Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are increasingly dipping their toes into the world of Al automation,
leveraging tools like ChatGPT and Copilot to improve day-to-day operations. But amid this rising adoption, there
remains a notable gap: many companies use Al reactively without redesigning their workflows around it. This

situation raises a critical question — is it better to train existing staff on Al automation or bring in new specialists?

In this article, we'll explore the business case for training your current team on Al automation. We'll reference
insights from SME News, highlight recognition from the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026, and put use cases
and leadership lessons published by Al Global Media under the microscope. Along the way, we'll clarify how to

close the Al adoption gap and maximise the upskilling ROI for your enterprise.

Why SMEs Are Experimenting with Al Tools — But Often Miss Process
Redesign

Al tools like ChatGPT for natural language generation and Copilot for code assistance have captivated SME
leaders eager to boost productivity. They automate repetitive document writing, support customer

communications, streamline code debugging, and augment routine reporting.

According to recent coverage by SME News, many SMEs have started experimentation phases using these
platforms, often using point solutions plugged into existing reversible workflows. However, the gap emerges
because these companies do not consistently apply process redesign principles alongside automation — in other

words, they add Al without changing tasks and handoffs. This results in suboptimal benefits:

® Manual tasks still bottleneck operations
® Partial automation creates errors or duplicated effort

® Limited ownership leads to tool abandonment or misuse

The key insight is that Al adoption isn't just a tools play — it's a transformation of work. Without redesigning

processes and upskilling people, automated advantages plateau fast.

Training Existing Staff vs Hiring New Al Specialists: What Makes More
Sense?

One tempting approach is to bring in freshly minted Al and automation specialists. One client recently told me
learned this lesson the hard way.. While new talent can inject valuable skills, it's not always the best or fastest

route for SMEs constrained by budgets and time.

Criteria Training Existing Staff Hiring New Specialists Familiarity with Business Context High — staff know internal
processes, culture, and customers Low — requires ramp-up and onboarding Time to Impact Medium — training
time needed but shorter than full onboarding Medium to long — recruitment and cultural integration take time
Cost Lower — training budgets usually less than salaries and recruitment fees Higher — competitive salaries and
hiring expenses Employee Engagement and Retention Higher — investing in staff development increases loyalty
Variable — may lead to turnover if cultural misfit Ownership and Governance Stronger — staff managing

automation have direct stake Risk of siloed solutions if not integrated well

Training existing employees to lead Al automation initiatives strengthens your organisation’s capability network. It
helps build a culture of continuous improvement, fostering agility. This synergy accelerates project ownership and

governance, critical factors highlighted by Al Global Media thought leadership.



Key Components of Effective Al Upskilling for Existing Staff

Upskilling is not about handing out tool licenses or conducting one-off “Al awareness” sessions. For automation

benefits to materialise, training should focus on workflow and leadership aspects:

1. Understanding “What Changed in the Workflow?”

Before deploying Al, emphasise documenting how processes evolve. Existing staff need to identify and redesign
steps where Al reduces handoffs, approvals, and manual data entry. The training should provide templates and
examples  specific to  https://smenews.digital/why-uk-employers-are-training-existing-staff-to-lead-ai-and-

automation-projects/ reporting, customer communications, and approvals, rather than vague Al tool overviews.

2. Hands-On Tool Practice Coupled With Process Mapping
® Use real-world tasks like automating routine report generation through ChatGPT prompts designed to
generate audit-ready documents

® |everage Copilot to rewrite common scripting or query templates while reflecting on workflow changes that

eliminate unnecessary handoffs

3. Defining Automation Ownership and Governance Roles

Train staff to understand data governance, ethical guidelines, and quality assurance protocols relevant to Al
outputs. Clarify responsibilities so automation becomes a managed, sustainable asset instead of a chaotic “black

box.”
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4. Project Leadership and Change Management Skills

You know what's funny? upskilling isn't only technical. Equip existing staff with skills to lead Al projects —
stakeholder engagement, communicating benefits, and managing resistance — to amplify adoption and realise
ROI.

The Measurable Business Case: Upskilling ROl in Action



What tangible benefits can SMEs expect from training existing employees in Al automation? Leading organisations

featured in the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026 demonstrate measurable improvements including:

1. Faster Turnaround on Routine Reporting: Automating weekly reports reduced processing time by up to
60%, freeing analysts for strategic tasks.

2. Higher Accuracy and Compliance: Automating approval workflows via Al-assisted templates lowered error
rates by 35% and audit findings by 20%.

3. Improved Customer Response Times: ChatGPT-powered preliminary query drafts helped customer service
reps handle queries 50% faster.

4. Cost Savings Compared to Hiring External Consultants: Up to 40% lower project costs through reusing

existing talents and reducing recruitment.

Such benefits underscore that the ROl of Al automation is maximised when organisations close the gap between
technology adoption and process redesign — a gap bridged most effectively through staff training and

empowerment.

Conclusion: Building a Sustainable Al Automation Culture Through
Upskilling
For SMEs, the business case for training existing staff in Al automation is compelling. It aligns with operational

realities, delivers quicker and more cost-effective returns, and builds long-term capabilities essential for ongoing

innovation.
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As highlighted by coverage in SME News and celebrated by winners of the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026,
investing in your team's skills enables your business to not only incorporate tools like ChatGPT and Copilot, but
to embed them within smarter, automated workflows. This creates a cohesive environment where Al augments

human effort, rather than creating fragmented or siloed technology solutions.

Finally, adopting structured project leadership and governance for Al initiatives ensures sustainable, scalable

benefits — exactly what SMEs need to stay competitive in an evolving digital landscape.

Curious to move past experimentation and make Al automation truly work for your business? Start by asking:



* What exactly changed in our workflows?
* Who owns and governs this automation?

* How do we equip current staff with skills to manage not just tools, but processes and people?

Answering these lays a solid foundation to unlock the full advantages of Al automation benefits and upskilling
ROI.



