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F O R E W O R D

We Measured the Wrong Thing
For three years, the defining question of enterprise AI has been the same: how fast are you 
adopting? Boards asked it. Analysts scored it. Vendors sold to it. An entire genre of industry 
report grew up around it, each one charting adoption curves that bend more steeply than the 
last.

I have spent twenty-five years inside enterprise transformation — as a practitioner, a 
Certified Master Black Belt, and an architect of workforce capability programs for 
organizations that measure outcomes in delivered projects and audited results, not press 
releases. And from that vantage point, the adoption question has always had a defect at its 
center: it measures the tools, not the people. It counts licenses, logins, and pilots. It does not 
count the one thing that determines whether any of it produces value — whether the humans 
around the technology are qualified to direct it, govern it, and be accountable for what it 
does.

In 2025 and 2026, the bill for that defect came due. The most rigorous study of enterprise AI 
to date found that roughly ninety-five percent of pilots produce no measurable financial 
impact. Insurers responded by writing generative AI exclusions into standard commercial 
policies. Regulators on two continents began mandating not AI restraint, but AI literacy — 
named accountability, documented competence, governed use. Quietly, the ground shifted 
from “how much AI are you using?” to “who, exactly, is qualified to be using it?”

That shift is the subject of this report. We call it the Readiness Inversion: the moment 
adoption stopped predicting value, and readiness started predicting everything — 
productivity, insurability, compliance, even enterprise valuation. The organizations pulling 
away in 2027 will not be the ones with the most AI. They will be the ones whose people hold a 
documented, verified, tiered standard of AI capability — and whose leaders sit not in the 
loop, reviewing outputs, but above it, governing the system.

This first annual edition synthesizes the strongest publicly available evidence across 
industries, introduces a five-tier model of workforce AI proficiency, and offers a practical 
instrument — the APEX Workforce Readiness Index™ — for locating your organization on 
the readiness curve. Beginning with the 2028 edition, we will publish aggregate Index data, 
building the readiness benchmark this field currently lacks.

The AI era will not be won by the organizations that automate the most. It will be won by the 
ones that stay human above the loop.
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

The Readiness Inversion
Between 2023 and 2026, workplace AI adoption went vertical. By mid-2026, industry surveys 
consistently found that the overwhelming majority of professionals — in some studies nearly 
nine in ten individual contributors and more than nine in ten managers — were using AI at 
work. By any adoption metric, the transformation is complete.

The value curve did not follow. MIT’s landmark 2025 study of more than 300 enterprise AI 
initiatives found that just 5% of integrated pilots were extracting significant value, while 
roughly 95% showed no measurable profit-and-loss impact — despite an estimated $30–40 
billion in enterprise spend. The post-mortems converge with unusual consistency: the 
failures are almost never about the technology. They trace to unready data, unready 
workflows, and — above all — unready people.

The gap between those two curves — near-universal adoption above, near-universal value 
failure below — is the defining fact of enterprise AI entering 2027. We name it the Readiness 
Inversion: the point at which adoption stopped being a differentiator, because everyone has 
adopted, and readiness became the differentiator, because almost no one is ready.

95%
of enterprise AI pilots show no 
measurable P&L impact (MIT, 

2025)

24%
of individual contributors strongly 
agree their organization prepared 

them to use AI effectively

16%
receive AI training before new 

tools are rolled out

Jan 1, 2026
generative AI exclusions enter 
standard commercial liability 

policies (ISO)

60%
of AI projects lacking AI-ready data 
predicted to be abandoned through 

2026 (Gartner)

5 tiers
of verified proficiency now define 
the workforce readiness standard 

(Section 4)

What “readiness” actually means
Readiness is not enthusiasm, and it is not usage. Throughout this report, workforce AI 
readiness means three things existing simultaneously, in writing, and to a standard that 
would survive an audit:
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– Proficiency — every role carries a defined, tiered expectation of AI capability, verified 
by assessment or demonstration rather than attendance.

– Governance — a named human is accountable for AI outcomes in every function; 
approved tools and permitted uses are documented; high-stakes outputs require 
qualified review.

– Evidence — qualification records, incident logs, and re-assessment cadences exist in 
auditable form — visible to a client, an insurer, a regulator, or an acquirer’s diligence 
team.

What this report covers
Section 1 dismantles the adoption metric. Section 2 quantifies the human deficit beneath it. 
Section 3 documents the governance turn of 2026 — the year insurance, regulation, and 
procurement converged on the workforce layer — and introduces the Human Above the 
Loop™ architecture. Section 4 presents the five-tier proficiency ladder. Section 5 examines 
four industries where the readiness gap is most consequential: construction and the skilled 
trades, the federal contracting and defense industrial base, manufacturing, and higher 
education. Section 6 provides the APEX Workforce Readiness Index™, a fifteen-item 
diagnostic. Section 7 closes with five predictions for 2027.

Adoption is a vanity metric. Readiness is a balance-sheet metric.
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S E C T I O N  1

The Adoption Mirage
Every era of enterprise technology produces one number that boards fixate on. For cloud, it 
was migration percentage. For digital transformation, it was initiative count. For AI, it has 
been adoption — and adoption has now delivered its verdict on itself.

The usage numbers are real. Large workforce surveys through 2026 place AI usage at or 
above 86% of individual contributors and 93% of managers. Gallup’s 2026 workforce 
research finds reported productivity gains scale with the breadth of use: among workers 
applying AI to one or two tasks, 45% report a positive productivity effect; among those 
applying it to seven or more, 90% do. Used well, by capable people, the technology plainly 
works.

The value numbers are not. MIT’s 2025 study — built on more than 300 initiatives, dozens 
of executive interviews, and structured leader surveys — found that only about 5% of 
integrated AI pilots extract meaningful value, while the rest remain stuck with no 
measurable P&L impact. Gartner projects that through 2026, some 60% of AI projects 
unsupported by AI-ready data will simply be abandoned. Enterprises spent an estimated $30–
40 billion to learn this.

The gap is not a paradox. It is a sequencing error. Organizations bought tools before their 
people were ready to extract value from them — then counted the purchase as progress. 
Usage became a proxy for capability, and capability was never independently verified. An 
employee pasting text into a chatbot and an employee who can specify, direct, evaluate, and 
take accountability for AI-assisted work both register identically in an adoption survey. Only 
one of them creates value. Only one of them is safe.

Why adoption keeps getting measured anyway
Adoption is easy to count, flattering to report, and immediately available — three properties 
that make a metric popular and none that make it predictive. Readiness is harder: it requires 
defining what capability means role by role, verifying it person by person, and maintaining 
evidence over time. The market measured what was convenient, not what was causal.

There is one more finding hiding in the failure data that deserves attention from every 
budget owner. MIT found that purchased and partnered AI solutions succeed roughly 67% of 
the time, while internally built solutions succeed at roughly one-third that rate. The instinct 
to build — tools, and by extension homegrown, unaccredited training — is itself a readiness 
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risk. Capability frameworks, like capable software, are better bought from those who have 
already made the mistakes.

An adoption survey cannot tell the difference between a workforce  

using AI and a workforce qualified to use it. A balance sheet can.

The metric that replaces it
What predicts value is not whether people use AI, but whether the organization can answer 
four questions in writing: Who is qualified, at what level, for which AI-assisted work? Who is 
accountable for outcomes? Against which framework is use governed? And where is the 
evidence? Those four questions are the skeleton of everything that follows in this report — 
and, we will argue, the skeleton of how AI capability will be priced by insurers, examined by 
regulators, and valued in transactions beginning in 2027.
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S E C T I O N  2

The Human Deficit
If the adoption numbers describe what organizations bought, the readiness numbers 
describe what they skipped. Across every major workforce study of 2025–2026, the same 
shape appears: usage far ahead of preparation, preparation far behind risk.

86% vs 24%
individual contributors using AI at 
work vs. those who strongly agree 
their organization prepared them 

(Skillsoft)

70%
of AI success is people, process, and 

change — not algorithms or 
infrastructure (BCG)

5 hours
of AI training is the threshold at 

which regular, confident use 
begins (BCG)

Training arrives after the tools, when it arrives at all. Skillsoft’s workforce readiness 
research finds that just 16% of individual contributors and 23% of managers receive training 
before new AI tools roll out. The dominant enterprise pattern is deploy first, prepare later — 
the exact inversion of how organizations handle every other capability that carries liability, 
from forklifts to financial controls.

Workers know it, and they are self-provisioning. More than half of workers report 
researching AI skills on their own, outside any formal program. Demand for structured AI 
capability far exceeds employer supply — a fact worth sitting with, because it reframes the 
workforce not as a change-management obstacle but as an underserved market inside the 
enterprise.

The deficit compounds fastest at the frontier. Analyses of labor-market data find skill 
requirements in AI-exposed roles changing far faster than in other jobs, while the World 
Economic Forum projects that a majority of the global workforce will need reskilling before 
2030. IDC has sized the global cost of the skills gap in the trillions of dollars. A one-time lunch-
and-learn does not amortize against numbers like these; only a tiered, renewable, verified 
standard does.

Shadow AI is a provision problem, not a discipline problem
Every organization now has employees using unapproved AI tools — on personal phones, 
personal accounts, personal judgment. The reflexive response is prohibition. The evidence 
points the other way: people reach for whatever helps them do the job, and they will keep 
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reaching for it whether or not policy approves. Ungoverned use is what a training and 
tooling gap looks like from the outside.

The answer is provision, not prohibition: give people approved capability, qualify them to 
use it, and make the qualified path the easy path. Organizations that respond to shadow AI 
with discipline convert a capability gap into an adversarial one — and drive the usage they 
most need to see underground, precisely where the new insurance exclusions described in 
Section 3 make it most expensive.

The trainable core
Inside the deficit data sits a genuinely hopeful finding. BCG’s research identifies a low 
threshold effect: employees who receive at least five hours of structured AI training — 
especially with in-person coaching — show markedly higher regular usage and confidence. 
Organizations BCG classifies as AI leaders, distinguished by formal training programs, 
achieve substantially faster adoption and higher AI ROI than talent-constrained peers. The 
deficit, in other words, is not a talent shortage in any deep sense. It is an investment shortage 
with a rapid payback curve — which is exactly why the credentialing question, long treated 
as an HR afterthought, has become a boardroom question.

The workforce is not the obstacle to AI value. The workforce is the  

underserved market.
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S E C T I O N  3

The Governance Turn
Through 2024 and most of 2025, workforce AI readiness was a performance argument: 
prepared people extract more value. In late 2025 and 2026, it became something harder-
edged. Three forces — insurance, regulation, and procurement — independently converged 
on the same conclusion: the risk in AI lives at the human layer, and the human layer must 
now be documented.

The insurance turn
Effective January 1, 2026, the Insurance Services Office introduced generative AI exclusion 
endorsements for standard commercial general liability policies, and major national carriers 
received state approvals to adopt them. Parallel exclusions have been appearing in errors-
and-omissions lines, while “silent AI” — coverage ambiguity for AI-related losses under 
legacy policy language — has become a named concern across the brokerage literature. 
Industry reporting suggests roughly one in five commercial insurers logged an AI-related loss 
in 2025, only about half of it fully covered.

The commercial meaning is straightforward: undocumented, ungoverned AI use by 
employees is migrating from an IT nuisance to an uninsured exposure. And the historical 
rhyme is exact. Documented safety training became universal not because regulators 
demanded it first, but because insurers and clients priced its absence. Documented AI 
competency is now beginning the same journey — from differentiator, to discount, to 
prerequisite.

The regulatory turn
Regulators did not respond to AI risk by restricting AI. They responded by mandating human 
capability around it. Article 4 of the EU AI Act, applicable from February 2025, obliges 
providers and deployers to ensure a sufficient level of AI literacy in their staff — making 
workforce AI capability a legal duty, not a training preference, for any organization touching 
the European market.

The U.S. federal apparatus moved in the same direction by a different route. OMB 
Memoranda M-25-21 and M-25-22 require covered agencies to designate Chief AI Officers, 
stand up AI governance structures, maintain public AI use-case inventories, and — critically 
— assess workforce AI capability, identify gaps, and implement training plans, with 
expectations differentiated by role and grade. The NIST AI Risk Management Framework has 
meanwhile become the common vocabulary of both regimes. The pattern across jurisdictions 
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is identical: named accountability, tiered competence, documented governance. Regulators 
are not auditing algorithms. They are auditing whether qualified humans are in charge of 
them.

The procurement turn
Sophisticated buyers have begun asking vendors the questions insurers and regulators 
taught them. Federal agency AI strategy plans converge on an “AI-ready workforce” as an 
explicit goal — and organizations competing for that work which can demonstrate role-
specific AI competence and governed workflows are already advantaged. In commercial 
markets, workforce capability is entering merger diligence: Mercer’s research attributes the 
majority of failed deals to unaddressed people issues, and acquirers are increasingly 
instrumenting workforce skill visibility as deal infrastructure. Capability that lives in a 
credential register is auditable; capability that lives in anecdote is not.

Human above the loop
For a decade, responsible-AI discourse has centered on keeping a “human in the loop” — a 
person reviewing outputs before they take effect. The governance turn exposes that standard 
as necessary but no longer sufficient. A human in the loop is a checkpoint. What insurers, 
regulators, and buyers are now demanding is an architecture: humans above the loop, 
governing the system in which AI operates — setting its boundaries, owning its outcomes, 
and maintaining the evidence.

Human Above the Loop™ is Novelle & Associates’ name for that architecture. It rests on four 
pillars, and every finding in this report maps to at least one of them:

– Named human accountability — a named individual owns AI outcomes in every 
business function — not a committee, not a policy document, a person.

– Tiered proficiency standards — AI capability is defined role by role, in tiers, and 
verified by evidence rather than attendance.

– Compliance-native governance — governance is built against recognized frameworks 
— NIST AI RMF, ISO/IEC 42001, the EU AI Act — so it is legible to auditors, insurers, and 
clients.

– Continuous evidence — qualification registers, incident logs, and re-assessment 
cadences produce a living audit trail, not a binder that ages.

Regulators are not auditing algorithms. They are auditing 

whether qualified humans are in charge of them.
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S E C T I O N  4

The Proficiency Ladder
Most organizations that train for AI at all train for it as a binary: before the workshop, 
unaware; after the workshop, “AI literate.” No profession that carries real responsibility 
works this way. Medicine, aviation, project management, the skilled trades — every high-
stakes discipline expresses capability as a ladder: defined tiers, role-based expectations, 
verified advancement, and renewal. AI-assisted work has become high-stakes. Its capability 
model must grow up accordingly.

The five-tier model below is the structural core of the APEX AI Proficiency & Excellence 
Certification™, the credentialing framework accredited by the CPD Standards Office and 
architected by Novelle & Associates. It is presented here as an open reference model: 
whatever framework an organization adopts, these are the tiers a defensible readiness 
architecture must express.

Tier Who it describes What they can be trusted to do How it is 
evidenced

1 · Aware Every employee, 
every role

Recognize AI-generated content 
and AI-assisted workflows; 
understand approved tools, 
permitted uses, and escalation 
paths; know what must never enter 
a prompt

Foundational 
assessment; policy 
attestation

2 · Practitioner Individual 
contributors using 
AI in daily work

Direct AI tools productively and 
safely within their role; evaluate 
outputs for accuracy and fitness; 
apply data-handling rules without 
supervision

Scenario-based 
assessment; 
demonstrated 
work product

3 · Integrator Team leads, 
process owners, 
senior specialists

Redesign workflows around AI 
capability; set quality gates; qualify 
others’ AI-assisted work; connect 
AI use to measurable process 
outcomes

Applied capstone; 
portfolio of 
integrated 
workflows
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Tier Who it describes What they can be trusted to do How it is 
evidenced

4 · Leader Function heads, 
executives, 
program owners

Own AI outcomes for a function; 
govern tool selection and risk; align 
AI capability with strategy, 
compliance obligations, and 
investment decisions

Governance case 
evaluation; 
accountability 
artifacts

5 · Steward Enterprise 
governance 
leaders (by 
nomination)

Set and defend the organization’s 
AI governance architecture; 
represent it to boards, clients, 
insurers, regulators, and diligence 
teams

Nomination and 
evidence review at 
the enterprise level

Why tiers, and why verification
Tiers make capability legible. A manager who knows which team members hold Tier 2 
versus Tier 3 can staff AI-assisted work the way a general contractor staffs a jobsite: by 
qualification, not by enthusiasm. A tiered register converts “our people are good with AI” 
from an anecdote into an auditable asset — the exact conversion insurers, clients, and 
acquirers now reward.

Verification makes the tiers mean something. Attendance-based training certifies 
exposure, not capability. Every tier in a defensible ladder is evidenced by assessment or 
demonstration — and renewed, because AI capability decays faster than any competency an 
enterprise has previously credentialed. Accreditation by a recognized standards body does 
for an AI credential what ISO registration does for a quality system: it makes the claim 
portable beyond the organization’s own walls.

Role-basing keeps the investment honest. Not everyone needs Tier 4. Almost everyone 
needs Tier 1 within their first month. A readiness architecture that maps tiers to roles — and 
budgets accordingly — costs a fraction of blanket “AI transformation” programs and 
outperforms them, because it aims capability where value and risk actually sit.

Staff AI-assisted work the way a general contractor staffs a 

jobsite: by qualification, not by enthusiasm.
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S E C T I O N  5

Industry Spotlights
The Readiness Inversion is universal, but it lands differently by sector. Four industries 
illustrate its range: one where the gap between belief and capability is widest, one where 
readiness is becoming a condition of doing business, one where the workforce is the 
confessed weak layer of an otherwise advanced stack, and one that certifies everyone else’s 
competence while struggling to govern its own.

Spotlight: Construction & the Skilled Trades
The widest belief-capability gap on record. In DEWALT’s 2026 “AI in the Trades” study of 
nearly 2,500 U.S. respondents, 90% of construction professionals said AI will be indispensable 
within five years — while only 8% currently use it on the job. RICS’s global survey of 2,200+ 
professionals found 45% of firms with no AI implementation at all, only 1.5% using AI across 
multiple processes, and fewer than 1% with organization-wide integration.

The labor math forces the issue. Associated Builders and Contractors projects the industry 
must attract roughly 349,000 net new workers in 2026 just to hold labor equilibrium — rising 
toward 456,000 in 2027 — against retirements and megaproject demand, much of it, 
ironically, AI data-center construction. An industry that cannot hire its way out of a labor gap 
has one durable lever: productivity per person. That makes workforce AI capability a 
survival variable, not a modernization garnish.

Risk arrived before readiness. The January 2026 generative AI insurance exclusions hit 
construction with particular force, in a sector already governed by prequalification regimes, 
owner-mandated safety credentials, and ISO-registered quality systems. Contractors already 
possess the exact organizational muscle AI readiness requires — mandatory, role-based, 
documented credentialing. What no industry body yet offers is an accredited, tiered, 
construction-specific AI credential: the major associations offer introductory workshops and 
pilots, and the accredited craft-credentialing authorities have not yet extended into AI. The 
white space is real, and the first movers will hold it.

Sources: DEWALT/Stanley Black & Decker (2026); RICS AI in Construction (2025); ABC workforce model (2026); ISO/Verisk 
endorsement filings (2026).

Spotlight: Federal Contracting & the Defense Industrial Base
Readiness is becoming a condition of doing business. OMB Memoranda M-25-21 and M-25-
22 direct covered agencies to designate Chief AI Officers, stand up governance boards, 
inventory AI use cases, and build AI-capable workforces — with training expectations 
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differentiated by grade band, from applied literacy for working-level staff to governance and 
investment fluency for executives. Published agency AI strategy plans converge on the same 
pillars: scalable infrastructure, quality data, proportional risk governance, and an AI-ready 
workforce.

Compliance regimes cascade. Every major federal compliance architecture — from 
safeguarding requirements to cybersecurity maturity certification — has followed the same 
trajectory: agency obligation first, then flow-down into the supply chain as contract clauses, 
prequalification criteria, and competitive discriminators. There is no reason to expect AI 
workforce readiness to behave differently. Contractors that can already demonstrate role-
specific AI competence, framework-mapped governance, and auditable training records are 
positioned for the moment those expectations appear in solicitations — and analysts advising 
the contractor community are counseling exactly that preparation now.

The accountability model is the tell. Washington’s signature AI governance move was not a 
technology mandate but a personnel one: the named, accountable Chief AI Officer. When the 
public sector’s central answer to AI risk is a qualified human with documented authority, the 
private-sector translation is not subtle. Named accountability plus tiered workforce 
competence is the emerging shape of AI governance everywhere — the federal market 
simply wrote it down first.

Sources: OMB M-25-21 and M-25-22 (2025); published federal agency AI strategy plans (2025–2026); NIST AI RMF; contractor 
advisory analyses (2025–2026).

Spotlight: Manufacturing
The confessed weak layer is human. Deloitte’s smart-manufacturing research finds human 
capital to be the lowest-maturity category across all surveyed dimensions — and 
simultaneously the one executives most want to improve. The technology stack has outrun 
the people stack: cloud, sensor, and analytics adoption (around 57%) roughly doubles AI/ML 
deployment at facility scale (around 29%), and independent industry surveys place true at-
scale AI at roughly 10% of manufacturers, with the majority parked in pilots.

The skills shortage is now a quality problem. In 2026 industry survey data, 78% of 
manufacturers report being affected by labor or skills shortages, and 85% say those shortages 
are degrading product quality. Nearly half of executives report difficulty filling production 
and operations management roles — the precise tier where AI-integrated workflows must be 
supervised. With federal projections of roughly one million manufacturing production 
openings annually through 2034, the sector faces construction’s arithmetic in a different 
uniform: productivity per person is the only lever that scales.
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The pilot loop is a staffing loop. Industry analysis of the scale gap identifies a self-sealing 
failure mode: firms delay training because pilots have not proven value, and pilots cannot 
prove value because no one across shifts is qualified to run them. Breaking the loop requires 
exactly what a tiered readiness architecture provides — defined roles around the next 
production decision, supervised practice, and verified qualification, so that capability 
precedes the technology bet rather than trailing it.

Sources: Deloitte smart manufacturing and human capital research (2025–2026); Parsec State of Manufacturing (2026); Pulse  
of Quality in Manufacturing survey (2026); U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projections.

Spotlight: Higher Education
The certifier’s paradox. The sector whose core product is verified human capability is, on 
the evidence, among the least governed AI adopters. The Digital Education Council’s 2026 
global survey — more than 45,000 respondents across 35 countries — finds 88% of students 
and 77% of faculty using AI. Against that near-universal use: only about a quarter of 
educators say their institution has a formal AI policy, global research finds only one in three 
institutions with a clear AI strategy and fewer than one in five with governance structures to 
manage AI responsibly, and just 37% of staff report ongoing AI-related professional 
development.

The credibility stakes are explicit. In Coursera’s institutional research, 65% of respondents 
believe unregulated AI will diminish the credibility of university degrees. Meanwhile the 
student data shows early dependence signals — roughly a fifth of students reporting they 
find it harder to work without AI or retain less because of it — and two-thirds worrying that 
AI could make learning too shallow. An institution that cannot evidence its own AI 
governance will struggle to defend the integrity of the credentials it confers; the readiness 
gap here is reputational in a way no other sector matches.

The opportunity is recursive. Higher education sits on both sides of the Readiness 
Inversion: it must govern AI internally, and it is the natural delivery channel for tiered, 
accredited AI proficiency to the broader workforce — including the mid-career professionals 
whom degree programs no longer serve and whom short-form, stackable, verified 
credentials serve precisely. The institutions that solve their own governance first will own 
that market with clean hands.

Sources: Digital Education Council Global Survey (2026); IREX / Development Gateway Higher Education AI Readiness Report 
(2026); Coursera institutional research (2026).
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S E C T I O N  6

The APEX Workforce Readiness 
Index™
What gets measured gets governed. The fifteen statements below operationalize this report’s 
definition of readiness across its three domains — Proficiency, Governance, and Evidence. 
Score each statement for your organization as it stands today: 0 if not in place, 1 if partially 
or informally in place, 2 if fully in place and documented. Honesty outperforms optimism; 
the instrument only helps at the score you actually earn.

# Proficiency Score (0–2)

1 Every role has a defined AI proficiency expectation, in writing.

2 AI training is delivered before tools are deployed, not after.

3 Proficiency is verified by assessment or demonstration — never by 
attendance alone.

4 A tiered pathway exists from basic awareness to advanced, role-specific 
capability.

5 Managers can state, from a register, which team members are qualified for 
which AI-assisted tasks.

# Governance Score (0–2)

6 A named individual is accountable for AI outcomes in each business 
function.

7 Approved AI tools and permitted uses are documented and communicated 
to every employee.

8 Unapproved (“shadow”) AI use is addressed by provisioning approved 
alternatives, not by prohibition alone.

9 AI use policies map explicitly to at least one recognized framework (NIST AI 
RMF, ISO/IEC 42001, EU AI Act).

10 High-stakes AI outputs require review by a qualified human before they 
take effect.
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# Evidence Score (0–2)

11 Training completion and qualification records are maintained in an 
auditable register.

12 AI-related incidents and near-misses are logged and reviewed on a defined 
cadence.

13 Workforce AI capability appears in risk, insurance, or transaction-diligence 
documentation.

14 Qualification records would survive an audit by a client, insurer, or 
regulator without preparation.

15 Readiness is re-assessed on a defined schedule — capability is treated as 
perishable.

Reading your score
Band Score What it means

Exposed 0–9 AI use almost certainly exceeds AI governance. The organization 
carries adoption-level risk with pre-adoption controls; insurance, 
compliance, and quality exposure are live today. Priority: Tier 1 
awareness for all staff and a named accountability map, in that 
order, immediately.

Emerging 10–16 Foundations exist but are informal, uneven, or undocumented — the 
most common band, and the most deceptive, because informal 
readiness evaporates under audit. Priority: convert practice into 
standard — written role expectations, verified assessment, a 
qualification register.

Governed 17–23 A genuine architecture is in place; gaps are typically in evidence and 
renewal. Priority: close the audit trail — incident logging, re-
assessment cadence, and readiness language in risk and diligence 
documents.

Readiness-Led 24–30 Readiness functions as a strategic asset — pricable by insurers, 
visible to clients, defensible in diligence. Priority: externalize it — 
accredited credentials, client-facing attestation, and readiness 
screening of partners and acquisition targets.

The Index is available as a scored online instrument — for organizations and for individual 
professionals, whose personal version maps directly to the five tiers of Section 4 — at 
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loriholt.ai. Aggregate, anonymized Index data will form the empirical core of the 2028 edition 
of this report: the field’s first longitudinal benchmark of workforce AI readiness.

Informal readiness evaporates under audit. Write it down, verify 

it, register it.
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S E C T I O N  7

Five Predictions for 2027
Each prediction below extends a trend already visible in the 2025–2026 record. None 
requires a breakthrough — only the completion of motion already underway. We will score 
ourselves publicly against all five in the 2028 edition.

1  AI competency clauses enter commercial contracts.
Why: Safety prequalification followed exactly this path: insurer pressure, then client 
mandate, then boilerplate. With generative AI exclusions now standard in liability policies 
and federal buyers converging on AI-ready workforce language, sophisticated commercial 
clients — owners, primes, anchor customers — will begin requiring documented AI 
competency from vendors on high-stakes work in 2027.

Act now: Build the qualification register before it is asked for. The first request will arrive 
mid-pursuit, with no time to construct one.

2  Insurers begin pricing documented AI governance.
Why: Exclusions are a blunt first response; underwriting differentiation is the durable 
second. As carriers accumulate AI loss data, documented workforce readiness — tiered 
qualification, incident logging, framework-mapped governance — becomes the visible proxy 
for insurability, exactly as documented safety programs did.

Act now: Bring your broker the evidence unprompted. Organizations that can show a 
readiness architecture will negotiate carve-backs and terms that undocumented peers 
cannot.

3  “Verified AI proficiency” appears in job postings at scale.
Why: Skills-based hiring is already displacing degree requirements, and AI-exposed roles are 
repricing fastest. The missing ingredient has been a trustworthy verification layer — which 
accredited, tiered credentials supply. Expect proficiency-verified language to move from AI-
specialist postings into mainstream professional roles through 2027.

Act now: For employers: specify tiers in role descriptions. For professionals — especially 
mid-career professionals whose experience deserves a modern signal — hold a credential 
that survives scrutiny.
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4  A major transaction is re-priced on workforce AI diligence.
Why: The majority of failed deals already fail on unaddressed people issues, acquirers are 
instrumenting skill visibility as deal infrastructure, and AI capability is the fastest-moving 
component of workforce value. The first prominent deal visibly re-priced — or de-risked — 
on documented workforce AI readiness will mark the moment readiness formally becomes a 
balance-sheet item.

Act now: Acquirers: add a readiness screen to diligence. Potential targets: a credentialed 
workforce is now exit preparation.

5  Accountability audits displace tool audits.
Why: The federal Chief AI Officer mandate revealed the regulatory center of gravity: not 
what the model does, but who is answerable for it. The EU’s literacy obligation points the 
same direction. Through 2027, expect examiners, auditors, and enterprise clients to converge 
on the accountability question — show us the named, qualified human above each 
consequential loop.

Act now: Answer the four questions of Section 1 in writing — who is qualified, who is 
accountable, against what framework, where is the evidence — before someone with 
leverage asks them.

None of this requires a breakthrough. Only the completion of 

motion already underway.
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M E T H O D O L O G Y  &  S O U R C E S

How This Report Was Built
This first annual edition is a synthesis of the strongest publicly available research on 
enterprise AI value, workforce capability, governance, insurance, and regulation published 
principally between 2025 and 2026, interpreted through Novelle & Associates’ practitioner 
experience architecting workforce AI credentialing and governance programs across 
enterprise, federal-market, and institutional contexts. Client engagements informing that 
perspective remain confidential and are referenced only at the sector level; no client data 
appears in this report.

Principal public sources include: MIT’s 2025 enterprise AI study of 300+ initiatives; Gartner 
AI project forecasts; BCG research on AI training thresholds and organizational AI maturity; 
Skillsoft workforce readiness research; Gallup 2026 workforce studies; Deloitte smart-
manufacturing and human capital research; Parsec’s 2026 State of Manufacturing; the 2026 
Pulse of Quality in Manufacturing survey; DEWALT’s “AI in the Trades” (2026); RICS’s AI in 
Construction (2025); Associated Builders and Contractors workforce projections (2026); 
Insurance Services Office generative AI endorsement filings (effective January 2026) and 
related brokerage analyses; OMB Memoranda M-25-21 and M-25-22 and published federal 
agency AI strategy plans; the NIST AI Risk Management Framework; the EU Artificial 
Intelligence Act (Article 4); the Digital Education Council’s AI in Higher Education Global 
Survey (2026); the IREX / Development Gateway Higher Education AI Readiness Report 
(2026); Coursera institutional research (2026); Mercer M&A people-risk research; and World 
Economic Forum and IDC workforce projections.

Figures are reported as published by their originating organizations; where survey vintages 
differ, the most recent available data is used. The APEX Workforce Readiness Index™ was 
developed by Novelle & Associates from the four-pillar Human Above the Loop™ architecture 
and field experience; beginning with the 2028 edition, aggregate anonymized Index 
responses will be reported as original data.
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A B O U T

Novelle & Associates
Novelle & Associates architects workforce AI readiness: tiered proficiency credentialing, 
compliance-native governance design, and the evidence systems that make both auditable. 
The firm was founded by Lori G. Holt, MBA — a 25-year enterprise practitioner and Certified 
Master Black Belt — on a single conviction, Human Above the Loop™: that the highest-value 
human role in the AI era is not reviewing AI’s outputs, but governing the systems in which AI 
operates.

The APEX AI Proficiency & Excellence Certification™
APEX is a five-tier, stackable, role-based AI proficiency credentialing framework accredited 
by the CPD Standards Office — Aware, Practitioner, Integrator, Leader, and Steward (by 
nomination). Every tier is evidenced by assessment or demonstration, mapped to recognized 
governance frameworks, and designed to be legible to the parties who now price readiness: 
clients, insurers, regulators, and diligence teams.

Put this report to work
– Take the Index — Score your organization on the fifteen-item instrument in Section 6, 

or take the scored online version at loriholt.ai.

– Join the Founding Cohort — APEX’s Founding Cohort is open to professionals and 
organizations ready to hold the first accredited, tiered standard of AI proficiency in their 
field.

– Bring readiness in-house — For enterprise, institutional, and partnership inquiries — 
including readiness architecture, credentialing programs, and speaking — visit 
loriholt.ai.
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