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Across multiple surveys, small and mid-size businesses (SMBs) are reporting high levels of 
confidence about the future of their business. According to the 2025 Bank of America Business 
Owner Report, 74% of small and mid-sized business owners expect revenue increases in the 
next year, and almost 60% plan to expand their businesses. Goldman Sachs reports similar 
findings, with 78% of small businesses sharing optimism about their business’s trajectory 
(2025). 

That confidence, however, coexists alongside persistent operational roadblocks. While SMBs 
are willing to invest in new tools and technology, they don’t always have the knowledge needed 
for effective execution. A Gartner survey (2024) found that only 48% of digital initiatives meet 
or exceed their business outcome targets, highlighting a discrepancy between adoption and 
impact.

Foundational challenges, such as operational inefficiency, low digital maturity, limited visibility 
into ROI, and gaps in strategic planning, continue to hold many SMBs back. Most small business 
teams are lean, with employees wearing multiple hats and having little capacity to develop 
specialized systems or processes. As a result, these inefficiencies never really disappear – 
instead, they tend to scale in tandem with the business, slowing decision-making and limiting 
the efficiency of the entire team. 

2026 is shaping up to be a turning point in how SMBs think about getting work done. Business 
owners are recognizing that some operational challenges require specialized knowledge and 
systems that aren’t available in-house. Instead of trying to solve everything with their current 
teams (which is unfeasible) or making massive investments in new employees (which is 
expensive), they’re turning to external experts who can help turn strategy into execution.

This white paper explores why this shift is accelerating and how creator-led 
expertise is reshaping the way small businesses can build, scale, and compete.
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Why SMBs are struggling with fundamentals despite optimism

Why SMBs are struggling with fundamentals despite optimism

The confidence that SMBs have doesn’t necessarily translate into operational 
readiness. Many small and mid-size businesses have grown faster than their 
internal operations can support, forcing leaders to run increasingly complex 
businesses using systems and processes that were never designed to scale.

Operational inefficiency remains one of the most costly challenges of this gap. 
Studies estimate that companies lose anywhere from 20-30% of their operating 
costs to inefficiency each year (Crebos, 2025). And while digital adoption has 
increased, maturity lags. According to a 2025 Verizon Small Business Survey, 
38% of SMBs are using AI tools to automate functions like workflows, but only a 
fraction have implemented standard processes to best utilize that technology. 

These challenges are all compounded by persistent talent constraints. Thanks to 
an aging workforce, high childcare costs, and a growing skills mismatch, some 
U.S. states are seeing a significant worker shortage (U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 
2025). In Q4 of 2025, 26% of small businesses listed talent as a top concern – up 
eight points from the same time the year prior (U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 
2025). 17% express concern about employee retention, and 14% are struggling to 
attract quality workers.

Together, these factors are creating a widening gap between the goals that SMB 
owners have and the reality of their current situation – one that few internal 
teams have the time, money, or know-how to close on their own.
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For years, small and mid-size businesses have done their best to keep operations internal by 
training employees, building systems, and solving problems on their own. But now, this 
approach is proving to be inefficient and unsustainable as operations become too complex 
for small teams to handle. 

One big indicator of this shift can be seen in how businesses are allocating their budgets. In 
2025, training expenditures in U.S. businesses increased by 4.9%, but spending on outside 
products and services jumped by a monumental 29% (Training Mag, 2025). This category 
includes external vendors, consultants, tools, and outsourced content, suggesting that 
SMBs are investing more in external solutions instead of expanding their internal learning 
opportunities. 

Data from Deloitte’s 2024 Global Outsourcing Survey shows that a large number of 
organizations are already outsourcing key business functions where creators can step in, 
including innovative technologies (75%), data and analytics (72%), application support 
(69%), and finance (54%). Even operational functions, which have traditionally been 
performed by internal employees, are being outsourced by 40% of organizations. 

The biggest reason for this shift is evident: outsourcing gets results.

82% of businesses say their outsourced services meet or exceed satisfaction (Deloitte). As 
SMBs continue to face capacity limits along with increasingly complex operations and 

The rise of external expertise and the death of “do it yourself” operations

The rise of external expertise and the death of “do it yourself” operations

Source  |  Deloitte

technology, independent creators and experts are positioned to step in and solve the 
challenges slowing small business growth. 

IT Infrastructure Services
Cybersecurity
Innovative Technologies (GenAl, Blockchain, loT, etc.)
Data and Analytics
Application/Software Development
Application Support
Legal
Helpdesk and End-User Computing
Tax
Human Resources (HR)
Front-Office Functions
Finance
Supply Chain/Manufacturing
Procurement/Sourcing
R&D
Business/Operations

% of organizations outsourcing by scope area
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It’s estimated that there are over 400 million SMBs globally. They generate 70% of 
employment, contribute up to 70% of global GDP, and account for more than 90% of all 
businesses (World Economic Forum & McKinsey, 2024), making their operational 
effectiveness a meaningful driver of economic growth. Although many SMBs are optimistic 
about growth, they continue to struggle with the fundamentals of how their organizations 
operate. The same challenges show up consistently across different industries, company 
sizes, and regions. Together, these pain points explain why execution has become the 
biggest restriction on SMB performance.

The 5 biggest SMB pain points

1) Operational inefficiency

An inefficient approach to work is one of the most costly problems facing SMBs, and a
growing number of leaders are recognizing the issue. 46% of small business leaders
identify operational inefficiencies as a core challenge, consuming nearly seven hours of
leadership time each week (Business, 2025).

This inefficiency is apparent for employees as well. McKinsey Global Institute research
(2024) shows that SMBs produce roughly half the output per worker compared to large
organizations, largely due to limited access to advanced tools, more manual processes,
and limited operational infrastructure.

The 5 biggest SMB pain points

Source  |  Guidant Source  |  Guidant
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2) Digital immaturity

While most SMBs now use multiple digital tools, few have 
reached meaningful digital maturity. A 2025 study of small- 
and medium-sized enterprises found that most are at the 
beginning level of digital maturity, with limited digitization 
of processes and no clear strategy for digital initiatives 
(MDPI, 2025). 

34% of small business leaders struggle to fully utilize new 
software (Business, 2025). And while the majority of small 
business owners are benefiting from the use of AI, 44% say 
they don’t have the resources and expertise necessary to 
maximize its impact (Goldman Sachs, 2025). 

The 5 biggest SMB pain points

Source  |  Bank of America
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3) ROI gaps

Small and mid-sized businesses are willing to invest in tools, marketing, and 
technology, but many struggle to connect that spending to clear business 
outcomes. According to a 2025 survey from Constant Contact, only 18% of small 
business owners feel confident in the impact of their marketing efforts. Worse 
still, this number is down 27% from the previous year. 

This uncertainty extends beyond marketing. While SMBs view technology as 
essential for growth, 30% hesitate to expand their tech adoption due to 
uncertainty about ROI, despite believing the tools are valuable (TechRadar, 2025). 

Even when SMBs can measure ROI, the results aren’t always what they hoped for. 
Research from the Canadian Federation of Independent Business found that only 
36% of small businesses report measurable ROI from tech investments within the 
first year (CFIB, 2025). All of these findings prove that SMBs are spending, but 
don’t have the systems or dashboards they need to consistently evaluate and 
optimize performance. 

Source  |  Guidant
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4) Lack of systems

Many SMBs function without formal systems to manage 
communication, workflows, and ownership. For example, at 
the top level, 82% of small business leaders lose up to eight 
hours a week to email management tasks like reading and 
replying to emails, and clearing out their junk folders 
(Business, 2025). 

Asana’s Anatomy of Work Index found that knowledge 
workers spend 60% of their time on “work about work,” 
searching for information, attending unnecessary meetings, 
and completing duplicated tasks. The lack of systems in 
different areas of SMBs consumes significant time and 
attention, preventing leaders and employees from engaging 
in high-value tasks that could help the business scale.

Source  |  Asana
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5) Skills gaps

SMB leadership teams tend to be lean and highly generalist. 
Owners and managers are responsible for everything from 
strategy to operations to finance, limiting the opportunity to 
develop deep expertise in any one area.

Traditional hiring doesn’t always fill the gap. According to 
Goldman Sachs’ 2025 Small Business Survey, 89% of small 
business owners are finding it hard to find qualified 
employees, especially those with specialized skills in areas 
like operations, finance, and technology. 

Thanks to this skills gap, many SMBs are operating without 
the expert capabilities needed to design systems and 
improve their operations – something that external creators 
can seamlessly step in and offer.
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How creators are filling these gaps as high-value, in-demand partners

As SMBs face persistent operational challenges, a growing number are turning to 
independent creators who can offer executional reinforcement. These creators operate as 
external specialists, bringing the focused expertise, ready-built systems, and hands-on 
support that can be difficult for small teams to develop internally. Several distinct creator 
roles have emerged to meet these needs:

Systems creators
Systems creators help SMBs address inefficiency, remove workflow bottlenecks, and scale 
their business without the cost of additional employees by creating repeatable systems, 
such as:
• Templates
• Standard operating procedures (SOPs) for core functions like sales or billing
• Workflow maps and process documentation
• Automation workflows
• Client onboarding and offboarding systems
• Productivity system design
• CRM setups

Financial/operational educators
Some of the top concerns of small business owners include cashflow, inflation’s impact on 
expenses, and their overall revenue (OnDeck, 2025). Financial and operational educators 
concentrate on visibility and decision-making. Their offerings include:
• Budget templates
• Pricing models
• Cost-reduction frameworks
• Scenario planning tools
• Profitability frameworks
• Cashflow management tools

Source  |  Guidant
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These creators help SMBs clarify where money is being made or lost, improve ROI tracking, 
and create financial foundations that support sustainable long-term growth.

Strategy & planning creators
Many SMB leaders are responsible for everything from sales to hiring to long-term planning, 
but few have formal strategic training. Strategy and planning creators address leadership 
overload and help translate goals into clear priorities and repeatable planning rhythms, 
offering templates and services such as:
• Quarterly and annual planning playbooks
• Decision-making frameworks
• Quarterly strategy systems
• Market positioning and differentiation exercises

Digital transformation creators
Research from McKinsey (2025) shows that although 80% of companies are using the latest
AI tools, the same percentage haven’t seen any significant gains in topline or bottom-line
performance. While this percentage is bound to change as AI grows in both popularity and
capabilities, technology and AI implementation creators can ensure tools are integrated and
used effectively by offering:
• Tool audits and optimization plans
• Software onboarding and implementation guides
• AI workflow design
• Training modules for existing tech stacks

Done-with-you or done-for-you creators
For SMBs that need fast execution and measurable outcomes, done-with-you and done-
for-you partners remove the burden of figuring things out internally and help accelerate 
results, providing:
• End-to-end workflow implementation
• Fractional COO or operations leadership
• Process standardization across departments
• Short-term execution sprints for high-priority initiatives

SMBS BY THE NUMBERS

45% 19%37% 56% 53%

have had
challenges hiring

new employees

are using Al for
recruitment and
talent sourcing

have lost employees
or had challenges

retaining top talent  

believe Al can help
their business offset

any pain points caused
by reduced or frozen

headcount

believe Al can help
the business

retain current staff

Source  |  Verizon
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Case studies

Case study 1:
Offering systems to turn chaos into capacity

Jordan Gill // Systems strategist
TT: systemssavedme IG:  systemssavedme

Case studies

Jordan Gill works with service providers, consultants, and course creators who have built successful businesses but 
are being held back by messy systems. When clients reach out, it’s usually because their marketing and client 
workflows feel inconsistent, confusing, or simply unenjoyable.

From mental load to tool-driven systems
One of the most common misalignments Jordan sees is business owners trying to keep everything “in their head.” 
While this approach gives owners a greater sense of control, it often results in missed deadlines or forgotten details. 
Jordan helps founders shift that mental load onto tools and workflows that can reliably handle the heavy lifting. 

Implementation over information
Many business owners who work with Jordan have already utilized courses and coaching but haven’t seen the results 
they’re looking for. She says that the biggest gap is language, because “non-tech people don’t speak systems 
language.” By bridging the gap between technical vocabulary and everyday language, Jordan makes system 
implementation approachable and removes barriers that cause friction. 

The most valuable ROI: time
Jordan’s clients regularly report the same major win. “They gain time back, which is the most valuable resource they 
have,” she says. The systems she helps them put into place reduce workflows and processes from dozens of steps to 
just a handful, returning hours each week that they can then invest into other aspects of their business or simply rest. 

In addition, Jordan offers templates and frameworks that clients can use to immediately begin implementing systems 
into their business. For many professionals, the ability to immediately apply a template is worth the wait involved with 
done-for-you services.

“We’re entering a season where 
automation isn’t a luxury; it’s a 
necessity. And the people who know 
how to build those systems are 
going to be in extremely high 
demand. There are more tools than 
ever, and more ways to get your time 
back, which means operations and 
systems people have a real 
opportunity to lead.” - Jordan Gill
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Case study 2:
Addressing operational gaps with 
automation

Leland Baptist // Business AI automation coach
TT: lelandbaptist IG:  lelandbaptist

Despite their confidence about growth, many SMBs struggle with foundational operations. Leland Baptist often sees 
this with the small businesses and nonprofits he supports, describing the situations as “great ideas, strong mission, 
but systems held together with duct tape.” He often sees issues like manual client follow-up, data silos, and missed 
opportunities, sharing that “it technically works – but it doesn’t scale without stress.” 

This gap between ambition and operational reality is where Leland has built his practice, stepping in to replace ad hoc 
processes with structured, automated systems. 

When internal effort stops working
Many clients reach out when their inefficiency becomes costly. “Leads slipping through the cracks, inconsistent 
follow-up, burnout, or growth that actually makes things worse,” Leland says. But others are more proactive, looking to 
scale responsibly without adding to their internal team. 

The realization is the same for most clients. “Effort alone won’t fix the problem. Systems will,” he says. This shift in 
mindset reflects a broader trend toward outsourced expertise as SMBs recognize that execution requires specialized 
skills they don’t have in-house. 

Outcomes that create durability
Clients typically reclaim five to 15 hours per week while seeing improved response rates, fewer no-shows, and more 
predictable pipelines. But for Leland, the real impact is long-term stability. “Learning gives you ideas. Implementation 
gives you leverage,” he says. “Automation becomes invisible infrastructure that works 24/7.”

As demand for his services grows, his work illustrates how creators can build sustainable, in-demand businesses by 
solving the operational problems SMBs can no longer afford to manage alone.

“Clients are no longer asking if 
automation is necessary. They’re 
asking how quickly it can be 
installed and how deeply it can 
integrate. AI accelerated this shift 
because it exposed how manual 
many operations still are. Business 
owners want fewer tools, fewer 
people doing repetitive work, and 
more clarity.” - Leland Baptist
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Case study 3:
Systems that replace back-end chaos

Ania Ngoc Ha // Business systems strategist // 
Notions template expert

Ania began her career as a freelance social media manager and quickly noticed a pattern across clients’ businesses: 
growth that depended on scattered tools created constant friction. Founders were consistently struggling with the 
“back-end chaos of their scattered apps and systems,” she says.

That realization led her to pivot into systems strategy, where she now helps women-owned creative and marketing 
businesses consolidate operations into a single, reliable workspace.

From scattered tools to a single source of truth
Most clients come to Ania juggling emails, Slack threads, Google Drive folders, and multiple project tools. She takes all 
of this and designs “intuitive systems in Notion where everything talks to each other, client CRM connects to client 
portals, SOPs link to team spaces, content calendars sync with project timelines.” As a result, founders and teams can 
operate from a single “source of truth,” where responsibilities and timelines are visible at a glance.

The result: time and clarity regained
After implementation, clients typically save 15+ hours per week by reducing administrative work and time spent 
searching for information. Consolidating tools also lowers software costs – often saving £1,000 or more annually. But 
the most consistent outcome Ania sees is reduced stress: founders know what needs attention each day, teams 
understand priorities, and operations become far more manageable. 

Advice for creators building execution-led services
Ania encourages creators to focus on usefulness over volume when creating content. “I used to try posting every day 
and burned out,” she says. “Now I focus on quality over quantity, and honestly, it’s working better.” She also stresses 
the importance of pairing online visibility with real-world relationships, emphasizing that trust and referrals often 
come faster through community than content alone.

“I started full-time two years ago, 
and the demand has quadrupled in 
the last year. I think what changed is 
founders are being smarter about 
their subscriptions. Instead of 
paying for five different tools that 
barely talk to each other, they want 
everything consolidated. ” - Ania 
Ngoc Ha

shecreatesmgmt
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The economics of creator-led business support

For SMBs, creator-led support can be a cost-efficient way to utilize specialized support 
without paying all the costs associated with additional employees. Instead of adding more in-
house employees for every business need, organizations can bring in targeted support only 
when and where it’s needed. 

One reason this model works is structural. The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that 
staff benefits account for 29.8% of compensation costs for private industry employees. This 
overhead makes full-time employees especially expensive when a business only needs a 
specific skill for a period of time. In contrast, working with creators allows SMBs to pay for 
outcomes rather than long-term headcount.

At the same time, the independent talent market is growing and maturing. According to 
Upwork’s Research Institute, 28% of U.S. knowledge workers were freelancing or working 
independently in 2024, collectively earning $1.5 trillion (2025). Skilled freelance workers had a 
median income of $85,000 in 2024 – 6% higher than their full-time counterparts (Upwork, 
2024).

For creators, this shift has offered meaningful earning potential and business stability. MBO 
Partners’ 2025 State of Independence Report found that 5.6 million independent 
professionals earn over $100,000 annually, up 19% from 2024, which is a clear sign that the 
demand for high-skilled, outcome-driven independent work is scaling. 

This is proving true for product offerings as well. Creators using ThriveCart have earned 
more than $8 billion in revenue by offering digital products, courses, and memberships. 

Bottom line: Outsourcing to creators offers a win-win dynamic for all parties involved. 
SMBs can lower fixed costs and speed up execution by buying targeted expertise, while 
creators can build durable, high-margin businesses by offering their expertise as a high-
value service. 
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Looking ahead: The next era of SMB x creator collaboration

The friction between SMB optimism and operational reality is 
creating a growing demand for solutions that execution-first 
creators are positioned to deliver.

Data shows that SMBs are more than willing to invest in products 
and services that improve efficiency and customer experience. 
Salesforce research (2025) found that 76% of SMBs adopting smart 
technology trends experience growth, and 54% feel confident 
adapting to market changes when using integrated tools like AI-
powered CRM systems. At the same time, we’ve seen that many are 
struggling to implement the software and tools that could drive their 
success. Case in point: only 7% believe AI has been fully scaled 
across their organization (McKinsey, 2025), highlighting the 
disparity between technology investment and effective 
implementation. 

This gap is fueling long-term growth in the outsourcing economy. 
The outsourcing market reached $328.37 billion in 2025 and is 
projected to reach $695.77 billion by 2033 (Grand View Research, 
2025), reflecting a large market for specialized operational support. 
For creators, this means that more SMBs will pay for 
implementation-oriented offerings such as workflow automations 
and operational frameworks – rather than standalone education.

Looking ahead, creators who can deliver and implement structured, repeatable solutions will be indispensable 
partners to small businesses. SMBs that thrive will be the ones that partner with creators to relieve leadership 
of mundane, manual tasks, allowing them to focus on long-term strategy and growth (McKinsey, 2025).

Source  |  Grand View Research
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Over the next decade, a mutually beneficial relationship between small businesses and 
independent experts has the potential to flourish. 

SMBs are navigating persistent labor shortages and increasing operational complexity, 
creating demand for external support that goes beyond advice or education. Creators who 
can adapt as quickly as (if not quicker than) the tools and technologies of our working world 
will see the biggest opportunities. As SMBs realize their execution is limited, they’ll place 
more value on creators who can help implement systems, streamline operations, and deliver 
measurable outcomes. 

A new wave of creator-led businesses is emerging – one less focused on visibility and more 
focused on usefulness. It’s a new kind of opportunity for experts who want to support 
others while growing their own highly profitable business through hands-on, execution-
oriented work. 

Conclusion: The shift from content creators to business builders

Conclusion: The shift from content creators to business builders

Ready to join the platform that supports 75,000+ creators, 4 million courses, and 12 million 
students? ThriveCart offers secure global checkouts and payments, configurable landing 
pages and funnels, easy subscription and affiliate management, reporting and analytics, 
and a learning management system (LMS) for content creation and hosting. All in a single 
business-in-a-box platform.

New to the creator space? Looking for more revenue-generating ideas? Or simply keen to 
dive deeper into everything that being a creator entails? Explore more with our Creator 
Economy Industry Report.Discover how to build a $100k course in just 

60 days, with real-world advice (the flops as 
well as the successes) from entrepreneur 
and coach, Jenni Maroney.

Watch the video

Choose your path forward:

Sign me up for ThriveCart I want the white paper

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46yX81YNGgw
https://thrivecart.com/products/confirm-your-order/
https://thrivecart.com/resources/creators-economy-2025/
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