McKinsey
& Company

Growth, Marketing & Sales Practice

From anxiety to advantage:
A marketing organization
that thrives with Al

Marketers are using Al, but surface-level enthusiasm is masking the anxiety,
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This article was a collaboration with: Alannah Sheerin, senior director of global ads marketing at Google,
and the Google Ads Marketing team, who helped shape the focus and research of this effort; and
Rebecca Messina, former CMO and McKinsey senior adviser, who sharpened the insights through her
experience with CMOs.

Many marketers are wrestling with cognitive dissonance when it comes to Al—evident in our latest
research, including a survey of more than 500 global marketers.

There’s the enthusiasm-anxiety disconnect: Some 87 percent of respondents in our survey say they are

excited about the possibilities Al creates, but at the same time 57 percent report feeling anxious about

what Al means for their roles.

You see itin the growth-productivity disconnect: Marketers in our survey value Al as a driver of both
growth and efficiency, while they believe the C-suite views Al primarily as a driver of productivity.

And it’s in the adoption-value disconnect: Nearly 60 percent of marketers report using Al multiple times
per week, but less than 10 percent have started capturing value across end-to-end workflows' (see

sidebar “About the research”).
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Why does this matter? After all, change has always engendered discomfort, and misalignment isn’t exactly
anew issue. It matters because the stakes around Al are so high and the impact of the technology so far-
reaching—on business economics, on how work is done, on jobs—that it is amplifying these disconnect
effects with profound consequences.

1M(:Kinsey Global Marketer Survey, May 2026; “Reinventing marketing workflows with agentic Al,” McKinsey, April 21, 2026.
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About the research

The McKinsey Global Marketer Survey was fielded ~ The article is also informed by interviews and

in March 2026. We collected 521 responses conversations with dozens of CMOs and senior
from global marketers and advertisers, including, marketing leaders, including discussions
C-level roles, vice presidents, directors, managers,  conducted as part of the March 2026 Kellogg
and individual contributors in-house at companies Marketing Leadership Summit and related
with self-reported annual marketing spend of upto  executive conversations and forums.

$5 billion or more.

What emerges is not just resistance to change in the traditional sense, but a surface-level enthusiasm
masking indecisiveness and underlying anxiety that hinder meaningful action. This problem is particularly
acute given the need to move quickly to keep pace with the changes in the marketplace.

CMOs underestimate this disconnect effect at their peril, especially since expectations around marketing
and Al are so high. Gen Al alone could increase the productivity of marketing spend by between 5 and

16 percent, worth about $463 billion annually.? As Google Global Vice President, Ads and Commerce
Marketing Marie Gulin-Merle starkly puts it about the need to act, “We don’t have any choice.”

To build a marketing organization that is Al-ready, CMOs need to understand this is just as much a people
challenge as it is a technological one. Meeting the challenge requires CMOs to address the often-tricky
issues of organizational alignment and talent redesign while overcoming emotional resistance to new
ways of working.

CMOs need to understand this is just as much
a people challenge as it is a technological one.

Why progress is incremental
From the outside, Al adoption in marketing appears to be moving quickly. But inside most marketing
organizations, progress feels slower. The organizational reasons for this issue play out in three main ways:

A tentative workforce. Marketers are using Al but not embracing it. Or, as former CMO and McKinsey
senior adviser Rebecca Messina puts it, “Their heads are in it, but their hearts aren’t.”

In roles closest to execution—such as marketing operations and performance media—as many as

77 percent of those using Al most frequently are also among the most likely to perceive risk to their roles
(Exhibit 1). CMOs are an even more extreme example of this effect. While 96 percent of them report high
excitement with Al, 71 percent express anxiety and 80 percent perceive a risk to their own roles.

2Lisa Harkness, Kelsey Robinson, Eli Stein, and Winnie Wu, “How generative Al can boost consumer marketing,” McKinsey, December 5,
2023.
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Exhibit 1

Levels of enthusiasm for Al vary extensively by seniority, sector, and geography.

Sector | Geography

Sentiment among respondents with regards to Al,' %

Optimism about Al

Answer:

“| feel excited about the
possibilities of Al at work.”

“Al will be good for
my company.’

“Al will be good for
society overall”

Extent of agreement (positive sentiment)? L] ]

Individual Manager/ VP/head of Other C-level/
Overall contributor team lead Director marketing CMO/CBO founder

66

77

77

Anxiety about Al

“| feel anxious about what
Al means for my role.”

“Al poses a threat to my
job security”

Extent of agreement (negative sentiment)?

58 52 54

"Overall (n = 521); Individual contributor (n = 62); Manager/team lead (n = 128); Director (n = 108); VP/head of marketing (n = 93); CMO/CBO (n = 76); Other C-level/founder (n = 54).
2Cell value = % selecting “agree” or “strongly agree”” Color shows intensity with each row. For negatively framed statements (anxiety, threat), high agreement is shown in red.
Source: McKinsey Global Marketer Survey, May 2026

Seniority Eﬂ Geography

Sentiment among respondents with regards to Al,' %

Optimism about Al

Answer:

“I feel excited about the
possibilities of Al at work.”

“Al will be good for
my company.”

“Al will be good for
society overall”

Extent of agreement (positive sentiment)? ][]

Beauty/ .
Overall CPG/grocery apparel FIG Auto T™MT Other
87
78 77 77
80 79

Anxiety about Al

“I feel anxious about what
Al means for my role”

“Al poses a threat to my
job security”

McKinsey & Company

Extent of agreement (negative sentiment)? [ [ ] ]

57 49

"Overall (n = 521); CPG/grocery (n = 87); Beauty/apparel (n = 162); FIG (n = 30); Auto (n = 87); TMT (n = 92); Other (travel and healthcare) (n = 63).

2Cell value = % selecting “agree” or “strongly agree.” Color shows intensity with each row. For negatively framed statements (anxiety, threat), high agreement is shown in red.

30ther = Travel and healthcare.
Source: McKinsey Global Marketer Survey, May 2026

From anxiety to advantage: A marketing organization that thrives with Al



Exhibit 1 continued

Seniority | Sector [BEEle[ETels)Y

Sentiment among respondents with regards to Al,' %

Optimism about Al Extent of agreement (positive sentiment)? ] [ ]

Answer: Overall Canada UK France Germany Japan India Australia Other®
poccites ot Alatworc: [ 82 o1

“Al will be good for 66

my company.”

“Al will be good for

: » 83
society overall

us
BOOoE
o
BB

Anxiety about Al Extent of agreement (negative sentiment)? L [ ] ]

“I feel anxious about what
Al means for my role.”

lAI posesla’]tjhreat tomy 60 58 81 54 49 60
job security.

"Overall (n = 521); US (n = 144); Canada (n = 52); UK (n = 56); France (n = 49); Germany (n = 50); Japan (n = 41); India (n = 34); Australia (n = 47); Other (Brazil, Mexico, and South America) (n = 48).
2Cell value = % selecting “agree” or “strongly agree”” Color shows intensity with each row. For negatively framed statements (anxiety, threat), high agreement is shown in red.
30ther = Brazil, Mexico, and South America.

Source: McKinsey Global Marketer Survey, May 2026

57 51 48 52
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McKinsey & Company

In our experience, the result of this concern and ambivalence is a form of slow-rolling transformation:
steady experimentation but limited willingness to redesign workflows, overcome inevitable setbacks,
collaborate with others, or challenge established ways of working.

While 96 percent of CEOs report high excitement
with Al, 71 percent express anxiety and
80 percent perceive a risk to their own roles.

Disconnected and unaligned leadership. There are two elements of this issue. One is at the top

level. Marketers and those in the C-suite see Al as both an opportunity to generate growth and drive
productivity. Notably, marketers value Al as a driver of both growth (563 percent) and of efficiency and
cost savings (47 percent), according to our survey (Exhibit 2). The issue, however, is marketers believe
the C-suite values Al for productivity, a concern amplified by the fact that the C-suite, and the CFO in
particular, tend to view marketing as a cost center. So even if Al can be an important growth lever, the
C-suite’s expectation is to use it to cut costs in marketing.
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Exhibit 2
Marketers value Al for both growth and efficiency.

Primary value perception of Al for day-to-day work,' % of respondents

Domains that over-index on this perception

» Creative/content
» Brand management

Cost saver
(eg, reduces agency or contractor spend)

19

» Brand management
« Analytics and insights

Efficiency optimizer
(eg, improves speed to market)

» Marketing ops/martech
+ CRM and life cycle
*» Performance media

Growth engine
(eg, improves or unlocks
performance or new capabilities)

'Question: Which of the following best describes the primary impact of using Al in your day-to-day?
Source: McKinsey Global Marketer Survey, March 2026

McKinsey & Company

Left unchallenged, this narrative becomes reality, one that is at odds with CMOs’ aspirations. This
misalignment on goals and priorities creates confusion and slows progress.

The other element is the disconnect between CMOs and the people doing the work. In conversations

with CMOs, few felt their teams had Al-related anxiety, missing that 76 percent of individual contributors,
in fact, do.? This disconnect can manifest in frustration among CMOs, who expect faster progress, and
marketers, who don’t feel their efforts are appreciated, and don't feel equipped with the right support and
resources.

Superficial execution. Despite high levels of Al activity, only 28 percent of marketers from our survey view
their companies as pursuing a fundamental rewiring of their marketing teams and workflows. Most are
simply layering Al onto existing processes. This shows up in the disconnect between usage and impact:
While adoption across common use cases often exceeds 70 percent, little of that leads to P&L impact for
the enterprise.

How to overcome the Al disconnect
Overcoming these disconnect issues requires many of the classic elements of change management. Our
survey highlighted training, access to best practices (such as a library for proven prompts), and strong

®Individual contributors’ responses derived from the McKinsey Global Marketer Survey, May 2026; CMO perspectives informed through
discussions with 35 CMOs at the May 2026 Kellogg Marketing Leadership Summit.
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governance policies as being crucial for effective adoption. Adding Al to initiatives where decision rights
are unclear, for example, often exacerbates these issues.

In our experience and through deep discussions with leading CMOs, however, three bolder approaches
emerge as difference makers:

1. Abundance mindset: Set the vision around growth and productivity

Setting a vision is critical to help the organization understand the direction of travel. Without that clarity,
confusion and anxiety tend to grow, hampering efforts to reshape the organization. Seth Matlins, founder
of The Wisdomous Company, puts it this way: “People don’t feel empowered to help the organization if
they don’t know the direction and they don’t understand what drives the business.”

As CMOs consider what that vision should be, it’s worth thinking about how to anchor it in Al’s twin
benefits of growth and productivity. Selina Sykes, Unilever Beauty & Wellbeing VP and Global Head
of Digital Marketing & Social First, underscores this point, “If you give people the tools, and they have
the right mindset, they will find agentic solutions to drive our business performance. It is not just about
efficiency; it is about driving growth and effectiveness.”

For decades, marketing leaders have balanced trade-offs between scale and personalization, for
example, as well as speed and quality, or cost and impact. Al could mean the end of many of those trade-
offs by unlocking capabilities, customer experiences, and growth not previously possible.

As CMOs develop their vision, they will need to do the hard work of identifying how it plays out in terms of
specific goals and implications, such as how campaigns are conceived and executed, how personalization
is delivered, and how quickly insights can be generated and acted on. These specifics, in turn, will inform
decisions about roles, skills, and structure.

Marie Gulin-Merle

Global Vice President,
Ads and Commerce

Selina Sykes
VP and Global Head of
Digital Marketing and

Rebecca Messina
McKinsey Senior Advisor,

Marketing, Google IFommer Cie Social-First, Unilever
“Al agents don’t respect “Their heads are in it, but “There’s real hunger to
silos.” their hearts aren’t.” use Al. The more you
use it, the more excited
you are.”

f <\

f;t:;::l:gi:: s Vineet M‘ehra
Wisdomous Company CMO of Chime
“People don’t feel “We are entering a golden
empowered to help the age of marketing where
organization if they don't Al can create faster, test
know the direction...” faster, and personalize

at scale.”
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It's worth noting in this context that some companies that have cut staff expecting Al to fill the gap
struggle to capture the cost benefits because of unanticipated complexities.

2. Bridge building: Build trust to get your teams and C-suite on-side

Delivering on the vision requires CMOs to build support with the C-suite and motivate the organization. At
the top level, our analysis is clear that organizations that pursue ambitious rewiring efforts are aligned with
and supported by the CEO and C-suite (Exhibit 3). CMOs should ground this alignment around a shared
view of value that connects productivity gains directly to business outcomes such as revenue growth,
pipeline expansion, and margin improvement. * A bolder approach would be to select a meaningful
marketing workflow, assign a small hybrid human-agent team to reinventing it, and present the results.
This builds credibility with the CEO.

That focus on value-oriented measurement should be a particular focus area for CMOs since it has
traditionally been a blind spot for them. While roughly 70 percent of CEOs report evaluating marketing
partially based on year-over-year revenue growth and margin, only about 35 percent of CMOs track those
metrics as key indicators.*

* Aurélia Bettati, Jeff Jacobs, Kelsey Robinson, and Robert Tas, “The CMO’s comeback: Aligning the C-suite to drive customer-centric
growth,” McKinsey, June 16, 2025.

Exhibit 3
‘Ambitious rewiring’ of marketing with Al is more likely when C-suite
support and alignment are in place.

Share who agree or strongly agree there is clarity on Al impact on marketing and business KPIs,'
% of respondents

—100

Approach to Isolated experiments Incremental optimization Ambitious rewiring
Al transformation? (n=31) (n=133) (n=59)

'Question: To what extent do you agree that the following conditions exist in your current organization (where respondents picked 5 to agree or 6 to strongly
agree)?
2Question: Which best describes your organization’s current approach to Al transformation in the marketing organization?

Source: McKinsey Global Marketer Survey, March 2026

McKinsey & Company
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Aligning the marketing organization is a broader challenge. The most effective leaders address the
emotional dimension directly by acknowledging anxiety but reframing Al as an amplifier of human
capability rather than a replacement.

Vineet Mehra, CMO of Chime, reflected that focus by emphasizing to his teams that they are entering
“a golden age of marketing where Al can create faster, test faster, and personalize at scale.”

Making that vision credible for marketers is critical. CMOs need to develop a compelling and credible
narrative that builds trust with employees. McKinsey research indicates that employee trustin the
organization to support them as Al changes work is, in fact, a significant predictor of reported enterprise
value impact from Al among surveyed leaders, regardless of where their organization is inits Al journey.®
Developing that trust requires a number of things, including: (1) scoring and celebrating early wins to show
what’s possible with Al; (2) developing targeted support mechanisms for employees (such as role clarity
and one-on-one training) as Al changes work; and (3) developing incentives (and removing disincentives)
that evolve alongside people’s capabilities.

Unilever has encouraged teams to build Al agents with a clear hypothesis and value case, allowing

ideas to be tested bottom up before decisions are made about what should scale, while Chime has
reduced some creative budgets to encourage teams to innovate internally. The pattern is clear: Focus

on the people to make the tech work. (For a deeper dive on how some companies are approaching their
Al-driven marketing transformation to harness Al, see sidebar “Company spotlight: Unilever and Chime.”)

McKinsey research indicates that employee
trust in the organization to support them as Al
changes work is, in fact, a significant predictor
of reported enterprise value impact from Al.

3. Rewire the marketing operating model for the human-agent era

The unit of change in rewiring the marketing organization is the workflow—how the work is done end to
end. That means breaking down high-priority workflows by task and determining what Al capability or
person can perform those tasks and what skills are needed.

This shiftis already starting to have profound implications on how teams operate. Many of the tasks
that once required significant human effort can now be partially or fully automated with Al. While
some marketing organizations might get smaller, role distribution is also likely to change, with fewer
purely executional people and more people focused on orchestration, judgment, integration, and Al
management.

5McKinsey Al Individual and Organizational Readiness Assessment Panel Survey, analyzing 750 English-speaking employees, conducted
from February to April 2026. Results are based on a sub-sample of 582 leaders who could be categorized into one of the three Al maturity
horizons (Enablement: n =267; Automation: n = 252; Reinvention: n = 63).
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The pattern is clear: Focus on the people to make

the tech work.

Company spotlight: Unilever and Chime

Chime and Unilever are different in many ways.
One is a fast-growing fintech in San Francisco;
the otheris a 95-year-old global consumer
goods company with 400 brands spread across
100 markets. Both, however, are showing how
committed marketing leaders are working to
driving impact from ambitious Al transformations,
and both offer lessons for building new marketing
organizations.

When Vineet Mehra, CMO at Chime, began
pushing Al adoption two years ago, he deliberately
approached it as a staged org transformation
rather than a tech rollout. While the first phase
was about normalization, giving employees
access to Al-powered enterprise tools and
encouraging experimentation, the second phase
quickly focused on transforming core marketing
jobs and removing operational constraints.
Chime embedded Al into customer support,
creative production, onboarding journeys, and
personalization workflows.

The results were substantial. Campaign turnaround
times fell from roughly ten weeks to four, testing
volume increased threefold, and return on ad
spend improved by 18 percent. Mehra framed
these gains not simply as efficiency improvements,
but as evidence that Al was removing trade-

offs between speed, scale, creativity, and
personalization.

Chime has now entered its third phase: building
“go-to-market Al factories.” The focus is on

connecting agents, workflows, and humans in
integrated systems. That has required hiring
marketing engineers, redesigning workflows, and
changing hiring processes.

Unilever’s Beauty & Wellbeing group has taken a
people-led approach to advancing Al across its
marketing teams, anchored in a strong leadership
vision that positions Al as an enabler of growth and
creativity. From the outset, the focus has been on
creating the conditions for curiosity, confidence,
experimentation, and high performance. VP and
Global Head of Digital Marketing & Social First
Selina Sykes says, “I honestly see only enthusiasm.
There’s real hunger to use Al. The more you use it,
the more excited you are, prompting questions like:
“Am | fully maximizing what | could be doing and
should be doing with this technology?”

Teams are equipped with Al tools, clear usage
guidelines, and encouragement to experiment
without fear of failure, supported by practical,
positive training such as “How to save 2 hours
every week.” “You're building people’s fluency,
confidence, and personal agency around using Al
agents,” says Sykes.

This focus on empowerment and capability has
translated into tangible progress, including
significant advances in Al-powered content
production, faster production cycles, higher
engagement, and expanded use of Al for social
listening, trend detection, and rapid research
through digital twins and synthetic consumers.
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The CMOs we interviewed and our own experience highlight the important talent and organizational

implications of this shift:

All teams will be hybrid teams requiring new skills. A range of CMOs and marketing leaders have offered a

compelling view of marketing skills by breaking them into three types:

.
iy

Builders

These are the developers who build and
manage the agents and Al systems. These
include, for example, “agent whisperers” who
design content and data structures so that Al
shopping agents can interpret and

recommend the brand.

»
)

Orchestraters

As Al takes on more tasks across workflows,
marketing will need more orchestraters who
blend full-funnel capabilities and supervise
agentic teams. Google’s Gulin-Merle puts it
this way: “You will no longer have
performance marketers and growth and
brand marketers as distinct roles.”
Orchestrators will need to have a much
broader understanding of not just the
broader marketing workflow but also how
they contribute to business value. They will
need to develop prompts, train agents on
what good looks like, supervise and
reallocate agents, and track performance

and outcomes.

Standard bearers

These are the people who ensure high
quality and exercise judgment. They are
the “humans in the loop” who shape
narratives and continuously set and reset
standards for quality and taste—for
example, whether something is “cool” and
aligns to the cultural zeitgeist. As
execution with general Al agents becomes
more commoditized, this role will become

increasingly important.

CMOs should start determining what those skills are, rethink roles, then build up small working teams
to pilot new ways of working. The survey highlights the importance of role clarity as a critical enabler of
adoption, particularly in organizations that have moved beyond early experimentation.

As part of this broader rethink, CMOs need to revisit their hiring practices to find the people they need.
At Chime, for example, when hiring creatives, interviewers provide candidates with a brief at 10am and
schedule the pitch for 2pm. The only possible way to deliver that is to work with Al.

Silos will erode requiring a new organizational model. “Al agents don't respect silos.” That insight from

Gulin-Merle underscores a massive shift in the marketing organization. Over time, marketing became very
specialized. Al agents can now easily broach functional silos, which means traditional reporting structures,
organizational models, and career life cycles will change.

With Al taking over more execution roles, one scenario is that fewer people will be needed in the lower
layers of the organization. In that case, the traditional organizational pyramid will shift to look more like a
diamond, affecting hiring and skill-building programs (Exhibit 4).
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Exhibit 4
The marketing organization is likely to evolve, reflecting skill shifts, new roles,
and expanded scope to manage Al solutions.

Shape of organization, illustrative share by role’ B Humans [ ] Agents

Current state
Skill-pyramid

Leaders

Directors/senior managers

Managers

Senior operators?

Operators

Description Bottom-heavy, with individual contributors handling
planning, project management, and execution tasks

Potential future state

Skill-diamond Humans share change
vs current state

Leaders
Directors/senior managers

Managers

Senior operators?

Operators

Description Roles and skills shift with agents taking on more executional
roles and humans increasingly focused on agent
building, orchestration, and standard setting

'Based on several client examples.
°Full-time equivalent band representing senior individual contributors and managers with 1 direct report.
Source: Client data

McKinsey & Company

12 From anxiety to advantage: A marketing organization that thrives with Al



Find more content like this on the

McKinsey Insights App

(=]
£

-+

Scan * Download * Personalize

& o

CMOs should start immediately working with HR leadership to rethink spans of control (silos and layers),
how reporting and accountability structures should evolve, and what team compositions should be.

Skill building will be more like continuous coaching and less like training. “Al won’t necessarily take
your job. But marketers who know how to use Al may.” However you feel about the effect of Al on the job
market, this view from Gulin-Merle underscores the urgency of developing new skills.

Traditional episodic training programs aren’t enough. Upskilling needs to be more continual with an
emphasis on coaching and support. That includes, for example, providing experts who help teams with
hands-on and how-to guidance around their specific issues. To support this effort, CMOs need to identify
change champions within the organization to work with teams, set specific skills standards for a range of
roles, and put in place metrics that track both skills development and team outcome improvement.

Skills development needs to happen at the top, too. That starts with CMOs building up their own Al
muscles and role-modeling Al work habits. Too many still turn to gen Al tools to write reports and then
just send them to teams to “implement.” That’s a superficial approach that leads to superficial results.
Meaningful impact comes when CMOs embed Al into their own workflows and spend more time with their
teams to understand how systems operate.

Unilever has made this point a priority. “We are piloting an Al capabilities index that allows us to
benchmark our leaders’ use of Al to understand deeper adoption as well as effective and responsible use
of Al,” says Unilever’s Sykes.

Too many still turn to gen Al tools to write
reports and then just send them to teams to
“implement.”

Alis a powerful technology, but only CMOs who can manage the people side of the change equation will
be able to harness the abundance it can deliver.

This requires CMOs to turn Al enthusiasm into a new operating muscle by building confidence, aligning
the C-suite, rethinking skills, and creating a marketing organization where humans and agents can work
together effectively.
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isasenior partner in the Boston office; Heather Gouinlock is an associate partner in the New York office; Jim Lecinski is a
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