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Abstract

This study examines the adoption and inte-
gration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) solutions
across various business functions, such as cus-
tomer care, communication, public relations,
and marketing, focusing on a sample of 200
Italian micro, small, and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs). The analysis is grounded in the
theoretical frameworks of Adoption and Diffu-
sion Theory and the Technology-Organization-
Environment (TOE) model. It explores both the
opportunities and barriers perceived by C-level
managers in implementing Al systems with-
in their organizations. The study, based on 200
CATI interviews with SMEs managers (admin-
istrated in collaboration with IPSOS as part of
a broader national research project), highlights
that communication is increasingly recognised
as a key area for Al adoption, although current
use remains confined to routine tasks.

In general, existing data show that engagement
with Al is growing, but remains underdeveloped,
due to inadequate digital skills and limited gov-
ernment support. Furthermore, media narra-
tives significantly impact managers’ perceptions
of Al, with many expressing concerns about its
potential impact on job loss. The study calls for

further qualitative investigation and cross-coun-
try comparisons, emphasizing the need for Al
literacy and clearer AI competencies.

Introduction and Aim of the study

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has long attracted
the attention of both scholars and the general
public. According to McCarthy (2007), Al is a
technological domain focused on creating sys-
tems capable of performing tasks that were once
considered the exclusive domain of human in-
telligence. These tasks range from perception
and reasoning to learning and problem-solving
(McCarthy, 2007).

However, it is increasingly recognized in the lit-
erature that Al systems are not merely simula-
tors of human behaviour; rather, they represent
the construction of autonomous entities capable
of making decisions, learning from data, and op-
erating in complex environments (Olteanu et al.,
2025). The development of AI systems signifi-
cantly accelerated after the release of Large Lan-
guage Models (LLMs, such as ChatGPT) in 2022,
which marked a significant turning point in the
diffusion and adoption of generative AI, to the
point that this technology is reshaping business
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processes and communication across organiza-
tions, both in the private and in the public sec-
tor. While large companies are rapidly integrat-
ing Al into their operations, adoption among
micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises re-
mains comparatively limited and underexplored
in the scholarly literature, particularly within
the Italian context. Moreover, research focusing
on Italian SMEs becomes particularly relevant,
as they not only represent the backbone of the
national economy, accounting for nearly 90%
of all businesses and employing approximately
78% of the total workforce but also have the ca-
pacity to serve as key drivers of innovation and
competitiveness. Providing insights into how
Al still in its early stages of adoption, is shaping
their strategic (and communication) functions
is therefore essential for understanding both
organizational transformation and broader so-
cio-economic impacts.

In this context, this study, aligning with the
existing research frameworks of the Adoption
and Diffusion of Innovation theory (Rogers,
2003; Kee, 2017) and the Technology-Organiza-
tion-Environment (TOE) model (Tornatzky &
Fleischer, 1990), aims to investigate the level of
AT adoption and integration by Italian SMEs. It
focuses on the impact of Al solutions on com-
munication and customer relationship practic-
es, exploring the perceived barriers and oppor-
tunities associated with Al integration, from
the perspective of C-level executives. The study
underscores the communicative dimension as a
strategic entry point for fostering AI adoption
within smaller organizations such as SMEs. The
research also addresses how media narratives
about Al and job displacement influence man-
agerial perceptions, offering insights into both
practical and cultural dimensions of AI adop-
tion in SMEs.

Literature Review

Despite an extensive public attention that has
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been dedicated to the topic of Al relatively few
studies have investigated its practical applica-
tions within micro, small, and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). This observation aligns with
a similar gap that has been identified in studies
of the public sector (Panda et al., 2025). Howev-
er, the use of Al in both the private and public
sectors is gaining momentum (Hjaltalin & Sig-
urdarson, 2024; Madan & Ashok, 2023), fuelling
a public debate that is shedding light on its tech-
nological, economic, and societal implications
(Lorentz et al., 2023; Galloway & Swiatek, 2018).

Recent studies (Huseyn et al., 2024; Schwaeke et
al., 2024) have emphasized ATI’s potential to gen-
erate new business and entrepreneurial oppor-
tunities (Giuggioli & Pellegrini, 2023), as well as
its ability to reshape strategic (Gregory & Smith,
2025) and corporate communication (Kelm &
Johann, 2025). AI can also enhance public re-
lations (Galloway & Swiatek, 2018) and crisis
management (Cheng et al., 2024). At the same
time, Al raises unprecedented ethical challenges
and risks, including concerns related to privacy
and security, bias and fairness, trust and reli-
ability, transparency, and the human-AI inter-
action. (Bowen, 2024; Kamila & Jasrotia, 2025;
Illia, Colleoni & Zyglidopoulos, 2023).

Given this double-edged nature (Zerfass et al.,
2024), AI adoption and integration in SMEs
largely remain confined to low-risk and repet-
itive functions, hampered by a variety of in-
ternal and external challenges (Mohd Rasdi &
Umar Baki, 2025; Zerfass et al., 2024). Indeed,
Wirtz et al. (2018) note that Al continues to op-
erate within defined limits, while creative prob-
lem-solving and innovative thinking remain
predominantly human-driven. However, the re-
lease of ChatGPT in November 2022 has accel-
erated Al adoption, intensifying both the pace
and the relevance of the debate (Dwivedi et al,,
2023). Generative Al, in particular, is reshaping
the global labour market as LLMs constitute a
different form of automation that increasingly
overlaps with tasks traditionally performed by
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the creative, highly educated, and highly paid
workers (Eloundou et al., 2023). At the same
time, Al holds considerable potential to boost
labour productivity (Brynjolfsson et al., 2021), a
factor that may explain why nearly 80% of large
companies have already implemented AI into
their core operations (Ghosh et al., 2019; Yin et
al., 2024).

In response, the World Economic Forum (2025)
underscores the urgency of widespread reskill-
ing and lifelong learning initiatives to prepare
societies for these transformations. Howev-
er, the levels of AI adoption among SMEs vary
widely due to structural and organisational bar-
riers. Some scholars have noted that SMEs tend
to emulate the strategies of larger companies
(Atkinson, 2025), but their efforts are frequent-
ly hindered by limited digital skills and insuf-
ficient financial resources. On the other hand,
studies have indicated that SMEs may benefit
from greater flexibility compared to larger com-
panies, enabling them to adapt more rapidly to
innovative approaches (Ahmed, 2024; Rajaram
& Tinguely, 2024).

In the broader European context SMEs tend to
be hesitant and slower than larger companies
in adopting AI (Ameen et al.,, 2022), with Ita-
ly, for instance, reporting even lower levels of
AT adoption compared to the European average
(Eurostat, 2025). This gap is largely caused by
a combination of structural and cultural barri-
ers, including limited access to advanced digital
competencies, insufficient training opportu-
nities, and persistent financial constraints that
hinder both progress and innovation (Proietti
& Magnani, 2025). However, existing litera-
ture suggests that participation in collaborative
networks, such as innovation hubs, and pub-
lic-private partnerships has proven effective in
enhancing Al adoption and facilitating knowl-
edge-sharing among smaller companies, thereby
helping to overcome some of these limitations
(Muto et al., 2024).
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Rogers’s Diftusion of Innovation Theory (2003)
pointed out that an innovation spreads rapidly
once it reaches at least 10% of the members of a
social group. However, research by the Institute
for Competitiveness in collaboration with Team-
System (2025) indicates that, to date, only 8.2%
of Italian SMEs have adopted AI, compared with
the European average of 13.5%. This may suggest
that we are not yet witnessing the domino effect
described by Rogers, which would enable more
rapid diffusion. Consequently, Italian SMEs may
be situated within so-called homophilous social
systems—contexts that are more conservative
and resistant to innovation, and that tend to
adopt new practices with greater hesitation than
others (Rogers, 2003).

Furthermore, the Teha Global Innosystem Index
2025, a global ranking developed by Ambrosetti-
The European House to evaluate the innovation
capacity of the world’s 47 most advanced coun-
tries, ranks Italy only 30th, two positions low-
er than in 2022. This places the country below
the EU average, reflecting a persistent hesitation
among Italian enterprises to adopt technological
innovations at an early stage, including Al solu-
tions. The index evaluates performance across
five key dimensions: human capital, financial
resources, ecosystem attractiveness, innovation
ecosystem, ecosystem effectiveness. According
to the index data, one of Italy’s most pressing
challenges lies in the weakness of its human
capital, largely attributable to insufficient invest-
ment in education and research (Ambrosetti -
The European House, 2025).

In this context, the communicative dimension
plays a particularly significant role (Ertem Eray
& Cheng, 2025). In SMEs, communication ac-
tivities frequently overlap with marketing and
advertising functions due to their limited or-
ganizational size. Indeed, this area represents a
strategic entry point for the introduction of Al
By applying AI solutions to communication,
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SMEs can experiment in a relatively low-risk
environment, testing automation, personaliza-
tion, and data-driven insights. Such initiatives
not only enhance the effectiveness of communi-
cation but also elevate its strategic importance
within the broader organizational ecosystem
(Kelm & Johann, 2025).

Furthermore, one perspective that has recently
attracted scholarly attention in the internation-
al context concerns the role of media narratives:
public discourses about Al, particularly those
emphasizing its potential impact on employ-
ment, may shape managerial perceptions and
influence the pace of Al adoption in SMEs (Itte-
faq et al., 2025; Schwarz & Faj, 2024).

Methods & Research Questions

This study is part of a broader research project
(IATI), funded by the Italian Ministry of En-
terprises and Made in Italy (MIMIT, Direzione
Generale per il Digitale e le Telecomunicazioni,
ItalianGovernment) and aims to investigate the
challenges posed by Al for Italian micro, small,
and medium-sized enterprises, with a specific
focus on perceptions related to communication
and public relations functions.

The empirical data were collected in July 2024
through 200 CATI (Computer-Assisted Tele-
phone Interviewing) surveys conducted by
research institute IPSOS. The sample is repre-
sentative of the national population of Italian
micro/SMEs and includes C-level executives
(CEOs, General Managers, and Entrepreneurs).
Interviewees were selected based on geograph-
ical distribution, company size, and industri-
al sector, with particular attention to industry/
manufacturing, commerce, construction, and
business or personal services. Geographically,
respondents were distributed across Italy to cap-
ture regional variations: 25% in the North East,
33% in the North West, 21% in the Center, and
21% in the South and Islands. The questionnaire,
consisted of 21 closed-ended questions, was de-
signed to assess managers awareness and per-
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ceptions of Al adoption.

The study addresses three main research ques-

tions:

o RQ1 What challenges do C-level managers
in Italian SMEs perceive in adopting Al solu-
tions, and how do these differ between adopt-
ers and non-adopters?

o RQ2 Which business functions are considered
most impacted by Al, and how do these per-
ceptions vary depending on whether Al has
already been adopted, particularly in the area
of communication?

« RQ3 How do Italian C-level managers inter-
pret media narratives concerning AI's impact
on employment?

Results and Discussion

The study highlights that Italian SMEs appear to
operate within homophilous systems and show
greater resistance to innovation. In particular,
companies that have not adopted AI highlight
two main obstacles: the high cost of develop-
ing internal human capital (152 responses) and
employees’ limited adaptability to digital or
technological innovation (142). Interestingly,
these barriers are not exclusive to non-adopters.
Among companies that have already introduced
AT solutions, similar difficulties persist—albeit
to a lesser extent—especially concerning em-
ployees’ adaptability (14 responses) and the on-
going need for investment in human capital de-
velopment (12). These findings suggest that such
challenges are not confined to the pre-adoption
stage but continue to shape SMEs’ experience
throughout the implementation process.

These results resonate with recent studies em-
phasizing the lack of Al-related competencies
within SMEs as a key limiting factor (Chatterjee
et al., 2022). The perception of Al as a complex
and resource-intensive technology appears to
amplify concerns about workforce preparedness
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Figure 1 Main Barriers to Al adoption among SMEs; Base= 200, absolute numbers.

and long-term sustainability. This also points to
a broader need for external support systems (i.e.
training programs, incentives, and shared infra-
structure) capable of alleviating the burden on
smaller companies.

The structural gap identified is also consistent
with the Teha Global Innosystem Index 2025,
which highlights similar obstacles in different
contexts, thereby reinforcing the robustness of
these findings. According to the European In-
novation Scoreboard 2024, Italy falls within
the “Moderate Innovators” category, reflecting
its low talent mobility and limited digital skills
compared to other European countries. The rel-
atively weak private and public investment in
innovation and the commercialization of new
ideas is another important constraint. Consis-
tently, the third major weakness identified by
the C-level executives surveyed concerns inad-
equate internal infrastructure and insufficient
funding (131 responses).

These concerns reflect both organizational and
environmental constraints—two dimensions

commonly associated with the TOE framework
(Tornatzky & Fleischer, 1990)—confirming that
both internal readiness and structural limitations
are crucial in AI adoption decisions. In light of
these findings, the social system of Italian SMEs
cannot currently be considered heterophilous—
that is, a system that readily embraces change or
adopts innovations with relative ease. Nonethe-
less, it is crucial to recognize that social systems
are dynamic rather than fixed; shifts in organi-
zational culture, investment in human capital,
or external pressures could facilitate a gradual
move toward greater openness to innovation in
the future.

Turning to the perceived opportunities, par-
ticularly in relation to business functions most
impacted by Al, communication emerges as
a strategic entry point. Across the sample, the
area most frequently cited as potentially benefit-
ing from Al is “communication and marketing”
with 42 mentions among non-adopters and 11
among adopters. Those who have already imple-
mented Al tools confirm the relevance of this
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Figure 2: Business Areas Where Al Has the Greatest Impact. Base= total, absolute numbers.

area—suggesting that communication functions
may serve as a low-risk and high-visibility area
for innovations. In fact, among the 29 compa-
nies that have adopted Al solutions, 11 have im-
plemented them in the field of communication.
Indeed, the adoption of Al in communica-
tion activities is gradually reshaping organi-
zational flows and processes, as well as stra-
tegic approaches, with potential implications
for competitiveness (laia et al., 2024; Zerfass et
al., 2024). Moreover, studies also suggest that
AT applications may enhance stakeholder and
employee engagement, while contributing to a
more effective management of customer expe-
rience through the collection and interpretation
of direct feedback (Buhmann, 2023; Zerfass et
al., 2020).

C-level executives who have implemented Al in
the communications sector are predominant-
ly located in Northern Italy, particularly with-
in the ‘Personal and Business Services sector.
This finding aligns with the analysis of second-
ary data, which reveals that opinion leaders and

early adopters are predominantly concentrated
in Northern districts (Eurostat, 2025). Italy itself
represents a complex case, with the business sys-
tem more heavily concentrated in the Northern
regions, where technological, business, and oth-
er forms of innovation are predominantly locat-
ed (Regional Innovation Scoreboard, 2025).

Notably, no micro-enterprises appear in this
group, confirming what existing literature sug-
gests: that organizational size remains a key en-
abler of AI adoption (Gregory et al., 2023; Kelm
& Johann, 2025). The data show a tendency for
larger companies to implement Al in marketing
and communication more often, supporting the
idea that more structured organizations are bet-
ter equipped—both financially and operation-
ally—to integrate new technologies. It is wide-
ly acknowledged that SMEs tend to encounter
greater challenges in pursuing technological in-
novation compared to larger companies (Ameen
etal.,, 2022).

However, expectations for future growth in this
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Figure 3 C-Levels’ Perception of Mass Media Discourse on Al; Base=total; percentages values.

area remain cautious. Despite the perceived
strategic relevance of communication, 74% of
respondents indicated that they do not find Al
solutions in marketing particularly useful at this
stage. This scepticism likely stems from the still
limited implementation of such technologies
among SMEs, and reflects broader concerns
around their practical utility, return on invest-
ment, and the complexity of integration—chal-
lenges widely recognized in the literature as key
obstacles for SMEs approaching Al adoption
(Wirtz et al., 2018).

After considering both the perceived barriers to
AT adoption and the strategic relevance of com-
munication functions, the focus shifts to a more
cultural and discursive dimension of the phe-
nomenon. Specifically, the third research ques-
tion (RQ3) focuses on how high-level Italian
executives perceive media narratives regarding
AT’s impact on employment.

Survey results indicate that many C-level man-
agers—particularly those whose companies have
already adopted Al solutions—perceive the tone

of media narratives as predominantly negative,
especially regarding employment risks. A sub-
stantial portion of respondents agreed that the
media tend to overemphasize the potential for
job loss, reinforcing a negative framing of AI’s
social impact. Among adopters, only 20% (6 out
of 29) disagreed with this assessment, suggesting
that exposure to Al tools within their companies
does not necessarily lead to a reassessment of
public narratives.

This discrepancy contrasts with most academic
studies, which show that media coverage of Al
tends to be largely positive or industry-oriented,
often promoting innovation, growth, and com-
petitiveness (Chuan et al., 2019; Fast & Horvitz,
2017; Schwarz & Faj, 2024). It may be partially
explained by the limited self-reported expertise
of many respondents in Al, as shown earlier in
the findings.

Conclusion

This study has provided an overview of how Ital-
ian micro, small, and medium-sized enterpris-
es (SMEs) are approaching to Al adoption and
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integration, particularly in the communication
sector.

Despite still limited overall implementation,
there is growing recognition of Al strategic po-
tential. Communication activities, often over-
lapping with marketing and customer service in
smaller companies (Kelm & Johann, 2025), has
emerged as a pioneering field for experimenta-
tion, particularly in Italian medium-sized com-
panies and service-oriented sectors.

Nonetheless, significant structural barriers
continue to affect AI adoption in Italian SMEs.
These barriers can be understood at both the or-
ganizational and individual level, according to
the TOE model (Tornatzky & Fleischer, 1990).
At the organizational level, the external environ-
ment—including governance, regulations, and
strategic orientations—shapes the conditions in
which companies operate and influences their
capacity to adopt new digital technologies. Find-
ings from this study has indeed stated that C-lev-
el executives consider insufficient infrastructure
and persistent technological gaps as the primary
obstacles to progress and innovation in their or-
ganizations.

At the individual level, adoption depends on
personal competence, self-confidence, and emo-
tional attitudes (Sartori & Bocca, 2023). These
factors relate to the technological dimension of
the TOE framework and are especially relevant
in the context of discontinuous technological
change: while AI offers opportunities for im-
provement, it can also rapidly render existing
technological and human skills obsolete (Tush-
man & Anderson, 1986). This dual challenge is
reflected in the cultural resistance and uncer-
tainty reported in our research by many exec-
utives, highlighting the difficulty of adapting to
fast-evolving technologies.

Empirical insights suggest that successful Al
adoption requires not only addressing structural
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and technological limitations within the organi-
zational environment but also managing the hu-
man dimension of change. Companies that can
navigate both fronts effectively are more likely to
transform Al into a driver of innovation rather
than a source of hesitation. These concerns ap-
pear to be reinforced by media narratives, which
are widely perceived as negative or alarmist, de-
spite the literature suggesting a more optimistic
or business-oriented tone in AI coverage. This
misalignment highlights the importance of dig-
ital literacy: in line with the science communi-
cation deficit model (Scheufele & Lewenstein,
2005) and the media hostile effect (Choi et al,,
2009), limited knowledge can lead to selective
interpretations of complex topics like Al further
inhibiting its adoption.

In this sense, Al becomes not only a techno-
logical object, but also a symbolic one, through
which broader uncertainties about the future
of work are negotiated. As noted in the emerg-
ing technologies literature (Beck & Vowe, 1995;
Scheufele & Lewenstein, 2005), media narratives
not only reflect innovation but actively partici-
pate in its social construction.

For SMEs navigating digital transformation with
limited resources, such narratives can amplify
concerns rather than alleviate them, especially
when the practical benefits of Al remain inac-
cessible or abstract.

The barriers identified, alongside the negative
media framing of AT’'s impact on employment,
suggest that Italian SMEs currently exhibit ho-
mophilous social structures—networks charac-
terized by similarity and internal reinforcement.
However, this trajectory could shift if more at-
tention is given to investing in specialized hu-
man capital, which may nurture heterophilous
opinion leaders and thereby catalyse innovation.

Given the exploratory nature of this study, sever-
al directions emerge for future research.
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First, a methodological expansion is needed: in-
tegrating in-depth interviews, for instance with
communication professionals and middle man-
agers, could offer richer insight into how Al is
concretely reshaping internal workflows, rede-
fining professional roles, and influencing stra-
tegic communication practices within SMEs.
While the survey has helped map key percep-
tions and trends, a qualitative approach would
allow for a more nuanced exploration of per-
sonal and organizational realities. At the same
time, cross-sectoral and cross-national compar-
isons could help assess the extent to which the
patterns observed among Italian SMEs reflect
broader structural or cultural dynamics. Ex-
ploring similar phenomena in other national
contexts or industrial sectors not covered by this
study would better clarify whether the barriers
and opportunities identified here are specific to
the Italian economic and regulatory landscape,
or part of a wider trend in the integration of Al
within small and medium enterprises.

Another critical area deserving further inves-
tigation is the development of Al-related com-
petences within SMEs. Beyond questions of
technological infrastructure, there is a growing
awareness that human skills remain central to
the effective and ethical use of Al tools. Future
studies should therefore focus on identifying
the core competencies required to navigate and
manage Al systems across different organiza-
tional levels. Rather than replacing human roles,
AT adoption demands new forms of oversight,
interpretive ability, and critical awareness—es-
pecially in smaller enterprises where digital lit-
eracy may be unevenly distributed (Gregory et
al., 2023; Annapureddy et al., 2025).

Finally, the strategic role of communication it-
self should be explored in greater depth. As this
study has shown, communication is often among
the first sectors where Al tools are introduced,
together with marketing and customer care. Fu-
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ture research should examine the ways in which
automation and augmentation are reshaping the
responsibilities and expectations of communica-
tion functions within resource-limited organiza-
tional contexts, such as SMEs.

Indeed, although the findings are exploratory,
they suggest that communication serves not
only as a space for early Al adoption but also as
a potential driver of broader cultural and oper-
ational change. Therefore, supporting SMEs in
cultivating an Al-oriented culture and fostering
trust in emerging technologies may be crucial to
unlocking AT’s transformative potential.
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