










Be bold: Gen AI and agentic AI
As the initial hype around gen AI fades, a sharp divide is emerging as a wake-up call: European companies 
are at risk of missing out on one of the most powerful efficiency and innovation levers. In Europe, only a 
few gen AI leaders (6 percent of surveyed CMOs) rank the technology as a priority (#5 of top 20 topics) 
and are seeing real efficiency gains, but average adopters and laggards place it near the bottom and 
struggle to scale.

Why is this the case? Several factors are holding companies back, from a lack of understanding of 
what gen AI can deliver to general skepticism fueled by scattered initiatives that did not (yet) pay off, 
insufficient capabilities, and a lack of bold leadership relative to US executives.

This is worrying, as it poses a significant risk of most European companies falling further behind 
globally leading organizations by not putting gen AI at the top of their marketing agendas. Yet while 
the implementation of gen AI increasingly appears inevitable, even high implementation maturity 
doesn’t guarantee efficiency gains. What’s emerging as critical is the ability to bridge the gap between 
experimentation and value creation, with agentic AI marking the next evolution, going from autonomous 
systems that move beyond task execution based on pre-defined rules to AI agents that are given a certain 
goal and make decisions and take actions to get there on their own.28 Unless European marketing leaders 
rapidly change their attitudes, investment levels, and pace, the gap to global leaders may only widen.

	— The implementation divide is reflected in the disparity in CMOs’ priorities. Gen AI ranks in the lower 
third in importance for Europe’s CMOs overall (17th), yet companies with high gen AI maturity (gen AI 
leaders) rank it 5th, while those with low gen AI maturity (gen AI laggards) place it near the bottom.29  

	— Gen AI is no longer a question of “if” but “how.” One in four companies have already achieved 
marketing efficiency gains of more than 20 percent in the past two years using gen AI, with companies 
with high gen AI maturity unlocking average marketing efficiency gains of 22 percent and projecting 
28 percent gains in the next two years (Exhibit 15). Those saved resources can then either be 
reinvested into growth or reduce cost baselines.

	— Gen AI leaders are delivering success stories across industries. They share a common trait: They 
have increased their overall marketing spending during the past year and plan to increase these 
investments. In contrast, less mature companies failing to scale gen AI are falling behind: 89 percent 
of gen AI laggards have not, or barely, materialized any efficiency gains. 

	— Many gen AI laggards operate in B2B settings, where proving gen AI’s value in marketing is harder 
due to complex value chains and customer decision-making processes. Still, success stories among 
leaders show it is feasible, making continued investments in gen AI essential to catch up.

28 “Seizing the agentic AI advantage,” McKinsey, June 13, 2025.
29 We define gen AI leaders as those with a self-reported maturity score of 5.4 or higher (at least four of nine items rated 6 or higher), and gen 

AI laggards as those scoring 1–2.
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Shifting to customer-facing use cases
Where do CMOs believe gen AI can have the greatest impact? On one hand, internal use cases have 
been adopted first and show strong potential, such as media optimization as well as market research, 
customer insights and trend spotting. On the other hand, gen AI leaders are pushing even more, 
focusing on complex but high potential customer-facing use cases like personalized content creation at 
scale, product discovery, and creative efficiency (Exhibit 16).

For example, Kraft Heinz leverages AI in its new “Tastemaker” platform to generate creative concepts 
for new flavors, test them with customers, and even execute fully-fledged media campaigns. By 
embedding the platform into its marketing operations, the company has accelerated creative workflows 
from eight weeks to just eight hours, accelerating speed-to-market eight-fold while making content 
production more efficient and scalable.30 

30 Manuel Geitz, “How Kraft Heinz is using GenAI to reimagine the future of creative content,” Forrester, May 4, 2025.
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E�ciency gains through gen AI for leaders vs laggards,¹ % of respondents by e�ciency bracket²

Note: Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding. Gen AI leaders and laggards determined based on self-assessment of maturity along 9 dimensions: 
internal capabilities to de�ne and lead gen AI strategy, strategy and guardrails for gen AI in marketing, data quality, technological infrastructure, pilots and 
proof of concept, deployment in production, process and operating model redesign, change management and training, e�ciency gains through gen AI
implementations. Gen AI leaders = maturity rating of 5.4 or higher, (4/9 or more questions answered with 6). Gen AI laggards = maturity rating of 1 or 2 (1 = very 
immature, 6 = very mature).

1Question: What marketing e�ciency gains have your company realized through gen AI over the past 2 years? What marketing e�ciency gains do you project for 
your company from gen AI over the next 2 years?

2E�ciency gain is de�ned as a reduction in expenses in % without loss of revenue.
Source: State of Marketing Europe Report 2026, McKinsey, n = 500 senior marketing leaders across France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom

Gen AI leaders are already realizing considerable e�ciency gains of more 
than 20 percent, while gen AI laggards are experiencing close to none.
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Overcoming challenges
Capturing the value from gen AI is not just about technology. While gen AI leaders have addressed 
technological infrastructure, adoption, and scaling challenges, issues such as gen AI strategy (47 percent), 
operating model (37 percent), and AI models/machine learning operations tools (30 percent) remain 
roadblocks. Laggards still struggle with foundational issues like infrastructure (81 percent) and adoption 
(65 percent) (Exhibit 17).

To catch up, gen AI laggards can address foundational gaps such as data infrastructure, governance, and 
integration into existing workflows. Without these building blocks, gen AI efforts risk being confined to 
piecemeal pilots that deliver limited value. The real opportunity lies in systematically establishing these 
foundations to enable marketing transformations at scale, rather than fragmenting efforts through isolated 
experiments. 

In B2C contexts, this means prioritizing high-impact, customer-facing applications, which we are already 
seeing across industries (such as Kraft Heinz’s Tastemaker). In B2B settings, it requires bold investments 
in end-to-end process automation and role redesigns. Small bets are unlikely to drive big gains—closing 
the gap depends on committed, scalable investments in high-value use cases that jointly constitute a full 
transformation of the marketing domain. 

Areas with the largest potential for gen AI in marketing,¹ % of respondents

Note:  Gen AI leaders and laggards determined based on self-assessment of maturity along 9 dimensions: internal capabilities to de�ne and lead gen AI
strategy, strategy and guardrails for gen AI in marketing, data quality, technological infrastructure, pilots and proof of concept, deployment in production, 
process and operating model redesign, change management and training, e�ciency gains through gen AI implementations. Gen AI leaders = maturity rating of 
5.4 or higher, (4/9 or more questions answered with 6). Gen AI laggards = maturity rating of 1 or 2 (1 = very immature, 6 = very mature).

1Question: For which of the following gen AI marketing use cases do you see the largest potential for your company? (Multiple selections).
Source: State of Marketing Europe Report 2026, McKinsey, n = 500 senior marketing leaders across France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom

CMOs see the highest potential from gen AI for media optimization, 
personalized content creation at scale, and market research.
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Top 3 challenges in capturing value from gen AI in marketing for gen AI leaders and laggards,¹
% of respondents

Note: Gen AI leaders and laggards determined based on self-assessment of maturity along 9 dimensions: internal capabilities to de�ne and lead gen AI strategy, 
strategy and guardrails for gen AI in marketing, data quality, technological infrastructure, pilots and proof of concept, deployment in production, process and 
operating model redesign, change management and training, e�ciency gains through gen AI implementations. Gen AI leaders = maturity rating of 5.4 or higher 
(4/9 or more questions answered with 6). Gen AI laggards = maturity rating of 1 or 2 (1 = very immature, 6 = very mature).

1Question: What are the main challenges preventing your company from capturing value through gen AI in marketing? (Up to 3 selections.)
2Machine learning operations.
Source: State of Marketing Europe Report 2026, McKinsey, n = 500 senior marketing leaders across France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom

Gen AI leaders see an inadequate operating model and lack of a coherent 
strategy as the main challenges for capturing value from gen AI.
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“One of the biggest challenges is rethinking our processes to fully integrate gen AI. For example, while we have 
experts working on AI-driven tools, we often struggle to quantify their impact or scale their use across the 
organization. Another challenge is ensuring that these initiatives don’t remain isolated pilots. We need to “rewire” 
our processes to make AI a core part of how we operate, rather than a side project.” 

     — Benjamin Faveris, CMO, Orange France
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Conclusion: Capitalizing on the next phase—agentic AI
The rapid rise of gen AI has introduced transformative opportunities in marketing. As companies gradually 
adapt, gen AI itself will continue to evolve, moving beyond reactive systems like ChatGPT to AI agents: 
systems that not only respond but also plan, remember, and take independent action. Taking this a step 
further, when multiple AI agents are combined and enhanced with greater intelligence, we arrive at agentic 
AI—an advanced form of AI capable of acting proactively, managing complex tasks, and pursuing long-term 
goals without being given predefined instructions on how to realize them. 

Coca-Cola recently showcased the potential of agentic AI in marketing by deploying autonomous agents 
to deliver personalized coupons to more than 800,000 consumers. The initiative drove nearly four times 
higher click-through rates, while operating at a fraction of the cost of traditional “manual” campaigns.31  The 
campaign was powered by a multi-agent system that orchestrated the entire journey end-to-end, scanning 
millions of public social-media posts to extract consumer insights, aligning those with profile-level data to 
build highly targeted micro-clusters of consumers, and generating and delivering personalized offers.

The result was a campaign executed at scale and granularity that no human team could have achieved 
manually. More importantly, it illustrates a fundamental change in how agents can be applied in marketing, 
not only to automate existing workflows, but to perform tasks that marketers would never attempt at an 
individual level. By breaking a complex task into coordinated sub-tasks and executing them autonomously, 
AI agents open entirely new ways to engage consumers.

Other industry leaders are also already embracing these advancements. L’Oréal, for instance, uses gen 
AI to mine millions of social media posts—comments, images, and videos—to identify emerging trends.32  
Once trends are spotted, gen AI helps visualize new product concepts, which are then tested online to 
gather instant feedback. Beyond product innovation, L’Oréal has also launched a gen AI-powered beauty 
marketplace and a virtual beauty assistant, offering personalized recommendations and advice to deepen 
customer relationships.33 

Another standout example is Bertelsmann Music Group (BMG) which has partnered with the Technical 
University of Munich (TUM) to develop its lighthouse project, which focuses on creating AI-driven music 
marketing campaigns (for more, see our interview with BMG CEO Thomas Coesfeld and TUM professor 
Jochen Hartmann, “Inside Bertelsmann Music Group’s gen AI revolution,” on page 44).

Companies that fail to seize these opportunities risk falling behind by forgoing near-term efficiency gains 
and longer-term competitiveness that is enabled by innovative marketing concepts and ways of working. 
This gap extends beyond internal processes to understanding how gen AI is reshaping marketing as we 
know it. 

For instance, the rise of answer engines is fundamentally transforming how consumers search, discover, 
and engage with brands, powered by the integration of large language models (LLMs) into search engines 
like Google’s AI Overviews and the rapid consumer adoption of gen AI chatbots. Traditional search engine 
optimization (SEO) is evolving into generative engine optimization (GEO), where marketers optimize their 
presence in gen AI-generated summaries and recommendations to remain visible in the new discovery 
landscape. This shift is critical: More than 50 percent of AI search users now rely on these tools to guide 
discovery and purchase decisions.34  

31 Asa Hiken, “How Coke used an AI agent to target ads to 828,000 fast-food fans,” Ad Age, May 21, 2025.
32 “Trendspotter: An AI-powered tool to fuel product innovation,” L’Oréal, accessed October 2025.
33 Bernard Marr, “The amazing ways L’Oréal is using AI to transform the beauty industry forever,” Forbes, July 7, 2025.
34 “New front door to the internet: Winning in the age of AI search,” McKinsey, October 16, 2025.
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Beyond discovery, agentic commerce represents a paradigm shift as AI agents become capable of 
acting as autonomous shoppers, identifying preferences, comparing options, and even completing 
purchases on behalf of consumers. OpenAI has embraced this with its “Buy it in ChatGPT” feature, which 
allows users to make purchases directly within the platform. These developments not only demand 
a rethinking of brands’ marketing channel mix but also a proactive approach to ensuring they are 
prominently featured by generative engines. 

For CMOs, this means keeping both the broader implications of gen AI and specific trends on their 
radar and rethinking the whole customer journey, from discovery to conversion. By proactively adapting 
to these changes, companies can position themselves as leaders in the next phase of marketing 
innovation. 

Interview: Inside BMG’s gen AI revolution 
Bertelsmann’s music subsidiary, BMG, has embraced gen AI, carefully exploring the opportunities 
presented by the technology’s capabilities. In this interview, BMG CEO Thomas Coesfeld and Technical 
University of Munich professor Jochen Hartmann discuss the company’s efforts, guided by TUM’s 
collaboration providing academic rigor, systematic validation, and access to state-of-the-art models. 
Their responses have been edited for clarity and length.

McKinsey: What role does AI and gen AI specifically play in BMG’s overall strategy? 

Thomas Coesfeld, BMG: Gen AI, and AI more broadly, are key strategic growth drivers, that are 
helping us unlock new revenue opportunities and boosting effectiveness across marketing, rights 
management, artist and writer services, and film/TV/commercial licensing. We’re using gen AI to 
expand our commercial reach, deepen client value, strengthen our data and analytics, and enhance 
content creation and storytelling by reimagining catalog narratives. It’s also opening up entirely new 
ways to drive revenue growth. For example, we developed MAGE (marketing asset generation engine), 
a pipeline designed to enhance the effectiveness of our marketing assets through gen AI, particularly 
across high-impact channels like TikTok. At the same time, AI is streamlining workflows and improving 
decision-making speed and accuracy, enabling us to scale smarter, grow faster, and serve creators more 
effectively in a dynamic music industry.

Jochen Hartmann, Technical University of Munich: AI is a strategic enabler for repertoire activation, 
helping BMG unlock the commercial potential of its vast catalog. BMG wants to become the leading AI 
music company and MAGE is a flagship project for this initiative, exemplifying how gen AI can create 
tangible business impact and augment human artistry.

McKinsey: What motivated you to develop and implement the MAGE pipeline? What is its purpose and 
impact? 

Thomas Coesfeld: Our primary motivation was to see if AI-generated content could drive stronger 
audience engagement and conversion, ultimately boosting campaign performance and revenue. We 
were convinced that AI can help music find its audience and deepen artist-fan engagement. At the same 
time, we aimed to explore cost synergies by automating parts of the asset creation process. The results 
were compelling, with higher click-through rates and improved engagement demonstrating that AI can 
drive both growth and efficiency. 
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Jochen Hartmann: MAGE democratizes marketing access: For some artists, especially those deep in the 
catalog, creating marketing assets is prohibitively costly. Thanks to the efficiency gains of MAGE—around 
98 percent—BMG can now create social media marketing assets at a fraction of the cost. That unlocks 
untapped revenue potential from its massive catalog, much of which has remained underactivated despite 
substantial streaming potential. It enables personalized, high-quality video marketing at scale by taking 
existing artwork and producing high-quality, platform-optimized variations for TikTok, YouTube Shorts, 
and other channels. This allows for versioning and personalization at scale while working within an artist’s 
visual identity, preserving artistic integrity rather than replacing creativity. BMG is already seeing strong 
performance, including high click-through rates on TikTok, showing how gen AI can deliver tangible 
business impact while keeping human artistry at its core.

McKinsey: What were the main technical and organizational challenges in developing and deploying the 
MAGE pipeline, and how did you overcome them?

Thomas Coesfeld: Our work with AI always starts with the artist and our teams. We approach every 
innovation with the understanding that technology should amplify creativity and storytelling, not replace 
it. On the technical side, the primary challenge was maintaining consistent, high-quality AI-generated 
outputs at scale while respecting the creative integrity of each artist and campaign. This meant 
developing structured input frameworks—essentially standardized creative templates—that could be 
adapted across genres and content types, while still leaving room for artistic nuance. Another technical 
hurdle was integrating the AI generation flow into our existing ad operations stack seamlessly and 
measurably, so that we could A/B test effectively and gather reliable performance data.

This phased rollout not only demonstrated measurable impact but also built confidence and trust across 
teams, making AI part of the workflow instead of a separate or intimidating process. Over time, this 
approach has created a culture where teams can experiment, iterate, and integrate AI tools into their 
strategies with confidence.

Organizationally, our focus is on building AI fluency by helping internal stakeholders, like our marketing 
teams, see AI as a creative and operational tool rather than a replacement. We are implementing this 
through small, results-driven pilots with clear performance tracking, working closely with marketers 
and creatives to demonstrate AI’s practical value. This phased approach allows us to prove results, build 
credibility, and minimize risk before scaling the rollout further.

Jochen Hartmann: The technical challenges include maintaining visual identity consistency across 700 
million possible video variants, integrating multimodal elements (audio, video, image, and text) with AI 
models coherently, and building a system that is agnostic to the individual AI models. Organizationally, 
there was initial resistance to the idea that AI could meet human quality standards and preserve artists’ 
brand integrity. AI needed to be viewed not as a replacement threat but as a creative amplification tool. 
That journey was enabled by developing controlled design templates that incorporated creative team 
expertise; ensuring the integration of systematic feedback integration from global offices, creative teams, 
rep owners, and executive leadership; and by undertaking rigorous piloting and field testing.

McKinsey: Many companies hesitate to apply AI in customer-facing contexts. What made you confident 
to pursue this use case, and what results have you observed so far?

Thomas Coesfeld: That’s a very valid concern, and one we took seriously from the outset. At BMG, we 
are committed to artistic expression and integrity. It is paramount to maintain and keep building this DNA, 
even when engaging with fans more directly. What gave us confidence to apply AI in a customer-facing 
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context was our ability to test in a highly controlled, low-risk environment with clear performance 
metrics. This format allowed us to directly A/B test AI-generated versus human-made assets, isolating 
the impact of the marketing materials on engagement and conversion without compromising the 
artist’s integrity or user trust. We were also mindful to ensure the content was on-brand, emotionally 
resonant, and aligned with the artist’s identity, which involved iterative prompt tuning and creative 
oversight.

The results validated our confidence: AI-generated assets consistently outperformed human-made 
content with higher click-through rates, higher engagement, and lower ad costs. Importantly, we didn’t 
frame AI as a marketing replacement but as a force multiplier, enabling faster iteration and greater 
reach while keeping human input in the loop. This hybrid approach built trust and proved that AI can 
enhance audience connection when deployed thoughtfully.

Jochen Hartmann: We drove confidence through using rigorous methodology that combined 
state-of-the-art gen AI with controlled field experimentation. BMG’s partnership with TUM provided 
academic rigor, systematic validation, and access to state-of-the-art models, and the template-
based approach ensured brand safety while enabling creative variation. We’ve seen promising signs 
in this area. AI-generated ads, created using existing assets such as albums and singles artwork, are 
often perceived as more creative than human-made alternatives. There is also no notable difference 
in the perceived artificiality of the ads. While these results are encouraging, they reflect creative 
collaboration within established artist identities rather than the creation of entirely new content.

McKinsey: Where is the project anchored within BMG? Who is driving it? In your view, how important is 
it for such initiatives to align with a centralized AI strategy?

Thomas Coesfeld: The MAGE project is championed by BMG’s corporate strategy team, which 
provides the strategic direction and sponsorship needed to explore AI as a growth lever. It was 
researched, developed, and tested in partnership with the Technical University of Munich, allowing 
us to tap into cutting-edge academic expertise and experiment rigorously in a structured, low-risk 
environment. The project was researched, validated, and implemented in close cooperation with both 
the marketing and catalog marketing teams, ensuring that the solution was grounded in real-world 
campaign needs and artist strategies from day one.

After successful validation, MAGE was implemented within the marketing function, with ongoing 
collaboration from catalog marketing to guide asset deployment, performance feedback, and iteration. 
In my view, having this kind of cross-functional alignment under a centralized AI strategy is critical. It 
ensures scalability, ethical consistency, and operational relevance. It also allows innovation to flow 
across the business rather than stay siloed, which is what enabled MAGE to evolve from a pilot into a 
scalable capability that fits seamlessly into BMG’s broader gen AI road map.

McKinsey: As a front-runner, what are the biggest lessons you’ve learned during implementation? 
What advice would you give to organizations just starting their journey with gen AI and agentic AI in 
marketing?

Thomas Coesfeld: Implementing gen AI in marketing is as much about organizational adaptation as 
it is about technology. Organizations need to be agile and mentally flexible to continuously adapt to 
evolving ecosystems. From an operational standpoint, AI works best when it’s not treated as a bolt-on 
but as the default foundation. Start by designing an end-to-end automated flow with no human steps 
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and only add human intervention where automation can’t deliver or where you don’t want it to, for 
reasons like creative nuance or brand tone. In this big shift, humans move from being the doers to the 
stewards and curators of automated systems, which is a major mindset change.

So, going back to first principles, challenging legacy processes, and being prepared to lead cultural 
transformation is what drives adoption. The tech will catch up, but your ability to adapt how you work is 
what will unlock real value.

Jochen Hartmann: Our advice is to focus on effectiveness rather than efficiency. Efficiency gains, 
especially in content creation, are relatively straightforward. Driving effectiveness uplifts is key. We 
also found that templates foster creativity rather than limit innovation—they enable consistent quality 
at scale and help build trust in the AI’s outputs. And it’s important to assess how gen AI can disrupt 
end-to-end workflows to materialize disruptive efficiency gains, not just incremental ones. That’s also 
important when designing agentic AI systems and workflows.

Organizations should start with systematic experimentation—rigorous field testing beats theoretical 
planning. Collect data and use it to inform predictive AI systems (such as the personalization engine 
of MAGE); measure what matters by focusing on engagement and effectiveness metrics, not just 
efficiency gains; and build organizational buy-in, involving stakeholders in the development process to 
overcome natural skepticism and have top management lead the way.

McKinsey: Which domains/use cases are next on your gen AI road map and why?

Thomas Coesfeld: We’ve identified the next wave of gen AI use cases based on a combination of 
strategic value, technical feasibility, and speed to impact. Following our initial rollout of seven use 
cases across investment, finance, marketing, technology and operations, B2B, and legal, we’re now 
focused on scaling into high-impact domains, particularly where automation, insight generation, or 
personalization at scale can unlock major gains in effectiveness or revenue gains. These next-wave 
priorities reflect a shift from isolated automation to full-stack, cross-functional enablement. Ultimately, 
our road map aims to embed gen AI across the business, enabling every team to operate faster, 
smarter, and at a radically larger scale.

Thomas Coesfeld is CEO of BMG, the music division of Bertelsmann. He was previously BMG’s CFO and 
held leadership positions within Bertelsmann. 

Jochen Hartmann is a professor of digital marketing at the TUM School of Management, Technical 
University of Munich, focusing on machine learning, social media, multimodal digital advertising, and 
human–machine interaction. 

Comments and opinions expressed by interviewees are their own and do not represent or reflect the 
opinions, policies, or positions of McKinsey & Company or have its endorsement.

47Past forward: The modern rethinking of marketing’s core



McKinsey & Company 
November 2025 
Copyright © McKinsey & Company 
Designed by Darby

mckinsey.com

	 @McKinsey 
 	 @McKinsey 
    @McKinsey


