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The hidden tax of
building your own
Al marketing stack.

What it actually costs when nobody redesigns the work around the
tools — and the operational shape of an alternative that does.
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01.

The Promise Vs. The Reality

The pitch was partially right. First drafts did get faster. In
some cases, they arrived in seconds. The content volume
metrics moved in the right direction. The quarterly adoption
report showed healthy numbers.

Then a different set of signals started surfacing. Campaign
timelines didn’t shorten. Review cycles got longer. The same
positioning and messaging questions kept reappearing in
Slack threads, even though the team had access to better
tools than they’d ever had.

For VPs of Marketing, the signals were subtle at first. A
campaign that should have shipped in two weeks still took
three. A content batch that was supposed to free up the
team’s afternoon consumed the rest of the day in revisions.
The Al was clearly producing output. The output was clearly
requiring more oversight than anyone had planned for.

A Stanford and BetterUp study of more than 5000 US
white-collar workers quantified the disconnect. Ninety-two
percent of high-level executives said Al makes them more
productive. Among non-managers, 40 percent said Al

Every marketing leader who adopted Al tools in the last two years

time reclaimed.

saves them no time at all. Same organizations, same tools,
completely different experience of what Al is doing to
the workday.

This disconnect matters because it determines what gets
addressed. When leadership sees Al as working, the
pressure moves to the team to use it more. When the team
sees Al as creating more labor, they absorb that labor silently
because the narrative from above doesn’t match their

daily reality. The result is a productivity story that looks
clean in the executive review and feels exhausting on the
production floor.

This isn't a disagreement about whether Al works. Both
groups are measuring real things at different stages of the
same process. The executive sees the speed of the first
draft. The practitioner lives with what happens after the
draft: the editing, the reconciliation, the quality review, the
corrections that nobody budgeted time for.

The researchers coined a term for the Al output that looks
polished but requires heavy rework before anyone can use it:
workslop. Forty percent of workers encountered it within a

SOURCES: Stanford/BetterUp Workslop Study (2026), 1150 US desk workers surveyed. The Guardian, April 14,2026.
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heard the same pitch. Faster drafts. More content per cycle. Strategic

single month.

“Quality decreased significantly, time to
produce a piece of content increased

significantly and, most importantly, morale
decreased. Everything got a whole lot worse
once they rolled out Al.”

That’s from a copywriter speaking to The Guardian about
what happened after his company mandated Al tools. His
experience maps to what marketing teams describe every
day: the draft arrives fast, the finished product takes longer
than it used to, and the labor that connects the two is
invisible in every dashboard.

The cost of building your own Al marketing stack lives in the
assembly, the labor that connects the tools to each other and
to the campaign. This eBook is about what that labor actually
looks like, what it costs, and why it compounds.
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The Five Hidden Costs

cost1 Prompt lteration

The Stanford/BetterUp researchers found that workers spent an average of 3.4 hours
per month dealing with workslop. For a marketing team running two or three
campaigns simultaneously, each involving dozens of assets across multiple segments,
that number is conservative.

The pattern is consistent. The Al generates a draft in minutes. Someone reads it closely
and finds a proof point that doesn't exist, a CTA that contradicts the campaign’s actual
offer, and three paragraphs that say the same thing in slightly different words. Fixing all
of that takes longer than writing the piece from scratch would have. The draft that took
three minutes to generate takes two hours to make publishable.

This cost is invisible because it happens inside production time. There’s no ticket type
for “fixing Al output.” The labor just absorbs into the day.
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The visible cost of Al adoption is straightforward: tool subscriptions, training hours,
maybe a consultant to set up the initial workflows. That’s the line item. The hidden
costs show up in the team’s time, the campaign’s coherence, and the organization’s
ability to measure what’s working. Five costs appear consistently.

cosT2 Inconsistent Output

When multiple contributors prompt the same tool differently, the outputs arrive
disconnected from each other and from the campaign’s positioning. Deloitte’s State
of Alin the Enterprise report (January 2026, 3,200+ leaders surveyed) found that 84
percent of companies have not redesigned jobs or the nature of work itself around
Al capabilities.

On a marketing team, this means each person interprets the campaign brief
independently before prompting. Each person’s Al output reflects their individual
understanding of the segments, the messaging, and the conversion path. Reconciling
these outputs into a coherent campaign becomes a manual job that didn't exist before
Al arrived.

The inconsistency is hardest to catch in the middle of the campaign, where assets like
nurture emails, landing page copy, and sales enablement decks need to carry the same
positioning across different formats and different audiences. When each piece was
produced from a different prompt by a different person, subtle drift accumulates. The
individual assets look fine. The campaign, viewed as a whole, reads like it was written by
five different companies.
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02. THE FIVE HIDDEN COSTS

COST 3

Tribal Knowledge

Campaign logic, brand voice, segment definitions, and
conversion paths live in people’s heads rather thanin a
system. When a key contributor is out, the work slows.
When they leave, the knowledge walks out with them.

This is the most expensive form of institutional risk on a
lean marketing team. A five-person team can't afford to
have its campaign architecture exist as tribal
knowledge. Every quarter that the knowledge

stays undocumented is a quarter where the

team is one resignation away from rebuilding its
operational foundation.
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COST 4
Measurement Opacity

When every campaign is assembled from different
tools, different processes, and different people’s
interpretations, comparing performance across
campaigns becomes unreliable. The Duke CMO Survey
(Spring 2026, Christine Moorman, Duke Fuqua, 281
senior marketers) found that 64 percent of marketing
leaders cite demonstrating marketing impact on
financial outcomes as their number one challenge.
Marketing budgets declined to 9.0 percent of revenue.
Spending growth slowed to 1.7 percent.

The inability to demonstrate impact is connected to the
inability to measure consistently. And inconsistent
campaign assembly is where consistent measurement
breaks down. When the inputs vary every cycle, the
outputs can't be compared meaningfully.

SOURCES: Stanford/BetterUp (2026). Deloitte, State of Al in the Enterprise (January 2026), 3,235 leaders. Duke CMO Survey (Spring 2026), 281 senior marketers.

COST 5

Quarterly Resets

Every planning cycle, the same foundational questions
resurface. Who are the segments? What’s the
conversion path? What messaging applies to which
persona? These feel like strategy conversations. They
aren’t. They’re the absence of structure masquerading
as strategy work. Real strategy happens on top of
settled foundations. What most teams are doing is
resettling the foundations every quarter.

Deloitte found that only 25 percent of companies have
moved 40 percent or more of their Al experiments into
production. The rest are stuck in a cycle of re-piloting.
On marketing teams, this shows up as campaigns that
start from a blank document every quarter because
nothing from the last cycle carried forward structurally.
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03.

Why the Cost Compounds

Deloitte’s data tells this story at the enterprise level. Seventy-
four percent of organizations hope to grow revenue through
Al initiatives. Only 20 percent are doing so. That’s a 54-point
spread between expectation and reality, and it exists
because most organizations are measuring the input
(adoption rates, drafts generated, content volume) rather
than the output (campaigns shipped, pipeline generated,
revenue attributed).

Research from MIT reinforces the pattern: 95 percent of
firms aren’t seeing returns on their Al investments. Deloitte’s
transformation breakdown shows why. Thirty-seven percent
of companies are using Al at a surface level with no change
to existing processes. Thirty percent are redesigning key
processes. Only 34 percent are doing deep transformation.
Two-thirds of companies are optimizing what already exists
rather than rethinking how the work gets done.

For marketing teams, the compounding effect is specific and
measurable. Prompt iteration doesn’t get easier with
practice, because the prompts change with every campaign.
Tribal knowledge doesn’'t get documented over time,
because there’s no system to document it into. Measurement
doesn'timprove quarter over quarter, because the inputs are

The five costs from the previous chapter don’t stay flat. They

campaign volume.

inconsistent. Each of these costs recurs every cycle. And
they grow with every new campaign, every new contributor,
and every new tool added to the stack.

Consider what happens when a team adds its fourth Al tool,
or onboards a new marketing manager, or scales from two
campaigns a quarter to four. Every one of those changes
multiplies the reconciliation work. The new tool generates
output in a slightly different voice. The new hire interprets
the brief differently than the person they replaced. The
additional campaigns require more assets, each of which
needs the same manual quality review. The team gets busier.
The campaigns don’t get better.

The 84 percent of companies that haven’t redesigned work
around Al are paying this compounding tax right now. Most
of them don't see it as a tax because it doesn’t appear on any
invoice. It appears as slower timelines, longer review cycles,
inconsistent output quality, and a team that stays busy
without producing proportionally more results.

Deloitte’s own data on worker sentiment reinforces this. Only
13 percent of non-technical workers are highly enthusiastic
about Al. Twenty-one percent prefer to avoid it entirely but

SOURCES: Deloitte, State of Alin the Enterprise (January 2026). MIT Al ROl Research (2025-2026).
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compound as teams increase Al usage, add contributors, or scale

will use it if required. The people closest to the production
reality aren’t resistant to technology. They're responding
rationally to a system that made their jobs harder.

“If there is no coherent Al strategy in
organizations, you are likely to see pilot

fatigue. You’re chasing the next shiny object,
pressured to do something with Al without a
real plan.”

That’s from a healthcare Al leader interviewed for the
Deloitte report. The same dynamic plays out on marketing
teams. New tools arrive. People experiment. The
experiments produce promising results in isolation. And
then nobody figures out how to make those results
repeatable across a full campaign cycle. The pilot works. The
system doesn’t change. The cost compounds. And next
quarter, the same conversations happen again with a slightly
larger stack of tools and a slightly more frustrated team.
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04.

What the Alternative

Looks Like

That means three things were in place upstream of
production. The positioning and value propositions traveled
with the brief, so every contributor (human or Al) worked
from the same strategic foundation. The persona definitions
traveled with the assignment, so content was targeted by
design rather than by individual interpretation. The
conversion path traveled with the asset, so every piece of
content connected to the campaign’s logic rather than
floating as a standalone draft.

When those three elements are encoded in a system, Al
operatesinside a structure. The prompts are informed by the
positioning. The outputs are checked against defined
standards. The reconciliation labor that eats most teams’
production time either shrinks dramatically or disappears,
because the system already holds the context that individual
contributors would otherwise carry in their heads.

Deloitte’s data shows that the 34 percent of companies
doing deep Al transformation are creating new products,
reinventing processes, and changing business models. In

The teams that report genuine time savings and output quality
improvements from Al share a common trait. They defined the
campaign structure before anyone opened a tool.

marketing, deep transformation looks like this: the campaign
operating system holds the strategy, and production
happensinside it. Every campaign inherits the last
campaign’s structure. Every new asset reflects the
positioning. No rebuilding. No drift.

What does this look like in practice?

The shift is operational, not philosophical. A team that
operates inside a campaign system doesn’t spend Monday
morning rebuilding the brief. They don’t lose Tuesday
afternoon reconciling two people’s Al outputs. They don’t
spend Wednesday in a review meeting debating whether the
email matches the landing page. Those hours go back to the
work that requires human judgment: refining the strategy,
reading the market, deciding what the next campaign should
say and who it should say it to.

Jeff Cox, Director of Global Content Marketing at vLex/Clio,
describes his team’s experience after adopting a structured
campaign operating system. Production cycles compressed
from 70 days to 14. Costs dropped 80 percent against

SOURCES: Deloitte, State of Al in the Enterprise (January 2026). Jeff Cox, Director of Global Content Marketing, vLex/Clio (verified customer data).
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agency spend. A team of three began operating with the
consistency and output of a team of five. That compression
didn’t come from working faster. It came from removing the
points where work had to wait on a specific person’s
judgment, institutional memory, or availability.

Every team is paying for campaign structure one way or
another. The cost shows up as a line item for a purpose-built
system, or it shows up as a tax on the team’s time and output
quality. The decision is whether to keep absorbing that tax or
to operate inside a system that was designed for how B2B
campaigns actually get planned and produced.

The question facing marketing leaders right
now is straightforward. Can the system you
have today survive the next quarter, the
next hire, or the next departure? If the
answer is uncomfortable, the alternative is
worth evaluating.
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J
What’s
N extf) Take the Campaign
- System Diagnostic
If the costs described in this eBook sound A structured assessment that identifies where
familiar, two paths forward are available: your campaign operation is stitched together

and where the hidden tax is highest. The
diagnostic is free and takes about 15 minutes.

Take the diagnostic

SOURCES

Deloitte Al Institute, “State of Al in the Enterprise: The Untapped Edge,” January 2026. Survey of 3,235 director-to-C-suite leaders across six industries and 24 countries.
Stanford / BetterUp, Workslop Study (2026). Jeff Hancock et al. Survey of 1150 US desk workers (subset of 5000). Pre-peer-review.

Duke CMO Survey, Spring 2026. Christine Moorman, Duke Fuqua School of Business. 281 senior marketers surveyed.

MIT Al ROI Research (2025-2026). Referenced in The Guardian, April 14, 2026.

The Guardian, “Al productivity workplace errors,” April 14, 2026. Reporting by The Guardian featuring named experts.

Jeff Cox, Director of Global Content Marketing, vLex/Clio. Verified VelocityEngine customer data.
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02.

Talk to VelocityEngine

If you already know the system needs to
change and want to understand what
structured campaign operations look like for a
team your size, schedule a conversation with
our team.

Talk to our team
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