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The business world is no stranger to transformation, but the shift brought on by AI is 

fundamentally different. It does not just offer efficiency gains, it rewrites the rules of 

competition. At the centre of this shift is a new breed of organisation: the AI-first company. 

These firms are not just using AI. They are built to run on it. This distinction matters. In today’s 

economy, the firms that lead are not necessarily the largest. They are the fastest learners, the 

most adaptive, and the most data-driven. That is the AI-first advantage. 

 

What Makes a Company AI-First? 

An AI-first company integrates AI into the very foundation of its business model, technology 

stack, and operating processes. These companies: 

• Put data at the core: Every interaction, transaction, and sensor feeds into a data 

pipeline 

• Automate decisions: Algorithms, not humans, drive key functions such as credit risk 

scoring or product recommendations 

• Continuously learn and improve: Models are constantly retrained with new data, 

creating a feedback loop 

• Scale at near-zero marginal cost: Digital and AI capabilities allow for unlimited 

replication with minimal added cost 

This is not just a technological upgrade. It is an entirely new organisational architecture. 
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Figure 1: The AI-First Firm (Ant Group example) (Source: Adapted from HBS) 

 

From Traditional to AI-First 

To understand this shift, compare traditional companies with AI-first firms like Ant Group, 

Amazon, or Netflix. AI-first companies are structured to respond faster, personalise deeper, and 

optimise more broadly. They are built to adapt, not react. 

Traditional Firm AI-First Company 

Manual decision-making Algorithmic, automated decision systems 

Functional and product silos Unified data and platform infrastructure 

Waterfall-style planning Agile, experiment-driven development 

Separate IT, data, and business Integrated cross-functional teams 

Value created through scale Value created through learning and speed 
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Figure 2: A New Kind of Firm (Source: Adapted from HBS) 

 

Competitive Advantage Is Being Redefined 

In the past, competitive advantage came from size, supply chains, or brand equity. In the AI-

first world, it comes from: 

• Proprietary data: The more relevant data you have, the stronger your AI 

• Learning velocity: How quickly your systems improve through new data 

• Platform leverage: Infrastructure that supports experimentation and reuse 

• Algorithmic differentiation: Unique models that power smarter decisions 

The advantage compounds over time. Better data leads to better models, which lead to better 

outcomes, which generate more data. Traditional firms cannot easily replicate this self-

reinforcing loop. 
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Figure 3: AI-First Companies Have Different Architectures  

(Source: Adapted from HBS) 

 

Real-World Example: Ant Group 

Ant Group is a clear example of an AI-first company in practice. Originally a payments 

business, it evolved into a full-fledged financial services platform offering credit, insurance, 

and investment tools, all powered by AI. 

• It processes millions of transactions per second while using AI to assess 

creditworthiness in real time 

• Its fraud detection systems improve continuously through machine learning 

• It runs on a digital core that enables rapid experimentation and deployment 

This allows Ant Group to offer personalised services at scale, with a cost structure and speed 

that traditional organisations cannot match. 
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Figure 4: Ant Group Aims Transformation into a “Finlife” Provider  

(Source: Ant Group prospectus) 

 

The Takeaway for Leaders 

If your organisation still treats AI as a tool or a one-off project, you are already behind. 

Becoming AI-first is not about bolting on technology. It is about reimagining your business 

from the ground up, with data, algorithms, and adaptability at its centre. 

Up next: 
Inside the AI Factory: How Data, Algorithms, and Infrastructure Drive AI Success 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 



www.myconsultancy.com.au


