
The gist of AI
What it is, why it isn’t paying off yet,

and what to do about it

Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  I build AI products and measure whether they pay off

Before: Mercado Libre, Nubank, Siemens Energy



A U G U S T  1 9 5 5   ·   D A R T M O U T H  C O L L E G E

“We propose that a 2 month, 10 man 
study of artificial intelligence be carried 
out during the summer of 1956…”

McCarthy, Minsky, Rochester and Shannon, in the proposal that coined the term 
“artificial intelligence”

It took seventy years.
They thought the technology would be easy. Today, 
most firms think the redesign will be.

Sources: [1] McCarthy et al. 1955   ·   Photo: Daderot, CC0, via Wikimedia Commons



Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

1  ·  H O W  W E  G O T  H E R E

Seventy years, two winters, one breakout
Most of the ideas are decades old. The winters came when promises ran ahead of results.

First
AI winter

Second
AI winter

2026

1950
Turing asks “Can 
machines think?”

1956
The Dartmouth 
workshop launches 
the field

1966
ELIZA chats, and 
people believe it 
understands

2012
Deep learning 
breaks through on 
images

2017
The Transformer: 
the “T” in GPT

2022
ChatGPT: AI 
anyone can talk to

Sources: [2] [1] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7]
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Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

1  ·  H O W  W E  G O T  H E R E

In 2022, AI learned to talk to everyone
And two in three S&P 500 earnings calls now mention it

S&P 500 earnings calls mentioning “AI”

Q4 2022 Q1 2023

78

110

Q4 2024 Q2 2025 Q4 2025 Q1 2026 Q2 2026

247

292

334 337 331

Quarters between Q1 2023 and Q4 2024 not shown. The first two bars count companies, later bars count calls.

1.2B
weekly ChatGPT users by September 
2026, as reported by OpenAI

Think of it as AI’s Windows 
moment: not more powerful, just 
usable by everyone.

Sources: [14] FactSet 2023–26  ·  [15] OpenAI 2026  ·  [16] Anand & Wu 2025
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Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

T H E  P U Z Z L E

Most firms say they use AI. Few see it in the numbers.
I call it the conversion gap: time people save isn’t yet becoming firm results

78%
of firms say they use AI

~9,000 executives, 7 countries (NBER, 
2026). No vendor sponsor.

but

+0.2%
a year in productivity
so far

Same executives. They expect about 
0.6% a year next.

Projects pay off. Firm numbers, not yet.

~3 in 4
leaders at large US firms report positive 
returns (Wharton)

7.5%
of companies get value at scale, up from 
5% (BCG, which sells AI services)

Today’s question: why isn’t it in the numbers yet, and what do we do about it?

Sources: [17] NBER 2026  ·  [18] Wharton 2025  ·  [19] BCG 2025–26
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Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

2  ·  W H A T  I T  A C T U A L L Y  I S

“AI” is like “vehicle”: always ask which kind
You’ve had AI in your pricing, fraud and claims models for years. The new part is generative AI.

Artificial intelligence

Machine learning

Deep learning

Generative AI

incl. LLMs

Artificial intelligence

Any machine doing something we’d call smart, including rules and 
search (Deep Blue)

Machine learning

Learns patterns from examples: pricing, fraud, claims and credit 
models

Deep learning

Large neural networks: image recognition, AlphaFold

Generative AI

Creates text, images and code. Large language models (LLMs) like 
ChatGPT, Claude and Gemini

Sources: [20]
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Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

2  ·  W H A T  I T  A C T U A L L Y  I S

Regular software follows rules. AI learns from examples.
“Explain with examples, not instructions.” (Cassie Kozyrkov, former Chief Decision Scientist, Google)

Regular software

People write the 
rules → Same input, same 

output → One right answer → Test it once

AI

People give 
examples → A model learns the 

pattern → Many acceptable 
answers → Keep judging it

Think of it as the policy manual versus the junior who learned from a thousand past cases.

Sources: [21]
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2  ·  W H A T  I T  A C T U A L L Y  I S

An LLM is the most well-read autocomplete ever built

The partner reviewed the ______

draft 34%

numbers 22%

proposal 15%

contract 12%

slides 8%

Illustrative probabilities

1 It learned to guess the next word from a vast 
amount of text.

2 To guess well, it had to absorb a lot about 
the world.

3 It produces what is plausible, not what is 
verified, so it can be confidently wrong.

Next-word prediction is how it’s trained, not the ceiling 
of what it can do.

Think of it as a brilliant new hire who has read the whole library, has never met your client, and rarely says “I don’t know.”

Sources: [22]
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2  ·  W H A T  I T  A C T U A L L Y  I S   ·   K E Y  T E R M S

Every AI term maps to something you already manage
Key terms, in one picture: the brilliant new hire

The new hire

Model

The brief

Prompt

The instructions and material you give it

The case file on the desk

Context window

All it can see right now. Nothing else counts

School vs. the job

Training vs inference

It learned before you met it. Using it doesn’t 
retrain it on the spot

The toolkit

Tools

Search, spreadsheets, email it can use

The firm’s library

Grounding (RAG)

Trusted documents it can look up

A confident bluff

Hallucination

A fluent answer that is simply invented

Sources: [23] [24]  ·  Full glossary in the companion document
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3  ·  W H A T  I T  C A N  D O  N O W

From answering to doing: you choose how far
All four exist today. Higher isn’t always better: it depends on the task.

Since 2022

Ask
You do the work

Chat, then paste the 
answer into your work.

ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini

Mature

Since 2023

Assist
You steer each step

It drafts inside Word, 
Excel and email.

Copilot in Microsoft 365, Gemini 
in Workspace

Mature

Since 2025

Delegate
You review the result

Give it a goal. It 
researches and builds the 
file.

Deep research, ChatGPT agent

Works, with review

2026

Always-on
You set goals and check in

Agents with their own 
computer and memory 
keep working after you 
leave.

Claude Cowork, OpenAI Dots

Early: low-stakes first

Past this line it acts while you’re not watching. Set controls: what it can 
touch, what it can send, who checks.

The autonomy slider: how much the AI does

Sources: [25] [26]
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3  ·  W H A T  I T  C A N  D O  N O W

An agent is the new hire working in a loop
Give it a goal, tools and permission to keep going. Orchestration manages many of them.

Agent
the new hire

Plan

Use a tool

Check the result

Go again

Goal  →

→  Your sign-off

Orchestration: the engagement manager

Orchestrator: splits, assigns, checks

Agent Agent Agent

One agent splits a big job, others do the pieces, the results come 
back assembled for your review.

Where the analogy breaks

• It doesn’t learn from your red pen unless someone 
builds that.

• It can be copied: a hundred can run at once.
• It isn’t accountable or insured. You are.

Sources: [27]
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3  ·  W H A T  I T  C A N  D O  N O W

AI can try a day’s work. You’d leave it alone for an hour.
Software tasks, timed against a skilled professional. Each step up the axis is a far bigger jump.

1 second

1 minute

1 hour

1 workday

1 work week

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026

GPT-2
2019 · 3 seconds

GPT-4
2023 · 4 minutes

Claude Opus 4.6 (2026)
Half the time: about 12 hours

Claude Opus 4.6, 4 times in 5:
about an hour

~4 months
for that task length to double since 
2023. About 6 months over the longer 
run.

Read it with care

• Software tasks, not client 
advisory work.

• Half the time is a coin flip. 
Plan on the hour.

• The 12-hour point could be 
anywhere from 5 to 60.

Sources: [28] METR 2025–26  ·  Public models, software tasks. METR: results above 16 hours are unreliable.
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Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

4  ·  W H E R E  I T  B R E A K S

AI’s skills are jagged, and you can’t see the edge
What AI does well doesn’t follow what’s hard for people

The frontier: what AI does well

Olympiad-level math

Reconcile interviews with 
the numbers

Read an analog clock

Draft a memo

Summarize a report

AI does it well AI struggles Illustrative

Randomized trial, 758 BCG consultants (GPT-4, 2023)

Inside the frontier, with AI

+12%
more tasks

25%
faster

~⅓
higher quality

Just outside the frontier, with AI

19 points less often right
than consultants without AI, and the wrong answers 
looked more polished

Think of it as an alien new hire: Olympiad gold 
at math, a coin flip on a clock. Test it on your 
own work.

Sources: [29] Dell'Acqua et al. 2026  ·  [30] Stanford AI Index 2026
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4  ·  W H E R E  I T  B R E A K S

Four risks you can’t delegate
The new hire works fast. The accountability stays with you.

Client data

Paid business plans say 
in writing they don’t train 
on your data by default. 
Personal accounts may, 
and most people who 
use AI at work bring their 
own.

Invented content

Deloitte refunded part of 
its fee for a government 
report citing sources that 
don’t exist. Lawyers 
suing Avianca were fined 
for cases ChatGPT 
made up.

Regulation

EU: AI in hiring, 
managing staff, and life 
and health insurance 
pricing is high-risk from 
December 2027. 
Colombia: no AI law yet, 
but Ley 1581 and the 
SIC’s 2024 circular apply.

Over-trust

Polished is not the same 
as right. A named person 
signs off every client 
deliverable.

Sources: [31] Provider policies; Microsoft 2024  ·  [32] AP; Senate estimates 2025  ·  [33] Mata v. Avianca 2023  ·  [34] EU AI Act; Omnibus 2026  ·  [35] Ley 1581; SIC 2024
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5  ·  W H Y  T H E  G A P   ·   1  O F  2

90 times faster to draft. 1.1 to 1.4 times faster to finish.
The bottleneck has moved from producing the work to checking it

Speed compared with an expert working alone

90x

GPT-5’s draft on its own

1.1x to 1.4x

After an expert reviews it and 
redoes what fails

1x: expert alone

OpenAI’s estimates for GPT-5 (2025), modelled from time estimates, not timed

Checking is now the work.

In your firm, checking is 
senior time.

Better models mean less redo. The review still 
takes an expert.

Sources: [36] OpenAI 2025, GDPval
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Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

5  ·  W H Y  T H E  G A P   ·   2  O F  2

Electric motors paid off only on a redesigned floor
Most AI today is a new motor on an old factory floor

Around 1900: new motor, old floor

One big 
motor

An electric motor replaces the steam engine. Same shafts, 
same belts, same layout. Little gain.

The 1920s: new floor

→ → → →

A small motor in every machine, and the floor rebuilt 
around the flow of work. Productivity jumps.

Think of it as rebuilding the floor. For factories it took decades. Today the floor is workflows, roles and pricing: one 
workflow can change in months, a whole firm takes years.

Sources: [37] [38] [39]
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Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  The gist of AI

6  ·  R E D E S I G N  T H E  W O R K

AI is thinning the base of the pyramid first
In payroll data it shows up in hiring more than firing

Partners

Managers

Consultants

Analysts

The base does research, first drafts, data and slides.

19% gap in US employment of 22 to 25 year olds in 
AI-exposed jobs, against peers in less-exposed 
jobs.
Mostly fewer hires, not layoffs.

Where AI did the work, young hiring fell. Where it helped 
people do the work, it held.

Same Stanford payroll study

Who learns?

Juniors learn on the tasks AI takes first.

Who pays?

If you bill hours, time saved is revenue lost. 
Clients will ask for the savings.

Who competes?

Leaner firms, and AI labs selling 
implementation.

Sources: [40] Brynjolfsson et al. 2026  ·  [41] Andreessen 2026  ·  [42] Sternfels 2026  ·  [43] Duncan et al. 2025  ·  [44] Anthropic 2026
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6  ·  R E D E S I G N  T H E  W O R K

Don’t ask which jobs AI takes. Ask which tasks.
The task map. The higher the cost of a mistake, the lower the slider.

Creative catalyst Delegate: you pick from its options

AI creates options, a human selects

Brainstorm proposal 
angles

Draft workshop exercises

Human-first Ask: you do the work

Human leads, AI assists with minor tasks

Advise the client on a hard 
call

Give a colleague tough 
feedback

No regrets Delegate or Always-on: you spot-check

AI does it, a human spot-checks

Tidy internal meeting notes Build a benchmark table

Quality control Assist: you steer each step

AI drafts, a human verifies every step

Summarize client 
documents

Check contract or policy 
wording

Tacit 
knowledge

Explicit data

Low cost of a mistake High cost of a mistake

Sources: [16] Anand & Wu 2025 (framework adapted; example tasks and slider settings are ours)
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6  ·  R E D E S I G N  T H E  W O R K

Two redesigns beat twenty pilots
Three moves, each with a number to watch

1 Y O U R S E L F

Use it every week on real 
work

Start: one recurring deliverable

Watch: what you did with the hour

2 Y O U R  F I R M

Redesign two workflows 
end to end, in 90 days

Start: pick them with the task map

Watch: margin and rework per 
engagement

3 E V E RY  P R O J E C T

Prove value, not concept

Start: write the baseline and success 
metric on page one

Watch: the outcome, not the demo

One ask: pick two workflows, name the partner who owns each, and write down today’s baseline.

Sources: [45] METR 2025–26 trial
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1 9 5 6 :  O N E  S U M M E R .   2 0 2 6 :  T H E  R E D E S I G N .

You redesign work for your clients.
Now do it to your own.

We didn’t get electric light by 
improving the candle.

Jaime Díaz-Beltrán  ·  I build AI products and measure whether they pay off
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