
AI FOR EXECUTIVES

The Capacity Ceiling
You cannot hire your way out. The ceiling is not your people. It is the work that should not need them.

Start with the bind every operator knows. There is more work than the team can carry, and the answer has always been the same: hire.

That door is jammed. By industry estimates, roughly three in four employers cannot fill the roles they need, near a decade high

(ManpowerGroup, 2025), and for a mid-market company a single hire now takes around 83 days and about $5,475 to land (SHRM

benchmarking, 2025). So you run hot, service slips, and the best people burn out doing work far below their pay grade. The instinct is that

you are short on people. You are not. You are short on people freed to do the work only they can do.

Follow the evidence

~76%
of employers cannot fill roles for lack of skilled

talent, near a decade high.

ManpowerGroup Talent Shortage, 2025

60 to 70%
of the hours in a knowledge-work day are spent on

activities AI can now do.

McKinsey, 2023

+14% / +34%
more work completed per hour with an AI assistant.

The lift reaches 34% for less-experienced staff.

Brynjolfsson, Li & Raymond, QJE, 2025

Two facts sit next to each other and explain the ceiling. Most of the day, by industry estimates, goes to routine, automatable work, chasing documents,

moving data between systems, drafting the same report again. And the routine work is exactly what caps the output of your best people, because it fills

the hours they would otherwise spend on judgment, on customers, on the calls only they can make.

The clue most leaders miss

Here is the part that turns the ceiling into an opportunity. The constraint was never how many people you employ. It was that every unit of output costs a

unit of human time, because the routine layer underneath the work was never taken off their plate. Add a person and you buy more of the same trapped

hours. There is a second cost stacking up quietly behind it: your most experienced people are retiring, and by industry estimates nearly 40% of the core

skills in the workforce will change by 2030 (World Economic Forum, 2025). When a 25-year veteran walks out, the judgment walks out with them,

because it lived in their head, not in the operation. The ceiling is the routine work and the undocumented expertise, not the headcount.

Step back, because this reframes the whole hiring conversation. You have been trying to buy capacity by the person, in a market that will

not sell it to you, while most of the capacity you already pay for is spent operating around the work instead of doing it.

You are not short on people. You are short on the routine work leaving their desks.

Once you see how much of your team's day is spent below their skill, the question stops being who to hire and becomes what to lift off

them.

What an AI-native operation does differently

This is where it changes for you. The routine layer, the searching, chasing, drafting, reconciling, moves to AI agents that do the work inside your systems,

with your people supervising the exceptions and owning the result. A coordinator who spent the morning assembling a status report now reviews one the

agents assembled, and spends the morning on the customer problem that was waiting. The senior expert's judgment gets captured into the system the

agents run on, so a new hire ramps in weeks, not years, and the knowledge stops walking out the door. The measured result is real: more work

completed per hour, and the largest gains for your least-experienced staff, which is precisely the capacity the ceiling was denying you.

Grow the output. Not the headcount.
The routine work moves to AI. Your people move up a level. Same team, a lot more done.



THE CAPACITY CEILING

What the ceiling costs, and what comes back
A composite view for a representative mid-market firm. Directional, not a measured result.

The cost of the ceiling is not one number on a statement. It is three, stacked. First, the lost output: the work you turn away or deliver late because the

team is capped. Second, the hiring premium: the roles you cannot fill, and the cost and time of the ones you can. Third, the knowledge leak: the

expertise that leaves with every retirement and takes years to rebuild. All three trace to the same root, a business where output is bound to human hours

because the routine layer was never automated.

Worked example. Take a mid-market operation with about 300 people whose day is spent moving work through software: coordinators, analysts,

service and support staff. If roughly 60% of their hours go to routine, automatable work, that is the equivalent of a large share of the payroll spent on

activity that does not require their judgment. An AI-native rebuild does not cut the team. It takes that routine layer off their desks, lifts measured

throughput per person, and turns the freed hours toward the demand you cannot serve today and the growth you cannot staff for. The figures are

composite and directional; a tailored estimate uses your real roles and hours.

You cannot hire the capacity you need. You can free it.

Want the capacity number for your business?
From a few inputs, the roles whose day is spent operating software, rough headcount, and how much of the day goes to routine work, we build a

directional estimate of the capacity trapped in your operation and what an AI-native rebuild frees. Built from your numbers, yours to keep either

way. Reply and we will send it. 

Part of AI for Executives, a briefing series from XSparks for leaders making AI pay off. Ask us for The 2026 AI Strategy, the full ebook this brief is drawn from.

Most of it is already on your payroll, trapped in routine work. AI gives it back.



ABOUT THE FIRM

About XSparks
XSparks is a Global AI Transformation Firm built for mid-market enterprises that need AI to work in production. We take responsibility for

outcomes, not just delivery. We fix the data, redesign the workflow, build the agents, and run them in production, composing your platforms,

the wider AI ecosystem, and our own technology and methodology into one working system: the AI Operating Model (AIOM). The result is

AI that delivers measured outcomes, in your operations, in your industry.

How we are different

01 Accountable for outcomes, not just delivery. We report the value every quarter and sign it as the operator. No AI theater, and no outcomes left

anecdotal.

02 We stay through Operate. Most firms stop at the pilot. The return is produced after go-live, so we run the system with you, with humans in and

on the loop, quarter after quarter.

03 One operating model, not point tools. We rebuild how the work runs so AI runs it, and instrument the value across six components: cost

reduction, revenue growth, time savings, capacity gain, quality improvement, and risk reduction.

METHODOLOGY

Think. Build. Operate.

FIRST WORKING SYSTEM

4 to 6 weeks

ENGAGEMENT MODEL

Outcome-accountable

Start an Operations Briefing: a 60-minute conversation. We listen to where the operational pressure is, share what we have seen in similar operations, and decide together whether there is a fit.

CM
Cosmo Mariano
Chief Client Outcomes Officer, XSparks

cosmo@xsparks.ai · xsparks.ai

Think. Build. Operate.   Accountable from Idea to Outcome.

Pittsburgh · New Delhi · Chandigarh · London · Dubai · Australia · Toronto
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