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How to Make Al Pay Off Before Exit

Executive Summary

e Commercial Al creates the most value in PE when it improves and accelerates a narrow set of high-
impact revenue decisions early enough to compound inside the hold period.

* Most Al programs fail not because the technology doesn't work, but because companies improve
insights without changing how decisions are made.

* Firms that see realimpact focus Al on the decisions that directly affect revenue: who to pursue,
how to price, which deals to prioritize, how reliable the forecast is, and where to deploy commercial
capacity. They define what "good" looks like, embed Al directly into operating routines, and align
incentives so teams act on it.

* For dealteams and operating partners, Commercial Al is a timing-sensitive value lever, not a
productivity experiment. The critical question is not how much upside Al could create in theory, but
how quickly it can begin changing revenue outcomes in practice — early enough for that value to show
up before exit.

* Acceleration begins with focus: identify a commercial domain broad enough to matter but narrow
enough to execute, align on measurable outcomes, fix structural gaps where returns justify it, and
create a cross-functional team with protected time to drive change.

In the previous articles in this series, we examined how Commercial Al holds disproportionate promise
and that its value arrives in non-linear step-changes, not steady increments. For PE firms, that raises a
more practical question than whether Al works: what, exactly, are we trying to accelerate, and how can
we make that happeninside a five-year hold?

For a $200M SaaS business, pulling the Commercial Al
Inflection Point’ forward by 2 years can increase enterprise
value by ~60% and MOIC by ~75% over a 5-year hold.

1 The Commercial Al Inflection Point refers to when a company's commercial foundation enables Al investment
to consistently drive meaningful business results. See The Commercial Al Inflection Point: Why Most Al Spend Fails
to Pay Back Executive Briefing from February 2026.
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Commercial Al is often treated as a broad productivity lever. However, in reality it only creates
meaningful value when it improves and accelerates a focused number of revenue-critical outcomes,
such as improvements in targeting, conversion, retention, pricing discipline, forecast reliability, and
capacity allocation. The challenge for PE firms is not ambition or investment. It's whether those
improved and accelerated decisions can be engineered early enough to compound before exit.

The Real Bottleneck: Speed Without Design

Commercial Al fails because most organizations are unclear about what decisions they are trying
to improve and what actions they are trying to accelerate, often conflating the two. Al can help
companies be much more effective and move faster, but also in many directions at once.

Speed without direction doesn't create value. It creates activity. In many organizations, Commercial
Al accelerates content creation, reporting, and experimentation long before it accelerates
improvements in targeting, conversion, retention, pricing discipline, forecast accuracy, or capacity
allocation.

In practice, Commercial Al creates value when it improves how the organization answers these six
core revenue questions:

1. Which customers, prospects, and deals should we pursue and which should we avoid?
2. Which opportunities require intervention now to close, expand, retain, or deliberately deprioritize?

3. How should this opportunity be advanced to maximize the likelihood and quality of a win (e.g.,
value articulation, sales-stage progression, next-best actions)?

4. How should we price and discount each deal?
5. How realis the number we are forecasting?

6. Where should sales, marketing, and customer support capacity and spending be reallocated?

Until Al reliably changes how organizations answer these questions, investments fail to translate into
material economic impact.

Why the Hold Period Makes This Harder

In most PE value creation plans, progress is assumed to build early and compound steadily.
Commercial Al rarely behaves this way.

Early Al efforts often produce:

e Better dashboards without different decisions.
¢ Pilots that "work" but don't scale.

e Conflicting signals leaders don't fully trust.

* Activity thatincreases faster than results.
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None of this means Al is failing. It means the organization has not yet crossed the threshold where
insight is hard-wired into the decisions that impact core revenue drivers.

None of this means Al is failing. It means the organization has not
yet crossed the threshold where insight is hard-wired into the
decisions that impact core revenue drivers.

The problem is timing. If it takes two or more years to change how the six core revenue questions are

answered, the Commercial Al inflection point arrives late in the hold, or after exit, regardless of how
large the ultimate upside may be.

Commercial Al Value Vs. Typical PE Hold Times
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What Winners Do Differently: They Engineer Action Early

Firms that succeed with Commercial Al deploy differently, not just faster. They deliberately engineer
the conditions to impact revenue levers earlier.

They recognize that Commercial Al only accelerates value when:
e Decisionlogicis explicit rather thanimplicit.

e Workflows are structured so insights cannot be ignored.

* Accountability for acting on signals is clear.

* Incentives reward disciplined behavior, not intuition.

This work is operational, not technological. But it is what determines whether Al changes behavior or
simply produces better reports. For leaders seeking earlier value realization, the question becomes
practical: what needs to change first?
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Five Practical Acceleration Plays That Pull the Inflection
Point Forward

Across successful PE-backed companies, five sequencing moves consistently shorten the time it
takes to change revenue-critical decisions, pulling meaningful impact further inside the hold period.

1. Focus on Decisions that Drive Revenue
Focus Commercial Al on the six revenue-critical questions first. Resist the temptation to pursue
dozens of use cases in parallel. Value accelerates faster when fewer, more important decisions are
in scope.

2. Define What ‘Good’ Looks Like Before Scaling Al
Alignleaders on what "good" looks like for targeting, pricing, intervention, and forecasting
before embedding Al. Al thrives when provided with better structure and logic, and unclear logic
produces faster confusion.

3. Embed Al Where Decisions Are Actually Made
Integrate Al outputs directly into pipeline reviews, pricing approvals, forecast calls, and renewal
workflows. Standalone dashboards create insight; Al changes outcomes when it's built directly
into how decisions are made.

4. Selectively Prioritize Specific Foundations First, Then Scale Aggressively
Front-load work on ICP clarity, workflow standardization, KPI discipline, and data reliability. Once
those foundations are "good enough,” scale Al quickly and broadly.

5. AlignIncentives to Drive Adoption
Al systems are inherently probabilistic, not deterministic. Ensure commercial leaders and reps are
not penalized for following Al-informed recommendations, provided they are grounded in sound
design. Most well-designed Al-enabled initiatives and processes don't fail technically. They fail
because acting on it feels risky and change stalls.

These five plays do not just change the ultimate potential of Commercial Al. They change when that
potential shows up.

What This Means for PE Deal Teams

Commercial Al, and the requisite investments in fixing underlying foundational elements, should be
underwritten as a timing-sensitive lever, not a plug-and-play uplift.

The most critical diligence question is not "How much Al upside exists?" but "How quickly can we
change revenue-critical decisions?" Two companies with similar end markets and Al ambitions can
produce radically different outcomes depending on how soon the six core revenue questions begin
to be answered differently.
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Executive Briefing

This is why Commercial Al readiness is a leading indicator of value timing, not just value potential.

Financial Impact of Commercial Al Readiness Timing

Assumptions
Entry:

Revenue (Year 0): $200M
EBITDA margin: 14%

Entry EBITDA: $28M

Entry multiple: 12x

Entry EV: $336M

Debt/EV ratio: 50%

Annual debt paydown: $12M

Hold Period:

5 Years
Baseline organic growth (no Al): 13% CAGR
Baseline EBITDA margin (no Al): remains flat

Commercial Al Impact Scenarios:

Scenario A: Revenue growth + margin erosion
Scenario B: Revenue growth + margin expansion
(after inflection point)

Scenario C: Revenue growth + margin expansion
(after inflection point) + multiple expansion

Deal Metrics Baseline Scenario A: Scenario B: Scenario C:
(No Al) Mis-sequenced Late inflection Early Inflection
Baseline Revenue $200M $200M $200M $200M
(Year0)
Al Inflection
Point - - Year 4 Year 2
Exit EBITDA $51.6M $45.87M $57.2M $67.8M
Incremental
EBITDA over
Baseline -$20.0M $8.1M $41.4M
(Years 1-5)
Multiple 12x 12x 12x 13x
Exit EV $619M $550M $687M $881M
Multiple on
Invested Capital 3.04x 2.63x 3.45x 4.60x
(MOIC)

Add'lrev Add'IEBITDA  Multiple

growthbps  margins bps expansion
Scenario A: Mis-sequenced -100 -100 ===
Scenario B: Late inflection +200 +100 -
Scenario C: Early inflection +400 +200 +1.0

What This Means for PE Operating Partners

Operating partners sit at the intersection of deal thesis, commercial reality, and execution. Their
biggest value contribution is not to identify "killer apps” that make small differences across multiple
companies, but rather to surface hard decisions on the tradeoff between going deeper and narrower
to deliver more ROI for specific portfolio companies versus incremental improvements at multiple

companies.

Killer apps optimize isolated tasks. PE value creation depends on coordinated decisions across an
interconnected commercial system. Pulling the inflection point forward requires orchestration, not

replication.
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How Commercial Al Fits into the Deal Life Cycle

Diligence

Assess readiness and decision discipline, not just Al ambition.
|dentify and underwrite the requisite foundational fixes.

Sign-to-Close Clarify ICPs, workflows, KPIs, data foundations, and ownership.
(or Day 1) Plan to deploy Al narrowly to reinforce priority decisions.

Early to Mid-Hold

Mid-Hold & Exit

Scale Al across pipeline management, forecasting, pricing, and capacity
allocation, embedded in repeatable workflows.

Position Commercial Al as a system level capability that improves
predictability, durability, and confidence.

Acceleration By Design

A fixed hold period doesn't just reduce the value of Commercial Al. It raises the bar for how

deliberately it must be applied. When organizations are structured to change revenue-critical
decisions, Commercial Al becomes a compounding lever inside a linear clock.

Accelerated Commercial Al Value

=== |inear Value Creation Expectation
=== Typical (Suboptimal) Al Value Creation

. Readiness Inflection Point

Shifted

5-year
Hold Period |
I

value realized after
end of hold period

Year 1 2 3 4 5

Commercial Alis too powerful, and
too unforgiving, to be treated as
experimentation.

The firms that win are not the ones
that deploy the most Al or move the
fastest. They are the ones that design
their commercial systems so the right
decisions improve early enough for the
value to matter.

The practical gquestionis how to begin
accelerating value realization now, not
years into the hold period.

A fixed hold period doesn’t just reduce the value of Commercial Al.
It raises the bar for how deliberately it must be applied.
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Three Things You Can Do Tomorrow to Accelerate Your
Commercial Al Readiness

1. Identify Fertile Ground: Select a functional area that is broader than a "use case” and narrower
than "Al transformation” (e.g., enablement, growth & expansion, retention, CPQ, etc.) and ensure
the future state will harvest gains in both effectiveness and efficiency.

2. Pick Your Spots Carefully: Align on a specific and narrow set of KPIs that truly define success,
selectively repair foundations where the ROl is justified (i.e., resist the urge for a band-aid solution
if sufficiently early in the hold), and buy and configure solutions (or selectively custom build) where
competitive differentiation is paramount.

3. Establish and Empower a Small Cross-Functional Commercial Al Task Force: Give Sales,
Marketing, Finance, Operations, and Technology shared ownership for priorities, tradeoffs, and
sequencing. Allow the team to selectively "say no" to other priorities to create at least 10-

20% time for capability-building and working on the business, not just in the business. Balance
desire for broad transformation with some quick wins that reduce known pain in the system and
communicate often to help build momentum and support.

Commercial Al can be a powerful value-creation lever inside a hold period, but only when it is
deliberately designed to change the decisions that drive revenue early enough for the gains to take
hold. That requires more than technology deployment; it demands disciplined commercial redesign,
sequencing, and execution. Blue Ridge Partners works with PE firms and portfolio companies to
diagnose Commercial Al readiness, prioritize the decisions that matter most, and build roadmaps
that pull the inflection point forward — so value creation shows up and compounds well before exit,
not after it.
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Why Blue Ridge Partners?

At Blue Ridge Partners, we focus exclusively on helping companies accelerate profitable revenue
growth —the #1 driver of value creation. We've earned high marks from private equity firms by
delivering material, rapid, and cost-effective results for their portfolio companies.

Our work spans value creation planning, commercial model transitions, strategic pricing, sales
effectiveness, and commercial due diligence. Our Managing Directors combine top-tier strategy
consulting and operating experience, and we're known for rolling up our sleeves, taking a pragmatic,
hands-on approach, and focusing on the "how" of execution to drive measurable P&L impact.

Increasingly, we help clients leverage Commercial Al to accelerate growth. Through our Commercial
Al Center of Excellence (CoE), we guide Al investments toward real business problems and

commercial metrics —not just tools —to ensure tangible results.

Since 2002, we've partnered with over 130 top-tier PE firms and 1,300 companies worldwide to
create lasting value across the investment lifecycle.

For further information please contact us at info@blueridgepartners.com or visit us at
www.blueridgepartners.com.

Our Locations

Atlanta | Boston = Chicago | Dallas | Denver @ Detroit | Frankfurt | Houston ' London | Los Angeles | Melbourne
Munich | New York | Philadelphia = San Diego = San Francisco | Seattle | Washington DC
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