
Practical Steps for Small Business AI Applications
United Ceres College has released new Workforce Learning resources that offer practical
guidance for small businesses exploring narrow, safe and reviewable AI applications. The
materials present five concrete AI application ideas: a policy and FAQ finder, a draft response
organiser, a meeting action organiser, a product-information assistant, and a training quiz
helper. The guidance emphasises starting prototypes with fictional or public data and
recommends keeping a person involved to review every AI output.

The college's resources state that a suitable AI application should handle one defined task and
use authorised input. They further recommend choosing ideas where incorrect answers are
easy to identify and inexpensive to fix. The guidance also advises testing whether an
application says it does not know when its source material does not cover a question. This
approach aims to help small business owners and managers adopt AI tools in a controlled,
low-risk manner.

Understanding Narrow AI Applications
The concept of narrow AI applications is central to the guidance from United Ceres College.
Narrow AI refers to systems designed to perform a single task or a limited set of tasks, as
opposed to general AI that would be capable of any intellectual task a human can perform. For
small businesses, this focus is practical because it reduces complexity and risk. A narrow
application can be built, tested, and refined without requiring extensive technical expertise or
large budgets.

The five ideas presented in the resources are examples of narrow AI applications. Each
handles a specific function: finding policies and FAQs, organising draft responses, capturing
meeting actions, answering product questions, and generating training quizzes. By keeping
each application focused, the business can more easily verify its accuracy and limit potential
harm from errors.

Safety and Reviewability
A key theme across the resources is safety. The guidance stresses that a person must remain
in the loop to review every AI output. This human oversight is essential because AI systems
can produce plausible but incorrect answers, especially when they operate outside their
training data or when the input is ambiguous. For small business AI applications, the cost of an
error might be relatively low, but it can still damage customer trust or lead to operational
problems.

https://workforcelearning.unitedceres.edu.sg/resources/practical-ai-app-ideas-business/


The recommendation to test whether an application says it does not know when its source
material does not cover a question is a practical way to evaluate a system's honesty. Many AI
models are trained to generate responses even when they lack relevant information, which can
mislead users. A well-designed narrow application should be able to recognise its limits and
respond with uncertainty rather than a fabricated answer.

Starting with Prototypes
Another practical piece of advice from the college is to start prototypes with fictional or public
data. This approach allows a business to test the AI application's functionality and accuracy
without risking sensitive or proprietary information. It also helps the team understand how the
system behaves and where its weaknesses lie before deploying it with real customer data.

Using public data for prototyping is common in AI development. It enables rapid iteration and
debugging. For small businesses, this means they can experiment with tools like a policy finder
or a meeting organiser using sample data that mirrors their actual operations. Once the
prototype works reliably, the business can then transition to real data with more confidence.

Defined Tasks and Authorised Input
The resources specify that a suitable AI application should handle one defined task and use
authorised input. This constraint is about controlling the scope and the data source. A defined
task reduces the chance of the AI straying into areas where it might produce irrelevant or
harmful outputs. Authorised input means the system only processes data that the business
has explicitly allowed, which helps with privacy and compliance.

For example, a product-information assistant should only answer questions based on the
product database provided to it, not general web knowledge. A draft response organiser should
only work with the email templates and policies the business has approved. These boundaries
make the AI more predictable and easier to audit.

Identifying and Fixing Errors
The guidance recommends choosing ideas where incorrect answers are easy to identify and
inexpensive to fix. This is a pragmatic approach for small business AI applications. In a small
business context, resources for monitoring and correcting errors are limited. Therefore, it
makes sense to start with applications where a mistake is obvious, such as a quiz helper that
gives a wrong answer to a factual question, or a policy finder that retrieves the wrong section
of a document. These errors can be caught quickly by a human reviewer and corrected without
significant cost.



In contrast, applications where errors are subtle or have high consequences, such as a
financial forecasting tool or a customer service chatbot that handles sensitive complaints,
require more rigorous testing and oversight. The resources suggest that small businesses
should build up their AI capabilities gradually, starting with low-risk tasks.

The Role of Human Oversight
Human oversight is not just a safety net; it is also a learning tool. By reviewing AI outputs,
small business staff can understand the system's strengths and weaknesses. They can provide
feedback that improves the application over time. The resources from United Ceres College
implicitly recognise that AI adoption is a skill-building process. The person reviewing the
output becomes better at spotting errors and at crafting prompts or inputs that produce better
results.

This human-in-the-loop model is common in many AI deployments today. It balances the
efficiency gains of automation with the reliability of human judgment. For small businesses, it
means that employees do not need to be AI experts to benefit from the technology. They just
need to be willing to check the system's work.

Building Confidence Through Testing
The recommendation to test whether an application says it does not know when its source
material does not cover a question is a specific, actionable test. It goes beyond general
evaluation metrics and focuses on a behaviour that is critical for trust. If an AI system
confidently answers a question that is outside its knowledge, it can mislead the user. If it says
it does not know, the user can find the answer through other means.

This kind of testing is especially important for small business AI applications where the user
may not have deep technical knowledge. They need to trust that the system will not lead them
astray. By running simple tests with known unknowns, a business can quickly gauge whether
the application is suitable for its purposes.

Conclusion
The Workforce Learning resources from United Ceres College offer a structured, cautious
approach to adopting AI in small businesses. By focusing on narrow, safe, and reviewable
applications, they help businesses avoid common pitfalls such as over-reliance on AI, data
privacy breaches, and costly errors. The five example applications are practical starting points
that can be built upon as the business gains experience. The guidance emphasises starting
small, testing thoroughly, and keeping humans in the loop. This approach is likely to be useful
for many small businesses that want to explore AI without taking on excessive risk.


