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About the Research
SAS commissioned a global IDC study of 1,600 SMB leaders. The results of the research were published in an IDC White Paper.

Source: AI for SMBs: Closing the Readiness-Reality Gap, April 2026, (IDC #EUR154502326); n = 1,600 

Research by: Daniel-Zoe Jimenez, Vice President, Digital Innovation, CX & Software, DNB/Start-ups, SMBs, Consumer and 
Channels Research, IDC and Dominique Bendels, Consulting Manager, Custom Solutions Europe, IDC
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Executive Summary 

Leaders of small and midsize businesses (SMBs) don’t need another big idea about AI. They need 
a plan to deploy it at scale.

For SMB leaders charged with that responsibility, this report is both a reality check and a 
leadership scorecard. It reveals the readiness-reality gap, where AI ambitions outpace the ability 
to execute, and then shows the specific capabilities that most reliably predict success. Use it to 
align IT and the business on what to address first, so your organization can move confidently from 
experimentation to repeatable impact. It also includes targeted guidance for CEOs, CIOs, COOs, 
CFOs, and CHROs, outlining the specific actions each leadership role should prioritize now.

The data from our survey of 1,600 SMB leaders around the world shows the size and range of this 
gap. Most have moved past awareness. AI is no longer a distant concept but an active priority, 
increasingly embedded in everyday tools and rising on leadership agendas. But adoption is not the 
same as maturity:

•	 Nearly 70% of SMBs remain in early stages of AI maturity.

•	 Over a third of SMBs (37%) are still experimenting with AI in isolated ways.

•	 Another 33% have begun to establish initial structure and direction.

•	 Only 22% have reached the stage where meaningful organizational alignment is emerging.

•	 Just 9% have fully embedded AI into strategy, operations, and decision-making.

SMB leaders have a long way to go, but they are not alone. Organizations of all sizes are navigating 
the same challenges with AI adoption. What sets SMBs apart is their agility and willingness to use 
technology as a growth lever. Even with limited resources and execution pressure, SMBs are well 
positioned to move quickly and effectively.

Use this report to benchmark your organization’s AI readiness and understand where you are 
on the journey to AI maturity. It helps you anticipate common obstacles and build a practical, 
actionable AI strategy grounded in your business priorities. To support that effort, the report 
includes a self-assessment tool (the AI Readiness Calculator) that delivers a tailored gap analysis 
of your organization’s AI readiness, along with clear next step recommendations based on your 
current maturity, business context, and AI ambitions.
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The gap isn’t driven by a single 
challenge. It’s driven by four.
What makes the readiness-reality gap 
particularly difficult to close is that it doesn’t 
have a single cause. The AI Readiness Index 
is a structured framework that evaluates 
how organizations are progressing from 
experimentation to scaled adoption – and it 
can help leaders determine where they need to 
focus. The Index measures four interconnected 
dimensions (Planning, Building, Enabling, 
and Executing) that together determine how 
effectively AI can be deployed and scaled. The 
data shows that SMBs are making progress in 
all four areas, but only modestly.

Today, AI strategies are being developed but not 
yet translated into execution. Useful data exists 
but stays fragmented across systems. Skills are 
emerging in pockets but haven’t spread across 
the organization. Use cases are being explored 
but rarely scaled or measured. Together, these 
gaps create the kind of friction that keeps 
organizations cycling through experimentation 
rather than building toward true scale.

A performance divide is opening.
A smaller subset of organizations is already 
pulling ahead. By aligning AI strategy with 
business priorities, simplifying data and 
platforms, investing in skills, and embedding AI 
into workflows with measurable outcomes, they 
are creating a clear performance advantage.

SMB readiness stages: Global view - Around the world, SMBs are still in 
the beginning stages of the AI journey

36.9%
32.9%

21.8%

8.8%

Experimental StructuredOpportunistic Integrated

Most aren’t. They are progressing more slowly, 
hitting the same obstacles, and finding it 
difficult to scale what’s working. Over time, the 
gap between these two groups will widen. The 
difference: Some merely adopted AI, and others 
built the infrastructure to operationalize it.   

The gap is everywhere, but the 
shape differs by industry and 
region.
Industry context matters. Banking leads in 
strategic alignment and governance, while 
insurance shows broader adoption but 
inconsistent depth. Government benefits 
from structured planning but struggles with 
execution. Health care and life sciences remain 
earlier-stage, constrained by data complexity, 
regulatory requirements, and integration 
challenges. Across all industries, adoption is 
outpacing operationalization.

Regionally, North America ranked the highest in 
AI readiness  across the dimensions Planning, 
Building, and Enabling. Europe is the only region 
where Executing is the strongest dimension. 
APAC shows a mixed maturity profile, while 
LATAM and META are earlier stage, constrained 
by foundational gaps in data, platforms, and 
infrastructure.

https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.idc.com/about/ccpa/___.YzJ1OnNhc2luc3RpdHV0ZTpjOm9mZmljZTM2NV9lbWFpbHNfYXR0YWNobWVudDo1YmU5MGNjMzdiY2YxYjU0NmFiMGFkNmFiOGNkNzQ5YTo3OjMzNjM6MzdhYmQ3OWRjNmQzMTQwZjU1OTNlMDY4NDYzZDg4ODY5ODgxNzgwM2UzZDU0YzQxOGZlNzEzNTg2YzhmNjM5ZTpwOkY6Tg
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SMB Readiness Overview – The four stages of AI readiness explained

Stage 1:
Experimental

Stage 2:
Opportunistic

Stage 3:
Structured

Stage 4: 
Integrated

% of SMBs 36.6% 32.9% 21.8% 8.8%

Description AI activity is 
ad hoc and 
fragmented. 
There is no 
formal strategy, 
governance is 
absent, and use 
cases emerge 
informally rather 
than by design.

Early pilots are 
underway and 
investment is 
growing, but 
initiatives remain 
fragmented 
and difficult to 
scale. Progress is 
real but not yet 
systematic.

AI is supported 
by defined 
strategy, 
improving data 
foundations, 
and growing 
capability 
across the 
business. Scaling 
is beginning 
to happen by 
design.

AI is embedded 
across business 
processes, 
supported 
by unified 
platforms, 
and delivering 
measurable 
outcomes. The 
focus shifts 
from building 
to continuous 
improvement.

Characteristics Data scattered 
across systems 
with no clear 
ownership

Tools adopted 
in silos, not 
connected

Skills 
concentrated 
in a handful of 
individuals

Pilots exist 
but business 
impact is rarely 
measured

AI discussed 
in relation 
to business 
priorities

Some data 
improved, 
some systems 
connected

A few teams 
or individuals 
have practical AI 
experience

Some pilots 
succeed, but no 
defined scaling 
process

Strategy linked 
to business goals 
with defined 
governance

Data more 
accurate; 
platforms more 
integrated

Structured 
training in place; 
broader team 
adoption

Use cases 
managed 
deliberately; 
impact measured 
for many

AI embedded 
in corporate 
strategy and 
core planning

Unified data and 
AI platforms 
with governed 
workflows

Enterprise-
wide skills 
with ongoing 
upskilling 
programs

Impact tracked 
systematically 
and used to 
guide investment

Key insight 90% have 
no formal AI 
strategy

Most SMBs stall 
here before 
reaching scale

65.8% have 
a defined AI 
strategy at this 
stage

70.7% operate 
fully integrated 
platforms at this 
stage
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Use case priority % selecting

Improve governance, risk and 
compliance for AI

26.2%

Automate and streamline core business 
processes

26.1%

Reduce costs through efficiency and 
automation

25.2%

Improve data quality and integration 25.1%

Consolidate tools into a unified 
platform

23.2%

Improve customer experience or 
personalization

23.0%

Increase product/service innovation 23.0%

Build or strengthen internal AI skills 22.9%

Leverage advanced automation or AI 
agents

22.8%

Enhance reporting and decision making 21.9%

Experiment with copilots or assistants 
(personal productivity)

20.9%

Drive new revenue growth 20.2%

Faster time to market 19.4%

Direction in search of delivery.
SMBs are prioritizing fundamental use cases 
first.  Governance, improving data quality, and 
process automation consistently top the list 
across the survey. These priorities reflect a 
focus on stabilizing operations and reducing 
risk.  What’s missing is the ability to deliver on 
those priorities at scale and with consistency. 
That’s the distinction between organizations 
that are advancing and those that are active but 
not moving forward.

Before AI can drive growth, it must first be 
trusted, governed, and able to run reliably 
across the business. The priorities in this data 
confirm that most of these organizations 
understand that, and are building for it.

Build the foundations 
or fall behind.
The organizations that close the gap will do 
it by strengthening what underlies AI – the 
strategy, data, skills, and execution. Those that 
don’t risk staying in a state of partial progress 
as the distance between leaders and the rest 
continues to grow.

This report shows where SMBs stand 
today, identifies the capabilities that most 
reliably predict success, and pinpoints 
where momentum is most often lost. Use it 
to benchmark your position, anticipate the 
obstacles ahead, and take the next steps 
toward AI that actually scales.

About this research
The findings in this report are drawn from a 
quantitative survey of 1,600 leaders of small 
and midsize businesses conducted between 
November and December 2025. Respondents 
represent 28 countries across five regions: 
North America, Europe, Asia Pacific, Latin 
America, and the Middle East, Turkey, 
and Africa.

All respondents came from organizations with 
100 to 499 employees outside of the US or 100 
to 999 employees inside the US. The sample 
includes both line-of-business leaders and IT 
decision makers, reflecting the reality that AI 
readiness is a shared responsibility, not an IT 
problem alone.

The survey was structured around the AI 
Readiness Index, which measures maturity 
across four dimensions: Planning, Building, 
Enabling, and Executing. Based on their 
responses, organizations were placed into 
one of four maturity stages, ranging from 
Experimental to Integrated. That framework is 
the basis for all comparisons in this report.

The use-case data reinforces the point. 
The top priorities reflect an agenda 
of control, efficiency and operational 
readiness, not growth:

https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.idc.com/about/ccpa/___.YzJ1OnNhc2luc3RpdHV0ZTpjOm9mZmljZTM2NV9lbWFpbHNfYXR0YWNobWVudDo1YmU5MGNjMzdiY2YxYjU0NmFiMGFkNmFiOGNkNzQ5YTo3OjE1YTg6ODRkOTUwMGQwMjZjNzg0ODU2MzM2ZDRhYjI2ZDRkZDMzNmNiMTBjYjg4ODI0YmJhMmY0NzQwYzI3NmI2OGVmODpwOkY6Tg
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Daniel-Zoe Jimenez
Vice President, Digital Innovation, 
CX & Software, DNB/Start-ups, SMBs,   
Consumer and Channels Research, IDC

Daniel-Zoe Jimenez is Vice President for IDC’s 
Asia/Pacific region, based in Singapore. He 
leads the regional research practices of Digital 
Innovation, Customer Experience (CX) & Software 
Applications, Digital Native Businesses (DNB) 
& Start-ups, SMBs, Consumer and Channels 
Research.

Daniel provides strategic advisory services to 
the C-Suite (CIOs, CTOs, CFOs, CDOs, CMOs, 
and CHROs) on how to develop and leverage 
technologies (e.g., AI/Analytics, Cloud, RPA, 
AR/VR, ERP, CRM) and new business operating 
models to become more agile, resilient, and 
competitive. He delivers workshops and strategic 
engagements for customers across Asia/Pacific 
such as assessing maturity, identifying gaps, 
crafting strategies and technology roadmaps, 
determining ecosystem readiness, business 
value metrics (KPIs), and skills required to drive 
future growth and profitability. Also, he provides 
research and strategic advisory to tech buyers and 
suppliers into the most emerging technologies and 
market developments like the Metaverse.

Dominique Bindels
Consulting Manager, 
Custom Solutions Europe, IDC

Dominique Bindels is a Consulting Manager at 
IDC, where he oversees end-to-end project 
delivery across IDC’s Artificial Intelligence, Data 
Analytics, and Industry practices. Based in 
London, Dominique manages global, large-scale 
engagements, bringing a rigorous and 
clientfocused approach that ensures 
deliverables meet the highest standards of 
analytical quality and strategic relevance.

With six years at IDC and a broader professional 
background spanning close to a decade, 
Dominique combines deep domain expertise in 
AI and data analytics with strong programme 
management capabilities. He holds an MSc 
in International Business and is a Certified 
Scrum Master, reflecting a commitment to both 
strategic thinking and agile, structured delivery.
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About IDC

Message from SAS

International Data Corporation (IDC) is the premier global provider of market intelligence, advisory 
services, and events for the information technology, telecommunications, and consumer technology 
markets.

With more than 1,300 analysts worldwide, IDC offers global, regional, and local expertise on 
technology and industry opportunities and trends in over 110 countries. IDC’s analysis and insight help 
IT professionals, business executives, and the investment community to make fact-based technology 
decisions and to achieve their key business objectives.

Founded in 1964, IDC is a wholly owned subsidiary of International Data Group (IDG, Inc.), the world’s 
leading tech media, data, and marketing services company.

SAS is a global leader in data and AI, helping organizations make confident decisions with AI they can 
trust. For decades, SAS has set the standard for delivering software that drives meaningful impact, 
incorporating deep industry expertise, transparency and governance. SAS gives you THE POWER TO 
KNOW®.  SAS and its partners help SMB customers worldwide increase revenue, reduce costs and 
improve customer experience with rightsized, affordable solutions and flexible deployment options 
across cloud, on premise and managed environments.

Visit www.sas.com/smb

https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r01/___https://www.idc.com/about/ccpa/___.YzJ1OnNhc2luc3RpdHV0ZTpjOm9mZmljZTM2NV9lbWFpbHNfYXR0YWNobWVudDo1YmU5MGNjMzdiY2YxYjU0NmFiMGFkNmFiOGNkNzQ5YTo3OmFmNGM6YzI2NDU0ZjljM2M0MTI2ZWRiYTdhZGJiMTM0ODg0ODZmNzQ4NGYyMzA1MGY0MGZjNjgwOGU4MmEzODMzNTJhNjpwOkY6Tg
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To learn more, please visit www.sas.com/AIReadinessReality

To assess your organization's AI readiness, please visit www.sas.com/AIReadinessAssessment

https://www.sas.com/AI-readiness
https://www.sas.com/AIReadinessAssessment
https://www.sas.com/AIReadinessAssessment

