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Executive Summary

The economic trajectory of Ireland in the mid-2020s is fundamentally intertwined with the rapid
maturation and integration of generative artificial intelligence (Al) across its industrial base. This
report provides an exhaustive analysis of the Irish Al landscape between 2025 and 2026, a
period defined by the transition of Al from a peripheral experimental tool to a core operational
and strategic imperative. The evidence suggests that Ireland is currently navigating a pivotal
“implementation gap," where the enthusiasm for adoption is met with significant structural
challenges, including technical debt, a widening skills deficit, and a complex new regulatory
architecture under the European Union (EU) Al Act.’

Quantitative data highlights a surge in adoption rates. Research from Trinity Business School
indicates that Al adoption among Irish organizations jumped from 49% in 2024 to 91% in 2025,
a leap that places Ireland ahead of many European peers in terms of initial engagement.®
However, this "headline" figure belies a deeper disparity in depth. While usage is nearly
universal, only 33% of organizations have achieved broad adoption across multiple
departments, with the majority still in early production or testing phases.' The economic stakes
are significant: Al is projected to contribute at least €250 billion to Ireland’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) by 2035.° Realizing this potential depends on the ability of Irish firms to move
beyond surface-level productivity gains—currently reported by 84% of leaders—to wholesale
business model transformation.®

The regulatory environment has moved from theoretical debate to institutional reality. The
establishment of the Al Office of Ireland, mandated for August 1, 2026, marks the beginning of
a distributed enforcement regime where thirteen sectoral authorities, including the Central
Bank and the Data Protection Commission (DPC), will supervise Al deployment.” For the
C-suite, this necessitates a shift from "shadow Al" usage to formal governance frameworks, as
penalties for non-compliance with prohibited practices can reach 7% of total worldwide annual
turnover.’

Furthermore, the "friction list" for Irish adoption is dominated by human factors. A staggering



84% of Irish leaders identify skills gaps as the primary barrier to adoption.® This is compounded
by a persistent gender divide in advanced digital skills, with Irish men being twice as likely as
women to utilize high-level Al and programming tools at work.” As Ireland approaches the
second half of 2026, the strategic focus for enterprises must shift toward technical integration,
data readiness, and the cultivation of an "Al-literate" leadership layer to bridge the gap between
technological ambition and realized commercial value.'

Why Now: Irish Market Triggers for Al Acceleration

The urgency surrounding generative Al in Ireland during the 2025-2026 period is not a result of
technological novelty alone but is driven by a convergence of economic, regulatory, and
competitive triggers that have made inertia a high-risk strategy for Irish boards.

Labour Market Constraints and the Productivity Mandate

Ireland’s economy operates at near-full employment, with the labour force reaching a record
2.82 million people by late 2025." This structural reality has created an acute shortage of talent
across high-growth sectors, making Al adoption a necessity for maintaining operational
throughput. Research suggests that Irish labour markets are more exposed to Al than other
advanced economies, with 63% of employment deemed susceptible to its influence." Unlike
previous technological waves, the current adoption cycle is viewed by 33% of the workforce as
a complementary tool rather than a replacement, primarily because it addresses the
productivity gaps created by the inability to find skilled human capital.™

The productivity impact is already measurable at the SME level. Irish SME leaders using Al
report gaining an average of 5.3 hours per week, which is immediately reinvested into
higher-value activities such as product planning (30%) and staff management (28%)."” In a
high-cost economy like Ireland’s, where input prices remain elevated, these efficiency gains are
critical for maintaining margins.

Regulatory Deadlines: The EU Al Act and the National Enforcement
Scheme

The publication of the General Scheme of the Regulation of Artificial Intelligence Bill 2026
provides the first detailed blueprint for how the EU Al Act will be enforced domestically.” This
legislative trigger has moved Al governance from a "best practice” discussion to a mandatory
compliance workstream. The August 1, 2026, deadline for the establishment of the national Al
Office serves as a hard stop for businesses to formalize their Al inventories.’

The "Why Now" is also driven by the risk of classification. Irish regulators now possess the
power to challenge a firm's self-assessment of their Al systems. If a company incorrectly
classifies a tool as "minimal risk" when it falls under "high-risk" categories (such as Al used in
recruitment or credit scoring), they may be subject to retroactive compliance demands and



significant fines.” This regulatory "pull" is forcing organizations to audit their legacy software
and third-party vendor relationships immediately.

Competitive Pressure and Foreign Direct Investment Dynamics

As a global hub for the biopharmaceutical, financial services, and technology sectors, Ireland’s
domestic economy is highly sensitive to the shifting priorities of multinationals. Foreign-owned
enterprises account for 84% of the €7 billion spent annually on R&D in Ireland.’® As global
parent companies in the US and EU mandate Al-first strategies, their Irish subsidiaries must
adapt to maintain their position within the global value chain.

There is also an emerging "competitive deficit" concern. While Irish adoption of general Al is
high, it significantly trails EU leaders like Denmark (42%) and Finland (38%) in deep enterprise
integration.'® For Irish firms to remain competitive in EMEA markets, they must move beyond
“free tool" usage (which 80% of organizations currently permit without security controls)
toward enterprise-grade, secure implementations.®

Government Funding and Capital Commitments

The Irish government has signaled its support through Budget 2026, which allocates €1.3 billion
to enterprise development, including specific funding for the establishment of the Al Office
and the expansion of the Al Research Centre of Scale (CeADAR)." Furthermore, the National
Development Plan (NDP) through 2030 includes a €4.7 billion investment in the enterprise
ecosystem, with a clear focus on digitalization and the "Important Projects of Common
European Interest" (IPCEls) in advanced semiconductors and Al technologies." This availability
of state funding—often covering 50-80% of project costs—is a primary trigger for SMEs to
initiate transformation projects in 2026."

Data & Statistics: Mapping the Al Landscape

The following data points delineate the current state of Al adoption, ROI, and the demographic
challenges within the Irish market for 2025-2026.

Enterprise Adoption and Infrastructure

Adoption Metric Value (2025-2026) Trend/Context

General Al Usage 91% Nearly doubled from 49% in
20247

Formal Production Usage 74% Organizations moving
beyond the pilot phase.'




(>500Mbps)

Broad Adoption 33% Percentage of firms with
multi-departmental
integration.’

SME Adoption 40% Significantly lower than
multinationals (63%).°

Cloud Computing Usage 73% Ireland ranks 4th in EU;
critical foundation for Al.'

High-Speed Broadband 59% For large enterprises;

foundational for
low-latency Al'®

The disparity between general usage (91%) and formal production (74%) suggests that a
significant portion of Al activity in Ireland remains "shadow Al"—unsanctioned usage by
employees that lacks enterprise-grade security and governance.’

Productivity, Efficiency, and ROI

The primary driver for Al investment in Ireland remains cost optimization and internal efficiency.

Benefit Category Statistic Source

Productivity Gains 84% Irish leaders reporting
current efficiency
improvements.®

Decision-Making Speed 98% Executives reporting
improved execution speed.”

Cost Reduction 40% Organizations achieving
measurable operational
savings.®

Revenue Growth 20% Firms currently seeing
top-line growth from Al.°

Weekly Time Savings 5.3 Hours Average time gained by

(SME) SME leaders using Al

tools.”™




The current return on investment (ROI) profile for Irish firms is heavily skewed toward time
savings rather than direct revenue generation. While 74% of organizations aspire to grow
revenue via Al, the "Revenue Gap" (the difference between aspiration and current realization)
remains at 54 percentage points.®

Legacy Data (Pre-2024 Context)
e Legacy Data (2023): Only 8% of Irish enterprises were using Al, highlighting the

exponential nature of the current surge.

e Legacy Data (2021): Digital intensity index research from this period first identified the

structural gender gaps that persist in 2026.°

Skills, Literacy, and Friction Metrics

Barrier/Friction Point

Statistic

Implication

Primary Adoption Barrier

84% (Skills)

Lack of talent prevents
scaling beyond pilots.”

Integration Complexity

25%

Connecting Al to legacy
systems is the top technical
hurdle.’

Leadership Literacy Gap

60%

Leaders with low
confidence in Al strategy.’

Gender Digital Gap

26 Points

44% of men vs 18% of
women in advanced digital
roles.”

Security Concerns

56%

Leaders favoring
“controlled use" over open
adoption.’

Thematic Deep Dive 1: Generative Al for Product
Innovation in Biopharma and MedTech

Ireland’s position as a global leader in life sciences is being reinforced through the targeted
application of generative Al, moving the sector from "proof-of-concept purgatory" into
GxP-compliant production environments.




Overcoming the "Deadlock"” in Manufacturing and R&D

The Generative Al for Life Sciences Playbook 2025 identified that the Irish biopharma sector
faces an inflection point. While 8 in 10 companies plan to invest in digitalization, many have
been stuck in small-scale pilots.* The 2026 trend is toward "system-level" integration, where Al
is embedded directly into discovery pipelines rather than used as an isolated tool.*

One of the most high-impact applications is the automation of documentation. In regulated
manufacturing, the administrative load on scientists can consume up to 70% of their time.*
Generative Al tools are now being used to automate the creation of Standard Operating
Procedures (SOPs), clinical study reports (CSRs), and regulatory submissions. This not only
increases speed to market but also enhances compliance by reducing human error in complex
documentation.*

Al-Driven Healthcare and Clinical Outcomes

Through initiatives like the HIHI.AI 2025 Call, the Irish healthcare system is evaluating 15
high-potential Al innovations. The focus here is on “clinically validated and regulated”
solutions.? For instance, the use of Al-powered digital pathology platforms, such as Deciphex,
supports consultant pathologists in colorectal screening, effectively acting as a triage layer that
improves diagnostic accuracy and speed.?®

The business impact in this theme is measured by the decoupling of industrial output from the
carbon footprint. By 2026, biopharma firms are increasingly using Al simulations to optimize
energy use in manufacturing plants, a move that is essential for meeting both sustainability
targets and operational cost goals.*

Innovation Area Al Mechanism Business Impact

Drug Discovery Hypothesis generation & Reduction in R&D timelines
Protein folding and cost per molecule.”

Clinical Trials Patient matching & Protocol Faster recruitment and
design fewer protocol

amendments.?*

Quality Control Computer vision for Increased yield and
inspection reduced waste in
high-value manufacturing.”’

Thematic Deep Dive 2: Al-Driven Decision Intelligence




in Irish Financial Services

Ireland’s fintech ecosystem and traditional banking sector are leveraging Al to move beyond
data analysis toward autonomous decision-making, a trend referred to as "Decision
Intelligence.”

The Neutral Advisor: Consumer Trust in Al

A significant behavioral shift has been noted in the Irish market. Research from digital bank
bunq reveals that Irish consumers increasingly trust Al as a neutral advisor for financial health.
In 2026, 36% of Irish respondents stated they feel more comfortable discussing uncomfortable
financial truths—such as debt or poor budgeting—with an Al than with human advisors or
family.?” This "absence of social judgment" allows for more honest data entry, leading to better
financial outcomes. This trust is translating into tangible results: one-third of participants used
Al to build savings, with many putting away over €500 annually through Al-guided budgeting.”’

Institutional Adoption and Agentic Al

At the institutional level, the focus is shifting toward "Agentic Al"—systems that can take
autonomous actions within a defined set of parameters. While only 9% of Irish firms currently
report widespread use of Al agents, 70% plan to increase budgets in this area by the end of
20268

Financial Function Al Agent Application Strategic Benefit

Fraud Detection Synthetic data generation Training models on
emerging fraud patterns
without compromising real
data.”’

Compliance/AML End-to-end automation Companies like Fenergo
use Al to automate complex
onboarding and KYC

workflows.*°

Customer Support Intelligent routing & Triage Instant resolution of routine
queries, freeing human
agents for complex
advisory roles.”

The challenge for the financial sector is the "legacy IT" hurdle. 36% of Irish leaders find it
difficult to connect Al agents with existing systems, and 40% cite data quality as a primary



barrier.?® The industry is currently moving toward "orchestration” layers—middleware that
allows Al agents to communicate with disparate legacy databases.

Thematic Deep Dive 3: Marketing and Content
Automation in Irish SMEs

The SME sector, representing the backbone of the Irish economy, has been the fastest to adopt
consumer-facing generative Al tools, though strategic depth remains a concern.

Productivity Gains and the "Efficiency-Transformation” Gap

Irish SME leaders are primary beneficiaries of time savings, using tools like ChatGPT (63%),
Google Gemini (38%), and Microsoft Copilot (34%) to handle "everyday tasks" like email
drafting, social media marketing, and basic administration.” However, OpenAl research
indicates a gap between using Al for efficiency and using it for transformation. While 43%
automate simple tasks, only 29% use Al for autonomous operations.'

Retail Innovation and Personalization

In the retail sector, GenAl is being used to move away from generic marketing toward
"delightful" personalization. Brown Thomas uses Al to provide inventory visibility and
personalized marketing cloud tools, ensuring that customer journeys are consistent across
online and in-store channels.* Shopify’s "Sidekick" Al is also enabling Irish boutique retailers to
generate product copy and analyze sales trends using natural language, lowering the technical

barrier for small-scale entrepreneurs.®

Localization and the "Irish Wit" Factor

A contrarian insight from the retail sector suggests that over-reliance on raw Al output can lead
to generic, unconvincing content. Successful Irish brands are blending Al-generated drafts with
"human creativity and an Irish dose of wit" to ensure the content resonates with a local
audience.® This highlights that in the marketing domain, Al is being positioned as a "starting
point" rather than a final solution.

Thematic Deep Dive 4: Operational Efficiency and
Technical Debt Reduction

Across all sectors, Irish leaders are prioritizing "Engineering Assistance" as a primary use case
for generative Al to address the compounding problem of technical debt.

App Modernization and Code Generation

19% of Irish Al leaders cite engineering assistance as a major productivity booster." As Irish



organizations struggle with legacy systems (a blocker for 25% of firms), Al-powered code
generation is being used to modernize applications and build “connectors" between new Al
models and old data silos.” Microsoft Copilot is widely used for code refactoring and app
development, though leaders emphasize the need for "stricter code reviews" to ensure security
and quality."

Predictive Operations and Maintenance

There is a concerted shift from reactive to proactive operations. 25% of leaders identify
"predictive alerts" and early-warning systems as their top priority for the next 90 days.' In
sectors like manufacturing and energy, Al is used to monitor equipment and forecast
maintenance needs before failure occurs, a move that significantly reduces operational waste.

Operational Goal Al Tool/Mechanism ROI Metric

Technical Debt Reduction Al-assisted code 30-50% faster app
refactoring modernization cycles.'

Administrative Contract intelligence & SOP | Thousands of hours saved

Automation generation in legal/compliance review.’

Infrastructure Resilience Predictive maintenance Reduction in unplanned
alerts downtime and reactive

repair costs."'

The transition from pilot to scale in these operational domains is often slower than expected.
Even with strong leadership support, “technical integration” remains the single biggest hurdle,
requiring firms to rethink their digital core rather than just adding an Al layer.?

Case Study Evidence
Case Study 1: Wayflyer (Fintech)

e Context: Founded in 2019, Wayflyer provides revenue-based funding to e-commerce
startups. As it scaled, it needed a faster, more secure way to disburse funds and verify
identities.*®

e The Problem: High operational costs and slow lead times for funding approval were
hindering international growth.

e The Al/Digital Solution: Wayflyer implemented Stripe Issuing for virtual cards and Stripe
Identity for automated user verification. These tools use Al-driven fraud detection and
document verification models.

e Business Outcome: Wayflyer has provided $700 million in lending to over 2,100



merchants. The use of Al-driven tools allowed them to offer "same-day access" to funding,
with interchange revenue from the cards being used to reduce loan fees for their
customers.®

Case Study 2: Deciphex/Diagnexia (MedTech)

e Context: Participating in the HIHI.Al 2025 initiative, Deciphex targets the shortage of
consultant pathologists in Ireland.?®

e The Problem: Delays in colorectal screening and pathology results were creating
bottlenecks in the Irish healthcare system.

e The Al/Digital Solution: An Al-driven digital pathology platform that supports consultant
pathologists by triaging slides and highlighting anomalies for review.

e Business Outcome: Improved diagnostic speed and accuracy, allowing the HSE to
manage screening backlogs more effectively while maintaining high clinical standards.”

Case Study 3: Brown Thomas (Retail)

e Context: A luxury department store aiming to personalize the high-end shopping
experience.®

e The Problem: Disconnected online and in-store customer data made it difficult to provide
consistent, personalized marketing.

e The Al/Digital Solution: Implementation of Salesforce Al and marketing cloud tools to
synchronize inventory and customer behavior data.

e Business Outcome: Enhanced customer engagement through tailored marketing emails
(wish lists, order updates) that reflect each customer's specific journey, resulting in higher
brand loyalty and sales conversion.*

Case Study 4: TrojanTrack (Agri-Tech/Start-up)

e Context: An Irish start-up focused on equine welfare, a major industry in Ireland.*

e The Problem: Assessing equine motion for welfare and performance is traditionally
manual and subjective.

e The Al/Digital Solution: Developed through the NovaUCD/CeADAR accelerator,
TrojanTrack uses advanced Al motion analysis to monitor horse health and performance.

e Business Outcome: Awarded "One to Watch" 2025; successfully used Al to transform a
traditional sector, gaining market validation and moving toward a global funding round in
2026.%

Expert Sentiment and Strategic Outlook (2025-2026)

Thought leadership in Ireland has transitioned from "visionary" speculation to "pragmatic”
execution. The following summaries reflect the consensus among Irish Al leaders and
consulting firms.



The Shift from Experimentation to Production

Leaders like Mark Kelly (Al Ireland) observe that the conversation in 2026 is no longer about the
"potential" of Al but about "how to make it work safely, at scale, and with real business value".?
He emphasizes that the 56% of leaders who currently favor "controlled use" are following the

correct model: testing in sandboxes, proving value, and then scaling with guardrails.™

The Productivity-Transformation Paradox

Deloitte’s 2026 Life Sciences Outlook and Al reports highlight a critical tension: while 84%

achieve productivity gains, only 34% are "truly reimagining the business".® The strategic advice
for Irish boards is to move boldly from "ambition to activation." Success hinges on reaching the
"untapped edge"—redesigning work holistically rather than layering Al onto legacy processes.®

The Emergence of the "Al Generalist”

PwC Ireland predicts that 2026 will be the year when "specialization fades" and "Al generalists"
redefine roles.”® As Al agents handle specialized tasks like coding or technical audit, the
demand is growing for professionals who understand a wide range of tasks well enough to
oversee Al outputs and align them with revenue growth. Currently, only 9% of Irish firms report
widespread Al agent use, compared to 52% in the US, suggesting a massive opportunity for

Irish firms to close the "Agent Gap".?®

Trust as a Strategic Asset

Patricia Callan (Ibec/FSI) argues that fostering a "culture of collaboration and trust" is essential.
Transparency in how Al is used—showing employees it is a support tool to free up time for
higher-value work—is the only way to overcome internal resistance.”' This is echoed by findings
that Irish organizations see the need for "responsible Al" but still grapple with governance and
trust hurdles.”®

The Friction List: Critical Barriers to Adoption in
Ireland

To bridge the "readiness gap," Irish organizations must address a specific list of cultural,
technical, and regulatory frictions.

1. The Skills and Literacy Deficit

This remains the single greatest hurdle. 84% of businesses are grappling with critical skills
gaps.”® This is not just a technical shortage; there is a notable lack of "Al literacy" at the
leadership level, which prevents the formulation of effective top-down strategies.’



2. The "Digital Glass Ceiling” (ESRI Research)

Ireland currently holds Europe's largest gender gap in advanced digital skills usage.’

e The Statistic: 44% of men in Ireland use advanced digital skills at work compared to 18%
of women.’

e The Implication: This is an "avoidable constraint on growth." Failing to utilize the digital
capability of women is inefficient in a full-employment economy.®

e The Cause: The gap is driven by "workplace task allocation" and a "digital glass ceiling"
rather than education levels, as the gap persists even among those with similar STEM
degrees.’

3. Legacy IT and Integration Complexity

25% of leaders identify technical integration with legacy systems as their most pressing hurdle.’
Connecting modern, cloud-native Al tools with antiquated, siloed databases in sectors like
banking and the public sector is slowing the transition from pilot to production.

4. Regulatory Burden and the "High-Risk" Fear

The power of market surveillance authorities to require access to source code and reclassify
systems as "high-risk" has created a "wait and see" culture in sensitive sectors like healthcare.’
The administrative cost of complying with the EU Al Act—potentially including lifecycle controls,
post-market monitoring, and serious incident reporting—is a major blocker for
resource-constrained SMEs.’

5. Shadow Al and Data Security

80% of organizations report employees using free Al tools without security controls.® This
creates a massive "Governance Gap." While 56% of leaders are "cautiously optimistic" about
using GenAl with company data, only 15% feel production-ready due to fears of data poisoning
or prompt injection.’

Technical Glossary for the Irish C-Suite

e Generative Al: Al models capable of creating new content (text, code, images).
Distinguished from traditional Al, which is primarily predictive or analytical."

e Large Language Model (LLM): Foundations models (e.g., GPT-4, Claude) that process
and generate human language. "General-purpose Al" in regulatory terms."®

e Prompt Engineering: The practice of optimizing input queries to elicit high-quality
responses from LLMs. Increasingly viewed as a "baseline digital skill".*°

e Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG): A framework that connects an LLM to an
organization’s private, secure data to ensure responses are grounded in fact rather than
hallucination.?



Al Agent: An autonomous or semi-autonomous system that can follow multi-step
instructions and make decisions to achieve a specific goal (e.g., "process these insurance
claims").?®

Al Office of Ireland: The national regulatory body (statutory establishment by Aug 1,
2026) responsible for coordinating the 13 sectoral regulators under the EU Al Act.’
Regulatory Sandbox: A controlled environment operated by the Al Office where SMEs
and start-ups can test Al innovations under regulatory supervision before full market
deployment.’

Digital Omnibus: A proposed EU package that may delay some high-risk enforcement
dates to December 2, 2027, to allow businesses more time for technical alignment.*?

Data Visualisation Recommendations

Strategic presentations should utilize the following visualization concepts to drive buy-in:

The Adoption vs. Transformation Matrix: A 2x2 grid plotting Irish sectors. One axis
represents "Rate of Al Usage" and the other "Level of Business Transformation." This would
highlight that most sectors are in the high-usage/low-transformation quadrant.®

The 2026 Regulatory Clock: A circular timeline showing the phases of the EU Al Act:
Prohibited practices (Feb 2025), Al Office establishment (Aug 2026), and High-risk
systems enforcement (Aug 2026/Dec 2027).2

The Gender Gap Bar Chart: A direct comparison of advanced digital skill usage in Ireland
(44% men vs 18% women) against the EU average, highlighting Ireland’s status as the
largest gap in Europe.’

The "5.3 Hour" Savings Impact: A bar chart showing how Irish SME leaders reinvest the
time saved by Al: 37% into product improvement, 30% into planning, and 28% into
managing staff.”®

Content Nuggets for Strategy and Communication

Stat Snips (High-Impact Data)

The Efficiency Jump: 84% of Irish organizations report achieving productivity gains
today.®

The SME Time Bonus: Irish SME leaders gain an average of 5.3 hours per week using Al
tools."

The Surging Investment: 92% of Irish leaders expect Al investment to increase next fiscal
year.®

The Skills Warning: 84% of Irish leaders cite skills gaps as the main barrier to Al adoption.®

Power Quotes

“Ireland has moved beyond 'shadow Al' to institutional infrastructure. The goal is no longer



just to use Al, but to orchestrate it." — Mark Kelly, Al Ireland.?

e "Inan economy close to full employment, failing to utilize the advanced digital capability of
women is an avoidable constraint on growth." — Dr Adele Whelan, ESRI.’

e "Success with Al is about strategic differentiation and a lasting competitive edge, not just
layering tech onto legacy processes." — Deloitte Ireland Al Report 2026.°

Contrarian Insights

e Al as an Honest Broker: Consumers are more likely to be honest about financial failings
with an Al than a human, creating a "neutral advisor" opportunity for banks.?

e The Death of Specialization: 2026 marks the shift from "technical specialists" to "Al
generalists" who can manage autonomous agents across multiple business domains.?®

e The Legacy Debt Trap: Al won't fix poor data. 25% of projects fail because they are
"bolted on" to legacy systems that are not Al-ready.’

Commercial Opportunities for Al Consultancies in
Ireland

Based on the research, the following high-growth opportunities exist for Al service providers in
2026:

1. "Al-Ready" Data Governance and Orchestration

With only 15% of firms feeling their data is production-ready, there is a massive market for
consultancies specializing in "RAG-as-a-Service"—building secure, retrieval-augmented
pipelines that connect company data to LLMs while ensuring GDPR and Al Act compliance.’

2. Fractional Al Leadership and Training

The leadership literacy gap (60% low confidence) suggests a demand for "Fractional CAIOs"
(Chief Al Officers) who can help boards define top-down strategies and avoid the
"crowdsourcing" trap that leads to low-ROI pilots."

3. Grant Stack Management

The complexity of the Irish funding landscape (Enterprise Ireland, LEO, IDA, National Training
Fund) creates a barrier for SMEs. Consultancies that provide "end-to-end grant
management"—from identifying the LEO Digital for Business grant to delivering the final Al
implementation—will provide unique value."

4. The "Legacy Bridge" Modernization

Specialized IT services that focus on "Al integration layers" for legacy systems in the biopharma
and financial services sectors will see sustained demand, as this is the top technical hurdle for



25% of organizations.'

Conclusion: Strategic Recommendations for the 2026
Pivot

As Ireland moves through 2026, the artificial intelligence landscape is defined by a transition
from "interest" to "infrastructure." The organizations that will achieve lasting competitive
advantage are those that move beyond the 5.3-hour-a-week efficiency gain to wholesale
business model redesign.® To succeed, Irish leaders must:

Prioritize Technical Integration: Audit digital cores to ensure they can connect with
autonomous agents and secure data pipelines.’

Unlock the National Training Fund: Advocate for government drawdowns to address the
84% skills gap and empower SMEs to bridge the digital divide.?®

Embed Governance Early: Establish formal Al policies (currently missing in 37% of SMEs)
to prepare for the August 2026 enforcement of the Al Act.’

Champion Digital Inclusion: Actively address the workplace "task allocation" issues that
create the 26-point gender gap, ensuring the full talent pool is utilized for Al innovation.’

Ireland’s Al journey is at a critical juncture. The technology is present, the funding is available,
and the adoption rates are surging. The final challenge is one of leadership: the ability to move
from experimentation to orchestrated, high-value production.?
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