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Executive Summary

Small business adoption of artificial intelligence has moved past the experimental phase. It is now a
measurable driver of cost structure, customer retention, and competitive position — and the gap between
businesses that have organized their adoption and businesses that haven't is widening every quarter. This
report makes that case with evidence, then gives owners a disciplined, low-risk way to act on it.

The central thesis is straightforward: Al has crossed the threshold where its cost is low enough and its
capabilities are mature enough that delaying adoption increasingly carries measurable operational and
competitive costs for small businesses. That threshold was not crossed gradually. Median Al spending for small
businesses fell from roughly $80 per month in 2022 to about $28 per month in 2025, even as adoption more
than doubled over a comparable period. At the same time, customer response-time expectations rose 63% in
a single year, small business hiring difficulty remains near record levels, and the businesses that have already
adopted Al report growth rates meaningfully higher than those that haven't. None of these trends is decisive
alone. Together, they describe a shift that has already happened, not one that is still arriving.

The report's second, equally important finding is that adoption speed is not the same as adoption success.
More than 80% of Al initiatives fail to deliver their intended business value — a failure rate roughly double that
of comparable technology projects — and the causes are almost never technical. They are unclear goals, no
baseline measurement, and rollouts attempted at a scale the business isn't ready to support. This report treats
that failure rate as seriously as it treats the cost of delay, and builds its guidance around avoiding it.

To reconcile urgency with discipline, this report introduces the Horizon Adoption Framework, a five-step
sequence used consistently from Section 3 onward: identify the business Constraint actually costing the most
time or money, run a narrow Pilot against it, apply simple Measurement to prove or disprove value within
weeks, put minimal Governance in place before expanding, and only then Scale. Section 4 ranks the five
business functions — customer service, marketing, administration, financial reporting, and sales — where this
framework most reliably pays off, so a pilot is aimed at the highest-probability target rather than the most
novel one. Section 5 gives owners three numbers to track, rather than a dashboard they don't have time to
build. Section 6 compresses the entire framework into a 90-day roadmap with concrete milestones at day 30,
60, and 90.

For the reader in a hurry, the report's guidance reduces to one instruction: name the single constraint costing
your business the most this month, pilot one Al-assisted solution against it for 30 days with a written baseline,
and decide whether to expand based on the numbers rather than the feeling. That is a small, low-risk
commitment — and it is precisely the size of commitment the evidence says works.

This report is Horizon's first flagship publication. It is offered not as a sales document for any Al tool or vendor,
but as a demonstration of the kind of structured, evidence-based decision support Horizon provides to business
leaders navigating consequential, fast-moving decisions.
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Section 1: Introduction — About This Report

This report is Horizon's first flagship publication, and it is built to do one thing well: give a small business owner
with little or no technical background a clear, evidence-based case for how to think about Al adoption in 2026,
and a disciplined method for acting on it without wasting money or time.

It is written for owners and operators of small businesses — typically fewer than fifty employees — who are
neither Al skeptics nor Al enthusiasts by default, but who need a straight answer to a practical question: does
this matter for my business, and if so, what do | actually do about it? The report assumes no technical
background and introduces no jargon without explaining it in plain business terms.

Methodology

The findings in this report are drawn from primary government and institutional data — including the U.S.
Census Bureau's Business Trends and Outlook Survey, Federal Reserve research on Al adoption, NFIB small
business surveys, JPMorgan Chase Institute transaction analysis, Goldman Sachs' 10,000 Small Businesses
research, and RAND Corporation's research on Al project outcomes — supplemented by industry and sector-
specific studies on customer service, sales, marketing, and financial operations, cited by name where they
inform a specific claim. Where sources disagree, which happens often in a fast-moving field due to differing
survey definitions and methodologies, this report notes the discrepancy rather than presenting a false
consensus. A full source list appears in the References section.

The Horizon Adoption Framework

Every section of this report builds toward a single operating framework, introduced fully in Section 3 and
applied through Section 6: Constraint, Pilot, Measurement, Governance, Scale. In brief — identify the specific
problem costing the business the most time or money, test a narrow Al-assisted solution against it, measure
the result honestly, put minimal safeguards in place, and only then expand. This sequence recurs throughout
the report because it is the throughline connecting the case for urgency (Section 2) with the discipline required
to act on it responsibly (Sections 3 through 6).

How to Use This Report

Readers who want the full argument should read Sections 2 through 6 in order — each builds on the one
before it. Readers who already accept the case for adoption and want to act immediately can move directly to
Section 4 (which function to start with), Section 5 (how to measure a pilot), and Section 6 (a 90-day
implementation roadmap), then return to Sections 2 and 3 for the underlying evidence and rationale. The
appendices provide ready-to-use templates — a governance policy, a KPI tracker, and a pilot-selection
worksheet — referenced throughout the body of the report.
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Section 2: Why Small Businesses Can No Longer Ignore Al

Section 1 introduced the framework this report builds toward. Before applying it, the case for urgency needs
to be made on its own terms. The debate over whether small businesses should adopt Al is effectively over.
The remaining question — the one this section addresses — is how much ground a business stands to lose by
waiting. Four forces are converging simultaneously: costs are diverging between adopters and non-adopters,
customer expectations have permanently reset, the labor market has stopped offering an easy alternative,
and the price of entry has fallen low enough to remove the last credible excuse. Taken individually, each trend
is manageable. Taken together, they compound — and that compounding is what separates this moment from
prior technology cycles.

2.1 The Cost Gap Is Widening

Start with the economics, because they explain why this shift is happening faster than owners expect. Median
Al spend among small businesses fell from roughly $80 per month in 2022 to about $28 per month in 2025,
according to JPMorgan Chase Institute transaction data — even as adoption climbed sharply over the same
period. Federal Reserve analysis published in April 2026 put national small-business Al adoption at roughly
18%, up from just 6.3% in February 2024.

The implication for operators is straightforward: the cost of doing business with Al has fallen at the exact
moment the cost of doing business without it has risen. A firm running Al-supported workflows in 2026 is not
simply “more efficient” in the abstract — it is producing the same output at a lower marginal cost than an
otherwise identical competitor. That gap doesn't close on its own; it widens every quarter a competitor delays.
And critically, the adoption gap between small and large firms nearly closed between February 2024 and
August 2025 — which means the businesses now falling behind aren't distant enterprise competitors. They're
other small businesses in the same market.

2.2 Customer Expectations Have Reset

If the cost gap explains the internal pressure to adopt, customer behavior explains the external pressure.
Expectations for response speed rose 63% between 2023 and 2024, and 88% of customers now expect faster
service than they received the year before; 74% require some form of 24/7 availability. This is not a temporary
spike in expectations that will normalize — it's a ratchet. Once customers experience instant response as
normal, “normal business hours” begins to read as poor service, regardless of how good the underlying
product is.

That said, the data does not support treating Al as a wholesale replacement for human interaction. Consumers
still strongly prefer human agents for complex problems, citing better understanding and more accurate
answers. The strategic implication is precise, not sweeping: the objective isn't to automate the customer
relationship, it's to close the speed gap on the 70 to 80 percent of interactions that are routine, freeing human
attention for the moments that actually determine loyalty. Businesses that get this segmentation wrong —
automating the relationship instead of the routine task — will spend on Al and lose customers anyway.

2.3 Labor Costs & Talent Scarcity Make Al a Necessity, Not a Luxury

The labor market has removed the fallback option many owners would otherwise choose. In November 2025,
89% of small business owners actively hiring reported few or no qualified applicants, and a third had openings
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they could not fill at all. NFIB data from May 2026 shows labor costs cited as owners' single most important
problem at the highest level in the survey's history. In prior downturns or capacity crunches, the default
response was simple: hire more people. That lever is now expensive, slow, and frequently unavailable.

This is precisely the gap Al is filling — not by replacing employees, but by absorbing the repetitive, hard-to-staff
work that used to justify a marginal hire: scheduling, first-line customer response, routine reporting. The
evidence supports this reading directly. Goldman Sachs' 2026 survey found 87% of small businesses say Al
augments rather than replaces employees, and 82% of Al-using small businesses actually increased their
workforce. Read correctly, this data reframes Al adoption for a skeptical owner: it is not a headcount-reduction
strategy, it is a capacity-expansion strategy for businesses that can't hire their way there.

2.4 The Competitive Erosion Effect

The risk that should concern operators most is the one that's hardest to see from inside the business. 80% of
small businesses using Al believe it's already commonplace among their peers — but only a third of non-users
share that belief. That gap in perception is itself a warning sign: a meaningful share of owners are
underestimating how far competitors have already moved, precisely because share loss to Al-enabled rivals
rarely shows up as a single dramatic event. It shows up as a slow erosion in close rates, response times, and
repeat business that's easy to attribute to other causes.

The correlational evidence is consistent with this dynamic: 83% of growing small businesses have adopted Al,
compared to just 55% of declining businesses. This doesn't prove Al adoption causes growth — declining
businesses may simply have less capacity to invest in anything. But combined with the cost and speed
dynamics already established, it's consistent with a single underlying story: adoption and business trajectory
are moving together, and the businesses on the wrong side of that split often don't recognize it until margins
have already compressed.

2.5 The Falling Cost of Entry

Whatever hesitation remains, it is no longer financial. Entry-level Al tools now run roughly $0 to $50 per
month, with a full operational stack across content, customer service, and marketing typically landing at $200
to $600 per month — a fraction of the cost of a single part-time hire. This collapse in price is a direct driver of
the adoption curve: 58% of small businesses now use generative Al, up from just 23% two years earlier.

What remains is not a budget problem but a knowledge problem. A 2026 survey found 44% of small business
owners cite not knowing how to use Al tools effectively as their top barrier — ahead of cost at 31%. This is the
single most important data point in this section for Horizon's positioning: the constraint holding most small
businesses back is not access to capital or access to tools, it's access to a clear, sequenced plan for
implementation. That is a solvable problem, and it is the one this report is built to solve.

2.6 Conclusion: The Real Cost Isn't Adoption — It's Delay

None of the five trends above is decisive in isolation. A business could absorb a modest cost disadvantage, a
slower response time, a tighter labor market, or a wider adoption gap among competitors, and survive any one
of them. What makes 2026 different is that all five are occurring at once, and they reinforce each other: rising
customer expectations increase the value of the labor a business can't hire; the labor shortage increases the
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value of the tools it can no longer afford to ignore; falling tool costs remove the last reason to wait; and each
quarter of delay widens a cost and competitive gap that compounds rather than resets.

The strategic conclusion for ownership is not “adopt Al” as a slogan — it's a reframing of the decision itself. The
relevant comparison is no longer the cost of adopting Al versus the cost of not adopting it. It's the cost of
adopting now versus the compounding cost of adopting twelve months from now, after competitors have
already captured the customers, cost structure, and operational habits that come with early movement.
Section 3 turns from why this matters to how a small business without a technical team should actually begin.
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Section 3: How Small Businesses Should Approach Al
Adoption

Section 2 established that delay carries a measurable, compounding cost. This section converts that urgency
into responsible action, and introduces in full the Horizon Adoption Framework previewed in Section 1:
Constraint, Pilot, Measurement, Governance, Scale. Without this discipline, the urgency established in Section
2 risks pushing owners toward rushed, poorly scoped adoption — which the evidence below shows is a leading
cause of failed Al initiatives.

3.1 The Adoption Mistake Most Businesses Make

The most common failure mode in Al adoption isn't caution — it's the opposite. RAND Corporation research
puts the failure rate for Al initiatives at over 80%, roughly double the failure rate of comparable IT projects,
and the recurring causes have almost nothing to do with the technology itself: unclear success criteria, no
measurement plan, and tools bolted onto a workflow that was never redesigned to use them. Google Cloud's
DORA research attributes 70% of Al transformation value to people, process, and organization — not the
underlying model — yet most organizations invest almost nothing in that side of the equation.

For a small business, this matters more than it does for an enterprise, not less. A large company can absorb a
failed pilot as a line item. A small business that buys three tools, gets no measurable return, and concludes “Al
doesn't work for us” has talked itself out of the one advantage available to it: the ability to move faster than a
large competitor precisely because it doesn't need six departments to sign off.

Business implication: the risk this section manages isn't Al risk, it's the risk of repeating a well-documented,
avoidable mistake.

3.2 Start With the Constraint, Not the Technology

The businesses that get value from Al don't start by asking “what can this tool do?” They start by asking “where
is our business actually losing time, money, or customers?” — and only then look for a tool that addresses it.
This ordering matters because it forces a business owner to name a real, measurable problem (a backlog of
unanswered inquiries, a scheduling bottleneck, a reporting task that eats a Friday afternoon) before spending
anything. It also naturally connects the investment to the forces identified in Section 2 — the hiring gap, the
response-time expectation, the cost pressure — rather than to a generic notion of “modernizing.”

This is a deliberate contrast with how most unsuccessful initiatives begin: with a tool, a trial subscription, and
no defined problem to solve.

Business implication: the first task in Al adoption is not choosing software. It's identifying, in writing, the single
constraint that costs the business the most every week. Appendix C provides a structured worksheet for this
step.

3.3 The Single-Workflow Principle

Once the constraint is identified, the evidence points strongly toward narrow, sequential rollout over broad
deployment. Analysis of mid-sized company Al programs shows a consistent pattern: a tightly scoped pilot —
one workflow, one measurable outcome, a defined window, often 90 days — succeeds far more often than a
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platform-wide rollout, because a small, motivated group can push a narrow pilot through without the
coordination overhead that sinks larger efforts. The failure pattern is almost mechanical: a pilot works because
a few people drive it directly; a company-wide rollout stalls because it suddenly requires consensus across
people who weren't part of the original decision.

For a small business, this is good news, not a limitation. A single-workflow pilot is inexpensive, fast to evaluate,
and easy to discontinue if it doesn't work — which means the downside of trying is small and the information
gained is high-value either way.

Business implication: adopt in one workflow first, measure the result in weeks rather than quarters, and only
expand once that result is proven — resist the instinct to solve five problems at once.

3.4 Governance Before Scale

The one place small businesses cannot afford to move informally is data handling and oversight — and this is
where the evidence is most sobering. Only 2% of small firms have a comprehensive Al governance framework,
compared to 8% of organizations overall, and only 9% of small companies actively monitor their Al systems
once deployed, versus roughly half of larger organizations. Separately, nearly half of employees across
organizations admit to using Al tools their employer never approved, often free versions with no data
protection built in — a pattern that shows up inside small businesses just as often as large ones, usually
without anyone noticing until a customer complaint or a data exposure forces the issue.

This doesn't require a compliance department or legal budget — the businesses that do this well use
governance proportional to their size: a one-page policy naming which tools are approved, what data can and
can't be entered into them, and who checks Al-generated output before it reaches a customer. Appendix A
provides a ready-to-use template for this policy.

Business implication: governance is not a later-stage concern to revisit after scaling — it's a precondition. A
business that scales an ungoverned pilot is scaling its exposure at the same rate as its efficiency gain.

3.5 Conclusion: A Decision Framework, Not a Deadline

Section 2 made the case that delay is costly. It would be a mistake to read that as license to move without
discipline — the data on failed Al initiatives shows that undisciplined speed is exactly as costly as excessive
caution, just on a different timeline. The businesses actually pulling ahead aren't the ones that adopted the
most tools fastest. They're the ones that named a real constraint, tested a narrow solution against it,
measured the result, and only then expanded — with basic guardrails in place before they did.

That sequence — Constraint, Pilot, Measurement, Governance, Scale — is the Horizon Adoption Framework
referenced throughout the remainder of this report. Section 4 applies it to a specific decision: which business
function to target first.
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Section 4: Where Al Creates the Fastest Business Value

Section 3 established the Horizon Adoption Framework but deliberately left one question open: which
function should the first pilot target? This section closes that gap with evidence, ranking the five business
functions where small businesses most reliably see a measurable return, so the constraint identified in Section
3 gets matched to the function with the strongest supporting data.

4.1 Customer Service & Response Time

This is the most evidence-backed starting point in the entire report. Customers now expect a response within
minutes, not hours — 88% expect faster service than they got a year ago, and 74% require some form of 24/7
availability. Businesses meeting that bar with Al-assisted support have cut first response times from over six
hours to under four minutes in documented cases, and companies broadly report first-response-time
reductions of up to 74% within a year of adoption.

The caveat matters as much as the headline: this is a speed play, not a replacement play. Consumers still prefer
human agents for anything beyond routine questions, citing better understanding and more thorough
answers. The businesses getting this right use Al to close the response-time gap on routine, high-volume
questions — order status, hours, availability — and route anything complex to a person immediately, rather
than trying to automate the entire relationship.

Business implication: if your business loses customers to slow response times, this is very likely your highest-
probability pilot — the evidence base is the deepest of any function in this section.

4.2 Marketing & Content Production

Marketing is where small businesses have adopted Al fastest, and the time-savings data explains why.
Marketers using Al content tools save an average of roughly six hours a week, and small business owners
specifically report the largest single time savings — around 175 hours a year — from Al-assisted social content
creation alone. Content-drafting applications deliver a documented 3.2x return on average, among the highest
of any Al use case measured.

The caution here is about ceiling, not floor. Returns on Al-generated content plateau once a business hits a
basic quality bar, and two applications — Al video and Al-generated paid social creative — consistently
underperform expectations, partly because major ad platforms have begun down-ranking obviously Al-
generated ad creative. The lesson is to target the highest-time-cost content task specifically (a recurring
newsletter, weekly social posts, product descriptions), not to treat “marketing” as one undifferentiated
opportunity.

Business implication: marketing is the fastest, easiest entry point for time recovery, but the return is
concentrated in specific content types — pick the one consuming the most hours, not the most visible one.

4.3 Administrative & Scheduling Work

This is the function most directly connected to Section 2's labor argument. With qualified applicants scarce and
labor costs at record levels as a cited concern for small business owners, Al-assisted scheduling, document
handling, and routine coordination are increasingly functioning as a substitute for a marginal hire rather than a
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mere convenience. Small business owners using document-intelligence tools are notably more likely to cite
automation, rather than novelty, as their top motivation — a signal that this use case is being adopted for hard
economic reasons, not experimentation.

The return here is harder to headline than customer service or marketing because it shows up as freed owner
time rather than a clean revenue or conversion number — but for an owner who is the bookkeeper, scheduler,
and admin department simultaneously, that time is often the scarcest resource in the business.

Business implication: this is the function to prioritize if your core constraint, identified in Section 3, is your own
time rather than a customer-facing metric — it's the closest thing to a “quiet hire” available at this price point.

4.4 Financial & Operational Reporting

Financial reporting shows some of the largest documented time-savings figures of any function — properly
implemented tools now reach 95%+ accuracy on routine transaction categorization and standard financial
statement preparation, and small firms automating bookkeeping and reporting have freed hundreds of hours
annually, often worth many multiples of the software cost itself.

This is also the function where the governance principle from Section 3 matters most in practice, not in theory.
Al-generated financial and tax guidance can be confidently wrong, and the accuracy stakes — tax penalties,
loan applications, audit exposure — are higher here than in any other function on this list. The businesses
getting durable value from Al in this area are not replacing financial judgment; they're using Al to handle
volume (categorization, reconciliation, first-draft reporting) while keeping a human — an owner, bookkeeper,
or accountant — reviewing anything that leaves the business as a final number.

Business implication: strong return on investment, but this is the one function on this list where the pilot should
include a review step from day one, not after a problem occurs.

4.5 Sales & Lead Follow-Up

The evidence in this function is the starkest in the section. The median business takes roughly 42 hours to
respond to a new inbound lead; only about 7% respond within the five-minute window that research has
repeatedly tied to dramatically higher conversion — leads contacted within five minutes convert at roughly
21%, compared to roughly 2% for next-day follow-up. A large share of high-intent inquiries arrive nights and
weekends, precisely when small businesses have no one available to respond.

This is the function with the most direct line from Al adoption to revenue, because the mechanism is simple
and measurable: faster first response, higher conversion, on leads the business already paid to generate. It's
also the easiest pilot to prove or disprove quickly — response time and conversion rate are both numbers most
small businesses already track, or can start tracking in a week.

Business implication: if your business generates inbound leads and loses them to slow follow-up, this function
offers the clearest, fastest-to-measure return of any candidate in this section.

4.6 Conclusion: A Ranking, Not a Checklist

These five functions are not equally good starting points, and this section is not a recommendation to pursue
all five. Read against the constraint identified in Section 3, the choice becomes straightforward: a business
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losing customers to slow response times starts in customer service; one that generates leads it can't follow up
on fast enough starts in sales; one where the owner is buried in admin work starts there instead. The financial-
reporting function belongs on this list for its return, but it also carries the clearest instruction to keep a human
in the loop from the outset.

The common thread across all five is the discipline Section 3 established: none of these are “adopt Al in this
department” decisions. They're single-workflow pilots, chosen because the evidence says they pay off fastest

— measured, then expanded only once proven. Section 5 turns to what that measurement should actually look
like.
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Section 5: Measuring Success: How to Know if Your Al Pilot Is
Working

Section 4 pointed to the highest-probability pilot for a given constraint. This section addresses the step the
Horizon Adoption Framework identifies as most commonly skipped: Measurement. A pilot without a
measurement plan is exactly the pattern behind most failed Al initiatives, described in Section 3. The good
news is that measuring a small business pilot doesn't require new software or a data team — it requires
answering three questions, consistently, before deciding to expand.

5.1 Why Most Businesses Can't Answer This Question

A 2026 survey of 34,000 small businesses, conducted with the University of Chicago, found that 77% now use
Al regularly and 41% report revenue increases from it. The finding that should give owners pause is what
happened when researchers asked how businesses knew that: more than half described a general sense that
things had improved, and fewer than half could point to a specific tracked metric. The productivity gains cited
were self-reported impressions, not time studies, and the revenue increases were correlated with Al use, not
measured against it directly.

This isn't a small-business-specific failing — it echoes a pattern across company sizes. Recent reporting on
enterprise Al found that more than half of CEOs report no measurable revenue increase or cost reduction from
their Al investment, and the businesses that can prove otherwise are a distinct minority who measure
deliberately rather than assume.

Business implication: optimism about Al is not evidence that it's working. Without a baseline and a number to
compare it to, “it feels like it's helping” and “it's actually helping” are indistinguishable — and only one of them
justifies expanding the pilot.

5.2 The Three Numbers That Matter

A small business pilot needs exactly three measurements, no more — additional metrics tend to obscure the
signal rather than sharpen it.

First, time saved. Time the task before and after, for the same task, several times. A 90-minute task that now
takes 20 minutes is a real, defensible number — multiply the difference by the relevant hourly cost to translate
it into dollars. Second, outcome change: the metric tied to the function itself, such as response time for
customer service, conversion rate for sales follow-up, or error rate for financial reporting. This is the number
that answers whether the result actually got better, not just whether the task got faster. Third, cost per result:
total monthly spend on the tool divided by the value produced from the first two measurements. This is the
number that turns “we saved time” into “this pilot is worth continuing at this price.”

Business implication: if a pilot can't produce these three numbers within a month, that's itself a signal — either
the workflow wasn't well-defined going in, or the tool isn't a fit, and both are cheaper to discover now than
after scaling. Appendix B provides a ready-to-use tracker for these three measurements.
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5.3 Matching the Metric to the Function

Each function from Section 4 has one metric that will tell the story faster than the others: customer service —
first-response time, before versus after; marketing — hours per piece of content, and whether engagement
held steady or improved; administration and scheduling — hours reclaimed per week, the plainest, most
defensible number for an owner-operator; financial reporting — hours saved and error or exception rate, since
speed without accuracy isn't a win in this function; and sales and lead follow-up — response time and lead-to-
conversion rate, the two numbers most directly tied to revenue of anything in this report.

Business implication: don't invent a custom scorecard for each pilot. Pick the one number above that matches
the function, track it weekly, and resist the temptation to add more metrics before the first one has told you
anything.

5.4 The 30/60/90 Read

Signal doesn't arrive on day one, and it usually doesn't take a quarter either. Time savings are typically visible
within the first two to four weeks — the task either gets faster or it doesn't. Outcome metrics (conversion,
error rate, response time) usually need 30 to 60 days to separate real change from noise, particularly for
lower-volume businesses where a handful of transactions can swing a percentage sharply. Tools with a
learning or setup period — bookkeeping and finance tools especially — are often measurably less accurate in
the first 60 to 90 days than after, so a weak week-one result in that function is not yet a verdict.

Business implication: give a pilot 30 days before judging time savings, and 60 to 90 days before judging
outcome metrics — killing a pilot at day ten because a conversion number looks flat is as costly a mistake as
running an ineffective one for a year on faith.

5.5 Conclusion: Evidence, Not Faith

The throughline across Sections 3 through 5 is now complete: identify the constraint, pilot narrowly, choose
the function the evidence favors, and measure it with three numbers on a defined timeline. This is the
discipline that separates the small minority of businesses proving real Al-driven revenue and cost gains from
the majority reporting a general sense of improvement they can't actually substantiate. It is also, not
coincidentally, the discipline most likely to survive scrutiny — from a lender, an investor, or simply the owner's
own judgment six months from now. Section 6 turns to what happens after a pilot proves itself: how to scale it
responsibly without recreating, at a larger size, the exact risks Section 3 flagged at the pilot stage.
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Matching the Metric to the Function

Customer Service

First-response time, before vs. after

Marketing

Hours per piece of content produced

Administration & Scheduling

Hours reclaimed per week

Financial Reporting

Hours saved and error / exception rate

Sales & Lead Follow-Up

Response time and lead-to-conversion rate

One metric per function — tracked weekly, not invented per pilot.



The Practical Al Playbook for Small Businesses — 2026 Edition

Section 6: From Pilot to Operating Capability — A 90-Day Al
Implementation Roadmap

This section closes the report's core argument. Sections 2 and 3 made the case for acting and for acting
deliberately. Section 4 identified where to start. Section 5 established how to know if it's working. This section
puts a calendar on all four: a 90-day arc from a validated pilot to a durable operating capability — the point at
which Al adoption stops being a project and becomes simply how the business runs.

Days 1-30: Prove It

The first 30 days are entirely about the single workflow chosen using Sections 3 and 4. Nothing else. The
objective is not to roll Al out — it's to generate the first honest data point on whether it works, using the time-
saved measurement from Section 5, which is typically visible within two to four weeks.

Three things need to happen in this window, and all three are inexpensive: a written acceptable-use policy
(Section 3's minimum governance bar — which tools are approved, what data can go into them, who reviews
output before it reaches a customer; see Appendix A); a baseline measurement taken before the tool is used,
since Section 5's evidence shows most businesses skip this step and later can't prove anything; and a fixed
check-in date at day 30 to look at the number, not the feeling.

Milestone at Day 30: a defensible time-saved or outcome number for one workflow, and a one-page policy that
took an afternoon to write. If neither exists yet, the next phase should wait — expanding an unmeasured pilot
just recreates the failure pattern from Section 3 at a larger scale.

Days 31-60: Confirm It

With a first data point in hand, this phase answers the question Section 5 raised: is the signal real, or noise?
Outcome metrics — conversion, error rate, response time — typically need this second month to separate a
genuine shift from a lucky week or a slow one. This is also when tools with a learning curve, financial and
reporting tools especially, start to show their real accuracy, which is often meaningfully better than their first-
week performance.

This is the point to decide, using the cost-per-result math from Section 5, whether the pilot has earned
expansion — to a second workflow in the same function, or the same workflow used by a second person. It is
deliberately not the point to expand into a second function; Section 3's evidence on narrow, sequential rollout
applies just as much to month two as it did to week one.

Milestone at Day 60: a go/no-go decision, backed by two consecutive measurement cycles rather than one,
and — if the decision is go — a nhamed second workflow or user.

Days 61-90: Institutionalize It

The final phase converts a working pilot into a standing capability, which is a different task from running the
pilot itself. Three things distinguish a business that reaches this stage successfully from one that stalls: the one-
page policy from Day 1 gets reviewed and updated based on what was actually learned, rather than staying
static; whoever uses the tool day to day gets a short, explicit training pass rather than being left to figure it out,
since unstructured, untrained use is precisely the pattern behind the shadow-Al and data-exposure risk
flagged in Section 3; and the three-number measurement habit from Section 5 continues on a standing
cadence — monthly is usually sufficient — rather than ending once the pilot is declared a success.
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The 90-Day Al Implementation
Roadmap

Day 1

Day 30 Day 60

Prove It Conlirm It Institutionalize It
Run one workflow. Separate real signal Standing policy,
Baseline, then measure. from noise. training, cadence.

A validated pilot becomes a durable operating capability —
not a one-time project.



The Horizon Adoption Framework

Constraint Pilot Measurement Governance Scale

A sequential discipline for responsible Al adoption —
from identitying the right problem to scaling what works.
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Milestone at Day 90: a workflow that runs without needing to be actively managed as a “project,” a policy that
reflects real usage, and a repeatable measurement habit that can be pointed at the next workflow candidate
identified in Section 4.

Conclusion: The Habit, Not the Deadline

Ninety days is a useful forcing function, not a magic number — some workflows will prove themselves faster,
others will need the full window. What matters is the shape of the arc: prove narrowly, confirm with a second
measurement cycle, then institutionalize the habits — governance, training, measurement — rather than just
the tool. That sequence is the Horizon Adoption Framework in practice, run once so it can be run again on the
next workflow without starting from zero.
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Conclusion: The Choice Small Businesses Are Actually Making

This report opened with a claim that could have sounded like every other Al trend piece: small businesses can
no longer afford to ignore this technology. Five sections of evidence later, that claim looks different than it did
at the start. It isn't a prediction about the future — it's a description of a shift that has already happened. The
businesses treating 2026 as a wait-and-see year aren't avoiding a risk. They're already absorbing one, in the
form of rising relative costs, slower response times, and quietly eroding market share to competitors who
moved first.

What the Evidence Actually Showed

Section 2 established the mechanics of that erosion: cost structures diverging between adopters and non-
adopters, customer expectations resetting permanently upward, a labor market that no longer offers hiring as
afallback, and a price of entry that has collapsed to the point where cost is no longer a credible excuse. Section
3 tempered the urgency with discipline through the Horizon Adoption Framework — the data on failed Al
initiatives is unambiguous, and speed without structure is exactly as costly as caution without action. Section 4
replaced hype with a ranking: customer service, marketing, administration, finance, and sales each pay off
differently, and the right starting point depends on which constraint is actually costing the business the most.
Section 5 supplied the one piece most businesses skip — a way to know, in weeks rather than quarters,
whether a pilot is actually working, rather than relying on a general feeling that things have improved. Section
6 turned all of it into a calendar: ninety days from a single measured pilot to a durable operating habit.

Read together, these sections describe something more specific than “Al adoption.” They describe a
repeatable discipline — Constraint, Pilot, Measurement, Governance, Scale — that a business without a
technical team or a large budget can run on its own, and run again on the next workflow once the first one
proves out.

The Actual Decision in Front of Owners

The comparison this report has returned to at every section is not adopt Al versus don't. It's the cost of starting
the sequence above now versus the compounding cost of starting it twelve months from now, after
competitors have already captured the customer relationships, cost structure, and operational habits that
come with moving first. That comparison doesn't require optimism about Al as a technology. It requires only
accepting what Section 2 documented: the gap between businesses that have already started and those that
haven't is not closing on its own, and every quarter of delay widens it further.

Where to Start

The single most useful next step for a reader closing this report is not a broader Al strategy — it's the narrower
move Section 3 argued for from the beginning. Name the one constraint costing the business the most time or
money each week. Match it to the function in Section 4 with the clearest evidence behind it. Run the 30/60/90
sequence in Section 6, with the three numbers from Section 5 tracked from day one. That's a smaller
commitment than it may sound like, and it's precisely the size of commitment the evidence says works —
narrow enough to prove quickly, structured enough to scale honestly, and disciplined enough to avoid
becoming one of the four in five Al initiatives that never deliver a measurable return.
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The businesses that will look back on 2026 as the year they gained real ground won't be the ones that moved
fastest or spent the most. They'll be the ones that started — deliberately, on one workflow, with a way to
prove it worked.
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Appendix A: Al Acceptable Use Policy Template

This template operationalizes the governance principle established in Section 3. It is designed to take under an
hour to complete and should be reviewed and updated at the 90-day mark described in Section 6. This template
is a starting point, not a substitute for legal review — businesses handling regulated data (health, financial, or
legal records) should have this policy reviewed by qualified counsel before relying on it.

1. Purpose

This policy governs how [Business Name] employees and contractors may use artificial intelligence tools in the
course of business. It exists to capture the benefits of Al adoption described in this report while protecting
customer data, business data, and the accuracy of anything that reaches a customer or regulator under our
name.

2. Approved Tools

The following Al tools are approved for business use as of [Date]:

e Tool name: | Approved use(s): | Approved
by:

e Tool name: | Approved use(s): | Approved
by:

e Tool name: | Approved use(s): | Approved
by:

Any tool not listed above requires approval from [Owner/Manager Name] before use with business data.

3. Data Rules

The following data may never be entered into an unapproved or free-tier Al tool:

® Customer personal information (names, addresses, payment details, health information)
e Employee personal or payroll information
e Financial account numbers, passwords, or credentials
e Contracts or documents marked confidential
® Any data covered by a signed client confidentiality or non-disclosure agreement
Approved tools that will process any of the above must be confirmed to offer business-grade data protection

(not a free consumer tier) before use.

4. Human Review Requirement

The following outputs must be reviewed by a named person before reaching a customer, regulator, or the
public:

o Customer-facing written communication (email, chat, social posts): reviewed by
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e Financial reports, tax filings, or figures used in lending/investment decisions: reviewed by

o Any content published under the business's name or brand: reviewed by

5. Incident Reporting

Any suspected data exposure, inaccurate Al output that reached a customer, or misuse of an Al tool must be
reported to [Owner/Manager Name] within 24 hours. Use the log below to record incidents and resolutions.

Date Description Tool Involved Resolution Reviewed By

6. Review Cadence

This policy will be reviewed and updated: [ at the 90-day mark of any new Al pilot [ annually [ after any
incident logged above. Last reviewed: | Next review due:
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Appendix B: 90-Day Pilot KPI Tracker

This tracker operationalizes the three-number measurement approach from Section 5 and the 30/60/90
milestones from Section 6. Complete the baseline row before the pilot begins.

Pilot Summary

o Workflow being piloted:

® Business function (per Section 4):

® Tool(s) used:

o Pilot start date: | Owner of pilot:

Weekly Tracking Log

Week Time on Task Time on Task Time Saved Outcome Metric  Notes

(Before) (After)

Baseline — _

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

Day 30/ 60 / 90 Milestone Summary

Milestone Time Saved Outcome Metric  Monthly Tool Cost per Result Decision
(Cumulative) R Cost
Day 30 $ [J Continue [
Adjust [ Stop
Day 60 $ [ Expand O
Hold [1 Stop
Day 90 $ O

Institutionalize
[ Extend Pilot
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Appendix C: Constraint Identification & Pilot Selection
Worksheet

This worksheet operationalizes Section 3's instruction to start with the constraint, not the technology.
Complete it before selecting any tool.

Step 1: List Your Time and Cost Drains

List the three tasks or bottlenecks that consume the most owner or staff time each week, or that most often
cause a lost customer, missed deadline, or avoidable cost.

1. | Estimated hours/week or cost:
2. | Estimated hours/week or cost:
3. | Estimated hours/week or cost:

Step 2: Select the Single Highest-Impact Constraint

Of the three above, which one costs the business the most? (Choose only one — Section 3's evidence favors a
single, narrow pilot over addressing multiple constraints at once.)

® Selected constraint:

Step 3: Match to a Function (Section 4)

Which business function from Section 4 does this constraint fall under?
o [ Customer Service & Response Time [ Marketing & Content Production
o [ Administrative & Scheduling Work L1 Financial & Operational Reporting
e []Sales & Lead Follow-Up

Step 4: Define the Baseline

Before selecting a tool, record how this task performs today, using plain measurement — a stopwatch, a
calendar log, or existing records. This baseline is required for Appendix B.

e Current time per task / current response time / current conversion rate:

® Measurement method used:

Step 5: Define Success in Advance

Before starting the pilot, write down what result would justify continuing past Day 30 (see Section 5 and
Appendix B). Defining this now, rather than after seeing results, keeps the evaluation honest.

® Minimum time saved or outcome improvement that would justify continuing:
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Appendix D: Governance & Monitoring Checklist

This checklist operationalizes Section 3's governance requirement and Section 6's Day 90 institutionalization
milestone. Complete before scaling any pilot beyond its initial workflow.

Before the Pilot Begins
e [ Appendix A (Acceptable Use Policy) is drafted and shared with anyone who will use the tool

e [ Approved tool(s) confirmed to offer business-grade data protection, not a free consumer tier, if
handling sensitive data

e [1 A named person is responsible for reviewing Al output before it reaches a customer or regulator

e [1Baseline measurement (Appendix C, Step 4) is recorded

At Day 30 (Section 6)
e [ Time-saved measurement completed and recorded (Appendix B)
o [ No unresolved data-handling or accuracy incidents logged (Appendix A, Section 5)

o [ Go/adjust/stop decision made and documented

At Day 60 (Section 6)
o [1 Outcome metric confirmed across two measurement cycles
o [] Cost-per-result calculated and reviewed against alternative uses of the same budget
o [ Expansion scope (if any) limited to one additional workflow or user, per Section 3's single-
workflow principle
At Day 90 — Before Scaling Further
o [ Acceptable Use Policy reviewed and updated based on actual usage
e [] Anyone using the tool has received basic training, not left to self-teach
o [1 Monthly measurement cadence established for the ongoing workflow

e [JIncident log (Appendix A, Section 5) reviewed with zero unresolved items before approving
expansion to a new function
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List of Recommended Visuals

The following visuals are recommended for the design/production pass of this report. Each is tied to a specific
claim in the text and is intended to reduce reading effort on data-dense passages rather than to decorate the

page.

# Visual Section / Placement Why It Helps the Reader

1 Line chart: small vs. large Section 2.1 Makes the “closing gap”
firm Al adoption rate, claim visually immediate;
2024-2026 the trend line does more

work than the percentages
alone.

2 Bar chart: median monthly | Section 2.1 Shows the cost-collapse
Al spend, 2022 vs. 2025 claim at a glance,

reinforcing the falling-
barrier argument.

3 Stat callout: 63% rise in Section 2.2 A single bold number
response-time benefits from isolation
expectations rather than being buried in

a paragraph.

4 Comparison table: cost of Section 2.5/ 2.3 Directly supports the
a part-time hire vs. cost of “quiet hire” argument with
an Al tool stack a side-by-side dollar

comparison.

5 Bar chart: % Al adoption Section 2.4 Visualizes the correlation
among growing vs. claim without overstating
declining businesses (83% causation in the text.
vs. 55%)

6 Process diagram: the Section 3 (opening) and This is the report's central
Horizon Adoption repeated in Section 6 framework and should be
Framework (Constraint = visually anchored;

Pilot = Measurement = repetition across sections
Governance — Scale) aids reader recall.

7 Failure-rate infographic: Section 3.1 Converts a stark but
80%+ Al initiative failure abstract stat into a
rate, causes breakdown scannable visual that

motivates the framework.

8 Ranked horizontal bar Section 4 (opening or 4.6) Gives readers a single at-a-
chart: relative glance ranking rather than
ROl/evidence strength requiring them to compare
across the five Section 4 five subsections manually.
functions

9 Simple icon table: one Section 5.3 Turns the metric-matching
metric per function guidance into a quick-
(Section 5.3) reference readers can
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chart: 5-minute vs. 24-
hour response conversion
rates

# Visual Section / Placement Why It Helps the Reader
return to without
rereading prose.

10 Horizontal timeline: Day Section 6 (opening) The section is structurally
1-30-60-90 with a timeline; a visual
milestone markers timeline reduces the need

to hold three phases in
memory while reading.

11 Speed-to-lead conversion Section 4.5 The starkness of the 21%

vs. 2% gap is best
communicated visually,
not embedded in a
sentence.
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Editorial Notes

The following observations are offered for Horizon's internal review before external publication. None
represent a change to the report's thesis, structure, or argument — they are quality and risk notes appropriate
to a flagship first release.

1. Citation Audit Completed — Primary Sources Added

A post-draft citation audit found that several organizations named directly in the body text (JPMorgan Chase
Institute, the Federal Reserve, Goldman Sachs, RAND Corporation, and Google Cloud's DORA research) had no
corresponding entry in the References list — the original list included only the secondary industry write-ups
that reported on this data, not the primary reports themselves. This has been corrected: References now
include the verified primary source for each (see Allen, 2026; Goldman Sachs, 2026; JPMorganChase Institute,
2026; Ryseff et al., 2024; DORA/Google Cloud, 2025). Section 1's methodology paragraph was also tightened,
since it previously named several research firms (McKinsey, Gartner, Salesforce) as sources without any
specific claim attributed to them elsewhere in the report.

2. Remaining Source Mix Skews Toward Secondary Aggregation

A meaningful share of the remaining statistics in Sections 2 and 4 are still drawn from industry blogs and
vendor-adjacent research sites that themselves cite primary sources. Before final publication, Horizon should
verify the highest-stakes remaining figures — particularly the response-time and time-savings statistics in
Sections 4 and 5 — directly against original primary releases where one exists, following the same process
used to correct item 1 above.

3. Cross-Source Variance Is Real and Should Stay Visible

Different surveys report meaningfully different small-business Al adoption rates (ranging from roughly 18% to
77%) due to differing definitions of “use.” The report already flags this in Section 2, and that transparency
should be preserved rather than smoothed over in editing — a consulting-grade report is more credible
acknowledging measurement disagreement than presenting false precision.

4. Some Cited Studies Are Vendor-Commissioned

A small number of sources reviewed during drafting (though not the ones retained in the final References list)
were vendor-commissioned ROI studies. None were ultimately cited in the delivered sections, but as future
editions add sources, any vendor-sponsored statistic should be labeled as such in-text, not just in the
reference entry.

5. Appendix A Requires Legal Review Before Distribution

The Al Acceptable Use Policy template in Appendix A is a strong operational starting point but touches data
handling and compliance. Before this report is distributed as a client-facing deliverable, Horizon should have
the template reviewed by counsel, particularly for businesses in regulated industries (healthcare, financial
services, legal services).

6. The Report Is Evidence-Only — No Horizon Case Studies Yet

As Horizon's first flagship publication, this report necessarily relies entirely on third-party evidence. A natural
next step for a future edition or companion piece is to add one or two anonymized Horizon client case studies
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applying the 90-day roadmap in Section 6, which would strengthen both credibility and differentiation from
the many similar statistics roundups already in this space.

7. Design and Data-Refresh Pass Still Needed

This document is editorially complete but not yet production-formatted. Before publication: (a) commission
the visuals listed in the preceding section, (b) apply Horizon's brand template to the cover and section headers,
and (c) run a source-freshness check on the Section 2 adoption and cost statistics, which are the fastest-moving
numbers in the report and were researched across several working sessions.

8. Numbering Note

This edition begins its numbered sections at Section 1 (Introduction) through Section 6 (Roadmap), followed
by an unnumbered Conclusion. This is intentional and consistent throughout the final document.
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