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Closing the Readiness Gap:
Embedded Al Adoption
in Regional Industry

Investment is arriving in Britain's industrial regions faster than the capability to use it. This
paper argues that the binding constraint on industrial Al is not compute or capital but
applied know-how inside small firms, and that embedded, mentored adoption outperforms
classroom training on every measure that matters to a region.
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Executive summary

Britain is building Al capacity at national scale while its small and medium sized firms remain largely
outside the transaction. Headline usage figures have roughly doubled in two years, but usage is not
adoption: most of it is a general purpose assistant bolted onto an unchanged process. The gap is
one of applied expertise, not price. This paper sets out why generic training fails to close it, what an
embedded model does differently, and how a region should measure whether the money worked.
The argument draws on current UK adoption statistics and on the peer reviewed literature covering
recruitment, the industrial function where Al has been studied longest and most critically.

1. The adoption paradox

Adoption headlines flatter the reality. Depending on the survey instrument, between a quarter and a
half of UK businesses report using Al, and the trend line is steep [1][2]. Yet only about one firm in six
has deployed Al against a defined business purpose, only one in eight can attribute revenue to it,
and roughly one in ten SMEs uses it deeply enough to automate an operational process [1][2]. The
value that is real shows up as released time rather than top line growth, which is a legitimate
outcome but a poor one to leave unmeasured.

Regions designated as Al growth zones show the split most sharply. Billions in infrastructure
investment sit alongside SME populations where the large majority have adopted nothing at all, held
back by information gaps and absent applied expertise rather than by cost [3]. Where a majority of
employers rate their workforce technical skills as beginner level, a generic classroom course does
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not move the needle, because the knowledge never reaches a live workflow. The firm leaves the
room with a certificate and no changed process. Sectoral disparity compounds the problem:
information and communication firms adopt at several times the rate of construction, so a single
regional average conceals the firms most in need of help.

The adoption funnel narrows fast
Share of UK businesses, latest published surveys, 2025 to 2026

Use Al in some form (BCC/MiSoC, 2026)
- Eu
Use any Al (ONS BICS, 2025)

25%
Strategic deployment with defined purpose (DSIT)

16%
Report Al-attributable revenue (DSIT)
12%

SMEs using Al extensively to automate operations

1%

Scale: 0 to 100 per cent of the surveyed business population. Definitions differ by survey, so the levels are not strictly comparable; the direction is.

Figure 1. Each step from awareness to attributable return removes a large share of the population. Sources: [1][2].

2. Where value actually lands

Across functions the pattern is consistent: Al returns time before it returns revenue, and it returns
most where a task is high volume, low variance and text shaped. Triage, drafting, matching and
scheduling are the reliable first wins. Firms that go deep on two or three platforms consistently
outperform those that subscribe to ten and master none. The discipline that separates the two
groups is not technical sophistication; it is the willingness to define one process, instrument it, and
compare the result to a baseline that was recorded before the tool arrived.
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FUNCTION

TYPICAL FIRST USE

OBSERVED GAIN

PRINCIPAL RISK

Hiring

Sales and marketing

Operations

Customer service

Quality and
maintenance

CV screening, chat pre-
qualification

Copy drafting,
segmentation

Scheduling, document
handling

First line triage

Anomaly flagging on
existing data

Shorter time to hire, wider
reach

Highest frequency SME use
case [2]

Time released to skilled staff

Faster response, steadier
quality

Fewer unplanned stoppages

Table 1. First deployments and their trade-offs across five industrial functions.

3. Lessons from the most studied function

Algorithmic bias, opacity
[71(8]

Brand drift, unverified
claims

Process debt, no
measurement

Escalation failure

Poor data hygiene at
source

Recruitment is the closest thing industry has to a natural experiment in applied Al, and its findings

generalise. Automated screening and conversational agents demonstrably cut cycle time and

transactional workload [4][11]. Acceptance, however, turns on perceived transparency rather than

accuracy: recruiters adopt tools they can explain, and candidates judge an employer on how visibly

the process is governed, not on how advanced it is [5][6]. Studies of Al supported social media

recruitment find the performance effect is mediated by talent acquisition quality and employee

engagement, meaning the technology pays only through the human practice itimproves [12]. The

lesson for any industrial function is that the return sits in process redesign and trust, and both of

those require somebody inside the firm who understands the tool well enough to answer for it.

4. The embedded alternative

A more effective model places trained local talent inside the firm to build one real workflow alongside

its staff. This is digital reverse mentoring: younger practitioners transfer technical fluency upward

while acquiring commercial and sector context in return. Regional pilots built on this design are

structured around permanent, Al enabled roles rather than course completions, with gender parity

and neurodiversity workstreams built into intake, and projected returns close to £2 of regional gross

value added for every £1 of public funding [3]. The instrument is a placement, not a curriculum, and

its output is a working process the firm still owns after the funding ends.
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The embedded adoption loop

Capability enters the firm through a person, not a course

01

Select

Local talent recruited and
trained on applied Al tooling,
with parity and neurodiversity

02
Embed

The buddy works inside the
firm for a fixed term, building
one real workflow beside the

03
Transfer

Reverse mentoring runs both
ways: digital fluency upward,
commercial and sector context

>

04
Retain

The placement converts into a
permanent Al enabled role;
benefit is measured as regional

targets set at intake. staff who will own it. downward. gross value added.

Each stage produces an artefact the next stage depends on: a trained person, a deployed workflow, a documented process, a funded role.

Projected return: about £1.96 of regional gross value added for every £1 of public grant.

Figure 2. The four stages of an embedded placement, each producing an artefact the next stage depends on.

DIMENSION CLASSROOM TRAINING EMBEDDED MENTORING

Unit of delivery Course hours A deployed workflow

Knowledge transfer Generic, one directional Contextual, two directional

Success measure Completion rate Permanent roles, GVA per £1

Cost profile Low unit cost, low conversion Higher unit cost, high conversion

Persistence after exit Low High, capability stays in post

Table 2. Two delivery models for SME Al capability.

5. Governance is not optional

Speed without scrutiny reproduces existing inequity at machine scale. Reviews of Al enabled hiring
find discrimination arising from narrow training data and unexamined proxy variables, and conclude
that it is mitigated only by documented data provenance, routine bias auditing, explainability to the
people affected, and a named human decision maker who can be held to account [7][8][9]. Legal
exposure follows the same contours in any function where an automated score influences a
decision about a person. Sustainability belongs in the same file: energy use and lifecycle cost
should be recorded alongside benefit so that a productivity claim is net of what it consumed [10]. A
small firm does not need a compliance department for this. It needs a one page register listing each
Al use, its purpose, the data it touches, its human owner and its review date, kept current by the
person who built it.

Regions do not become technology makers by buying compute. They do it by

putting capable people inside the firms that need them.

WHITE PAPER: Al FOR INDUSTRIES AUGUST 2026



6. Recommendations

1. Fund placements and deployed workflows, not attendance. Pay on evidence that a
process changed.
. Require one measurable process per firm, with a pre tool baseline, before funding a second.
. Publish a short Al register in every participating firm: purpose, data, human owner, review date.
. Set intake targets for parity and neurodiversity at the start, since they cannot be retrofitted later.

o &~ W N

. Track permanent role creation and regional gross value added as headline metrics, with time
released as a secondary measure.

6. Transition pilots into a subscription upskilling service so capability outlives the grant and the

blueprint travels to the next region.

7. Conclusion

The readiness gap is a distribution problem. National infrastructure will not reach the workshop, the
care provider or the twelve person manufacturer on its own, and neither will a course catalogue.
Capability moves into a small firm the way it always has, through a person who stays long enough to
build something that works and to explain how it works to the people who will keep it running. Fund
that person, measure the process they leave behind, and the regional numbers will follow.

REFERENCES
1. British Chambers of Commerce and University of Essex 8. Soleimani, M., Intezari, A., Arrowsmith, J., Pauleen, D. J.
MiSoC (2026) Future of Work: Al in the Workplace. and Taskin, N. (2025) 'Reducing Al bias in recruitment and

selection: an integrative grounded approach', The
International Journal of Human Resource Management,
36(14), 2480 to 2515.

2. Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (2025)
Al Adoption Research; Office for National Statistics,
Business Insights and Condlitions Survey (2025).

9. Dadaboyey, S. et al. (2025) ‘Artificial intelligence in
recruitment: a review', Discover Global Society, 3, 99.

3. Oxford Lifelong Learning (2026) 'Departmental Tutor
champions Al innovation in Northeast England', University
of Oxford news. 10. Koteczki, R. et al. (2025) 'Sustainability assessment of

digital process transformation', Discover Sustainability,

6, 601.

4. Horodyski, P. (2023) 'Recruiter's perception of artificial
intelligence based tools in recruitment', Computers in
Human Behavior Reports, 10, 100298. 11. El Ouakili, O. (2025) 'The impact of artificial intelligence on

the recruitment process', Open Journal of Business and

Management, 13(2), 749 to 762.

5. Tursunbayeva, A., Fernandez, V., Gallardo-Gallardo, E. and
Moschera, L. (2025) 'Artificial intelligence and digital data in
recruitment', European Management Journal. 12. Al-Dmour, R., Al-Dmour, H., Al-Dmour, A., Amin, E. B. and

Al-Dmour, Y. (2025) 'Al and big data driven social media

recruitment', Digital Transformation and Society.

6. Oliveira, A. et al. (2025) 'Artificial intelligence in recruitment
and selection', Procedia Computer Science, 263, 696
to 703. 13. Albassam, W. A. (2023) 'The power of artificial intelligence in
7. Chen, Z. (2023) 'Ethics and discrimination in artificial recruitment', International Journal of Professional Business

intelligence enabled recruitment practices', Humanities and Review, 8(5), 02089.

Social Sciences Communications, 10, 567.

WHITE PAPER: Al FOR INDUSTRIES AUGUST 2026



REGIONAL Al READINESS

Consortium Partners & Funders

This briefing is produced by the Al Buddy Framework consortium, bringing together industrial, technology and
community delivery partners with the backing of public funding.

Consortium partners

The organisations delivering the embedded adoption model described in this paper.
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Funded by

Public funding supporting the regional pilots referenced in this paper.
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