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WHY ALINITIATIVES FAIL

Ignoring Your Human System is the Fastest Path
to Wasted AI Investment
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In early 2025, CEOs were no longer
talking about Al in terms of experimentation.
They were talking about return.

Boards were asking harder questions. Investors
were pressing for measurable impact. And in

a global survey commissioned by IBM, leaders
delivered a sobering answer: despite massive
investment in artificial intelligence, only about
one in four Al initiatives had produced the return
on investment they expected.!

For many executives, the realization came
gradually. Pilot projects had shown promise,
demonstrations were impressive, and anecdotes
about productivity and efficiency circulated
internally. But when scaled across functions and
measured against financial targets, the anticipated
transformation stalled. The technology was
deployed; behavior, however, remained

largely unchanged.

At the same time, reporting from executive
roundtables and industry analysis described

a common shift. Companies that had enthus-
iastically experimented with costly Al tools

were now facing boardroom pressure to prove
real ROI, not pilot enthusiasm. “The window for
experimenting is mostly behind us now,” one CIO
told a technology summit, underscoring the move
from hype to accountability.2

What these early failures reveal is not a breakdown
of algorithms or models. It is a failure to change
the human systems required to make those
technologies deliver anticipated value.

There should be no real debate about whether
artificial intelligence will reshape work. The real
debate is whether organizations can change fast
enough to benefit from it.

McKinsey’s 2025 global survey reports that nearly
90% of organizations now use Al in at least one
business function, yet only a small percentage
report scaled, enterprise-wide impact.3

A 2025 AT Adoption Report from The Wharton
School found that 82% of enterprise leaders use
generative Al weekly and roughly three-quarters
report positive ROI, but most remain in early

or partial deployment stages.4

OpenAl’s 2025 State of Enterprise Al report
similarly concludes that while integration is
accelerating, organizational readiness—not
technical capability—is the primary constraint
to value realization.®

The pattern is consistent;
Al tools are advancing rapidly.
Human systems are not.

Recent behavioral research reinforces

this conclusion. A 2025 Harvard Business

Review analysis reported that up to 95% of AI
initiatives fail to deliver their intended value.

The failures came not primarily because

of technical shortcomings, but because

leaders default to what the authors call
“technosolutionism,” assuming better technology
alone will solve organizational challenges.
Instead, the evidence shows Al implementation
is fundamentally a behavioral challenge shaped
by human biases, resistance to loss, overconfidence,
and distrust of algorithms.®
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HOW HUMANS
CRIPPLE A

For individuals, AI can produce immediate productivity gains. At scale,

however, organizational value depends on disciplined adoption, accountability,

and psychological safety.

Consider an operations team with a growing
backlog of content and production work. To keep
up with demand, leaders encourage the team

to explore Al tools that can accelerate content
creation and production processes.

The potential is clear that these tools could
dramatically reduce turnaround times and
eliminate bottlenecks that have slowed the
business for years.

But adoption never takes hold.

The team continues to work the way they always
have, and the backlog grows. Some team members
quietly worry that Al tools could eventually replace
parts of their role. Others assume the tools aren’t
reliable enough for high-quality work. Many simply
don’t know where to start or which tools to trust.

No one is explicitly opposed to Al, but no

one is driving change either. There’s no shared
expectation to experiment with new tools.

No visible examples of peers using them
successfully. No training to build confidence.
No incentives tied to adoption. And no clear
signal that leadership will invest in new
approaches. So the behavior doesn’t change.

Stakeholders continue to ask for faster turnaround.
The team continues to deliver at the same pace.
And the gap between what’s possible and what
actually happens continues to widen.

The technology didn't fail. The system around
it did.
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[t REAL LEVER:

DEHAVIORALABILITY

These patterns raise a more important question: If the technology is working,

why doesn’t behavior change? Why do some teams adopt Al quickly while others

resist it? Why do some leaders get disciplined execution while others get

inconsistent use?

The answer is not better tools; it is better influence.
As we’ve argued for years, leadership is intentional
influence—the capacity to align human behavior
with strategic intent.

For example, leaders often assume that if they
explain the value of AI, provide access to the tools,
and set expectations, adoption will follow. It rarely
does. This is because behavior is not driven by a
single factor. It is shaped by multiple forces—six,
to be exact. These include people’s motivation to
act, their ability to do so, what others around them
do, and how the system and physical environment
reinforce their choices.

If even one of these forces is misaligned, adoption
stalls. If several are misaligned, it fails entirely. The
most effective leaders don’t leave this to chance.
Instead, they deliberately shape the conditions that
drive behavior. This ability to consistently align
behavior to new demands is what we call behavioral
agility, and it is the real lever behind successful

Al adoption.

In our research of more than 1,700 professionals,
we found dramatic differences in how quickly
organizations turn new ideas into new habits.

The fastest organizations are 12 times quicker at
adopting new approaches and six times more likely
to achieve full adoption of breakthrough ideas than
their slower counterparts.

Behavioral Agility:

The ability or capacity
to adapt to change

Behavioral agility is the cultural capacity to adapt
when new information demands new behavior.

The most agile organizations do not merely deploy
AlT; rather, they deliberately align behavior to it.
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PERSONAL

SOCIAL

STRUCTURAL

How? By engaging all Six Sources of Influence that shape human behavior:

This model provides a practical way to identify what's driving—or blocking—behavior and to align those
forces so that new technology leads to consistent new action.

MOTIVATION

ABILITY

SOURCE 1
Personal Motivation

SOURCE 2

Personal Ability

Foster intrinsic motivation through effective
use of direct experience or storytelling.

EXAMPLE: One energy-sector client shared stories
during executive meetings about how Al-enabled
anomaly detection surfaced equipment failures
weeks earlier than traditional monitoring methods,
preventing millions in downtime. The stories
reframed AI from “experimental tool” to “strategic

Ensure all have necessary skills and knowledge.

EXAMPLE: A global professional services

firm discovered its consultants were using

Al inconsistently and with uneven results.

Rather than issuing usage mandates, they ran
hands-on workshops where teams practiced
prompting, validating outputs, and integrating

Al insights into live client scenarios. Adoption and

safeguard.” confidence increased measurably within
one quarter.
SOURCE 3 SOURCE 4
Social Motivation Social Ability

Enlist formal and informal leaders
to encourage AI compliance.

EXAMPLE: At alarge retailer, respected regional
leaders publicly demonstrated how they used AI-
generated demand forecasts to adjust inventory
decisions. Their visible modeling shifted AT

use from “optional innovation” to “how high
performers operate.”

Provide the teamwork needed to support those who
are attempting new behavior.

EXAMPLE: A manufacturing organization created
cross-functional “Al councils” where compliance
leaders and business heads reviewed early AT
applications together. This collaborative structure
reduced fear, increased trust, and accelerated
responsible adoption.

SOURCE 5
Structural Motivation

SOURCE 6

Structural Ability

Ensure reward and discipline systems
align with the new behavior.

EXAMPLE: One financial services firm
incorporated responsible AT use and AI-informed
innovation into promotion criteria. This

clearly communicated that adoption, not just
experimentation, was a leadership expectation.

Ensure physical and virtual environments make
good behavior easier and bad behavior harder.

EXAMPLE: A healthcare system embedded
Al-driven risk alerts into its electronic medical
record workflows, requiring documentation of
review and response before closing patient charts.
By integrating Al directly into routine processes,
adoption became automatic rather than optional.
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Our research shows that leaders who skillfully
engage all six of these influence sources are not
just incrementally more effective at producing
behavioral pivots; they are exponentially so. When
properly employed, this six-source approach to
behavioral agility can increase your odds of rapid
change tenfold.”

Without this intentional influence, organizations
fall into predictable traps: speed without scrutiny,
experimentation without accountability, and
silence in the face of risk. AI does not fail because
it lacks intelligence. It fails when leaders neglect
the human system required to support it.

THE BOTTOM LINE

When your Al initiative begins to struggle, the issue is unlikely your vendor.
It is far more likely to be your leadership approach to change.

You cannot assume intelligent systems will override entrenched habits. You cannot
mandate agility. And you cannot purchase transformation without leading it.

The question is not whether you’ve invested in Al. The question is whether
youw’ve invested in the human system required to make it work.
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