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The AI Productivity Illusion: Why 95% of
Companies Can’t Measure ROI and
Experienced Developers Are 19% Slower

Your AI productivity dashboard is lying to you, and the uncomfortable truth behind the
numbers will make you question everything your team celebrates as “wins.”

The Uncomfortable Math Nobody Wants to Discuss

Here’s a scenario playing out in thousands of engineering orgs right now: Your developer
productivity metrics are up. Pull requests are flowing. Lines of code are accumulating at
unprecedented rates. Your team swears they’re moving faster than ever. Leadership is
patting itself on the back for the successful AI tooling rollout.

And yet, somehow, actual product delivery hasn’t meaningfully improved.

According to a Harvard Business Review analysis citing MIT Media Lab research, 95% of

https://hbr.org/2025/09/ai-generated-workslop-is-destroying-productivity


The AI Productivity Illusion: Why 95% of Companies Can’t Measure
ROI and Experienced Developers Are 19% Slower

www.arturmarkus.com | 2

organizations report no measurable return on investment in generative AI productivity
tools. That’s not a typo. Ninety-five percent.

Let that sink in for a moment. We’re in the middle of the largest enterprise technology
adoption wave since cloud computing, and nineteen out of twenty organizations cannot
demonstrate that it’s actually working.

But it gets more interesting. A July 2025 METR study found that experienced developers
took 19% longer to complete tasks when using AI tools—even though they genuinely
believed they were faster. This isn’t about perception versus reality in some abstract sense.
This is about skilled professionals being so convinced of their enhanced productivity that
they’re blind to the measurable slowdown happening in real time.

Welcome to the AI productivity illusion.

Why We’re Measuring the Wrong Things

The core problem isn’t that AI coding assistants don’t work. They absolutely do things. They
generate code, suggest completions, write boilerplate, and produce documentation. The
problem is that we’ve conflated “doing things” with “delivering value.”

The metrics we celebrate are proxies for productivity, not productivity itself.
And those proxies have become increasingly disconnected from the outcomes
that actually matter.

Consider the metrics most organizations track for AI developer tools:

AI suggestions accepted
Lines of code generated per hour
Time to first commit
Pull request volume

These metrics are seductive because they’re easy to measure and they almost always go
up when you introduce AI tooling. But as the developer productivity analysis from Dev.to

https://dev.to/luciench/ai-tools-for-developer-productivity-hype-vs-reality-in-2025-480d
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points out, these common metrics significantly overstate real productivity gains.

Why? Because software development isn’t a conveyor belt. Writing code is typically
20-30% of the actual work. The rest—design, review, testing, debugging, integration,
deployment, and maintenance—is where projects actually succeed or fail. And it’s precisely
in these areas where AI-generated code creates new friction.

The Hidden Cost Transfer Problem

Here’s what’s actually happening in most AI-augmented development teams: coding time
goes down, but review time and debugging time go up. The productivity “gain” in one phase
transfers as a productivity “cost” to subsequent phases.

Developer teams report that while AI assistance accelerates initial code generation, the
downstream effects are substantial:

Code reviews take longer because reviewers encounter inconsistent patterns
Debugging increases, particularly for hybrid AI-human codebases
Integration testing surfaces more edge cases and subtle bugs
Documentation requires additional work because AI-generated code often lacks clear
intent

The result? Cycle time improvements were small or negligible once review, integration, and
bug-fixing were measured across the full development lifecycle. Teams that celebrated
large increases in AI-assisted code generation found no net throughput increase when
measuring end-to-end delivery.

This is the productivity shell game. We’re moving work around, not eliminating it. And
because we’re only measuring the phase where AI appears to help, we’re systematically
blind to the phases where it creates additional burden.

The Workslop Phenomenon

There’s a new term emerging to describe what AI productivity tools are creating at scale:
workslop.
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Workslop is content—code, documentation, reports, analyses—that is superficially
complete and plausible but fundamentally low-value. It looks like work. It passes cursory
inspection. But it requires substantial verification, editing, or ultimately discarding.

The Harvard Business Review piece on this phenomenon doesn’t mince words: AI-
generated workslop is actively destroying productivity in organizations that don’t recognize
and address it.

Think about this in practical terms. Your team uses AI to draft documentation. The
documentation looks complete. It’s formatted correctly. It uses the right terminology. But it
contains subtle inaccuracies, outdated assumptions, or missing context that only becomes
apparent when someone actually tries to use it. Now you’ve created a maintenance burden
that didn’t exist before, plus the false confidence that the documentation was “done.”

The same pattern applies to code. AI generates a function that passes basic tests. It looks
reasonable. It even works for the common cases. But it handles edge cases incorrectly,
uses deprecated patterns, or introduces subtle security vulnerabilities that only surface in
production. The time “saved” in initial development is now multiplied in incident response,
security remediation, and customer trust repair.

We’ve industrialized the production of technical debt while celebrating the
assembly line’s efficiency.

Why Experienced Developers Suffer Most

The METR study finding that experienced developers are 19% slower with AI tools seems
counterintuitive until you understand what expertise actually does.

Experienced developers don’t just write code—they maintain a rich mental model of the
system they’re building. They’re constantly making decisions about architecture,
maintainability, performance, and future extensibility. These decisions require sustained
attention and deep context.

AI coding assistants interrupt this process constantly. They offer suggestions that must be

https://hbr.org/2025/09/ai-generated-workslop-is-destroying-productivity
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evaluated. They propose solutions that need to be reconciled with existing patterns. They
generate code that might be correct but stylistically inconsistent with the codebase.

For a junior developer, this might be net positive. They’re getting suggestions that are often
better than what they’d produce independently. The interruptions are teaching moments.

For an experienced developer, these interruptions are cognitive friction. Each AI suggestion
requires a context switch: stop thinking about the problem, evaluate the suggestion, decide
whether to accept or reject it, then re-engage with the original thought process. Twenty of
these micro-interruptions per hour, and you’ve fragmented the deep work that senior
developers are uniquely positioned to do.

The cruel irony is that experienced developers often don’t notice this slowdown because AI
tools feel helpful. The suggestions seem useful. The autocomplete is convenient. The
immediate experience is positive even as the measurable outcome is negative.

The Organizational Delusion Spiral

What happens when 99% of C-suite leaders report familiarity with gen-AI tools, 94% of
employees claim the same familiarity, and yet evidence of broad-based productivity gains
remains thin? According to McKinsey’s 2025 workplace AI report, we get organizational
delusion at scale.

Here’s how the spiral works:

Leadership mandates AI adoption because everyone else is doing it and1.
productivity gains seem obvious
Teams adopt AI tools and observe immediate changes in how work feels2.
Proxy metrics improve because they always improve with these tools3.
Teams report positive sentiment because AI genuinely feels helpful4.
Leadership celebrates success based on proxy metrics and sentiment5.
Nobody investigates end-to-end outcomes because the story is already written6.
Actual productivity issues compound while everyone believes they’re succeeding7.

This spiral is self-reinforcing because challenging it requires questioning things that

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/tech-and-ai/our-insights/superagency-in-the-workplace-empowering-people-to-unlock-ais-full-potential-at-work
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everyone wants to believe. Who wants to be the person who suggests that the expensive
AI investment isn’t working? Especially when the metrics dashboard says otherwise?

The Perception-Reality Gap in Practice

Microsoft reports that Copilot saves approximately 10 hours per month per employee on
routine tasks. Some Microsoft studies claim 29% faster task completion. These numbers
are cited constantly to justify AI productivity investments.

But here’s what those numbers don’t tell you: they’re measuring task completion in
isolation, not end-to-end value delivery. They’re measuring perception as much as reality.
And they’re heavily influenced by the honeymoon effect of new tool adoption.

The ISACA analysis on AI’s overselling cuts through this directly: the reality of AI has been
oversold and underdelivered. Not because the technology doesn’t work, but because the
claims about its impact have systematically outpaced what organizations can actually
capture and measure.

What We Measure What It Actually Indicates What We Pretend It
Indicates

AI suggestions accepted Developers find suggestions
convenient Code quality is improving

Lines of code per hour More code is being generated More value is being created
Time to first commit Initial code appears faster Features ship faster
Self-reported productivity Tool feels helpful to users Tool is actually helping

The Code Review Nightmare Nobody Discusses

If you’ve been reviewing code in AI-augmented teams, you’ve probably noticed something
strange: hybrid PRs are significantly harder to review than purely human-written code.

This isn’t about AI code being obviously wrong. It’s about AI code being subtly different in
ways that break reviewer expectations.

When you review code from a colleague you know, you develop a sense of their patterns,
their preferences, their typical mistakes. You know where to look carefully and where you

https://www.isaca.org/resources/news-and-trends/industry-news/2025/the-reality-of-ai-oversold-and-underdelivered
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can skim. This familiarity is actually a critical part of efficient code review—it’s not laziness,
it’s learned expertise.

AI-generated code breaks this. Reviewers encounter code that mixes the original
developer’s style with AI patterns. It’s like reading a document written by two different
authors with different vocabularies and different logical structures. The cognitive load of
parsing these hybrid codebases is substantial.

Worse, AI-generated code often lacks clear intent. Human developers typically write code
that reflects their mental model of the problem. The structure reveals the thinking. AI-
generated code is optimized for correctness (sometimes) but not for communicating why
decisions were made. This makes review slower, more error-prone, and more exhausting.

We’ve created a new category of technical debt: intent debt. Code that works
but doesn’t explain itself. Systems that function but resist understanding.

The UX Research Warning Sign

The AI productivity illusion isn’t limited to developers. According to Jakob Nielsen’s UX
analysis, 91% of UX researchers are worried about AI output accuracy and hallucinations.

This is significant because UX researchers are specifically trained to evaluate whether tools
actually work for users. When the community of professionals whose job is to assess tool
effectiveness is expressing near-universal concern about AI output reliability, that’s a
leading indicator worth paying attention to.

The concern isn’t theoretical. UX researchers are seeing AI tools generate research insights
that sound plausible but don’t hold up under scrutiny. They’re watching AI synthesize user
feedback in ways that subtly misrepresent what users actually said. They’re dealing with
stakeholders who treat AI-generated research summaries as gospel while ignoring the
underlying data.

This same pattern appears wherever AI-generated content meets human judgment. The
content is confident. The content is coherent. The content is wrong in ways that require

https://jakobnielsenphd.substack.com/p/ux-roundup-20251222
https://jakobnielsenphd.substack.com/p/ux-roundup-20251222
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expertise to detect.

Why Some Organizations Are Different

Not every organization is falling into the productivity illusion trap. The 5% who are capturing
measurable ROI share some common characteristics.

They Measure End-to-End, Not Point-in-Time

Organizations succeeding with AI productivity tools have shifted from phase-specific
metrics to delivery-focused metrics. They don’t celebrate faster coding if review time
explodes. They don’t count generated lines if maintenance costs increase.

This requires instrumenting the full value stream, not just the parts where AI appears. It
means tracking time from feature request to production deployment, including all the
rework, review, and remediation along the way.

They Treat AI Output as Draft, Not Deliverable

High-performing teams have established explicit workflows where AI-generated content is
always treated as a first draft requiring human refinement. This sounds obvious, but it’s not
how most organizations actually operate.

The default behavior—accepting AI suggestions with minimal review—is actively harmful.
Teams that succeed have made “AI output requires verification” a genuine cultural norm,
not just a stated policy.

They Invest in AI Literacy, Not Just AI Tools

Understanding what AI tools are actually good at—and more importantly, what they’re bad
at—is critical for effective use. This means training people not just on how to use AI tools,
but on when to use them, when to ignore them, and how to recognize their failure modes.

This is particularly important for experienced developers, who need to understand that
their expertise is more valuable than AI suggestions, not less. The goal is to use AI for the
tedious parts while preserving human judgment for the decisions that actually matter.
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They’re Honest About What They Don’t Know

The organizations avoiding the productivity illusion share a willingness to admit uncertainty.
They acknowledge that the metrics might be misleading. They investigate when outcomes
don’t match expectations. They’re suspicious of stories that seem too good to be true.

This intellectual honesty is surprisingly rare in the current AI adoption frenzy, where
admitting skepticism can seem like admitting you don’t “get it.”

Practical Steps for Breaking the Illusion

If your organization is likely in the 95% not seeing measurable ROI, here’s how to start
addressing it.

Audit Your Metrics Honestly

List every metric you’re using to evaluate AI productivity investments. For each one, ask: “If
this metric improved but actual product delivery got worse, would we notice?”

If the answer is no, you’re measuring the wrong things. You need metrics that are
connected to outcomes customers and businesses actually care about: features delivered,
bugs shipped (or not shipped), time to value, customer satisfaction, revenue impact.

Track the Full Cycle Time

Implement end-to-end cycle time tracking if you haven’t already. Measure from when work
is requested to when it’s delivered and validated. Break this down by phase so you can see
where time is actually being spent.

If AI tools are shifting work from coding to review and debugging, this will become visible. If
they’re not actually improving total cycle time, that will become visible too.

Interview Your Reviewers

The people reviewing AI-assisted code have information that metrics don’t capture. Talk to
them. Ask whether reviews are getting easier or harder. Ask about code quality trends. Ask
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about the cognitive load of hybrid codebases.

Their observations will likely reveal friction points that productivity dashboards completely
miss.

Run Controlled Experiments

Don’t just assume AI tools help. Test it. Have comparable teams work on comparable tasks,
some with AI assistance and some without, and measure the outcomes rigorously.

Yes, this is harder than just trusting the vendor’s case studies. But it’s the only way to know
whether AI tools are actually helping your specific organization with your specific codebase
and your specific team.

Define “Workslop” Criteria

Create explicit criteria for identifying low-value AI-generated content. Train people to
recognize it. Build review processes that catch it early before it propagates.

This is especially important for documentation, test cases, and other artifacts that seem
complete but may not be accurate. The cost of workslop compounds over time as people
rely on unreliable information.

Protect Deep Work

For your experienced developers, consider whether AI tools are helping or hindering their
highest-value contributions. If the constant interruption of AI suggestions is fragmenting
their focus, that’s a cost that needs to be weighed against the convenience.

Some organizations are experimenting with “AI-free” time blocks where senior developers
can engage in sustained deep work without suggestions. The productivity gains from
uninterrupted focus may exceed the productivity gains from AI assistance.
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The Uncomfortable Truth About AI Adoption

We are in the middle of a collective delusion about AI productivity. Not because AI doesn’t
work—it does things. But because we’ve convinced ourselves that those things translate
into business value, even when the evidence says otherwise.

Ninety-five percent of organizations can’t measure ROI. Experienced developers are
measurably slower. Workslop is accumulating. Review times are increasing. And yet the
narrative remains that AI is transforming productivity.

This gap between narrative and reality is dangerous. It leads to continued investment in
approaches that aren’t working. It creates pressure to adopt tools that may be net negative
for certain teams and use cases. It prevents honest assessment of what’s actually helping
and what isn’t.

The organizations that will thrive aren’t the ones that adopt AI the fastest. They’re the ones
that adopt AI the most honestly—measuring real outcomes, acknowledging when things
aren’t working, and optimizing for actual value delivery rather than productivity theater.

The AI productivity illusion is comfortable. Breaking it requires admitting that the story
we’ve been telling ourselves might be wrong. But the cost of maintaining the illusion—in
missed value, accumulated technical debt, and delayed recognition of what actually
works—is far higher than the discomfort of seeing clearly.

Your team says they’re shipping faster with AI. Your metrics say they’re shipping faster with
AI. But if you can’t measure actual business value, you’re not measuring productivity. You’re
measuring the appearance of productivity.

And in the long run, appearances don’t ship products.

The organizations winning with AI aren’t the ones with the best tools—they’re the ones
honest enough to measure what actually matters and brave enough to change course
when the data contradicts the narrative.



The AI Productivity Illusion: Why 95% of Companies Can’t Measure
ROI and Experienced Developers Are 19% Slower

www.arturmarkus.com | 12

WRITTEN BY

Artur Markus

Software engineer in Basel building AI infrastructure and agentic systems, with a
background in pharmaceutical automation, GxP compliance, and validation. I help teams
turn AI from a chatbot into a reliable operational layer.

Book a meeting →

https://www.arturmarkus.com/contacts/

