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“CEOs are investing in AI, talent and portfolio
transformation to convert productivity gains into growth

SHANE DUNN
EY-Parthenon Canada
Managing Partner

The challenge is no longer whether AI can increase productivity. It’s how 
effectively organizations can hold on to those gains and use them to 
reinvest in the next wave of Canadian business growth.

An overwhelming majority of Canadian CEOs indicate they can measurably 
demonstrate a return from AI investments. with the primary productivity 
measure being higher output without additional headcount or capital. 
Despite continued macroeconomic volatility, regulatory uncertainty
and other persistent headwinds, Canadian CEOs are continuing to invest, 
transform and position their organizations for growth.

In Canada, most CEOs are reinvesting these productivity gains into growth, 
innovation or transformation; however, the technology benefits seem
to be moving faster than organizations’ ability to capitalize on them. 
Almost one quarter say the productivity gains from AI are largely absorbed 
by organizational complexity, regulation, risk or new work demands. 
Legacy technology and operating models are the main barrier to
creating more value.

As productivity gains begin to materialize, I’m seeing the conversation shift from 
efficiency to value. Leaders have created capacity; now they must put that 
capacity to work for the business. This most recent survey suggests three areas 
where those decisions are taking shape: embedding productivity gains into 
operating model improvements, redesigning work and talent to unlock greater 
value and making deliberate portfolio choices –  from partnerships and 
acquisitions to divestments – that strengthen capabilities and direct capital 
toward future growth.
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The EY-Parthenon CEO Outlook Survey is designed to offer critical insights into the main 
trends and developments that are influencing the world’s leading companies, as well as into 
business leaders’ expectations for future growth and long-term value creation.

In times of uncertainty and disruption, CEOs must build confidence in their ability to 
navigate risks and accelerate transformative strategies. Advancements in technology, an 
increased focus on geopolitical issues, an evolving regulatory landscape and ESG-related 
challenges all require the integration of strategy, transactions and transformation 
capabilities to create an ecosystem that is prepared for now and beyond. 

About the survey

50 CEOs surveyed in August 
and September 2026

INDUSTRIES

 Consumer and health
 Financial services 
 Industrials and energy
 Government and infrastructure 
 Technology, media and telecoms

COUNTRIES / MARKETS

Americas: Canada
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Canadian CEOs are turning
AI investments into
measurable productivity

Top pressures shaping decisions over the next 12 months:

Macroeconomic 
volatility01 Regulatory or 

policy uncertainty02 Cybersecurity and 
data privacy threats03

The AI conversation has shifted from adoption to execution, 
measuring returns, increasing output and reinvesting the gains.

can assess AI ROI 
with reasonable or 
greater confidence

82%
cite higher output 
without additional 
headcount or capital

40%

reinvest productivity 
gains in growth, 
innovation or 
transformation

50%
identify legacy technology 
and outdated operating 
models as the biggest barrier 
to further value realization

36%

Canadian CEOs are 
executing through 
uncertainty, turning
AI-enabled productivity 
into growth and 
business value.

Productivity is improving 
through:

Process redesign
and automation46%

AI-enabled tools
and applications44%

Cost and asset 
optimization40%
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Canadian CEOs are prioritizing
organic growth while committing
capital more selectively

Canadian CEOs are 
strengthening the core 
operations, while using 
partnerships and minority 
investments to access growth 
and preserve flexibility.

AI is supporting transaction 
decisions through:

market and competitive 
intelligence60%

risk assessment
and compliance50%

financial analysis
and valuation48%

Top priorities for driving growth:

INORGANIC GROWTH LEVERS ORGANIC GROWTH DRIVERS

Customer experience 
enhancement

Operational efficiency 
and cost optimization

Product, service and 
business model innovation

Strategic partnerships, 
alliances and joint ventures

Rollups or industry
consolidation

Corporate venturing and 
minority investments

36%

36%

32%

36%

34%

20%

Growth remains a priority, but transaction appetite is shifting 
towards partnerships and shared-risk structures.

MAY                                    SEPTEMBER                         CHANGE

JOINT VENTURES 32% 44% 12 pp

STRATEGIC ALLIANCES 32% 62% 30 pp

M&A 62% 48% 14 pp
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Canadian CEOs 
are building
for uncertainty, 
not waiting
for stability

What do you consider
the most significant 
pressures or headwinds 
facing your business over 
the next 12 months?

[The respondents were allowed 
to select up to three responses.]

Q

Cybersecurity and data privacy threats

Regulatory or policy uncertainty

Technology disruption, including AI-related risks

Trade and supply chain disruption

Macroeconomic volatility (e.g., inflation, 
interest rates, growth slowdown)

Talent shortages or workforce capability gaps

Reduced access to capital

Geopolitical tensions, instability and conflicts

Climate and sustainability pressures

50%

38%

32%

32%

32%

26%

26%

24%

16%
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AI investment
is moving from 
experimentation 
to accountability

Which statement
best describes your 
organization’s approach
to managing AI-related
costs and ROI?

[The respondents were asked to 
select one option only.]

Q

12%

70%

12%

6%

0%

We have 
comprehensive, 
real-time visibility 
into AI costs and 
can assess ROI 
with great 
confidence.

We have reliable 
visibility into 
most AI costs 
and can assess 
ROI with 
reasonable 
confidence.

We can track 
some AI costs, 
but important 
gaps limit our 
ability to 
assess ROI.

We have limited 
and inconsistent 
visibility into
AI costs and 
cannot assess 
ROI reliably.

AI costs are 
changing too 
rapidly and 
prevent us from 
assessing ROI 
with confidence.
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Organizations are 
pulling multiple 
productivity
levers, led by AI 
and business 
process redesign

Which factors have 
contributed most to 
productivity gains in
your organization over
the past 12 months? 

[The respondents were asked
to rank all factors contributing
to productivity gains in their 
organization from greatest
to smallest contribution. 
Percentages represent the
top 3 rankings combined.]

Q

46%

44%

40%

36%

30%

28%

26%

26%

2%

Adoption of AI-enabled tools and applications

Business process redesign and simplification, including automation of routine tasks and workflows

Establishing a Value Realization Office to manage, track and capture efficiency and productivity gains

Cost and asset optimization

Leadership and organizational culture change
 

Workforce reskilling 

Supply chain and sourcing optimization

Operating model transformation

We have not seen any material productivity gains in the past 12 months 
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Productivity
is increasingly 
defined by greater 
output, not lower 
headcount

Which outcome provides 
the clearest evidence that 
productivity improvements 
are creating business value 
in your organization?

[The respondents were asked to 
select one option only.]

Q

Faster delivery or shorter cycle times

Greater operational resilience
at the same cost

Better customer outcomes
at the same cost

Higher output without increasing
headcount or capital

Lower cost for the same output

More employee time redirected to
higher-value work

 

We have not yet identified a clear way
to measure business value 

40%

16%

16%

14%

8%

6%

0%
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Productivity gains 
are becoming a 
source of funding 
for future growth

What typically happens to 
the productivity gains your 
organization achieves?

[The respondents were asked to 
select one option only.]

Q

50%

22%
18%

10%

0%

Reinvested
to support 
future growth, 
innovation or 
transformation

Largely absorbed 
by organizational 
complexity, 
regulation,
risk or new
work demands

Used to fund 
workforce 
reskilling and 
capability building

Distributed to 
shareholders 
through 
improved 
profitability

Don’t know



CA
N

A
D

A
 C

EO
 O

U
TL

O
O

K 
SU

R
V

EY
  |

  F
A

LL
 2

02
6 

1313

CA
N

A
D

A
 C

EO
 O

U
TL

O
O

K 
SU

R
V

EY
  |

  F
A

LL
 2

02
6 

Operating model 
and legacy 
technology
are becoming
the biggest 
constraint on 
value realization

Which of the following is 
the biggest barrier to 
converting productivity 
gains into measurable 
business value?

[The respondents were asked to 
select one option only.]

Q

12%

36%
Legacy technology

and operating
models are outdated

26%
Organizational 

complexity, regulation
or increased risk 

management

This is not a 
significant issue for 

our organization

Lack of support or
buy-in from employees 

or management

20%
Time saved is not 

redeployed to
higher-value work

0%
Don't know

6%
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Organizations
are prioritizing 
performance of 
the core business 
as the foundation 
for growth

Which of the following
will be your organization’s 
highest strategic priorities 
for driving growth over the 
next 12–24 months?

[The respondents were permitted 
to select up to two responses 
from each of the ‘organic growth 
levers' and ‘inorganic growth 
levers' categories.]

Q

INORGANIC GROWTH LEVERS ORGANIC GROWTH DRIVERS

Customer experience enhancement

Operational efficiency and cost optimization

Product, service and business model innovation

Strategic partnerships, alliances and joint ventures

Roll-ups or industry consolidation

Corporate venturing and minority investments

36%

34%

20%

36%

36%

32%
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Growth increasingly 
depends on balancing
core business 
performance with 
selective external 
opportunities

Which of the following
will be your organization’s 
highest strategic priorities 
for driving growth over the 
next 12–24 months?

[The respondents were permitted 
to select up to two responses 
from each of the ‘organic growth 
levers' and ‘inorganic growth 
levers' categories.]

Q

INORGANIC GROWTH LEVERS ORGANIC GROWTH DRIVERS

Customer experience enhancement

Operational efficiency and cost optimization

Product, service and business model innovation

Strategic partnerships, alliances and joint ventures

Roll-ups or industry consolidation

Corporate venturing and minority investments

36%

34%

20%

36%

36%

32%

Pricing and revenue managementLicensing and intellectual property-led growth

18% 24%

Geographic, channel or market expansionPortfolio reshaping or divestitures

14% 20%

Customer retention and share of wallet

16%

Customer acquisition

10%

Sales effectiveness

10%
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Partnerships are 
emerging as a 
lower-risk path
to growth than 
traditional 
acquisitions

Do you expect to actively 
pursue any of the following 
transaction initiatives over 
the next 12 months? 

[The respondents were asked to 
select multiple responses.]

Q Carve-out or partial sale

Spinoff to existing shareholders

Strategic sale to a financial 
sponsor (e.g., private equity)

Sale of a noncore business or asset

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 48%

32%

12%

10%

4%

4%

2%

62%

44%

8%

Initial public offering (IPO) of a 
subsidiary or business unit

Strategic alliances

Joint ventures

Not planning to pursue any 
transaction initiatives

Divestments
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The foundation
for divestment 
value is built 
before a sale 
process begins

Thinking about your most 
recent divestment, what 
were the biggest 
challenges you faced?

[The respondents were allowed 
to select up to two responses.]

Q

22%

22%

14%

8%

8%

8%

14%

4%

16%

12%

18%

12%

10%

10%

8%

38%

34%

32%

20%

18%

18%

12%

Balancing speed and cost with maximizing value

Being sufficiently prepared for buyer due diligence

Communicating the asset’s value and growth potential

Navigating regulatory, anti-trust or competition barriers 

Identifying critical deal insights early enough

Generating strong bidder interest and competition

Limited internal resources or specialist expertise

We have not completed a divestiture recently 

First priority Second priority 
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AI's greatest 
opportunity lies
in identifying
and unlocking 
value earlier

Beyond efficiency gains, 
where do you believe 
advanced analytics or
AI has the greatest 
opportunity to transform 
your divestiture process? 

[The respondents were asked to 
select up to two responses.]

Q

56%
Accelerating deal execution 

and due diligence

42%
Faster and better-informed 

decision-making

36%
Identifying and

quantifying sources of
value earlier in the 
divestiture process 

26%
30%

Minimizing internal 
disruption and 
manual rework Targeting the right buyers

and strengthening the value 
story for each bidder

10%
Reducing disruption and 
complexity during separation
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Execution 
excellence remains 
the greatest
source of external 
advisory value

In which areas do external 
advisers add the greatest 
value beyond your 
organization’s internal 
capabilities during a 
divestiture, carve-out
or separation?

[The respondents were asked to 
select up to five areas.]

Q

38%

36%

34%

32%

32%

32%

32%

30%

26%

24%

24%

2%

Execution and project management

Standalone cost assessment

Carve-out financials / financial factbook

Target operating model

Carve-out strategy

Tax structuring

Business planning

Carve-out planning

Tax operating model

Tax due diligence

Transitional Services Agreement (TSA) definition

We did not use external advisers / not applicable 
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Most Canadian 
organizations 
remain in the early 
stages of applying 
AI to transaction 
decisions

4%

46% 46%

4%
0%

AI is embedded in 
most transaction 
evaluation 
activities and is 
central to our 
transaction 
strategy.

We are piloting 
AI in selected 
transaction 
evaluation 
activities.

We do not 
currently use 
AI, but are 
exploring 
potential 
applications.

We use AI
across multiple 
transaction 
evaluation 
activities, but
not consistently 
across the 
organization.

We do not
use AI for 
transaction 
evaluation and 
have no plans 
to do so.

Which statement best 
describes how your 
organization currently
uses AI-powered technology 
to support transaction 
evaluation, including 
acquisitions, divestments, 
joint ventures or
strategic investments?

[The respondents were asked to 
select one option only.]

Q
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AI's transaction 
advantage begins 
with better 
insights, not 
faster execution

In which areas of 
transaction evaluation 
does your organization 
currently use AI-powered 
technology?

[The respondents whose 
organizations are piloting or 
using AI-powered technology for 
transaction evaluation were 
asked to answer this question 
and were allowed to select 
multiple responses.]

Q

Commercial due diligence

Financial analysis and valuation

Deal sourcing and target identification

Identifying synergies and planning value creation 

Operational due diligence

Transaction execution and project management

Market and competitive intelligence

Risk assessment and compliance reviews

Post-deal integration planning

60%

50%

48%

42%

31%

29%

25%

25%

25%
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Workforce 
capability may 
become a greater 
constraint on 
growth than 
access to capital

To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with the 
following statements?

[The respondents were asked to 
select one option for each 
statement.]

Q

STRONGLY
AGREE

AGREE NEITHER AGREE 
NOR DISAGREE

DISAGREE STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

Our growth strategy focuses 
more on strengthening the 
existing business than on 
disruption and transformation

Our organization lacks the 
capabilities needed to combine 
organic and inorganic
growth effectively

The era of globally optimized 
supply chains is over,
and companies will need
to prioritize resilience
over efficiency

Within the next three years, 
skills shortages will be a
bigger barrier to growth than 
access to capital

32%

8%

26%

16%

24%

16%

42%

52%

16%

18%

22%

16% 14%

42%

22%

6%

16%

6%

4%

2%
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AI is expected to 
transform jobs and 
skills more than 
workforce size

STRONGLY
AGREE

AGREE NEITHER AGREE 
NOR DISAGREE

DISAGREE STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

Many organizations will be
able to achieve their long-term 
growth ambitions with a smaller 
workforce than they have today

Our organization is not 
developing workforce skills 
quickly enough to keep pace 
with the speed of AI innovation 
and realize AI’s full value

Over the next three years,
AI will have a greater impact on 
employees’ roles, skills and how 
work is organized than on 
reducing workforce size

The pace of business disruption 
is reducing the value of
three-year strategic plans 

10%

16%

40%

18%
To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with the 
following statements?

[The respondents were asked to 
select one option for each 
statement.]

Q

6%

34% 48%

42%

30%

14%

14%

18%

16%

40%

2%

18% 6%

2%

8%

18%
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Participant
profile

Organization ownership 
structureQ

Privately held – other

Privately held - Not-for-profit
or nonprofit organization 

Privately held – Private
equity portfolio company

Privately held – Venture
capital portfolio company

Publicly listed 78%

22%

8%

4%

0%

0%

10%

0%

Privately held – family controls
35% or more of voting rights

State-owned or operated

Privately held
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Participant
profile

NEXT 12 MONTHS

2%

38%

44%

12%

4%

0%

0%

PAST 12 MONTHS

0%

0%

50%

46%

2%

2%

0%

20.0% or more increase

10.0% to 19.9% increase

3.0% to 9.9% increase

Flat ( ±2.9% change)

3.0% to 9.9% decrease

10.0% to 19.9% decrease

20.0% or more decrease

Past and expected annual 
revenue growthQ
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Participant
profile

0%

24%

18%

9%

21%

24%

4%

$50 billion or more

$10 billion to $49.9 billion

$5 billion to $9.9 billion

$2.5 billion to $4.9 billion

$1 billion to $2.49 billion

$500 million to $999.9 million

$250 million to $499.9 million

Organization annual 
revenue (US$)Q

34%

58%

8%

0%

0%

61+

51 to 60

41 to 50

31 to 40

Prefer not to say

Participant
age groupQ

98%

2%

0%

0%

0%

Male

Female

Prefer not to say

Other

Nonbinary

Participant
genderQ
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Research was conducted on behalf of the global EY 
organization through an anonymous online survey of 
1,200 CEOs from large companies worldwide in August 
and September 2026. The survey aims to provide valuable 
insights on the main trends and developments impacting 
the world’s leading companies, as well as business leaders’ 
expectations for future growth and long-term value 
creation. Respondents represented 21 countries (Brazil, 
Canada, Mexico, the United States, Belgium, Luxembourg, 
the Netherlands, France, Germany, Italy, Denmark, 
Finland, Norway, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Australia, 
China, India, Japan, Singapore and South Korea) and five 
industries (consumer and health; financial services; 
industrials and energy; government and infrastructure, 
technology, media and telecoms). Surveyed companies’ 
annual global revenues were as follows: less than US$500 
million (19%), US$500 million to US$999.9 million (20%), 
US$1 billion to US$4.9 billion (31%) and greater than 
US$5 billion (30%).

Research 
methodology
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EY  |  Building a better working world

EY is building a better working world by creating 
new value for clients, people, society and the 
planet, while building trust in capital markets.

Enabled by data, AI and advanced technology, 
EY teams help clients shape the future with 
confidence and develop answers for the most 
pressing issues of today and tomorrow. 

EY teams work across a full spectrum of 
services in assurance, consulting, tax, strategy 
and transactions. Fueled by sector insights, 
a globally connected, multidisciplinary network 
and diverse ecosystem partners, EY teams can 
provide services in more than 150 countries 
and territories.

All in to shape the future with confidence.

EY refers to the global organization, and may refer to one or more, of 
the member firms of Ernst & Young Global Limited, each of which is a 
separate legal entity. Ernst & Young Global Limited, a UK company 
limited by guarantee, does not provide services to clients. Information 
about how EY collects and uses personal data and a description of the 
rights individuals have under data protection legislation are available 
via ey.com/privacy. EY member firms do not practice law where 
prohibited by local laws. For more information about our organization, 
please visit ey.com. 

About EY-Parthenon
Our unique combination of transformative strategy, transactions and 
corporate finance delivers real-world value – solutions that work in 
practice, not just on paper.
 
Benefiting from EY’s full spectrum of services, we’ve reimagined 
strategic consulting to work in a world of increasing complexity. With 
deep functional and sector expertise, paired with innovative AI-
powered technology and an investor mindset, we partner with CEOs, 
boards, private equity and governments every step of the way – 
enabling you to shape your future with confidence.

EY-Parthenon is a brand under which a number of EY member firms 
across the globe provide strategy consulting services. For more 
information, please visit www.ey.com/parthenon.

© 2026 Ernst & Young LLP. All Rights Reserved.
A member firm of Ernst & Young Global Limited.

10859951 

ey.com/ca
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