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Al Is Not Dead.
It Is Under-Operationalised.

Why businesses everywhere use Al, but few can prove what changed

Prepared for leaders, operators, and midmarket teams trying to move from Al activity to measurable
operating proof.

The businesses that win will not be the ones with the best tools. They will be the ones that make
Al boring enough to run.
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EXECUTIVE THESIS

The Real Race Is Not Adoption. It Is Proof.

Businesses are using Al everywhere. Most still cannot explain what changed operationally.

THE SURFACE SIGNAL THE OPERATING REALITY
Al adoption is spreading fast_ The harder question is Whether Al alterEd hOW Work
moves.

Licences are bought. Pilots are launched. Copilots are activated. Chatbots
are deployed. Employees use Al every day. Who owns the workflow? What metric improved? What cost disappeared?
What decision became faster?

Every market looks like it is moving.
This is where the current Al conversation breaks down.

This is not a technology failure. It is a sequencing failure. Al is being layered onto fragmented workflows before those workflows are mapped, measured,

owned, and governed.
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THE ADOPTION ILLUSION

Al Is Everywhere. Operational Al Is Not.

Most adoption data counts access, not operational change.

What Gets Counted What Gets Ignored What Actually Matters
* Tools » Baseline measurement » Workflow boundary

» Users » Workflow change * Owner accountability

* Prompts * Cost reduction » Baseline vs result

* Pilots » Time redeployed * Friction measured

* Subscriptions * Quality improvement * Scale or kill decision

* Al initiatives * Attribution logic * Operating model change

Al does not create value because it exists inside the business. It creates value when it changes how work is done.
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THREE OPERATING ENVIRONMENTS

Same Underlying Problem. Different Regional Expression.

The infrastructure differs. The failure pattern does not.

US & Western Europe

SURFACE SIGNAL

Visible, budgeted, institutionalised Al

Enterprise tools available. Governance language in place.
Al assistants bundled into software. The problem is not
access - it is proof.

RISK

Platform-led adoption without workflow proof
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CEE & SEE

SURFACE SIGNAL

Strong technical talent, lower formal
enterprise adoption

Deep builder capacity: developers, automation engineers,
AI/ML talent. But firms may still run through fragmented
processes and workflows never redesigned for Al-assisted
work.

RISK

Confusing builder availability with business readiness

Appenue Al

Central Asia & CIS-Adjacent

SURFACE SIGNAL

Telegram-native, 1C, Bitrix24, local stacks

Formal Al adoption appears modest. Operator reality
differs: Telegram bots, n8n, Ollama, Qdrant, VPS,
self-hosted models.

RISK

Workarounds becoming unofficial infrastructure
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THE OPERATING STANDARD

Same Gap. Different Plumbing.

The tools change. The proof standard does not.

ENVIRONMENT

US & Western Europe

CEE & SEE

Central Asia & CIS-Adjacent
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Al APPEARS AS

Licences, copilots, pilots, governance

Talent, automation roles, software export

Telegram, 1C, Bitrix24, amoCRM, Excel

HIDDEN REALITY

Platform-led adoption; shadow Al; tool
sprawl

Builder capacity near the business; uneven
internal adoption

n8n, Ollama, Qdrant, VPS, self-hosted
agents

MAIN RISK

Formal activity without operating proof

Mistaking technical skill with
organisational readiness

Workarounds becoming architecture

A workflow either has a baseline, owner, boundary and scale-or-kill decision - or it does not.
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PROOF QUESTION

Which paid Al tool changed a measured
workflow?

Which internal workflow has absorbed that
capability?

Which informal workflow already runs the
business?

05



THE HIDDEN OPERATOR LAYER

Where Al Becomes Practical First.

Formal adoption surveys do not capture what operators build underneath.

The official layer is incomplete.

It captures what a company bought, announced, and is
comfortable discussing.

It does not capture what operators are building beneath it
- often without procurement approval, governance
committees, or formal programmes.

Not dismissed as shadow IT. Not celebrated as
innovation. Treated as evidence.

Evidence of demand, constraint, practical intelligence, and

weak formal systems.
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OFFICIAL LAYER

Telegram Bots

n8n / Make / Zapier

Ollama / Qdrant / VPS

1C / Bitrix24 / amoCRM

Enterprise licences, leadership tools, governance

Lead capture, sales intake, informal CRM, support

Workflow automations solving real pain

Self-hosted Al for control, cost, and privacy

Regional CRM stacks with Al patches applied

Adoption can move faster than governance, documentation, data quality, and measurement. The operator layer
must be professionalised without killing the instinct that created it.
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THE SHARED GAP

Five Parts of a Broken Sequence.

Al is adopted faster than businesses redesign the work around it.

c Baseline Measurement
Without a baseline, Al cannot be measured. It can only

be narrated.

G Data Quality
Al amplifies existing structure, mess, duplication, and

ambiguity.

Wrong: Buy tool - Launch pilot - Encourage usage - Collect anecdotes - Look for ROI later.
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Workflow Ownership

Unowned Al becomes optional - and optional systems
decay.

Trust and Control

Permissions, review points, escalation, rollback, logs,
and boundaries must be designed in.
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@ Attribution
If the workflow effect cannot be isolated, impact cannot

be claimed with confidence.

Right: Map workflow - Measure baseline - Assign owner - Define boundary - Pilot narrowly

- Scale or kill.
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THE BIAS LAYER

The Most Ignored Al Bias Is Inside the Organisation.

Not inside the model. Inside the organisation trying to prove the model worked.

Vendor Bias Executive Bias

Rewarded when adoption looks like value. Usage, seats and time saved do not prove the Expected to show the organisation is moving. Measurement becomes politically inconvenient
operating model changed. once an initiative is announced.

Employee Bias Operator Bias

Want augmentation without exposure. Al makes work visible, and visibility creates Biased toward fixes that work now. If a workflow patch works, it is tempting to call it the
resistance. system.

Before Al is praised or blamed, the workflow must be measured. Every company risks grading its own homework with a

nicer interface.
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EVIDENCE BASE

The Adoption Numbers Are Real. The Measurement Discipline Is Not.
Four evidence layers underpin the argument.
| |

QuickBooks / Intuit 2026 Al Impact Report Enterprise ROl gap

* Gartner forecasts worldwide Al spending at $2.52T in 2026, while noting ROI predictability must improve before
scale.

* IBM: only around 29% of executives say they can measure Al ROI confidently.

« MIT 2025: 95% of generative Al pilots failed to deliver tangible returns; Forrester predicts 55% miss goals in 2026.

* 34,000+ SMB owners surveyed across the US, Canada, UK and Australia, plus anonymised data from 5.3M

QuickBooks businesses.
* 77% of US businesses use Al regularly; 78% report productivity gains; 43% report revenue increase.
« More than 50% measure gains by “general feeling”; fewer than half track specific metrics.

Regional operationalisation gap Operator layer signals

* Russian-language operator communities show self-hosted and Telegram-native stacks: n8n, Ollama, Qdrant,
PostgreSQL, VPS, Telegram bots, Bitrix24, amoCRM, and 1C.

* One closed-loop Al agent case noted that around 80% of work was infrastructure, not the model.

« These are market-signal data points, not proof of ROI.

* CEE clusters at 4-6% formal enterprise Al adoption versus 13.5% in Western Europe in the cited CEE Al Action

Plan.
« Eurostat: EU average 20% enterprise Al adoption in 2025; Romania 5.2%, Poland 8.4%, Bulgaria 8.5%.
« Kazakhstan shows stronger GenAl population usage at 13.7%; Uzbekistan at 6.3%.

Sources: Appenue Al April-May 2026 research briefs: “The Al ROl Measurement Gap” and “The Operationalisation Gap”. Evidence references are drawn from those briefs and their cited institutional sources. Research notes available on request.
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Al OPERATING PROOF FRAMEWORK

Can the Business Prove What Al Changed?

Operating advantage starts when Al moves from access and usage into workflow, measurement, and operating-model change.

‘ ACCESS Tools are available Q: Who has access and which tools touch business data?
‘ USAGE People use Al in daily work Q: Where is Al actually used, formally or not?
‘ WORKFLOW Al is attached to a defined process Q: Where does the workflow start, end, and hand off?
MEASUREMENT The process is compared to a baseline Q: What metric moved compared with the old
process?
OPERATING MODEL The business changes how it works Q: What changed because the proof
was strong enough?

The framework separates activity from capability: access and usage are signals; workflow, measurement and operating-model change are proof.
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THE PROOF TEST

Eight Questions Before Any Serious Al Investment.

Use this before procurement - not after rollout, when everyone becomes creative.
What workflow does this affect? What was the baseline?
c If the answer is a department, the scope is too vague. 0 No baseline means the result will be anecdotal.

Who owns the workflow? What role does Al play?

The owner understands outcome, users, exceptions and failure cost. Assist, recommend, route, execute with approval, or execute within limits.

What happens if it fails? What changes if it works?

What must remain human-controlled? What metric proves success?
° Customer commitments, pricing, legal language, financial approvals, sensitive actions. ° Five main metrics means no main metric.

Define failure before launch: quality decline, review load, cost, risk or no improvement. If nothing changes operationally, it was assistance, not transformation.

A serious Al initiative should be able to answer all eight before it receives serious investment.
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OPERATOR CHECKLIST

12 Points. One Workflow. One Decision.

Use this before the tool decision, not after.

01 Name the workflow
02 Map the current state
03 Define the pain

04 Capture the baseline
RED FLAGS

05

06

07

08

Assign the owner

Define Al’s role

Set human controls

Check the data

No baseline | No owner | Bad data | Customer output without review | Scale before measurement | No rollback
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GOOD FIRST WORKFLOWS

09 Pilot narrowly

10 Measure friction

11 Decide: scale, adjust, or kill

12 Document the operating change

Lead handling | Sales follow-up | Proposal drafting | Support
triage | CRM cleanup | Internal reporting



WHAT TO DO NEXT

Five Steps to Operating Proof.

The next step is not another tool. It is one workflow forced through proof.

Start with discovery

Find where Al already lives - official
systems, personal accounts, Telegram
bots, n8n flows, hidden automations.
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Choose one workflow

Specific enough to map in an hour and
measure in 30 to 60 days. Repetition,
visible pain, clear ownership, measurable
output.

Capture the baseline

Measure time, rework, errors, response
time, conversion and manual touches
before Al touches anything.

Define ownership and
4 boundaries

Assign one owner. Define what Al may do,

recommend, prepare for approval, and
what is blocked.

Measure first. Pilot second. Scale third. Anything else is storytelling.

Build lightly, then decide

Keep the first implementation small
enough to measure. Scale, adjust, or kill
based on proof.



LEADERSHIP IMPLICATIONS

Operational Honesty Is Where Advantage Begins.

Serious Al adoption requires leaders to inspect the system, not just the tool.

STOP

Stop asking only whether you use Al

Ask where Al changed the operating model. If unclear, the business has usage, not capability.

Stop scaling before proof

Activity scales easily. So do mistakes, rework and false confidence.

Stop treating governance as paperwork

Governance defines where Al can act, who reviews outputs, and when to pause.
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START

Start looking for shadow Al

It may reveal friction, slow official systems, or unnamed workflow problems.

Start building an operating proof register

Owner, tool, role, data, baseline, metric, review points, decision and next review.

Start with one workflow that matters

The strongest first workflow is the clearest, not the largest.



THE CLOSING STANDARD

Make Al Boring Enough to Run.

Before serious Al investment, a business should be able to say:

° This is the workflow. ° This was the baseline. ° This is the owner.
° This is where Al acts. ° This is where humans approve. ° This is the metric that moved.
° This is the friction we measured. ° This is the decision we made. ° This is what changes next.

The businesses that win will not be the ones with the most tools. They will be the ones that make Al boring enough to run.
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APPENDIX A

Regional Diagnostic Matrix

Printable tool: identify the surface signal, hidden reality, main risk and proof question.

ENVIRONMENT

US & Western Europe

CEE & SEE

Central Asia & CIS-Adjacent
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Al APPEARS AS

Licences, copilots, pilots, governance
committees

Talent, automation roles, software export
capacity

Telegram, 1C, Bitrix24, amoCRM, Excel,
local servers

HIDDEN REALITY

Platform-led adoption; shadow Al; tool
sprawl

Builder capacity near the business; uneven
internal adoption

n8n, Ollama, Qdrant, VPS, self-hosted
agentic systems

MAIN RISK

Formal activity without operating proof

Mistaking technical skill for
organisational readiness

Workarounds becoming permanent
architecture

PROOF QUESTION

Which paid Al tool changed a measured workflow?

Which internal workflow has absorbed that
capability?

Which informal workflow already runs the
business?

Same operational gap. Different regional plumbing. Al value appears only when a workflow becomes measurable, owned, and scalable.

Appenue Al
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APPENDIX B

Al Operating Proof Ladder

Printable tool: diagnose where an Al initiative actually sits.

5 OPERATING MODEL The business changes how work is structured, owned, measured, and Q: What changed because the proof was
scaled. strong enough?
4 MEASUREMENT The workflow is compared against a measurable baseline. Q: What metric moved compared with the old process?
3 WORKFLOW Al is attached to a defined process with a start, end, handoff, and owner. Q: Where does the workflow start, end, and hand off?
2 USAGE People use Al in daily work, officially and unofficially. Q: Where is Al actually being used, formally or not?
1 ACCESS Al tools are available to the organisation. Q: Who has access, and which tools touch real business data?
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APPENDIX C

10-Day Al Operating Proof Scan

Printable tool: a lightweight scan before the pilot begins.

Days 1-2

DISCOVER

Find official and unofficial
Al use.
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Days 3-4

SELECT

Choose one workflow with

visible pain and
measurable output.

Day 5

MAP

Document handoffs,

systems, data sources and
failure points.

Day 6

BASELINE

Capture current time, cost,
errors, rework, response or
throughput.

Appenue Al

Day 7

BOUNDARIES

Assign owner and define

allowed, review-required
and blocked actions.

Do not start with the tool. Start with the workflow, baseline, owner, boundary and decision standard.

Days 8-9

PILOT DESIGN

Define users, Al role, data,

controls, window and
friction metrics.

Day 10

DECIDE

Approve scale, adjust and

kill criteria before the pilot
begins.
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APPENDIX D

One-page Operator Checklist

Printable tool: use before the tool decision, not after.

12-POINT CHECKLIST RED FLAGS

01 Name the workflow 02 Map the current state

* No baseline exists

* No workflow owner

* Al expected to fix bad data

» Customer outputs without review

03 Define the pain 04 Capture the baseline O Ry A Au——
* Useful but undocumented
* No rollback mechanism
05 Assign the owner 06 Define Al’s role
07 Set human controls 08 Check the data
GOOD FIRST WORKFLOWS
09 Pilot narrowly 10 Measure friction
* Inbound lead handling
* Sales follow-up
11 Decide: scale, adjust, or kill 12 Document the operating change " Proposal drafting

« Customer support triage
* CRM cleanup
* Internal reporting

Experimentation produces anecdotes. Operating proof produces decisions.
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Ready to pressure_test AFDriven Growth for Your Business
one workflow?

If this paper made one thing clear, it should be this:

Do not start with another Al tool.

Start with one workflow that can survive measurement.

Schedule a time with us For feedback or specific questions:

For teams that want to pressure-test one workflow, Appenue Al can help run the operating proof scan.

Appenue Al - from Al activity to operating proof
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