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AI Readiness Checklist for Manufacturing SMEs

About this checklist
This checklist is designed to help manufacturing SMEs assess whether they are operationally, technically, and organisationally prepared to adopt Artificial Intelligence (AI) systems safely and responsibly.

It is intended as a practical starting point for organisations considering AI adoption within manufacturing, operational, administrative, or business support environments.

Safe AI adoption is not only a technical issue. For manufacturing SMEs, responsible AI practices can help improve operational resilience, reduce cybersecurity risks, support business continuity, and encourage safer digital transformation.

Use this checklist to support internal discussions, supplier conversations, early-stage planning, and AI adoption reviews.
1. Business & Operational Readiness
Before adopting AI systems, organisations should clearly understand the operational problem being addressed and the expected business value.
Tick each item that is currently in place:
☐A clear operational or business problem has been identified.
☐ The organisation understands the expected business value of the AI system.
☐ Operational risks and limitations have been considered.
☐ Staff understand why AI is being introduced.
☐ Expected outcomes and success measures have been discussed.
☐ AI adoption aligns with business priorities and operational needs.
2. Data & Technical Readiness
AI systems depend heavily on reliable data, secure infrastructure, and appropriate technical controls.
Tick each item that is currently in place:
☐ Reliable and accurate data is available where required.
☐ Sensitive information is appropriately protected.
☐ Cybersecurity controls have been reviewed before AI adoption.
☐ Existing systems can integrate safely with AI technologies.
☐ Access controls are appropriately managed.
☐ Software and connected systems are kept updated.
☐ Logging and monitoring processes are considered where appropriate.
3. Governance & Human Oversight
Human oversight helps organisations manage AI safely, review important outputs, and respond appropriately when issues occur.
Tick each item that is currently in place: 
☐ Internal responsibility for AI oversight has been assigned.
☐ Staff are trained to review AI outputs critically.
☐ Humans remain involved in important operational decisions.
☐ Escalation procedures exist for incorrect or unsafe AI outputs.
☐ Staff understand supplier responsibilities and limitations.
☐ Important decisions are not left entirely to automated systems.
4. Risk & Supplier Assessment
AI suppliers, platforms, and external services may introduce operational, cybersecurity, and governance risks.
Tick each item that is currently in place:
☐ Supplier security practices have been reviewed.
☐ Suppliers provide documentation and transparency.
☐ AI risks have been assessed before deployment.
☐ Incident response planning is in place.
☐ Supplier responsibilities are clearly defined.
☐ The organisation understands what data suppliers can access.
☐ Human review requirements are clearly documented.
5. Suggested Next Steps
Prioritise high-risk gaps first.
Review supplier documentation carefully.
Include cybersecurity and governance controls early.
Start with small-scale pilots before wider deployment.
Review AI systems regularly after deployment.
Revisit the checklist when systems or business processes change.


Sources
National Cyber Security Centre. Guidelines for Secure AI System Development.
https://www.ncsc.gov.uk/collection/guidelines-secure-ai-system-development

National Institute of Standards and Technology. AI Risk Management Framework (AI RMF)
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework

MadeSmarter 
https://www.madesmarter.uk/
Disclaimer
This resource provides general guidance for manufacturing SMEs considering AI adoption. Organisations should adapt the guidance to their own operational environments, systems, suppliers, and cybersecurity requirements.
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