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This inaugural white paper makes the evidence-based case for structured, credential-

based AI training over self-directed or vendor-led approaches. Drawing on Canadian

and international research, it demonstrates that organizations relying on informal AI

adoption — employees learning on their own through trial and error or vendor tutorials

— consistently achieve lower productivity gains, higher error rates, and greater

governance risk than those that invest in structured training programs. As AI tools

become embedded in everyday Canadian workplaces, informal adoption is not a

transitional phase to be managed but a structural problem to be solved.
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The Canadian Small Business AI Association (CSBAA) is a non-profit practitioner network

supporting responsible AI adoption among Canadian organizations with 10–500 employees. This

inaugural white paper reflects consultation with founding member organizations during the

summer of 2024 and a review of published Canadian and international research on workplace

AI training.
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Executive summary

Generative AI arrived in Canadian workplaces without an implementation plan. Statistics

Canada's mid-2024 business surveys put organizational adoption of generative AI in the low

double digits and climbing — but adoption measured at the organization level hides the real

story, which is individual: staff signing up for consumer AI tools on their own initiative,

learning by trial and error, and quietly folding the results into client-facing work. In

consultations with CSBAA's founding members through the summer of 2024, a consistent

picture emerged: leadership discovers the extent of AI use in their organization only when

something goes wrong.

This paper argues that informal adoption is not a phase that matures on its own. Self-taught

AI use plateaus at low-value tasks, embeds unsafe data habits, and distributes capability by

personality — the curious get better, everyone else does not. The international evidence

points the other way: controlled studies of generative AI at work show large productivity

gains that are conditional on knowing how to direct and verify the tool, and structured

instruction is how that knowledge arrives reliably. Sections 1–2 set out the problem and the

evidence; Section 3 defines what "structured" actually requires; Section 4 maps the Canadian

funding and regulatory context; Sections 5–7 give employers a business case, a program

design, and a set of recommendations — including the standards work CSBAA is

undertaking next.
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Sources: Statistics Canada business conditions surveys, 2024; Brynjolfsson et al. (2023); Dell'Acqua et al. (2023); CSBAA founding member

consultations, August 2024. See References.
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1 The informal adoption problem

Informal adoption follows a recognizable script. An employee tries a consumer AI tool at

home, finds it useful, and brings the habit to work. Colleagues notice the speed and copy the

behaviour. Within months the organization has a de facto AI practice — undocumented,

untrained, invisible to management — running through personal accounts on tools no one
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has assessed. Of CSBAA's thirty founding member organizations consulted in August 2024,

twenty-six reported exactly this pattern: meaningful staff AI use, no training program, and

in most cases no written policy either.

The costs of leaving this alone are of three kinds.

The plateau cost. Self-taught users overwhelmingly stop at the first task that works —

usually rewriting emails and summarizing documents. The higher-value applications

(structured analysis, first-draft production against a template, multi-step research with

verification) require technique that trial and error rarely finds: task decomposition, iterative

prompting, and systematic checking. Informal adopters do not know what they do not

know, so the productivity story stalls at its shallow end.

The error cost. Untrained users systematically over-trust fluent output. The best-

documented failure is the fabricated citation — by 2024, Canadian courts had already

encountered filings with AI-invented case law, and several courts and law societies had

responded with practice directions and guidance. The same failure mode — confident,

plausible, wrong — appears in quotes, technical specifications, and client advice, where no

judge is there to catch it.

The governance cost. Every informal user makes their own data-handling decisions.

Personal information pasted into a consumer tool is a disclosure the organization is

accountable for under PIPEDA whether or not management knew — and the Office of the

Privacy Commissioner's 2023 generative AI principles make clear that regulators expect

existing privacy law to be applied to these tools now. An organization cannot follow that

expectation through staff who have never been told it exists.

The conventional management response — wait for practices to mature, then formalize what

works — fails here because the feedback that normally drives maturation is missing: AI

errors are quiet, data leakage is invisible, and the plateau looks like success. Informal

adoption is stable, not transitional. It does not fix itself.

2 Evidence for structured training outcomes

The research record on generative AI at work is young but already consistent on three points

relevant to training policy.

The gains are large — for those who can capture them. Controlled studies through 2023–24

found generative AI assistance lifting skilled-professional task performance by large

margins: consultants in a field experiment completed tasks roughly 25% faster with quality
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gains of around 40% on tasks within the tool's competence (Dell'Acqua et al., 2023);

customer-support agents with an AI assistant resolved about 14% more issues per hour, with

the largest gains among the least experienced workers (Brynjolfsson et al., 2023); writing-

task experiments showed both speed and quality improvements (Noy & Zhang, 2023).

The gains are conditional on judgment. The same field experiment documented the failure

mode: on tasks outside the tool's competence, consultants using AI were 19 percentage points

more likely to produce wrong answers — fluency masking error. The difference between

capturing the upside and inheriting the downside is knowing where the boundary sits, and

that boundary knowledge is teachable. Workers who used the tool as a collaborator to direct

and verify — rather than an oracle to obey — kept the gains without the errors.

Skill formation does not happen by osmosis. The support-agent study is the most

instructive for SMBs: its gains came from a system embedding the practices of top

performers — in effect, structured knowledge transfer. Left to individual initiative,

capability concentrates in a handful of enthusiasts. OECD analysis of employer surveys

(2023) found training the most commonly cited barrier and enabler of AI adoption;

Canadian data tell the same story from the demand side, with ICTC and Conference Board

work through 2023–24 flagging the gap between AI availability and workforce readiness as

the binding constraint for smaller firms.

The synthesis for a Canadian SMB: the productivity dividend is real, but it is paid out

through the specific, teachable behaviours of directing, bounding, and verifying the tool —

and through the confidence that comes from sanctioned, rather than covert, use. Informal

adoption delivers neither reliably. Structured training is not a compliance tax on the AI

dividend; it is the mechanism by which the dividend is collected.

CASE  SCENARIO  1  —  INSURANCE  BROKERAGE,  ONTARIO  (38  STAFF)

A founding member firm compared its two service teams in mid-2024. Team A had adopted AI

informally for a year; Team B had just completed a six-week structured course with weekly

supervised practice. Within a quarter, Team B's AI-assisted client summaries needed

materially fewer corrections at review, and its staff used AI on a wider range of tasks —

renewal analysis, coverage comparisons — that Team A had never attempted. The firm's

principal put it plainly to CSBAA's consultation: "A year of practice taught them habits. Six

weeks of training taught them judgment."

3 Defining 'structured'
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"Training" covers everything from a vendor webinar to a certified program, and the

differences determine outcomes. Structured training, as this paper uses the term, has five

properties — and most of what currently passes for workplace AI training has none of them.

PROPERTY WHAT  IT  REQUIRES WHAT  TYPICALLY  FAILS  IT

Defined outcomes Stated, observable behaviours the learner

will demonstrate — not topics the course

will "cover."

Lunch-and-learns; "intro to

AI" webinars with no

outcome statement.

Tool-agnostic core Teaches task design, verification, and data

handling as durable skills that survive any

vendor's product cycle.

Vendor tutorials — feature

tours whose shelf life is one

release, teaching the

product, not the judgment.

Supervised practice Learners work on their own organization's

real tasks with feedback — the transfer step

where skill actually forms.

Self-paced video courses:

completion without

practice, watched at 2× on a

Friday.

Assessment of

performance
Demonstration on realistic work samples —

including catching a planted flawed output

— not a recall quiz.

Multiple-choice completion

certificates.

Portable credential A verifiable record against a published

standard, meaningful to the next employer

and to funders.

In-house certificates with

no external referent — and,

as of this writing, the

absence of any Canadian

standard to refer to.

Table 1 — The five properties of structured training.

The last row is the system-level gap this paper exists to name. Vendor certificates certify

familiarity with a product; academic credentials certify theory; neither certifies the

workplace behaviours Sections 1–2 show to matter. Canada has no shared standard for

workplace AI competency — which means employers cannot specify it in job postings,

providers cannot design against it, and funding agencies cannot assess it. CSBAA regards

establishing such a standard as the central workforce task of the next two years, and returns

to it in Section 7.

4 The Canadian context
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4.1 Funding is available and underused

Canada already pays for employer-directed training; most SMBs simply do not apply. The

Canada Job Grant family of provincial programs — the Ontario Job Grant being the largest —

cost-shares third-party training for existing employees, with the employer typically

contributing a third to a half and government covering the rest up to a per-trainee cap.

Structured AI training for administrative and professional staff fits these programs' standard

eligibility pattern (an identified skills gap, an external provider, incumbent workers)

without any AI-specific carve-out. The Canada Training Credit supports employee-initiated

coursework at accredited institutions, and sector initiatives such as Upskill Canada

(launched 2023) fund technology-adoption upskilling cohorts. In CSBAA's founding member

consultations, the most common reason for not using any of these was not rejection — it was

that no one had applied.

4.2 The regulatory direction is visible

As of September 2024, Canada has no AI-specific statute in force, but the direction of travel

is legible. The proposed Artificial Intelligence and Data Act (part of Bill C-27) remains

before Parliament; the federal Voluntary Code of Conduct for advanced generative systems

(September 2023) has gathered signatories; the OPC's generative AI principles (December

2023) apply existing privacy law to AI use now; and professional regulators — most visibly

the Law Society of Ontario with its April 2024 licensee guidance — have begun stating

explicitly that professional duties cover AI-assisted work. Sector supervisors are moving

too, with OSFI consulting on updated model-risk expectations for financial institutions.

None of this requires an SMB to train its staff — yet all of it assumes a workforce that knows

what it is doing, and enforcement will not wait for that assumption to become true on

its own.

4.3 The readiness gap

Put the three pieces together and the Canadian picture is an inversion: money available,

rules arriving, workforce unprepared. Large enterprises are closing the gap with internal

academies and dedicated enablement teams — options structurally unavailable to a 40-

person firm. For SMBs, the readiness gap is a market gap: it will be closed by external

structured training aligned to funding programs, or it will not be closed at all. That is the

design brief for Sections 5–7.

5 The business case
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Informal adoption feels free because its costs arrive unlabelled. They can be made visible

with three questions any owner can answer from existing records: How much staff time

goes into correcting AI-assisted work at review? What would one AI-caused client incident

cost in remediation and relationship damage? And what is the value of the tasks your best AI

user does that the median user does not attempt? For a typical 30-person professional-

services firm, honest answers to those questions total more per year than a structured

training program costs once.

The cost side is concrete. A cohort-based structured program for ten staff — 20 to 30 hours

over six to eight weeks with supervised practice — priced at typical Canadian provider rates,

lands in the low five figures; a successful Job Grant application (Section 4.1) removes half to

two-thirds of that. Set against it, the return side compounds: review time falls because

outputs arrive verified; the task range widens because staff have been taught the techniques

informal use never finds; incident exposure drops because data handling is taught, not

guessed; and the capability stops walking out the door with one enthusiast, because it has

been distributed on purpose.

Timing favours acting now rather than waiting for the standards landscape to settle.

Training capacity is available, funding programs are open, and the regulatory documents an

SMB will eventually be measured against (Section 4.2) are already published in draft or

guidance form. The firms that train in 2024–25 will meet the eventual requirements as a by-

product; the firms that wait will meet them as a scramble.

6 What a structured program

looks like in a small organization

Structured does not mean elaborate. The reference design below is deliberately sized for an

organization of 15–100 staff with no L&D function, and it satisfies all five properties from

Table 1.
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WEEKS 1–2 ·

FOUNDATIONS

How the tools work

and fail; the

organization's data

rules; task design

and the placeholder

pattern. All staff, live

sessions.

→

WEEKS 3–6 ·

SUPERVISED

PRACTICE

Cohort works on its

own real tasks

weekly; instructor

feedback on

prompts, verification,

and where AI was

the wrong tool.

→

WEEKS 7–8 ·

ASSESSMENT

Work-sample

portfolio plus a timed

exercise containing a

planted flawed

output the candidate

must catch.

→

ONGOING · EMBED

One trained lead per

department fields

questions and

reviews AI-assisted

work; refresher at 12

months.

Figure 1 — Reference program design for a small organization.

Three design notes. Train on your own work: generic exercises produce generic skill; the

practice weeks must run on the organization's actual documents and tasks, with confidential

material handled under the organization's own data rules — which the course therefore has

to teach first. Assess the catch, not the recall: the single most predictive assessment element

is whether a candidate notices the planted flaw; it tests exactly the judgment informal

adoption fails to build. Pair training with policy: a course tells staff how; a signed policy

tells them what and whether. Organizations should stand up at least a minimal acceptable-

use policy alongside the program — CSBAA intends to publish practical governance

guidance for exactly this purpose as its framework series develops.

CASE  SCENARIO  2  —  CUSTOM  MILLWORK  MANUFACTURER,  QUÉBEC  (52  STAFF)

The estimating team had been using AI informally for proposal text for months when a quote

went out citing a lead time the shop could not meet — drafted by AI from an outdated

template, unverified. The firm ran the reference program for its eight office staff in summer

2024, bilingual delivery, funded through Québec's workforce training obligations (the 1% law

made the budget conversation short). The estimators now run every AI-assisted quote

through a verification checklist built during the practice weeks; the shop reports quote

turnaround down by a third with no repeat of the lead-time error.

7 Recommendations

For employers. Stop treating informal adoption as a pilot program. Survey what staff

actually use — with amnesty; run one structured cohort for the staff whose AI-assisted

output reaches clients; apply for the funding (Section 4.1) before assuming it is out of

reach; and put a minimal acceptable-use policy in force alongside the training, not after the

first incident.
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For training providers. Publish outcome statements, not topic lists; build supervised

practice on client work into every offering; assess with work samples and planted flaws, not

recall quizzes; and design courses to map cleanly onto Job Grant eligibility language,

because the application burden is half the adoption barrier.

For policy-makers. The funding programs work; the standard is missing. A shared, tool-

agnostic definition of workplace AI competency — specified as observable behaviours,

aligned with NOC 2021 and the Skills for Success model — would let employers post for it,

providers train to it, and agencies fund against it. CSBAA commits to contributing the

practitioner side of that work: developing a competency framework with its members and

publishing it openly as the next papers in this series.

The window matters. Habits formed in the informal-adoption years will be expensive to

retrain later, and the organizations forming good habits now will hold a durable advantage

over those that let chance decide who learned what. Structured training is how a small

organization chooses its AI capability instead of discovering it.

A Appendix A — Employer readiness checklist

Work through the items in order; each maps to a section of this paper.

Survey actual use. Ask staff what AI tools they use and for what, with amnesty declared; record the

answers. (§1)

Identify consequence roles. List the roles whose AI-assisted output reaches clients, records, or

regulators — they train first. (§2)

Screen providers against Table 1. Require outcome statements, supervised practice, and work-sample

assessment; treat feature tours as marketing, not training. (§3)

Check funding before budgeting. Confirm current Job Grant (or Québec 1% law) eligibility with the

administering agency; note application deadlines. (§4)

Cost the status quo. Answer the three questions in Section 5 from your own records before deciding

training is too expensive. (§5)

Run one cohort. Eight to twelve staff, the reference design in Figure 1, on your own work. (§6)

Put a policy in force. At minimum: approved tools, data rules, review-before-reliance, and how to report a

problem — signed by everyone trained. (§6)
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Measure something. Pick two metrics you already track (review corrections, turnaround time) and record

them before and one quarter after the cohort. (§5, §7)

B Glossary

Informal adoption. Staff-initiated AI use

without organizational training, policy, or

tool assessment.

Structured training. Training with defined

outcomes, a tool-agnostic core, supervised

practice, performance assessment, and a

portable credential (Table 1).

Credential-based. Concluding in a verifiable

record of demonstrated competency

against a published standard, portable

between employers.

Vendor tutorial. Product-specific instruction

supplied by a tool's maker; teaches features,

not judgment.

Supervised practice. Learners applying

techniques to their own organization's real tasks

with instructor feedback.

Planted flaw. A deliberately erroneous AI output

inserted into an assessment to test whether the

candidate catches it.

Hallucination. Fluent AI output that is factually

false or cites sources that do not exist.

Job Grant programs. Federal–provincial cost-

sharing programs for employer-directed training

of incumbent workers.

Québec 1% law. The Act to promote workforce skills

development and recognition, requiring employers

with payrolls over the threshold to invest 1%

in training.

Readiness gap. The distance between available AI

capability and a workforce's demonstrated ability

to use it productively and safely.
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