A route for teams to suggest and assess new Al use cases

If you do not provide a governed route to Al, people will create their own unofficial one.
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5. Keep the human in the loop — because Al can do
something, it doesn’t mean it should

One of the most important mindset shifts for SMEs is understanding that Al capability is not the
same as Al suitability. Just because a model can draft a response, summarise a policy,
recommend an action or generate a decision does not automatically mean the organisation
should allow that output to stand on its own.

This is where maturity shows.

The strongest SME adopters are not the ones who try to remove people from every decision.
They are the ones who understand where human judgment, accountability and context must
remain central.

This matters for quality, trust and risk.

It also aligns with broader public guidance. The UK government’s Al Playbook highlights
governance, quality assurance, risk management and responsible use as essential parts of Al
deployment, while the NCSC has repeatedly stressed the need for careful oversight, particularly
as organisations explore more autonomous and agentic Al capabilities.

In practical terms, keeping the human in the loop means:

Al can support decisions without being the final decision-maker

High-risk communications should still have human review

Policy, HR, legal, financial and customer-impacting outputs need clear accountability
Al-generated recommendations should be checked for accuracy, bias, appropriateness
and context

¢ Organisations should define thresholds for when human approval is mandatory

This principle is especially important because confidence can rise faster than control. Teams get
used to Al being helpful, and over time, there is a temptation to trust it too much.

The better operating principle for SMEs is this:

Use Al to accelerate, assist and enhance, but keep people
accountable for judgment, ethics and outcomes.
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Why business process mapping is becoming a key
part of Al adoption

One of the clearest trends we are seeing with SMEs is growing interest in mapping business
processes before making bigger Al decisions.

This is a positive shift.

Al works best when it is applied to a process that is understood. If the process is unclear,
inconsistent or broken, Al often just makes the confusion happen faster.

Business process mapping helps SMEs answer the questions that matter:

What actually happens today?

Where are the handoffs, delays and repeat tasks?

Where is data captured, moved or rekeyed?

Which steps are rules-based and repeatable?

Which steps require judgment, empathy or exception handling?
Where would Al genuinely help, and where would it create risk?

For many SMEs, this is the missing bridge between strategy and implementation. A lot of Al
conversations start at the level of vision and tools. Process mapping is grounded in operational
reality.

It also helps uncover where the quickest value may sit. In many cases, the best early Al
opportunities are not the most glamorous ones. They are found in repetitive admin, fragmented
knowledge, document-heavy workflows, service triage, internal search, reporting or workflow
automation.

When SMEs map processes properly, they can prioritise Al opportunities in a way that is more
confident, more measurable and more realistic.
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Conclusion: the opportunity is real, but readiness
comes first

Al adoption in SMEs is no longer a theoretical discussion. The technology is already in use,
expectations are rising, and pressure is building to turn experimentation into business value. The
wider market is moving in the same direction: the UK government has made Al adoption a major
growth priority, and the OECD continues to highlight the importance of helping SMEs move from
low maturity to practical, supported adoption.

But from the trenches, the lesson is simple:
Successful Al adoption is rarely about starting bigger; it is about starting smarter.
We see the SMEs making the strongest progress are the ones that:

Define the outcome before choosing the tool

Measure adoption and impact from day one

Bring people with them rather than triggering fear

Put governance around shadow Al before risk grows

Keep human accountability where it matters most

Understand their business processes before trying to automate them

That is what turns Al from a talking point into an operating capability.

Call to Action: Start with an Al Readiness
Assessment

For most SMEs, the best first step is not another demo, another app or another pilot done in
isolation.

It is an Al Readiness Assessment.
A structured readiness assessment helps your organisation understand:

Where Al can deliver the most value first

Which business processes are best suited to improvement
What data, security and governance gaps need addressing
Where shadow Al may already be creating risk

How ready your teams are from a skills and change perspective
What should be prioritised now, later or not at all

Most importantly, it gives business leaders, department heads and IT teams a shared foundation
for moving forward in a way that is practical and controlled.
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If your organisation is asking any of these questions:

Where do we start with Al?

Which use cases are actually worth pursuing?
How do we enable Al without losing control?
How do we get staff using it properly?

How do we know if it is delivering value?

...then you are ready for an Al Readiness Assessment.

The businesses that win with Al will not be the ones that move
fastest without thinking. They will be the ones that build clarity,
confidence and control early, and then scale from there with the
support of a trusted technology partner like Simoda.
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