
 
  

Pernod Ricard's AI Integration 

Idea In Short

Pernod Ricard's AI integration journey highlights that successful transformation depends on
cultural adaptation, trust building, and leadership—not technology alone. Tools like D-STAR
and Matrix support data-driven decisions in sales and marketing, but employee trust in AI,
top-down commitment from executives, and local customization are critical. The case
shows AI adoption is ongoing, requiring continuous learning and in-house capability
development. Sustainable success comes from empowering people, aligning incentives, and
making AI an everyday part of work.

The central issue for many established companies is how to adapt to the digital age while
maintaining their existing strengths. This challenge is particularly relevant when considering
AI and data science, which build upon digital foundations. The Pernod Ricard case examines
how a traditional organization can become agile enough to leverage these technologies
effectively. This move represents not just a technological upgrade, but a fundamental shift
in how the company operates and makes decisions. The company is taking innovation a
step further by integrating Artificial Intelligence (AI) into its workforce. The key question is:

How can companies address inconsistencies in AI adoption across different
business areas and ensure widespread employee engagement?

The Journey from Traditional to AI-Driven

Pernod Ricard, known for iconic brands like Jameson and Absolut, has embarked on a
journey that illustrates the challenges and opportunities traditional companies face when
embracing AI. Unlike digital-native firms, Pernod Ricard has had to navigate a complex
landscape of established practices, diverse global markets, and a deeply ingrained
corporate culture.
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Digital transformation vs. AI Integration

Edward McFowland and Iav Bojinov, authors of the case study - Pernod Ricard: Uncorking
Digital Transformation - distinguish between digital transformation and AI integration.

Traditional digital transformation involves a relatively straightforward shift from analog to
digital processes, ideally reaching a stable state. While digital transformation involves
moving from analog to digital systems, AI integration goes further.

AI transformation is fundamentally different. It shifts from human-encoded rules to AI
systems that determine optimal approaches based on objectives. This represents a
significant leap in how businesses operate and make decisions. Because AI is constantly
evolving, there is no fixed endpoint. This necessitates a continuous process of adaptation
and a willingness to reimagine how work gets done. The idea of a static "transformation" is
becoming obsolete in the face of rapidly advancing AI.

Key AI Tools: D-STAR and Matrix

At the heart of Pernod Ricard's AI integration are two key tools:

1. D-STAR, and
2. Matrix

These tools represent more than just technological advancements; they signify a shift
towards data-driven decision-making in areas traditionally governed by intuition and
experience. Both tools underscore the continuous improvement and dynamic nature of AI's
role within the company.

D-STAR

D-STAR guides sales professionals on where to focus their efforts and what products to
pitch. D-STAR assists sales professionals by identifying high-potential customer targets and
providing data-driven recommendations for next actions. This tool has evolved from basic
suggestions to sophisticated portfolio analyses, reflecting the iterative nature of AI
implementation.
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Matrix

Matrix focuses on optimizing marketing spend by providing data-driven recommendations
for budget allocation across various marketing channels to maximize return on investment.
This replaces traditional, less data-informed decision-making processes.

Overcoming Resistance & Building Trust

Implementing AI can often meet with resistance from employees who perceive the
technology as a threat to their expertise. At Pernod Ricard, this resistance manifested
differently than initially expected. While it might be assumed that sales teams, protective of
their customer relationships, would be more resistant, the opposite proved true. Marketing
teams, deeply invested in their brand knowledge, initially showed more reluctance to adopt
data-driven recommendations. Sales professionals, however, readily embraced tools that
demonstrably improved their sales performance.

Generally, employee adoption depends heavily on trust.

1. trust in the AI's accuracy and lack of bias
2. trust in the development team's intentions and responsiveness to feedback, and
3. trust in the organizational processes surrounding AI implementation, including clear

lines of accountability and appropriate incentive structures

Addressing these aspects has been crucial in overcoming resistance and driving adoption
across the organization.

Leadership and Cultural Change

Leadership has played a pivotal role in this transformation. CEO Alexander Ricard played a
crucial role in driving the company's AI transformation. He provided a clear top-down
mandate, demonstrating a strong commitment to investing in and implementing AI across
the organization. This decisive leadership was essential for overcoming internal resistance
and navigating the complexities of a company-wide AI strategy. This commitment was
crucial in a company with a long history and strong family ties.

Navigating Decentralization & Data Challenges
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Pernod Ricard's global presence and decentralized structure created unique implementation
challenges. Different markets presented variations in data availability, regulatory
environments, and data granularity. This required significant customization of AI tools like D-
STAR for specific markets. While the company uses third-party data and has implemented
data quality checks, maintaining consistent data integrity across all markets remains an
ongoing challenge.

Building Internal Capabilities

Pernod Ricard's approach to building AI capabilities is noteworthy. While they initially
partnered with an external consulting company, they quickly moved to develop in-house
expertise. This decision to internalize AI capabilities reflects a strategic choice to maintain
control over a critical aspect of their business operations.

Ongoing Evolution and Future Outlook

Pernod Ricard's AI initiatives have proven successful, leading to increased investment and a
re-evaluation of future roles for both sales and marketing. The company is now actively
exploring and investing in generative AI, further demonstrating its commitment to
continuous evolution and deeper integration of AI into its core operations.

The company's AI journey is far from over. Recent developments indicate a continued focus
on AI, particularly in generative technologies. This ongoing evolution underscores a key
lesson:

AI integration is not a one-time transformation but a continuous process of
adaptation and innovation

Lessons for Other Industries

For other industries looking to embark on similar journeys, Pernod Ricard's experience
offers valuable insights. The most critical lesson is that successful AI integration is
fundamentally about people and culture, not just technology. As Bojinov succinctly puts it:

The technology is there, people are not. And so what you really need to focus on is
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your people

The Pernod Ricard case provides valuable lessons for organizations across industries.
Successful AI integration is not solely about adopting new technology; it's fundamentally
about people, organizational culture, and effective change management. While technology
provides the tools, successful implementation depends on addressing human concerns,
building trust, and fostering a culture of continuous learning and adaptation. The central
takeaway is clear:

the technology exists, but the true challenge lies in managing the human element
and ensuring that employees are empowered to work effectively alongside AI

Pernod Ricard's story demonstrates that even traditional companies can successfully
integrate AI into their operations. The key lies in understanding that AI transformation is not
just about implementing new tools, but about reimagining how work is done and decisions
are made. It requires a commitment to continuous learning, adaptation, and most
importantly, a focus on the human element of change.

Summary

Transitioning to AI-driven operations at Pernod Ricard underscores the need to prioritize
people over technology. Achieving broad adoption demands strong leadership, a culture of
trust, and continuous adaptation. Custom tools and data approaches must fit local needs,
but widespread engagement hinges on transparent processes and responsive support.
Pernod Ricard's experience proves that legacy companies can evolve by developing internal
expertise, addressing human concerns, and fostering ongoing innovation. True AI
integration is a continual journey, not a one-time event.
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