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The Al Operating
Model for
Professional
Services.

Individual professionals are adopting Al at record rates.
The firms they work for are not. A blueprint for consulting,
legal, audit, tax and advisory firms — from shadow Al to
an operating model built for scale.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The experiment is running.
The operating model isn't built.

Five findings for decision-makers in consulting, legal, audit, tax and advisory
firms.

01 The pilot trap has a particular character in professional services.

Organization-wide Al usage reached 40 % in 2026, up from 22 %. But the experiment runs at
the individual level — the operating model has not been built for it. Treating both as one
problem produces ineffective responses to each.

02 The data governance challenge is structurally distinct.

Client confidentiality, matter privilege and professional liability create data-architecture
constraints no generic Al governance framework addresses. Governance for this sector
requires specific design work before any Al investment scales.

03 The billable hour creates a conflict only organizational design can
resolve.

Under a pure hourly model, Al efficiency gains reduce billable time: the client captures the
value, the firm absorbs the margin compression. This business-model question must be
answered before anything else is funded.

04 The Human-Al Interface sits at a point of personal accountability.

A partner's signature on legal advice, an audit opinion or a recommendation carries
personal liability. That liability never transfers to an Al system — autonomy design must
account for this constraint explicitly.

(0] The center-led hybrid model must be adapted for partnerships.

Governance lines work differently when every senior professional is a principal. Solvable —
but it requires explicit design work that most partnerships never put on the agenda.
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BY THE NUMBERS

40% 18% 5.7x 3.5%

org-wide Al usage in of firms track the ROI rollback likelihood EBIT differential for
2026 — up from 22 % of their Al tools without pre-scale Al workflow redesign vs.
in 2025 ownership overlay



PART ONE

Adoption without an operating model

P rofessional services firms in 2026 are
running the same experiment every
other sector ran eighteen months ago — and
they are running it on knowledge work: on
the outputs partners sign their names to and

clients pay for.

The top-line numbers look like adoption.
Forty percent of professional services
organizations have organization-wide Al
usage in 2026. A majority of individual
professionals now use publicly available Al
tools. In German consulting, Al projects grew
19 % in 2025 and are forecast to grow 22 % in
2026.

The numbers behind the numbers are more

instructive. Only 18 % of firms track the ROI of

their Al tools — unchanged from 2025.
Among those that do, the dominant metrics
are internal: time saved, tasks automated.
Revenue impact, client satisfaction and new

largely
unmeasured. In a sector where the product is

business contribution are
professional judgment delivered at partner
level, measuring keystrokes saved s

measuring the wrong variable.

The firms that move beyond this pattern
share one characteristic: they appointed Al
operational ownership before attempting to
expand beyond the pilot environment.
Organizations that waited for a production
incident were 5.7 times more likely to roll the
deployment back. The organizational design
work comes first.

ADOPTION IS ACCELERATING — MEASUREMENT IS

NOT

Org-wide Al usage 2025

Org-wide Al usage 2026 _ 40%

Firms tracking Al ROI

o) . .
+.|9 /0 German consulting Al projects, 2025

22%

18%

+22% forecast growth, 2026



THE SCALING GAP

Pilots everywhere. Production almost
nowhere.

FIVE ROOT CAUSES OF SCALING
FAILURE

89 % of failures are attributable to
organizational factors — not technology.

1 Integration complexity with
legacy systems

2 Inconsistent output quality at

78% volume

3  Absent monitoring tooling

4  Unclear organizational

<'|5% ownership

_ 5 Insufficient domain training data

running agent at production
pilots scale

89% zat -
(o] organizational, not technical

- zbrain.ai 2026

"Firms that waited for a production incident to establish Al ownership
were 5.7x more likely to roll the deployment back."

DIGITAL APPLIED - MARCH 2026

THE SECTOR-SPECIFIC PATTERN

Analysts and associates use public Al tools individually. Productivity gains are real but unmeasured
and unattributable. Partners either encourage this quietly or prohibit it inconsistently. A
governance policy gets written after an incident — typically a data incident. The policy creates
friction without creating structure. The experiment continues around the policy. A client asks

about Al capabilities, and the firm has no coherent answer.



PART TWO

Five structural constraints, all at once

CHALLENGE 1
Shadow Al on a pre-Al data policy

High individual use, no infrastructure
underneath. The data policy predates the
technology it now governs — the sector’'s most
frequent incident vector.

CHALLENGE 2
The billable-hour conflict

Faster delivery reduces revenue: the client
captures the value, the firm absorbs the margin
compression.

CHALLENGE 3

Confidentiality, privilege & the
personal Signature
NDA, privilege and fiduciary data cannot flow to

third-party Al without authorization — and
partner liability never transfers to the system.

CHALLENGE 4

No Al ownership in a flat
partnership

Two or three partners informally claim
ownership — appearance without the
structural weight to govern, fund or enforce.
This is how most incidents become possible.

CHALLENGE 5

Al overlaid on legacy
processes

Tools applied on top of existing
research and delivery
processes: outputs don't fit the
format, quality is inconsistent,
rework exceeds the time saved.
The mechanism behind most
abandoned pilots.

WHY THE FIVE COMPOUND

3.5%

EBIT differential for redesigning workflows vs. layering Al on top

McKinsey 2025

Capable individuals on a Stage O structure — no governance, no ownership, no

redesigned process. In the HandsOn framework this is the third Imbalance Pattern:

Capabilities without Governance. The result is predictable: a data incident, a lost RFP
over an unanswerable Al questionnaire, or an efficiency investment that quietly
compresses the firm's own margins.




PART THREE

The blueprint: six domains, one
interface

The target operating model resolves the five challenges through deliberate
design across the six domains of the HandsOn Al Operating Model — held
together by the Human-Al Interface at the core.

FOUNDATION LAYER - WHAT LEADERSHIP SETS

Strategy & Value Structure System

Resolve the billable-hour Governance

conflict; separate two
investment logics.

The center-led hybrid,
adapted for partnership
governance.

Client data classification,
tool approval, EU Al Act
tiering.

HUMAN-AI INTERFACE

The professional signature is the central design constraint.

ACTIVATION LAYER - WHAT PEOPLE LIVE DAILY

D04 DO5 DO6
Decision Process & Capabilities &
Architecture Workflow Culture

A Decision Rights
Registry with quarterly
recalibration.

Al-integrated redesign,
never overlay.

Role-specific curricula
built on three archetypes.



DO1 - STRATEGY & VALUE ARCHITECTURE

Two investment logics — documented and
governed separately

The blueprint starts by resolving the billable-hour conflict, because it gates everything
downstream. Every Al investment is assigned to one of two logics. Mixing them — funding
efficiency and differentiation from the same budget under the same governance — is how

firms underperform on both.

LOGIC A LOGIC B
Capability-differentiation Operational-efficiency
investments investments

Built on assets no market tool can Procured from market tools with

replicate: accumulated client data, appropriate governance applied. Reduce
proprietary engagement frameworks, internal overhead; no direct client-facing

sector knowledge. effect.

Research synthesis trained on firm
methodology

Pattern recognition across past

Document drafting, formatting,
templating

Meeting transcription & summarization

engagements .
Internal knowledge retrieval

Al-assisted diagnostics in the pre-
proposal phase

» Buy, don't build. Governed by the tool-

= . approval framework in DO3.
» Justifies outcome-based pricing for

specific engagement types — what makes
the investment commercially viable.

Firms with proprietary knowledge assets — sector data, methodology IP, engagement history —
have the basis for Al capabilities market tools cannot replicate. Each initiative carries an explicit

value thesis and a Cost of Autonomy profile.

THE DO1 DESIGN QUESTION

Where does Al create an output that justifies pricing based on value
delivered rather than hours billed? Build there first.



D02 - ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

The center-led hybrid, adapted for a
partnership

GOVERNANCE

The Al Council

3-4 partners from delivery, operations & business development. Formal
mandate, rotating chair, quarterly reporting. Authority over strategy, tool
approval, incident response.

OPERATIONS
The Al Practice Lead

Full-time senior role. Playbooks, training design, quality standards for Al-
assisted deliverables — operational continuity between governance

cycles.
Domain Al Domain Al Domain Al
Ambassador Ambassador Ambassador

One per practice area, drawn from the senior consultant cohort — the channel between the Council's standards
and day-to-day practice work.

THE DUAL REPORTING PRINCIPLE THE FAILURE MODE TO DESIGN
AGAINST

Each Ambassador is accountable to their

practice partner for delivery outcomes, Allosling ol vesiiment fo sl chitlely

and to the Al Practice Lead for

methodology and governance

within technology or operations. In

professional services, client delivery
compliance. Without that dual line, the partners must be principals in the
structure collapses into the informal desleln eff clleniaeiug A Use cases,

coordination the firm had before.



DO3 - SYSTEM GOVERNANCE

Close the incident vector at intake

ARTIFACT 1 - CLIENT DATA CLASSIFICATION — ASSIGNED AT ENGAGEMENT
INITIATION

Non-public, commercially sensitive, under NDA, or regulated

Most restrictive processing rules; only tools contractually cleared for this tier.

Client-provided, without restriction

Broader tool set permissible under approved data-processing terms.

Publicly available information the firm has assembled

3 Least restrictive; standard approved-tool policies apply.

The tier determines which Al processing is permissible and through which tools — before tool

approval, before any initiative launch.

ARTIFACT 2 - TOOL APPROVAL —
FOUR CRITERIA

1 Data-processing terms compatible
with the firm's most sensitive tier

2 EU Al Act compliance posture & risk-
tier assignment

3  Security certifications

4 Al Council sign-off — existing
subscriptions reviewed against the
same framework

ARTIFACT 3 - EU Al ACT RISK
TIERING

Most document-processing and analysis
tools fall in Limited or Minimal Risk. But
systems assisting consequential business
recommendations — financial, regulatory,
legal — require formal classification. Firms
providing regulated advice (audit, tax, legal)
should treat EU Al Act classification as a
governance prerequisite that gates
deployment.



HANDSON BLUEPRINT -

THE HUMAN-AI

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

INTERFACE

PART III -

HUMAN-AI INTERFACE

The signature stays human. Design around

it.

A signed deliverable carries personal accountability for the professional whose name appears

on it. That accountability does not transfer to an Al system regardless of the system's

contribution — the Al only makes the temptation to displace it more attractive. Autonomy rises

where liability falls away.

LEVEL 1
Assisted Work

Human directs
every step. Client
recommendation
sign-off lives here —
explicit partner
annotation, logged.

CLIENT-FACING WORK - CEILING AT LEVEL 2

LEVEL 2

Supervised
Execution

Al drafts,
synthesizes,
recommends. A
partner or senior
manager reviews
within a defined
window before
anything reaches
the client.

LEVEL 3

Monitored
Autonomy

Internal
administrative
workflows: meeting
notes, database
updates, scheduling,
knowledge-base
population.

INTERNAL WORKFLOWS -

LEVEL 4

Human-in-the-
Exception

Internal workflows
with no professional
liability: research
synthesis,
classification,
performance
analytics.

LEVELS 3-4 VIABLE

Level 2 — Supervised Execution — is the appropriate ceiling for client-
facing outputs in most professional services contexts.

The review is a substantive act: it requires a quality standard, a time allocation, and a capability

standard for the reviewing professional. Designing the review is as important as designing the

Al contribution.

Client-facing autonomous execution at Level 4 requires regulatory review and, in most cases, explicit

client consent. The design error to avoid: using the same autonomy level for internal and client-facing

work — the oversight requirements differ, so the design must differ.



DO4 - DECISION ARCHITECTURE
The Decision Rights Registry

The registry maps every significant decision type against the autonomy-level framework. Two
elements generic frameworks underspecify matter most here: a written, example-based
definition of "client-facing output" — the boundary is frequently blurry — and quality criteria
documented alongside each autonomy level, specific enough to make the human review
substantive.

DECISION TYPE LEVEL HUMAN ROLE & QUALITY CRITERIA
Client recommendation sign- No Al-assisted analysis enters a client
off 0 recommendation without explicit partner

annotation confirming review and
endorsement, logged in the engagement file.

Initial research synthesis Al synthesizes from approved sources; a

n senior consultant validates factual accuracy,
verifies sources and assesses analytical

coherence within a defined time budget.

Meeting transcription & action Al transcribes, extracts and posts to the
items m project system; team members review
asynchronously and flag inaccuracies, which

the system logs.

RECALIBRATION — QUARTERLY, TRIGGER-BASED

Review quality data, incident records and override patterns each quarter to advance or
downgrade decision types. Firms that define recalibration triggers in advance — the
override rate, error rate or client-feedback pattern that forces a downgrade — act faster and

more consistently than firms relying on general periodic review.



DO5 - PROCESS & WORKFLOW ARCHITECTURE

Overlay vs. redesign — the 3.5x difference

Al OVERLAY AlI-INTEGRATED REDESIGN
Same process, new tool Rebuild around what Al can
do
Al generates a first draft; the analyst
reformats it to fit the eXiSting template B The deliverable format Changes; the
and edits it to the existing standard. analyst moves from information

collection to validation and analytical

Time saving modest and inconsistent. . .
contribution.

Quality frequently worse in early months
— format mismatch creates rework

B Senior review moves from

reconstruction to refinement and

exceeding the time Al saved. .
framing.

B Time saving substantial and durable;
» The mechar.usm behind most quality improvement systematic.
abandoned pilots.

» The mechanism behind the 3.5x EBIT
differential.

EBIT impact differential for organizations that redesign workflows

3.5 x around Al rather than layering Al onto them.

THE IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGE

Redesign requires process owners to release existing delivery architecture — genuine
organizational change work. The Al Council's mandate must explicitly include
authorization to redesign delivery processes; without it, practice partners have no
structural reason to accept the change.



DO6 - CAPABILITIES & CULTURE
Three archetypes, not generic Al literacy

Professional identity is invested in expertise, and tools that appear to substitute for it generate
resistance generic change management does not address. The framing that works: Al expands
the scope of work a professional can do at high quality. The expertise is the same; the scope of
application is wider. The curriculum is role-specific, built around three archetypes tied to the
Decision Rights Registry.

ARCHETYPE 1

The Quality
Steward

Level 2 supervision points

Source-validity assessment,
analytical-coherence
evaluation, confidence-
signal interpretation,
override judgment —
mapped to each reviewer's
accountability, not generic
literacy training.

ARCHETYPE 2

The Al
Orchestrator

Al Practice Lead &
Ambassadors

Objective-setting for Al
systems, boundary-
condition design, system-
level monitoring, incident
response. Genuinely new to
the sector — it will not
emerge organically from
tool use.

THE PARTNER PROGRAM — ONE QUESTION

ARCHETYPE 3

The Al Consumer

Baseline - all staff

Tool use within approved
systems, data-classification
awareness, incident-
reporting protocol. A short
structured course replaces
prohibition-focused
communication.

How does a partner assess the quality of Al-assisted analytical work they are

reviewing and endorsing? Designed for professionals without technical
backgrounds; focused on judgment quality and accountability standards — how a
partner stands behind Al-assisted work they sign.




PART FOUR

How to get there

STEP O

4-6 weeks

STAGE 0-1

Months 0-6

STAGE 152

Months 6-18

STAGE 253

Agentic

18 mo

Diagnose the starting point

The HandsOn Diagnostic assesses all six domains against the sector-specific
constraints in this blueprint, producing a Multidimensional Maturity Profile and a
prioritized Design Agenda. Design work starts in week one. Most firms skip it — and
spend 12-18 months discovering, expensively, what six weeks would have told them.

Make the invisible visible

Three non-negotiables: named Al ownership at partner level with a formal
mandate; a data classification framework before any initiative is approved; a tool
inventory and approval process with explicit criteria. Failure mode: overbuilding —
Stage 1 governance should take weeks, not months. Comprehensive policy libraries
without enforcement capacity are compliance theater.

From individual to institutional

Three non-negotiables: the center-led hybrid structure fully operational; at least
one core process genuinely redesigned — measurable, attributable evidence for
the approach; the Decision Rights Registry operational with recalibration triggers
defined. Primarily a leadership challenge: the partnership must settle the business-
model question before investment scales.

The agentic transition — internal first

Stage 3 is realistic for internal workflows: knowledge management, research
synthesis, performance analytics, BD intelligence. Client-facing Stage 3 requires
regulatory clarity that does not yet exist in most sectors in 2026. The underestimated
prerequisite: the Al Orchestrator capability must exist before Level 4 autonomy is
deployed — remediation of governance debt consistently costs more than building
the capability first.

24 mo

Stage 0-2, firms of 50-200 with complex regulatory structures — multi-jurisdiction advice,

professionals

listed affiliates, regulated audit



HANDSON BLUEPRINT - PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

THE FIRST MOVE

THE FIRST MOVE

Start with the Diagnostic —
not with tools.

Most firms invest in tools, pilots or training programs without a domain-by-

domain picture of where the constraints actually sit. The HandsOn Al

Operating Model Diagnostic delivers that picture in four to six weeks —

maturity profile, prioritized Design Agenda, and design work that starts in

week one.

6 weeks

Structured assessment
across all six domains,
calibrated to sector and
maturity stage.

Week 1

Organizational design
work starts immediately
— not after the report
lands.

vs. 18 mo

What firms that skip the
Diagnostic spend
discovering the same
constraints, expensively.

For further information on the HandsOn Al Operating Model Diagnostic or the Al

Design Sprint:

maximilian.stein@wearehandson.de
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