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You bought the AI.
Where's the 
Ninety-five percent of SMB owners who bought an AI tool in the last

twelve months can't name a single dollar of return. The problem isn't the

tool. It's the four gaps between the software and the shop floor — and

every quarter you wait, the leak compounds. This brief quantifies it, and

gives you the number to walk into the next budget conversation with.

95%
SMB owners who can't name a

dollar of AI ROI

$127K
Conservative annual leak per $1M–

$50M firm

3 min
To your own leak number — no

sales call
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SOBO YOU  BOUGHT  THE  AI  ·  WHERE 'S  THE  RO I ? 0 1  ·  EX EC U T I V E  S U MMA R Y

TH E  GA P  B E TWE E N  A I  S P E ND  AND  A I  R E T U R N

The tool wasn't the problem. The four gaps
around it were.
Most owners bought ChatGPT, Copilot, a vertical AI point solution — or all three. Twelve months in, the license

renews, the workflow hasn't changed, and no one on the leadership team can point to a P&L line that moved.

That is not an AI problem. It's a diagnosis problem.

Sobo's diagnostic engine has scored AI readiness on hundreds of $1M–$50M firms. The pattern is the same regardless of

vertical: the tool works fine in a demo, then hits four structural gaps — data, governance, integration, and team capability — and

stalls. Those gaps have a dollar figure. This brief puts one on them and tells you what to do before you spend another dollar on

tooling.

"Every SMB owner I've talked to in the last year has bought AI. Almost none of them can tell me what it earned.

That's not a tools failure — it's a foundation failure, and it has a number."

0 2  ·  TH E  FOU R  GA P S  WHE R E  A I  R O I  L E A K S

Every dollar of unrealized AI ROI in a $1M–$50M business lands in one of these four buckets. Sobo's AIQ Score benchmarks all

four on your inputs in three minutes.

0 1  ·  DATA  GAP

The data isn't ready for the model

60–70% of firms score bottom-two-tier

QuickBooks, the CRM, the ops sheet, and payroll live in four

systems that don't talk. The AI answers questions on

whichever slice it can see — usually the wrong one. Owners

get confident-sounding output built on partial data and

never know.

0 2  ·  GOVE RNANCE  GAP

Nobody owns what the AI is allowed to do

~80% of SMBs have zero written AI policy

No approval workflow, no audit trail, no rules on customer

data. One misfired email or a hallucinated invoice number is

one lawsuit. When the owner finally reads a bad output, the

tool gets shelved — not fixed.

0 3  ·  I NTE GRATIO N  GAP

The AI lives in a browser tab, not the
workflow

6–12 hrs / employee / wk on copy-paste

Every "AI-assisted" task is a manual round-trip: pull data

out, paste into chat, copy the answer back, hope no one

broke it. That's not automation. That's a slower version of

the old workflow with a subscription attached.

0 4  ·  TEAM  GAP

Nobody was trained to run it in production

Only 12% of SMB teams received formal AI training

The owner watched a demo. The team was told to "use it."

Three months later two people use it well, six people don't

use it at all, and one person uses it wrong. Adoption

plateaus, ROI doesn't land, license gets flagged in the next

budget cut.
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SOBO YOU  BOUGHT  THE  AI  ·  WHERE 'S  THE  RO I ? 0 3  ·  A  NUM B ER  Y OU  C A N  D EF EN D

A  WORK E D  E X AMP L E

$127K per year, per firm — before you touch
the tool
The numbers below are a $12M professional services firm, 42 employees, using three AI tools bought in the last 18 months. Swap

your headcount and loaded rate — the ratios hold. The point isn't the precise dollar. It's that the number exists and can be

defended in front of anyone with a spreadsheet.

LEAK  BUCKET ASSUMPTION
ANNUAL
COST

Unrealized AI license value 3 tools × avg $340/seat/mo × 42 seats × ~40% unused $68,544

Copy-paste tax on the team 4 hrs / wk × 42 employees × $52 loaded × 44 wks × 20%
attributable

$77,088

Rework from ungoverned output ~6% of AI-touched deliverables reworked · 15 hrs / wk
avg

$40,560

Missed automation opportunities Top 2 workflows uncoded · ~5 hrs / wk saved if built $34,320

Conservative annual leak — coordination +
waste only

≈ $127,296

Note: the license line is direct spend already on the P&L. The other three lines are coordination waste hidden inside labor cost — the number your
controller can't see without instrumenting the workflow. Even excluding the license bucket, the three coordination lines alone total ~$152K.

0 4  ·  WHY  WA I T I N G  A  Q U A R T E R  C OMP OU ND S

The instinct is to treat the deferred decision as a rounding error — "we'll revisit next quarter." In practice the leak isn't static.

Three things compound quietly:

Vendor lock deepens. Annual seats renew on autopilot. The tool the team barely uses becomes the tool you can't cancel

without a fight over "we might use it more next year."

Shadow AI spreads. Employees who need it working start pasting company data into free consumer tools. The governance

gap turns into a data-exposure gap the owner didn't know existed.

Competitor gap widens. Peers who diagnosed first are two quarters into a workflow rebuild. You are two quarters into a

subscription renewal.
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S TAR T  WI T H  T HE  N UMB ER

Get your own AIQ Score. Free. Instant report.
Sobo's diagnostic engine runs on your inputs — not internet averages — and

names the one gap costing you the most right now.

Run the AIQ Score
3 min  · 8 questions · no  sales call
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SOBO YOU  BOUGHT  THE  AI  ·  WHERE 'S  THE  RO I ? 0 5  ·  T H E  9 0 - D AY  R EC OV ER Y  PAT H

F R OM  D I A GNOS I S  TO  F I R S T  D O L L A R

One quarter. One gap closed. One number
that moved.
You do not need a $200K CTO hire or an eighteen-month transformation program to stop the leak. Sobo's model is diagnose first,

match a vetted fractional AI specialist second, prove one dollar of return in ninety days third. If the first ninety days don't

produce a measurable win, you don't continue.

WEEKS  1– 3  ·  DIAGNOSE

AIQ Score + P&L overlay

Run the 3-minute score. Sobo's engine

benchmarks your four gaps against

firms in your revenue band and vertical.

Output: one named gap, one estimated

annual leak figure, one recommended

fix path.

WEEKS  4 – 8  ·  MATCH

Vetted fractional AI
specialist

Matched from the top 1% of fractional

operators with documented results

closing the exact gap the score

surfaced. Engagement scoped to one

workflow. $1,000 credit applies to first

engagement.

WEEKS  9 – 12  ·  P ROVE

First automation live · first
dollar counted

One workflow rebuilt end-to-end inside

your systems. Measured against the

baseline. Report goes to the owner —

not a slide deck, a P&L line.

MONTHLY  FRACT IONAL  COST TO  F IRST  AUTOMAT ION  L IVE RO I  WITHIN  S IX  MONTHS

0 6  ·  B R I N G  A  NUMB E R ,  NOT  AN  OP I N I ON

Most AI initiatives get killed in the same room, for the same reason: the champion walks in with excitement and finance walks in

with a spreadsheet. Whoever brings the number wins the quarter.

Three questions for the next executive review What to ignore

What is our conservative annual leak across the four AI gaps

— and which one is biggest right now?

Of the AI seats we're paying for, what percentage of licensed

users logged in this week?

What would closing our top gap in one workflow be worth in

twelve months — and what does it cost to defer another

quarter?

Any pitch that starts with "AI transformation"

and doesn't name a single workflow.
×

Any generic AI consultant who diagnoses

without touching your data.
×

Any tool vendor who scores your readiness on

a survey you filled out in ninety seconds.
×
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