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After a huge wave of investment, AI initiatives are 
starting to pay off. In BCG’s latest survey, nearly nine in 
ten CEOs say their companies now see some cost or 
revenue benefits from AI in targeted areas. That’s just 
one snapshot of CEO sentiment, about a rapidly changing 
topic, but it’s a clear positive sign. The opportunity now is 
to scale those early wins into bigger P&L impact.

To understand how companies can do that, our survey compared 
high-performing CEOs reporting significant cost or revenue 
impact from AI with lower performers.1 The results, in line with 
our experience with clients, show that high performers focus on a 
clear set of measures that lead to better outcomes. Among other 
things, these CEOs set the overall ambition and oversight, put 
their best people on the highest-priority AI initiatives, and track 
financial value straight through to the bottom line. 

Many CEOs already understand the importance of these 
moves—they are the transformation disciplines that 
companies have used to implement other large change 
programs. The challenge is executing them with the rigor, 
speed, and accountability that AI requires.

A Gap in Execution
It’s tempting to assume the barriers to scaling AI are primarily 
technical: things like model performance, data architecture, 
tooling, or regulation. Those issues matter, but the CEOs in our 
survey were more likely to cite execution barriers inside the 
business, such as unclear links between AI initiatives and 
financial outcomes, and the difficulty of redesigning workflows, 
roles, and incentives. (See Exhibit 1.)

Organization Challenges Outweigh Technology Constraints in 
Limiting the Financial Impact from AI

EXHIBIT 1

Source: BCG AI Transformation CEO Survey, 2026 (n=152).

“What limits turning AI into financial impact at scale?” (Share of CEOs, %)

56

55

49

36

34

22

18

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Unclear link between AI initiatives and
specific financial outcomes

People, workflows, and incentives
not redesigned for AI

Technology or
data capability gaps

AI efforts aren’t anchored to
specific business priorities

Weak value tracking
and accountability

External factors
(market, regulation, talent scarcity)

Insufficient funding
or investment discipline

EXHIBIT 1

Organization Challenges Outweigh Technology Constraints in 
Limiting the Financial Impact from AI

1.	 High performers report cost reductions of at least 10% or revenue growth of at least 5% from AI. Low performers report less than 5% cost reduction 
or less than 2% revenue growth. To make comparisons between the two groups explicit, we did not include results from the group of CEOs reporting 
intermediate gains.

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2025/are-you-generating-value-from-ai-the-widening-gap
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2025/are-you-generating-value-from-ai-the-widening-gap
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Many CEOs Recognize the Gaps in Scaling Value from AI, But Fewer 
Have Taken the Steps to Address Them 

EXHIBIT 2

Source: BCG AI Transformation CEO Survey, 2026 (n=152).
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Many CEOs Recognize the Gaps in Scaling Value from AI, But Fewer 
Have Taken the Steps to Address Them

These execution barriers are hardly surprising, but what is 
intriguing is that so few companies have acted on them. Many of 
the CEOs we surveyed recognize the need to link AI initiatives to 
the P&L, but only 14% clearly define the P&L impact for all AI 
initiatives. They understand that people and workflows must 
change, but less than one-third fund efforts to redesign 
processes and skills. They see the need for accountability, but 
leave ownership spread across functions. (See Exhibit 2.) 

These gaps between what CEOs say and what they do reveal 
an uncomfortable truth: CEOs know what they need to 
do—transform the business with AI to create impact at 
scale—but most are struggling with how to accomplish that 
goal. Worse, many are currently managing AI in ways that 
almost guarantee they won’t succeed. (See “Why AI 
Transformations Are Challenging.”)

What AI Transformation 
Leaders Do Differently
BCG’s experience, reinforced by the practices of higher 
performers in our survey, points to four transformational 
moves that set apart companies scaling AI value from those 
still stuck in pilots. (See Exhibit 3.) Many CEOs know these 
moves. Too few are applying them with the rigor AI requires.

MAKE THE CEO THE ORCHESTRATOR OF AI, 
BUT MAKE THE BUSINESS ACCOUNTABLE.
Nearly half of the CEOs in an earlier BCG survey say they are 
personally leading AI implementation, while fewer than 10% 
believe AI strategy should be outsourced to a chief AI officer. 
But ownership is not execution. A CEO who gets too directly 
involved in execution risks becoming a bottleneck rather than 
a catalyst. The work of delivery—the accountable, quarter-by-
quarter grind of turning strategy into results—belongs to CXOs 
and P&L owners. The CEO sets direction and everyone else 
drives results.

•	 Focus on the big picture. The CEO’s primary job is to 
answer foundational questions: how AI directly supports the 
company’s strategy, what it should deliver, and how success 
will be measured. Those answers should inform the more 
tactical decisions about structuring the effort, who leads it, 
or how much to invest. 

•	 Hold CXOs and P&L owners accountable for outcomes. 
Accountability must then cascade downwards. Individual 
projects need individual owners: CXOs and P&L leaders with 
performance metrics tied to outcomes, not activity. Our 
survey shows that the companies reporting the highest cost 
or revenue impact from AI are twice as likely to restructure 
accountability as part of their AI program compared to lower 
performing peers.

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2026/ceos-and-boards-are-aligned-on-ai-in-theory-but-divided-in-practice
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Why AI Transformations Are Challenging
If these execution barriers are so familiar, why have few 
companies closed them? Because AI makes the familiar 
work of transformation harder. 

The top- and bottom-line disciplines used in traditional 
transformations still matter. But AI raises the stakes on 
both sides: the upside is bigger, and so is the cost of 
weak execution. AI does not change the fundamentals of 
transformation. It magnifies them.

The impact on people is greater. 
Every transformation carries people implications, but AI 
does more than simply change the tasks that employees 
perform—it also replaces the skills needed to complete 
many tasks, potentially eroding attributes like critical 
thinking, judgment, curiosity, and originality. More 
fundamentally, AI changes how teams work together, 
reshaping their ways of working and operating models. 
As a result, HR now has a much bigger role in 
anticipating the workforce implications of AI, reshaping 
organizations, and changing employee behaviors. 

The plan has to change as the 
technology changes. 
Transformation plans always require course corrections. 
With AI, those corrections come more often because the 
technology is evolving while the program is underway. 
Companies designing a two- to three-year transformation 
plan will need to adjust multiple times based on 
developments in AI that are impossible to predict today.

Risks grow before companies fully 
understand them. 
Traditional transformations carry execution and 
operational risk. AI adds new failure modes that can 
scale quickly—from cyber and operational vulnerabilities 
to unpredictable consumption costs and vendor lock-in. 
Companies need to manage these risks before they have 
a full view of how they will show up at scale.

The value case is harder to prove upfront. 
Traditional top- and bottom-line transformations often 
have a clear path to value, with known baselines and 
predictable timing. Modeling the financial impact of AI 
is more difficult. The benefits can be larger, but they 
may take longer to show up and be harder to attribute, 
requiring companies to make significant investments 
against more uncertain returns. As a result, companies 
need to continuously reassess priorities and redirect 
investments toward the initiatives delivering the 
greatest value.

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2026/when-everyone-uses-ai-companies-risk-critical-skills?utm_description=organic&utm_topic=ai&utm_geo=global&linkId=964020286
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•	 Bring the board along. Ensure that the board authorizes 
the ambition, approves the funding, and sets an overall 
risk appetite for AI across the enterprise. Too often, board 
involvement in transformations is passive: in a BCG survey, 
nearly two-thirds of chief transformation officers said their 
boards were mostly limited to status updates. That is not 
enough for AI, where directors need to help management 
make the big calls on investment, risk, and pace.

FOCUS AI ON A FEW HIGH-VALUE AREAS THAT 
CAN CHANGE THE BUSINESS. 
AI is relatively easy to deploy in pilots, because those narrowly 
tailored efforts avoid the bigger challenges of data gaps, legacy 
systems, and cross-functional dependencies. In our survey, 
64% of CEOs say their company pursues AI pilots, but only 26% 
embed it as part of a broader business transformation. BCG 
experience shows that a properly funded, company-wide effort 
is the only way companies will capture real value from AI.

•	 Identify where the most AI value will come from. 
Rather than experimenting everywhere, identify the biggest 
opportunities from AI and focus the company’s efforts and 
capital in those areas—with the goal of building capabilities 
through direct experience. For example, when a global 
industrial company implemented AI, it structured the 
program around a limited number of end-to-end business 
domains, such as supply chain planning, post-sale customer 
interactions, and productivity. Within each domain, the 
company prioritized individual use cases based on their 
time to value, potential impact, cross-domain synergies, and 
other factors. Within the first year, this focused approach 
delivered measurable P&L impact across multiple markets.

•	 Redesign workflows end-to-end. High performers are 
roughly seven times more likely to redesign workflows and 
reshape the business end-to-end with AI. Use cross-functional 
teams that combine business, tech, and change management 
expertise, and give them the autonomy to move fast and 
make their own decisions with sufficient governance. 
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CEOs of Companies Capturing Significant Value from AI Are Far More 
Likely Than Peers to Put the Right Foundation in Place, in Four Key Areas

EXHIBIT 3

Source: BCG AI Transformation CEO Survey, 2026 (n=152).
1Question: “What has your company done as part of its AI program?”
2Question: “How is AI structured in your company?”
3Question: “How many AI initiatives have a clearly defined P&L line impact?”
4Question: “How rigorously is each area funded?”

EXHIBIT 3

CEOs of Companies Capturing Significant Value from AI Are Far More 
Likely Than Peers to Put the Right Foundation in Place, in Four Key Areas

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2026/how-active-boards-improve-transformation-success
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•	 Maintain a single source of truth across the full 
program. Use a consolidated tool to track progress, 
forecast impact, and report financials across all use cases, 
giving leaders real-time visibility across the entire portfolio 
of AI-related projects. 

PRIORITIZE PEOPLE AND CHANGE MANAGEMENT.
Most leaders assume AI transformations are hard because the 
technology is complex. In reality, the primary obstacles are 
organizational. In BCG’s experience, just 10% of the value from 
AI comes from algorithms, 20% from data, and the remaining 
70% from changes to the operating model and new ways of 
working. Companies should focus their resources accordingly. 

•	 Assign your best people to AI projects. Signal that AI 
is a strategic priority by putting your best people—process 
owners with P&L accountability, top functional operators, 
and credible change leads—on these projects, not whoever 
happens to be available. High performers are 2.4 times 
more likely to assign their best talent to AI workstreams.

•	 Rethink decision rights and incentives. Define 
explicitly how behaviors need to change, for whom, and how 
incentives will reinforce those changes. High-performers 
are roughly two times more likely to adapt incentives and 
change how decisions are made in the organization.

•	 Redesign roles as AI reshapes work. AI will take on 
a growing share of routine tasks, so employees will be 
required to exercise more judgment, analysis, and higher-
value decision making. Companies should use each AI 
initiative to redefine how work gets done, clarify new roles 
and accountabilities, and embed new ways of working 
into daily operations. Training remains important, but its 
purpose is to help people succeed in redesigned roles, not 
simply to teach them new tools. Overall, funding for people, 
leadership, and change is vital to ensure success. High 
performers are roughly two times more likely to fully fund 
these critical components.

The positive message from our CEO survey is clear: 
Companies are starting to see the financial gains from AI. 
What’s more, our experience working with companies 
offers a clear blueprint for building on that momentum, 
grounded in the core disciplines of traditional 
transformation. Organizations where CEOs set clear 
priorities, hold leaders accountable, track value, and 
devote sufficient focus to change management can turn 
their early AI momentum into a lasting advantage.

•	 Ensure proper funding. Funding AI demands a longer 
investment horizon and deeper commitment than most 
organizations anticipate. Unlike traditional programs, 
AI rarely breaks even within a 12-month cycle. The cash 
curve dips before it rises, making short-term self-funding 
unrealistic. To overcome this, CEOs need to secure 
sufficient multi-year funding to cover technology and 
change management.

SET UP AI PROJECTS SO VALUE CAN BE TRACKED. 
AI introduces measurement challenges. Most initiatives 
streamline workflows, save time, or improve quality, and 
companies look at activity metrics. But tracking the number of 
AI users, the number of tasks automated, or even operational 
KPIs reveals little about whether AI is delivering financial 
value. Complicating the challenge is that many of AI’s benefits 
are second-order effects, for example, increasing decision 
speed and accuracy through AI improves performance, but it’s 
hard to predict exactly how. For these reasons, companies 
need a more deliberate approach to measuring financial value.

•	 Define the value path for each AI initiative before 
it launches, and be flexible. Define the expected P&L 
impact, baseline, KPIs, owners, and value logic before 
a project goes live, and treat the business case as a 
living document. AI initiatives often begin with uncertain 
adoption rates, workflow changes, and productivity effects. 
Continuously test assumptions, measure outcomes, and 
refine the value estimate as evidence emerges. High-
performers are about five times more likely to define a P&L 
line impact for all initiatives. 

•	 Stand up a transformation office to lead the effort. 
AI initiatives fail when governance and accountability 
are unclear. Create a transformation office to prioritize 
initiatives, manage cross-functional dependencies, track 
risks, and resolve roadblocks. Led by the right chief 
transformation officer, the office can keep business, 
technology, and finance leaders aligned while ensuring that 
value is delivered, measured, and sustained at scale.

•	 Ensure finance enforces P&L accountability from day 
one. Align finance on baselines, metric definitions, and 
impact rules before launch, but require ongoing validation 
of realized value as initiatives scale. High-performers are 
1.4 times more likely to report having finance enforce 
accountability in AI programs. One company evaluates AI 
initiatives in 12-week cycles. Every project starts with a 
finance-reviewed business case and clearly defined success 
metrics. Funding decisions are revisited as results emerge, 
allowing the company to increase investment behind 
initiatives that are proving value while redirecting resources 
away from those that are not.

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2026/what-ceos-should-look-for-in-an-ai-first-ctro
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2026/what-ceos-should-look-for-in-an-ai-first-ctro
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Where Strategic Clarity Meets Applied AI 
We are navigating an era of unprecedented change and 
disruption—powered by technology, marked by complexity, 
where change amplifies at scale. To lead, companies need  
a partner that can bridge the gap between ambition and  
outcomes. BCG is built for this moment. We bring strategic 
clarity, rooted in over 60 years of deep domain knowledge,  
to ensure leaders make the right choices. We combine it  
with applied AI, shaped and wielded by our practitioners, 
teaming shoulder-to-shoulder with your teams to deliver 
transformative impact at scale. The result? Stronger returns, 
transferred capabilities, and change that sticks. We are BCG.

https://www.instagram.com/bcg/



