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Much has been written about AI and its projected impact on human-

centred businesses including accounting, consulting, legal, engineering, 

marketing, advertising and public relations organisations. While many of 

the perspectives have focused on doomsday outcomes and large-scale 

redundancies, few pieces, if any, have focused on the prudent and 

practical steps Boards and Executive teams should consider taking to 

reshape their businesses to compete in an AI-enabled world. 

It is also important to be grounded in the acknowledgement that 

specialised and experience driven advice will continue to be in demand 

in the future – M&A will continue (if not thrive), as will tax planning 

and compliance, assurance, commercial and corporate structuring and 

disputes, and clever marketing and advertising campaigns to name a few.

However, the way in which these services are delivered and priced will 

change, and these changes are likely to have profound impacts on the 

current business models of human-centred businesses. Further, the 

competitive landscape within these sectors (driven by reduced barriers 

to entry, increased fragmentation and competition, and a desire for 

experienced advisors and speed to value etc) is likely to hasten the 

changes and increase the benefits to be derived by early movers.
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Currently the economic model of human-centred 

businesses is largely based on an hours driven 

leverage model. This model seeks to maximise 

revenue while balancing quality and oversight of 

services and providing career pathways and 

succession planning for the longevity of the business. 

Through the combination of enterprise connected 

Large Language Models (LLMs) and Agentic AI (and 

other emerging AI), this model will likely shift as 

initial research, analysis, modelling, and draft 

document preparation becomes AI-enabled. The 

combination of these changes and competitive forces 

are likely to drive a shift in the economic model of 

human centred businesses where the work 

traditionally undertaken by junior levels is 

automated, and the model tilts towards a more senior 

workforce enabled with AI and automation. In short, 

shifting from a traditional ‘pyramid’ model to a more 

diamond shaped ‘AI-enabled’ model in one scenario. 

Some also consider that over the longer term the 

model may shift to a ‘barbell’ shape with more senior 

and higher utilised leaders, a considerable 

AI automation layer, and more junior and fungible 

data and AI engineers who aren’t necessarily subject 

matter experts. 

Regardless of which shape is eventually adopted, the 

impacts of the shift toward an AI-enabled structure is 

likely to have profound implications on the economic 

model of human-centred businesses. The move 

towards an AI-enabled model is likely going to require 

a series of changes in the way these businesses need 

to operate to be financially competitive. Among other 

shifts, some of the key changes include:

• Modernisation of the technology environment

• Resetting performance expectations and 

capabilities

• Optimising cost structures and overheads

• Evolving pricing and service delivery.

Note: The pricing and service delivery changes are 

likely to be unique to the specific products and 

services of each business, and this has not been 

considered as part of this paper. 

Reshaping the economic model of human-centred businesses

How AI and automation is likely to shift the model of human-centred businesses

The traditional ‘pyramid’ model

A people and hours driven revenue and economic 

model.

The potential ‘AI-enabled’ models

Human expertise and experience is complemented 

with AI and Agentic automation and leverage.
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Modernisation of the technology environment 

Shifting a human-centred business to be AI-enabled won’t just happen, 

and it won’t be free. Investment is required to train leaders and staff, 

in AI technologies, and ensure the broader technology environment is AI 

ready.

Initial and ongoing training is required to educate and train leaders and 

staff on the potential and use of LLMs and Agentic AI and how it can be 

incorporated into their professional lives. While an initial surge of 

training is required, ongoing training is also required to drive adoption 

and to maintain the currency of knowledge as technology continues to 

evolve. Further investment is required to support the identification of 

use cases, configuration and the  integration of the AI agents in the 

technology architecture to automate workflows and realise productivity 

benefits. 

However, the widespread use and productivity benefits of AI can only 

be realised if there is confidence in the underlying data quality and 

security of the organisation’s technology environment. For many 

organisations, foundational investment is required to ensure the 

technology architecture is sufficiently structured, has well governed 

and accurate data, and is secure from threats. Further, the 

organisations who invest in ensuring their data is structured, governed, 

and accurate are likely to see the most benefit. High-quality internal 

data will enable organisations to automate current processes (research, 

analysis, modelling, content generation, etc) more reliably and enhance 

product and service delivery.

Resetting performance expectations and capabilities

The move towards an AI-enabled model changes the economics of 

human-centred businesses. The financial performance of delivery teams 

can be partially offset by pursuing several modest changes. As the AI-

enabled model pivots towards smaller diamond or barbell shaped teams 

there is a need for higher utilisation of senior resources to support both 

the expectations of clients for senior and experienced delivery, and the 

financial performance of teams. Further, performance metric changes 

prioritising margin rather than revenue are likely to be more relevant in 

the future as more ‘product’ and managed service arrangements 

become more relevant. Modest changes such as this can support the 

financial performance of individual teams.  

Shifting the business to be AI-enabled also requires a change in the 

expectations of performance for leaders and staff. While traditional 

capability and experience will be non-negotiable, this alone will not be 

sufficient for high-performing staff. Leaders and staff will at a 

minimum need to have a basic level of AI-proficiency, and over time it 

is anticipated that junior ranks will be required to pair domain 

technical knowledge with AI functionality. Achieving this reset in 

capabilities represents a significant change in approach for talent 

management and Learning & Development (L&D).



The transition to an AI-enabled model has 

implications beyond training and performance 

expectations; it changes how careers are built, and 

how talent is attracted, developed and retained. If 

not addressed deliberately, these people-related 

impacts risk undermining adoption, and weakening 

long-term capability.

As AI automates an increasing proportion of technical 

and production-oriented work, the value of human 

roles will shift decisively toward experience, 

judgement, contextual interpretation, ethical 

reasoning and trusted client engagement. This will 

require organisations to re-engineer roles away from 

traditional task-based job descriptions toward clearer 

accountability for decision-making, risk assessment 

and the application of professional judgement. 

For example, lawyers will increasingly be valued for 

their ability to frame legal risk and advise under 

uncertainty rather than draft standard documentation 

or sift documents, and accountants for their 

interpretation of financial insights and commercial 

implications rather than financial reporting.

This shift also disrupts traditional career pathways. 

The move to smaller, more senior teams reduces the 

volume of junior work through which future leaders 

have historically developed experience. In response, 

organisations will need to rethink career models to 

provide alternative pathways for progression and 

development, including deeper specialist tracks, 

advisory and relationship-focused roles, and hybrid 

practitioner-builder roles that combine domain 

expertise with AI and automation capability. 

Clearly articulating these future career narratives will 

be critical to maintaining engagement, retention and 

succession planning.

Recruitment approaches will similarly need to evolve. 

Future talent advantage will be less about years of 

experience performing the work junior lawyers, 

accountants or consultants ‘used to do’, and more 

about learning agility, cognitive adaptability, ethical 

judgement and the ability to work effectively 

alongside AI. 

This may require broader and more diverse talent 

pools, assessment methods that test judgement and 

AI-augmented problem solving, and a greater 

emphasis on values alignment and professional 

scepticism.

L&D will need to extend beyond formal AI training 

into embedded, practice-based learning. As fewer 

staff gain experience through repetitive work, 

organisations will need to consciously design learning 

environments that expose employees to complex 

judgement, decision review and interpretation of AI 

outputs within real client engagements. Capturing 

and sharing lessons from AI-assisted work including 

limitations, failures and near misses will become an 

important mechanism for building and preserving 

human capability.

Finally, the transition raises important questions 

around professional identity and accountability. As AI 

takes on more invisible work, organisations must be 

explicit about where responsibility sits, how human 

oversight is exercised – the role of Partners and 

leaders of professional services firms - and what 

constitutes acceptable experimentation versus 

unacceptable risk. Addressing these issues openly is 

essential to build trust, encourage responsible 

adoption, and reinforce the role of professionals as 

stewards of judgement and ethics in an AI-enabled 

environment.

Taken together, these people and human-capital 

considerations will play a decisive role in determining 

whether organisations merely deploy AI or 

successfully reshape themselves to compete as truly 

human-centred businesses in an AI-enabled world.

Re-engineering people, roles and talent for an AI-enabled model



Optimising the operating model and cost base

The largest impact of shifting to an AI-enabled model for human-

centred businesses is likely to be the need for organisations to have 

lean operating models and low-cost overheads. The combination of 

increased technology and L&D transitionary costs, leaner delivery 

teams, and a potential reset of pricing may pressure overall 

organisational profitability unless interventions are undertaken. 

Further, it is likely that Boards and Executive teams must pre-

emptively address the cost structures and overheads of the business 

to fund the transitionary costs.

Interventions such as BDOs Fast ZBB and enterprise-wide cost 

optimisation helps organisations to reset their operating model and 

cost base to free up capital to fund growth plans or improve 

profitability.

Managing the transition

As with any large strategic change, the difficulty (and value 

realisation) is in the implementation of the strategy and embedding 

the changes. Successfully shifting human centred businesses will 

require changes to all elements of the operating model, and for 

most organisations will require a multi-year program of concerted 

effort. We recommend that businesses adopt an enterprise level and 

programmatic approach which includes: 

• Identifying, prioritising, and implementing Agentic AI use-cases 

across the enterprise (adopting both enterprise & citizen 

transformation approaches)

• AI governance, technology, data and security readiness

• Leader & staff AI training, adoption, and change management 

support

• Refining the performance management & metrics across the 

business

• Resetting the operating model and overhead costs of the 

organisation utilising strategically aligned fast-ZBB principles. 

Final thoughts

The AI evolution represents the largest change 

for human-centred business since the widespread 

adoption of computing and the internet. While 

the future direction of AI may be uncertain – one 

thing is not, human-centred businesses will need 

to adapt to survive. 

Please reach out to learn more.
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