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INTRODUCTION

What is AI?
Welcome!
This guide is for Sonoma County
business owners who want to try
using AI but are not sure where to
begin. If you feel uneasy testing out
this new technology, this guide is here
to help you.

Artificial Intelligence is not magic but
a tool that can help with repetitive and
time-consuming tasks, allowing you to
focus your energy on customer
experience, quality of services, and
long-term growth for your business.
AI tools and platforms are increasingly
being adopted by major corporations,
small businesses, and entrepreneurs
alike.

Key Terms & Definitions

Artificial Intelligence (AI)

Software that learns patterns from
data and helps predict, suggest, or
generate things that a human might.

Generative AI

A kind of AI programming that
creates new content, like text,
images, or designs. 

Examples:

Brainstorming ideas
Creating a logo
Drafting a report

Large Language Model (LLM)

A type of generative AI trained on
large amounts of text that can read
and generate text. This software acts
as a very advanced autocomplete that
predicts what words should come next
based on patterns of words it has
studied. That said, it does not actually
understand what it is saying – it is
just very good at recognizing patterns
in language, not knowledge.

Many LLMs now include other forms of
generative AI based on text prompts
(they create audio/visuals, not only
words)

Examples: 

ChatGPT
Claude
Gemini

The listing of any products or services herein is solely for
educational purposes and does not imply endorsement by
the EDC or our partners, nor discrimination against
similar brands, products or services not mentioned.
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INTRODUCTION

Why does AI
Adoption
Matter for
Small
Business?
AI is not just for large tech companies;
it is a practical tool for small businesses
to gain a competitive advantage. That
said, it is important to establish policies
and procedures for using AI within your
organization to reduce the risks and
encourage employee engagement.

A Salesforce survey showed that
75% of small and mid-sized
businesses are already
experimenting with AI.
A large survey of small and medium
sized business owners around the
country show that most do not have
a dedicated AI implementation
strategy, meaning that most AI
systems are being integrated
without oversight.

4 Why Does AI Adoption Matter for Small
Businesses?
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AI  IMPLEMENTATION

Opportunities & Limits
Opportunities

Save time on repetitive tasks
Examples: Draft emails, letters, or social media posts

Help with design, layout, or marketing visuals
Example: Suggest design layouts for flyers or menus

Make better use of limited staff resources
Examples: Speed up research by summarizing content, personalized
customer service

Accuracy
AI outputs need review and cannot act as a replacement for your
customer relationships / community knowledge.
In its current iteration, AI is best thought of as an assistant who can
gather and synthesize information but not act an executive decision
maker.

Data privacy and protection
Most paid LLM subscriptions comply with government regulations related
to consumer privacy concerns.
If you are using a free AI software, it is best practice to assume that they
will use your prompts/data to train future AI models. This puts your
internal data and customer’s personal information at risk. Most paid
subscriptions will prevent the use of your data in training models, but
please double check the terms and conditions to ensure your privacy.

Limits

5 Opportunities & Limits
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AI  IMPLEMENTATION

Addressing
Barriers

Common Challenges When
Implementing AI in Your Business

BARRIER MITIGATION

MANY DON’T KNOW WHERE TO START &
FEEL AI IS TOO ADVANCED

Start with one simple task or try tools that
are readily available in your existing software
subscriptions. Use guides, short videos,  or

online workshops.

AI SOMETIMES MAKES CONFIDENT, BUT
INCORRECT, STATEMENTS.

Use AI for drafts or suggestions, not final
versions. Ask it to explain, justify, or cite

sources. Always proofread!

PUTTING CUSTOMER, STAFF OR
FIANANCIAL DATA INTO AN AI TOOL
COULD LEAK SENSITIVE INFORMATION.

Don’t input sensitive data into free AI
programs. Use anonymized data and tools

with clear privacy policies.

AI MAY GENERATE BIASED OUTPUTS,
MISREPRESENT DATA, OR CHERRY PICK
INFORMATION BASED ON HOW IT IS
PROMPTED.

 Monitor for bias and be aware of how
prompts are framed. Use tools that allow you

to see the program’s reasoning/research.

EMPLOYEES RESIST OR FEAR AI WILL
REPLACE THEM

Involve staff early and learn from their
recommendations. 
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AI  IMPLEMENTATION

6 Steps to
Implement AI
in Your
Business
1. Create an AI Implementation
Team

Find a small team of leaders and staff
that are interested and excited about
the use of AI in your organization.

2. Identify a Use Case

Is the task: 
Repetative?
Inefficient?
Predictive?
Generative?

Example: 
Writing social media posts 
Summarizing long emails
Answering frequently asked
questions

3. Set a SMART Goal

SMART goals are:
Specific
Measurable
Achievable
Relevant
Timebound

Example: Use AI to draft 3 weekly
social media posts, saving 1 hour per
week.

4. Pick the Right Tool

For people just getting started with AI
we recommend using an LLM chatbot
to start, as they are user friendly and
there are plenty of resources available
online. If you feel more comfortable
with technology, you may want to
explore what existing software you
use has AI integrations.

Examples of LLM chatbots: 
ChatGPT
Claude

Examples of AI integration in existing
software:

Canva
QuickBooks
Microsoft365

7 6 Steps to Implement AI in Your Business
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5. Pilot and Gather Feedback
Try the tool for one small, low risk
task. 

Explore ways in which your AI
integration can be leveraged.
Compare the results to your
SMART goals.
Listen to employee feedback.
Learn how workers across all
teams and divisions are utilizing
their AI tools.

6. Expand & Integrate

Expand AI platforms and capabilities
into other tasks, including data
management and analysis, copy
writing, and marketing.

Create bid templates, safety
checklists, or training outlines
Calculate job cost estimates
Provide predictive maintenance
recommendations

8 6 Steps to Implement AI in Your Business
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AI  IMPLEMENTATION

Best Practices

Involve Your Employees

Studies show that employee involvement in AI implementation increases
engagement and productivity, as they are the closest to daily operations and
have valuable insights that may identify AI solutions within your business.

Be Flexible

Introducing any new technology or procedure can lead to growing pains
within your organization. Encourage a trail-and-error approach, fostering an
environment where learning from failures is valued as success. You can also
offer trainings for staff as you begin to integrate AI more broadly, whether
that be self-guided or in-person tutorials.

RAC Framework for Prompts

As you experiment with AI, you may find that LLMs produce vague
responses. Using the RAC template helps provide more context to the
chatbot and provide more personalized results:

Role
Action
Context

Example: “Pretend you are a marketing manager for a small, boutique
store in downtown Santa Rosa, CA. Help me develop a social media
content promoting our spring collection. Use a warm, floral, and  upbeat
tone for the posts, and keep captions around 50 words.” 

9 Best Practices
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AI  IMPLEMENTATION

Use Cases by
Industry

Professional Services

Draft letters, proposals, reports, or other deliverable
Summarize research papers
Prepare templates for client communication

Retail & E-commerce

Create engaging product descriptions
Craft personalized follow-up emails
Generate ads or posts

Health Care

Create and send appointment reminders
Take notes during appointments to assist medical scribes
Intake form follow-ups

Create and send appointment reminders
Take notes during appointments to assist medical scribes
Intake form follow-ups

Trades

9 Use Cases by Industry

AI Resources for Small Business



CONCLUSION

AI as an
Evolving
Landscape

Future Considerations

AI tools will evolve quickly – stay
updated through trusted sources
More regulation and privacy laws
may affect your usage
Ethical and fairness issues may
continue to emerge

Further Reading

Alaska Small Business
Development Center – AI
Resource Center
Everyday AI Podcast
AI Simplified by Stanford Tech
Training - YouTube

12
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https://aksbdc.org/services/ai-resource-center/
https://aksbdc.org/services/ai-resource-center/
https://aksbdc.org/services/ai-resource-center/
https://www.youreverydayai.com/
https://youtu.be/EQj9q_4dJ0k?si=cBsQgr-hPzlTATCW
https://youtu.be/EQj9q_4dJ0k?si=cBsQgr-hPzlTATCW


SOURCES & METHODOLOGY

Sources
Alaska Small Business Development Center. (2024, August). A
Comprehensive Guide to Enhancing Operational Efficiency [Review of A
Comprehensive Guide to Enhancing Operational Efficiency ]. Alaska Small
Business Development Center. https://aksbdc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/08/A-Comprehensive-Guide-to-Enhancing-
Operational-Efficiency.docx.pdf
Chandler, M., Wial, H., & Bookman, D. (2025). How Small Business Owners
Are Learning, Using, and Navigating Challenges with AI Tools AI in Business.
https://icic.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/ICIC_AI-In-
Business_Report.pdf
Mayer, H., Yee, L., Chui, M., & Roberts, R. (2025, January 28). Superagency
in the workplace: Empowering People to Unlock AI’s Full Potential. McKinsey
& Company. https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/mckinsey-digital/our-
insights/superagency-in-the-workplace-empowering-people-to-unlock-ais-
full-potential-at-work

Methodology
This report was developed through a mixed-methods approach combining a
review of existing literature with primary qualitative research. The research
team conducted a comprehensive review of recent studies, reports, and data
relevant to Artificial Intelligence, focusing on best practices and emerging
trends.

We extend our sincere appreciation to Carlos Machuca, Resource Program
Director at Alaska Small Business Development Center and Ryan Kelly, CEO of
WSI Smart Marketing, for their guidance in producing this report. Their
expertise and assistance were instrumental in providing critical context in the
development of this report.
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