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AUDIENCE 
Owners, COOs, and Heads of Operations in 
non-tech SMB and mid-market companies. 
Functional leaders in Ops, Finance, Customer 
Support, and Sales. 

PURPOSE 
A practical, measurable path from pilot to 
production, with a delivery model built for messy 
real-world operations. 

 



Executive Summary 
AI adoption is accelerating, but value capture is not. Many companies can demo tools; few can embed 
AI into the operating system of the business. 

 
The biggest barriers are rarely model quality. They are workflow ambiguity, legacy constraints, data and 
governance friction, and — critically — workforce trust. Done well, AI is a throughput and growth lever: 
faster cycle times, higher capacity, better customer experience. Not only a cost lever. 

 
This paper provides a production-minded framework (Phases A–E) with timelines, KPIs, and a delivery 
model optimized for SMB and mid-market realities. 

 

Signals that 2026 is a 'scale year' 
•​ 78% of organizations reported using AI in 2024, up from 55% in 2023. 
•​ Worldwide IT spending is forecast to reach $6.15T in 2026 (+10.8% YoY); data-center 

systems $653B (+31.7% YoY). 
•​ 52% of U.S. workers feel worried about how AI may be used in their workplace. 

 
Sources: Stanford AI Index 2025; Gartner Feb 2026; Pew Research Center Feb 2025. 

 



1. The Adoption-to-Value Gap 
Most mid-market companies are now 'AI curious' and many have pilots. The gap shows up the moment 
you try to operationalize AI: connecting it to real systems, handling exceptions, ensuring auditability, 
building feedback loops, training teams, and measuring outcomes. AI is easy to demonstrate and hard 
to ship into daily operations. 

 

What's Changing in 2026 
•​ AI is becoming a budget line item, not a novelty. Gartner forecasts software spend at $1.43T 

in 2026 (+14.7% YoY) and rapid growth in AI-driven infrastructure. 

•​ Organizations are exploring agentic workflows. McKinsey reports 23% are scaling an 
agentic AI system somewhere in the enterprise and 39% are experimenting. 

•​ Leaders expect a near-term shift from experiments to production: Deloitte reports the 
share of companies expecting ≥40% of AI experiments in production rises from 25% today to 
54% within six months. 

 

23% 
of organizations are already scaling an agentic AI system — and 39% 
more are actively experimenting with them. 
McKinsey, State of AI, 2025 

 

54% 
of companies expect ≥40% of their AI experiments to be in production 
within six months — up from 25% today. 
Deloitte, State of AI in the Enterprise, 2026 
 



2. Why AI Adoption Stalls in Real Operations 
In non-tech businesses, work is executed across email threads, spreadsheets, PDFs, ticket queues, 
vendor portals, and legacy systems. The constraint is usually not the model. The constraint is the 
workflow: where decisions are made, where data lives, how exceptions are handled, and who owns the 
outcome when automation fails. 

 

Common Failure Modes 
•​ Workflow ambiguity: the 'real process' is tribal knowledge; documentation is incomplete or 

aspirational. 

•​ Legacy constraints: systems without APIs, desktop-only tools, brittle exports, and 
human-driven handoffs. 

•​ Data friction: unstructured inputs (PDFs, scans), inconsistent identifiers, missing 
source-of-truth. 

•​ Governance and risk: uncertainty about what data can be used, retention rules, audit trails, 
and permissions. 

•​ Measurement gap: teams track activity (prompts, tools used) instead of outcomes (cycle time, 
error rates, backlog aging). 

 

"The constraint is rarely access to a model. It is the workflow: where decisions are made, where data 
lives, how exceptions are handled, and who owns the outcome when automation fails." 

 



3. The Human Barrier: Fear of Layoffs and Trust 
Collapse 
Workforce anxiety is not a side issue — it is a throughput constraint. If employees believe AI adoption is 
primarily a pathway to layoffs, they will rationally resist, avoid sharing edge cases, and minimize 
experimentation. That breaks the feedback loop required to make systems production-grade. 

 
Pew Research Center reports 52% of U.S. workers feel worried about how AI may be used in the 
workplace in the future, and 32% think it will lead to fewer job opportunities for them long term. 

 

52% 
of U.S. workers are worried about how AI may be used in their 
workplace. 32% believe it will lead to fewer job opportunities. 
Pew Research Center, February 2025 

 

A Practical Stance for Operators 
•​ Treat AI first as capacity creation: faster turnaround, fewer errors, more volume handled with 

the same team. 

•​ Be explicit about intent: measure outcomes and reinvest capacity into growth and customer 
experience where possible. 

•​ Redesign roles and quality standards: define what 'AI-assisted' work means and how it's 
reviewed. 

•​ Make wins visible: publish before/after metrics and lessons learned; build trust through 
transparency. 

 



4. Why Waiting Is Expensive: Compounding 
Operational Advantage 
AI creates compounding advantages when it is embedded into workflows. Faster cycle times improve 
responsiveness, reduce backlog, increase conversion, and free time for higher-value work. Each 
improvement produces cleaner data, better SOPs, and a stronger base for the next automation. 

 

Evidence of Measurable Productivity Impact 
In a large-scale field study of a generative AI assistant for customer support agents (Brynjolfsson, Li, 
Raymond — NBER / QJE 2024), access to the tool increased productivity by 14% on average, with 
larger gains — up to 34% — for novice and lower-skilled workers. This kind of effect is realistic when AI 
is integrated into the workflow, not used as an isolated chat tool. 

 

14% 
average productivity increase when generative AI was integrated into 
customer support workflows — rising to 34% for less experienced 
workers. 
Brynjolfsson, Li, Raymond — NBER Working Paper 31161, published QJE 2024 

 

40% 
average productivity increase reported by SMBs across Latin America 
after adopting AI tools in their operations. 
Microsoft SMB AI Survey, 2024 
 



5. Where AI Works First in Mid-Market Operations 
The highest-ROI starting points tend to be workflows with repetitive decision-making, high exception 
volume, and unstructured inputs. These areas usually also have measurable baselines and clear 
'closed-loop' outputs — making it easier to prove value fast. 

 

High-Leverage Domains (First 90 Days) 
•​ Operations & back office: document intake, validation, routing, reconciliation, exception 

handling. 

•​ Customer support: agent assist, knowledge retrieval, QA, ticket triage and summarization. 

•​ Sales operations: lead triage, account research, proposal assembly, CRM hygiene, follow-ups. 

•​ Finance operations: invoice coding, collections workflows, vendor communication, dispute 
handling. 

•​ Industry-specific compliance workflows: classification, discrepancy detection, audit 
packages. 

 



6. The Pilot-to-Production Framework (A–E) 
This framework is designed for SMB and mid-market environments: small teams, limited slack, 
heterogeneous systems, and a need for fast proof of value. It avoids process documentation theater 
and focuses on decision points, metrics, and production hardening. 

 

A 
1–2 weeks 

Diagnose 
•​ Map the workflow at decision points — what triggers work, what decisions 

are made, what exceptions occur. 
•​ Establish baseline metrics: cycle time (P50/P90), touches per case, 

rework rate, backlog aging. 
•​ Risk review: data sensitivity, retention, audit needs, failure modes, 

approval paths. 

 

B 
2–3 days 

Prioritize 
•​ Score opportunities by Value × Feasibility × Adoption likelihood. 
•​ Prefer 'closed-loop' candidates: clear inputs/outputs and measurable 

before/after. 
•​ Identify the first 'instrumentation' task: how you will measure outcomes. 

 

C 
2–4 weeks 

Pilot 
•​ Deliver a production-shaped pilot: human-in-the-loop, safe rollback, 

logging, and clear quality checks. 
•​ Ship the smallest workflow slice that proves: (1) feasibility, (2) ROI 

direction, (3) team adoption. 
•​ Document exceptions and edge cases; feed them into the production 

build. 

 

D 
4–8+ weeks 

Production Build 
•​ Integrate with real systems: email, CRM, ticketing, docs, storage. 
•​ Add monitoring (quality + drift), escalation paths, permissions, and audit 

trails. 
•​ Create a feedback loop: capture failures, cluster them, fix root causes, 

update SOPs. 

 

E 
Ongoing 

Run & Expand 
•​ Weekly KPI review: cycle time, backlog aging, error/rework, throughput. 
•​ Continuous improvement: prioritize error clusters and adjacent workflow 

expansion. 



•​ Governance: light but explicit policies for data use, approvals, and 
model/tool changes. 

 



7. KPIs That Prove Real Adoption 
Measure outcomes, not AI activity. The KPIs below are operationally meaningful and hard to game. 
They are the same metrics that mattered before AI — the ones operations leaders and finance teams 
trust. 

 

The Metrics That Matter 
•​ Cycle time per workflow (P50 and P90 — median and 90th percentile) 

•​ Backlog aging distribution — what percentage of open items are older than 7, 14, and 30 
days? 

•​ Touches per case / handoffs per transaction 

•​ Error and rework rate — and the top error categories by volume 

•​ % straight-through processing — output completed without human intervention 

•​ Customer response time and resolution time (for support workflows) 

•​ Quote turnaround time and conversion rate (for sales workflows) 

•​ Cost-to-serve per transaction where unit economics are measurable 

 

"Don't measure prompts. Measure the operation. If cycle time isn't moving, the system isn't working." 

 



8. A Growth Narrative That Reduces Fear — and 
Increases Adoption 
Leaders often lead with 'cost savings' because it is easy to quantify. But that framing can reduce 
adoption by triggering job-loss anxiety. For mid-market companies, the stronger near-term story is 
usually growth via capacity creation: doing more with the same team and improving customer 
experience. 

 

A Practical Message to Teams 

•​ We are not automating to eliminate people; we are automating to eliminate 
bottlenecks, rework, and low-value tasks. 

•​ We will measure outcomes and reinvest freed capacity into higher-value work, 
customer experience, and growth. 

•​ We will upskill roles toward exception handling, quality control, customer 
communication, and process ownership. 

 



9. The Impactia Delivery Model 
AI transformation fails when it is split into handoffs: a strategy deck here, a tool vendor there, internal 
teams left to operationalize alone. Impactia is designed as an end-to-end model with shared 
accountability for outcomes — the same team that understands your operation builds the system and 
runs it. 

 

Consult — Diagnose & Prioritize 
•​ Rapid discovery focused on operational bottlenecks, not generic AI brainstorming. 

•​ Clear baseline metrics and a prioritized ROI roadmap. 

•​ Security and governance posture appropriate to your risk profile. 

 

Build — Pilot to Production 
•​ Workflow automation with human-in-the-loop controls. 

•​ Custom integration across your real systems — including 'no-API' constraints. 

•​ Production hardening: logging, monitoring, permissions, and audit trails. 

 

Operate — Run, Improve, Expand 
•​ Ongoing KPI reviews and optimization cycles. 

•​ Support for model and tool changes, prompt and workflow tuning, and new automations. 

•​ A steady expansion path: from one workflow to an operational portfolio. 

 

Ready to move from pilot to production? 
hello@getimpactia.com  ·  getimpactia.com 

 



10. 2026 Outlook: Why Now 
•​ Stanford's AI Index shows AI use has crossed the majority threshold: 78% of 

organizations reported AI use in 2024. 

•​ Gartner forecasts continued acceleration in AI-related spend through 2026, including 
strong growth in data-center systems (+31.7%) and software (+14.7%). 

•​ McKinsey reports increasing scaling of agentic AI systems, indicating the next wave is 
workflow-level automation — not just standalone tools. 

•​ Deloitte's data suggests many organizations expect a near-term shift from 
experiment-heavy portfolios to production-heavy portfolios. 

 

Conclusion 
AI advantage in 2026 will be determined by operational execution: the ability to move from pilots to 
production, earn workforce trust, instrument outcomes, and iteratively expand automation across 
workflows. The winners will not be the companies with the best access to models. They will be the 
companies that integrate AI into the operating system of their business. 

 
For mid-market companies without dedicated AI teams, the path is not to build internal capability first 
and deploy later. It is to find a partner that can close the last mile — and move now. The cost of a 
structured deployment is fixed. The cost of waiting compounds quietly in slower growth, higher relative 
costs, and competitive positions that are harder to recover. 
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