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"AI doesn't fail businesses. Poor decisions do. I help you make better ones." 

Faaleh M.Sookye 
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About the Author 

Faaleh M. Sookye is an AI strategist and digital transformation consultant based in Mauritius. He helps SME leaders 

adopt AI with clarity, not hype. His work centres on building intelligent businesses that treat AI as a capability to 

develop, not just a tool to buy. He works with founders, leadership teams, and operations managers who are serious 

about making AI work — not just deploying it. 

 

Who This Guide Is For 

This guide is for two types of SME leaders. 

The first is considering AI adoption and wants to move beyond the noise. They have seen the demos, read the articles, 

and now need a structured way to think about where to start — and whether they are actually ready. 

The second has already started. They have deployed a tool or two, maybe run a pilot. Something is working, or nothing 

is. Either way, they want to know how to build on it with more rigour and less guesswork. 

Both will find what they need here. 
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Introduction 

In the past twelve months, I have watched SMEs roll out AI tools at speed. Polished demos. Excited teams. Budget 

approved. And then nothing measurably changed. 

When I ask why they moved so fast, the answer is almost always the same: "Everyone else was doing it." 

That sentence is the beginning of most AI failures. Not a bad tool. Not a lack of budget. Not even resistance from the 

team. Just the absence of a clear reason to act, followed by the pressure to act anyway. 

This guide exists because there is a better way. AI adoption is not complicated when you approach it as a series of 

deliberate decisions rather than a race to deploy. Each step in this framework asks you to stop, think, and decide 

before moving forward. That is not slowing down. That is how you build something that actually holds. 

The eight steps ahead move from strategic clarity to measured scale. They are not sequential in the rigid sense — 

some will run in parallel, some you will revisit — but they follow a logic. You cannot scale what you have not stabilized. 

You cannot stabilize what you have not defined. You cannot define what you have not yet decided to do. 

Start at the beginning. Work through it honestly. The businesses that will look back on this period as a turning point are 

not the ones that moved fastest. They are the ones that moved with purpose. 
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PART ONE: Why AI Fails SMEs 

Before the framework, there is a harder conversation. Understanding why AI fails in small and medium businesses is 

not about blame. It is about pattern recognition. The same failure modes appear across industries, across geographies, 

across organisations of very different sizes and sectors. Once you can name them, you can avoid them. 

The Three Failure Modes 

Speed without strategy. The most common. A tool gets adopted because a competitor is using it, or because 

someone read about it, or because a vendor gave a compelling demonstration. There is no defined problem it is solving. 

No baseline to measure against. No owner responsible for outcomes. Six months later, the subscription is still active 

but no one can point to what changed. 

Tools without process. AI amplifies what already exists. If a process is broken, poorly documented, or inconsistently 

followed, AI will either expose that or make it worse. Businesses that skip the step of mapping and cleaning their 

processes before deploying AI often find that the tool creates new problems faster than it solves old ones. 

Hype without intent. This is subtler. It shows up as enthusiasm without direction. Teams get excited, run experiments, 

generate outputs — and none of it connects to a business objective. The activity looks productive. The dashboards 

look full. But the metrics that matter do not move. 

Why SMEs Are More Exposed 

Large enterprises can absorb failed AI experiments. They have dedicated IT teams, innovation budgets, and enough 

operational depth to run pilots without disrupting core business. SMEs have none of that buffer. A failed deployment 

costs real money, real time, and real morale. A team of twelve that spends four months integrating a tool that does not 

deliver cannot just write it off as a learning exercise and move on. 

SMEs are also more likely to have informal processes, less structured data, and leadership wearing multiple hats. All 

of this makes the conditions for AI success harder — not impossible, but harder. The framework in this guide is built 

specifically for that context. 

The Cost of Getting It Wrong 

The obvious cost is financial. Subscriptions, implementation time, consultant fees, lost productivity during transition. 

But the less obvious cost is trust. When AI fails visibly inside an organisation, it creates scepticism that lingers. The 

next initiative — even a well-designed one — starts with a credibility deficit. Teams that have been through one failed 

rollout are harder to bring along for the next one  Getting it right the first time is not just good practice. It protects the 

organisation's capacity to keep trying. 
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PART TWO: The 8-Step Framework 
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Step 1: AI Intent Brief — Start With Why 

Most AI projects fail before they begin. The failure is not technical. It is definitional. The organisation never clearly 

stated what problem it was solving, why now, and what success would look like. The AI Intent Brief fixes that. 

What it is: A short internal document — one to two pages — that states your AI purpose in plain language. Not a vision 

statement. Not a strategy deck. A clear answer to three questions: What specific problem are we solving? Why is AI 

the right approach for this problem? What does a good outcome look like in measurable terms? 

Why it matters: Without an intent brief, every stakeholder carries a different version of what the project is for. When 

results are mixed — and they will be in the early stages — there is no agreed-upon standard to evaluate against. 

Ambiguity at the start becomes conflict later. 

How to do it: Bring together the people who own the problem — not the whole leadership team, not the technology 

team, the people closest to the work. Give them ninety minutes. Ask the three questions above. Write down what they 

say. Edit for clarity. Circulate and align. That document is your AI Intent Brief. 

The key discipline here is specificity. "We want to use AI to improve customer service" is not an intent. "We want to 

reduce average first-response time from 48 hours to 4 hours for tier-one support queries by Q3" is an intent. One gives 

you a direction. The other gives you a destination. 
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Worksheet 1: AI Intent Brief 

Answer each question in plain language. Avoid jargon. Write as if you are explaining this to a new team member on their 

first day. 

1. What specific problem are we solving? 

Describe the problem in one or two sentences. Be precise. Name the process, the team, or the customer experience it 

affects. 

Your answer: 

2. Why is AI the right approach? 

What makes this problem suited to an AI solution rather than a process fix, a hire, or a simpler tool? 

Your answer: 

3. What does success look like? 

State one to three measurable outcomes. Include a timeframe. 

Outcome Current baseline Target By when 

    

    

    

 

4. Who owns this? 

Name the person responsible for driving this initiative and the person accountable for the outcome. 

Initiative owner: __________________________________________________ 

Business accountable: _______________________________________________ 

5. What is the single biggest risk of getting this wrong? 

Your answer: 

 



First edition, 2026. All rights reserved. Faaleh M. Sookye 

 

 pg. 9 

Step 2: AI Readiness Audit — Know Where You Stand 

Strong ambition alone does not make an organisation ready for AI. Many organisations have a clear intent to adopt AI 

but lack the underlying conditions needed for successful implementation. The readiness audit provides a clear picture 

of what is actually in place before resources are committed. 

What it is: 

A structured assessment of four core readiness dimensions: data, processes, people, and leadership. This is not a 

deep technical audit. It is a practical evaluation of whether the operational, organisational, and human foundations 

required for AI adoption exist today. 

Why it matters: 

AI initiatives often fail not because the technology is weak, but because the organisation is unprepared. Data may be 

fragmented, processes unclear, or teams unfamiliar with AI tools. Identifying these gaps early allows organisations to 

plan corrective actions such as data preparation, workflow redesign, or capability building before major investments 

are made. 

How to do it: 

Score each dimension on a simple maturity scale. Be candid in the assessment. Involve the people closest to the 

operations such as managers, data owners, and frontline staff. Consolidate the results and identify the two or three 

gaps that most directly affect the priority AI opportunity. Address these constraints first. 

The objective is not to achieve perfect readiness before starting. Most SMEs will have gaps. The objective is clarity. 

When an organisation understands its starting point, it can design an AI adoption plan grounded in operational reality 

rather than assumption. 
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Worksheet 2: AI Readiness Audit 

Rate each dimension from 1 (not in place) to 5 (fully in place). Add notes where relevant. 

Data Readiness 

Question Score (1–5) Notes 

We have access to relevant, clean data for this use case   

Our data is stored in accessible, structured formats   

We have a clear owner for our key data sources   

We know where our data gaps are   

Data Readiness Total /20  

 

Process Readiness 

Question Score (1–5) Notes 

The process we want to improve is clearly documented   

It is consistently followed across the team   

We have a current performance baseline for this process   

We understand the steps where AI could add the most value   

Process Readiness Total /20  

 

People Readiness 

Question Score (1–5) Notes 

The team understands what AI can and cannot do   

There is genuine appetite to change how this work gets done   
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We have identified who will use the AI output day-to-day   

We have a plan to address resistance or skills gaps   

People Readiness Total /20  

 

Leadership Readiness 

Question Score (1–5) Notes 

Leadership is aligned on the priority use case   

There is a named sponsor with decision-making authority   

There is budget and time allocated for implementation   

Leadership understands this will require iteration, not instant results   

Leadership Readiness Total /20  

 

Your overall readiness score: _____ / 80 

40–80: Proceed — plan for the gaps you identified. 

20–39: Prepare first — address the lowest-scoring dimension before committing to deployment. 

Below 20: Pause — the foundation needs work before any AI deployment will hold. 

Top 3 gaps to address before moving forward: 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Step 3: Use Case Prioritisation — Pick the Right Fight 

Once your intent is clear and your readiness understood, you will almost always identify several potential AI 

applications. The challenge is not choosing the most exciting idea. It is choosing the one most likely to deliver a clear, 

measurable outcome given the resources, data, and capabilities you currently have. 

What it is: 

A structured process for evaluating and ranking potential AI use cases against two key dimensions: business value and 

implementation feasibility. The intersection of high value and high feasibility is where organisations should begin. 

Why it matters: 

The first AI initiative in any organisation sets the tone for everything that follows. A visible success builds internal 

credibility, unlocks additional investment, and increases organisational confidence in AI. A visible failure can stall 

momentum for years. Selecting the right first use case is therefore a strategic decision, not merely a technical one. 

How to do it: 

Start by listing all potential AI use cases identified across the organisation. Evaluate each use case against two criteria. 

Business value:  

Potential impact on revenue growth, cost reduction, operational efficiency, customer experience, or risk management. 

 

Feasibility: 

Aavailability and quality of data, clarity of the underlying process, team readiness, and technical complexity. 

Score each use case on both dimensions and plot them on a simple matrix. The top-right quadrant, where value and 

feasibility are both high, represents the most practical starting point. 

Resist the temptation to begin with the most ambitious project. The goal of the first AI initiative is not maximum 

sophistication. It is maximum learning with a high probability of success. 
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Worksheet 3: Use Case Prioritisation Matrix 

Step 1: List up to six potential AI use cases your organisation has discussed. 

Step 2: Score each on Business Value (1–5) and Implementation Feasibility (1–5). 

Step 3: Multiply the scores. The highest combined score is your priority use case. 

Use Case Business Value (1–5) Feasibility (1–5) Combined Score Notes 

     

     

     

     

     

     

 

Your Priority Use Case: _______________________________________________ 

Why this one first (in one sentence): 

What would make this use case fail? (Name 2 risks upfront): 

1. 

2.- 
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Step 4: Process Mapping — Understand Before You Automate 

AI does not replace process. It operates within it. Before any AI solution is introduced, the process it will affect must be 

clearly understood, not only at a high level, but at the step-by-step level where work actually happens. 

What it is: 

A documented view of the current process linked to the selected AI use case. Not how the process is assumed to work, 

but how it actually works in practice, including workarounds, exceptions, delays, and informal steps that rarely appear 

in official procedures. 

Why it matters: 

If you automate a broken process, you accelerate the breakdown. If you introduce AI into a process that is poorly 

understood, you create a system that people will struggle to trust, use, and improve. Process mapping exposes hidden 

friction, ambiguity, and failure points before they become implementation problems. 

How to do it: 

Work directly with the people involved in the process. Walk through it step by step. Document each task, each decision 

point, each handoff, and each point where errors, delays, or inconsistencies occur. Mark the specific steps where AI is 

expected to support, automate, or enhance the work. Then assess whether those steps are sufficiently clear, 

consistent, and structured for AI to be applied reliably. 

If they are not, improve the process before introducing the AI. 

That last sentence is the only part I’d still consider tweaking depending on the tone of the full piece. For a slightly 

stronger ending, you could use: 

If the process is not clear enough for people to explain consistently, it is not ready for AI. 
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Worksheet 4: Process Map 

Document the process your AI use case will affect. Be specific. This is not a summary — it is a working map. 

Process name: _______________________________________________ 

Process owner: _______________________________________________ 

Frequency (how often this runs): _______________________________________________ 

Current time to complete: _______________________________________________ 

Step-by-step map: 

Step # Action Who does it Time taken Decision point? (Y/N) AI will touch this step? (Y/N) 

1      

2      

3      

4      

5      

6      

7      

8      

 

Known exceptions or workarounds in this process: 

The step where most errors or delays currently occur: 

What needs to be fixed in this process before AI is introduced? 
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Step 5: Tool Selection — Match the Tool to the Problem 

Once the use case is defined and the process is mapped, tools can be evaluated against a clear operational standard 

rather than a vendor demonstration. This is the difference between selecting technology that solves a real problem and 

adopting one simply because it looked impressive in a demo. 

What it is: 

A structured evaluation of AI tools against the specific requirements of the use case. This includes compatibility with 

existing data sources, integration with current systems, total cost of ownership, vendor reliability, and the operational 

capability of the team that will use it. 

Why it matters: 

The AI tool market is crowded and evolving rapidly. New platforms appear every week, often with compelling 

demonstrations and feature lists. Most tools are not inherently flawed, they are simply designed for a different context. 

When organisations choose based on features rather than operational fit, they end up with tools that sit unused, 

integrations that fail, and costs that grow without producing measurable value. 

How to do it: 

Begin with the requirements of the use case, not with the available tools in the market. Define what the system must 

accomplish, which systems it must connect to, and what constraints apply, including budget, data privacy, and team 

capability. Shortlist candidates and evaluate them against these criteria. Run structured trials using real operational 

data rather than synthetic examples and involve the people who will use the tool daily. 

A tool is not enterprise-grade because the vendor says it is. It is enterprise-grade when your organisation can operate it 

reliably. 

 

 

 

 



First edition, 2026. All rights reserved. Faaleh M. Sookye 

 

 pg. 17 

 

Worksheet 5: Tool Evaluation 

Use case this tool must serve: _______________________________________________ 

Score each candidate tool against the criteria below. Use 1 (poor fit) to 5 (strong fit). 

Evaluation Criteria Tool A Tool B Tool C 

Solves the defined problem directly    

Integrates with existing systems    

Handles our data format and volume    

Meets our data privacy requirements    

Within budget (total cost of ownership)    

Team can operate it without specialist support    

Vendor has credible track record    

Scalable if this use case expands    

TOTAL /40 /40 /40 

 

Tool names being evaluated: 

• Tool A: _______________________________________________ 

• Tool B: _______________________________________________ 

• Tool C: _______________________________________________ 

Selected tool: _______________________________________________ 

Primary reason for selection: _______________________________________________ 

What do we need to do before going live with this tool? 
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Step 6: Pilot Design — Prove It Before You Scale It 

A pilot is not a soft launch. It is a controlled experiment designed to answer a specific question: does this tool, applied 

to this process, deliver the outcome defined in Step 1? If the pilot cannot answer that question clearly, it was not 

designed with sufficient discipline. 

What it is: 

A time-bound, scope-limited deployment of the selected AI tool against the priority use case. The pilot runs on real 

operational data, involves the actual users of the process, and measures performance against the outcomes defined in 

the AI Intent Brief. 

Why it matters: 

Scaling before validating is one of the most expensive mistakes organisations make when adopting AI. A pilot generates 

evidence before wider commitment. It also gives teams the opportunity to interact with the technology in a controlled 

environment, which helps build operational confidence and surface issues early. 

How to do it: 

Define the scope of the pilot clearly. Specify which team will participate, which portion of the workload will be 

included, and the time period of the test. Establish the success metrics before the pilot begins. Assign a pilot lead 

responsible for monitoring progress, documenting issues, and coordinating feedback from users. 

At the end of the pilot period, review the results against the metrics that were defined at the start. The question is not 

whether the tool felt promising, but whether it produced measurable improvement in the outcomes you targeted. 

Make the scale decision based on evidence, not enthusiasm. 
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Worksheet 6: Pilot Design 

Pilot objective (from your Intent Brief): _______________________________________________ 

Pilot scope: 

Element Detail 

Team / department involved  

Volume of work in scope  

Start date  

End date  

Pilot lead (named person)  

 

Success criteria — what we are measuring: 

Metric Baseline (before pilot) Target (end of pilot) 

   

   

   

 

How we will collect the data: _______________________________________________ 
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Weekly check-in schedule: 

Week Date Focus of review 

Week 1  Initial setup and early issues 

Week 2  Usage patterns and user feedback 

Week 3  Performance against metrics 

Final review  Go / no-go decision 

Go/No-Go decision criteria: 

We will proceed to full deployment if: 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

We will pause if: 

 ____________________________________________________________________ 
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Step 7: Structural Reinforcement — Build the Scaffolding 

A successful pilot proves the concept. It does not build the capability. Moving from a single working pilot to a 

functioning AI operation requires deliberate structural work: governance, documentation, accountability, and 

integration into the way the organisation normally operates. 

What it is: 

The organisational scaffolding that turns a successful pilot into a sustainable capability. This includes AI governance 

policies, clearly defined roles and responsibilities, documentation of how the system works, and integration of the tool 

into existing operational and management routines. 

Why it matters: 

Many AI initiatives start well but gradually lose effectiveness. The tool continues to run, but the organisation around it 

never adapts. No one owns output quality. No one monitors performance over time. No one updates the process when 

conditions change. Without structure, even a well-chosen AI system slowly decays. 

How to do it: 

Once the pilot demonstrates measurable value, pause before expanding scope. Assign a clear owner for the use case. 

Document how the tool operates, who has access to it, and how unexpected outputs should be handled. Establish a 

simple governance framework: clear rules for use, oversight, and review. This does not require a lengthy policy 

document. A concise, practical set of guidelines is usually sufficient. 

Confirm that these structures are in place before moving to wider deployment. 

Structure is not bureaucracy. It is what makes the capability sustainable. 
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Worksheet 7: Structural Reinforcement Checklist 

Work through each item. Mark as Done, In Progress, or Not Started. 

Governance 

Item Status Owner Target date 

AI use policy for this use case documented    

Data handling and privacy rules confirmed    

Escalation path defined (what happens when AI output is wrong)    

Regular performance review scheduled    

 

Roles and Accountability 

Item Status Owner Target date 

Named AI owner for this use case    

Day-to-day users trained and confirmed    

Manager responsible for output quality named    

IT/technical support contact identified    

 

Documentation 

Item Status Owner Target date 

How the tool works (plain language, one page)    

Known limitations and edge cases documented    

Process map updated to reflect AI integration    

Onboarding guide for new team members    
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Integration into Operations 

Item Status Owner Target date 

AI output integrated into relevant reporting    

Performance metrics added to team dashboard    

Review cadence added to management calendar    

 

Before expanding scope, every item above should be Done or have a confirmed date. 
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Step 8: Measured Scale — Grow What Works 

Scale is not ambition. It is evidence applied to growth. Once a use case is structured, performing, and clearly owned, 

the organisation can begin expanding its AI capability. The question is not simply what to build next, but how to expand 

without destabilising what already works. 

What it is: 

A deliberate expansion strategy built on the results, lessons, and structures established during the first successful AI 

deployment. It identifies adjacent opportunities, prioritises them using the same logic as Step 3, and executes them 

with the same operational discipline used in Steps 4 through 7. 

Why it matters: 

After a successful first deployment, organisations often feel pressure to accelerate AI adoption across multiple 

functions. This momentum can be valuable, but unmanaged expansion introduces risk. Each new use case brings its 

own data requirements, processes, and operational considerations. Skipping the structured steps because they feel 

familiar is where many second-wave failures occur. 

How to do it: 

Establish a regular AI review cycle, typically quarterly. Assess what is performing well, where outputs have drifted, and 

which new opportunities have emerged from business priorities or operational insight. Select the next use case using 

the same prioritisation logic from Step 3. Apply the full framework again, adapting where evidence already exists but 

never skipping the core steps. 

Treat each new use case as a new implementation, not simply an extension of the previous one. 

Expand laterally before expanding vertically. A connected AI layer supporting several processes often creates more 

value than a single highly complex AI deployment concentrated in one area. 
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Worksheet 8: Measured Scale — Quarterly AI Review 

Complete this review every quarter for each active AI use case, and to identify the next priority. 

Date of review: _______________________________________________ 

Review facilitator: _______________________________________________ 

Part A: Review active use cases 

For each live AI use case, complete the following: 

Use Case Metric 1 Metric 2 Metric 3 Trend (↑ ↓ →) Action needed 

      

      

      

 

Has anything changed that affects how this use case runs? (new team members, process changes, data changes) 

Part B: Identify the next use case 

Using the same logic as Worksheet 3, evaluate new candidates. 

Candidate Use Case Value (1–5) Feasibility (1–5) Score Ready to progress? 

     

     

     

 

Next priority use case selected: _______________________________________________ 

Which steps of the framework need to be run in full for this use case? 

• [ ] Step 1: AI Intent Brief 

• [ ] Step 2: Readiness Audit 

• [ ] Step 3: Use Case Prioritisation 
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• [ ] Step 4: Process Mapping 

• [ ] Step 5: Tool Selection 

• [ ] Step 6: Pilot Design 

• [ ] Step 7: Structural Reinforcement 

• [ ] Step 8: Scale Review (next quarter) 

Part C: Honest assessment 

What is the one thing that, if addressed, would most improve our AI performance across the organisation? 
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PART THREE: Making It Stick 

There is a version of this guide that you could follow to the letter and still miss the point. 

You could complete every worksheet, score every readiness audit, prioritise your use cases, run pilots, and deploy 
tools across your organisation. On paper, you would appear to be doing everything correctly. Yet it would still be 
possible to walk away from the process having built very little that endures. 

That happens when AI is treated as a project rather than a capability. 

Projects have a start and an end. They are defined by a timeline, a budget, and a set of deliverables. Once those 
deliverables are produced, attention moves elsewhere. Capabilities are different. They persist. They improve. They 
compound over time as people gain experience, systems evolve, and the organisation becomes better at recognising 
where new opportunities lie. 

The businesses that will look back on this period as the moment things changed for them will not necessarily be the 
ones that deployed the greatest number of tools. They will be the ones that built the internal capacity to work with AI 
deliberately and repeatedly. They will have developed the discipline to recognise where AI creates real value, the 
judgement to adopt it in the right places, and the operational maturity to integrate it into everyday work. 

That is a very different goal from simply experimenting with technology. 

It requires organisations to raise their standards. Instead of asking “What can AI do?” the better question becomes 
“Where does AI improve the way we operate?” Instead of pursuing novelty, the focus shifts to reliability. Instead of 
deploying tools quickly, the emphasis moves toward deploying them well. 

An intelligent organisation does not chase AI trends. It builds the capability to evaluate opportunities carefully, 
implement solutions with structure, and improve its own performance with every cycle of adoption. Over time, that 
capability becomes a competitive advantage. Not because of any particular tool, but because of the quality of the 
decisions that guide how technology is used. 

The eight steps described in this framework are therefore not the end of the journey. They are simply a disciplined way 
to begin. 

Each time an organisation moves through the cycle, clarifying intent, assessing readiness, prioritising use cases, 
mapping processes, selecting tools, running pilots, reinforcing structure, and scaling what works, it learns something. 
The next cycle becomes faster. The questions become sharper. The organisation develops a clearer sense of where 
technology genuinely strengthens its operations and where it does not. 

Over time, that learning compounds. 

What begins as a cautious first deployment gradually becomes a repeatable capability. The ability to identify 
opportunities, test them intelligently, and expand them with confidence. Organisations that reach that point are no 
longer experimenting with AI. They are using it as part of how they improve their business. 

And that is ultimately the objective. 

Not to adopt AI once, but to become the kind of organisation that can adopt it well, again and again. 
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NEXT STEPS: 

If you are reflecting on where your organisation currently sits within this framework, the most useful next step is to 

develop a clear understanding of your starting point. AI adoption becomes far easier once intent, readiness, and 

opportunity are understood in a structured way. 

If you would like to explore this further, the following options are available. 

AI Readiness Assessment 

A structured diagnostic designed to evaluate your organisation across the four key readiness dimensions: technology, 

organisation, human capacity, and environment. The assessment provides a clear readiness score, highlights 

capability gaps, and produces prioritised, actionable recommendations to guide AI adoption. 

 

 

Advisory and Consulting 

For SME leaders who want hands-on guidance through the full framework, from defining AI intent to scaling successful 

use cases. This includes strategic advisory, implementation guidance, and support in building the internal capability 

required for sustained AI adoption. 

 

 

Connect 

If you would like to follow the ongoing work, insights, and discussions around AI strategy and adoption for SMEs, you 

can connect directly. 

linkedin.com/in/Faaleh 

The Intelligent Business 

Faaleh M. Sookye 

faaleh.com 

https://aiready.mu
https://Faaleh.com

