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Common concerns from SMB owners and decision-makers include:

Demystifying AI for SMBs
While artificial intelligence (AI) continues to transform the business landscape, it remains 

an intimidating and often misunderstood concept for many small- and medium-sized 

businesses (SMBs).   

The reality is that in today’s world, AI is more accessible and practical than ever–especially 

for SMBs. In this ebook, we’ll show you that to begin your AI journey, you don’t need to 

build a custom AI system or hire a team of data scientists. Instead, you can integrate AI 

into existing workflows with minimal training, streamlining operations and unlocking new 

efficiencies without a major overhaul of your current systems.

AI is too expensive: Many believe AI is a costly investment only 

accessible to large corporations.

AI is too complex: The technical jargon surrounding AI make it 

seem like something only experts can implement.

AI won’t benefit small business: Some SMBs believe the 

technology is not relevant to their business model or industry. 

This ebook serves as your practical roadmap to AI adoption, covering everything 

you need to know. Specifically, you’ll learn: 

•	 How you can adopt AI without building custom systems.

•	 The benefits of AI-powered tools for common business tasks.

•	 What to expect—and what not to expect—when adopting AI through 

software vendors.

•	 A step-by-step approach to AI adoption that maximizes efficiency.
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Why AI Feels Confusing for 
SMBs
Data shows that only 28% of SMBs are currently using AI to help with business tasks. 

With lean teams, limited budgets and little room for error, SMBs rarely have the luxury of 

adopting technology simply because it’s new or exciting. Instead, they invest in tools that 

solve their biggest current pain points—whether that’s reducing manual work, improving 

cash flow or making customer service more efficient. If a tool doesn’t deliver tangible value 

quickly and seamlessly, it’s often not worth the risk. 

This is where AI becomes a challenge. While it’s often marketed as a revolutionary 

innovation, many business owners struggle to see its direct impact on their bottom line. 
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But what many SMBs don’t realize is that they may already be using AI-powered tools 

without even knowing it. Many of today’s business applications have built-in AI features for 

practical, everyday use:  

•	 Email platforms use AI to filter spam and suggest responses.

•	 Accounting software like QuickBooks leverages AI to automate expense tracking.

•	 Legal tools use AI to summarize contracts and flag potential risks.

•	 Customer service platforms use AI-powered chatbots to handle routine enquiries.

Instead of building custom AI systems from scratch, SMBs can access AI through software 

they already use—unlocking automation of manual processes, smarter decision-making 

and improved workflows without the hassle of complex implementation. 

Beyond the AI Buzzword
Part of the problem is that AI is an incredibly broad term, meaning anything from:  

•	 Automation tools that streamline workflows and cut down on repetitive tasks.

•	 Chatbots and virtual assistants that enhance customer service.

•	 Predictive analytics that help businesses forecast trends and make data-driven 

decisions.

•	 Machine learning models that process massive datasets to uncover insights.

Because AI is used in so many different ways, SMBs find it difficult to determine whether or 

how it applies to their businesses.  
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Why SMBs Should Remain 
Optimistic About the 
Potential of AI 
Despite concerns about complexity and relevance, AI is proving to be a powerful tool for 

SMBs that has immense potential to deliver real business value.  

According to a Salesforce survey, 91% of SMBs using AI have seen a boost in revenue, while 

87% say it has helped them scale operations and 86% report improved profit margins.  

These numbers highlight the profound impact AI can have, making small- and medium-

sized businesses more productive and competitive. 

SMBs can use AI to improve client interactions, broaden services, improve data security 

and make decisions faster. 

However, many SMBs still hesitate to explore AI, often due to common misconceptions 

about cost, complexity and job displacement: 

As AI becomes increasingly and inevitably embedded in everyday business software, SMBs 

that embrace it will gain a competitive advantage, while those that hesitate risk falling 

behind. The key is to start small, focus on real business impact and integrate AI in ways 

that drive measurable results. 

“I don’t have the budget for AI.” 

Many AI-powered tools are built into affordable subscription-

based software you may already use.

“I don’t have the time to learn AI.”

Modern AI tools require little to no training. They work within 

your existing workflows, primarily by adopting software with 

built-in AI capabilities.

“AI will replace human jobs.” 

AI doesn’t need to replace employees. Its goal is to enhance 

their productivity by eliminating tedious, manual tasks.
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Enterprise vs. SMB Use of AI
Large enterprises have access to huge proprietary datasets which are used to serve 

customers and fine-

tune models for specific use cases—like building chatbots or internal report generation. 

They use AI to make improvements across their entire operation by stitching multiple tools 

together. This approach takes significant time and money. 

Where SMBs can really shine is using AI to serve their customers better (for example, 

eliminating manual data entry for your clients). Looking to AI for workflow efficiency 

and document summaraization is a great way for SMBs to start experimenting with the 

technology. Businesses can start by using AI capabilities embedded within software 

products you might already use or could easily adopt.

This approach allows you to leverage pre-built AI capabilities within established software 

platforms, giving you several key advantages: 

Shortened learning curve:  

Solutions are designed to address common pain points like 

repetitive tasks, data entry and customer interactions 

Minimal setup and maintenance:  

Software partners handle the complex technical aspects 

Faster time to value:  

See benefits quickly without lengthy development periods  

Predictable budgeting:  
Subscription-based models make costs transparent and manageable   

This approach can allow you to focus on what you do best—running your business—while 

still gaining the efficiency and competitive advantages that AI can provide. 
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AI Capabilities You Can 
Expect from Software 
Partners
AI-powered software can provide SMBs with access to a variety of capabilities designed to 

automate processes, reduce manual workload and improve business efficiency.  

These AI features are typically built into existing software tools, meaning SMBs can use 

them without advanced technical knowledge or custom AI development. 

Here’s a closer look at the key AI capabilities SMBs can expect to benefit from when using 

AI-powered software:  

Document Processing 

AI-enhanced document processing helps businesses automate the handling, 

categorization and analysis of documents. This is particularly useful for legal, 

accounting, and finance companies, where document-heavy workflows are 

common. 

Example use cases:

•	 Legal firms: AI can analyze contracts, flag key clauses and summarize 

documents.

•	 Accounting firms: AI can extract financial data from invoices and receipts to 

streamline bookkeeping.

Workflow Automation 

Many SMBs waste hours on repetitive, manual processes that AI can easily 

automate. AI-driven workflow automation integrates with business software to 

handle routine tasks, improving productivity. 

Example use cases:

•	 Finance teams: AI can auto-populate and process expense reports.

•	 Legal firms: AI can automate client intake forms and case documentation.
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Generative AI (Content Creation) 

Generative AI is an exciting innovation that enables businesses to automatically 

create content, draft emails and generate marketing materials. SMBs can leverage 

AI-powered writing assistants to save time on communication and content 

creation.

Example use cases:

•	 Sales & Marketing: AI can generate personalized outreach emails and ad copy.

•	 Customer support: AI can draft responses to common customer inquiries.

Text Summarization & Drafting 

AI-powered summarization helps SMBs process large amounts of text quickly by 

extracting key points and generating concise summaries. This is particularly useful 

for businesses that deal with long contracts, reports or financial statements. 

Example use cases:

•	 Legal practices: AI can summarize legal contracts, highlighting key terms and 

risks.

•	 Financial teams: AI can condense financial reports into easy-to-digest insights.

Predictive Analytics & Forecasting 

Predictive analytics is one of the most valuable AI capabilities for SMBs, allowing 

businesses to make data-driven decisions based on historical patterns. AI-

powered software can analyze customer behavior, sales trends, financial data and 

operational performance to generate actionable insights. 

Example use cases:

•	 Finance & Accounting: AI can predict cash flow fluctuations and suggest 

budget adjustments.

•	 Marketing: AI can forecast campaign performance and customer engagement 

rates.



© 2025 Progress. All Rights Reserved.  10

AI Capabilities When 
Building Your Own System 
vs. Using Software Partners
Enterprise businesses with large teams and budgets can afford to create AI systems to fit 

specific use cases.  

If you build and monitor your own system, you can benefit from: 

Highly specialized or proprietary use cases: 

Solutions unique to your business that require custom development.   

Cutting-edge or experimental AI techniques: 

Most embedded AI uses established, proven technologies.  

Real-time or ultra-low-latency systems: 

Most solutions operate with some processing delay.  

Full brand/UX customization: 

The user experience will reflect the software provider’s design choices.   

While these benefits may be beyond what’s available to your SMB, software partners offer 

more affordable solutions.  Working with software partners can offer substantial benefits 

like faster implementation, lower costs and reduced complexity. If your business eventually 

reaches a stage where these limitations become significant obstacles, you’ll be well-

positioned to explore more advanced, customized AI solutions. 
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How to Get Started: A 
Step-by-Step Guide
AI adoption doesn’t have to be overwhelming—it just needs to be intentional. The 

smartest approach isn’t chasing the latest trend but identifying where AI can make the 

biggest impact with the least friction. 

Here’s how you can integrate AI smoothly, maximize efficiency and stay competitive—

without unnecessary complexity: 

Step 1: Assess Your Organizational Workflows 
and Readiness 

Before implementing AI, evaluate how your business currently operates and identify 

opportunities for automation. This helps you determine where to apply AI so it will 

create maximum impact. 

Identify manual processes that can be automated. 

Look for repetitive, low-value tasks that consume significant time, such as: 

•	 Data entry and document processing

•	 Appointment scheduling and email responses

•	 Customer support queries

•	 Invoice and contract review

Identify bottlenecks where manual intervention slows down operations. 

Evaluate existing infrastructure and tools: 

•	 List the software you currently use: Many tools (e.g., CRM, accounting software, 

legal case management) may already have AI-powered features

•	 Check for AI integration capabilities: Verify that your tech stack can support 

AI-driven automation

•	 Assess employee readiness: Consider training needs and potential resistance to 

AI adoption
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Step 2: Find a Vendor 

Choosing the right AI-powered software is often one of the most critical decisions in 

your AI adoption journey.

What to look for in an AI-powered vendor:  

 

Industry-specific expertise: 

Look for software vendors that have experience serving businesses in your industry, as 

AI models trained on relevant data produce better results for specific needs. 

Proven track record: 

Read customer reviews, case studies and testimonials to understand how the software 

has helped other SMBs. 

Scalability & flexibility: 

Select AI features that can scale with your business needs as you grow and 
expand AI usage.

Ease of integration:
Choose tools that seamlessly integrate with your current tech stack (CRM, 
accounting software, document management systems).

Security & compliance:
Verify how your data is stored, processed, and protected. Consider:  

•	 Whether vendors train their models on your inputs or outputs

•	 Data retention and deletion policies

•	 Access controls to prevent unauthorized use

•	 Relevant certifications (SOC 2, ISO 27001)

•	 Data residency requirements

•	 Compliance with industry regulations like GDPR, HIPAA or financial standards, 

especially important for regulated industries

Transparent pricing: 

Look for software providers that offer clear pricing models without hidden fees.  

Download a free AI Vendor Evaluation checklist to help you review solutions and 

choose the best option for your business.    
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Step 3: Prepare Your Data for AI Adoption

AI-powered tools are only as effective as the data they work with. Well-organized, 

structured data leads to better AI-driven insights, automation and predictions. 

Before implementing AI, assess and optimize your data quality to maximize its impact:

Identify key data sources: 

Determine where AI will pull information from, such as invoices, contracts, customer 

records, financial transactions and emails.

Check data consistency: 

Use data that is structured, formatted properly and free from inconsistencies. 

Standardized file names and categories make it easier for AI tools to process information 

accurately. 

Prioritize data cleanliness: 

AI systems struggle with outdated, incomplete or inaccurate data. Regularly 
audit and clean your databases This is a best practice you should already be 
following for overall business operations. 

Understand AI imitations: 
AI can enhance efficiency, but it’s not infallible. The quality of AI-generated 
outputs depends on the quality of the data it receives. 



© 2025 Progress. All Rights Reserved.  14

Step 4: Develop a Strategic Plan for AI-Driven 
Workflow Automation

For a smooth, scalable AI adoption process, create a clear roadmap outlining how AI will 

be implemented, monitored and optimized. 

Define clear use cases:  

•	 Select a few high-impact manual tasks as pilot projects.

•	 Outline the expected benefits, such as time savings, reduced errors or improved 

customer experience. 

Create a roadmap for implementation:  

•	 Set milestones for AI adoption: 

For example: Month 1: Implement AI for document processing, Month 2: Automate 

email workflows, Month 3: Introduce AI-powered customer service chatbots

•	 Allocate resources: Define budgets, assign personnel and set a timeline for AI 

integration.

•	 Reduce onboarding friction: Most AI-powered tools are user-friendly, but a brief 

orientation can increase adoption rates.

Create a roadmap for implementation:  

•	 Define AI usage policies: Set guidelines on how AI is applied within your 

business.

•	 Check compliance with security standards: Verify that AI systems meet legal, 

financial and regulatory compliance requirements.

•	 Set monitoring protocols: Assign roles for reviewing AI-generated outputs and 

maintaining system accuracy.
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Step 5: Implement AI in Small, Manageable Steps 

Rather than attempting a large-scale transformation, start small and scale gradually.

How to successfully introduce AI into your business:

Begin with one or two key use cases:

Identify high-value automation projects that can deliver immediate efficiency gains.  

Pilot AI in a single department or function: 

Test AI tools with a small team before expanding organization-wide. 

Measure performance & gather feedback:

Define KPIs and track results such as:

•	 Time saved from automation

•	 Error reduction in manual processes

•	 Productivity gains across teams

Step 6: Pilot, Measure and Iterate

AI implementation is an ongoing process that requires continuous monitoring and 

refinement.

How to measure AI’s impact:

Monitor performance against KPIs: 

Track time saved, cost reductions and process improvements.  

Collect employee and customer feedback:

Assess usability and effectiveness of AI-driven automation. 

Refine AI settings and models:

Optimize AI configurations based on real-world results. 

Scaling AI across your business: :

•	 Once AI is successful in one function, expand it to other areas.

•	 Use pilot results to refine AI-driven strategies and workflows.

•	 Encourage continuous learning and improvement.Productivity gains across teams
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AI in Action for SMBs 
AI adoption is most effective when applied to specific, high-impact processes that enhance 

efficiency and reduce manual workload. Below are real-world use cases demonstrating AI’s 

role in automating operations and optimizing business performance.

1. Automating Client Onboarding
 

The challenge: Client onboarding often involves time-consuming paperwork, manual 

data entry and identity verification, delaying the process.   

How AI helps: 

•	 Automated data extraction: AI can scan and extract key details from client forms.

•	 Identity verification: AI-powered tools can validate documents instantly.

•	 Workflow automation: AI chatbots can assist clients through onboarding.

Implementation steps: 

•	 Choose an AI-enabled CRM for automated data entry and verification.

•	 Organize client documents to improve AI accuracy.

•	 Test automation with a pilot group and measure time saved.

•	 Monitor AI outputs to refine the process.
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2. Streamlining the Tax Return Process
 

The challenge: Accounting teams spend hours manually reviewing tax documents 

and extracting data, increasing workload during tax season.   

How AI helps: 

•	 Automated document collection: AI can streamline the document request 

proccess with clients.

•	 Data extraction: AI can scan and fill tax forms.

•	 Compliance checks: AI can detect potential errors or inconsistencies.

Implementation steps: 

•	 Use AI-powered tax software for automated form processing.

•	 Ensure financial records are structured for AI accuracy.

•	 Pilot automation on select tax filings before full deployment.

•	 Measure time savings and accuracy improvements.

3. Contract Analysis for LegalPractices
 

The challenge: Lawyers manually review contracts for key clauses, compliance, and 

risks, which is a slow and error-prone process.   

How AI helps: 

•	 Clause detection: AI can highlight important terms and risks.

•	 Contract comparison: AI can check agreements against standard templates.

•	 Summarization: AI can generate concise contract overviews.

Implementation steps: 

•	 Adopt AI contract review software with built-in legal analytics.

•	 Organize contracts with clear tagging for AI processing.

•	 Run AI-powered clause detection on sample agreements.

•	 Review flagged risks and optimize AI settings.
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4. Sales Optimization with AI
 

The challenge: The challenge: Sales teams often struggle with lead qualification, 

data entry and forecasting, making it harder to prioritize prospects.   

How AI helps: 

•	 Predictive lead scoring: I can rank leads based on conversion potential.

•	 Automated CRM updates: AI can log interactions, reducing admin work.

•	 Sales forecasting: AI can predict revenue trends.

Implementation steps: 

•	 Use AI-driven CRM software to analyze sales patterns.

•	 Ensure sales data is structured for AI insights.

•	 Test AI-powered lead scoring to refine prioritization.

•	 Monitor and adjust AI sales predictions.

5. Marketing Optimization with AI
 

The challenge: Marketing teams struggle to create personalized content and analyze 

campaign performance at scale.   

How AI helps: 

•	 Content generation: AI can write emails, social posts and ads.

•	 Campaign optimization: AI can adjust targeting based on real-time data.

•	 Personalized messaging: AI can tailor ads for different audience segments.

Implementation steps: 

•	 Adopt AI-powered marketing tools for automation and personalization.

•	 Train AI on past campaign data for improved targeting.

•	 Run A/B testing with AI-generated content.

•	 Analyze results and refine AI-driven strategies.
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Make AI Work for Your 
Business 
The journey to AI adoption for SMBs doesn’t need to be overwhelming. This ebook has 

shown that by leveraging trusted software partners, you can gain significant benefits 

without major disruption. 

Start with a single process that causes consistent pain—client onboarding, document 

processing or repetitive communications. Find a software partner that understands your 

industry and addresses this specific challenge. 

Thriving businesses won’t necessarily have the most advanced AI systems, but will 

effectively integrate practical AI capabilities to enhance efficiency, improve client 

experiences and free teams for high-value work. 

AI isn’t replacing your expertise and relationships—it’s augmenting these strengths by 

handling routine tasks. By embracing this approach, your business can join the 91% of 

SMBs already seeing revenue benefits from AI adoption.

https://www.instagram.com/progress_sw_/?hl=bg
https://twitter.com/progresssw
https://www.facebook.com/progresssw
https://www.linkedin.com/company/progress-software/mycompany/
https://www.youtube.com/user/ProgressSW
https://www.progress.com/
https://www.progress.com/

