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Foreword
Artificial intelligence (AI) is becoming part of how public sector respondents approach public information, digital 
experiences, service delivery, and internal operations. The opportunity is clear, but readiness depends on more 
than access to technology. It also depends on whether leaders can connect AI activity to defined public-service 
goals, accountable decisions, appropriate oversight, and evidence that shows where deployment is creating value. 

That work rarely sits within one function. Communications and digital service teams may shape public-facing 
experiences, while program, operations, data, and technology teams provide the processes, information, and 
infrastructure behind them. Policy, procurement, privacy, legal, accessibility, security, risk, and governance 
partners also influence what can move forward, and under what conditions. When these groups work through 
separate priorities and decision paths, promising use cases can remain isolated. 

Responsible governance is not separate from readiness. Public sector AI must operate within obligations 
that protect people, public resources, and institutional trust. Clear ownership, shared decision rights, early 
measurement, and coordinated ways of working can help teams address those obligations sooner, learn from 
deployment, and repeat what works without weakening accountability. 

This report examines the public sector picture alongside the global cross-industry Leader benchmark. It identifies 
five operating model behaviors associated with more mature AI deployment and translates them into practical 
actions for executives moving from individual initiatives toward responsible, repeatable execution. 

Brian Chidester
Head of Industry Strategy, Public Sector,
Adobe
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About the Research
This report draws on global research conducted by Incisiv on behalf of Adobe.

	■ 5,633 executives participated across 12 industries and 11 global markets.

	■ 502 respondents represented the public sector. Of the total respondents, 467 were included in the active 
analysis across the exploring, piloting, deploying, expanding, and transforming stages.  

	■ 52% of the respondents held positions at the vice president level or above.

	■ 64% represented organizations with more than US$1 billion in annual revenue. 

	■ The markets covered in this study are Australia and New Zealand, Central Europe, India, Japan, Latin America, 
the Middle East, North America, Southeast Asia, South Korea, the United Kingdom and Ireland, and Western 
Europe.

The 342 Leaders come from the cross-industry sample of 5,633 executives across 12 industries. They form a 
global, cross-industry cohort rather than a public sector-specific group, and provide the benchmark for public 
sector findings.

Each respondent’s organization was assessed across six operating model pillars, with each pillar scored on a scale 
of 1 to 5. The six scores were combined into an operating model maturity (OMM) composite.

How Leaders Were Identified and Scored

How Maturity Was Measured
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6 Operating Model Pillars for OMM Composite

Structure
Dedicated AI ownership with 
budget authority.

Technology 
Infrastructure built for scale, 
not just pilots.

People
Roles and culture evolving for 
an AI-enabled environment.

Workflows
AI embedded into how work is 
actually done.

Governance
Risk frameworks calibrated for 
AI velocity.

Strategy
Clear AI vision with ownership 
and investment commitments.

To qualify as a Leader, a respondent’s organization had to meet both criteria: an operating model maturity 
(OMM) composite above 3.27 and operation at the expanding or transforming stage of AI deployment. Both 
criteria identified 342 Leaders, representing 6% of the 5,323 active respondents. Unless otherwise stated, 
“Leaders” refers to this global, cross-industry cohort rather than a public sector-specific group.

How Leaders Were Identified
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AI activity extends beyond exploration across the public sector respondent base, but repeatable execution 
remains limited. The findings point to an operating model challenge — responsibility is often distributed,
cross-functional relationships remain sequential, and measurement is rarely comprehensive. These conditions 
may make it harder to evaluate public value and extend successful approaches across services and functions. This 
report examines those structural gaps and the decisions the global AI Leader cohort made to address them.

Executive Summary

The Industry Picture

62%

92%

7%

of the active public sector respondent base is concentrated at the piloting or
deploying stages. This is the largest concentration across the five stages, indicating
that respondents have moved beyond exploration without reaching expanding
or transforming.  

The result does not show a stall — it highlights the need for ownership, governance, 
measurement, and working relationships that support repeatable deployment. Moving 
further requires more than deploying tools within individual teams. It requires a 
repeatable way to assess value, coordinate oversight, share learning, and decide which 
approaches should extend across service contexts. 

of public sector respondents describe the relevant business and information technology 
(IT) relationship as siloed, transactional, or consultative. These models depend on 
sequential requests and reviews.  

Responsible deployment still requires oversight, but earlier collaboration helps teams 
weigh service value, feasibility, data use, accessibility, security, and governance together. 
Shared accountability preserves review while reducing avoidable rework and
late-stage surprises.

of public sector respondents report a formal AI owner with a defined title and
budget authority. Elsewhere, responsibility may be part-time, shared,
project-specific, or absent.  

Clear ownership also requires decision rights when initiatives involve service, 
communications, data, technology, operations, policy, procurement, privacy, security, 
accessibility, or governance partners. Without decision authority, accountability may not 
resolve competing priorities. 
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The 342 Leaders form a global, cross-industry cohort rather than a public sector-specific group. Five behaviors are 
more common among them and together provide a benchmark for repeatable deployment.

What Leaders Do Differently

Together, these behaviors reinforce one another. This report examines the public sector findings before 
considering how the global cross-industry benchmark can inform responsible, repeatable AI deployment.

        Real ownership:
Leaders are 13.8 times more likely than public 
sector respondents to report a formal AI owner 
with a title and budget authority. Effective 
ownership pairs accountability with decision 
rights and a mandate that reaches the functions 
responsible for delivery and oversight. 

        Learning culture: 
56% of public sector respondents report 
destructive failure patterns, compared with 
under 1% of Leaders. Constructive review helps 
teams examine underperformance, preserve 
learning, and apply it to work without weakening 
accountability. 

        Empowered champions: 
42% of Leaders identify finding and empowering 
internal champions as their most impactful culture 
action. Given support, appropriate authority, and 
clear guardrails, champions can help colleagues 
evaluate and extend proven practices. 

        Day-one measurement:
44% of Leaders report comprehensive 
measurement, compared with 4% of public
sector respondents. Leaders define outcomes
and measurement approaches early, which 
supports performance evaluation and future 
investment decisions. 

        Genuine partnership:
81% of Leaders report collaborative or integrated relationships, compared with 8% of public sector 
respondents. These models involve functions in definition, delivery, governance, and measurement rather 
than relying on handoffs. 
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The Industry Picture
PART ONE



Most Active Public Sector Respondents 
Are Piloting or Deploying AI

FINDING 01 — THE FROZEN MIDDLE

62% of the active public sector respondent base is concentrated at the piloting or deploying stages, showing that 
activity has advanced beyond exploration without yet reaching broader expansion.

The active public sector respondent base spans five stages — from exploring through transforming. The largest 
share is in the middle stages, with 62% piloting or deploying. This distribution shows that AI activity has moved 
beyond investigation for many respondents but remains short of broader expansion.

This cross-sectional result does not show that progress has stalled. It indicates where activity is concentrated. 
Moving from pilots and deployments toward repeatable execution requires respondents’ organizations to 
connect use cases with service priorities, decision rights, evidence requirements, and the partners responsible for 
delivery and oversight.

The next stage is an operating model challenge rather than a question of adding tools. Public service, 
communications, data, technology, operations, policy, procurement, privacy, security, accessibility, and 
governance partners need a shared way to evaluate value, manage risk, and apply learning. Coordination 
begins with clarity about who is accountable, what authority the role carries, and how decisions are made when 
priorities cross boundaries.

AI Adoption Stage Distribution — Public Sector
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Formal ownership requires more than a title. It needs defined decision rights, a cross-functional mandate, and the 
authority and budget to act.  

AI initiatives in public sector settings can involve public service, communications, data, technology, operations, 
policy, procurement, privacy, legal, accessibility, security, and governance partners. Responsibility is 
often distributed across these groups even when one team formally manages delivery. Without a clearly 
accountable owner, competing priorities and resourcing decisions can remain unresolved.

The finding concerns more than naming a coordinator. A formal owner needs defined decision rights, a mandate 
across the functions involved, and access to resources. Otherwise, the role brings visibility without the authority 
to resolve issues across service, technical, and oversight boundaries.

The appropriate role varies by jurisdiction and organizational structure. It may sit within service, digital, data, 
technology, operations, transformation, or another executive function. What matters is explicit accountability 
supported by authority, governance, and budget. Establishing that mandate early gives proposed use cases a 
clearer evaluation path, while preserving formal participation from the partners responsible for public value, 
feasibility, and risk.

Only 7% of Public Sector Respondents 
Report a Formal AI Owner

FINDING 02 — THE OWNERSHIP VACUUM

AI Accountability — Public Sector
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The funnel shows how requests progress through evaluation. It does not identify which types of use case 
ultimately launch.  

Moving an AI request from idea to production requires decisions across service, technology, security, governance, 
procurement, and budget partners. The survey tracked requests through initial IT evaluation, security review, 
integration assessment, budget approval, and production launch. On average, the figure falls from 100 requests to 
10 reaching production.

The funnel measures progression through these stages, not the types of use case that launch, and it does not 
show that review is the problem. Security, privacy, accessibility, legal, integration, procurement, and funding 
checks help determine whether a proposal is feasible, responsible, and aligned with public value.

The question is whether those requirements are considered early enough. When service, data, technology, 
operations, policy, procurement, privacy, security, accessibility, and governance partners participate during 
ideation, teams can identify evidence needs, constraints, and decision rights before formal review. This does 
not guarantee launch, but it helps distinguish the use cases that warrant investment from those that should be 
revised, deferred, or stopped.

On Average, 1 in 10 Public Sector AI
Use Case Requests Reach Production

FINDING 03 — THE APPROVAL GAUNTLET

AI Use Case Approval in the Public Sector (per 100 Proposed)
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These relationship modes can support consultation and review, but they do not provide the shared accountability 
associated with collaborative or integrated ways of working.

AI initiatives require information, infrastructure, knowledge, and oversight from multiple functions. Yet 92% 
of public sector respondents describe the relationship between business functions and IT as siloed, transactional, 
or consultative.

These relationship modes differ, but each relies on sequential engagement — one function defines or advances 
the request, while IT reviews, advises, or delivers against it. This limits accountability when requirements, 
evidence needs, or implementation conditions change as the work develops.

Collaborative and integrated relationships involve functions when a use case is defined, not only when approval 
or delivery is required. Public service, communications, data, technology, operations, policy, procurement, 
privacy, security, accessibility, and governance partners can agree on intended value, decision rights, evidence, 
and measures from the outset. This does not remove oversight or reassign responsibilities. It gives each partner 
earlier visibility and a shared basis for resolving issues, reducing avoidable rework while maintaining the 
controls responsible deployment requires.

92% of Public Sector Respondents
Rely on Siloed, Transactional, or 
Consultative Relationships

FINDING 04 — BUSINESS–IT HANDOFF

Business–IT Relationship Distribution — Public Sector
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Activity and efficiency measures can show whether AI is being used. They do not establish whether it is 
improving public service or creating organizational value.

As AI becomes part of public sector work, teams need to measure more than activity. Usage, output volume, 
processing time, and cost show a tool is being used and that a workflow is becoming more efficient. On their 
own, they do not show whether the initiative improved service quality, access, responsiveness, workforce 
effectiveness, or another intended outcome.

Stronger measurement begins before deployment. Teams define the intended public-service or organizational 
outcome, record a baseline, and agree how performance will be assessed. Once implementation changes a 
workflow or service environment, policy changes, demand patterns, and staffing levels can make AI’s contribution 
harder to isolate. Measurement should reflect the context, risks, and obligations of each use case.

Pre-deployment measurement gives leaders a basis for oversight, learning, funding, and expansion decisions. It 
also helps teams distinguish technical performance and operational activity from the public or organizational 
value the initiative was intended to support.

Only 4% of Public Sector Respondents 
Report Comprehensive AI Measurement

FINDING 05 — THE MEASUREMENT GAP

AI ROI Measurement Maturity — Public Sector
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What Leaders Do Differently
PART TWO



The difference concerns more than assigning responsibility. Effective ownership combines accountability with 
decision rights, cross-functional authority, and control over resources.

AI can directly affect the people who rely on public services, as well as the public servants and operations that 
support them. Delivery may involve communications, program, data, technology, policy, procurement, privacy, 
security, accessibility, risk, and governance partners. As work crosses these boundaries, part-time owners, 
committees, and project leads may coordinate activity without holding the authority to resolve competing 
priorities or allocate resources.

Formal ownership is more common among the global cross-industry Leaders, who are 13.8 times more likely 
than public sector respondents to report an AI owner with a defined title and budget authority. The research 
indicates an association rather than proving that formal ownership produced more mature deployment. What it 
does suggest is that ownership works effectively when the role carries both — a mandate and decision rights.

For public sector respondents, the right owner depends on structure and jurisdiction. The role may sit within 
service, digital, data, technology, operations, or transformation, provided its authority reaches delivery and 
oversight functions. Existing reporting lines and accountabilities can remain in place. The objective is a single, 
clear point of accountability for cross-functional AI decisions.

Real Ownership: Formal
AI Ownership Is 13.8 Times More 
Common Among Leaders 

LEADER BEHAVIOR 01 — REAL OWNERSHIP

13.8x
Leaders are 13.8× more likely to have a formal AI owner with title and budget 
authority. In the public sector, 7% of organizations have named one. Leaders 
also operate Business-IT collaboratively 3.3× more often and measure ROI 
comprehensively 12.3× more often.​

Real AI Ownership — Leaders vs. Public Sector 

15 © 2026 Adobe. All Rights Reserved. Adobe Confidential.



Comprehensive measurement is reported by 4% of Public Sector respondents. The difference shows why 
defining outcomes, baselines, and assessment methods before deployment matters.  

Leaders build measurement into the design of AI initiatives. Among Leaders, 44% report comprehensive 
measurement, compared with 4% of public sector respondents. This shows that measurement is more 
established within the Leader cohort. It does not show that measurement alone produced their deployment 
maturity, or that it guarantees an initiative will create value.

Day-one measurement begins by defining the intended public-service or organizational outcome before 
deployment. Depending on the use case, appropriate measures may address service quality, access, 
responsiveness, efficiency, workforce effectiveness, risk, or another objective. Service, program, data, technology, 
operations, finance, and oversight partners should agree on the baseline, evidence, and assessment approach 
before implementation changes the environment.

Timing matters because baselines become harder to reconstruct once a workflow or service changes, as policy 
updates, demand, staffing levels all affect results. Recording performance from the outset gives leaders a basis for 
evaluation, learning, oversight, and funding decisions, while avoiding claims that cannot be attributed to the AI 
initiative.

Day-One Measurement: 44% of 
Leaders Measure AI Comprehensively

LEADER BEHAVIOR 02 — DAY-ONE MEASUREMENT

Comprehensive ROI Framework — Leaders vs. Public Sector Respondents
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Among Leaders, 81% report collaborative or integrated relationships, compared with 8% of public sector 
respondents. The distinction is shared accountability, not the removal of specialist oversight.

AI initiatives can depend on service knowledge, operational processes, data, infrastructure, and specialist 
oversight. Sequential handoffs can make it harder to resolve issues when requirements change, or when several 
functions must make connected decisions. Among public sector respondents, 92% describe the relationship 
between business functions and information technology as siloed, transactional, or consultative.

Across the 342 global cross-industry Leaders, 81% report collaborative or integrated relationships, compared 
with 8% of public sector respondents. Shared working is clearly more common among Leaders, though this 
association does not show that collaboration produced maturity, nor does it remove the need for
independent review.

Genuine partnership begins while the work is being defined. Public service, communications, data, technology, 
operations, policy, procurement, privacy, security, accessibility, and governance partners agree on value, 
responsibilities, evidence, and measures before delivery. Shared accountability then continues through 
implementation, while each function retains its duties. This works within existing structures. It requires shared 
outcomes and clear decision processes, not reorganization or the removal of necessary controls.

Genuine Partnership: 81% of 
Leaders Report Collaborative or 
Integrated Relationships 

LEADER BEHAVIOR 03 — GENUINE PARTNERSHIP

Business–IT Joint Accountability — Leaders vs. Public Sector
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Destructive failure patterns are reported by 56% of Public Sector respondents. Constructive learning requires 
openness about underperformance without weakening accountability for errors, risks, or public outcomes.

Under 1% of Leaders Report Destructive 
Failure Patterns 

LEADER BEHAVIOR 04 — LEARNING CULTURE

How Public Sector Organizations Respond to AI Failure

Public sector AI operates in environments where errors can affect services, rights, resources, trust, and 
institutional accountability. That makes careful review essential, but it can also make teams reluctant to discuss 
underperformance openly. When responsibility is assigned defensively, or lessons remain within one project, 
other teams may repeat the same assumptions, controls, or implementation mistakes.

Among public sector respondents, 56% report destructive failure patterns involving blame or repetition. Among 
the 342 global cross-industry Leaders, the figure is under 1%. The difference shows that constructive responses to 
underperformance are more common among Leaders. It does not mean that Leaders avoid failure, or that their 
approach produced their deployment maturity.

A learning culture combines openness with accountability. Teams document outcomes, examine the decisions 
and conditions behind them, correct risks, and share lessons with the functions that need them. Leaders make 
this practice visible through operating and governance reviews. The purpose is not to normalize preventable 
errors. It is to improve controls, decisions, and future deployments while preserving responsibility for
public outcomes.
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Champions make adoption tangible by demonstrating how AI can support familiar work within clear operational, 
ethical, and governance boundaries.

Practitioners can make AI adoption more tangible by showing how it works within real responsibilities and 
constraints. Their experience helps colleagues understand where a workflow creates value, where human 
judgment remains essential, and which risks or limitations require attention. That evidence complements formal 
training, executive sponsorship, and change programs.

Among the global cross-industry Leaders, 42% identify finding and empowering internal champions as their most 
impactful culture action, ahead of every other action measured in the study. The result shows that champions are 
valued within the Leader cohort. It does not establish that champions alone produced wider adoption or more 
mature deployment.

Empowered champions need more than recognition. They need time, support, authority, and governance to 
extend proven work responsibly. Their role is to document results, identify the conditions those results depend 
on, and help others evaluate whether the practice can be adapted responsibly. Data, technology, governance, 
accessibility, privacy, and security guidance supports consistency, while champions preserve the service context 
that implementation requires.

Empowered Champions: 42% of 
Leaders Identify Champions as 
Their Most Impactful Culture Action 

LEADER BEHAVIOR 05 — EMPOWERED CHAMPIONS

Single Most Impactful Culture Move — Leader Cohort
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These actions translate Leader behaviors into steps for public sector executives. They build on existing 
service, communications, data, technology, operations, and governance capabilities rather than requiring 
organizational redesign.

5 Moves that Build the Operating Model 
in the Public Sector

RECOMMENDATIONS

01.	 Name one accountable AI owner with authority across functions. 
Appoint one accountable executive with a mandate, defined decision rights, and budget authority 
across the functions involved in AI delivery and oversight. The role may sit within service, digital, 
data, technology, operations, or transformation leadership, depending on the organization. 
Existing reporting lines can remain in place, but the owner must be able to resolve competing 
priorities, allocate resources, and convene policy, procurement, privacy, legal, accessibility, security, 
risk, and governance partners when decisions cross boundaries.  

02.	 Define the intended value before deployment. 
Define the public-service or organizational outcome before an AI use case moves forward. 
Record a baseline and agree how performance will be assessed. Service, program, operations, 
data, technology, finance, and oversight partners should align on evidence and attribution 
before launch. Measures should reflect the use case and may address quality, access, 
responsiveness, efficiency, workforce effectiveness, risk, or another objective.

03.	 Establish shared accountability from the outset. 
Bring the functions responsible for value, delivery, and oversight into the work while the 
use case is being defined. Public service, communications, data, technology, operations, 
policy, procurement, privacy, legal, accessibility, security, risk, and governance partners 
should agree on responsibilities, decision paths, evidence requirements, and measures. 
Shared accountability should complement independent review, not replace it. Coordinating 
earlier helps teams identify constraints and resolve issues within working cycles, rather than 
through handoffs and late-stage escalation.
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04.	 Turn underperformance into structured learning. 
Create a structured process for examining underperformance, correcting immediate risks, and 
sharing lessons. The accountable AI owner and the relevant service, operational, technical, and 
governance leaders should make this a standing part of formal cross-functional operating reviews. 
Document what happened, which assumptions or controls failed, what changed, and who needs 
the learning. The objective is not to normalize preventable errors or reduce accountability. It is to 
strengthen decisions, controls, and future deployments while preserving responsibility for public 
outcomes and obligations.

05.	 Give proven practitioners the support to lead. 
Identify practitioners who have already applied AI responsibly in their work. Give them 
recognition, time, authority, and support to document their approach and help an adjacent 
team evaluate it. Data, technology, privacy, security, accessibility, and governance teams 
should provide reusable guidance. Champions extend proven practices most effectively when 
they preserve service context, explain limitations, and work within clear human-judgment and 
oversight requirements. 
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AI is changing how public sector organizations communicate, 
deliver services, manage information, and support their workforces. 
Capturing that potential takes more than models and tools. It 
requires trusted data, accessible experiences, strong governance, 
and security. It also requires an operating model that connects 
innovation with public value and accountability.

The research shows the starting point. Public sector respondents 
are concentrated at the piloting and deploying stages, while formal 
ownership, collaborative working relationships, and comprehensive 
measurement remain limited. The global cross-industry benchmark 
indicates that accountable ownership, early measurement, genuine 
partnership, constructive learning, and empowered champions 
are more common among Leaders. Together, these behaviors 
provide a framework for moving from isolated initiatives to 
repeatable execution without treating governance as an obstacle. 

Apply this framework first to one priority use case. Define its 
outcome, name the accountable owner, record a baseline, and 
involve delivery and oversight partners before implementation. 
That creates a basis for deciding what should advance, what must 
change, and where deployment can responsibly create public value.

Turn AI Readiness into 
Responsible Public Value

CONCLUSION
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