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The ROI of AI

“Companies can create ROI once 

they meticulously align AI strategies 

across multiple verticals. Data 

science does not exist in a vacuum.  

Company-wide strategic growth and 

operational efficiency will drive 

sustainable returns.”

Bulent Kiziltan, Chief Data & 

Analytics Officer, StealthX
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ROI increases with AI maturity
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QE8: Tell us about the progress that your firm is making on implementing AI across key functions and the ROI that you are seeing. QB3: How many AI projects are you piloting, have in partial deployment, and have in widescale deployment 

today? How many do you expect to have in three years?

Average ROI by maturity level

Average number of AI projects by stage 
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AI will revolutionize business. But it will take expertise, scale, and time to 
reach its full potential. Firms should be planting the seeds now, including 

building systems for measuring and tracking results.

While about two-thirds of senior executives believe that AI is important for 
the future of their business, the average return on all AI investments by 

company* is only 1.3%. Leaders do better, with an average return of 4.3%, but 
that still pales against returns on other corporate investments. That begs the 

question: Is the buzz around AI justified?

The answer is yes, but only if you have patience. Our research shows that 
corporate returns on AI bloom as companies become more advanced in AI. AI 

beginners and early implementers essentially show flat results. It is not until 
firms start to use AI more widely across their enterprises that the ROI starts to 

grow. With high upfront costs in data preparation, technology adoption, and 

people development, it takes scale to reach break-even and then eventually 
earn significant returns. 

It is still early days for most companies: only 20% of AI projects are in 
widespread deployment, and among AI underperformers (those showing 

negative or no returns), the number of projects in widespread deployment is 

half that. Even among AI overperformers (firms with over 5% ROI on AI), only 
28% of AI initiatives are in widescale deployment. The rest are still in pilots or 

partial deployment stages.
*The average ROI by company was calculated by taking the average of the ROI for each AI-enabled function for each respondent.



The art of measuring ROI 

One reason that ROI on AI appears low is the lack of corporate progress on measuring AI 
results. For many firms, calculating the ROI on AI is still an art, not a science.  

It is revealing that 79% of companies that report negative or no ROI, and 56% of those 

showing ROI of just above 0% to 5%, do not have systems in place to measure returns. 
Gauging the ROI on AI is more complicated than for traditional technology investments, 

where the costs and impacts are more easily defined and predictable. AI does not offer a 
one-size-fits-all solution. It is a versatile tool that can generate a rich set of benefits geared 

to the financial, strategic, and operational outcomes that a company seeks to achieve. For 

that reason, the ROI metrics in this report should be viewed as directional, not definitive.

Best practices to consider

To measure ROI effectively, firms should start by fully accounting for their costs, not just for 
technology, but also for hiring and training AI staff, together with putting the proper 

processes in place. Since AI is not a “one-and-done” solution, executives should consider the 

cost of maintaining and finetuning the AI application. For example, companies using AI 
during the pandemic were hit with the unexpected cost of retraining their models to 

respond to changing market behaviors. 

Quantifying AI benefits can be even more vexing. Many of AI’s benefits are qualitative: How 

can firms put a price tag on better decision-making, faster time-to-market, and improved 

reputation? And, like data, AI can underpin a broader business initiative or series of projects, 
making it tough to identify the full value it brings. Finally, AI projects have an element of 

R&D. So the payback from efforts can be uneven, and some of the most profitable outcomes 
may be unexpected or only come with scale.
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“Companies are becoming more astute about 
the marginal or incremental benefit of a 
particular AI solution. There’s some areas where 
AI can absolutely show a dramatic impact. But 
while it may be material, does it pay for itself if 
the cost of implementing a solution is $500,000 
or $1 million?  Is the scale of your operation large 

enough to warrant that type of investment?”

David Kuder, US Market Offering Lead for AI 
Insights & Engagement, Deloitte Consulting

“Besides ROI, AI-enabled innovation has a great 
potential for social impact—in all areas but 
specifically education, health, information, and 
social justice. Many organizations and 
companies are building meaningful technology 

innovations around ML and AI. They are also 
interested in the social-good aspect of AI’s  
implementation and dissemination.”

Amir Banifatemi, General Manager, Innovation 
& Growth, Xprize
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The biggest returns from AI come from strategic change

The ROI of AI does not stem from cost savings alone. It comes from 
strategic transformation.

When starting out, companies tend to use AI to automate internal 

processes, boost productivity, and improve staff and customer 
engagement. But the performance goals shift from efficiencies to 

strategic gains as businesses mature into AI leaders. These more 
advanced firms report greater benefits from faster revenue growth, 

greater market share, new business models, accelerated time to market, 

and higher shareholder value.

In fact, of the top ten functional use cases driving value for companies, 

many are fundamental to corporate business strategy, such as strategic 
planning, supply chain management, product development, and 

distribution and logistics.    
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QE1. How is AI creating value for your company now, and how do you expect AI to create value over the next three years?

“The power of AI compared with traditional analytics is that it can solve 
for predictive and prescriptive use cases. And where traditional analytics 
can optimize a system by 10%, AI can take that to 20%, 30%. AI pushes the 
limit since you have many more variables you can take in and can apply 
more sophisticated techniques like neural networks for optimization.”

Abhinav Singhal, Chief Strategy Officer, Asia Pacific, thyssenkrupp 16%
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But it takes time to generate meaningful ROI
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Average payback period in years for AI projects
Don’t let the AI hype curve mislead you—firms need to be wary of 
promises of quick paybacks. The average payback on AI investments 

is around 17 months. For beginners, it’s even longer.

Executives should go into AI with their eyes open. Projects can take 
longer than expected to implement due to unanticipated hurdles—

such as not having access to the right data or difficulties in training 
and testing the model. Sometimes the models fail altogether, 

requiring that AI teams start all over.

Payback periods vary widely, with 43% of AI projects hitting break-
even in under a year, 37% between one and two years, and 20% 

between two and over three years. With their lack of experience, 
beginners bear the longest payback periods, of about 20 months, 

while leaders reach break-even in 14 months. Automakers report the 

fastest payback (roughly 15 months), and healthcare, the slowest 
(over 19 months).

Executives report that COVID-19 has led to a shift in expectations. Hit 
by the economic downturn, firms are striving to shorten payback 

periods by breaking projects into smaller, bite-size chunks and taking 

other steps to deliver quick wins. By leveraging cloud platforms and 
related technologies, AI teams may be able to move faster and 

reduce costs.  
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ROI requires a solid foundation and sufficient investment

To generate strong ROI from AI, firms need to first lay the 
groundwork and put the right processes in place. Like any 

strategic initiative, it requires adequate investment.

AI overperformers (with ROI over 5%) excel at building a 
solid foundation for AI. Most overperformers have made 

significant headway in setting up business cases, 
implementation plans, and systems for measuring and 

monitoring AI performance. They are also far along in 

implementing AI platforms to gather, integrate, format, and 
manage data. They are particularly more advanced than 

underperformers (those with no or negative ROI) in 
addressing privacy, security, and regulatory concerns, as 

well as creating standards and training on AI ethics.

Just as importantly, overperformers know that it takes 
money to make money. That is why they spend about twice 

as much as underperformers on AI. Moreover, having 
already made major progress on developing basic AI 

capabilities around data management and RPA, they are free 

to invest bigger portions of their budgets on next-gen tools, 
such as machine learning, deep learning, computer vision, 

and natural language processing.
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QB5: How much progress has your company made in implementing the following areas of AI? QE3: What was the total budget for AI across your enterprise (both held centrally at headquarters and distributed across business units) in the 

past financial year? QE6: What percentage of your AI budget is devoted to the following areas?  

Underperformers Overperformers

Addressing privacy, security, regulatory concerns 7% 90%

Creating standards and training on AI ethics 9% 89%

Gathering, integrating, formatting data for AI use 11% 87%

Measuring and tracking AI performance results 4% 87%

Preparing AI platform to manage data 11% 84%

Defining business cases, models, and plans 12% 77%

% that have largely or fully implemented

AI investment as % of revenue

65%

36%

36%

64%

Basic AI

Advanced AI

Underperformers Overperformers

Investment by type of AI

0.56%

1.22%

Underperformers Overperformers
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People and collaboration are key drivers of ROI

AI is as much about people as technology. ROI overperformers 
understand the importance of employing the right talent, developing 

in-house AI skills, and fostering collaboration across the enterprise.

Eighty-three percent of overperformers are successful at developing 
and acquiring the right people vs. 9% of underperformers. In addition, 

overperformers are better at training and enabling non-data-scientists 
to deploy AI (88% vs. 2% of underachievers). They also devote more 

staff to AI (on average 894 per firm vs. 193 for underperformers). And 

they are more likely to appoint Chief AI/Analytics Officers to lead their 
AI initiatives (37% vs. 1% for underperformers).

Without teamwork, AI projects often fall flat. Firms seeing high ROI are 
far more apt to foster a culture of learning and collaboration. Eighty-

five percent facilitate coordination between AI experts and business 

teams (vs. 9% of underperformers). They also work closely with those 
teams to identify use cases and demonstrate AI’s worth through pilots.

ROI overperformers outsource less and 75% have scaled AI across 
businesses units. Hence, they also decentralize AI authority to ensure 

that AI responsibility and expertise is distributed widely across the 

enterprise. Tellingly, 61% of overperformers are decentralized for AI, 
while 77% of underperformers are centralized.
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QB5: How much progress has your company made in implementing the following areas of AI? QB6: How does your company organize internal staff who are focused on developing and managing AI activities?
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AI underperformers AI overperformers

Underperformers Overperformers

Enabling non-data scientists with AI skills 2% 88%

Coordinating AI experts and business teams 9% 85%

Developing and acquiring AI talent 9% 83%

% that have largely or fully implemented

Organizing internal AI staff
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Which use cases drive the highest ROI?
AI is an adaptable set of technologies that can drive value across nearly any 
business area. With the need to show results, executives should focus on the 

areas that will yield the greatest dividends. 

Most firms surveyed are posting positive returns on all AI areas studied. The 
area generating positive ROI for the largest percentage of companies is 

customer service, followed by IT operations, strategic planning, risk 
management, innovation, and supply chain. 

Connected devices, pricing and business models, brand management, and 

distribution and logistics also deliver positive returns to many companies. 
These returns are particularly impressive given that firms have made less 

progress in implementing AI in these areas.

Still, investing in AI is not a silver bullet: 40% of projects are not yet showing 

positive ROI, based on an average across all 19 areas. In fact, many firms 

advanced in implementing AI have yet to see positive gains. Underperforming 
areas include sales and business development, finance and auditing, fraud 

detection, and marketing and promotion.    
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“There is a buzz and excitement about using AI. It offers an opportunity to 
leverage data more fully and in new ways. It offers opportunities to do 
better science and better analysis and achieve better results.”

Peter Henstock, Machine Learning & AI Lead, Pfizer

% of firms generating positive or no/negative returns by function 

% seeing 

positive ROI

% seeing no or 

negative ROI 

Customer service and experience 74% 26%

IT operations and IT infrastructure 69% 31%

Planning and decision making 66% 34%

Risk management 62% 38%

R&D and innovation 62% 38%

Supply chain, procurement 62% 38%

Connected devices and products 61% 39%

Pricing and business models 61% 39%

Data security and privacy 60% 40%

Brand management and reputation 60% 40%

Customer onboarding/admin 59% 41%

Distribution and logistics 59% 41%

Legal and compliance 58% 42%

E-commerce/customer platforms 58% 42%

Market and customer analysis 57% 43%

Marketing, promotion, channels 57% 43%

Fraud detection and mitigation 57% 43%

Finance and auditing 53% 47%

Sales and business development 51% 49%

Average positive or negative return 60% 40%
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Top AI use cases by industry
Automotive, banking, healthcare, and technology firms are doing the best job in generating ROI from their AI investments. For most insurance, 
investment, and media firms, achieving a positive ROI is still elusive.

The areas generating the highest ROI also vary by industry. Media, insurance and investment firms see the biggest returns from AI-enabled 

customer service and experience, while for automotive and life sciences, the largest dividends come from R&D and innovation. In most cases, 
adoption is lagging in the areas driving the largest returns. This suggests that there is significant value that can be unlocked.
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Functions where firms have seen the largest ROIAverage ROI across industries
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Case study

To drive AI ROI never start with AI
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A two-hundred-year-old industrial conglomerate, thyssenkrupp is taking major steps to harness AI to compete and serve customers in 
the manufacturing and metals sector.  Abhinav Singhal, Chief Strategy Officer for Asia Pacific, believes that AI use is still in its early stages 
in the manufacturing sector and the emergence of fully automated factories is 5-7 years away. But given the “supercritical importance” 
of AI to the future of the industry, thyssenkrupp is actively investing in AI, with over 40 pilots now underway, about ten in scale-up mode. 

According to Singhal, AI will be a game-changer for the industrial sector for three reasons: (1) the huge amount of data generated by 
manufacturing plants; (2) the sizable benefits from cost efficiencies, productivity, product quality, and new service models; and (3) the 
need to prop up eroding margins due to higher competition and economic uncertainty. To achieve these benefits, thyssenkrupp never 
starts with AI technology. Instead, the firm first identifies the business problem and investigates whether AI can provide a potential 
solution through a pilot. Before the company moves to enterprise-wide adoption, it identifies at least five or six customers across the 
globe with similar needs and that can adopt the solution. That way, the offering has enough momentum to scale profitably.

Singhal believes that AI has multiple applications for manufacturing across several broad areas: supply chain and operations, sales and 
marketing, and support functions, such as HR and finance. The firm focuses on three sources of value. The first is enriching machines and 
components using a combination of AI and IoT. The second is maximizing service revenue through techniques like remote monitoring
and autonomous equipment. The third is developing new business models, such as Digital Advisory, where the firm works as a trusted 
advisor to help customers digitalize plants and use AI tools to increase productivity and performance. 

So far, the highest ROI is coming from unlocking supply chain savings by reducing inefficiencies around logistics, warehousing, and 
inventory management. Such projects can yield positive ROI within about two years. However, not everything is measurable yet. Some 
cases are still evolving. For example, thyssenkrupp is experimenting with advanced sensors and deep image recognition tools to improve 
data capture for predictive maintenance. Training is another example. The firm provides employees with augmented reality glasses for 
training purposes even though there are less expensive options. Ultimately, AI will never replace humans, but humans who can work with 
AI will replace humans who cannot, says Singhal. Hence, good training and re-skilling are pivotal to successful AI implementation and help 
pave the way for generating ROI in the future.

Abhinav Singhal, 

Chief Strategy 

Officer, Asia 

Pacific, 

thyssenkrupp
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