The Al
Dividend
Gap

Why Workplace Al is Flowing
to Those Who Already
Already Have Good Jobs
(And How to Fix It)

Distilled from the Human Capital Leadership Review (2026)
by Jonathan H. Westover, PhD.
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The Promise: Raising the Floor
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Generative Al was promised as an equalizer—a
technology that would democratize expertise and
give less experienced workers access to the
knowledge previously locked inside the heads of
senior colleagues.

The Reality: Concentrating Privilege

Year Two of the American Job Quality Study (Gallup,
Oct 2026) reveals a blunt truth: Al benefits are real, but
they are compounding existing workplace inequality.

o U.S. employees o U.S. employees
28 /O using Al at least 54 /o who have never

weekly used Al in their role
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‘ . Premium, Consultant-Grade

The Distribution of Adoption: L
'Who Actually Uses Al? '

Demographic Heatmap of Privilege ‘Fi\
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Individual Contributors ® o
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Healthcare Support / Manufacturing / Retail (70-80% never used)
70% | 3 10%

Takeaway: Organizations are deploying Al primarily to populations that
already hold high-quality jobs, bypassing the front line entirely. A
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The Novice Advantage: We Are Misallocating the Tool

Key Insight: Generative Al spreads the tacit knowledge of top performers to newer colleagues. By concentrating
access among experts, organizations are starving the very people who generate the highest ROI.

. +34% to +43% Boost
Performance gains clustered among novice and
= below-average workers (Brynjolfsson et al., 2025; BCG, 2023).
=
=
k73
o
o
o
=
= = +14% to +17% Boost
A § Marginal performance gains for
‘ 3 highly skilled, above-average experts.
Ll a
‘Novice’ Pre-Al Performance Level ‘Expert’

Closing the gap isn’t an act of charity. It is the mathematical optimization of the technology.
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The 4-Stage Al Dividend Pathway ' 4.Reward |

Do those improvements

The ‘Al Dividend" is the bundle of value created by the tool: time saved, turn into better jobs, or
better output, higher pay, and growth. The gap opens through : 3 just more work?
systematic leakage at four specific points of organizational choice. 3. Benefit | '

Does use translate into \
| meaningful improvements |
in the work itself?

The Value Distribution Network

2.Use

Does the worker use it
‘ regularly enough to
1. Access become proficient?
Does the worker have
the tools, licenses,
and permission?

Do those improvements
turn into better jobs, or
just more work?
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Value Distribution Network

Task Exposure & Permission

Current tools inherently fit knowledge
work. Frontline workers lack company
devices, licenses, and explicit
leadership permission.

Training & Support

Without enablement, access
does not equal use.

Regular use among frontline
0 employees stalls at 51%; only
1/3 report receiving proper
training (BCG, 2025).

The Hidden
Demographic Gap

Equalizing access alone
does not close this gap.

| Women are 16

percentage points less
likely than men to use
ChatGPT for work,
driven heavily by
perceived lack of
training and employer
restrictions (Humlum &
Vestergaard, 2025).
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Leak #3 & #4: The Time Dividend Trap

The Upgraded Role

The Time Dividend Trap

Employer
demands more
tasks without
pay/title changes

Al saves

Hits 38% of
youngest
workers
(18-24)

31% report
employers
demanding more

responsibilities \ ’@

' ‘{ Worker burns
out or resents
the tool

37% of users
working faster face
uncompensated
workloads

redesigned for
higher-value
output

Worker gains
mobility, pay,
and autonomy

Takeaway: A dividend absorbed entirely by the organization as uncompensated

responsibility creep creates immediate resentment, threatening long-term adoption.
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The Consequences of the Default Rollout

Active Risk

The Jagged Frontier

Frontline workers navigating Al
without training or voice blindly
rely on hallucinations, losing
critical quality control
(Dell'Acqua, 2023).

Skill Trajectory Stagnation _
Non-users miss today's gains :
and the learning curves

necessary for tomorrow'’s
internal mobility.

Unclaimed Value

Missed Productivity

Misallocating licenses to
experts rather than novices
leaves double-digit productivity
gains completely unclaimed.

Worry & Disenfranchisement
52% of employees have less \
influence over technology N
adoption than they want, leading '

to anxiety rather than adoption
(Gallup, 2026).

Individual Impact

Organizational Impact

A
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The Strategic Blueprint: 5 Evidence-Based Responses

1. Broad Access 2. Targeted 3. Worker Voice
Design for the Enablement Build institutionalized feedback loops.
novice advantage. Close the use gap AL
with paid time.

4. Bargaining 5. Reinvestment

Negotiate how risks and Upgrade roles instead of
gains are shared. discarding headcount.
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Response 1 & 2: Democratizing Access & Enablement

The Pilot Trap (Default) A The Enterprise Default (Inclusive) %

Broad
Access

Targeted
Enablement

Action: Default to enterprise-wide availability. Build

specifically for frontline mobile and voice workflows l =1

(e.g., shift handovers, policy lookups).
Case Study: JPMorgan Chase’s LLM Suite—deployed

as general workplace infrastructure to 200,000+
employees across diverse roles.

Action: Fund paid learning time during shifts. Train

respected frontline peers as coaches. Target outreach :

directly to under-users based on internal segment data.

Case Study: Walmart's $1B skills commitment, actively
offering tailored OpenAl certifications to frontline
associates, not just corporate staff.

o
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Navigating the ‘Jagged Frontier’ of Al Risk

: Al is quietly wrong on tasks that look deceptively

P

similar to its strengths. On out-of-bounds tasks,

consultants using Al were 19% less likely to be
correct than those without it.

“ien

Out of Bounds Task
s (Hallucination / Error)

Fi'i il / Yris7/ —
h ] ;

Strategic Imperative: Frontline workers hold the vital tacit knowledge of production lines and customer realities.

Including their voices is not an HR initiative; it is a critical operational guardrail to identify exactly where the tool breaks.
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Response 3 & 4: Voice & Institutional Bargaining

Qg IT & Management

Top-Dowp ‘
Tech Adoption
A
[ Frontline ]*
L —— : : _J

Institutionalizing Voice

Action: Bring frontline representatives in at the
problem-definition stage, before vendors are chosen.

Case Study: Kaiser Permanente. 150 hours of deliberation
resulted in a formal joint Al task force (5 labor, 5
management) to review deployments before rollout.

Management
[Y 1]
;;:r artnmpatory
Councils Tech Adoptlon

Worker
Councils

Bargaining Over Risks

Action: Voluntarily adopt core elements of collective
agreements to build trust: advance notice, consent for
digital replicas, and retraining guarantees.

Case Studies: The Writers Guild (WGA), SAG-AFTRA, and
the Culinary Union secured hard contractual terms
preventing forced Al usage, requiring usage disclosure, and

mandating 6 months’ notice before new tech deployment.



Response 5: Reinvesting the Dividend

The Reinvestment Path (Redeploy)

« Al handled 47% of customer queries.

 Action: Instead of cutting headcount, IKEA
upskilled 8,500 contact center agents into
remote interior design advisers.

o Result: Generated €1.3 Billion in new
remote sales revenue (3.3% of total revenue). - |

The Discard Path (Eliminate)

Al handled 75% of customer chats
(equivalent to 700 agents).

Action: Paused hiring and relied on
attrition to reduce human headcount.

Result: Quality dropped significantly;
within a year, the CEO was forced to re-
hire human agents to manage complex
customer needs.
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Building Long-Term Capability: The 3 Pillars

| | e |G i 3
= - = - = IT
Gl || i i > o [ L = o |IF L"
Al 2 3

1l g Al 1l ig
Measure by Segment Institutionalize Voice Tie Gains to Job Quality
Stop tracking aggregate prompts. Make participatory design Connect Al proficiency directly
Track access, use, benefit, and standard operating procedure. to the formal compensation and
reward cross-referenced by role, Establish joint Al councils with real career mobility architecture. When
education, pay, gender, and age authority, rather than relying on Al creates speed, formalize the
to identify hidden blockages. one-off consultant piiot programs. upgraded role with upgraded pay.
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The Leadership Checklist: Which Path Are You On?

Dimension

The Default Rollout
(Warning Signs)

The Inclusive Dividend Rollout
(Target State)

Target User

Managers and Experts

Novices and Frontline Workers

Paid, targeted peer-coaching

density

Training Strategy Voluntary, self-paced content during shifts

Governance IT-driven and vendor-led Part!CIpatory geslaninit
standing worker task forces

Ultimate Goal Headcount reduction and task Redeployment to higher-value

revenue generation

Risk Mitigation

Post-launch patching

Proactive frontline feedback
mapping the jagged frontier
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