
Making AI 
Operational
How mid-market companies can 
turn AI access into business results



You bought into the AI story. 
So why isn’t it paying off?
How many companies are living this reality: Sales was managing 
customer information with Excel. So leadership did what a lot 
of smart teams are doing right now: they looked at AI and saw a 
simple way to improve things. After all, why buy a CRM when they 
could assign an IT employee to vibe code one?

Months later, the project is still dragging, the sunk costs are gone, 
and someone finally asks: “Why didn’t we just buy HubSpot?”

That story is playing out all over the mid-market. Sometimes it’s 
an estimating tool, a customer service assistant, or an internal 
app that looked simple in a demo and got complicated in the real 
world.

Spinning up AI was supposed to generate speed, efficiency, and 
ROI. Instead, too many AI efforts are burning time, budget, and 
attention without changing the numbers. 
 
Until now.

AI pays off when the business does the unglamorous, necessary 
work that makes the tools do something useful: choosing the right 
problem, training people on the work they actually do, assigning 
ownership, setting guardrails, and measuring what changed.

That’s the work most companies skip, and why so many AI 
initiatives fail.

This guide shows how to stop wasting cycles on AI activity and 
start getting the results that matter: hours saved, fewer errors, 
faster decisions, lower costs, and higher revenue and profits.

of firms deploy 
AI in at least one 
business function1

88%

of enterprise GenAI 
pilots create measurable 
business impact2

5%

hours per week per 
employee saved using a 
foundational AI tool like 
Microsoft 365 Copilot3

12+

1 Stanford University, The 2025 AI Index Report.
2 MIT, The GenAI Divide: State of AI in Business 2025
3 LouderAI Pacific Grand Resorts Case Study 2026
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4%
Success hinges on strategy 
and ownership
You’ve already made the commitment to an AI tool. 
So the tool is there. The excitement is there. The pressure to move 
fast is there. 

But AI licenses don’t equal adoption. Pilots on their own don’t create scale. 
And AI experiments with one or two vibe-coders using Claude Code won’t produce 
something the business can rely on quickly.

It can take six months for most companies to even become aware that their AI pilots are going nowhere. 
At first, the project is ramping up, so you’re willing to wait and see. But by the end of Q2, you’re seeing 
the real issues: no ROI, low adoption, lost time, security and reliability concerns, and lots of sunk costs. 

The goal should be to fix what’s holding back the business. Just like with any other change, it’s about 
opportunity vs. the clock, and deciding:

•	 What process are we trying to improve?
•	 What does success look like?
•	 Should we build or buy?
•	 What do employees need to learn to drive adoption and results?
•	 What data can the tool use safely and effectively?
•	 How will we know if this saved time, reduced cost, improved accuracy, or increased revenue?

of businesses 
have defined an 

AI strategy

IT should 
not own AI 

responsibility 
in the company

Who owns AI decision making? 
The surprising answer
Answering those questions starts with answering 
a different one: who owns the AI responsibility? 
Every successful AI initiative has a torch bearer, 
and that person works for (or is) the COO.

Why isn’t the torch bearer in IT? It’s because AI 
isn’t another system rollout. It’s a business catalyst. 

*

*Measured by LouderAI.
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Making AI a side project pretty 
much guarantees failure.

The torch bearer runs 
the show

For AI to actually transform the business, the 
person leading the charge needs to have work 
hours dedicated to the program. 

That means taking away some other 
responsibilities, while holding that person 
accountable for the results. Giving them the 
time, resources, and authority as well as the 
accountability is essential to making AI a 
productivity and profit driver.

The torch bearer’s charter is to keep AI from 
becoming scattered activity. They need to: 

•	 Identify the right use cases;
•	 Pull in the right people and gather 

resources;
•	 Coordinate training;
•	 Watch for governance issues;
•	 Keep projects on schedule; and
•	 Measure results

This doesn’t mean they should do everything 
themselves. That would fail for the same 
reason most AI efforts fail: too much 
responsibility, not enough structure. A small 
working group can help when it brings the 
right voices into the room: operations, IT, HR, 
legal, compliance, and the business units that 
will use the tools.

The CEO should sponsor the effort. IT should 
help with security, permissions, integrations, 
and risk. Business units should bring the pain 
points. HR, legal, and compliance may need to 
support training and policy development. But 
the torch bearer keeps the pieces connected.

Choose a torch bearer. 
Give them time. 

Make it their job.
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Business leaders want quick results. But jumping straight from “We subscribed to an AI Tool” to “Let’s build 
an app” can actually set you back by six to 18 months.  

AI starts working when companies stop spreading effort across random experiments and narrow their 
focus. The correct approach follows a specific order that makes sure your people, processes, and policies 
are ready for the changes AI requires. Each step prepares you for the next, so it’s important to go in order.

Skipping steps (for example, jumping from developing a quick win strategy straight to coding a custom 
agent without preparing your people and data) increases your risk of falling behind in the race to use AI 
effectively.

Six steps to AI success

Education & 
Fundamentals

Quick Win
Strategy

Embrace AI
Assistant

Productivity
Suite AI

Quick Win
Applications

Autonomous
AI Agents

1 2 3 4 5 6

Custom Training, Governance and Data Prep

The LouderAI Success Progression: a proactive six-step model that spells out a practical maturity path.

It’s a foundation and a springboard, not a checklist
The Success Progression is a way to plan for what has to happen, in the right order, to move AI into your 
organization’s mainstream. Each phase builds on the next, and is supported by deeper strategic actions:

Education and understanding the fundamentals sets the pace

AI success starts and ends with people, and 90-95% of your workforce, at every level, need to learn what 
AI can actually do for them and how to use it to improve the way they work. 

Everyone needs to speak the same language to move in the same direction, and everyone needs to learn 
“Here’s where AI fits in your actual workflows.”  Learning how to prompt is rarely as simple as telling users 
to “just ask a question.” AI platforms require users to ask, refine, and interact in nuanced ways that may not 
be familiar, but can be taught. That’s essential for generating outputs that save time and improve results.
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Example Quick Win AI Projects

Be sure to license the pro or business versions, 
which give you more functionality and keep 
your proprietary data in-house. Getting 
comfortable with these tools gets users ready 
to move into more complex applications and 
autonomous agents. 

Instead of worrying about which tool is “best” 
for your business, choose one, stick with it, 
and focus on getting your data cleaned up and 
educating implementers and users.

Quick wins make AI real
Once you’ve identified the right use case, 
determine the fastest and most efficient 
path to bring it to life. Consider the skills 
and resources already available across your 
organization, existing internal tools and 
platforms, and where an external vendor may 
help accelerate development.

Take an agile approach to development, 
prioritizing the features that will deliver 
the greatest impact first. Getting a focused 

Build a quick win strategy

Start by identifying targeted, achievable use 
cases that can deliver tangible, measurable 
benefits. Focus on opportunities where AI can 
reduce time spent on tedious tasks, improve 
efficiency, or increase profitability — ultimately 
improving processes and ROI while encouraging 
greater AI adoption across the organization. 
This initial analysis helps ensure you prioritize AI 
projects with a clear upside, where the potential 
impact outweighs the cost and effort required 
for implementation.

Table stakes: AI Assistants and Productivity 
Suite AI
Every business should take advantage of these
at a minimum, and many organizations already 
do. The low-friction approach is to choose the 
built-in tools from your productivity suite: if 
you’re a Microsoft shop, upgrade to paid M365 
Copilot licenses. If you’re in Google Workspace, 
Gemini is your pick. Or, use Claude, which works 
well with multiple productivity suites. 
 

Fast, achievable projects that can reap immediate benefits and build support for larger AI initiatives

Quick wins aren’t baby steps; they’re proof. And those successes can quickly spread across the business, drive acceptance, and inspire larger projects.

B. Potential AI Initiative 1

A. Potential AI Initiative 2

C. Potential AI Initiative 3

G. Potential AI Initiative 4

High Impact, Low Effort High Impact, High Effort

Low Impact, High EffortLow Impact, Low Effort
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application into users’ hands quickly allows 
you to test, learn, and demonstrate results 
— creating a foundation to refine the 
solution, add capabilities, and scale over 
time.

Where you’re headed: Autonomous Agents 
give you a competitive edge
Always-on digital workers amplify what your 
people can accomplish. AI Agents proactively 
perform critical business operations, 
communicate with each other to trigger next 
steps, and deliver results to decision makers 
— all without additional prompts. 

But agents can deliver major efficiency gains 
if, and only if, the organization is ready. 
They aren’t the starting point. They’re the 
destination after you’ve completed the 
earlier phases.

Success story: 
From Manual Bottlenecks to 
$12M in New Sales with AI

A commercial roofing company’s estimating 
team was bogged down by manual takeoffs 
and clunky spreadsheets, which seriously 
limited their bid capacity. They needed to 
automate slow processes to pursue new 
business and win more work.

They turned to LouderAI to evaluate 
multiple AI platforms. The LouderAI team 
identified the right AI-driven estimating 
tool, then managed the rollout and training. 

The operational impact was massive, 
slashing estimating time by 75% and 
freeing up the team to pursue more bids 
without adding headcount. Within the 
first year, the new AI system drove over 
$12 million in new sales and completely 
covered the cost of LouderAI’s consulting 
services with a single project.

Autonomous AI 
agents aren’t the 

starting point. 
They’re the 
destination.
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Getting your digital 
house in order
To deliver useful results, AI needs 
clean data to draw on. Siloed records, 
duplicate or incomplete entries, and 
inconsistent data formats get in the 
way of AI’s ability to use and analyze 
information.

Here’s a quick look at what each major 
platform needs to work:

Power-user training, project setup, advanced analysis/
writing use cases, clear rules for data use.

Clear Workspace use cases, Drive hygiene, user 
training, meeting/email/document workflows.

Business accounts, data rules, reusable prompts, 
project structure, approved use cases.

Clean permissions, useful SharePoint/OneDrive content, 
role-based training, Microsoft workflow use cases.

Governance, training, 
and measurement are the 
operating system

Don’t train people on AI. 
Train them on using 

AI to level up their work.

*Measured by LouderAI.

Those six steps don’t happen in a vacuum. The organization 
needs to be ready to become AI-first. AI ROI depends on 
three things many companies underbuild:

Training: 
Too often, this is an afterthought or it’s done 
without intention. Showing people which button 
to click won’t lead to success. Yet just 11%* of 
businesses have provided training to improve AI 
literacy.

Training is more than watching generic videos or 
providing a quick reference guide. People need to 
understand how AI applies to the work they do, 
which requires use-case specific training.

This happens through a combination of approaches: 
classroom, online, small group guidance, continual 
reinforcement and customized programs. A training 
organization should tailor the program to show how 
the selected AI tools improve the processes the 
business actually uses.
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Measurement: 
Implementing AI isn’t the goal. Achieving 
improved business results is. Leadership 
needs to know what’s changed thanks to 
AI. The torch bearer should be tracking the 
KPIs that matter, then reporting them to the 
C suite and the board. Results may even be 
shared with the company at large, to show 
progress and validate the investment to every 
employee.

Which KPIs matter? That’s up to each 
organization, but consider looking at hours 
saved, costs reduced, productivity improved, 
headcounts, revenue generation, and 
profitability. You could even look at more 
esoteric measurements, such as decision 
speed or quality improvements.

It’s crucial to plan to measure and report 
on AI from the start. Even if you don’t hit 
all the numbers, you can show progress and 
generate enthusiasm.

People need knowledge to use AI tools 
effectively, guidelines to take uncertainty out of 
decisions, and measurement to know their tools 
have done the job they’re supposed to. Without 
all three, your AI plans are at risk.

Governance: 
Employees need clear rules for approved 
tools, restricted data, disclosure, review, 
and ownership of the results. There need 
to be guardrails and consequences, but 
also when and where AI can be used, and 
how to use it safely. Still, only 20% of 
businesses have a documented AI policy, 
which puts users and the company overall 
at risk.

This is actually a benefit, not a restriction 
— knowing what’s allowed lets users 
move ahead with AI confidently. 

The first governance document your 
torch bearer develops should be an AI 
policy that is no longer than 1-2 pages: 
concise, plain language, relevant to 
how people actually work to move the 
business forward.

Measurement shows that 
the effort was worth it

Governance isn’t a barrier 
or compliance theater. 
It’s a business enabler.
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Self-assessment: What’s missing from your 
AI operating model?
Is your organization ready for AI? Here’s a quick way to tell how far along you are, along with what 
needs to happen for you to turn AI hope into measurable improvements.

Have we defined which workflows AI is supposed to improve?

Is there one accountable AI torch bearer?

Does the torch bearer have the time and resources they need to launch, 
maintain, and measure AI projects?

Does IT have the right role without being expected to own the business 
outcome?

Do we have defined KPIs to measure results?

Have we developed governance, policies, and acceptable uses of AI?

Have we educated the entire organization on how AI can improve how 
we work?

Have we trained people by role and use case?

Have we cleaned up our data to prepare it for AI?

Do we have a roadmap beyond the first pilot?

Do we believe we have the skill, knowledge, and AI experience to do 
this ourselves?

Are we building a custom AI app instead of buying one because the demo 
made it look easy?

YES NO
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Why outside expertise changes the outcome
Mid-market companies don’t have the time, resources, and deep experience to become AI readiness, 
training, and transformation experts. That’s not their job. 

They need structure, speed, and experienced support from people who have seen what works and 
what wastes time. A dedicated partner can save significant time and money by helping you avoid the 
traps and distractions that can derail your AI initiatives. That’s why LouderAI exists.  

Our experts can work alongside your AI torch bearer’s team; we don’t replace them. We’ll make sure 
you prioritize the right use cases and investments, train your people on their workflows, create clear 
governance, and measure ROI.

If you’re ready to cut through the noise and start seeing the AI results you expected, talk with a 
LouderAI expert. We’ll get you from first steps to lasting AI value.
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