


The Return on Intelligence

A plain‑English guide to why AI feels busy, but not always useful

The short version

Lots of organisations are using AI. There are pilots, tools, experiments, and plenty of activity. But many

leaders  still  feel  a  bit  disappointed.  Things  are  moving  faster,  but  not  necessarily  getting  better.

Decisions feel noisier, not clearer.

This paper explains why.

The problem is not that AI is weak. The problem is that most organisations have not changed how they

think.

AI  only  creates  real  value  when people  design  their  environment,  tools,  and habits  so  that  better

thinking can actually happen.

The big idea

Think of intelligence like water flowing through pipes.

If the pipes are messy, leaky, or badly connected, adding more water does not help. You just get more

mess.

AI is like turning on a much stronger tap. If the pipes are not designed properly, the result is confusion,

not clarity.

So the question is not:

“Do we have AI?”

The real question is:

“Have we designed the organisation so intelligence can flow?”

Why things feel busy but unrewarding

Most organisations start with tools.

They add AI to meetings, reports, planning, or analysis. Output increases. Slides appear faster. Answers

arrive quickly.

But something odd happens.
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People  do  not  trust  the  answers.  Decisions  feel  inconsistent.  Everyone  is  busy,  but  no  one  feels

confident.

This happens because AI is being used inside old ways of working. The thinking system itself has not

changed.

The four things that really matter

To get real value from AI, organisations need to design four things together. You can think of them as

four supports holding up better thinking.

1. Cognitive Ambiance

This is about the atmosphere.

Do people feel allowed to think with AI? Is it normal to use it for real decisions, not just drafts and

admin? Do leaders expect it to be part of everyday work?

If the answer is no, AI stays on the edges. People use it quietly, carefully, or not at all.

When the atmosphere is right, people stop asking “can I use this?” and start asking “how do I think

better with this?”

2. Cognitive Scaffolding

This is about direction.

AI is very good at producing answers. It is not good at deciding what matters.

Scaffolding means putting simple guides in place: - what good decisions look like - what risks matter -

what values should shape choices

Without  this,  AI  makes  things  faster  but  also  more  random.  With  it,  speed  and  judgement  move

together.

3. Cognitive Amplification

This is about skill.

The same AI tool can produce amazing results for one person and poor results for another.

Why?

Because AI does not replace thinking. It stretches it.
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Stronger thinkers get more value. Weaker thinking gets amplified too.

Organisations  that  win  help  people  learn  how to  work  with  AI,  question  it,  guide  it,  and combine

multiple viewpoints.

4. Cognitive Abundance

This is what happens when everything connects.

Insights do not disappear after meetings. Good thinking builds on itself.  Decisions improve even as

things get more complex.

At this point, the organisation starts to feel calmer, not busier.

That is cognitive abundance.

A simple real‑world lesson

In one aviation setting, work that used to take days was reduced to minutes.

Not because people worked harder. Not because AI replaced them.

But because the environment, the tools, and the people were designed to think together.

One important lesson stood out:

The value of AI depends on the quality of the human using it.

AI does not fix poor thinking. It reveals it.

What leaders should really focus on

Leaders often worry about spending too much on AI.

The bigger risk is spending a lot and getting very little back.

When intelligence is fragmented: - costs hide - accountability blurs - decisions feel risky

Designing how thinking works is not a soft issue. It is a leadership one.
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A quick self‑check

If this sounds familiar, it may help explain why:

Lots of pilots, little value → the atmosphere is wrong

Fast answers, low trust → the guides are missing

A few stars, no spread → skills are uneven

Insights vanish → nothing connects them

Each of these is a design problem, not a technology one.

The takeaway

AI does not fail organisations.

Organisations fail to design for intelligence.

When leaders change how thinking is expected, guided, and shared, AI stops feeling busy and starts

feeling useful.

That is the real return on intelligence.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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