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Artificial intelligence represents both the most significant 
opportunity and threat facing mid-market businesses 
today. The challenge for executive teams is not whether to 
adopt AI, but how to navigate adoption strategically when 
the technology landscape shifts monthly and investment 
decisions carry substantial risk.

This report presents a four-level framework for AI adoption, developed 
through direct engagement with portfolio companies at varying  
stages of maturity.

The framework recognises a fundamental truth: 

You cannot jump to systematic AI deployment without first understanding 
what AI can actually do. Many executives want to skip directly to 
transformative business applications, but without personal fluency in the 
technology, they lack the judgement to make sound investment decisions.

The core argument is straightforward: AI adoption must progress through 
distinct levels of maturity, though companies may operate at multiple 
levels simultaneously depending on function and readiness. 

Executive Summary

The four levels are:

Each level builds capability and understanding that enables the next. 
Crucially, the framework addresses the strategic question every portfolio 
company must answer: is AI primarily a defensive necessity to protect 
market position, or an offensive opportunity to capture share? 

For most mid-market businesses, the answer is both.

Personal  
Use
Individual familiarity 
with AI tools outside 
work contexts

Individual  
Work
Personal productivity 
enhancement 
within professional 
environments

Team 
Collaboration
Coordinated AI 
use across groups 
with appropriate 
governance

Systematic 
Deployment
Strategic integration 
of AI into core 
business processes

1 2 3 4
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Three key insights emerged 
from recent portfolio company 
discussions
First, the “generative AI” label is misleading. These systems are better understood 
as transformation engines - they convert one form of information into another. This 
means effective use requires substantial input: detailed context, clear instructions, 
and relevant data. The quality and quantity of what you put in directly determines 
what you get out.

Second, the rapid pace of development by frontier model providers (Anthropic, 
OpenAI, Google, Microsoft) creates a genuine timing dilemma. Waiting for better 
tools means falling behind competitors who are building organisational capability 
now. But investing heavily in current solutions risks backing soon-to-be-obsolete 
approaches. This tension requires careful navigation.

Third, scale works differently in AI adoption than in traditional technology 
deployment. Small and medium-sized businesses can potentially innovate faster 
than larger competitors, as they face fewer legacy constraints and can move more 
decisively. However, this advantage only materialises if executives build sufficient 
understanding to make confident decisions. Without that understanding, larger 
competitors with dedicated R&D budgets will pull ahead.

AI Adoption Framework: Four Levels of Maturity

QuantSpark’s 
role across this 

framework

	+ We provide executive 
coaching at Levels 1-3, 
structured opportunity 
assessments and 
prototyping at Level 
4, and engineering 
capabilities to harden 
prototypes into 
production systems. 

	+ Our AI newsletter for 
business leaders offers 
ongoing education on 
tools, techniques, and 
emerging opportunities.

	+ The remainder of 
this report details 
each adoption level, 
examines the strategic 
considerations around 
competitive positioning 
and investment, and 
provides practical 
guidance on governance 
and implementation.

Level 4
Systematic  
Deployment

Level 3
Team Collaboration

Coordinated use with governance

Level 2
Individual Work
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Understanding AI as 
Transformation, Not Generation
Before examining the adoption framework, it is worth clarifying 
what “generative AI” actually does. The terminology is somewhat 
misleading. These systems do not generate content from nothing - 
they transform information from one form into another.
When you ask an AI system to summarise a document, you are transforming dense prose into 
concise bullet points. When you request a marketing email, you are transforming product features 
and strategic positioning into customer-facing copy. When you upload a meeting recording for 
transcription and action items, you are transforming audio into structured text and task lists.

This transformation perspective has practical implications. Most importantly, it means you should 
aim for rough equivalence between input and output volume. If you want a sophisticated 2,000-word 
analysis, you need to provide substantial context: background information, relevant data, specific 
requirements, and constraints. A three-sentence prompt will produce three-sentence-quality output.

The critical importance of input methods: 
How you provide information to AI systems matters as much as what you provide. The most 
significant recent development for busy executives is voice dictation through mobile applications. 
Speaking is approximately three times faster1 than typing, and mobile voice input enables capturing 
context whilst in transit, immediately after meetings, or during field visits when detailed notes would 
otherwise be lost or delayed.

The Claude mobile app has emerged as particularly reliable for voice transcription, converting 
spoken context into accurate text that can then be transformed into structured output. ChatGPT’s 
transcription capabilities, whilst improving, remain notably less reliable for professional use. This 
seemingly minor technical distinction has substantial implications - unreliable transcription means 
executives must review and correct the input before the AI can transform it effectively, eliminating 
much of the efficiency gain.

This is why personal fluency with AI tools (Level 1) is so critical. Executives who have experimented 
extensively understand intuitively how much context to provide, how to structure requests (whether 
typed or spoken), and how to iterate towards better results. Those without hands-on experience 
consistently underestimate what is required to get business-quality output.

The transformation framing also clarifies where AI adds value: any workflow that involves converting 
information from one format to another is potentially automatable or augmentable. This includes 
obvious candidates like transcription, translation, and summarisation, but also less obvious 
applications like converting customer feedback into product requirements, transforming sales call 
notes into CRM entries, or turning financial data into investor presentations.

AI as a Transformation Engine

Input
Raw context/data

Voice memo
Meeting notes

Long documents
Sales call transcription

Customer feedback
Financial data

Unstructured, 
chaotic, incomplete

Transformation

Output
Structured output

Professional email
Action items list

Executive summary
CRM update

Customer insights
Board report

Polished, actionable, 
ready to use

Analyses Structures

Refines SynthesisesExtracts

FormatsEnhances

+ +

+ +
+

Key principle: Output quality  =  Input richness  ×  Context provided

Source:   1 https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2016/08/stanford-study-speech-recognition-faster-texting
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 Level 1 

Personal Use -  
Building Individual Fluency
The foundation of organisational AI capability is personal familiarity 
with the technology. Executives cannot make sound strategic 
decisions about AI investment without direct, hands-on experience 
with what these tools can and cannot do.

Core activities at this level include:
	y Regular use of consumer AI tools (ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, Perplexity) for everyday tasks

	y Experimentation with different capabilities: text generation, image creation, video 
production, transcription, research

	y Understanding the difference between basic prompting and effective prompting

	y Recognising when AI produces useful output versus plausible-sounding nonsense

	y Developing intuition about which tasks AI handles well and which  
remain firmly in human territory

Voice dictation: the executive  
gateway to AI fluency
The single most effective method for accelerating 
Level 1 fluency is adopting voice dictation 
through mobile applications. This approach 
removes the primary friction point - the effort 
required to type detailed context - and enables 
executives to capture thoughts at the natural 
speed of speech.
Mobile apps are particularly valuable because 
they enable context capture in moments that 
would otherwise be lost: immediately after client 
meetings whilst impressions are fresh, during 
commutes when typed input is impractical, 
or whilst reviewing sites or facilities where 
note-taking would be disruptive. The ability to 
speak naturally and have that speech reliably 
transformed into structured output fundamentally 
changes the economics of AI use.

Tool selection matters significantly 
The Claude mobile app has proven particularly 
effective for professional voice input, offering 
highly reliable transcription that accurately 
captures spoken context, including technical 
terminology and proper nouns. This reliability 
is critical - when transcription is accurate, 
executives can focus on providing rich context 
rather than correcting errors. ChatGPT’s 
voice transcription, whilst functional, remains 
noticeably less reliable, particularly for longer 
inputs or professional terminology. These 
seemingly minor differences compound over 
time, as executives become frustrated with tools 
that require constant correction and gradually 
abandon them.

Practical applications for voice-first AI 
use at Level 1 include:
	y Capturing fleeting ideas or strategic thoughts 

whilst walking between meetings

	y Dictating personal reflections after important 
conversations to clarify thinking

	y Recording observations during site visits or 
market research

	y Brainstorming creative approaches to 
business challenges without the friction  
of typing

	y Maintaining a voice journal to track personal 
learning and insights

The most valuable outcome from Level 1 is not 
productivity gains - though these may materialise 
- but rather the development of informed 
judgement. An executive who has spent 20 hours 
experimenting with voice-driven AI interactions 
has vastly better intuition about AI’s capabilities 
than one who has only read articles about the 
technology or used it occasionally for typed 
queries.
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Voice Input vs Typed Input Comparison

Emerging capabilities to explore
Recent developments have significantly 
expanded what consumer AI tools can do. 
“Deep research” features can now investigate 
complex topics by conducting multiple 
searches, synthesising findings, and identifying 
contradictions in sources. Agentic browsing 
allows AI to navigate websites and extract 
information autonomously. Image and video 
generation tools have reached the point where 
small businesses can produce professional-
quality marketing assets without hiring agencies.

The creative aspect of AI use deserves 
emphasis. These tools work best when users 
experiment, iterate, and develop personal 
techniques for extracting value. The executive 
who discovers that transcribing voice memos 
into structured notes saves them 30 minutes 
daily will approach strategic AI discussions very 
differently from the one who views AI purely as a 
cost-reduction exercise.

Practical starting points
For executives new to AI tools, consider 
beginning with voice-dictated tasks you 
currently find tedious: drafting emails, 
summarising long documents, preparing for 
meetings by researching unfamiliar topics, or 
brainstorming creative approaches to business 
challenges. 

Download the Claude mobile app and spend 
a week dictating at least one substantive input 
daily - a meeting summary, a strategic thought, 
or a response to a complex email. The goal is 
not perfect output but rather understanding 
what is possible and developing comfort with 
the interaction model.

Voice input enables capturing rich context effortlessly - 
critical for professional-quality AI output

Typed input

40 wpm

Voice input

~150 wpm

40x 
Faster

“Write an email to the client 
about the project delay.”

Concern:
Lacks context, 
specifics, tone

Result: 
Generic, requires 
heavy editing

“Draft an email to Sarah at Acme Corp 
explaining that the Phase 2 delivery will slip 
by two weeks due to the supplier delay we 
discussed. Keep the tone reassuring - 
emphasise we've secured...”

Result: 
Contextual, requires 
minimal editing

Typed input prompt

Voice input prompt
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 Level 2 

Individual Work - Personal 
Productivity in Professional 
Contexts
Once executives have developed basic AI fluency, the next level 
involves integrating these tools into daily work whilst navigating 
appropriate governance boundaries.

The critical shift from Level 1 to Level 2 is governance awareness
Consumer AI tools used in professional contexts must be approached carefully:

	y Never use free versions of AI tools for work purposes - they may use your inputs as training data

	y Avoid sharing confidential information, trade secrets, customer data, or anything  
commercially sensitive

	y Understand your organisation’s AI use policy (and if one doesn’t exist, recognise this as a 
priority gap)

	y Consider whether information shared with an AI system could cause harm if leaked or misused

Voice dictation for professional 
workflows
The voice-first approach that builds fluency at 
Level 1 becomes even more valuable at Level 
2. Mobile voice input enables professionals 
to transform unstructured, chaotic context - 
scattered field notes, rapid observations dictated 
whilst travelling, or rambling post-meeting 
reflections - into clean, structured, professional 
output. The Claude mobile app’s reliable 
transcription means professionals can dictate 
detailed context whilst walking between client 
meetings, commuting, or reviewing sites, and 
have that spoken input transformed into polished 
emails, structured meeting summaries, or 
formatted reports.

The fundamental value proposition is that AI 
acts as a transformation engine. It is not merely 
transcribing; it is converting conversational 
context (“Met with the client this morning, they 
seemed concerned about timeline but really 
positive about the creative direction, think we 
need to reassure them on delivery milestones”) 
into polished, actionable communication suitable 
for forwarding to colleagues or clients.

High-value individual work applications
Beyond basic productivity, several work-specific 
AI applications deliver substantial value:

Email management:
Tools like Fyxer.ai provide intelligent email 
categorisation, automated responses to routine 
enquiries, and predictive text for common 
messages. Gmail and Outlook increasingly 
incorporate AI features for smart compose, 
automatic categorisation, and priority flagging. For 
executives drowning in email, AI-powered triage 
and drafting can reclaim hours weekly.

Meeting intelligence:
Google Meet integrates AI-powered transcription 
and summarisation directly into the Google 
Workspace, making it seamless to review 
meetings, extract action items, and share notes. 
Microsoft Teams offers similar capabilities, though 
the end-to-end workflow is less refined. These 
tools dramatically reduce the administrative 
burden of meeting follow-up. The ability to dictate 
quick reflections immediately after meetings - 
capturing nuances of tone, unstated concerns, 
or strategic observations - and have AI structure 
them into actionable notes is transformative.

Calendar optimisation: 
AI-enhanced scheduling tools eliminate the 
tedious back-and-forth of finding meeting times. 
Some systems now proactively identify scheduling 
conflicts, suggest optimal meeting times based 
on participant preferences, and even handle 
rescheduling when conflicts arise.

Research and analysis:
For executives who regularly need to understand 
new topics, markets, or competitors, AI research 
tools have become genuinely transformative. 
Rather than spending hours reading and 
synthesising information, you can delegate the 
initial research to AI and focus your time on critical 
evaluation and decision-making.

SHADOW.AI
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Profession-specific 
applications: realising 
functional value
The real power of Level 2 
emerges when professionals 
apply AI systematically within 
their specific functional 
domains.

Marketing professionals
Content creation at scale:
Generating multiple variations 
of social media posts, email 
campaigns, or blog content 
based on dictated creative 
briefs or strategic positioning. 
Voice input enables marketers 
to capture creative concepts 
whilst brainstorming, then have 
AI develop them into polished 
copy.

Campaign briefing and 
ideation: 
Dictating campaign objectives, 
target audience insights, 
and strategic constraints, 
then having AI generate 
comprehensive creative briefs 
or campaign concepts for 
review and refinement.

Competitor analysis: 
Using AI research tools 
to analyse competitor 
positioning, messaging, and 
campaign approaches, saving 
hours of manual research 
whilst providing structured 
competitive intelligence.

Persona development: 
Transforming customer 
research notes, interview 
transcripts, or sales feedback 
into detailed buyer personas 
and messaging frameworks.

SEO and content 
optimisation:
Analysing content performance 
and generating optimisation 
recommendations, headline 
variations, or meta descriptions 
aligned with target keywords.

Brand voice consistency:
Using AI to review content 
drafts against brand guidelines, 
ensuring consistent tone and 
messaging across multiple 
contributors.

Sales professionals
Personalised outreach at 
scale:
Researching prospects and 
generating tailored emails 
or LinkedIn messages that 
reference specific business 
context, recent company 
news, or relevant case studies.

Proposal drafting: 
Dictating key client 
requirements, pain points, 
and proposed solutions 
whilst details are fresh, then 
transforming that context into 
structured proposal sections or 
executive summaries.

CRM enrichment: 
Converting voice-dictated call 
notes or meeting summaries 
into structured CRM updates, 
ensuring consistent data 
quality without tedious manual 
entry.

Pre-meeting research and 
briefing: 
Rapidly researching prospect 
companies, key contacts, 
industry trends, and 
competitive landscape before 
sales calls, transforming public 
information into actionable 
briefing documents.

Objection handling:
Preparing responses to 
common objections by 
analysing past successful 
approaches and generating 
tailored counter-arguments for 
specific situations.

Finance professionals
Financial commentary and 
reporting: 
Transforming raw financial data 
and analytical observations 
into narrative commentary 
for board reports or investor 
updates, explaining variances 
and trends in accessible 
language.

Budget justification 
documentation: 
Converting strategic rationale 
and business case thinking into 
structured budget proposals or 
investment justifications.

Variance analysis narratives: 
Generating explanations 
for financial variances by 
combining quantitative data 
with business context, creating 
comprehensive management 
reports more efficiently.

Financial forecasting 
support: 
Using AI to analyse historical 
patterns, identify trends, and 
generate scenario analyses 
for budget planning and 
forecasting exercises.

Regulatory compliance 
documentation: 
Drafting compliance reports, 
policy documentation, or 
audit responses based on 
financial data and regulatory 
requirements.
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Operations 
professionals
Process documentation: 
Dictating workflow 
observations whilst 
conducting process 
reviews, then transforming 
those notes into structured 
process documentation, 
standard operating 
procedures, or improvement 
recommendations.

Incident reporting and 
analysis: 
Converting field observations 
or incident details into 
comprehensive incident 
reports with root cause 
analysis and corrective action 
recommendations.

Supplier communication: 
Generating professional 
correspondence with 
suppliers regarding quality 
issues, delivery concerns, 
or specification changes 
based on dictated operational 
context.

Performance reporting: 
Transforming operational 
metrics and KPI data into 
narrative performance reports 
that explain trends, highlight 
issues, and recommend 
interventions.

Project status updates:
Converting project 
progress observations into 
structured status reports for 
stakeholders, highlighting 
risks, milestones, and 
resource requirements.

Customer service and 
support professionals
Response templates and 
knowledge base articles: 
Creating comprehensive, 
well-structured responses to 
common customer queries or 
generating knowledge base 
content from resolved support 
cases.

Escalation documentation:
Transforming complex 
customer issues into clear 
escalation summaries 
for technical teams or 
management, ensuring critical 
context is preserved.

Customer communication:
Drafting empathetic, 
professional responses to 
difficult customer situations, 
maintaining brand voice 
whilst addressing concerns 
effectively.

Trend analysis and 
reporting:
Analysing patterns in 
customer feedback or support 
tickets to identify recurring 
issues, generate insights, 
and recommend product or 
service improvements.

Human resources 
professionals
Job descriptions and 
recruitment materials: 
Generating comprehensive, 
unbiased job descriptions, 
interview guides, or candidate 
briefing materials based on 
role requirements and team 
needs.

Policy documentation: 
Drafting or updating HR 
policies, employee handbook 
content, or procedural 
guidance based on 
regulatory requirements and 
organisational values.

Employee communication:
Creating clear, empathetic 
communication for 
organisational changes, 
benefit updates, or procedural 
announcements.

Performance review 
support:
Structuring performance 
feedback observations 
into constructive, balanced 
review documentation that 
aligns with organisational 
competency frameworks.
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The productivity multiplier effect
What distinguishes Level 2 from Level 1 is systematic integration into workflows. A marketing 
professional who occasionally uses ChatGPT for inspiration is at Level 1. A marketing professional 
who routinely dictates campaign concepts whilst commuting, uses AI to generate content variations, 
conducts all competitive research through AI tools, and leverages AI for every first draft is operating 
at Level 2.

The productivity gains compound across functions. A sales professional saving 20 minutes on 
proposal drafting, 30 minutes on pre-call research, and 15 minutes on CRM updates daily gains 
over an hour of productive selling time. A finance professional eliminating 90 minutes of narrative 
report writing weekly and 2 hours of variance explanation monthly creates capacity for higher-value 
strategic analysis. These gains multiply across teams to create substantial organisational capacity 
expansion without proportional headcount increases.

Function-Specific Productivity Gains

Time savings through systematic AI integration into individual workflows

Common pitfalls to avoid
The most frequent mistake at Level 2 is treating AI output as final rather than as a strong first draft. 
AI-generated client emails, for instance, often sound slightly generic or miss important nuance. The 
value is not in sending AI output directly, but in starting from 80% complete rather than a blank 
page. This is particularly critical for customer-facing communications, regulatory documents, or 
strategic materials where quality and tone matter significantly.

Another pitfall is assuming AI understands your specific context. It doesn’t. Effective prompts 
provide background: “I’m the marketing director at a £15m manufacturing business preparing a 
campaign to launch our new sustainable product line to environmentally conscious B2B buyers 
in the construction sector” produces far better output than “Help me with a product launch 
campaign.” Voice dictation makes providing this context effortless - speaking for 60 seconds can 
provide richer context than most professionals would type.

Critical governance reminder
At Level 2, the ease of voice dictation through mobile apps creates Shadow AI risk. Because 
executives can so easily dictate sensitive information whilst away from office IT controls, 
organisations must establish clear policies about which tools are approved for professional use. 
The Claude mobile app, with enterprise licensing, represents a secure option. Free consumer tools, 
regardless of convenience, must be prohibited for any work involving confidential information, client 
data, or strategic content.

Marketing 40-50% Content creation, campaign briefs

Sales 35-45% Proposals, research, CRM updates

Finance 30-40% Reporting, variance analysis

Operations 35-45% Documentation, reporting

Customer 
Services 25-35% Response drafting, escalations

HR 20-30% Policy docs, job descriptions

0% 15% 30% 45% 60%

Ranges reflect variation based on adoption 
maturity and workflow integration depth
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 Level 3 

Team Collaboration -  
Coordinated AI Use with Governance
As individual executives develop AI fluency, the natural progression 
is enabling coordinated use across teams. This level introduces new 
opportunities but also new complexities around knowledge sharing, 
quality control, and governance.

Enabling team-level AI adoption
The infrastructure for team collaboration with AI 
is still evolving, but several approaches show 
promise:

Shared workspaces: 
Tools like Claude for Work allow teams to 
create shared projects where conversations, 
documents, and context persist across team 
members. This enables collaboration where one 
person can build on another’s AI-assisted work, 
creating institutional knowledge rather than 
isolated individual productivity gains.

Standardised tools and processes: 
Rather than each team member using different 
AI tools with different capabilities and limitations, 
organisations benefit from standardising on a 
core set of tools. This makes training easier, 
enables knowledge sharing about effective 
techniques, and simplifies governance.

Knowledge repositories: 
As teams use AI for research, analysis, and 
content creation, capturing and organising 
that output becomes valuable. The analysis 
produced for one project may be relevant to 
another. The research conducted for one client 
pitch may inform others.

The collaboration tool question
Level 3 adoption depends partly on having 
effective collaboration infrastructure in place. 
Slack provides significantly better team 
coordination than Microsoft Teams for most 
use cases, enabling faster communication and 
better integration with other tools. The choice 
of collaboration platform affects how easily AI 
capabilities can be woven into team workflows.

Cross-functional applications:
The real value of Level 3 emerges when teams 
coordinate AI use across functions.

Marketing and sales alignment: 
Marketing teams using AI to generate content 
and sales teams using AI to personalise 
outreach need to coordinate on messaging, 
brand voice, and positioning. Shared AI 
workspaces enable this alignment.

Finance and operations: 
Financial analysis often requires operational 
context. When both teams use AI tools that 
share relevant background information, the 
quality of analysis improves substantially.

Product and customer success: 
AI-powered analysis of customer feedback, 
support tickets, and product usage data can 
inform product decisions - but only if product 
teams have access to the synthesised insights 
that customer success teams generate.

Governance frameworks for team use
At Level 3, informal governance approaches 
from Levels 1-2 become insufficient. 
Organisations need clear policies covering:

	y Which AI tools are approved for which  
use cases

	y What types of information can and cannot 
be shared with AI systems

	y How to handle AI-generated content in 
customer-facing communications

	y Quality control processes for  
AI-assisted work

	y Training requirements for team members 
using AI tools

	y Data retention and deletion policies for  
AI interactions

Without explicit governance, teams will make 
inconsistent decisions about AI use, creating 
compliance risks and quality problems.

The measurement challenge
Unlike individual productivity gains, which 
executives can observe directly in their own 
workflows, team-level benefits are harder to 
quantify. How much faster is the marketing team 
producing content? How much more effective 
are sales outreach campaigns? How much 
time is the operations team saving on routine 
analysis?

Establishing baseline metrics before widespread 
AI adoption and tracking them afterwards is 
valuable, though not always straightforward. 
Many organisations find qualitative assessment 
- asking team members what they could not do 
before, or what now takes significantly less time 
- provides sufficient evidence of value.
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 Level 4 

Systematic Deployment - 
Strategic Integration into  
Core Processes
The most substantial value from AI comes from systematic 
integration into core business processes. This is also the most 
complex and highest-risk level of adoption, requiring careful 
analysis, strategic alignment, and often significant investment.

The fundamental prerequisite: 
understanding your business
Before embarking on systematic AI deployment, 
organisations must have clarity on several 
foundational elements

Business strategy and objectives: 
What are you trying to achieve as an 
organisation? Where do you compete? What 
are your sources of competitive advantage? AI 
initiatives that don’t align with strategic priorities 
rarely deliver value.

Process mapping: 
Which processes are most critical to business 
performance? Where do bottlenecks occur? 
Where does information flow break down? 
Where are error rates highest? You cannot 
systematically improve processes you haven’t 
systematically documented.

Data foundations: 
What systems do you currently have? Is your 
CRM or ERP actually functioning as intended?  
Is data clean, complete, and accessible? 
Many AI initiatives fail not because the AI 
doesn’t work, but because the underlying data 
infrastructure is inadequate.

Value identification: 
Where could AI realistically create value? This 
requires combining process knowledge with 
understanding of AI capabilities - which is why 
Levels 1-3 matter so much. Executives without 
hands-on AI experience consistently misjudge 
where value lies.

The opportunity assessment 
framework
Systematic AI deployment should begin with 
structured opportunity assessment

1.	 Process inventory: Document all significant 
business processes across functions (sales, 
marketing, operations, finance, customer 
service)

2.	 AI applicability analysis: For each process, 
identify where AI could potentially add value 
through automation, augmentation, quality 
improvement, or acceleration

3.	 Data requirements mapping: Determine 
what data each opportunity requires and 
whether that data exists, is accessible, and is 
of sufficient quality

4.	 Value estimation: Quantify potential 
benefits (time savings, cost reduction, 
revenue increase, risk mitigation) and costs 
(development, integration, maintenance, 
training)

5.	 Prioritisation: Rank opportunities based 
on value potential, implementation difficulty, 
strategic importance, and risk

This assessment typically reveals that a small 
number of high-value opportunities deserve 
immediate focus, whilst many possibilities 
should be deferred until capabilities mature or 
circumstances change.
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Level 4 Systematic Deployment ROI Benchmarks

Mid-market companies achieving measurable results through strategic AI integration

Benchmarks from mid-market early adopters demonstrate material financial 
impact from strategic AI deployment

Legal  
research 

 80%  
reduction in  

research time 1

Operations 
 
 20%  

savings in transport 
costs 2

Inventory 
management 

 85% 
 

improvement in 
inventory accuracy 3

Customer 
Service 

 15%  
enhancement in 

customer retention 4

EBITDA  
Impact 

 4-18%  
annual EBITDA 
improvement 

potential 5

The build vs buy decision
One of the most consequential decisions at Level 4 is whether to build bespoke AI solutions, purchase 
existing software, or pursue a hybrid approach.

The case for buying:
For many common business functions, specialised AI-powered tools already exist.  
Marketing automation, sales intelligence, customer service chatbots, financial forecasting - established 
vendors offer capable solutions. Buying means faster deployment, professional support, and regular 
updates as AI capabilities improve.

The case for building:
Purchased software rarely fits perfectly with unique business processes. Integration with existing 
systems may be challenging. Data governance concerns arise when sharing sensitive information 
with external vendors, particularly lesser-known startups. For processes that provide competitive 
differentiation, custom solutions may be strategically necessary.

The hybrid reality:
Most organisations end up with hybrid approaches - using purchased tools where appropriate and 
building bespoke solutions for unique requirements. This often involves using integration platforms 
(Make, Zapier) to connect different systems, or building lightweight custom applications using modern 
development tools (Replit, Retool, Lovable) that interact with both internal systems and external  
AI services.

Source:   1 https://legal.thomsonreuters.com/blog/ai-adoption-and-increasing-roi-at-midsize-law-firms/
2 https://www.softermii.com/blog/artificial-intelligence/ai-in-logistics-and-transportation-ultimate-guide-with-bonus-tips
3 https://www.nexlaw.ai/uk/blog/efficiency-case-preparation-with-ai/
4 https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/next-best-experience-how-ai-can-power-every-customer-interaction
5 https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2025/quantifying-the-genai-opportunity.html
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Build vs Buy Decision Framework

The Hybrid Reality - Level 4 Architecture

Most successful deployments combine purchased software, custom applications, and AI services

Key considerations throughout decision
	y Data sensitivity: Can you trust external vendors with your data?
	y Integration complexity: How easily does solution connect with existing systems?
	y Resource availability: Do you have development capacity for custom solutions?
	y Time to value: How urgently do you need this capability deployed?

Consider BUYING

Established vendors likely
exist for CRM, marketing,

finance, HR, etc

Faster deployment.
Professional support

Build CUSTOM

Unique process, strategic
advantage justifies

custom development

Prototype → Validate → Harden

Is this a common
business function?

Trusted vendor 
with secure data 

handling?

Buy

Competitive
differentiator?

Hybrid APPROACH

Buy commodity functions
Build unique workflows

Integrate via Make/Zapier

Most common outcome for 
Level 4

Capability

Yes No

No
Yes

Yes

No

PURCHASED SOFTWARE
CRM

(Salesforce)
Marketing

(HubSpot)
ERP/Finance

(NetSuite)
HR Systems

(BambooHR)
Comms

(Slack/Teams)

Standard business functions - buy established solutions

INTEGRATION LAYER
Make / Zapier / n8n API Orchestration

Connects systems, automates workflows, routes data

CUSTOM APPLICATIONS
Sales Intelligence

(Prospect research)
Process Automations

(Custom workflows)
Analytics Dashboards

(Business intelligence)

Unique workflows and competitive differentiation - build bespoke solutions

AI SERVICES
Claude / OpenAI Google AI Specialist Models

Intelligence layer - analyse, generate, predict, automate
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The governance and trust challenge
A recurring concern in portfolio company discussions was data security and vendor trust.  
Executives are understandably cautious about sharing sensitive business information with unknown 
software vendors, even when those tools might deliver substantial value.

Practical risk mitigation approaches include:

	y Using AI services hosted within trusted jurisdictions (UK, EU, US) with clear data protection 
commitments

	y Avoiding free AI services for any business purposes

	y Not activating connectors between AI tools and critical business systems without careful 
security review

	y Starting with sandbox environments where the impact of any data leakage would be minimal

	y Working with experienced advisors (like QuantSpark) to evaluate vendor credibility and 
technical architecture

The reality is that most AI-powered software tools handle data responsibly, but the lack of familiarity 
with vendors creates reasonable hesitation. This is where expert guidance becomes valuable - we 
maintain ongoing awareness of which tools are genuinely secure and which warrant caution.

Data Foundations Health Check

Prerequisites for successful Level 4 systematic deployment

1. CRM Data Quality
Contact records complete (name, email, company) No duplicate records
Activity history captured consistently Sales stages defined and followed

2. ERP / Finance System Health
Chart of accounts properly structured Transactions categorised correctly
Monthly close process documented Budget vs actual tracking in place

3. Process Documentation
Critical workflows mapped end-to-end Handoffs between teams defined
Bottlenecks and pain points identified SOPs exist for key processes

4. System Integration Readiness
APIs available for key systems Authentication mechanisms defined
Data flows between systems mapped Integration testing environment exists

5. Data Accessibility & Security
Data accessible to authorised users/systems Data classification policy in place
Access controls and permissions defined Backup and recovery procedures tested

Warning: 55% of AI projects fail due to integration problems
Address these foundations BEFORE investing heavily in Level 4 deployment
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A common pattern in successful Level 4 deployment is rapid prototyping  
followed by careful hardening:

1.	 Prototype phase: Build a minimal working version quickly (days or weeks, not months) using 
modern development tools. The goal is validating that the concept works and delivers value, 
not creating production-ready software.

2.	 User testing: Deploy the prototype with a small group of actual users. Gather feedback on 
functionality, usability, and value delivered. Iterate quickly based on learnings.

3.	 Business case validation: With a working prototype and user feedback, you can make much 
more confident decisions about whether full deployment justifies the investment required.

4.	 Production hardening: Once the business case is validated, invest in proper engineering: 
security review, scalability testing, error handling, monitoring, documentation, and 
maintenance planning.

5.	 Deployment and iteration: Launch more broadly, continue gathering feedback, and iterate 
based on real world use.

This approach dramatically reduces risk compared to traditional software development, where 
organisations commit substantial resources before seeing any working system.

Function-specific opportunities
Whilst every business is unique, certain AI applications recur across functions        

Sales: 
Call transcription and analysis, automated CRM updates, personalised outreach generation, 
pipeline forecasting, competitive intelligence gathering

Marketing: 
Content generation, campaign optimisation, audience segmentation,  
performance analytics, brand monitoring

Operations: 
Process automation, predictive maintenance, supply chain optimisation,  
quality control, demand forecasting

Finance: 
Automated reporting, anomaly detection, forecasting, invoice processing, compliance monitoring

Customer service: 
Chatbots for routine enquiries, ticket categorisation and routing, sentiment analysis, knowledge 
base management

The key is identifying which opportunities align with strategic priorities and which can be pursued 
with available data and resources.



17

Strategic Considerations: 
Opportunity, Threat, and  
Competitive Dynamics
Beyond the operational question of how to adopt AI lies the strategic question of why and when to invest. 
This requires clear-eyed assessment of competitive dynamics, customer expectations, and the defensive 
versus offensive nature of AI investments.

The defensive investment case
Several portfolio company executives expressed concern that larger competitors would use AI to 
reduce costs, enabling price competition that smaller players cannot match. This is a legitimate 
worry, but it points to a crucial strategic insight: for many businesses, AI investment is defensive 
rather than offensive.

Consider a scenario where a competitor implements AI-driven process automation that reduces 
their cost base by 15%. They use this advantage to lower prices by 10% whilst maintaining 
margins. Suddenly, your business faces a choice: lose market share as price-sensitive customers 
switch, or match prices and accept reduced profitability.

In this scenario, even if your own AI investment only breaks even financially, it may be strategically 
necessary. The alternative - maintaining the status quo whilst competitors gain cost advantages - 
leads to gradual market share erosion and eventual business decline.

This defensive framing changes the investment calculus. The question is not “what ROI will we 
get from AI?” but rather “what is the cost of falling behind competitors who adopt AI?”  
For businesses in competitive markets where rivals are actively deploying AI, the answer may be 
that inaction is more expensive than investment, even if direct ROI is marginal or negative.

AI Investment Strategic Positioning Matrix

Competitive AI Adoption in Your Market
Low High
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Low

High

WAIT & WATCH
Investment: 

Minimal (2-3% revenue)

Monitor market developments
Build executive fluency (L1)
Stay informed but don't rush
Focus on core business

Risk: Low urgency, low consequence

NICHE OPPORTUNITY
Investment: 

Moderate (5-8% revenue)

High impact in your business
Competitors slow to adopt
Build competitive advantage
Strategic L4 deployment

Opportunity: First-mover advantage

DEFENSIVE NECESSITY
Investment: 

Significant (8-12% revenue)

Competitors actively deploying
Protect market position
Match competitor capabilities
ROI may be marginal but necessary

Risk: Falling behind = market share loss

EXISTENTIAL IMPERATIVE
Investment: 

Aggressive (12-20% revenue)

High strategic impact
Competitive AI race underway
Urgent systematic deployment
Business survival at stake

Imperative: Move decisively or perish

Position your business in this matrix to determine 
appropriate AI investment strategy and urgency
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The Cost of Inaction Over Time

The offensive opportunity case
Conversely, businesses that move quickly and 
effectively on AI adoption may gain substantial 
competitive advantages

Cost leadership: 
Being first in your market to automate key 
processes creates cost advantages that 
competitors must scramble to match. The 
period before competitors catch up can be 
highly profitable.

Quality differentiation: 
AI can enable quality improvements that are 
difficult for competitors to replicate quickly - 
more personalised customer service, faster 
response times, more sophisticated analysis 
and recommendations.

Market expansion: 
Some AI applications enable serving market 
segments that were previously unprofitable. For 
instance, AI-powered customer service might 
make it economically viable to serve smaller 
customers who previously required too much 
manual support.

Innovation velocity: 
Organisations that embed AI into their product 
development and operational workflows can 
innovate faster than competitors still relying on 
manual processes.

The scale paradox
A recurring theme in portfolio company 
discussions was concern that larger competitors 
have advantages in AI adoption due to 
bigger R&D budgets and more resources for 
experimentation

This concern is both valid and misleading. Large 
organisations do have resource advantages, but 
they also face significant disadvantages:

	+ More legacy systems that must be integrated 
or replaced

	+ More organisational inertia and slower 
decision-making

	+ More complex governance and  
approval processes

	+ Greater risk aversion due to the impact of 
failures at scale

Mid-market businesses can potentially move 
faster precisely because they are smaller.  
A decision that takes a FTSE 100 company 
six months of committee reviews might take a 
£20m business a single board meeting.  
A system integration that requires an enterprise-
scale vendor engagement might be handled by 
a small, agile team in a mid-market firm.

The question is not whether you have a big 
R&D budget, but whether you have sufficient 
executive understanding of AI to make confident 
decisions and sufficient organisational agility to 
execute quickly. Many mid-market businesses 
have these advantages over larger rivals, even if 
they lack resource depth.

Time (Months)

0 6

L1, L2

L3

12 18 24 36

C
om

pe
tit

iv
e 

Po
si

tio
n 

/ M
ar

ke
t S

ha
re

0%

+10%

+20%

+30%

+40%

COST OF INACTION
Lost competitive advantage
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The gap compounds over time - early investment 
creates sustained competitive advantages
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deployed
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The R&D investment question
What is an appropriate R&D investment in AI for a mid-market business? 

Should it be 5% of revenue? 10%?  20%?

There is no single correct answer - it depends entirely on the strategic situation:

	y How aggressively are competitors investing?

	y How quickly is your market being disrupted by AI-enabled entrants?

	y Where does your competitive advantage come from, and how vulnerable  
is it to AI disruption?

	y What opportunities exist to use AI for market expansion or new business models?

For a business in a stable market with limited competitive AI adoption and strong non-AI-based 
competitive advantages, modest investment (2-3% of revenue) might be appropriate - enough to 
stay informed and ready, but not betting the business on rapid transformation.

For a business facing aggressive AI-enabled competition or substantial market disruption, much 
higher investment (10-15% or more) might be justified as an existential necessity.

The worst position is making no considered decision at all - neither investing meaningfully nor 
consciously choosing to accept the risks of inaction.

Customer expectations and B2B considerations
An important dimension often overlooked is customer expectations. In B2B contexts, larger 
customers increasingly expect vendors to demonstrate AI capabilities:

	y Faster response times enabled by AI-powered systems

	y More sophisticated analytics and reporting

	y Personalisation and customisation at scale

	y Seamless digital interactions

If your largest customers adopt AI themselves and raise their expectations for vendor capabilities, 
you may face pressure to adopt AI simply to maintain existing relationships. This is another form 
of defensive investment not driven by competitors, but by customer evolution.

Software-enabled growth: the fundamental shift
It is worth emphasising that AI adoption is ultimately about software-enabled business growth. 
AI is not a separate category of technology sitting apart from your business - it is software that 
makes your business more efficient, more capable, or more competitive.

This framing clarifies the strategic question: where can software improve business performance, 
and where does AI enable software capabilities that were previously impossible or uneconomic?

For some businesses, the answer is “everywhere.” For others, it may be “in a few specific areas.”  
The strategy emerges from understanding your business deeply and understanding AI 
capabilities well enough to see where they intersect.
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Practical Implementation Guidance
Having established the strategic framework, several practical considerations warrant attention.

Starting points: high-value, low-risk use cases
Organisations new to systematic AI deployment should begin with use cases that deliver clear value 
with limited risk.

Meeting transcription and action extraction:  
Nearly every organisation has meetings, and AI-powered transcription combined with action item 
extraction provides immediate, measurable value. Risk is minimal, as the worst case is a failed 
transcription or missed action item.

Document summarisation: 
For organisations that deal with lengthy documents (contracts, reports, research papers), AI-
powered summarisation saves substantial time. Again, risk is limited - humans verify summaries 
before relying on them.

Content generation for internal use: 
Using AI to draft internal documents, reports, or communications provides productivity gains whilst 
keeping output within the organisation where quality control is straightforward.

Deep research on non-sensitive topics: 
AI research capabilities are genuinely impressive for topics where comprehensive publicly available 
information exists. Using these capabilities for market research, competitive intelligence, or technical 
investigation creates value with minimal downside.

These starting points build confidence and capability whilst minimising the risk of costly failures.

Integration and orchestration
As organisations move beyond simple use cases, integrating AI capabilities with existing systems 
becomes important. Modern integration platforms (Make, Zapier, n8n) enable connecting different 
systems without extensive custom development:

	y Automatically transcribing sales calls and updating CRM records

	y Extracting information from incoming emails and creating support tickets

	y Generating reports by pulling data from multiple systems and using AI to synthesise findings

	y Routing customer enquiries to appropriate teams based on AI-powered content analysis

These integrations are often straightforward to build but deliver disproportionate value by eliminating 
manual data transfer and reducing process friction.

The inevitability of hybrid solutions
Pure “buy” or pure “build” strategies rarely work in practice. Most organisations end up with hybrid 
architectures:

	y Purchased software for common functions (CRM, marketing automation, financial systems)

	y Custom lightweight applications for unique workflows

	y Integration layers connecting everything together

	y AI services (from OpenAI, Anthropic, Google) providing intelligence to custom applications

This hybrid reality means organisations need capabilities across the spectrum - vendor evaluation 
skills, custom development capacity, integration expertise, and strategic architecture thinking. For 
mid-market businesses, partnering with specialists like QuantSpark is often more effective than 
attempting to build all these capabilities internally.
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Governance evolution
AI governance is not static - it evolves as adoption progresses and as the technology itself changes

Level 1-2 governance: 
Individual use policies, basic training on appropriate use, prohibition on sharing sensitive information

Level 3 governance: 
Team-level policies, approved tool lists, quality control processes, documentation requirements

Level 4 governance: 
Comprehensive frameworks covering vendor management, data classification, security review 
processes, incident response procedures, and ongoing monitoring

Attempting to implement Level 4 governance before you have Level 4 adoption is counterproductive 
- it creates bureaucracy that inhibits learning and experimentation. Governance should evolve in step 
with adoption.

Monitoring and measurement
Effective AI adoption requires measuring outcomes:

	y For productivity use cases: time saved, output volume increased, quality metrics

	y For automation use cases: error rates, processing time, cost per transaction

	y For strategic use cases: market share movement, customer satisfaction changes,  
revenue impact

The measurement approach should match the investment scale. Small experimental projects may 
need only qualitative assessment (“do people find this useful?”). Major strategic initiatives require 
rigorous quantitative tracking.

Skills and capability development
Organisational AI capability is ultimately about people - their understanding, their skills, their 
willingness to adopt new approaches. Investment in training and capability building pays dividends 
across all adoption levels:

	y Executive education on AI fundamentals and strategic implications

	y Hands-on training for teams on specific tools and techniques

	y Technical skill development for those building or integrating AI systems

	y Change management support to drive adoption and overcome resistance

QuantSpark provides coaching, training, and workshops tailored to different levels of AI maturity, 
helping organisations build the internal capability that enables sustained AI value creation.

AI Governance Maturity Evolution

Governance frameworks must evolve in step with adoption levels

Implementing L4 governance before reaching L4 adoption 
creates unnecessary bureaucracy that inhibits learning

L1-L2
Basic Policies

General AUP
Data warnings
Free tool prohibition
Basic AI literacy
Individual awareness

Focus: Prevent obvious risks
 from individual use

L3
Standardisation

Approved tool list
Quality control processes
Data classification
Team training mandates
Review checkpoints
Ethical frameworks

Focus: Consistent team
collaboration with quality

L4a
Systematic 
Governance

Vendor management
Security review processes
Data hosting policies
Incident response
Performance monitoring
ROI tracking frameworks

Focus: Safe systematic
deployment at scale

L4b
Comprehensive

Enterprise frameworks
Continuous compliance
Automated monitoring
Trust metrics
Change management
AI-human collaboration

Focus: Sustained value
with enterprise maturity

Time
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QuantSpark’s positioning across this framework reflects the 
different needs at each level

Ongoing partnership:
AI adoption is not a one-time project but an ongoing evolution. As frontier AI capabilities improve 
and new use cases emerge, organisations need to continually reassess opportunities and refine their 
approach. Our newsletter for business leaders provides regular updates on new capabilities, emerging 
tools, and practical techniques, keeping portfolio companies informed as the landscape shifts.

Our Role Across the  
Adoption Journey

For executives and teams building AI fluency and integrating AI into workflows, we provide:

	+ Executive coaching on effective AI tool use and strategic implications

	+ Team training on approved tools and effective prompting techniques

	+ Governance framework development

	+ Best practice sharing and ongoing support through our AI newsletter for business 
leaders These services accelerate the learning curve and help organisations avoid 
common pitfalls.

These services accelerate the learning curve and help organisations avoid common pitfalls.

We offer:

	+ AI opportunity assessment workshops that combine business strategy analysis, process 
mapping, and AI capability evaluation to identify high-value opportunities

	+ Market analysis of existing tools and vendors, helping clients make informed  
buy vs build decisions

	+ Rapid prototyping to validate concepts before major investment

	+ Integration architecture design to connect AI capabilities with existing systems

	+ Production engineering to harden prototypes into scalable, secure, maintainable systems

Our hybrid model - combining strategy consulting, data science expertise, and software 
engineering capability means we can support clients through the entire journey from 
opportunity identification through to production deployment.

Levels 1-3: Education and enablement

Level 4: Strategic assessment and implementation 
for systematic AI deployment
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Conclusion: Starting the Journey
The AI adoption challenge facing mid-market businesses is simultaneously simple and complex. 
The simple part: start somewhere, build understanding through hands-on experience, and 
progress systematically through increasing levels of sophistication. The complex part: doing this 
whilst navigating rapid technological change, making sound strategic decisions about investment 
and timing, and managing the organisational change required for effective adoption.

The framework presented here - four levels of adoption combined with clear-eyed strategic 
assessment of competitive dynamics - provides a structured approach. But frameworks alone do 
not create results. What matters is executive commitment to building genuine understanding of 
the technology (not just reading about it), willingness to experiment and learn from failures, and 
sustained organisational focus on identifying and capturing AI-enabled opportunities.

For portfolio companies the imperative is clear: inaction is increasingly expensive. Whether AI 
represents primarily a defensive necessity or an offensive opportunity depends on your specific market 
and competitive position, but for very few businesses is “wait and see” a viable strategy.

The good news is that starting is neither prohibitively expensive nor impossibly complex.  
Begin with individual experimentation, progress to team-level adoption with appropriate governance, 
and only then tackle systematic deployment. Each level builds the capability and judgement required 
for the next.

QuantSpark exists to accelerate this journey - providing education where understanding is needed, 
strategic guidance where decisions must be made, and implementation capability where systematic 
deployment creates value. We have walked this path with numerous clients and understand both the 
opportunities and the pitfalls.

The question for each portfolio company is not whether AI will transform your business, but whether 
you will lead that transformation or be forced to react to it. The companies that move now, thoughtfully 
but decisively, will be the ones that thrive as AI capabilities continue their remarkable evolution.

AI Adoption Roadmap - Parallel Tracks to Value

Multiple levels can progress simultaneously depending on readiness

Month 1-3 Month 4-6 Month 7-9 Month 10-12 Beyond

Track 1
Executive
Fluency

L1-L2 Development
• Voice dictation adoption
• Daily AI experimentation

Ongoing 
Practice

Track 2
Team
Rollout

Prep L3 Team Collaboration
• Tool standardisation
• Governance frameworks
• Team training
• Quality controls

Continuous 
Improvement

Track 3
Systematic
Deployment

Assessment & 
Planning

L4 Prototyping
• Opportunity validation
• Rapid builds
• User testing

Production
• Hardening
• Deployment
• Monitoring

Scale & 
Optimise

Critical Success Factors

Executive commitment and 
visible leadership engagement

Governance evolves 
with adoption maturity

Quick wins in Tracks 1-2 build 
confidence for Track 3

Data foundations addressed 
before L4 deployment



We also publish a regular AI newsletter for business leaders, providing practical 
guidance on AI tools, techniques, and opportunities.

To subscribe or learn more about our services, visit QuantSpark.ai  
or contact Adam Hadley

NEWSLETTER

Adam Hadley CBE
CEO and Founder, QuantSpark
adam.hadley@quantspark.com

About us
QuantSpark is an AI innovation consultancy that helps organisations 
identify and realise value from artificial intelligence and advanced analytics. 
We combine strategy consulting, data science, and software engineering 
to deliver end-to-end solutions from opportunity assessment through to 
production deployment.

Our work with private equity clients and portfolio companies focuses on 
rapid value creation - identifying high impact opportunities, validating them 
through rapid prototyping, and implementing scalable solutions that deliver 
measurable business results.

QuantSpark.ai


