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GETTING STARTED

The question isn't "what can AI do?" It's "what does my business need?" Across case study,
interview and research paper, one conclusion came up repeatedly: successful AI adoption
depends on strong management and thoughtful implementation. 

Identify The Problem

Select A Use Case

Write Effective Prompts

Verify Results

Add Your Expertise

Implement & Improve 

What Can AI Do?
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AI Writes a Perfect
Business Plan

AI Replaces Consultants
and Employees 

AI Creates a
Useful First Draft

AI Accelerates Work
Humans Still Own

What Really IsAI

AI is a technology that learns from large amounts of existing text, data, and examples to
generate responses, analyze information, and complete tasks — all based on your inputs.
For small business owners, it functions like an assistant that's available around the clock: it
can draft content, summarize information, spot patterns, and work through repetitive tasks
quickly. 

Its real value isn't in replacing your judgment or your employees — it's in freeing up your
time and thinking so you can apply that judgment where it matters most. AI works best
when you stay in the driver's seat, using it to amplify your efforts while keeping your
expertise, relationships, and accountability at the center of every decision. 
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Myths Vs Reality

LLM

AI Platform AI Feature

Agent
ChatGPT, Claude

Purpose-built tool Inside existing software 

acts autonomously within given parameters
following assigned triggers 



 "It's a tool. It's not
the end result."

SBDC Consultant

_

“



Are You Ready?Layer 1:

Before exploring where AI fits in your business, take a step back and assess whether your
business is ready to adopt it successfully.

Successful AI implementation begins with clear goals, organized workflows, and a solid
understanding of how your business operates. Before moving on, consider the following: 
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Tech Comfort Level:

Repeatable Processes:

Strategic Clarity:

Current Tools: 

Internal Ownership

Data Organization:

Time to Implement:

How comfortable are you and your team learning and using new software?

Are your workflows documented and consistent, or do they change every time?

Do you have a clear business goal that AI could support?

How would you describe your current software and tools?

Who will lead AI adoption on your team? Is it you or a team member?

Is your customer and business data stored somewhere organized? (Organized
data is often a signal that AI could integrate with it directly.)

Do you realistically have time this week and this month to learn, test, and
refine a new tool?



Strategic Alignment Layer 2:

Before evaluating AI opportunities, take a moment to understand your business today.
These three questions help establish your current position, identify your goals, and highlight
the biggest obstacles standing in your way. Use these questions to define 1-3 strategic
goals 
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Where are you now?

Where do you want to be in 12-18 months?

What stands in your way?

  pecific,    easurable,   chievable,   elevant,  ime-bound

1

2

3

Self Evaluation

Define Your SMART Goals

S M A R T



Map Your Workflow

Before jumping into problem-solving, we need to map how work actually happens today.
You can't pinpoint the real breakdown until you see the current process laid out step-by-
step.

1. Identify the Candidates: Look at the strategic priority you just selected. Write down 2 to
3 important workflows that directly impact or drive that priority.

2.Pick Your Focus: Out of those options, choose just one workflow to map right now
(ideally the one causing the most friction or holding the most potential).

3.Map the Reality: For your chosen workflow, write down what actually happens, in
order, from start to finish.

Example Workflow — Responding to a new client inquiry:

Email received  Client file opened in CRM  Email response drafted from standard
template  Email sent and saved into CRM
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WORKFLOW
NAME 

STEP
PERSON

RESPONSIBLE
TIME

REQUIRED



Translate IntoGoal Problem

A goal alone is too vague to act on. Now that you've mapped the workflow, use the
workflow information to translate your goal(s) into a specific problem statement. A clear
problem statement is often more valuable than a vague goal because it identifies the
specific issue AI is being asked to solve. 
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                                                                                    Clients feel out
of the loop between project milestones; I have no systematic check-in
process 

Improve client retention 

My Strategic Goal

The Real Problem

EXAMPLE

Goal: Problem Statement:



Once you've completed the readiness assessment and mapped into your workflow,
evaluate the task itself by answering the following yes/no questions. Remember: AI should
focus on solving a business problem instead of creating a new one. 
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Score The OpportunityLayer 3:

YES NOIs this task repetitive and rule-
based? 

YES NO

Does it consume time
disproportionate to the value it
produces?

YES NO
Would faster or better execution
be strategically relevant? 

Count Your "Yes" Responses 

 3 Yes  This task is likely a strong candidate for AI
support.  

 2 Yes  AI may provide value depending on your
workflow and business goals.  

 0–1 Yes  This task may benefit more from process
improvements than AI. 



This library is intended as a starting point for research and is not an endorsement or recommendation for any specific product.

Should I Use AI Here?

Once a task scores as a real opportunity, check whether it's the kind of work AI is actually
good at. This page answers "should I even use AI here?" The risk pages that follow answer
"what could go wrong once I do."

1.Customer and Client Communication
2.Content and Marketing Production
3.Administrative Processing
4.Research and summarization
5.Knowledge base and documentation

1.Relationship-dependent Communication
2.Original Strategic Thinking
3.Specialized Knowledge or Judgment
4.Brand-defining Creative Work
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Tends to Add Value:

Tends to Disappoint: 

1.Does it solve my specific problem?
2.Does it fit my budget?
3.Will it integrate with my existing workflow?
4.Do I understand its limitations?

Before Choosing a tool, Ask:

Use the AI Tool Library To Compare
Tools That Match Your Work Flow

Research has also found that 39% of consumers trust a brand less when they recognize content
as AI-generated. This reinforces why relationship-dependent communication and brand-defining

work still benefit from human involvement.



DevelopmentPrompt

Most implementation failures begin before AI even produces an answer — they begin with
a weak prompt. Prompting is the largest knowledge gap small businesses have. 

“Write a 150-word email to existing customers announcing our new
service, in a warm and casual tone, with a clear call to book a
consultation

“Summarize the meeting into five bullet points, identify three action items,
and organize them under “Key Decisions” and “Next Steps”.

“Draft a professional response to a customer asking about delayed shipping.
Apologize, explain the delay, and offer a solution in under 150 words.”

“Summarize this meeting.”

“Help me with customer service”

“Write me a marketing email”
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Before/After

Effective:

Effective:

Effective:

Vague:

Vague:

Vague:



 "Garbage in,
garbage out."

SBDC Consultant

_

“



Draft RuleThe 80%

Repeated successful use cases such as emails, marketing copy, job descriptions, financial
assumptions, research all shared one thing. Nobody recommended publishing AI output
unchanged. 

Draft #1 – a fast first pass that eliminates blank-page syndrome
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AI Creates

The final draft – in your own voice, with your own judgement.

You Create



ChecklistThe Verify

AI creates plausible answers instead of guaranteed truths. One business owner discovered
their AI-generated slogan already belonged to another company. 

Does your AI-generated output contain any of the following:
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Check Yourself

If you answered ‘No’ to any item above,
revise the AI output before using it.

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

Facts

Sources

Numbers

Local Information

Copyright

Trademarks



Know The & DueRisks Diligence

Page 8 answered whether you should use AI here at all. This page answers what could go
wrong once you do. Every technology introduces tradeoffs. AI is no different. The goal isn't
to avoid AI all together, but it's to understand where risks exist and build simple habits that
reduce them. 

Customer backlash, hallucinations and inaccurate information, loss of authenticity,
overreliance without human review, unrealistic expectations. 

Customer data, sensitive internal data, confidential financial information, employee access
controls. Never enter confidential information into public AI tools. 

Does the new workflow actually save money? Is there a tool you already pay for that, does
this? Watch for over-engineering; a simple email rule can beat building an AI agent. 

Employee resistance, customer trust, skill development, role changes, change management.
Communicate early, provide training, and keep employees involved throughout
implementation. 

Review AI outputs regularly, track measurable outcomes, update prompts over time,
reassess workflows periodically, keep humans accountable for final decisions. 
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Before moving forward, identify one task that should remain human-led.

What is one task in your business you would NOT automate with AI, and why?

Quality

Security

Cost

Legal & Compliance

Human Impact

Reflection



A Tale of Two Businesses
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Reflection

Before moving forward, identify one task that should remain human-led.

What is one task in your business you would NOT automate with AI, and why?

Where It Went Wrong

Where It Went Well

Mike runs an eCommerce apparel business. He installed a customer service bot after
hearing about it on a podcast, without first identifying the problem he wanted to solve. The
price he was quoted did not include customization or implementation costs, so he spent
more than intended. He also didn't test the bot using real customer data, resulting in poor-
quality responses at launch. Customers became frustrated, and instead of reducing
workload, his support team became even busier handling complaints and correcting the
bot's mistakes.

A consulting firm wanted to add two new retainer clients within the next six months and
initially assumed they needed AI for lead generation. After mapping their workflow, they
discovered the real bottleneck was proposal development. Drafting proposals took nearly
four hours, only one founder handled the work, and slow turnaround combined with
inconsistent quality caused them to lose prospective clients. 

By implementing an AI-assisted proposal drafting workflow, proposal creation time
dropped to under 90 minutes, eliminating a major source of friction. The firm successfully
signed two new retainer clients within four months.



Action Plan30-Day
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This week, identify the business goals you want AI to support.

Top Strategic Priorities

Why are these Priorities Important?

Week 1 • 60 - 90 Minutes – Define

Clarify Strategic Priorities

A template you can fill out and follow, one week at a time. This is the closing reminder of
the workbook. 



Action Plan30-Day
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Which workflow are you evaluating?

Sketch your workflow here:

Where are the bottlenecks?

Week 2 • 1.5 - 2 hours – Map

Map Your Most Consequential Workflow 



Action Plan30-Day
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Whats slowing this workflow down? 

Why is this the biggest issue?

How does it affect your strategic goal?

Week 3 • 30 - 45 Minutes – Diagnose

Identify Your Highest-Priority Workflow



Action Plan30-Day
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Choose one AI tool that addresses the workflow and friction point you
identified in the previous sections. Pilot is on a small scale before making
a larger commitment

Which tool are you testing?

Why did you choose it?

What problems does it solve?

How will you measure success?

What workflow changes are needed?

What happened during the pilot?

If not, what is your exit plan?

Week 4 • 2 - 3 Hours – Pilot

Research, Choose, and Pilot one tool: 

Would you continue using it?

YES NO MAYBE



& Next Steps 22Reflection

Before you close this workbook, take a moment to capture your key takeaways.

What task could AI save me the most time? 

What risks concern me the most?

What is one AI tool I want to test?

What is one task I will not automate?

When will I revisit this workbook?

Reflection



Congratulations!

Remember, successful AI adoption is an ongoing
process of testing, learning, and improving. Revisit this
workbook as your business evolves, your goals change,

and new AI opportunities emerge.

You’ve completed your first AI
implementation assessment!

Pennsylvania Small Business Development Centers are funded in part through a cooperative agreement with the U.S. Small Business Administration, by 
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania through the Department of Community & Economic Development, through support from Service Center host institutions, 
and by other sources of state and federal funding. All services are extended on a non-discriminatory basis to all legal residents and citizens of the US. 
All opinions, conclusions, and/or recommendations expressed herein are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the SBA.
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