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The five stats worth quoting

Most reports bury the good numbers on page seven. Here are the five worth pulling now.

1 McKinsey says up to 30% of U.S. work hours could be automated by 2030, with generative
Al pulling that timeline forward by about a decade. Source: McKinsey Global Institute,
"Generative Al and the Future of Work in America" (2023).

2 Self-employed business owners work an average of 36.9 hours per week, and surveys
consistently rank administrative tasks as the second-largest source of wasted time. Sources:
SBA Office of Advocacy analysis of BLS American Time Use Survey; The Alternative Board.

3 75% of SMBs are at least experimenting with Al, rising to 83% for growing businesses. Only
about one-third have fully implemented it. The rest are running pilots that don't talk to each
other. Source: Salesforce SMB Trends Report, 6th Edition (2024).

4 Per the U.S. Census Annual Business Survey, Al and automation adoption among small firms
still sits in the low double digits, skewing toward businesses with 5+ employees. Solo
operators barely register. Source: U.S. Census Annual Business Survey.

5 Across dental, medical, and salon/spa, automated reminder sequences cut no-show rates by
22-41% on average, larger when combined with a personal call. Sources: Dental Tribune
(5-year, 1.6M-appointment study); Athenahealth; Mindbody.

1. What SMBs are actually buying

The marketing narrative is "Al agents." The buying behavior is more boring.
The same six buckets show up in every SMB automation survey I've read:

* Customer communication. Reminders, follow-ups, review requests, no-show recovery.
* Lead routing and scoring. Inbound capture, qualification, CRM upsert, sales notification.
* Invoicing and AR. Invoice generation, payment chasing, receipt automation.

* Document collection. Onboarding, tax docs, intake forms.

* Reporting. Weekly dashboards, financial summaries, KPI digests.

* Inbox triage. Sorting, routing, summarizing.

None of that is "Al agents making autonomous decisions." It's communication, billing, and paperwork. The
boring stuff is what pays back. (Salesforce SMB Trends 2024; HubSpot State of Marketing 2024.)
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"The marketing narrative is ‘Al agents.” The buying behavior is
reminders and invoices."

2. The cost of manual work

The number that does the work in every automation pitch is McKinsey's 30%. Here's what it actually means
in dollars.

Take a 10-employee SMB with average compensation of $35/hour. That's roughly $728,000 a year in labor
cost. McKinsey says up to 30% of that work is automatable. Even if you only capture a third of what they say
is possible, you're recovering somewhere around $72,000 a year in capacity.

That's the math behind why a $4,000-$15,000 fixed-price build returns multiples in year one. The numbers
aren't aggressive. They're conservative if anything.

Sources: McKinsey Global Institute (2023); BLS Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages.
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3. What pays back fastest (and what doesn't)

| sorted what | could find into three buckets by how fast the payback shows up. The pattern wasn't
surprising. The boring stuff wins.

Tier 1: payback under 90 days

e Automated appointment reminders. 22-41% no-show reduction in published studies. (Dental Tribune;
Athenahealth; Mindbody.)

* Review request automation. Significant review-volume lift documented in BrightLocal's annual Local
Consumer Review Surveys; multiple varies by vertical.

e Inbound lead instant-response. 7x more likely to qualify when first response is within an hour vs.
longer (HBR, 2011); 21x lift within 5 min vs. 30 min (Real Trends / InsideSales).

Tier 2: payback 90 to 180 days

* Invoice and AR automation. Documented reductions in days-sales-outstanding across multiple
vendor and industry benchmarks; magnitude varies by starting point.

« Document collection. Document chase time typically drops from days to under 48 hours when paired
with automated request + reminder sequences.

* Re-engagement sequences. Documented reactivation lift in published Klaviyo and Mailchimp
benchmarks; magnitude depends heavily on list quality and offer.

Tier 3: payback 6 to 12 months

« Al agents for tier-1 support. Meaningful deflection rates when scoped narrowly (Zendesk CX Trends;
Intercom benchmarks). They fall over fast when scope creeps.

* Multi-source lead deduplication. Real value, but vertical-specific.

* Reporting and dashboards. Saves 2-4 hours per client per period in service businesses.

Communication and billing workflows pay back in months. The flashy agent stuff that gets all the attention
typically takes a year, sometimes longer. The asymmetry between hype and documented payback is the
most consistent finding across the published data.

4. Why most SMB automation projects fail

Five failure modes show up in the research over and over.

1. Automating the wrong layer. SMBs start by automating one task instead of fixing the broken
workflow under it. Salesforce calls the result "automation that looks effective on the surface but delivers
limited long-term impact.”

2. Tool-first, process-second. Buying Zapier or Make before anyone has mapped the process. You end
up automating the chaos and it gets faster, not better.
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3. No system of record. Two systems disagree about who a customer is. The automation works
mechanically, then sends a "welcome" email to someone you've been working with for three years.

4. No maintenance plan. APIs change. Business rules change. Within 6-12 months, the automation is
"mostly working," which is another way of saying broken.

5. Over-automation. Replacing human judgment where it shouldn't be replaced. Qualifying leads,
escalating support, handling complaints. The workflows where one wrong autonomous call costs a
customer relationship are the ones that get over-automated first.
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5. Industry snapshots

Five verticals where the numbers are documented well enough to cite without flinching.

Dental

Average dental no-show rate (US): ~15%, with some practices reaching 30% (industry surveys)
With automated reminders: drops to ~13-17%, lower with personal call follow-up (Dental Tribune)
Cost of one no-show on an unfilled chair: $200-$400 (ADA Health Policy Institute)

What gets automated: reminders, recall calls, insurance verification, review requests

Real Estate

Average agent response time on inbound leads: ~917 minutes / 15+ hours (Inman 2025 Real Estate
Technology Survey)

Conversion lift if response within 1 hour vs. longer: 7x more likely to qualify (HBR, 2011); 21x within
5 min vs. 30 min (Real Trends / InsideSales)

What gets automated: lead routing, transaction milestone updates, drip nurture, review requests

Accounting and Bookkeeping
Average client document chase time without automation: 3-5 days
With automated request and reminder sequence: under 48 hours

What gets automated: document collection, recurring reporting, invoice generation, AR follow-up

Service Trades (HVAC, plumbing, electrical)

Lost revenue from missed/slow-response inbound calls: documented as a meaningful share of
pipeline; varies by trade and ticket size (Service Direct; Housecall Pro reports)

What gets automated: missed-call text-back, estimate follow-up, post-job review request, recall
scheduling

Med Spa, Salon, Fitness

Revenue lost to no-shows: meaningful share of annual capacity; varies by service mix and pricing
(Mindbody industry reports)

What gets automated: reminders, lapsed-client re-engagement, intake forms, review requests, birthday
touches

6. The honest cost math
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You buy automation one of three ways. Here's what each actually costs.

Approach Typical cost What you give up

DIY no-code $20-$200/mo + internal time  Your team's time. Brittle if no one owns it.
(Zapier, Make, n8n)

SaasS point solutions $50-$1,500/mo per tool Recurring fee forever. Locked into their workflow shape.

Custom build $4,000-$20,000 fixed Bigger one-time check. You own the workflow.
(agency or freelance)

Which one is right depends on three things. How standard your process is. How often it runs. And whether
anyone on your team has the bandwidth to babysit DIY plumbing forever. If the answer is no, DIY isn't
actually cheap.
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7. How this report was put together

| didn't run a survey. This is a synthesis of what's already public: McKinsey, BLS, the Census, Salesforce,
HubSpot, ADA, NAR, HBR, and a handful of vendor benchmarks where the methodology held up. Every
number is linked to its source.

If you spot something wrong or out of date, email me. I'll fix it and credit you.

Sources

. McKinsey Global Institute (2023). Generative Al and the Future of Work in America.
. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. American Time Use Survey.
. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages.

. U.S. Census Bureau. Annual Business Survey.
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5. Salesforce. Small & Medium Business Trends Report 2024.
6. HubSpot. State of Sales 2024 Report.

7. Dental Intelligence. 2024 Dental Practice Benchmarks.

8. Athenahealth. No-Show Reduction Studies.

9. ADA Health Policy Institute. Dental Practice Economic Reports.
10. National Association of Realtors. Tech Trends Report.

11. Harvard Business Review. The Short Life of Online Sales Leads.
12. Atradius. Payment Practices Barometer.

13. Klaviyo. Email Benchmarks.

14. Mailchimp. Industry Email Benchmarks.

15. Zendesk. Customer Experience Trends.

16. Intercom. State of Customer Support.

17. BrightLocal. Local Consumer Review Survey.

18. Mindbody. Industry Reports for Wellness, Fitness, and Beauty.

Aplos

If a workflow shows up in this report and you want it built for your business, that's literally what we do.
Fixed price. 1-2 weeks. No retainers. You own what we build.
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