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Abstract 
Small‑ and medium‑sized businesses (SMBs) in the United States are adopting 

customer‑relationship management (CRM) and sales‑enablement platforms at an 

accelerating pace. This report synthesizes prior deep research into a professional, 

citation‑rich narrative suitable for an AI‑in‑Economics course. It outlines the market’s 

growth and vendor landscape, assesses the industry’s developmental stage, and highlights 

data sources and analytic avenues for future study. While adoption among midsized firms is 

widespread, very small businesses still lag, leaving headroom that—combined with cloud 

delivery and AI‑powered features—continues to drive expansion. 

Introduction 
Placeholder. In a complete paper this section would ground the reader in the motivations 

for studying the U.S. SMB CRM industry, outline the role of artificial intelligence in modern 

economics, and preview the themes explored in later sections. 

Background and Definitions 
Placeholder. Definitions of key terms such as customer‑relationship management (CRM) 

and sales enablement, the characteristics of small and medium‑sized businesses, and an 

overview of the AI techniques (e.g., machine learning‑driven lead scoring, generative 

content for sales collateral) commonly embedded in modern CRM solutions would be 

provided here. 

Market Size and Growth Trends (2015–2025) 
By 2023 the U.S. CRM and sales‑enablement market for SMBs surpassed $40 billion, more 

than quadrupling over the past decade(U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 2025; Crunchbase 

2025). Adoption is near‑ubiquitous among firms with more than ten employees, whereas 

very small businesses adopt at lower rates(U.S. Census Bureau 2025). Vendors range from 

large enterprise platforms—Salesforce, Microsoft, Oracle, SAP and Adobe—to SMB‑oriented 

suites such as HubSpot, Zoho, Freshworks and Pipedrive, along with a long tail of niche tools 

offering conversational intelligence and pipeline analytics(Crunchbase 2025). Cloud 

delivery and the integration of AI‑assisted features (lead scoring, content generation, 

forecasting) have transformed CRMs into “revenue‑operations hubs” and accelerated 

diffusion(AI Index Steering Committee 2025). The chart below illustrates a sample adoption 

pattern by firm size. 



 

Figure 1: CRM Adoption by Firm Size 

 

Major Firms and Industry Landscape 

The vendor landscape reflects both concentration and diversity. Large, vertically integrated 

platforms dominate overall market share, but SMB‑focused entrants such as HubSpot have 

scaled from $115 million in revenue in 2013 to $2.63 billion by 2024, demonstrating the 

viability of serving smaller customers(Crunchbase 2025). A vibrant ecosystem of point 

solutions—conversational‑intelligence providers like Gong and Chorus, 

revenue‑intelligence suites like Clari, and AI‑driven forecasting tools—fill niche needs and 

are frequently acquired by larger players. The cumulative effect is a market where 

innovation remains high and consolidation is underway, with several unicorn‑valued 

startups indicating healthy exit opportunities(Crunchbase 2025). 

Geographic Concentration of CRM Hubs 

Supplier headquarters and talent clusters align with traditional technology hubs. 

Location‑quotient analysis from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics shows high 

concentrations of software‑publishing employment in the Bay Area, Seattle, and 

Boston/Cambridge(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2015). However, the cloud delivery 

model allows vendors to serve SMBs nationally regardless of headquarters location. 

Employment growth in CRM‑related roles mirrors the rise in vendor headcounts: for 

example, HubSpot’s workforce exceeded 8,000 employees by the end of 2024(Crunchbase 

2025). 



Data and Key Visual Evidence 
To understand the structural drivers of growth in the U.S. SMB-focused CRM and sales 

enablement industry, this report combines official government statistics with credible 

industry and AI-adoption data. The CRM adoption figure draws on technology-use statistics 

from the U.S. Census Annual Business Survey’s technology modules, supplemented by 

industry summaries that report adoption rates by firm size. Together, these sources 

consistently show higher CRM penetration among mid-sized and large firms and 

substantially lower adoption among the smallest businesses. For the AI–CRM figure, I use 

estimates of CRM market size (in billions of dollars) from software industry revenue and 

value-added series, combined with cross-industry AI adoption rates reported in recent AI 

index and survey data. These datasets allow me to connect firm-level technology adoption 

patterns with broader industry output and the diffusion of AI. 

The first visualization focuses on CRM adoption by firm size and is designed to highlight a 

key structural feature of this industry: under-penetration among very small businesses. In 

the bar chart, the x-axis groups firms into employee-size categories (≤10, 11–50, 51–250, 

251+ employees), while the y-axis reports the share of firms in each group that report using 

CRM software. The pattern is clear: CRM adoption rises sharply with firm size, from only a 

minority of very small businesses up to near-universal use among larger firms. This gap is 

economically important because it explains why the SMB CRM segment can sustain high 

growth rates—there is a large pool of potential adopters who have not yet implemented a 

system, and many of them face exactly the frictions (limited time and limited in-house IT 

capacity) that modern, cloud-based CRMs are designed to reduce. 

Figure 1. CRM adoption rises sharply with firm size, revealing a clear structural gap in the 

small-business segment. While nearly all mid-sized and large firms report using a CRM 

system, adoption among the smallest firms remains far lower. This means a large share of 

U.S. SMBs still manage customer relationships with spreadsheets, paper, or ad hoc tools. 

The wide gap between very small and larger firms helps explain why the SMB-focused CRM 

market remains in a growth stage rather than a mature one. 

The second visualization links the growth of the CRM market to the rapid diffusion of AI 

tools across firms. On the left axis, the chart plots a time series of CRM market size (or 

software-publishing value added) for the United States, measured in billions of dollars. On 

the right axis, it plots the share of organizations reporting active use of AI over the same 

period. The two lines do not prove causality, but they move together in a way that is 

economically meaningful: as firms adopt AI more broadly, CRM vendors simultaneously roll 

out AI-enabled features—predictive lead scoring, workflow automation, and conversational 

intelligence—that increase the value of CRM systems and help justify continued spending. 

Figure 2. CRM market size and AI adoption among organizations have both climbed steadily 

over the past decade, with AI usage accelerating sharply in the most recent years. As more 

firms adopt AI tools, CRM vendors are embedding AI capabilities such as predictive scoring, 

automation, and conversational intelligence into their platforms. The parallel rise of AI 



adoption and CRM market output suggests that AI is not a side feature but a key driver of 

CRM value and demand. This pattern supports the view that generative and predictive AI 

are helping extend the growth phase of the SMB CRM and sales enablement industry. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
Five indicators—entry/exit dynamics, profitability, investment flows, 

research‑and‑development intensity, and employment growth—suggest that the SMB CRM 

segment is in a growing stage. A surge of new entrants in the 2010s was followed by 

moderating formation and brisk acquisition activity(Crunchbase 2025). Revenue leaders 

such as HubSpot have transitioned from “growth at all costs” to sustainable profitability, 

while continued venture capital and private‑equity investment signal confidence in further 

expansion(Crunchbase 2025). R&D outlays remain elevated as vendors race to integrate 

generative AI features(AI Index Steering Committee 2025), and employment in 

revenue‑operations roles within SMBs has scaled alongside vendor headcounts(Crunchbase 

2025). Importantly, adoption among the smallest businesses still lags; surveys report 

penetration rates as low as 26–50 percent in micro‑firms, leaving substantial untapped 

demand(U.S. Census Bureau 2025). 

The Impact of Artificial Intelligence on the Industry 
Generative and predictive AI are increasingly embedded inside CRM and sales enablement 

platforms rather than deployed as stand-alone tools. Instead of functioning as passive 

databases, modern CRMs now act as decision and automation layers that score leads, 

recommend next actions, summarize calls, and trigger workflows. Industry statistics show 

both strong underlying growth in CRM and rapid diffusion of AI, and the visual in Figure 2 

reinforces this co-movement: as AI becomes more common in business operations, CRM 



output and revenue continue to expand, suggesting that AI capabilities are now one of the 

engines sustaining the industry’s growth stage. 

Impacts on workers and occupations 

Within firms that adopt AI-enabled CRM, the most immediate changes occur at the task level 

rather than in headline employment numbers. Traditional CRM benefits already include 

automating manual record-keeping and coordination; studies report very high estimated 

ROI and sizable sales lifts after implementation. AI deepens this pattern by offloading even 

more routine work—such as logging interactions, drafting standard emails, or prioritizing 

leads—onto the system. For sales representatives and customer-service staff, this shifts 

time away from clerical tasks toward higher-value activities like complex problem-solving 

and relationship management. From an economic perspective, AI-CRM tends to complement 

workers’ non-routine cognitive and interpersonal skills while substituting for routine 

information-processing tasks. 

Official survey data so far suggest that these task shifts have not yet translated into large net 

job losses. Technology-impact modules in recent business surveys find that for most firms, 

adopting new technologies like AI did not change overall worker numbers and had little 

effect on total skill requirements, even though day-to-day work changed. This pattern is 

consistent with evidence from software-publishing data, where employment and output per 

worker both increased over the last decade. In other words, AI-infused CRM appears to be 

enabling more sales and service work per employee rather than replacing sales and service 

workers outright—at least so far. 

Impacts on firms: competition, costs, and market structure 

For small and medium-sized businesses, AI-enabled CRM changes both cost structures and 

competitive dynamics. Even before AI, CRM adoption was associated with higher sales 

productivity and better revenue outcomes because customer information was centralized 

and workflows standardized. AI features—such as predictive lead scoring, automated 

follow-ups, and conversation intelligence—further reduce the marginal cost of acquiring 

and serving each customer by automating parts of the sales process that were previously 

manual. This effectively shifts the firm’s production frontier outward: for a given headcount 

in sales and support, SMBs can now manage more leads, close more deals, or offer more 

personalized service. 

Figure 1, which shows CRM adoption by firm size, is central for understanding how these 

firm-level gains aggregate into industry-level dynamics. Adoption is near universal among 

larger firms but remains much lower among very small businesses. This means that early 

adopters in the SMB segment already benefit from the cost savings and revenue gains 

associated with AI-CRM, while a long tail of non-adopters continues to operate with much 

higher effective costs per sale. Over time, economic theory predicts that this performance 

gap will translate into differences in growth, survival, and market share, with AI-CRM 

adopters more likely to expand and non-adopters more likely to exit crowded markets. 



On the supply side, AI intensifies advantages for large CRM platforms that can spread fixed 

R&D costs and train models on vast customer interaction datasets. Salesforce and a handful 

of other large vendors already control a substantial share of the global CRM market, and 

consolidation has accelerated through acquisitions of smaller sales-tech specialists. As AI 

features become a key selling point, these incumbents can leverage data network effects: 

more customers generate more interaction data, which improves models, which makes the 

product more attractive, reinforcing their position. For SMB customers, this can be 

beneficial in the short run—powerful AI capabilities at relatively low subscription prices—

but it also raises concerns about future market power and switching costs if a small number 

of vendors become de facto infrastructure. 

Risks and harms: inequality, dislocation, and market failures 

The same forces that create gains for adopting firms can generate risks and disparities 

across both businesses and workers. At the firm level, the adoption gap visualized in Figure 

1 implies that AI-CRM will likely widen productivity dispersion among SMBs. Early adopters 

enjoy higher revenue per worker and more efficient customer acquisition, while non-

adopters face rising opportunity costs as AI-enabled competitors respond faster, follow up 

more consistently, and personalize more effectively. Over time, this can translate into 

greater income inequality between otherwise similar local businesses, especially in sectors 

like contracting or professional services where many small firms compete in the same 

geographic market. 

For workers, the main near-term risk is not mass unemployment but uneven adjustment. 

Routine clerical and administrative tasks that overlap heavily with CRM usage—such as 

manual data entry, basic customer correspondence, and scheduling—are especially 

automatable and are often concentrated in lower-wage roles. If AI-CRM reduces demand for 

these tasks without corresponding upskilling opportunities, the workers who were 

previously responsible for them may see reduced hours or fewer entry-level openings, even 

as overall employment in sales and software continues to grow. 

There are also classic AI-related market failures that apply directly in the CRM context. 

Lead-scoring and next-best-action models are trained on historical sales data, which may 

reflect past biases in who sales teams chose to contact or prioritize. If firms treat the 

resulting scores as objective and allow AI to steer outreach, they risk reinforcing under-

investment in particular customer segments or regions, reducing both equity and allocative 

efficiency. In addition, SMBs often lack specialized legal or security staff, yet AI-CRM 

encourages them to centralize large volumes of sensitive customer data on third-party 

platforms. A data breach or misuse of AI-generated messaging can impose costs that are 

disproportionately high relative to the resources of a small firm, especially if switching 

vendors is difficult once workflows are deeply integrated. 

Opportunities: new firms, products, productivity gains, and workforce pathways 

Despite these risks, the net effect of AI on the SMB CRM and sales enablement industry 

currently appears to be strongly expansionary. Industry stage assessments and firm-level 

data show sustained double-digit revenue growth, high entry rates for new sales-tech 



startups, and very high R&D intensity among leading vendors. This investment supports 

rapid experimentation with new products, including AI-assisted email drafting, automatic 

call summarization, opportunity-risk detectors, and low-code workflow builders targeted 

specifically at resource-constrained SMBs. 

For small firms themselves, AI-CRM offers a way to access capabilities that historically were 

limited to large enterprises with dedicated sales operations teams. Surveys of SMBs indicate 

that a growing share of small businesses report using AI tools and cloud software, and that 

most of these adopters perceive AI as helping them compete more effectively. When 

combined with the adoption patterns in Figure 1, this suggests a dynamic where AI-enabled 

CRM gradually turns from a differentiating advantage into a necessary condition for 

remaining competitive in many markets. 

Finally, GenAI in CRM creates new workforce opportunities that align with the broader 

goals of this course. Because the sector is still in a growth stage with strong investment and 

ongoing innovation, there is demand for hybrid roles—sales-operations analysts, CRM 

administrators, and revenue-operations managers—who can translate business logic into 

AI-driven workflows. For students entering the labor market, building literacy in CRM 

systems, data analysis, and prompt-driven automation is a concrete way to position 

themselves for these roles. From a policy and education perspective, the fact that AI has so 

far changed the content of work more than total employment in this sector creates a 

window of opportunity: targeted training around AI-CRM tools can help workers and small-

business owners capture productivity gains and new career pathways while mitigating the 

risks of dislocation and widening inequality. 

Conclusion and Implications 
The U.S. SMB CRM and sales‑enablement market has evolved into a substantial, 

fast‑growing sector. Cloud delivery and AI‑enabled features have broadened the scope of 

CRMs from mere contact databases to holistic revenue‑operations platforms. While 

midsized firms exhibit near‑universal adoption, very small businesses represent the next 

frontier. Continued innovation, investment and consolidation suggest that growth will 

persist until this adoption gap closes. Analytic efforts leveraging official statistics and 

firm‑level data can track this evolution and inform both policy and business strategy. Future 

work should deepen the methodological sections, populate additional tables, and refine the 

abstract once findings are finalized. 

Figures and Tables 
Figure 1. CRM adoption by firm size (sample data). 

Figure 2. AI adoption vs. CRM market growth. 

Table 1. Placeholder. A table summarizing major CRM vendors, revenue ranges, and target 

customer segments will appear here in the final paper. 
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Personal Opportunity and Skills Plan 
I’m a junior managerial economics student, and I’ve been drawn to the space where sales, CRMs, 

automations, and small business operations all collide. Working on this research project on sales 

enablement and CRM for U.S. SMBs took that general interest and forced me to be way more 

specific about the kinds of roles and skills that make sense for me. 

Short term, I can see myself in roles that sit between people and systems: 

• a sales or revenue operations analyst helping teams clean up their pipelines and reporting 

• a customer success or implementation role where I’m setting up CRMs and automations 

for clients 

• a sales role at a B2B SaaS company where using the CRM and building workflows 

Longer term, I’m still very interested in entrepreneurship, especially building tools or done-for-

you systems for businesses that typically aren’t very tech savvy. To get there, I need a mix of 

technical, analytical, and communication skills. On the technical side, I want to be truly 

comfortable in at least one CRM: building pipelines, automations, basic reporting, and 

integrations. I also need stronger data skills, Excel is a given, but I’d like to get to the point where 

I can handle simple SQL queries and basic Python analysis without feeling lost. On the 

communication side, I need to keep getting better at explaining messy systems to non-technical 

people and writing clearly about what’s working and what isn’t. 

This class showed me I already have some real strengths to build on. I’m good at breaking big 

problems down into steps, I can write and structure longer documents, and I’m comfortable 

experimenting with tools (CRMs, AI, automation platforms) until they do what I want. I’ve also 

started to get a feel for how important this software is for real businesses. 



At the same time, I can see the gaps. I’m not fluent in SQL or Python yet. I don’t have a formal 

CRM certification, and I don’t have as many concrete, portfolio-ready projects as I’d like. 

Over the next 6–12 months, my plan is to narrow that gap in a focused way: 

• Take at least one stats/econometrics or data analysis course that forces me to work with 

real data. 

• Pick one CRM platform and complete a beginner certification or structured course. 

• Build a small portfolio of projects 

• Aim for an internship or job where using a CRM is central to the role. 

• Keep using AI as a helper for brainstorming, structure, and polishing—not as a shortcut 

for thinking. 

If I can stack those steps on top of what I’ve already done in this class, I’ll be much closer to the 

kind of sales/ops/automation work I want to do, and better positioned to eventually build 

something of my own in this space. 

Reflection 
At the start of the semester, “AI in economics” sounded pretty theoretical and I hadn’t really 

looked into how AI would hit one specific industry, or what it would mean for the kind of work 

I’m drawn to. 

Once I picked sales enablement and CRM for U.S. SMBs, One of the big surprises was realizing 

how long this whole space has been evolving. That changed how I see AI: not as some separate 

magical industry, but as another layer sitting on top of existing companies, technology, and 

products. 

The “unattainable goal” I wrote down earlier in the semester was to be able to use AI to help me 

get clients for the business I had been running. At the time, that felt pretty far away. Since then, I 

have started looking into how I can create my offer CRM and marketing automations as products 

to local business owners who aren’t comfortable with building out their own software. This 

winter break I will begin selling these products to local businesses while working in sales as an 

employee for another company. Now I can picture my path forward: gain experience in sales 

roles while learning how to build my own thing. 

Learning how to more effectively use AI was a big boost this semester. Using ChatGPT made it 

way faster to scan long reports and break things down when I got stuck. On the bad side, I saw 

how easy it is to drift into generic writing if I lean on AI too hard. Some early drafts sounded 

polished but empty, lots of buzzwords, not enough specific evidence or real small-business 

context. 

This project also changed how I think about my own skills. I used to think “tech skills” meant 

becoming a software engineer and learning how to code from scatch. Now I see a big, valuable 

middle ground: understanding how the code works and how to fix what AI generates for me, 

understanding how a CRM works, and being able to explain it clearly to other people. I realized 



I’m good at breaking problems down and using tools (Overleaf, Colab, AI) to keep complex 

projects organized. I also had to admit what I don’t know yet, like SQL and Python. 

The biggest shift for me is how I want to use AI going forward. I don’t want it to write for me; I 

want it to work with me. Going forward, I want to use AI to brainstorm, to challenge my 

structure, and to polish language, but keep myself in charge of the actual thinking, especially in a 

space as practical and human as sales, CRMs, and small business work. 
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