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Gaining the readiness advantage: How SMBs in Australia,
Canada, and the UK turn ambition into sustainable growth
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By Ciaran Quilty, SVP International, Intuit

Small and medium-sized business (SMB)
owners are the backbone of every
economy, boldly transforming ideas into
livelihoods and keeping business rooted
in real relationships. When they prosper,
so do their communities - through the
products they create, the jobs they sustain
and the trust they build.

This report has been created to honour
that ambition with clarity, by offering
practical insights into how SMBs can
remove the friction that slows their growth
and restore the time and focus leaders

need to innovate.

We draw on data and interviews from 3,600
business leaders across Australia, Canada,
and the UK. The result is a multi-market
view of small and medium-sized business
potential, and the constraints that hold
them back, at a cost of hundreds of
thousands in unrealised revenue to

each firm and billions in growth for

the economy.

Across these three markets, ambition is
abundant, but the path to execution
remains obstructed by everyday

complexity. Leaders are losing hours

to repetitive admin and fragmented work
spread across too many tools, leaving them
stretched thin and stalling critical

business decisions.

Even though many SMBs struggle to
convert growth opportunities into tangible
results - with medium-sized firms (100-250
employees) facing some of the most
significant gaps - the extent of their Al use
is reshaping the landscape. The heaviest
Al users, such as those using Al across
finance, marketing, and operations,
consistently report fewer barriers to
growth as a result.

So, within that friction lies opportunity, as
it proves that the challenge isn't ambition
itself, but the systems and focus required

to turn it into progress.

For many leaders, the day-to-day decisions
that keep the business running are the
same ones that prevent it from growing,

as they stack up faster than they can be
addressed. This widening gulf between
intention and execution is the Growth Gap,
and it's stalling momentum, even when
optimism is high, by turning leaders

into bottlenecks.
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Business owners don't have the
time to think about strategy... they
end up working on the job... so
you're not necessarily making the
right decisions because you're
exhausted.”

Amy Hancock

Director, Hancock
& Hastings Ltd.

As such, closing the Growth Gap is not
about merely working longer hours, hiring
more unempowered staff members or
adopting more disconnected tools. To
shrink the space between ambition and
execution, SMBs need to create more
connected and coherent ways of working
so they allow momentum to carry through
from signal to decision to action.

This shift starts by looking at progress
through a different lens - readiness.
Readiness isnt about size or sector; it's
about the ability to see clearly, decide
confidently and move on opportunities as
one cohesive team.
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You see it in how well systems talk to
each other, how easily leaders can
delegate without losing oversight, and
how smoothly organisations pivot when
conditions change.

Technology enables this, but people lead
it, with the businesses displaying the
highest readiness levels also being those
most likely to pair intelligent tools with
human judgment. These SMB leaders use
tools to make work simpler and focus
sharper - designing for flow, not friction,
until clarity becomes the norm
organisation-wide.

The quiet yet crucial role of artificial
intelligence is to amplify the human edge,
not replace it. When routine work is
automated, time and visibility are returned
to owners - giving leaders the insights they
need when they need them, the headspace
to think, and the confidence to act

with conviction.

Intuit's commitment in all this is simple:
help every small and medium-sized
business close the Growth Gap by
overcoming the work that holds them back.
That means connecting the back office to
the bottom line, creating a system of
intelligence that turns scattered effort into
joined-up execution and giving leaders the
visibility to delegate with confidence.
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This report presents an evidence-led
perspective on how to close the Growth
Gap, based on research conducted by
Intuit in partnership with Dr. Chris Brauer of
Goldsmiths, University of London, and
Symmetry Insights. It uses a Growth
Readiness Scorecard to quantify unrealised
potential - the “Growth Gap” - as well as
identify the operational, cultural and

technological levers that unlock it.

Use this report to benchmark where you
are, prioritise what to fix first and what to
automate, so your people can do their best
work. Because with clearer systems and
stronger focus, SMBs won't just keep pace
with the economy - they'll outgrow it.
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Because that's (growth) not

something that many businesses

can do easily, it often takes years of
having the right people around you,
building relationships, training the
team, using the right software, and
Al fits on top of that as another layer
- helping you get there faster. If you
don't consider Al in this way, it will
become increasingly difficult to
achieve the growth others around

you seem to have.”

m Eriona Bajrakurtaj
';./' CEQ, Major Accounts
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Executive Summary
The hidden Growth Gap

This report draws on mixed-methods research led by Intuit with Dr Chris Brauer and
Symmetry Insights, including surveys of 3,600 SMB leaders, 1,200 each from Australia,
Canada, and the UK, supported by qualitative interviews.

Across all three markets, the study found that a large share of opportunities fail to translate
into actual SMB growth - highlighting a major opportunity for economic prosperity if these
businesses can begin converting their untapped potential into realised growth.

Headline gap

Share of opportunities unrealised 4 8 %

For the average small and medium-sized business, that represents a substantial
share of annual revenue left unrealised:

] L= *
2SS » 2 6.7% of annual revenue - or AU$209,000 per firm

* *

When focusing on medium-sized (100-250 employees) firms, the value of
unrealised growth rises sharply:

= é A Missed opportunities represent around AU$625,000
* * in potential annual revenue per firm

Closing this gap could transform the outlook for SMBs releasing billions in value
back into their economies.
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The torces behind
the Growth Gap

Optimism remains high despite challenging economic conditions in Australia.

The problem is that much of that ambition gets trapped in the daily grind

- pulled down by operational drag, fragmented tools, and decision fatigue.

Operational
overload

Leaders remain too close to
day-to-day operations. Around
50% in Australia, say they're
almost always involved in the
daily running of the business.
Only 5% feel confident
delegating major decisions
and trusting the outcome.

Tool
sprawl|

The average Australian business
now juggles between seven and
nine digital systems to stay
operational. Switching between
platforms consumes valuable
time and mental bandwidth,
with data rarely flowing
end-to-end.

Decision
fatigue

Australian Leaders lose an
average of five to six hours each
week to decision fatigue - time
spent weighing choices rather
than acting on them. Many report
missing growth opportunities as
a result of this overload.

Lost
innovation

With all these daily barriers

in the way, innovation often
becomes collateral damage.
Around three in four Australian
businesses report abandoning
new growth-generating ideas
multiple times in the past year due
to lack of time, capital, or focus.
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Together, these forces create a structural drag that keeps growth potential out of reach -
forming the gap between ambition and execution that defines today’s SMB economy.

Readiness is the new divide

To understand the difference between SMBs ready to grow and those still struggling to keep
pace, the study created a Growth Readiness Index - separating firms by how work flows, not by

size or sector.

High readiness

These firms connect systems end-to-end, protect leadership headroom, and
make decisions on live insights rather than instinct. They miss less than 25%

of growth opportunities.

Australia

Emerging readiness

These firms show solid intent but uneven execution, and while steady on
flexibility and delegation, they're stretched on decision-making and finance.
They miss 25-50% of growth opportunities.
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Low readiness

These firms operate in silos and spend more time firefighting than innovating, often mistaking
activity for progress. These businesses miss more than 50%
of growth opportunities.

Australia 17%

These readiness profiles highlight one essential point: growth isn't about ambition or size - it's
about operational coherence. So, the more seamlessly a business can connect its systems, people
and decisions, the more likely it is to convert potential into performance.
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Al: The great
rebalancer

Across all three markets, multi-tool adoption is already high, with most SMBs relying on between

seven and nine digital systems to stay operational. But while these tools help manage complexity,
Al is emerging as the most powerful lever for reclaiming lost capacity.
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Many SMBs now report active or growing use of Al across core business

functions such as finance, marketing, and operations:

Australia

By easing the weight of routine tasks, Al is helping leaders rebalance their
time by enabling them to delegate with oversight and shift focus from daily
maintenance to momentum. On average, the share of leaders who report

saving between five and eight hours each week is:

Australia

High-readiness firms are already showing what this shift makes possible:

¢ Connect the back office to the bottom line: consolidate fragmented tools
so data flows end-to-end.

¢ Protect leadership headroom: remove low-value work that drains
senior focus.

¢ Decide on live insight, not instinct: standardise decisions on shared, up-to-
date metrics.

e Use Al to multiply time: automate routine analysis and triage to reclaim

strategic capacity.

Across every market, the story is the same: Al isn't replacing ambition -

it's giving leaders the space and clarity to act on it.
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The Growth Gap

Hidden Growth: 48% | Missed Revenue: AU$209K per firm | Medium-sized: AU$625K

Small and medium-sized enterprises are the backbone of Australia’s economy, accounting for
more than 97% of all businesses and employing two-thirds of the private-sector workforce.

In total, 2.6 million SMBs operate across industries spanning retail, construction, healthcare,
and professional services, contributing roughly 55-56% of national GDP and driving
innovation, productivity and job creation across the country.

Missing growth opportunities by size
- Australia firms

1to 9 employees 69.7% 30.3%

10 to 49 employees 66.7% 33.3%

50 to 99 employees 68.2% 31.8%

100 to 250 employees 86.4% 13.6%

Missed up to 50% of growth opportunities . Missed more than 50% of growth opportunities

10



November 2025

Nonetheless, Australian small businesses are missing out on growth worth around 6.7% of
annual revenue, or about AU$209,000 in potential revenue per company each year. For firms

employing 100-250 people, the missed opportunity rises to around AU$625,000.

What sets the most growth-ready firms apart is how they use technology - they are the most
active Al adopters, applying it across finance, marketing, and operations to ease pressure and

remove barriers.

Missing growth opportunities by region
- Australia firms

New South Wales 80.9%
Northern Territory 75.0%
Queensland 76.0%
South Australia 69.8%
Tasmania 63.0%
Victoria 79.0%
Western Australia 74.8%

J

Missed up to 50% of growth opportunities

. Missed more than 50% of growth opportunities
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For Australian businesses, taking
advantage of growth opportunities

can mean a revenue boost of around
AU$209,000 for the average firm, and
more than AU$625,000 for those with
100-250 employees. Even modest
improvements in readiness can deliver
significant payoffs, particularly for the
medium-sized firms carrying the bulk of
Australia’'s growth potential.

The Growth Gap also shows distinct
regional patterns across Australia. Tasmania
has the highest proportion of firms
reporting to miss more than half of their
growth opportunities (37%), followed by
South Australia (30.2%).

By contrast, New South Wales shows the
lowest figure at 19.1%, suggesting that
firms in larger economic hubs may benefit
from stronger ecosystems and better
access to resources. These regional
disparities underscore how geography
and infrastructure shape readiness, with
smaller states often facing the steepest

climb toward consistent, scalable growth.

The strain is sharpest among firms caught
between agility and scale; bold in vision
but lean in resources, leaders get
entangled in day-to-day operations. Half
of Australian SMB leaders say they're still
heavily involved in daily management - the
highest proportion across markets - as well
as report some of the worst levels of

cognitive strain.
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With time and attention stretched, even
strong ideas can stall in the execution
phase, leaving leaders working harder
rather than smarter.

“Growth is really about shifting gears.
In the early days you're the chief do-
er; hands in everything. To scale,
you've got to step back, reset
expectations, bring in the right
people, and put simple systems in
place so the business runs well
without you in every loop. That's

how you move from start-up hustle

to reliable, repeatable growth. Go
from doing it all to building the team
and systems that do it well.”

Tish
Bhagwandeen

Founder and Director,
Infinance Solutions
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Leaders involved in day-to-day operations - Australia

4 I
1t09 10 to 49 50 to 99 100 to 250
employees employees employees employees
Not at all 0% 0.6% 1% 0%
Occasionally 24% 21% 17% 24%
About half the time 32% 30% 27% 28%

Most of the time

Always 24% 19% 21% 14%

- J

It's a familiar paradox: a nation of innovators slowed by inefficiency, and while the tools
exist to accelerate progress, many firms are still held back by fragmented systems and

cautious delegation.

The result is untapped capacity, with huge growth potential just below the surface, waiting to
be unlocked through better connectivity, more transparent decision-making, and smarter use
of automation.

However, that very shift is underway, with more than one in three Australian SMBs already using
Al in some capacity, and the majority saying it improves both decision quality and delegation
confidence. And as automation becomes embedded in how teams work, it's helping leaders
regain the bandwidth to plan ahead.

In a market driven by energy and enterprise, readiness will be what separates mere movement

from momentum, and turn Australia’s trademark optimism into measurable growth.
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Current Al adoption by region - Australia firms

Queensland 16.2% 14.4%

. Alfirst strategy - Al development and interaction is a core business priority
Strategic adoption - Al is embedded in key workflows and decision-making

Growing adoption - Using multiple Al tolls across functions (e.g. finance, marketing, operations)

Exploratory use - Actively testing 1-2 Al tools for regular business activities beyond experiments

Minimal, ad-hoc use - Individual Staff occasionally use Al tools (e.g. ChatGPT, Copilot, Canva Al)

“When an organisation is small, it's easier to make things up as
you go. But as it grows, that approach becomes much harder
to sustain. When a robust operating system is in place, it frees
up your headspace to focus on what matters—because you're
no longer caught up thinking about process.”

& Patrick Kidd
& ; CEOQ, Future Skills Organisation
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Barriers to growth

The forces holding back Australia’s SMBs are less about ambition and more about alignment.

Leaders know where they want to go, but too often, their systems, time and structures can't
keep pace.

From overextended decision-makers to disjointed tools and slow-moving processes, each
barrier chips away at readiness and dulls the nation’s natural edge for innovation.

And even as technology adoption accelerates, many businesses still struggle to find or retain
the skilled people needed to make the most of it.

Main chalenges for growth - Australia firms

'z )
Growth not a priority this year 24.5%
Operational overwhelm
Regulatory reasons 23.6%
Lack of the right technology/digital tools
G opp i
Limited leadership bandwidth
Lack of reliable data for decision-making 21.8%
Uncertainty about financing
Uncertainty about market timing 19.7%
Lack of skilled staff

N/A My business pursued all

Oy
growth opportunities 9%

No main challenges in particular
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Operational
overload

Australia’s reputation for hard work is
evident in its SMB culture. Leaders are
hands-on by instinct, often at the centre of
every decision and customer issue. Half of
SMB leaders say they remain deeply
involved in daily operations - the highest
across markets - a level of engagement
that protects quality but limits capacity.

When energy is spent keeping the engine
running, there’s little left to plan the journey
ahead. Automation offers relief here,
freeing leaders to shift from constant
oversight to confident oversight, fostering
readiness as they reclaim more time.

“Business owners do get bogged

down... they fall into this trap of

ticking off the to-do list that is in
front of them. They spend more time
working in their business, than on

their business.”

Tish
Bhagwandeen

Founder and Director,
Infinance Solutions
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Decision
fatigue

Australian business owners lose around 5.7
hours each week to decision overload, with
many acknowledging that opportunities
slip simply because there’s no bandwidth
left to act on them. In a market that values
speed and decisiveness, that lost
momentum adds up.

Smarter systems, powered by Al and real-
time insight, help leaders prioritise with
clarity and delegate with confidence,
transforming Australia’s bias for action
into sustained readiness.

“You've got to tread the tightrope
between bringing people up,

protecting yourself, the organisation,

and those individuals, while still
allowing them to grow.”

&
€

Patrick Kidd

CEQO,
Future Skills
Organisation

16



November 2025

Tool Financial and
fragmentation innovation strain

Australian firms are among the most tech- Australia’s appetite for innovation is strong,

forward in the world, but that enthusiasm but turning ideas into outcomes still
can often lead to digital sprawl. The average depends on resources. Nearly one in four
Australian SMB uses eight to nine tools to SMBs report challenges accessing capital
manage its business, which scatters data or sustaining new initiatives once launched.
and fragments workflows. As, while each When margins tighten, experimentation is
platform adds utility, they also increase often the first casualty.
complexity - a hidden cost to focus and flow.

Predictive Al can ease that pressure,

Integration flips the equation: connected
systems don't just make work faster, they

make it smarter. Connected intelligence

improving forecasting accuracy and
helping leaders invest with confidence.
Readiness here means being able to

enables the seamless flow of information innovate sustainably, with systems and

across teams, allowing decisions to be foresight that turn creative potential into
reached quickly and more naturally, all signs commercial gain.

of a mature, readiness-driven operation.

“You can't afford to compromise

“Many businesses still prioritise tax on quality. If quality slips so does

and compliance over partnering

reputation — and that's something
with their accountant to shape which is hard to rebuild.”

strategic plans”

Patrick Kidd
TISh CEOQ,

Bhagwandeen Future Skills

) Organisation
Founder and Director,

Infinance Solutions
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Growth readiness:
Where Australia stands

The Growth Readiness Scorecard measures how well Australian firms see, decide and act. It's not

about size or sector, but how work flows from signal to decision to action. And across Australia’s

small and medium-sized business community - shaped by distance, resilience and a culture of

practical innovation - readiness to grow reflects both the nation’s flexibility and its strain.

High readiness -
The agile leaders

Some 42% of Australian SMBs fall into the
high-readiness tier, missing less than 25%
of growth opportunities. These businesses
are confident, capable and balanced, with
owners who operate more as strategic
leaders than hands-on fixers, and supported
by teams that collaborate through clear
processes and shared data.

Al and automation are integrated across
functions - from forecasting to operations -
turning adaptability into a real advantage.
Financial management is sound, and
decision-making is grounded in visibility
rather than instinct.

For these businesses, the challenge is
maintaining coherence as they scale, but
they embody Australia’s defining strength:
agility under pressure.

Emerging readiness -
The adaptive builders

Another 42% of SMBs sit in the emerging-
readiness tier, missing 25-50% of growth
opportunities. These firms are growing fast
and adding structure as they go, balancing
optimism with realism. Leaders are
investing in tools and systems that make
planning easier, but decision fatigue and

uneven delegation still slow execution.

Automation is becoming consistent -
especially in admin, finance, and
customer operations - but integration
remains piecemeal, often driven by
motivated individuals rather than a top-

down strategy.

Teams describe themselves as “growing
faster than our systems,” a fitting snapshot
of firms that are learning to pace their
ambition with process.
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Low readiness -
The overstretched
all-rounders

Some 17% of Australian SMBs fall into the
low-readiness tier, missing more than 50%
of growth opportunities. These firms are
energetic, committed and highly adaptable
- but that flexibility is sustained by effort,
not structure.

Leaders are deeply involved in every
detail, proud of their hands-on approach,
yet constrained by limited time and
mental bandwidth.

Financial and cognitive strain are common,
and delegation often defaults to quick fixes
rather than planned accountability. And
while Al awareness is strong, usage remains
shallow - typically limited to chatbots,
scheduling, or analytics.

These businesses are driven by
determination rather than design, and their

resilience risks turning into exhaustion.
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How readiness turns
flexibility into growth

Australia’s high-readiness firms stand
out not just for their agility, but for how
deliberately they use it. They combine
openness to innovation with operational
discipline, ensuring that technology
enhances focus rather than fragments it.

And in a market where adaptability is a
national strength, the next leap forward
lies in turning that flexibility into sustained,
scalable growth.

“The businesses that | see perform
really well and flourish are those
who make the decision from day
one to work with an accountant ...
we are able to do strategic planning

for these client and support them

through every phase.”

Tish
Bhagwandeen

Founder and Director,
Infinance Solutions
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Medium-sized business focus:

From flexibility to focus

Australia’s medium-sized businesses - those employing between 100 and 250 people -

are among the most adaptable in the world. They play an outsized role in job creation,

innovation and regional development, accounting for a significant share of private-sector

employment and output.

Although they remain more flexible than
peers in other markets, their agility is being
tested with rising operational strain,
financial pressure, and fragmentation all

working to slow their momentum.

And when growth opportunities go
unrealised by this cohort of businesses, the
financial impact is significant. While only
13.6% of Australian medium-sized firms
report missing more than half of their
potential growth opportunities - the lowest
share among the markets studied - the cost

of those missed chances still adds up fast.

This is because each delay or inefficiency in
this segment carries weight, compounding
across their larger workforces and higher

revenue bases.

What sets Australian firms apart is their
resilience and readiness to adapt. Across
all company sizes, they show the highest
levels of strategic flexibility, with more than
40% sitting in the emerging readiness tier,
capable of maintaining strong flexibility

even when under strain.

Yet this adaptability is tempered by
persistent resource pressures - financial
and cognitive constraints stemming from
limited leadership bandwidth. Decision
fatigue and operational overload often
creep in, undermining agility despite
strong intent.

The embrace of Al - and the resulting
efficiency gains - is helping to combat
these pressures. Some 36.4% report
growing use of Al across operational
functions, while around 6% have
implemented an Al-first strategy. They
record some of the strongest time-saving
benefits, averaging more than six hours
saved per week, freeing valuable capacity
for leadership and innovation.

These firms have already proven their
ability to pivot and endure; now the task is
to channel that flexibility into focused,
sustained growth. By using Al to streamline
decision-making, reduce operational
overload and connect insight to execution,
Australia’'s medium-sized businesses can
transform adaptability into acceleration -
and keep the country's economic engine
running ahead of the curve.
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The Al dividend

Across Australia, one theme stands out: technology alone won't solve the growth challenge -
but used with intent, it can reshape how work gets done.

Among the tools redefining what's possible, Al is emerging as the great rebalancer, helping
business leaders reclaim time, focus and the headroom to think beyond the day-to-day:

® 38% of SMBs report growing Al use across multiple functions.
* 42% say Al saves five to seven hours per week, easing operational pressure.

® Over 75% believe Al enhances decision confidence and delegation.

Current use of Al - Australia firms

~N
Multiple Al tools across functions 37.9%
(e.g. finance, marketing, operations) AL
Testing 1-2 Al tools for regular business 24.1%
activities beyond experiments o
Embedded in key workflows and decision- 15.2%
making
Individual staff occasionally use Al tools 13.99
(e.g. ChatGPT, Copilot, Canva Al) SAs
Peployment.and |nt<'eg|jat|on 7 6%
is a core business priority
Do not use Al at all, or no digital tools . 1.1%
Unspecified/other 0.1%
J
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Current Al adoption by size - Australia firms

50 to 99 employees 16.1% 9.9%
100 to 250 employees 15.4% 16.7%
/

. Al-first strategy - Al development and interaction is a core business priority
Strategic adoption - Al is embedded in key workflows and decision-making

Growing adoption - Using multiple Al tolls across functions (e.g. finance, marketing, operations)

Exploratory use - Actively testing 1-2 Al tools for regular business activities beyond experiments

Minimal, ad-hoc use - Individual Staff occasionally use Al tools (e.g. ChatGPT, Copilot, Canva Al)

Australian firms are seeing some of the strongest time savings across all three markets. Around
42% report that Al tools save them five to eight hours per week, while 34% save between one
to four hours - the equivalent of reclaiming nearly a full working day each week for most teams.
Just 0.6% say Al has saved them no time at all.

Micro-firms report an average of 5.7 hours saved per week, with this figure rising further
among larger firms, where automation supports scale and sharper decision-making. These
figures reinforce Al's growing value as a readiness catalyst, giving leaders the clarity and
capacity to channel their ambition into sustained growth.
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“With Al, you can deliver services in a completely different way. You are turbo-charged, but

you're also turbo-threatened.”

. Patrick Kidd
&-f CEO, Future Skills Organisation

Those further along the readiness curve don't just adopt Al - they integrate it into the fabric of
daily operations, converting efficiency into lasting advantage.

Time saved by Al - Australia firms

~N
No Al or digital tools | ALS
No time at all 0.6%
Less than 1 hour 4%
1-4 hours
5-8 hours 42.4%
9-15 hours
16-20 hours 31%
More than 20 hours 0.2%
J
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Closing Australia’s Growth Gap

Australian SMBs are among the most
adaptable in the world - but even flexibility
has its limits. Resource strain, decision
fatigue and dispersed systems continue

to drain focus and slow follow-through,
holding back firms that would otherwise

have the capability to move fast.

And with Al adoption growing, that's all
starting to change as it continues to
rebalance the equation, helping businesses

translate agility into sustained performance.

Intelligent tools are reducing overload,
improving visibility and sharpening where
leaders spend their time.

“Don't be afraid to make the hard
decisions... sometimes scaling back
can actually help you scale your

business up in the long term”

Tish
Bhagwandeen

Founder and Director,
Infinance Solutions
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Automation is returning creative and
strategic capacity to the people best placed
to drive growth.

So, as digital maturity deepens, Australia’s
defining strength - its ability to pivot and
persevere - will become its greatest
competitive edge. The same resilience
that kept businesses moving through
uncertainty is now being channelled into

smarter, more connected ways of working.

By linking insight with action, Australia’s
SMBs can turn adaptability into readiness -
and close the Growth Gap for good.

What to do now

1. Streamline for speed: Cut through
tool overload and connect data across
systems so teams can move faster and
make decisions with confidence.

2. Delegate with confidence: Strengthen
leadership depth and accountability
so decisions don't stall at the top.

Give people the visibility they need
to own outcomes.

3. Turn automation into advantage: Use
Al to remove low-value work, protect
focus and free up energy for innovation,
strategy, and growth.
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