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SME adoption of AI tools is increasing rapidly. Most businesses are  

using off-the-shelf products, while some are experimenting with more 

tailored applications, including AI Agents. The 2026 D4SME survey  

sheds light on the scope, complexity and barriers for use of AI applications 

implemented by a non-representative sample of over 2 000 SMEs from  

12 OECD countries. This year’s results confirm the sustained take-up of 

off-the-shelf AI applications. However, strategic, targeted and secure 

integration within business operations remains uneven. Efficiency and 

growth remain key motivations for adopting digital tools in general, but 

time constraints, maintenance costs and skills gaps continue to hinder 

effective implementation.  Cybersecurity remains an important 

digitalisation challenge, with many SMEs experiencing cyberattacks. 

Public programmes to support SME digitalisation could improve 

programme visibility, accessibility and the mix of instruments to 

significantly enhance impact. 
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Executive summary 

The 2026 OECD Digital for SMEs (D4SME) Survey examines the digital transformation of over 2 000 SMEs 

across twelve OECD countries. Although results should not be interpreted as representative of national 

SME populations, the survey offers a detailed view of the digital practices, AI use, and capability gaps of 

SMEs engaged in online activities on digital platforms. Building on previous survey editions, the 2026 round 

introduces an expanded assessment of AI integration using the OECD G7 taxonomy developed under the 

Canadian Presidency in 2025, alongside analysis of digital maturity, skills, security, sustainability tools, 

financial technologies, employee mental well‑being, and government support for SME digitalisation. A deep 

dive on SMEs in Japan provides more granular insights on the conditions enabling impactful AI adoption. 

SMEs have very different levels of digital maturity. One in five firms (22%) is at a “basic” stage, struggling 

with foundational digital capabilities, while four out of ten are either at “competent” or “advanced” levels, 

achieving more sophisticated digital integration. Efficiency and growth remain key motivations for adopting 

digital tools, with automation (42%) and expanded markets (33%) among the most cited benefits, but 

maintenance costs (39%), lack of time for training (38%) and skills gaps continue to hinder  

effective implementation. 

Most respondents (60%) indicated having a digitalisation strategy, albeit they rely heavily on informal and 

external channels to source digital skills. In practice, to address digital skills needs, firms rely on internet 

search (32%) and personal networks (24%), and the hiring of external consultants (29%). One in five firms 

(21%) reports using Generative AI for the same purpose. 

AI uptake is expanding rapidly with 61% of SMEs report using AI. However, three‑quarters of them (76%) 

qualify as “AI novices” in the OECD G7 taxonomy, relying on simple, off‑the‑shelf tools used for isolated 

tasks. Only a small minority combine complex and tailored AI solutions, including AI agents, for either 

specific functions (5% classify as AI Explorers) or broad organisational deployment (3.6% classify as AI 

Champions). While over half (54%) of SMEs report at least moderate gains from AI, only one in five (21%) 

perceive significant or transformational impact, underscoring that deeper organisational integration is 

required to unlock higher‑value benefits. Official statistics show widening gaps between small and large 

firms: while AI uptake is growing fast for both small and large firms, it is growing faster for large firms, 

increasing the firm-size gap in AI use to 35 percentage points in 2025, up from 23 in 2023. 

Off-the shelf AI is most commonly applied to marketing-related activities (70% of respondents using this 

application), while customised AI systems are most frequently used for demand prediction (39% of 

respondents using this application). 

Detailed insights on Japanese SMEs suggest that smaller firms tend to experience a greater impact from 

AI adoption, and that broader use across business functions is associated with more visible results. Among 

self-entrepreneurs and micro-enterprises, respectively 33% and 31% report strong or transformational 

effects, compared with 22% of medium‑sized firms. The breadth of integration also matters: only 2% of 

firms using AI for isolated tasks report transformational benefits, whereas the share rises more than  

11-fold to 23% among those deploying AI enterprise‑wide 
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As SME use of AI and other digital tools increases, exposure to digital security risks also rises, yet 

cybersecurity readiness remains limited. Nearly half (46%) report having no or only minimal security 

measures, and only a small minority conduct regular access reviews, cybersecurity training or third‑party 

audits. Already, over one in five (22%) SMEs have experienced a digital security breach, reflecting a 

growing exposure to risks that can undermine resilience and trust in digital tools. This combination of 

widening capability gaps and asymmetric vulnerability underscores the need for targeted support 

measures that both accelerate advanced technology uptake among SMEs and strengthen their 

cybersecurity resilience. Given that surveyed businesses report high levels of concern regarding 

cybersecurity risks, many perceive these risks as an impediment to further digitalisation. 

Digital financial services are used by 46% of SMEs, mainly for payments. Limited awareness is the most 

significant obstacle to uptake, reported by 58% of non-adopting SMEs. In addition, 22% indicate that they 

do not understand how these services operate, suggesting gaps in financial and digital literacy. 

A major challenge for SME uptake of government support to digitalisation is limited awareness of available 

programmes. Around 16% of SMEs report having benefited from public digitalisation programmes, while 

two-thirds (65%) of non‑beneficiaries cite lack of awareness as the main barrier. Administrative complexity 

and misalignment with firm needs further constrain uptake. Although demand for support is strong, 

especially for financial assistance, evidence from Japan, Korea, and Greece suggests that improving 

programme visibility, accessibility, and the mix of instruments could significantly enhance impact. Among 

those receiving support, financial aid is the most common form of support in Japan, while the share of 

SMEs receiving government-supported training for digitalisation was below 5% across the three countries. 

Yet 24% of SMEs across all countries expressed a desire for more affordable and flexible training 

programmes. This indicates a clear gap that more networking and training initiatives could fill. 

The 2026 D4SME Survey shows a digital transformation marked by progress but notable asymmetries. AI 

uptake is rising quickly yet remains shallow; cybersecurity practices lag behind digital intensity; and 

awareness and suitability of public support programmes could be improved. The policy challenge ahead 

lies in fostering not only adoption but also effective, secure, and broad-based digital and AI integration into 

the business models of a diverse SME population. 
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Figure 2. Age of the CEO in surveyed companies 

As a percentage of the total number of responses 

  

Note: Non-mandatory, single-choice question (How old is the CEO of your business?). Percentages are calculated based on a total of  

2 012 responses. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 

Figure 3. Female and male respondents by position 

As a percentage of the total number of responses 

  

Note: Questions for position (Please indicate your position in the company) and gender (What is your gender identity?) were non-mandatory, 

single-choice questions. Percentages are calculated based on a total of 1 201 responses. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 
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reflecting the presence of more sophisticated digital practices within the sample. By contrast, a similarly 

large share (51%) remains at basic or developing levels of digital maturity, relying primarily on basic digital 

tools applied to a narrow set of use cases. 

These results are consistent with official data on growing digital adoption gaps between large firms 

and SMEs. For example, the difference in adoption of cloud computing increased from 25.7 percentage 

points in 2017 to 32.7 percentage points in 2025, and even more markedly for AI (OECD, 2026[3]). Although 

the expansion of AI applications since 2022, particularly with the emergence of large language models, 

has lowered barriers to entry and greatly accelerated adoption among SMEs (from 7.1% in 2023 to 17,4% 

in 2025 for small firms), the adoption gap with large firms has nevertheless continued to widen. It reached 

34.6 percentage points in 2025, compared with 28.5 in 2024 and 23.4 in 2023. In contrast, gaps in more 

basic indicators, such as having a website or accepting online orders, have remained broadly stable.  

Figure 5. Gap in ICT use by firm size 

As a difference in percentage points between small and large businesses 

 

Note: Calculated based on the OECD ICT Access and Usage by Businesses database retrieved in February 2026, except for the indicator 

‘Businesses experiencing ICT incidents (security breaches)’ for 2017, which was retrieved in January 2025. 

Source: (OECD, 2026[3]). 
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Figure 8. Perceived impact of AI  

Percentage, average of responses across surveyed countries  

  
Note: Mandatory, single-choice question (Which of the following best describes how your business is currently getting value from using AI 

technologies?). Percentages are calculated based on a total of 1 160 responses. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 
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Box 3. Deep dive on Japan: AI impact and organisational drivers 

The sizeable Japanese sample enables a more granular examination of AI impacts and the 

organisational factors shaping adoption. A closer look at the perceived value of AI by firm size shows 

that 31% of micro-enterprises indicate significant or transformational impact (Error! Reference source 

not found.), with a strong positive effect on efficiency, productivity or decision making, or fundamental 

changes in the way they operate. Comparable shares are observed among small firms (27%) and self-

employed respondents (33%). In contrast, 22% of medium-sized businesses report impacts at this level. 

These findings suggest that, where adopted, AI is perceived to generate proportionally strong benefits 

for smaller businesses. While this reflects self-reported rather than measured performance effects, it 

suggests that AI uptake could help narrow structural capability gaps. 

Figure 9. AI impact by business size, Japan 

Percentage, responses from Japan 

 
Note: Mandatory, single-choice question (Which of the following best describes how your business is currently getting value from using AI 

technologies?). This graph excludes “I don’t know” responses. Percentages are calculated based on a total of 890 responses. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 
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Figure 11. Businesses having experienced a digital security breach 

Percentage, average of responses across surveyed countries 

  

Note: Mandatory, single-choice question (Has your business ever been hacked? Including ransomware attacks, phishing, and distributed denial 

of service (DDoS) attacks). Results exclude respondents that indicated “I don’t know.” Percentages are calculated based on a total of  

1 241 responses. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 

This evolving threat landscape raises the stakes for smaller firms, which often operate with more limited 

cybersecurity resources and capabilities. Strengthening digital security preparedness, including 

awareness, skills and protective measures, is therefore essential to ensure that AI-driven innovation does 

not outpace SME ability to manage associated risks. This combination of widening capability gaps and 

asymmetric vulnerability underscores the need for targeted support measures that both accelerate 

advanced technology uptake among SMEs and strengthen their cybersecurity resilience. 

Respondent SMEs are classified according to a "digital security readiness index" capturing the 

extent and sophistication of their digital security practices, ranging from no measures in place to a 

comprehensive, advanced approach: 

• None: 14% have no cybersecurity measures in place. 

• Minimal: 32% have very limited use of basic, low complexity measures. 

• Foundational: 38% use several basic measures. 

• Robust: 11% combine multiple cybersecurity measures, including higher complexity practices. 

• Advanced: 5% have broad use of advanced measures, reflecting a comprehensive  

cybersecurity approach. 
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Figure 16. Share of businesses using digital financial services  

Percentage, average of responses across surveyed countries 

  

Note: Mandatory, multiple-choice question (Do you use any fintech services for your business? Please select all that apply). Percentages a 

calculated based on a total of 1 436 responses. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 

Limited awareness is the most significant obstacle to the uptake of digital financial services, 

reported by 58% of non-adopting SMEs. In addition, 22% indicate that they do not understand how these 

services operate, suggesting gaps in financial and digital literacy. Another key reason for not using FinTech 

is satisfaction with traditional banking services (33%), suggesting that established relationships may 

reduce interest in exploring alternative digital solutions. 

Figure 17. Reasons for not using FinTech 

Percentage, average of responses across surveyed countries 

 

Note: Mandatory, multiple-choice question (Why is your business not using FinTech services?). Percentages a calculated based on a total of 

716 responses. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 
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Mental well-being 

Digitalisation of the workplace is widely perceived to deliver meaningful organisational and 

personal benefits for respondents. Specifically, 77% of respondents report more flexible working 

arrangements as a key advantage. In addition, 71% considers the introduction of digital tools in the 

workplace does not prevent them from maintaining boundaries between their personal and professional 

lives. Finally, more than half (55%) indicate that using digital tools for work has increased recognition of 

their work through digital networks. 

At the same time, the digital transformation of work also entails adjustment costs and well-being 

risks. Notably, 39% of respondents report stress related to adapting to digital tools and a substantial 33% 

indicate they feel burnt out due to pressure to remain constantly connected. Furthermore, 27% report they 

experience increased isolation. These findings underscore that the benefits of workplace digitalisation 

coexist with challenges, highlighting the need for balanced approaches that support both flexibility and 

well-being among employees and entrepreneurs.  

Figure 22. The impact of workplace digitalisation on mental well-being 

Percentage, average of responses across surveyed countries 

 

Note: Non-mandatory question (To what extent do you agree with the following statements on digitalisation?). As this was an optional question, 

the number of respondents varies across answer options. On average percentages are calculated based on 1 288 responses for the negative 

effects of workplace digitalisation and 1 285 for the positive effects of workplace digitalisation. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 

The effects of workplace digitalisation vary across individuals, with self-employed respondents 

being most affected by negative impacts. For instance, 61% of self-employed respondents indicate 

feeling more burnt-out due to workplace digitalisation. In contrast, this figure is substantially lower for 
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Figure 26. Type of government supports for digitalisation 

As a percentage of responses from selected countries  

Note: Mandatory multiple-choice question (Do you know of any government programme(s) for business digitalisation?) and non-mandatory, 

multiple-choice question (Did your business receive government programme(s) to digitalise your business? If yes, please select all that 

apply). “No support” was an exclusive answer option. Percentages are calculated based on a total of 101 responses from Greece,  

1019 responses from Japan and 56 responses from Korea. 

Source: 2026 OECD D4SME Survey. 
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