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Al talk dominates corporate communications. In a recent BCG analysis of 4,800 quarterly
earnings calls, 1t was the most-mentioned topic by CEOs globally. But which companies are
translating that talk into measurable performance—and how?

Most evidence on Al adoption today comes from these communications or from selfreported
surveys. Both have limitations: corporate communications reflect what company leaders think
investors want to hear, and surveys reflect what companies say about themselves. To cut through
the noise, we developed an outside-in measure of Al adoption and applied it to more than 600 US
public companies. Our findings push back on three threads of the public conversation around Al:

e The public narrative is that Al adoption is widespread and that companies are seeing real
benefits fromit. An FT analysis of S&P 500 filings found 75% of companies mentioned Al on
earnings calls in the past year, with 87% of those mentions wholly positive. In contrast, we
find that only 6% of firms in our sample qualify as real adoption leaders. But this select group
1s capturing meaningful value from Al, with industry-adjusted total shareholder returns (TSR)
over the past three years running 9 percentage points above median.

e Many analysts argue Al value is a hype story driven by investor exuberance rather than
fundamentals. But among the leading 6%, return outperformance is driven entirely by
fundamentals—revenue growth and margin expansion—not by higher price-to-earnings
(P/E) multiples.

» Public discourse frames Al as a tool for increasing efficiency and reducing headcounts. The
recent wave of layoff announcements referencing Al reinforces this narrative. However,
among the leading 6%, the dominant path to value generation is growth, not efficiency—and
these firms are increasing headcount at a 3 percentage points higher compound annual
growth rate (CAGR) than the median firmin our sample (between 2022-2025).
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What’s more, by studying Al adoption leaders, we've traced their journey—identifying the
strategies that enabled these companies to translate Al into competitive advantage.

Identifying the AI Adoption
Leaders

Our Al adoption score is built around three pillars:

e Al tech—the offthe-shelf tools a company is using and its underlying tech stack enabling the
development of bespoke solutions.

» Al talent—the share of employees in Al-specific roles, building solutions, and the prevalence
of Al-related skills across the workforce.

» Al deployment—the breadth of functions where use cases exist and the depth of these on a
spectrum from exploratory pilots to enterprise-wide production.

For each pillar,companies in our sample are stack-ranked and assigned a normalized score from
0 to 100. (See “How We Measure Al Adoption.”)

The scores across pillars are averaged to arrive at an overall metric. Applying our measure to a
sample of publicly listed US companies, we classify companies as falling into one of four tiers on
Al adoption: nascent, emerging, active, and leading. (See Exhibit 1.)

Only 6% of companies are Al leaders, but they are seeing real value. Industry-adjusted TSR over
the past three years runs at +9.3% for the leading tier vs. sample median. This is a clear premium
over the laggards (-1.7%). The even more striking finding is the gap between leaders and the
active tier sitting just below them: active firms see essentially no premium (+0.6%), meaning the
value accrues only at the very top, and not progressively along the adoption curve. In other words,
the impact of Al adoption on value creation emerges in a step change fashion, not linearly.

The Al adoption leaders in our sample are concentrated in the tech sector, but breakout
performers exist across industries. More importantly, the TSR lift cannot be dismissed as a
“shovel-seller” effect: the numbers we find are industry-adjusted, meaning that leaders
outperform the median company in their own industry. Technology leaders are compared to the
technology median, not to the broader market.
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One might worry that the TSR advantage of Al leaders is driven by market enthusiasm—investors
bidding up Al-associated stocks based on future expectations rather than real business results.
To address this, we decomposed the TSR outperformance of leaders (compared to laggards, the
bottom two tiers of our sample) into its components. (See Exhibit 2.) This analysis shows that the
outperformance is driven almost entirely by fundamentals: revenue growth and margin expansion
(+10 percentage points and +6 percentage points respectively, both industry-adjusted).
Meanwhile, P/E multiple expansion—the channel through which “Al hype” would show up—
contributes essentially nothing.

The conclusion here i1s that the market is rewarding real business performance, not narratives
about Al’s future impact. Notably, these effects also hold when we compare TSR of leading
companies against active companies.

An additional driver worth noting is that leaders show a negative TSR contribution (-5 percentage
points) from cash effects (consistent with equity issuances and/or reduced dividends). Thus, the
leaders are not extracting cash—they are using it to fund Al investments.

The productivity engine behind the value. Underlying this fundamental performance is a
productivity advantage: revenue per employee is growing 4 percentage points faster at Al leaders
than at laggards, on an industry-adjusted basis. (See Exhibit 3.) This gap emerged with the release
of foundation models in late 2022, which made Al broadly useful across functions. It widened in
subsequent years and remains sizable today.

The fact that this productivity advantage is concentrated in 6% of the sample helps reconcile a
broader puzzle: some economists have noted that Al has not shown up in aggregate productivity
data. This is consistent with our findings: averaging leaders together with the 94% of companies
that have not reached comparable adoption levels washes out the real, sizable effects happening
within a small group.

For CEQs, this raises an obvious question: How are these leaders deploying this productivity to
create higher value than peers?

What Al Leaders Do: Save, Scale,
Innovate

We observe three distinct ways in which Al leaders create value, differentiated by whether they
use Al to improve margins, accelerate growth, or both. (See Exhibit 4.)

Do the same with less. The most intuitive pathis to use Al to streamline operations, automate
back-office processes, and expand margins at the functional level. For example, IBM, an Al leader
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in our sample, has automated its HR support function with an Al agent called AskHR, which now
handles over 94% of employee requests and contributed to a 40% reduction in HR operating
costs over four years.

This 1s the path many executives instinctively associate with Al, and the one that dominates the
public narrative around automation and job displacement. Yet among leaders, 1t 1s the least
common path—only 10% follow it. This is because a focus on efficiency is an entry point. It
enables quick wins, building organizational experience with Al, and proving the case for further
investment, but not an end state. Doing the same things faster is unlikely to yield durable
competitive advantage when the underlying technology 1s widely available, and leaders recognize
this.

Expand what each employee can deliver. The second path is using Al to create scale. This is where
the largest share of leaders, 59%, concentrate their efforts—and it is the best approach for
converting Al's productivity gains into competitive advantage. By making each unit of work more
productive, leaders can serve more customers, accelerate throughput, enter adjacent markets, or
reach segments that were previously uneconomic to serve—unlocking both margin expansion
and revenue growth simultaneously.

For example, Salesforce, an Al leader in our sample, reports that service agents using Al spend
20% less time on routine cases, freeing roughly four hours per week for higher-value 1ssues, which
1s projected to boost upsell revenue by 15%.

The common thread among leaders is that productivity gains are reinvested into the business
rather than translated into cost cuts. This is consistent with BCG research on Al’s labor market
impact, which finds that the main effect of Al on work is augmentation—making people more
productive—rather than substitution. When productivity rises in roles where demand can expand,
companies tend to grow output rather than shrink headcount. Consistent with this, Al leaders in
our sample are growing headcount 3 percentage points faster on average than laggards.

Build new products, services, and business models. The most ambitious path, taken by 21% of
leaders, is using Al to innovate. These firms are creating offerings that would not have been
possible or economically viable without Al. The strategic posture is different from the efficiency
path:it requires a willingness to invest in new business models, accept a temporary margin trade-
off, and bet on revenue streams that do not yet exist.

We see multiple leading companies in our sample pursuing an innovation strategy. For example,
Meta has built Al marketing tools that generate creative assets tailored both to the product being
advertised and to the user being advertised to. Moody’s is leveraging its proprietary data on credit
ratings, financial data, and risk models to build new analytical offerings for customers.
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Becoming an Al Leader

Save, scale, and innovate describe what leaders do with Al once they’ve reached the top. But how
do they get there 1n the first place? To trace the journey, we examined how the three pillars of our
score—Al tech, Al talent, and Al deployment—evolve through the adoption tiers. Across the 600+
companies in our sample, a recognizable pattern emerges, with three key transitions that
separate the starting point from the leader tier. (See Exhibit 5.)

Starting Point. Most companies begin their Al adoption journey by acquiring off-the-shelf Al tools
and running experiments in a small number of functions, typically focused on efficiency use
cases for which offthe-shelf tools are readily available.

Transition 1: Expanding the Toolkit. Progressing from this starting point involves expanding
scope: moving beyond a narrow set of general-purpose tools toward a broader, more specialized
Al ecosystem, and making the tools accessible to a wider set of functions and use cases. In this
phase, organizations are still buying tools, not building their own. It remains an important
learning phase—companies experiment to discover what works and what their scalable Al stack
will need to look like—and some get stuck running an ever-expanding set of disconnected pilots.

Transition 2: Going Broad and Deep on Deployment. The next step 1s to go deeper, converting
pilots into production-grade deployments starting in a few functions, building reusable platforms
and playbooks there, then scaling breadth as the marginal cost of each new deployment falls.
Across this transition, the share of companies that are simultaneously broad (use cases covering
eight or more functions) and deep (at-scale deployment) in their Al deployment grows from
roughly 12% of the cohort to over 50%. Walmart, started by going deep in demand forecasting,
then used it as a foundation that fed downstream applications across the supply chain—
inventory management, warehouse robotics, store operations, and last-mile delivery.

Transition 3: Crossing the Talent Gap. Mastering the first two transitions means a firm has built
operational and technical foundations, but our data shows this is not yet enough to capture Al’s
productivity and value benefits. One more transition remains, and it is the one that matters most:
the talent gap. Across the three pillars, tech and deployment scores barely change between the
active and leading tiers. Meanwhile, the talent score nearly triples.

But “talent” should not be read narrowly as “hire Al developers.” What leaders do is broader. For
one, they invest in talent breadth: Al fluency across the organization, going beyond core Al
specialists. At leaders, 13% of employees have Al-related skills,compared to 1% at laggards.
Consistent with this, BCG research finds that leading companies upskill a significantly larger
share of their workforce in Al skills than laggards. The goal is for teams across the organization to
be able to identify where Al changes the economics of their business or function and co-design
solutions, rather than waiting for a central team to deliver them. When Al fluency 1s distributed,
the organization develops a richer pipeline of use cases than any central team could generate
alone.
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Moreover, leaders invest in talent depth: Al-specific positions reach 3.5% of the workforce at
leaders, versus 0.1% at laggards. These dedicated specialists scale solutions identified or
prototyped across the business into proprietary, enterprise-grade capabilities.

Crucially, this talent transformation does not happen organically. It requires deliberate
organizational change: rethinking workflows end-to-end rather than bolting Al onto existing
processes, establishing joint ownership between business and IT, and shifting the center’s role
from building all Al solutions to curating, governing, and amplifying the best ones.

This is consistent with what BCG has long observed about successful Al transformation, often
summarized as the 10-20-70 rule: roughly 10% of the effort is technology, 20% is algorithms and
data, and 70% 1s people, processes, and organizational change.

The reason talent is decisive at this stage is that tools have commoditized; every company can
buy the same Al products from the same vendors. What cannot be bought is the organizational
capability to deploy theminto the specific economics of a business.

Walking the Walk on Al
Adoption

Al is inescapable in corporate communications and public conversation, and for good reason. Our
analysis reveals that companies that talk about Al are rewarded with higher P/E multiples at
every level of real adoption. For example, laggards discussing the technology in earnings
conference calls see a 1 percentage point lift in P/E multiple contribution to TSR vs. peers that
stay quiet. Investors clearly want to see firms engaging with the technology, and signal that
engagement back through valuation.

Yet the real benefits of Al we observe—the return premium, the improvement in fundamental
performance, the productivity benefits—come not from talking the talk, but from walking the
walk. Of course, adoption alone is not replacement for a good strategy. This is evidenced by the
fact that a small minority of leaders (10%) in our study are failing to translate Al into fundamental
performance gains: they are experiencing declining margins and growth. But a closer look reveals
that these companies are held back by fundamental business model challenges that Al cannot
overcome, such as core offerings being commaoditized, or legacy business models displaced by
digitally native disruptors. These cases offer a cautionary note: Al amplifies a strong strategy; it
does not substitute for one.

When this strong foundation exists, our data shows that senior leaders need to build the talent
base to create proprietary capabilities around Al, the organizational architecture to deploy it
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across the business, and the ambition to use the resulting productivity gains for competitive
advantage rather than cost cuts. This is what separates the 6%.

The BCG Institute 1s Boston Consulting Group’s strategy think tank,
dedicated to exploring and developing valuable new insights from
business, technology, and science by embracing the powerful technology
of ideas. The Institute engages leaders in provocative discussion and
experimentation to expand the boundaries of business theory and
practice and to translate innovative ideas from within and beyond
business. For more ideas and inspiration from the Institute, please visit
our website and follow us on LinkedlIn and X (formerly Twitter).
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Boston Consulting Group bridges the gap between ambition and outcomes for the world's leading
companies and organizations. We are built for this era of unprecedented change — bringing
strategic clarity rooted in over 60 years of deep domain knowledge, combined with applied Al
shaped by our practitioners. BCG works shoulderto-shoulder with CEOs across industries and
geographies to deliver transformative impact at scale: stronger returns, transferred capabilities,
and change that sticks. For more information, visit bcg.com.
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