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Executive Summary

AI has transitioned from being optional to essential. However,  
for midcap and founder-led companies, it may not be immediately 
critical. These businesses operate in a challenging environment—
driven by the need for growth, functioning with limited resources, 
and faced with budget constraints. An ill-considered approach  
to AI can squander funds, while a well-planned strategy can yield 
significant advantages.

Therefore, this paper begins with a fundamental belief: AI holds 
value only when applied deliberately, targeting the appropriate 
areas of the business, and executed in a logical order.

Business leaders often find themselves overwhelmed by vague 
discussions about AI’s potential, lacking clear direction on how 
to initiate its implementation and understand its relevance to 
their operations. Orchid Black helps leaders grasp not only what 
to create but also the reasoning behind it, along with the timing 
and location for execution. We believe that the initial decision 
regarding AI should prioritize strategy over technical details.

This paper presents a straightforward, evidence-based 
approach to realizing AI value. Orchid Black assists companies 
in transitioning from hype to suitability—ensuring that AI is 
intentionally integrated into existing business systems rather 
than simply added as an appealing feature. We support you in 
evolving from curiosity to capability while keeping a focus on your 
financial outcomes. AI should serve as a trusted advisor that helps 
your team perceive more clearly and act more decisively.

Like a co-pilot, it does not substitute your expertise but rather 
amplifies it. When utilized properly, AI enables teams to rapidly 
comprehend data, pinpoint critical elements, and make quicker, 
more informed decisions. Nevertheless, achieving success starts 
with executing the right actions in the appropriate sequence, 
customized to your specific circumstances.

What Business Leaders Need to Know

For many midcap executives, discussions about AI are both 
daunting and somewhat empty. There’s an abundance of noise—
news articles, startup proposals, and pressure from boardrooms—

but very little meaningful insight. What’s often lacking is a 
concrete, real-world grasp of how AI manifests in operations: 
what implementation entails, where it provides value, and how 
to steer clear of pitfalls. In organizations without extensive 
tech infrastructure or large teams of analysts, leaders require a 
practical framework for understanding AI and the initial steps to 
engage with it

In midcap carve-outs and founder-led companies, the emphasis 
is frequently on developing streamlined, efficient systems 
that facilitate growth while avoiding unnecessary complexity. 
Growth in these environments must be intentional. Each system, 
process, and tool must justify its existence. AI plays a particularly 
advantageous role here as a targeted accelerator—assisting in 
unlocking capacity, removing bottlenecks, or improving insights 
in already crucial business areas.

AI encompasses a variety of technologies that gather, analyze, 
and respond to data. Its true potential is found in what we refer  
to as the intelligence layer, which serves as the link between  
your systems, data, and personnel, enhancing insight, actions, 
and flexibility.

Here are six essential insights for pragmatic leaders aiming  
to quickly harness intelligence:

1. AI Elevates Decision-Making Within Your Business. 
Once viewed as an intelligence layer—a framework that 
enhances how your business perceives, decides, and adapts—
Leverage it as a decision engine operating above your current 
workflows, seamlessly integrating data and refining team 
judgment. It doesn’t replace your team but rather enhances 
their capacity to make informed decisions more swiftly.  
When utilized effectively, it’s akin to boosting your 
organization’s judgment and responsiveness.

2.  There Are Different Species of AI.

• Machine Learning (ML) analyzes data to identify patterns 
and generate predictions. 

• Generative AI produces entirely new content, such as text, 
code, and images. 

A wealth of information  
creates a poverty of attention.
Herbert A. Simon
AI PIONEER & DECISION SCIENTIST
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• Agentic AI links decisions and operates autonomously. 
Each type serves a purpose, but not all businesses require 
every kind.

3. AI Speeds Up Assimilation and Insight.   
Whether it’s analyzing contracts, summarizing meetings, 
or forecasting demand, AI manages more data than any 
team can effectively process. It turns confusion into clear 
insights—and those insights into actionable decisions. 
This is where its intelligence layer genuinely revolutionizes 
operations.

4. Your Data Doesn’t Need to Be Flawless.  
It Just Needs to Flow. Numerous midcap leaders think 
that disorganized data renders them unqualified, but that 
isn’t true. The crucial aspect is the ability to share insights 
smoothly across teams and systems. Our method often starts 
with establishing enough structure to initiate the process.

5. You Don’t Need to Build From Scratch. 
The market offers a variety of modular AI capabilities that 
can integrate into your technology stack. The essential factor 
is aligning the tools with workflows and understanding when 
to build, buy, borrow, or automate.

6. AI Adoption Without Fit Fails. 
The main reason AI implementation falters is not due  
to technical issues, but rather operational ones. Leaders 
often do not specify ownership, define success metrics,  
or determine how it integrates with the business processes. 
Orchid Black assists clients in prioritizing ‘fit” initially, 
before introducing additional layers for scaling.

In the end, AI provides maximum value when its functions 
are closely aligned with your business goals and strategically 
embedded in your organization’s operations. Identifying 
areas where it adds value, establishing success metrics, and 
determining how it works alongside your team transforms AI from 
an idea into a practical asset.

The Mirage of Simplicity

Today, AI is frequently marketed as a simple plug-and-play 
solution. Vendors guarantee immediate increases in productivity 
or extraordinary customer insights. However, true AI integration 
resembles the process of adding a nervous system to your 
business rather than just downloading an application.

It requires:

• Structured, connected data (even if not perfect)

• Clear decision rights for ownership and change

• Workflow integration that supports, not disrupts

The reality is that companies waste resources pursuing AI 
prematurely or inappropriately. This phenomenon is known  
as the “Mirage of Simplicity.” Orchid Black is dedicated to helping 
clients sidestep these pitfalls by establishing the right fit initially 
and then scaling accordingly.

 

Rebuild with Intention:  
Precision in the Build–Operate Phase

For midcap carve-outs and founder-led ventures, the emphasis is 
not on dismantling but on thoughtful development and strategic 
operation. Growth in these environments requires intentionality. 
Every system, process, and tool must justify its existence. This is 
where AI shines—not through sweeping changes, but by serving 
as a precise catalyst when necessary.

However, there’s a key difference: AI operates differently from 
traditional infrastructure. You aren’t continually constructing it 
from scratch, nor do you always purchase it in bulk. Instead, you 
assess how and where it fits within your organization using three 
primary criteria:

1. Is it core to your differentiation? 
If the task significantly contributes to your value 
proposition—such as providing unique customer 
recommendations or developing a novel underwriting 
model—it could be beneficial to build or customize AI 
internally. However, for more common tasks (like email 
summarization or invoice coding), consider purchasing  
or integrating existing solutions into your current tools.

2. Does it fit your operating rhythm? 
Lean companies cannot afford delays. AI solutions must 
integrate smoothly with your current workflows instead  
of introducing new ones. If a tool introduces more interfaces 
than it eliminates, it’s best to avoid it. Focus on low-friction 
enhancements rather than a complete overhaul of your 
ecosystem.

3. Can it deliver a result fast enough to test? 
AI operates on a probabilistic basis—it learns through 
experience. This means its value increases through 
experimentation, feedback, and iteration. Focus on use  
cases where you can observe outcomes within 30 to 90 days.  
Quick feedback loops foster trust and enable cumulative 
gains over time.

This isn’t merely an exercise in “AI strategy.” It involves making 
informed, precise decisions throughout your build and operate 
phases—seeing AI as a component of your infrastructure rather 
than a defining feature. Utilize it to gain leverage in areas where 
human resources are limited, integrate it into routine processes, 
and track its impact. When implemented effectively, AI doesn’t 
appear as a radical change. It resembles steady momentum.

Readiness Before ROI

Through our research and experiences, we’ve encountered 
companies eager to experiment with advanced tools without 
laying the essential groundwork first. This situation is akin  
to trying to install solar panels while the roof remains unrepaired. 
While AI readiness doesn’t demand perfect systems, it does 
necessitate a candid evaluation of capabilities:

Data Integration: Can insights flow seamlessly across teams,  
or are they confined to spreadsheets?

Decision Ownership: Who has the mandate to lead a digital shift?
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Regulatory Posture: Have you assessed your industry’s 
compliance obligations?

Tech Flexibility: Will new tools snap into place or snap your  
teams in two?

Talent Enablement: Are your people curious and empowered,  
or fearful and fatigued?

Budget Contingency: Can you afford to experiment and iterate?

These questions serve a dual purpose: they are diagnostic while 
also exposing the organization’s posture. Readiness is not a 
fixed point; rather, it exists along a continuum. Consequently, 
grasping your current position is vital before commencing any 
development.

Intelligence, Not Infrastructure

In the early days of cloud computing, companies were told to 
“migrate everything.” Today, we know better. The same principle 
applies to AI. You don’t need to build an AI lab to get AI benefits.

Instead, focus on embedding intelligence  
into what already works:

• Let CRM tools autofill and categorize notes

• Layer AI into your financial models to detect anomalies

Use generative tools to create first drafts of contracts, not  
final versions. AI should feel like an upgrade to your judgment, 
not a replacement.

Final Thought: Make AI a Fit, Not a Fantasy

AI isn’t exclusive to tech giants or ambitious startups. When 
implemented correctly, it serves as a valuable tool for efficient 
and intelligent growth, especially for businesses that cannot 
afford to waste time, experience delays, or face distractions. 

The optimal use of AI begins with clear definitions: identifying 
what requires enhancement, determining what should remain 
human-driven, and understanding which outcomes genuinely 
make a difference. The successful companies will not be the 
fastest; instead, they will be the ones that prioritize purposeful 
development, disciplined testing, and focused operations. 

The future favors those who align ambition with fit.

Where to Begin: A Decision Tree, Not a Roadmap

In contrast to enterprise AI initiatives that typically start with 
broad transformational goals, most midmarket companies focus 
on achieving small, impactful victories. For these companies, 
adopting AI is less about enhancing capabilities and more about 
reducing obstacles. We suggest reframing the process as a 
branching logic rather than a linear journey: 

 

 
   

WHAT PROBLEM ARE YOU 
SOLVING?

WHERE IS YOUR DATA?

WHAT KIND OF OUTPUT 
DO YOU NEED?

WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK 
LIKE IN 90 DAYS?

EXAMPLE 
ENTRY POINTS

Forecasting 
demand

Reducing human 
rework

Personalizing 
outreach

Centralized Fragmented External Source

Centralized Fragmented External Source

Fewer steps Better visibility Faster execution

AI-summarized 
sales notes

Inventory 
forecasting

Customer 
support triage
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Joo Serk Lee 
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Patrick Cox 
Chief of Staff, Business Strategist 
 
Patrick supports early-stage companies by turning market 
signals into focused strategies for execution and growth.
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About Orchid Black

Orchid Black specializes in facilitating growth transformation 
for founder-led and mid-cap companies. We connect ambition 
with action by providing both strategic insight and operational 
strength. Our involvement in AI strategy isn’t about promoting 
the technology; rather, it’s about integrating it thoughtfully into 
the systems, processes, and leadership rhythms that create value.

Whether you require support in assessing readiness, evaluating 
vendors, or testing a use case, we bring grounded expertise and a 
pragmatic partnership. We don’t merely advise you to use AI; we 
help you determine how—and if—you should.

CASE STUDY 
OWL: Building an Intelligence Layer  
for Smarter Retail

Context: 
StrainBrain, a cannabis retail tech company, had a vision: help 
dispensaries guide customers toward better-fit products through 
intelligent recommendations. But their initial approach required 
manual research to tag products—slow, costly, and hard to scale.

Challenge: 
With every dispensary having thousands of products—many  
with vague or inconsistent metadata—StrainBrain needed  
a way to consistently understand and match products to 
consumer preferences without hiring an army of analysts. 

What Orchid Black Did: 
Orchid Black assembled a cross-functional team to assist 
StrainBrain in developing what became OWL: an intelligence 
layer that automated the processes of research, tagging, and 
insight generation using AI. We transformed a manual method 
(known as “Owen,” the human tagger) into an automated AI 
pipeline driven by large language models and carefully crafted 
prompts. 

This system absorbed strain data, third-party reviews, and brand 
descriptions to create structured product profiles. We integrated 
this into a workflow that enabled daily inventory updates—
promoting sustainability rather than just a one-time solution.

Outcome: 
Product recommendation coverage saw a significant increase, 
shifting from partial tagging to almost full inventory coverage 
across dispensaries. The time to value for onboarding new stores 
has decreased significantly. OWL evolved into a robust, self-
enhancing layer that adapts seamlessly across retailers.

Why It Matters:

This was not an “AI initiative”; instead, it was a business 
initiative enabled by AI. OWL did not disrupt operations;  
it seamlessly improved them. Orchid Black provided more than 
just AI expertise—we offered operational clarity, focus, and 
efficiency. This is the approach we apply to all our clients.

Whether you’re exploring your first use case or rethinking  
an existing initiative, our team is here to help you make smart, 
confident moves.

Contact us to schedule a Value Creation Assessment:
info@orchid.black
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