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1.Introduction 
Generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) offers businesses opportunities to improve productivity, streamline administration and enhance customer services. AI tools like ChatGPT and Microsoft Copilot are available to assist in creating content, analysing information and communicating. Effectiveness in application and commercial benefits are not ensured by availability, though.
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the UK might be constrained by limited financial resources, technical expertise and training capabilities, which is especially relevant to this issue. According to data from the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT, 2026), about 16% of surveyed businesses are using at least one AI technology and 80% of these businesses are not using AI nor intended to use it. Business size also had an impact on adoption, with medium and large businesses more likely to be using AI than microbusinesses.
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2025) noted that opportunities for GenAI exist due to skill shortages and to enhance the performance of small and medium enterprises (SMEs). However, data security, copyright, accuracy and employee capabilities could limit uptake. The key business challenge here is to grasp the reasons for this failure of some SMEs to responsibly adapt GenAI and turn technical opportunities into sustainable business value.This proposal will explore these barriers using secondary research, and present evidence-based policy proposals for SME managers and policy makers.
[bookmark: _Toc242910279]2.Research goal, objectives, and questions
[bookmark: _Toc242910280]2.1 Research Aim
To critically consider the barriers of introducing GenAI to SMEs across the UK and how it impacts employee skills and productivity in a responsible way to grow the business, by analysing current literature systematically.
[bookmark: _Toc242910281]2.2 Research Objectives
1. To identify the principal financial, technological, organisational and ethical barriers affecting GenAI adoption among SMEs.
2. To evaluate the reported relationship between GenAI adoption, employee productivity and business performance.
3. To examine the importance of employee skills, management support and responsible AI governance.
4. To analyse real-world business examples and assess the extent to which their lessons may be transferable to UK SMEs.
5. To develop evidence-based recommendations for improving responsible and commercially sustainable AI adoption.
[bookmark: _Toc242910282]2.3 Research Questions
1. What do you consider to be the key challenges of the UK SMEs adopting GenAI?
2. What factors are important to consider when implementing GenAI in the workplace?
3. What are the impacts of employee skills, organisation readiness, and responsible governance on adoption?
4. What practical steps could be taken to help SMEs in the UK address these barriers?
[bookmark: _Toc242910283]3. Critical Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc242910284]3.1 What are the barriers to adoption?What are the barriers to adoption?
Adoption of technology is not as simple as availability of the software. The technology–organisation–environment model developed by Tornatzky and Fleischer (1990) can be used to understand the process of adoption via technological characteristics, organisational conditions, and environmental influences. These are integration challenges, data security, budget constraints, lack of expertise, employee resistance, regulatory demands and competition for SMEs.
In their systematic review of the implementation of AI in SMEs, Oldemeyer, Jede and Teuteberg (2025) identify several adoption problems. But a study on the whole of AI might not capture the unique nature of GenAI, such as the availability of commercial AI tools and the potential dangers involved in content created by AI.
It also shows that the process of adoption is complicated, according to evidence from the UK. 51% of businesses were not interested in AI for their company, according to DSIT (2026). Thus, non-adoption could simply be because the subject matter is not relevant to the individual's perception and not necessarily due to a lack of finances or technology. This would therefore be inappropriate for encouraging adoption of the universal type. Instead, SME's should look at tasks where there are potential benefits that outway the risk and costs of implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc242910285]3.2 Productivity and business performance
GenAI can speed up mundane tasks, aid research and enhance information handling. But higher employee productivity isn't always equated with more revenue or profitability.
According to OECD (2025), that survey of over 5,000 SMEs in 7 countries revealed that 31% had used GenAI. 65% of the SMEs that adopted indicated that their employees' performance had improved, while 26% indicated that there had been an increase in revenue. The difference implies that productivity gains don't necessarily lead to financial returns. Results can be affected by factors such as implementation costs, demand, pricing, and the utilization of saved time.
In addition, improvements observed from self-report are not a sufficient basis for establishing causation. Companies that have better management capabilities might be more inclined to utilize AI and have good results. The reviewed productivity gains will therefore be separated from actual performance and the implementation costs and organisational variations will be taken into account.
[bookmark: _Toc242910286]3.3 Employee skills and responsible implementation
In order to achieve successful adoption, workers need to be able to create the right prompts, validate information, safeguard confidential data and identify inaccurate or biased results. If these features are not included, AI-generated content can lead to more mistakes and auditing tasks.
Conversational GenAI opportunities and challenges in research, practice and policy are explored by Dwivedi et al. (2023) with concerns raised concerning reliability and responsible governance. However, neither general debates can determine the best training interventions for resource limited SMEs.
Among SMEs with skill gaps and those using GenAI, 39% said that GenAI was helping to address skill gaps, according to an OECD (2025) finding. AI can, therefore, augment what humans are already capable of but can't replace the human touch and expertise.
To make it responsibly, there must be proportional protections, such as employee guidance and human control, proper data handling and continuous evaluation. SMEs need to weigh these safeguards against constraints of resources and administrative capability.
[bookmark: _Toc242910287]3.4 Real-World Evidence from UK businesses
Business examples are used to demonstrate possible applications and issues involved with implementation. In 2025 NatWest Group said it will deploy GenAI services to 99% of its staff, with uses ranging from summarising documents, drafting, to solving problems. This was supported by employee training and appropriate use policies (NatWest Group, 2025a). That is, workforce preparation and governance dovetail with technological investments. But, smaller businesses are not directly as resourceful as NatWest, nor as expert, and so the same approach is not directly transferable.
Likewise, Microsoft (2024) states that National Grid leverages Microsoft Copilot for document management, report generation, and administrative tasks throughout regulatory, finance and legal functions. The applications show some possible productivity gains for knowledge-intensive applications. But the evidence provided by suppliers might be promotional and might not be evidence of long-term returns after implementation costs.
British Airways (n.d.) has an AI assistant on its website to respond to basic travel inquiries and direct the customers to support services. This is an example of a customer service application, and emphasizes the need for people to escalate when automated response is not enough.
These are just a few examples of where these can be utilized with regards to administration, employee productivity and customer communication. However, this does not guarantee they will get the same results as SMEs. The differences in scale, infrastructure and resources that exist between organisations highlight the importance of tailoring practices to the conditions of smaller organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc242910288]3.5 Research Gap
While studies have explored the barriers to AI adoption, potential productivity gains, and impact on the workforce, these aspects have been studied independently. Also, case studies presented by companies could be more favorable to larger companies and successful implementations. This work will close the gap by consolidating evidence that is relevant to UK SMEs and critically reviewing the linkages between adoption barriers, employee capabilities, business outcomes, and responsible governance.
[bookmark: _Toc242910289]4. Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc242910290]4.1 Research philosophy and approach
The study will be pragmatic, with a focus on recommendations that are both practically useful, and come from various evidence types. The inductive approach will help the researcher to find patterns from across different academic research, government documents and business reports without having a specific hypothesis beforehand.
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) highlight the importance of matching research design with research questions and outcomes. Therefore, the following qualitative systematic literature review will be used along with the descriptive numerical results from published works that support the research.
[bookmark: _Toc242910291]4.2 Research Strategy and Data Collection
This study will only utilize secondary data, not interviews, questionnaires or new participants. Google Scholar and the databases Scopus, Web of Science and official sources such as GOV.UK, OECD and company publications will be searched.
Search terms will include the following Boolean operators: AND, OR, and will combine terms like “generative AI adoption”, “UK SMEs”, “AI implementation barriers”, “employee productivity”, “digital skills” and “responsible AI”. The most recent literature from 2021-2026 will be considered, in addition to the classic theoretical works.
Studies, systematic reviews, and government research and SME evidence relevant to adoption, productivity, skills of the workforce, and governance from sources that have been peer reviewed and relevant to the international context are eligible sources. Relevant opinion pieces will not be included if they are duplicated or not supported by a source or publication.
Search terms and source information will be recorded on a screening log, along with decisions to include/exclude and reasons for doing so. Selection process will adhere to the transparent reporting principles outlined by Page et al. (2021), which include identification, screening, eligibility assessment and final inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc242910292]4.3 Data Analysis
Findings will be classified into four themes: financial and technological barriers; organisational readiness and employee skills; productivity and business outcomes; and ethical, security and governance concerns. Comparisons will be based on source types and business size, industry sectors.
The methodological quality, sample size, geographical relevance, date of publication and commercial bias will be discussed in the critical appraisal. Case studies produced by the supplier(s) will be used to show examples of applications but will not be considered to be independent evaluations. The improvement in productivity will also be separated from the financial results as reported by the companies.
[bookmark: _Toc242910293]4.4 Ethical Considerations
Secondary data that is publicly available don't need the direct consent of the participants. Maintenance of academic integrity will be achieved by accurate Harvard referencing, fair interpretation and acknowledgement of limitations. Appropriate paraphrasing of copyrighted material will occur, and benefits of AI without supporting evidence will be avoided.
[bookmark: _Toc242910294]5. Expected Business Implications
The review will contribute to practical SME adoption strategies. The first type of tasks to be completed are low-risk, repeated ones, like writing general emails, summarizing confidential documents and creating basic marketing material.
Second, SMEs need to consider the overall costs associated with subscription, training, integration, and data protection and security. It might be better to go with small projects rather than rolling them out enterprise-wide, because these projects can have sharply defined outcomes.
Third, employee training should include practical using of AI, verification of its output, and employee confidentiality. Clear rules should be set with respect to approved tools, sensitive information and human oversight should be put in place by managers.
Lastly, companies should determine time savings, error rate, customer satisfaction, employee work load and total costs. These markers can help determine if AI is creating business value, or if it's merely adding volume. Recommendations will be further developed based on the review results.
[bookmark: _Toc242910295]6. Limitations
Published evidence might be based on successful implementations and not capture unsuccessful ones or unpublished experiences. International results may not necessarily be relevant to the UK and similar definitions of AI, classifications of SMEs and measures of productivity may mean that comparisons are limited. The findings might also become outdated because of the fast pace of technological development. Transparent selection of criteria, critical evaluation and suitably qualified conclusions will contribute to the overcoming of these limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc242910296]7. Proposed Research Timetable
	Activity
	Weeks

	Refine research questions and review protocol
	1

	Conduct database and official-source searches
	2–3

	Screen and appraise selected sources
	4

	Extract evidence and develop themes
	5–6

	Critically synthesise findings
	7

	Develop recommendations and write proposal
	8

	Edit, check references and proofread
	9


[bookmark: _Toc242910297]8. Conclusion
This proposal will explore the reasons for the unevenness of the take-up of GenAI by UK SMEs and the impact of barriers on productivity, workers' competence and responsible business development. The study will differentiate between potential benefits and actual results from real business examples and academic literature and use UK adoption statistics. A systematic review will be used to give transparency to the identification of practical, proportionate adoption strategies that reflect the financial, technical and workforce constraints of smaller businesses.
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