
AI: A second great shift
What the Industrial Revolution can teach 
us about the future

Industrial revolution impact 
in Great Britain, 1760–1840s
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A NEW PLAYBOOK 

Winners in this era typically go beyond re-architect cognitive workflows end-to-end

Identifying where cognitive 
blocks are

Redesigning processes 
to help reduce human 

constraints 
Building new propositions 

around workflow reinvention

Historical warning: Productivity gains do not always spread as default
During the Industrial Revolution, productivity rose before wages caught up. AI may create a 
similar distribution lag
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VC investments in AI, globally: 2020-25 59.6
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VC investments in generative AI (US$ billion) 

VC investments in AI compute (US$ billion)

3-4x

AI investment is moving faster than adoption
Steep rise in generative and compute AI investment in last 3 years

Frontier firms pull ahead

Productivity
gains largely
concentrated
in largest firms

~4%
Decline in labor
share globally

~67% ~61%
US labor share decline 
(1982–2012) amid rise 

of ‘superstar’ firms

Opportunity lies in designing pathways that can diffuse benefits.

Distribution risk: Gains can concentrate before they diffuse

Labor share pressure increases

Cheaper 
investment / IT 
capital encouraged 
capital-for-labor 
substitution

THE NEW AI ERA - Reinvention-
centric transformation

Diffuse productivity gains across 
workforce

Design for augmentation, not substitution

Re-architect workflows end to end

Scale human + AI collaboration

OLD AI ERA - Automation-centric 
transformation

Productivity gains concentrated in 
frontier firms

Wage polarization and workflow 
fragmentation

Automate tasks, optimize costs

AI layered onto existing processes

Remain in the early stages of 
their AI journey

Execution remains the bottleneck 

54%
Organizations advancing 
toward multi-agent or 
coordinated AI systems

26%
Executives expressing concern 
about AI-related risk and 
security

75%

Source: Global AI Pulse Q1 2026

Source: https://www.nber.org/digest/aug17/technologicaldynamismandfalllaborsshare  

https://www.wipo.int/web-publications/world-intangible-investment-highlights-2025/en/world-intangible-investment-highlights-2025.html

A strategic choice: Automation alone can widen the gap. 
Reinvention can help diffuse the gains

~3x
Intangible investment 

growing faster than tangible 
investments
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