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Executive Summary

By 2026, the Al story has shifted. According to McKinsey's State of Al in 2025, 88% of
organizations now use Al regularly, yet only 39% report meaningful EBIT impact. Despite
$252 billion in global investment, most companies have Al tools and pilots but unchanged
operating models.

The constraint isn't technology, it's enablement. Boston Consulting Group finds that only
5% of companies realize scalable business value from Al Organizations treat Al as
plug-and-play rather than a fundamental shift in how work gets done. Without workflow
redesign, governance frameworks, and workforce readiness, tools shift effort rather than
eliminate it.

Companies achieving measurable ROI follow a different path: They build understanding
before acceleration, alignment before automation, and trust before scale. Ajaia’'s proven
roadmap provides a structured approach through four phases: Leadership Foundation,
Company-Wide Lift-Off, Use-Case Discovery, and Al Acceleration, with enablement as the
foundation at each stage.

The CEO imperative is clear: Al outcomes follow ownership. Where CEOs engage directly, Al
becomes advantage. Where they delegate it as a technical initiative, progress fragments.
Four decisions only CEOs can make: Framing (optimization vs. transformation), Sequencing
(enablement before scale), Focus (material opportunities only), and Measurement
(outcomes, not activity).

The era of Al novelty has passed. The era of accountability has begun. The difference
between companies that realize returns and those stuck in perpetual pilots isn't technology,
it's enablement.

The 2026 Al Reality CEOs Face

By 2026, most CEOs aren't asking whether Al matters. They're asking why it hasn't delivered.

According to McKinsey's State of Al in 2025, 88% of organizations now use Al regularly, yet
only 39% report meaningful EBIT impact. Al is everywhere, but value remains frustratingly
uneven.

Walk into most companies and you'll see the pattern: tools present, pilots running, teams
experimenting. But the core operating model? Largely unchanged. There's plenty of Al
activity, but competitive advantage remains elusive.
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Boston Consulting Group's research shows that only 5% of companies are realizing tangible,
scalable business value from Al, while 60% report little to no gains from their Al initiatives.
The companies breaking through focus on workflow redesign and operating-model
change, not technology procurement.

The market has adjusted expectations. Gartner placed Generative Al in the "Trough of
Disillusionment” in 2025. Fewer than 30% of Al leaders report their CEOs are satisfied with
returns on investments, despite average GenAl spending approaching $2 million per
organization in 2024.

Meanwhile, agentic systems (Al capable of executing multi-step tasks autonomously) are
being piloted by 62% of organizations, yet only 23% are scaling them. The limiting factor
remains organizational readiness, not technical feasibility.

The companies pulling ahead treat Al as a new operating capability requiring leadership
ownership, workforce enablement, and deliberate sequencing. Buying more technology
won't solve this. Building the foundations that allow Al to change how work actually gets
done will.

Why Al Tools Alone Haven't Delivered

Faced with mounting pressure to "do something” about Al, most organizations defaulted to
buying tools. Copilots, chat interfaces, analytics platforms, and automation products have
spread rapidly. In aggregate, they've produced far less value than expected. Usage doesn't
equal advantage.

The underlying issue is operating context, not tool quality. BCG's research shows that the 5%
of companies realizing scalable value from Al redesign workflows and operating models
alongside the technology. Converting tool usage into end-to-end workflow change that
produces measurable outcomes is what's difficult.

Governance gaps compound the problem. Organizations without formal Al governance
struggle to scale impact, while 60% of executives report that responsible Al practices
directly improve ROI and organizational efficiency.

Al tools don't fail because they lack capability. They fail because organizations treat them
as plug-and-play solutions rather than components of a broader operating system. The
organizations seeing real advantage are shifting from tool deployment to capability
building, from acquisition to enablement.
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The Enablement Gap: Why Understanding Comes
Before Acceleration

The limiting factor is enablement: the combination of leadership clarity, workforce
understanding, and operating discipline required to translate Al capability into real work.
Where enablement is weak, Al adoption fragments. Where it's strong, value compounds.

Most Al initiatives assume that access precedes impact. In practice, the opposite is true.
Without shared understanding of what Al is for, where it should be applied, and how
success is measured, tools introduce noise rather than leverage.

McKinsey finds that only 28% of organizations explicitly assign CEO-level responsibility for
the Al agenda and governance, yet those that do are significantly more likely to achieve
meaningful business impact. Al outcomes correlate more strongly with leadership
ownership than with technical sophistication.

Enablement isn't just training. It's a system-level capability that includes:

e Executive fluency in Al economics and risk

e Role-specific understanding for employees

e Governance that builds trust rather than friction

e Shared language for identifying high-value opportunities

Organizations that skip enablement accelerate prematurely, deploying advanced tools into
environments that aren't ready to absorb them. GenAl payback periods now average two to
four years, reflecting this mismatch between ambition and organizational readiness.

Organizations that invest early in enablement create a different dynamic. Teams know
where Al fits and where it doesn't. Leaders can distinguish meaningful opportunities from
distractions. Acceleration becomes controlled expansion rather than a gamble.

Al advantage doesn't begin with deployment. It begins with understanding.

Ajaia's Proven Roadmap:
From Al Investment to Measurable ROI

Organizations struggle with Al because investments are rarely paired with the
organizational conditions required to turn capability into results.
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Ajaia’'s roadmap is built on a consistent pattern we've observed: companies that see
measurable Al ROI follow a different sequence than those that stall. They build
understanding before acceleration, alignment before automation, and trust before scale.

This tested approach applies regardless of where you are, whether Al hasn't been
meaningfully deployed yet, tools exist but adoption lags, or advanced capabilities are in
place but value remains fragmented.

Phase 1: Leadership Al Foundation

Measurable Al ROI begins with leadership. In organizations where Al delivers sustained
impact, executives share clear, practical understanding of what Al can do, where it creates
economic leverage, and how risk should be governed.

This phase equips leaders with the mental models required to make confident, informed
decisions:

e Understanding Al's realistic capabilities and limitations
e Recognizing where Al can structurally change cost, speed, or quality
e Establishing clear principles for governance

Without this foundation, organizations default to reactive behavior. With it in place, Al
becomes a strategic operating capability rather than a collection of initiatives.

Phase 2: Company-Wide Al Lift-Off

Once leadership alignment is established, the next constraint becomes organizational
participation. This phase focuses on enabling broad, responsible engagement with Al
across the organization.

It begins with secure, governed access that employees can trust and leadership can stand
behind. Equally important is relevance. Generic Al training produces awareness, not impact.
Effective lift-off equips employees with role-specific understanding of how Al applies to
their work.

The outcome is momentum. Al becomes part of daily work rather than an abstract
initiative. Early productivity gains build credibility and surface signals about where deeper
value may lie.

Phase 3: Al Use-Case Discovery and Prioritization

As participation grows, so does noise. Without structure, organizations generate dozens or
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hundreds of Al ideas, many interesting but economically immaterial.

This phase introduces discipline by identifying where Al can materially change cost, speed,
quality, or risk across core workflows. Ideas are evaluated on feasibility, impact, and
alignment with strategic priorities, not novelty.

The output is a prioritized Al roadmap you can invest behind with confidence.
Phase 4: Al Acceleration and Embedded Impact

Only once foundations are in place does acceleration reliably deliver ROI. This is where Al
moves from augmentation to integration. Organizations deploy bespoke Al systems,
intelligent agents, and workflow automation directly into core operations.

What differentiates successful acceleration is organizational readiness. Teams trust the
systems. Leaders understand the trade-offs. Governance enables speed rather than
constrains it.

By this phase, Al is embedded in how the organization operates. Returns compound
because the organization is prepared to absorb and scale its impact.

The CEO Playbook for 2026

By 2026, Al success is determined by leadership choices. Al outcomes follow ownership.
Where CEOs treat Al as a delegated technical initiative, progress fragments. Where CEOs
engage directly (setting ambition, defining boundaries, and holding the organization
occountoble), Al becomes a lever for real advantage.

There are several decisions only you can make:

Framing. Articulate whether Al is intended to optimize at the margins or to change how the
organization operates. Without this clarity, teams default to local optimization and tool
accumulation.

Sequencing. Accelerating too early creates drag. Insist on enablement (leadership
understanding, workforce readiness, and governance) before pushing for scale.

Focus. Not every Al use case matters. Prioritize efforts that materially affect cost, speed,
quality, or risk, and deprioritize those that don't.

Measurement. Track progress by changes in how work gets done and outcomes achieved,
not by the number of tools deployed or pilots launched.



AJAILA

The CEOs who succeed in 2026 won't be those who moved fastest, but those who moved
deliberately, building capabilities that compound over time.

Conclusion: From Al Activity to Lasting Advantage

The Al novelty phase is over. Companies have spent two years accumulating Artificial
Intelligence tools, running pilots, and generating activity. The results have been
underwhelming.

The 5% achieving measurable returns took a different approach. They established
leadership clarity before pushing for adoption. They built workforce understanding before
deploying at scale. They selected material opportunities and deprioritized noise. They
implemented Al governance that enabled speed rather than constrained it.

This isn't complicated, but it requires discipline. Most organizations skipped enablement
and went straight to deployment. The consequence is visible in the data: high investment,
low impact, extended payback periods.

The companies pulling ahead in 2026 treat Al as an operating capability, not a technology
project. They recognize that advantage comes from organizational readiness, not from
accumulating more tools. They accept that the constraint is internal, not external.

For CEOs, the path forward is straightforward. Build the foundations that allow Al to change
how work gets done. Establish the leadership alignment, workforce capability, and
governance frameworks that turn investment into returns. Stop delegating this as a
technical initiative.

The difference between Al advantage and Al expense is enablement. The organizations that
understand this will compound returns. The ones that don't will continue explaining why
their investment has not delivered.



