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Executive Summary

HandiFox surveyed small-business owners in April. Seventy percent said they expect to grow this
year. Forty-six percent are still counting inventory by hand. Eighty-one percent said technology is
critical to growth. Fifty-six percent said the learning curve was the reason they had not adopted

any of it.

Those four numbers describe a readiness gap. The owners who close it in 2026 will not be the
ones who spent the most on software. They will be the ones who understood their own operations

well enough to know which tools were worth buying in the first place.

I have spent thirty years advising businesses on technology and operations. The conversations in
a twelve-person office are not meaningfully different from the conversations in a twelve-thousand-
person headquarters. What goes wrong with a technology decision does not change with company

size. The size only changes the bill when it does.

I. Where Technology Fails

Most owners I work with hold two beliefs in tension. They know technology matters to their
growth, and they remember that adopting it last time was harder than the vendor said it would be.
Both beliefs are right, and every technology decision the owner makes has to reckon with both of

them at once.

The pattern by now is familiar. Setup runs three times longer than planned. Training surprises
everyone. The new system never quite fits the workflow it was supposed to support, and so it gets
underused, kept running alongside the old system, or quietly abandoned. The next conversation

about an upgrade starts at a disadvantage, because the team has not forgotten the last one.

I see the same failure mode in firms of every size. A company buys a CRM and never redesigns
the sales workflow. Another automates invoicing without touching the approval chain that delays
payment by three weeks. They install software around an existing process without changing
anything about the process itself. Six months later the owner is staring at the subscription bill and

asking what the platform actually delivered.

The honest answer is that nobody looked at how the work moved before money got committed
to changing it. The CRM in that scenario is doing exactly what a CRM does. It was bought to fit

the workflow that existed at purchase, not the workflow the business needs in order to grow.

The fault is structural rather than operational. Software vendors sell features. Purchase decisions

get made on feature comparison. Nobody on the vendor side is paid to ask whether the underlying
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process is sound, and most owners do not have the time or the framework to ask it themselves.

The outcome is predictable, and I see some version of it almost every week.

The businesses that avoid the trap are the ones that look at how the work moves before they
spend a dollar on anything that touches it. It is not glamorous work, and it is not what the vendor
will suggest. But it is the difference between a technology investment that pays back and one that

doesn't.

II. What Getting It Wrong Costs

When implementation fails, the cost shows up in four places. Three of them are not on any line

item the owner is tracking.

Money

A bad implementation does not just overshoot the initial budget. It bleeds for months afterward
in workarounds, parallel systems, outside consultants brought in to clean things up, and the
monthly subscription that gets paid whether the platform is delivering value or not. Six months
after a go-live that did not quite go, the real cost is two or three times the original sticker price,

and most of it is buried in line items nobody is reconciling.

Opportunity

A team that is firefighting a botched system is not building anything. The customer who walked
in on a Tuesday and got handed off three times is the customer who does not come back next
quarter. The product enhancement that was supposed to ship at year-end goes out two quarters
late. None of this shows up on an invoice. It shows up on the income statement eventually, in a

form that is hard to attribute back to the implementation that caused it.

Trust

One bad implementation and the team begins treating every subsequent change with skepticism.
Users find workarounds, and the workarounds become permanent. The next technology purchase
encounters quiet resistance, not because the team is opposed to technology but because the last
time leadership promised an easier life, the team got a harder one. A team that has been through
three changes executed well will accept the fourth with little friction. A team that has been through
one bad change will resist the next five. The difference between those two teams is not the people;

it is what they have been through.
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Time

Time is the cost no one budgets for. An hour spent recovering from something that should have
been prevented is an hour that did not go into anything productive, and time has compounding
properties that money does not. The hour lost this week becomes the deadline missed next week,
which becomes the project pushed into the following quarter. Two months of firefighting does
not cost two months of progress. It costs a full quarter of momentum and a team that is tired

before the actual work begins.

The operators I have worked with who plan for these costs in advance are not pessimists. They
have just watched the four failures play out enough times to know that none of them is

hypothetical, and that all four are the default when no one is paying attention.

I1I. Cost Structure as Competitive Advantage

The discipline that decides whether a technology purchase pays back is the same discipline that
decides whether a business absorbs a cost shock or gets squeezed by one. In both cases, the
question is whether the owner mapped what was actually there before something new landed on
top of it. An owner who did not look at the sales workflow before installing a CRM is, more often
than not, the same owner who has not looked at his cost structure before the price of diesel moves.

The shock arrives, and nothing about how to respond to it has been worked out in advance.

Eatlier this year offered a clean illustration. CPI came in at 3.3 percent year-over-year in March.
Gasoline rose 21.2 percent in a single month, the largest one-month increase since the Bureau of
Labor Statistics began tracking the series in 1967. Core inflation moved only 0.2 percent. The
underlying economy was not running hot. It was an energy shock, and it hit different businesses

very differently.

The financial press spent that week on what the print meant for the Fed. For most small
businesses, that was not the relevant question. The relevant question was what showed up the
following Tuesday on the freight invoice, the utility bill, and the vendor price sheet that had not
looked that way the prior quarter. Any business that moves physical product, or relies on someone

who does, felt the shock immediately. Most of them had not modeled for it.

Whether a business absorbed the move or got crushed by it came down to whether the owner
knew the cost structure well enough to recognize what was moving and why. The owner who did
saw the surcharge coming before the invoice arrived and had already decided what to do about it.
The owner who did not was reacting. The difference had nothing to do with capital, scale, or
sophistication. It came down to whether the work of understanding cost had been done in

advance. Readiness for a technology change works the same way.
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That is a process discipline, and it has the same shape whether the change is internal or external.
Every business has a cost structure, written down or not. The question is whether the owner can
answer a few basic questions on the spot. What are the top five cost categories as a percentage of
revenue? Which are fixed, which scale with volume, and which are pegged to external prices the
owner does not control? If the largest of them moved twenty percent next month, in either
direction, what would the owner do? Most owners I meet have never sat down to write the
answers. The ones who have are running the business; the ones who have not are responding to
it.

Technology purchases sit inside the same framework. When a software decision adds eight
hundred dollars a month to the subscription line, the question is not whether eight hundred dollars
is meaningful in isolation. It is what those eight hundred dollars displace, what they enable, and
how they fit the cost structure the business is trying to build. The owners who can answer that on
the spot are usually the same ones who can answer the diesel question on the spot. Both answers

come from the same prior work.

IV. Leadership During Operational Change

Technology implementations are rarely just technology implementations. They are reorganizations
with software involved. Workflows change, roles shift, and people who used to be indispensable
discover that the task they were indispensable for has been automated. People who were peripheral

discover that their workflow is now central.

What sinks more implementations than any technical problem is the communication vacuum
around the people whose work has changed shape. The new system goes live, and an employee
who used to own a critical step in the old workflow now does that step differently, or no longer
owns it at all. The rest of the team watches and waits for leadership to explain what the new
arrangement is. When no one explains it, they draw their own conclusions, and the conclusions

are almost always worse than what actually happened.

Owners do not owe the team the strategic detail behind the change. Vendor selection, budget, and
internal politics do not need to be on the table. What owners do owe is a clear picture of how the
day-to-day is different now, and who is doing what going forward. Here is what your role looks
like under the new system. Here is what we are asking you to learn. Here is how we will know it
is working. That is enough, and the team will absorb a great deal of disruption as long as that

picture is in front of them.

I have watched this dynamic at every scale I have worked at, from the four-person practice up

through the regional employer with two thousand people on payroll. The size never changes the
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rule. What matters is whether the people on the receiving end of the change know what they are
supposed to do once it has happened. If they do not, they fill the vacuum with whatever
assumption frightens them most, and that assumption operates as the truth until someone at the

top speaks.

Transparency in this context is narrow. It is the message that the team mattered enough to be told
something. Teams can absorb the departure of a key contributor, the replacement of an old
platform, a vendor transition, a strategic reorganization. What they cannot absorb is the feeling

that leadership did not think they deserved to be informed.

The owners who execute change well share one habit. They communicate early, they communicate
often, and they communicate in language anyone in the building can understand. They are not
selling the new platform; they are keeping the team oriented while the building moves around
them. It is the hardest part of the job, in my experience, and it is the part that separates change

that gets finished from change that stalls midway and never quite ends.

V. Preparation

Seneca wrote that luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity. The phrase has been
worn down by repetition. The part most people drop is the part that still holds: preparation is the

half you control.

In a small business, the opportunities that matter rarely give advance notice. A customer who was
about to go to a competitor walks in. A vendor offers a discount in exchange for a longer term. A
regulatory window opens and closes again within six months. An employee with exactly the right
skill set becomes available at exactly the right moment. These happen to every business. The only

question is whether the business is in a position to act on them when they do.

Being ready is a small stack of conditions that all have to be true at the same time. Systems that
work. A team that understands the process well enough to execute without waiting for instruction.
A cost structure clear enough that the owner can price a new piece of business on the spot. A
technology stack that is not getting in the way. And slack in the operation, because a business

running flat out has no room to absorb anything new.

The firms that grow in 2027 will be the ones that spent 2026 getting ready, not the ones that spent
2026 waiting for an easier environment. The environment is not going to improve on its own.
Energy prices are volatile, tariff regimes keep shifting, credit is tightening, and customer behavior
is changing faster than any quarterly survey can keep up with. The owners who treat that as
background and focus instead on being ready when something breaks their way are the ones who

will look lucky at year-end.
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A Framework for Operational Readiness

These are the questions I work through with every business I advise before a technology purchase,

a meaningful cost decision, or any operational change. None of them are complicated. Almost all

of them get skipped. The businesses that answer them honestly before they act spend less on

software, recover faster from shocks, and keep more of what they build.

Before any technology purchase

What workflow is this tool supposed to improve, and what does that workflow actually
look like today?

Which steps in that workflow will change once the tool is in, and who owns each of
them?

What is the full cost of implementation, including training, parallel running, and the
houts the team will not be available for other work?

What does success look like six months after go-live, in terms we can measure?

What is the plan if the tool does not do what the vendor promised?

Before any significant cost decision

What are our top five cost categories as a percentage of revenue, and which of them
does this decision touch?

Which of our costs are fixed, which are variable, and which are tied to external prices we
do not control?

If the largest of those categories moved twenty percent next month, in either direction,
what would we do?

How does this decision affect our ability to absorb a cost shock elsewhere in the
business?

Before any operational change

Who specifically is affected by this change, and have they been told directly?
What is the plan for covering the work during the transition?

How are we communicating the change to customers, vendors, and staff who will notice
it?

What is the plan if the change takes twice as long as we expect?

What is the single clearest one-sentence description of the change, and can everyone on
the team repeat it back?
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Closing

Small businesses in 2026 are operating in conditions that do not reward experimentation. Capital
is the most expensive it has been in fifteen years. Customer acquisition costs keep climbing. Energy
is volatile, and the regulatory environment shifts quarterly. Every decision an owner makes has to

earn its place.

Most of the decisions that matter do not require more capital or more technology. They require
clarity about how work moves through the business, what it costs to run, and what happens when
something in the environment shifts. Clarity is free. It only requires the discipline to sit down and
look.

What separates the owners I have watched grow through difficult environments is the time they
put into operations that other firms put into chasing the next tool. They know their process and
they know their numbers, and they know what the team needs to hear when something shifts.
They are in a position to act when an opportunity arrives, and they absorb shocks without

scrambling. The next technology decision lands on a foundation that is already sound.

Operational readiness is the discipline that, more than any other factor, decides whether a small

business wins or loses this year, well before any money is spent on software.
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