
As more SMEs dabble in AI tools like ChatGPT and Copilot to streamline their everyday tasks, there's a growing
buzz around reporting automation. A recent survey by Great post to read SME News highlighted that many
small and medium enterprises understand the potential of AI but often miss the crucial step of redesigning their
workflows before diving into automation. This gap between AI usage and process redesign can cause costly
mistakes or missed opportunities.

Before we explore training needs, it’s worth noting the context: awards like the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026
increasingly recognise companies not just for adopting AI but for effectively embedding it into their operational
fabric. Another interesting resource comes from AI Global Media (imgcdn.aiglobalmedia.net), which curates AI
success stories focusing on the human element in automation projects.

Why Internal Training Matters for Reporting Automation
Jumping straight into tool deployment — whether ChatGPT assistants or Microsoft’s Copilot — without internal
training on workflow principles often leads to fractured results. It’s not just about teaching staff how to click
buttons but about ensuring they understand what changes in the workflow process when reporting moves from
manual to automated.

As someone with 12 years helping SMEs improve administrative, reporting, and customer operations, I always
start with one fundamental question:

“What changed in the workflow?”

Training must therefore focus equally on process mapping and redesign as well as on tool proficiency.

Common Training Needs Before Automating Reporting

1. Process Mapping and Documentation Skills

Before automation, teams need to map existing reporting processes. This includes gathering:

Current report sources and data inputs

https://smenews.digital/why-uk-employers-are-training-existing-staff-to-lead-ai-and-automation-projects/


Approval touchpoints and handoffs

Frequency and scheduling

Common pain points or manual steps performed for no reason

Training staff to use simple tools (like Visio, Lucidchart, or even Excel flowcharts) to visualise these steps reveals
inefficiencies that automation alone cannot fix.

2. Understanding the Automation Tool Capabilities

SMEs often run pilot projects with ChatGPT or Copilot but don't train staff sufficiently to understand what these
tools can and cannot do:

How ChatGPT can generate narrative summaries versus how Copilot can suggest code or formulas within
spreadsheets

Capabilities around integrating with existing report databases or CRMs

Limitations requiring manual validation or exception handling

Basic literacy here prevents overreliance or distrust after early failures.

3. Change Management and Process Ownership

Automating a reporting function changes who does what and when. Teams must be trained on new roles
including:

Who owns the automated process and data integrity?

How to surface and resolve automation errors or exceptions?

Continuous improvement steps post-automation

Training existing staff in these areas is often more sustainable than hiring external AI specialists who may leave
after initial deployment.

4. Data Governance and Compliance Awareness

Automated reports often pull sensitive data from multiple sources. Employees need training on:



Data privacy policies

Audit trails for automated report generation

Ensuring compliance with industry standards

This is a non-negotiable area many SMEs overlook in their enthusiasm for automation.

The Gap Between AI Usage and Process Redesign
CASE IN POINT:

A 2024 feature in SME News showed many businesses piloting ChatGPT to draft monthly sales reports. Yet, the
underlying report compilation process remained manual and fragmented. Without remapping these workflows,
they struggled to fully automate or even improve turnaround time.

You ever wonder why this gap can partly be explained because ai projects often follow a “tool-first” approach
where:

1. Someone discovers ChatGPT or Copilot

2. The team tries to automate a single report or task

3. They realise the output isn’t fit for purpose

4. Frustration and abandonment

Proper training in process mapping aligns expectations and prepares staff to embed automation correctly.

Training Existing Staff Versus Hiring New Specialists
Many SMEs wonder if it’s better to train current teams or to recruit new AI and automation specialists.

From experience and echoed by case studies at the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026, the most successful
automation projects:

Invest in upskilling internal staff who understand current reporting pain points intimately

Keep external consultants in an advisory role rather than day-to-day operations

Create cross-functional teams blending domain knowledge with technical skills

Training existing staff builds ownership and long-term agility. New hires may bring expertise but often lack SME-
specific context and risk becoming bottlenecks if projects stall.

Project Leadership for AI and Automation Initiatives
Clear leadership is pivotal. SMEs that awarded at the Southern Enterprise Awards 2026 commonly named a
project lead responsible for:

Mapping processes and leading re-design workshops

Liaising with AI tool vendors and consultants

Coordinating training efforts across functions

Establishing governance and reporting progress to senior management

Often this isn’t an IT specialist but an operations or reporting manager with strong stakeholder management skills.
Training project leads on change management and AI capabilities ensures the automation effort stays aligned with
business needs, not just shiny tools.



Sample Training Plan for Reporting Automation
Training Module Objective Audience Duration Example Content Process Mapping Fundamentals Teach teams to
map and analyse current reporting workflows Reporting Analysts, Team Leads 1 day workshop Flowcharting tools,
identifying redundancies, approval handoffs AI Tool Familiarisation (ChatGPT, Copilot) Build awareness of AI
capabilities and limitations for reporting tasks All reporting staff Half-day seminar Use cases, demos, hands-on
practice Data Governance and Compliance Ensure responsible use of data within automated reports Reporting
staff, Data Owners 2 hours Privacy policies, audit requirements Change Management & Process Ownership
Prepare staff for new roles and responsibilities after automation Managers, Project Leads 1 day Stakeholder
communication, troubleshooting, continuous improvement

Summary: Key Takeaways for SMEs
Don’t rush to implement tools like ChatGPT and Copilot without process mapping.

Train existing staff to understand workflow changes and take ownership.

Appoint a dedicated project leader who can blend technical and operational knowledge.

Cover both technical skills and softer skills such as change management.

Keep governance and compliance embedded from the start.

And remember, as featured in SME News and recognised by Southern Enterprise Awards 2026, successful
automation is as much about people and processes as it is about technology.

If your SME is venturing into reporting automation, start by training your teams on process mapping and get
clear on “what changed in the workflow?” before you even open ChatGPT or launch Copilot.


