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Introduction

In 2026, artificial intelligence
is no longer a futuristic
concept but a practical,
everyday tool for small and
medium-sized businesses in
the UK. Many SMEs now use
Al assistants to streamline
routine tasks, from answering
customer queries to
scheduling appointments
and managing invoices.
These smart assistants have
evolved beyond simple
chatbots; they can now
perform multi-step tasks
autonomously with minimal

human input.

Al adoption is rising quickly across businesses in the UK: by late 2025, around one-third of UK SMEs
were already using some form of Al, and many more were planning to follow suit. This trend is
driven by clear benefits. Business owners are seeing tangible returns on investment from Al, with
early studies suggesting productivity gains and ROl upwards of 130% when tools like Al co-pilots
are integrated into daily operations. In short, 2026 is the year Al shifts from experimentation to a
fundamental part of how work gets done, helping even the smallest companies work smarter and
more efficiently.

Of UK SME businesses were Of UK businesses plan to Al adoption can boost
using Al in 2025 adopt Al'in 2026 productivity by 13%



Why 2026 Matters For SMEs

Artificial intelligence has moved far beyond
hype. For UK small and medium-sized
businesses, 2026 marks the point where Al
shifts from “something to explore” to
“something you need to get right”. Adoption
is accelerating quickly. A YouGov poll found
that 31% of UK SMEs were already using Al in
2025, with a further 15% planning to adopt it.
Research from the British Chambers of
Commerce shows the pace is increasing, with
Al usage rising to 35% of SMEs in 2025, up
from 25% just a year earlier.

This isn't driven by curiosity or trend-chasing.
Business owners are turning to Al because it
solves real, everyday problems: reducing
admin, improving customer response times,
and helping teams make better decisions
with the data they already have.

AI adoption is no longer led by “tech-
first” businesses. It's being pulled
into the mainstream by time pressure,
rising costs, and the need to do more
with smaller teams.



What are SMEs Using Al For?

Most SMEs are using Al to improve and speed up day-to-day business tasks:

e Automation: Al tools can handle repetitive tasks such as emails, scheduling, basic customer
queries and invoicing, freeing people to focus on higher-value work.

e Fewer errors: Automated processes don't get tired or distracted, helping reduce mistakes in
data entry, reporting and routine workflows.

e Better decisions: Al can quickly analyse data from sales, marketing or operations and surface
patterns supporting faster and more confident decision-making.



Experimenting to Capability

Many SMEs have already “tried” Al, perhaps using a chatbot,
an image generator or an Al writing tool. In 2026, the real
differentiator will be how well Al is embedded into the
business, not whether it has been tested once or twice.

Businesses that continue to dabble without a clear plan often The advantage will shift
to businesses that

move from isolated Al
tools to purposeful,

everyday use across
people, processes and decisions, are seeing far greater the organisation.

struggle to see results. Tools go unused, staff aren't
confident, and the impact remains unclear. By contrast,
SMEs that treat Al as a capability, something that supports

returns.

This doesn't mean large
budgets or specialist teams.
It means being intentional:
choosing the right use cases,
setting basic guidelines, and
ensuring people understand
how and when Al should be
used. In 2026, SMEs that
take this step will be better
positioned to grow, compete,
and adapt, while those that
don't risk falling behind
businesses of a similar size
that are simply working more

efficiently.



Strategic Adoption & ROI

Trend One

PwC prediction:

Businesses are replacing one-off Al
experiments with top-down Al programmes,
often run through central “Al studios” or
command centres that coordinate tools, data
and decisions.

2026 reality: Al works best when it's
managed, not improvised.

Trend Two

Forbes insight:

Entry-level employees are becoming “Al
super-interns” using multiple Al tools to
automate tasks, coordinate workflows and
boost output.

PwC view:
Al generalists are critical to efficiency,
especially for small teams.

Al adoption is no longer about experimentation. In 2026, successful SMEs will move from

scattered tools to structured, outcome-driven Al use.



Agentic Al & Digital Co-Workers

In 2026, Al moves beyond tools that respond to prompts and into agents that can take action.
These systems don't just answer questions; they complete tasks, make decisions within predefined
limits, and integrate with multiple systems. This shift is known as agentic Al, and it's changing how

small teams operate.

Agentic Al will be one of the biggest productivity unlocks of 2026, but only for businesses that treat
it with the same care as any employee or system. When governed well, digital co-workers reduce

workload, improve service and unlock growth

How Agentic Al Works (in simple terms)

Digital Co-Worker
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Agentic Al doesn't just answer questions — it takes actions within agreed boundaries.

Forecasts suggest that over
25% of complex customer
interactions will be handled
by autonomous Al agents by
late 2026.

Microsoft predicts Al agents
will become “digital co-
workers”, working alongside
people rather than replacing
them.

Autonomous Al without
oversight is a liability, not an
asset. SMEs must keep
humans in the decision
making process.



Preparing Your Business

Practical Steps

In 2026, successful Al adoption is less about technology and more about preparation. SMEs
seeing the strongest returns are taking a structured, deliberate approach, focusing on
foundations, people and outcomes rather than chasing tools.

Step One: Assess Readiness

Before investing in Al, businesses need clarity on how they operate today. Al delivers the
most value when applied to well-understood processes with clear pain points.

Focus on
o Where time is lost to repetitive or manual work
e Which decisions rely on guesswork rather than data
e What data do you already collect and how reliable it is



Preparing Your Business

Step Two: Build a Roadmap

High-performing SMEs begin with a small number of high-ROI use cases, such as:
o Customer service automation
e Marketing content and campaign optimisation
¢ Sales support and internal admin

Rather than adopting tools in isolation, many businesses are introducing lightweight Al
governance, sometimes called an Al “studio” to decide what's approved, who owns it, and
how success is measured.

Step Three: Use Al Responsibly

As Al influences more decisions and customer interactions, basic governance becomes
essential. SMEs don't need complex frameworks, but they do need clear rules.

Good practice includes
¢ Asimple Al usage policy
e Human oversight for important decisions
e Basic checks for accuracy and bias

Preparing now helps reduce future regulatory and reputational risk.

Step Four: Strengthen Data Foundations

Al tools often access multiple systems, making data quality and identity security critical.
Weak foundations limit Al value and increase risk.

Priority actions
o Multi-factor authentication (MFA)
¢ |dentity monitoring and access controls
¢ Cleaning and standardising key data

Trusted managed service providers can help, but only when the focus is on foundations, not
just new tools.



Preparing Your Business

Step Five: Invest in Skills and Culture

Al delivers results when staff feel confident using it. SMEs benefit most from practical
training and shared ownership, not specialist-only knowledge.

What works
e Short, role-based training
e Encouraging experimentation within boundaries
e Appointing cross-functional Al champions

This builds trust, adoption and momentum across the business.

Step Six: Keep an Eye on What's Changing

Regulation, tools and best practices will continue to evolve. SMEs don't need to track
everything; they need to monitor developments that affect their sector and customers.

Review regularly
e Regulatory updates
e Security guidance

e Proven SME use cases




Ready To Use Al Tools

If you are completely new to Al as a business owner, we've rounded up some of the off-the-
shelf products many businesses are slotting into their everyday operations.

Many established platforms now include Al features. For SMEs, the value is not whether a
tool is “Al-native”, but whether it saves time, reduces errors and improves decisions.

Al Assistants

Al assistants act as on-demand digital
support for everyday business tasks.
They help SMEs draft emails and
documents, summarise information,
analyse data and answer questions
quickly. In 2026, they are increasingly
used as thinking partners and
productivity boosters, helping
individuals and small teams work
faster and reduce admin.

Automation &
Workflows

Automation platforms connect

Zapier

business systems and handle
repetitive processes automatically.
They move data between apps,
trigger actions, and ensure routine
tasks happen without manual input.
For SMEs, this means less time spent
on admin, fewer errors, and smoother
operations, allowing teams to focus on
growth and higher-value work.

Sales, Marketing
& CRM

Al-powered sales and marketing

Hubspot,

platforms help SMEs attract, convert
and retain customers more
effectively. They automate follow-ups,
personalise messaging, generate
content, score leads and optimise
campaigns. Allowing small teams to
run professional-level sales
operations.

ChatGPT | Claude

Gemini

FoundedAI Make

Jasper Copy.ai



Bespoke Systems
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While ready-made Al platforms work well for
common tasks, some businesses gain greater
value from bespoke Al systems: custom-built
solutions designed around their data,
processes and customers. These systems are
tailored to a specific business problem and
are typically integrated directly into existing
workflows, rather than sitting alongside them
as separate tools. Bespoke Al is most useful
where decisions are complex, data is unique,
or competitive advantage matters.

Examples include recommendation engines
that suggest products or services based on
customer behaviour, predictive systems that
forecast demand or churn, intelligent routing
systems that prioritise leads or support
tickets, and pricing or scheduling engines
that optimise decisions in real time. Unlike
generic tools, bespoke systems learn from a
company's own data and rules, allowing them
to improve accuracy, consistency and
performance over time.

Most Al projects fail in the gap between software demo and production: integration, data

quality, governance and ongoing monitoring.



Bespoke Systems

Recommendation Engines

Predictive Forecasting

Customer Churn Prediction

Lead Scoring Systems

Pricing Optimisation

Intelligent Routing

Fraud & Anomaly Detection

Personalisation Systems

Operational Optimisation

Decision Support Systems

Suggests products, services or
content based on user
behaviour and preferences

Anticipates future outcomes
using historical data

Identifies customers likely to
leave or disengage

Ranks leads based on
likelihood to convert

Adjusts pricing based on
demand, margin or market
conditions

Automatically assigns tasks,
tickets or enquiries

Flags unusual or risky
behaviour

Customises experiences
across channels

Improves scheduling, logistics
or resource use

Provides recommendations to
support human decisions

E-commerce sites
recommending add-ons or
repeat purchases

Forecasting demand, cash flow
or stock levels

Proactively retaining high-
value clients

Sales teams focusing on the
best opportunities

Dynamic pricing for services or
products

Directing support requests to
the right team faster

Detecting payment fraud or
suspicious activity

Personalised emails, offers or
website content

Staff scheduling or delivery
route optimisation

Helping managers choose
actions with confidence



Off-the-Shelf Vs Bespoke

Off-the-shelf tools are quick to start, but limited.

Bespoke systems are powerful, but costly and complex.

Many SMEs benefit from a third option: structured Al

systems that plug into existing workflows without

needing to build from scratch.

Turning Insight Into Action

Al'in 2026 is not about chasing the newest
tools or trying to do everything at once. The
businesses that succeed will be those that
apply Al thoughtfully, focusing on real
problems, strong foundations and practical
outcomes. For SMEs, this is an opportunity to
work smarter, compete more effectively and
build resilience in an increasingly automated
economy.

In practice, SMEs usually choose between:
(1) quick wins using off-the-shelf tools, (2)
complex bespoke builds, or (3) a practical
middle-ground approach that delivers
tailored outcomes without starting from
scratch. The most important step is starting
with clarity: understanding where Al can
genuinely add value and where human
judgment still matters most.

F Founded.ai

For business owners exploring their next
steps, talking through options with specialists
who understand both Al and the realities of
running an SME can be a useful way to sense-
checkideas, avoid costly missteps and focus
on what will actually deliver value.

Whether you're considering optimising
existing processes, exploring automation, or
understanding where bespoke systems may
make sense, a short conversation can often
save months of trial and error.

If there's one takeaway:
Al works best when it
supports people, not when
it replaces thinking.

Have questions? Contact us at
jonathan@founded.ai



