
In recent years, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have begun experimenting with AI tools like ChatGPT
and Microsoft’s Copilot to boost productivity, streamline operations, and enhance customer interactions.
According to reports from SME News and insights featured at the upcoming Southern Enterprise Awards 2026, AI
adoption among SMEs is accelerating rapidly. Even AI Global Media (imgcdn.aiglobalmedia.net) highlights this
growing trend across the UK’s business landscape.

However, despite widespread enthusiasm, there remains a significant gap between merely using AI tools and truly
integrating them into existing workflows. This often leads to wasted time, missed opportunities, and sometimes
costly errors. In this post, I will explore the most common mistakes SMEs make when rolling out ChatGPT and
similar tools, and offer practical advice for turning AI experimentation into genuine, process-led business
improvement.

AI at Work: The Current State in SMEs
It’s important to acknowledge that many SMEs are already dabbling with AI to some extent. ChatGPT might be
used for drafting customer emails, generating ideas for marketing content, or handling routine queries. Meanwhile,
Copilot is gaining traction as an assistant to Microsoft 365 users, enabling faster document creation, data insights,
and report automation. However, this growing use of AI often lacks a solid foundation in workflow redesign.

Why is this Gap Important?

Simply deploying AI tools without reconsidering how work actually happens leads to a mismatch. Imagine
automating a daily sales report with Copilot, but the underlying process for gathering sales data hasn’t changed.
Or using ChatGPT to draft emails, but salespeople still manually copy-paste information from multiple sources to
prepare their outreach.

This gap between technology use and process re-engineering can create:

Confusing handoffs and duplicated effort

Manual workarounds that negate automation benefits

Overdependence on AI prompts without governance



Challenges in training and sustaining new ways of working

Biggest Mistakes SMEs Make With ChatGPT and AI Tools

1. Ignoring “What Changed in the Workflow?”

One of my favourite questions to ask when evaluating AI projects is: "What changed in the workflow?" Yet many
SMEs launch ChatGPT pilots without mapping previous and future steps in the process. A typical mistake might be
using ChatGPT to generate answers for customer service emails, but failing to update how enquiries are tracked,
resolved, or escalated after the AI’s involvement.

Workflow scoping is crucial because it helps uncover hidden tasks that AI can automate – or conversely, manual
tasks still adding friction.

2. Treating ChatGPT as a “Magic Fix” for Productivity

There is a tendency to call https://smenews.digital/why-uk-employers-are-training-existing-staff-to-lead-ai-and-
automation-projects/ any basic prompting or use of ChatGPT an “AI strategy.” This is misleading. SMEs often start
by simply feeding ChatGPT prompts to draft documents or generate ideas without a plan for ownership, review, or
integration into the business process.

Without clearly defined roles and content governance, the benefits of AI tend to be inconsistent or short-lived.

3. Hiring New AI Specialists Instead of Training Existing Staff

Some SMEs rush to recruit dedicated AI experts or consultants to lead AI projects. While external expertise may be
necessary at times, sidelining existing staff is risky. Frontline employees know the nuances of current workflows
and customer needs better than anyone outside the organisation.

Training and empowering current teams to use ChatGPT and Copilot in their everyday work yields better long-
term adoption and continuous improvement.

4. Lack of Project Leadership with Clear Objectives

https://smenews.digital/why-uk-employers-are-training-existing-staff-to-lead-ai-and-automation-projects/
https://smenews.digital/why-uk-employers-are-training-existing-staff-to-lead-ai-and-automation-projects/


AI projects often lack a single accountable leader who understands both technology and business processes. This
leads to fragmented initiatives that fail to deliver measurable ROI or get stuck in pilot phases.

Strong project leadership — ideally someone who can bridge operational knowledge with an understanding of AI
capabilities — is key to success.

Bridging Process Gaps: A Practical Approach for SMEs
To leverage AI tools like ChatGPT effectively, SMEs need to focus first on process gaps and ownership before
diving into tool selection or advanced prompts. Here are actionable steps to help avoid the mistakes outlined
above.

Step 1: Map Your Current Processes Clearly

Start by documenting workflows that involve text generation, data collation, or routine communication. For
instance, how are monthly sales reports currently produced? What handoffs occur when customer queries
escalate?

Example:

Process Step Responsible Person Manual Tasks Potential AI Intervention Extract sales data from CRM Sales Analyst
Manual export and spreadsheet formatting Automation with Copilot macros or scripts Draft summary report Sales
Manager Copy-pasting into Word template ChatGPT prompts to generate clean drafts Review for accuracy Sales
Director Manual checking against source data AI-assisted data validation rules

Step 2: Identify Tasks Still Done by Hand for No Good Reason

Keep a running list of repetitive manual tasks that add little value but persist out of habit or lack of tooling. This
could be anything from manual report uploads to drafting standard responses.

For example, SMEs attending the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026 have reported manual compilation of
customer feedback forms as a hidden bottleneck ripe for AI-assisted automation.

Step 3: Train Existing Staff With Clear Use Cases

Rather than generic AI workshops, organise targeted training sessions showing how ChatGPT and Copilot can
embed into daily work. Use real examples such as:

Automating contract review summaries

Generating proposal templates based on client input

Speeding up internal report creation with AI prompts

This builds confidence and ownership, reducing anxiety about AI replacing jobs and increasing engagement.

Step 4: Assign Dedicated Project Leadership

Allocate a project lead, ideally a process-savvy manager with some AI understanding, to oversee AI adoption. Their
responsibilities should include:

Mapping workflows and identifying AI opportunities

Managing pilot programs with clear objectives

Coordinating cross-team communication



Measuring impact and reporting to executives

This person acts as the bridge between technology and operations, ensuring AI is deployed where it adds real
value.

Why Governance and Ownership Matter
AI tools like ChatGPT can produce impressive outputs, but without governance frameworks SMEs risk:

Data security breaches from improper prompt inputs

Inconsistent messaging without standardised templates

Duplication or errors due to unclear responsibilities

Implementing guidelines and ownership structures ensures outputs are reviewed, compliant, and aligned to
business standards.

In Conclusion: From Tools to Transformation
There is no doubt that tools like ChatGPT and Copilot offer SMEs tremendous potential to improve productivity
and work quality. However, as highlighted by SME News and experts at the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026,
success depends on far more than prompt engineering or tool deployment. It hinges on a thoughtful strategy
focused on process redesign, staff training, and dedicated leadership.

Addressing “process gaps” and firmly asking “what changed in the workflow?” before talking about AI capabilities
will save SMEs wasted time and resources. Investing in internal skill-building rather than rushing to hire AI
specialists will strengthen teams. And, most importantly, strong project leadership is needed to turn AI
experimentation into concrete, measurable business outcomes.

By avoiding common ChatGPT mistakes and closing the gap between AI at work and process optimisation,
SMEs can transform from passive users into AI-powered leaders—prepared to thrive in an increasingly digital
marketplace.

For further reading and case studies, check reputable sources like AI Global Media and industry events such as the
Southern Enterprise Awards 2026.


