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TURNING AI INVESTMENT INTO P&L  
IMPACT: WHAT SETS LEADERS APART

C O R P O R A T E  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N  S E R V I C E S

THE EXECUTION GAP IN AI.
AI is reshaping how work gets done, but not every business is 
playing at the same level. Many organizations struggle to translate 
their AI investments into results, and the issues are not about the 
technology. Most leadership teams now have access to the same 
advanced models, tools, and platforms, but outcomes vary widely 
because the gap is not technical, it is operational, shaped by how 
AI is thought about, governed, and embedded into the business.

Enterprise AI adoption is accelerating, driven by copilots 
embedded into core systems and emerging agent-based 
architectures capable of executing multi-step workflows with 
limited human intervention. These capabilities are expanding what 
can be automated across functions, from customer service and 
procurement to research and operations. Yet these advances 
expose a deeper organizational reality that many organizations 
have not addressed: AI systems only deliver value when they are 

embedded into well-designed processes, supported by reliable 
data infrastructure, and tied directly to operational decisions. 
Without that foundation, even the most advanced models struggle 
to translate technical capability into measurable business impact.

The question for leadership teams is how to do adopt AI in a way 
that produces sustained P&L impact. Performance baselines 
are being reset as organizations deploying AI into workflows are 
operating faster, making decisions earlier, and reducing cost, while 
those that are not are beginning to fall behind. The next wave of AI 
value will not come from isolated tools, but from cross-functional 
process-level improvements that transform how work is structured 
across the business. To turn AI investment into measurable 
performance outcomes, organizations need to change not just the 
tools they use, but how the business operates.

WHAT LEADERS NEED TO KNOW
AI only succeeds when embedded into how work gets done every day. Models do not create value. Operators do. In order for 
business leaders to see results from AI investments, they need to understand the conditions necessary to transform their operations.

As AI capabilities evolve—from copilots that assist employees to agent-based systems that automate complex workflows—the 
importance of operational design only increases. These technologies can accelerate decision-making and automate tasks, but they 
cannot compensate for fragmented processes, unclear accountability, or poor data quality. Organizations that redesign workflows 
around AI will capture value. Those that simply layer tools onto existing processes will not.

Sustained impact depends on four fundamentals of successful AI execution: 

In practice, very few organizations have all four in place. The gap between them is already visible, and it reflects how leadership teams 
are actually approaching AI in practice.

Process design
AI designed around end-to-end, 
cross-functional processes  

Data alignment
Decisions and actions tied to fit-for-purpose data

Accountability
Operator responsibility and financial discipline, 
anchored in ROI

Integration into broader transformation
AI embedded within enterprise transformation 
programs, not run in isolation 
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THE LEADERSHIP DIVIDE IN AI EXECUTION
What separates organizations capturing value from AI from those that are not is becoming 
increasingly clear. Across industries, that divide falls into three distinct patterns: those maintaining 
the status quo, those experimenting without direction, and those embedding AI into how the 
business operates—Conventionalists, Incrementalists, Winners. 

Winners
Accelerating Transformation

Deploy AI with discipline and clear ROI—embedding it into core operations 
to drive compounding gains and structural advantage.

Incrementalists
Not Encored in Value

Invest aggressively but without focus—leading to fragmented pilots, 
low adoption, and minimal business impact.

Conventionalists
Falling Behind

Maintain legacy processes and delay AI adoption—creating widening gaps 
in speed, cost, and decision quality as competitors reset the baseline.

CATEGORY 1: CONVENTIONALISTS
These leaders are not rejecting AI. They are simply not changing anything.

By operating with legacy processes, incremental fixes, and static operating models, they will materially fall behind peers who 
are redesigning processes for AI‑enabled speed and accuracy. They may believe they can catch up later, but the competitive 
baseline is shifting faster than their operating model. 

If they continue this way over the next 6–18 months with no action, the impact will show up across the business:

	� Decision cycles remain slow and intuition‑driven while competitors build automated decision loops.

	� Legacy systems and processes lock in cost structures and limit responsiveness as AI‑enabled rivals redefine “fast”, 
“cheap”, and “efficient”.

	� Capital continues to flow toward maintaining existing operations instead of building new capabilities, shrinking future 
optionality.

	� Over time, the organization risks drifting toward structural irrelevance as the performance gap widens.

These organizations are not past the point of no return, but the window to act is narrowing. Without deliberate changes in the next 
one to two planning cycles, catching up becomes significantly harder.
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Use cases are not prioritized, ownership 
is fragmented, and AI is often treated 
as a technology initiative rather than an 
operational one.
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CATEGORY 3:  
WINNERS 
These leaders take a more deliberate approach. 
They treat AI as a lever within a broader 
enterprise reinvention, not a standalone initiative, 
by starting with the economics of the business, 
redesigning workflows around that reality, and 
applying AI where it improves outcomes.

If they continue making robust strategic decisions, they have 
the opportunity to pull even further ahead, using AI to accelerate 
fully integrated transformation across cost, cash, and growth. 

Over time, the business impact is a cumulative 
AI advantage:

	� Compounding gains in margin, productivity, and cycle 
times as AI becomes embedded in core workflows.

	� Clear ROI targets and KPI traceability ensure capital 
flows toward initiatives with verifiable value.

	� Strong portfolio governance allows rapid acceleration of 
high‑performing use cases and divestment of those 
that stall.

	� The organization builds a structural advantage that will 
be increasingly difficult for competitors to close.

If these leaders sustain AI execution discipline, their advantage 
becomes self‑reinforcing with better data, better processes, 
faster decision loops, and greater reinvestment capacity. 

Bringing the divide into focus
While most leadership teams recognize the 
importance of AI, the difference between 
these groups lies mostly in how they deliver 
the fundamentals of successful AI execution: 
process design, data alignment, accountability, 
and integration into broader transformation.

CATEGORY 2: 
INCREMENTALISTS
These leaders are energetic and excited 
about AI—pilots are launched, tools are 
introduced, and activity is visible across the 
organization—but their efforts are not anchored 
in economic value. Use cases are not prioritized, 
ownership is fragmented, and AI is often 
treated as a technology initiative rather than an 
operational one.  

If they continue this undisciplined approach, they will burn 
capital and lose organizational confidence in AI’s value. Industry 
data reflects this pattern, with fewer than half of AI pilots 
reaching production when organizations lack structured AI 
strategy, governance, and prioritization (Source: Gartner).

If this pattern continues and no action is taken, 
the consequences for the business are predictable:

	� A proliferation of tools and ungoverned pilots becomes 
permanent overhead with limited financial return.

	� Operators do not change behavior, leading to low 
adoption and stranded investments.

	� Technical activity outpaces business impact, eroding 
executive confidence and sponsorship.

	� The organization risks slipping into “pilot purgatory”, 
falling further behind competitors that convert AI 
experimentation into scaled operational success and 
measurable P&L.

 
These organizations are not far from progress, but they need 
to improve discipline: prioritizing use cases anchored in ROI, 
assigning AI ownership to operators, and embedding AI into real 
workflows rather than isolated initiatives. 
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WHAT WINNERS DO DIFFERENTLY
Put simply: organizations that capture value from AI scale execution, not experimentation.

As AI copilots, automation tools, and agent-based systems mature, advantage is shifting toward 
organizations that have already done the harder work: redesigning workflows for value, aligning 
data to decisions, anchoring accountability in operators and ROI, and embedding AI into how the 
business operates. 

1. End-to-End Process Design
Winners design AI around end-to-end processes and value streams, not isolated use cases. They define AI initiatives in the context 
of how work moves across functions, where decisions are made, and where delays, rework, or cost accumulate. The focus shifts 
from improving individual tasks to improving overall flow. 

This is where Lean discipline is critical. Value stream mapping provides the clarity needed to design high-impact AI initiatives, 
exposing a more honest view of how work actually happens and where intervention will matter most. It also prevents a common 
failure mode: automating processes that should have been redesigned first. 

This becomes clear in logistics. A major US package delivery company reduced more than 100 million miles annually 
through AI-driven route optimization, delivering approximately $300–$400 million in savings (based on publicly reported 
figures and industry analyses; Source: Best Practice AI). The value came not from the algorithm alone, but from 
embedding it into daily operations and planning.

Organizations that combine Lean operational rigor with AI capability consistently see stronger results because automation follows 
simplification, not the other way around. AI does not create coherence in a process. It depends on it.

2. Decisions Tied to Data
Winners stand out in how they use data. They build systems where decisions and actions are directly tied to data. 
AI recommendations are embedded into workflows in a way that triggers operator response, rather than waiting to be interpreted, 
which creates closed-loop systems where outputs drive action, those actions generate new data, and that data feeds back into the 
system and improves subsequent decisions. This loop is where performance compounds.

It also places greater emphasis on data and technology infrastructure. Reliable pipelines, strong governance, and scalable 
architecture—from traditional data platforms to newer capabilities like vector databases and real-time feature stores—become 
essential. Without them, the loop breaks. With them, AI can scale.

In retail, for example, organizations that have integrated AI across supply chain functions—forecasting, inventory, and 
distribution—have eliminated tens of millions of unnecessary miles while also creating new scaled capabilities that 
extend AI-improved, data-driven decision-making beyond cost reduction (Source: Walmart).

Organizations that treat data infrastructure as a strategic asset are able to move beyond isolated success with AI toward sustained 
impact. Those that rely on fragmented or poorly governed environments where data is not set up to inform action remain 
constrained, regardless of model capability.

https://www.bestpractice.ai/ai-case-study-best-practice/ups_saves_over_10_million_gallons_of_fuel_and_up_to_%24400m_in_costs_annually_with_advanced_telematics_and_analysis
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3. Financial Discipline and Operator Accountability
Winners start with the economics of the workflow. A defining characteristic of organizations that struggle with AI is not lack of 
activity, but a lack of discipline, so instead of beginning with technology, successful organizations begin with the business problem. 
They identify where cost sits, where delays impact revenue, and where operational friction affects outcomes. AI investments are then 
prioritized based on their ability to change those dynamics. 

This creates clear accountability where ROI is not an afterthought. It is designed into each initiative, with ownership sitting with 
operators responsible for outcomes, often with a CFO-level lens with explicit expectations for return, tracked and revisited over 
time. They avoid the common trap of “pilot purgatory”, where enthusiasm substitutes for economics and novelty-chasing activity 
continues without scaled value. Instead, they prioritize fewer use cases, define clear ROI, and apply tight governance with rapid 
course correction when value does not materialize. 

In financial services, for example, even before the latest wave of generative AI, institutions automating contract review 
reduced hundreds of thousands of hours spent on manual tasks—approximately 360,000 hours in one widely cited case—
freeing up specialists for higher value work (Source: Aba Journal and Bloomberg). The value was not in the automation 
alone, but in the clear understanding of where time was being spent and how it could be best reallocated.

As AI scales and model capabilities become more advanced, the costs for compute, infrastructure, and integration increase. 
Organizations that sustain ROI treat AI investment with the same financial rigor as any major operational transformation, prioritizing 
high-value use cases and tracking ROI closely.

4. Embedding AI into Broader Transformation 
Winners treat AI as an accelerant within broader transformation programs, integrating it into cost, cash, and growth workstreams 
rather than running it as an isolated initiative. In many cases, it operates as a separate track owned by IT, innovation teams, or digital 
functions, running alongside the core business rather than inside it, which limits its impact. For successful AI execution, AI governance 
becomes enterprise-wide, not siloed. Decisions about AI prioritization, funding, and scaling are tied to broader business objectives. AI 
initiatives are managed within the same structures that govern other transformation efforts. 

At the same time, the operating model evolves across the business. AI is not deployed once. It is iterated. Organizations build 
systems that continue to adapt, and so workflows, data, and decision-making continuously improve over time. 

It also reinforces the earlier insights. Process design continues to improve as new AI capabilities emerge. Closed-loop systems and 
data-driven decision-making becomes more effective. ROI discipline and operator accountability becomes easier to enforce and 
optimize. This is where scale happens.

Where AI sits in the organization determines how far it goes. Organizations that embed AI into transformation across the enterprise 
build momentum. Those that run it in parallel tend to plateau.

What ties these together
These four conditions are interdependent. End-to-end process design defines where AI should be applied. Decisions tied 
to data ensure it is used. Financial discipline ensures it delivers value. Embedding AI into transformation ensures it scales.

Remove any one of these, and the system weakens. This is why outcomes remain uneven across organizations that 
appear to be using similar technologies. The difference is not the model, but in how consistently these elements are in 
place. And that is what separates organizations that are experimenting with AI from those that are operating with it and 
seeing value from their investments.
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ABOUT ALVAREZ & MARSAL
Founded in 1983, Alvarez & Marsal is a leading global professional services firm. Renowned for its leadership, 
action and results, Alvarez & Marsal provides advisory, business performance improvement and turnaround 
management services, delivering practical solutions to address clients’ unique challenges. With a world-wide 
network of experienced operators, world-class consultants, former regulators and industry authorities, 
Alvarez & Marsal helps corporates, boards, private equity firms, law firms and government agencies drive 
transformation, mitigate risk and unlock value at every stage of growth.

To learn more, visit: AlvarezandMarsal.com

THE CONDITIONS FOR AI TO DELIVER VALUE
AI is already part of how many businesses operate. The difference now is how deeply and effectively 
it is embedded in the organization. Some leaders will continue to add tools without changing how 
work gets done. Others will continue to experiment, investing time and capital without materially 
shifting performance. A smaller group is taking a different approach: reworking processes, aligning 
data to decisions, and managing AI with the same discipline applied to any other operational, 
enterprise-wide change.

The gap between those paths will show up in cost, speed, and resilience. AI does not fail because the models are not capable. 
It fails when it is introduced into operating environments that were not designed to support it. Closing that gap requires coordinated 
change across processes, data, operating models, and work that sits within broader transformation agendas rather than 
alongside them.

In practice, that work follows a clear pattern: establishing where AI can create measurable value in the business, redesigning 
workflows before introducing automation, and embedding execution discipline so that initiatives are owned, governed, and tracked 
against real financial outcomes. It is iterative, not one-off, requiring continuous adjustment as systems, data, and decisions evolve. 
This is the context in which A&M Corporate Transformation Services approaches AI, treating it as part of enterprise transformation 
rather than a standalone capability, with a focus on operator-led execution, P&L impact, and sustained performance improvement.

Ultimately, the leaders that will successfully deliver value with AI are those that recognize the importance of execution early and act 
on it with discipline. 
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