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For more than three decades, APTMetrics has worked 
with the world’s most advanced and forward-looking 
organizations to generate stronger leadership. That work has 
provided a longitudinal view of how leadership evolves under 
shifting economic, technological, and societal conditions. 
Periods of change are not new. What is less common 
are moments when the underlying assumptions about 
leadership itself begin to move. 

This piece reflects observations from that broader body 
of work, as well as more recent insights gathered through 
the Leadership Fusion Project — an ongoing series of in-
depth, off-the-record conversations with enterprise leaders 
representing more than 50 corporate boards. Among the 
32 interviews conducted as of the publication of this article, 
participants have included 10 board chairs, 3 lead directors, 
10 current and 5 former CEOs, 25 current board directors, and 
8 non-CEO C-suite executives. (Some interviewees held more 
than one of these designations.) 

Taken together, the interviewees represented 58 
organizations, of which 42 are public and 16 private. 
Industries represented included pharma, technology, 
mining, manufacturing, food services, automotive supply, 
agribusiness, semiconductors, healthcare, insurance, 
financial services, energy, consumer products, professional 
services, and others. 

Participants were asked to reflect on how artificial 
intelligence is changing the demands of leadership in the 
boardroom and in the C-suite: what is different, what has 
become more uncertain, and where they see both risk 
and possibility emerging. The views expressed were not 
uniform, but taken together, they point to a set of emerging 
patterns — less about technology itself, and more about 

PREFACE

APTMetrics Board & C-Suite 
Advisory Services
The Board and C-Suite Advisory group 
works with CEOs, boards, and enterprise 
leadership teams to align, grow, and 
perform through dynamic environments 
and challenges. 

Our three decades of experience have 
been spent helping our clients with:

	� CEO and C-Suite Succession & 
Development

	� Board, C-suite and CEO Leadership 
Coaching

	� Senior Team and Board Effectiveness

	� Board Evaluation & Effectiveness

About the Authors
Dr. Matt Paese is a globally recognized 
leadership coach, consultant, author, 
keynote speaker, and pioneer of top 
approaches for helping leaders succeed. 

Dr. Kevin Cook designs executive talent 
management strategies for succession 
management, conducts leadership 
assessment and development, drives 
data-driven insights for clients, and 
provides transformative change 
leadership.

+1 203.655.7779
info@aptmetrics.com aptmetrics.com

https://aptmetrics.com


There is a quiet tension running through senior 
leadership teams today — rarely named directly 
but widely felt. It is not simply about whether 
artificial intelligence will disrupt business models, 
alter finance and investment structures, or 
accelerate innovation cycles. Most senior leaders, 
by now, acknowledge those realities. The more 
consequential tension is personal. It sits closer to 
identity than to strategy. 

Across our work with CEOs, boards, and senior 
teams – and through interviews conducted 
as part of the Leadership Fusion Project – a 
consistent pattern is emerging: many experienced, 
accomplished leaders are privately unsure of their 
own ability to remain relevant in an AI-shaped 
future. 

They are uncertain about what they are expected 
to understand, what they can safely admit they 
do not understand, and how quickly the ground 
beneath their expertise may shift. In parallel, they 
are experiencing rising expectations from their 
workforces to provide clarity, confidence and 
direction. 

Doug McMillion and James Quincey, recently retired 
CEOs of Walmart and Coca Cola, respectively, have 
been notable voices among a growing number 
of large enterprise leaders who have cited AI 
as a principle factor leading to new leadership 
requirements, and in their own decisions to step 
aside to allow other leaders with different profiles to 
step in. 

But this uncertainty is not simply a personal 
confidence struggle. New demands are reshaping 
how leaders must communicate, how they frame 
the future and translate priorities, and how 
convincingly they are able to create confidence 
among others.  

As we examined these dynamics more closely, four 
distinct forces began to emerge — forces that are 
disrupting not only how leadership is experienced, 
but how it must be practiced. 

They include a largely hidden but pervasive sense 
of insecurity among senior leaders; a new kind of 
change that demands immediate translation from 
technological capability to human and business 
impact; a growing pull for leaders to become 
more directly involved in operational and technical 
realities; and an increasing challenge in constructing 
a compelling and credible story of the future. 

Individually, each of these forces presents a 
challenge. Together, they create a set of conditions 
that are beginning to reprioritize and reorient what 
effective leadership requires. 

In the sections that follow, we explore these forces 
and the ways in which they are reshaping leadership 
at the enterprise level. We then turn to the 
implications of those shifts and what they suggest 
about the emerging demands of leadership in the  
AI era. 

INTRODUCTION

how the experience, expectations, and effectiveness 
of leadership are being reshaped as organizations 
wrestle with the opportunities and challenges 
generated by the proliferation of AI. 

It would be easy to characterize this moment as 
a fundamental break from everything we have 
understood about leadership. A more accurate 
framing may be that it represents the most powerful 
shift in a multi-decade succession of inflection 
points that have progressively redefined leadership 
in modern enterprises – the rise of the internet, the 
Great Recession, the digital transformation era, and 

the global disruption of COVID. Each introduced 
new pressures, new expectations, and new ways 
of leading. Each, in its own way, unsettled prior 
assumptions and demanded adaptation. 

But viewed together, these moments feel less 
like isolated disruptions and more like a series 
of rumbles—early signals of deeper movement 
beneath the surface. What leaders are now 
experiencing with AI is growing in magnitude 
and character. The ground is no longer shifting 
incrementally. 

The volcano has begun to erupt. 
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FOUR NEW CHALLENGES DISRUPTING ENTERPRISE LEADERSHIP 
IN THE AI ERA 

1.	 The New Challenge of Understanding – 
Private Insecurity 

One of the more striking findings from our 
interviews is the degree to which leaders are 
wrestling with an experience that is largely invisible 
to their peers and organizations. 

“There is a tremendous amount of insecurity 
among board members, but you won’t hear many 
people admit it”, said one board director from a 
large healthcare sector corporation. 

Several described a form of performative confidence 
– that they both observe among others and even 
demonstrate themselves – which involves projecting 
clarity and understanding in conversations about AI 
while privately holding uneducated, incomplete or 
evolving views. In many environments, expressions 
of curiosity or uncertainty are subtly penalized.

Humility, while espoused, can be interpreted as 
lack of preparedness. 

Another director (who sits on multiple boards) 
admitted privately that on more than one occasion, 
he had not understood the core premises of AI 

initiatives or concepts being discussed, and he 
felt confident that other board members were 
similarly confused. The terminology was unfamiliar, 
the implications unclear. As the conversations 
progressed, no one sought clarification. Questions 
stayed on the surface. Plans and discussions    
moved on. 

“It’s one of those things where you don’t want to be 
the one who slows things down or reveal that you 
don’t get it”, he shared.  

The result is not simply a personal strain. It 
constrains team decision dynamics. When leaders 
cannot openly acknowledge what they do not 
yet understand, the collective judgment of the 
team declines. Questions go unasked. Doubts go 
unspoken. The ability to penetrate the nuances of 
critical issues is compromised. 

Early signals in dialogues about AI topics – often 
ambiguous and difficult to interpret – are less 
likely to be surfaced and explored. At precisely the 
moment when leadership requires broader inquiry 
and sharper dialogue, the range of thinking can 
narrow. 

2.  The New Challenge of Mastery – AI 
Fluency and Change Fluency 

Organizations are responding as they have in 
moments when technology leapt forward in the 
past – investing in AI education, exposure, and 
experimentation. Leaders are becoming more 
conversant in the language of AI, more comfortable 
interacting with its tools, and more confident 
participating in discussions about its potential 
applications. 

But alongside this effort is a complex challenge of 
fluency, which is far more than technical. 

Being able to describe what a large language model 
(LLM) does, interpret outputs, or engage with AI-
enabled tools is not the same as understanding 
how AI should shape enterprise decisions. Technical 
familiarity can create a sense of progress, even as the 
more consequential questions remain unresolved. 

Where should judgment reside in a human + AI 
system? How should accountability be defined? 
How should risk be tracked as models evolve 
and combine over time? These are not technical 
questions alone. They are leadership questions 
requiring dialogue, debate, shared interpretation, 
trade-off, and informed judgment. 

In practice, this gap appears quickly. One executive 
described an increasingly familiar situation in 
which an AI tool demonstrably improved speed and 
accuracy in a core workflow. 

The technical case for scaling it was clear, but as 
the discussion moved beyond efficiency and cost 
metrics, the conversation shifted: What would this 
mean for experienced employees whose judgment 
was now being supplemented, and potentially 
overridden? How should leaders communicate the 
change without threatening employee confidence? 
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And how should accountability be defined when 
human and machine judgments diverge? “I think 
it’s fair to say that none of us have ever faced a 
communication challenge quite like this”, said one 
board director. 

AI fluency, in its technical sense, is not sufficient on 
its own, and cannot be separated from the ability to 
lead change. The two are inseparable. To understand 
what AI is doing without understanding what it 
means for how work is performed, how decisions 
are made, how people see their role, and how the 
organization functions, is to remain only partially 
fluent. 

As one CEO and board chair put it, “We are all now 
being asked to do more than just understand 
AI.” She explained that they are being asked to 
understand how AI reshapes business and people 
systems simultaneously. 

This requires a form of dual fluency — one 
that integrates technical comprehension with 
organizational leadership savvy. Leaders must 
be able to connect the mechanics of AI to their 
implications for strategy, operating models, roles, 
and culture.  

Without this integration, technical fluency can 
become misleading. There is no consensus on how 
much is enough, and leaders with deep technical 
backgrounds often take a more stringent view. As 
one interviewee (a former CIO) put it, “You can’t 
take people that don’t understand data structures 
and put them in charge of an AI project.” Another 
observed that “boards are not ready for these 
complex technical dilemmas,” pointing to gaps in 
understanding around governance, regulation, and 
privacy. 

These perspectives are valid — and they surface an 
important tension. Leadership cannot be reduced to 
technical expertise. But insufficient understanding 
can compromise judgment in areas where system 
design, ethical exposure, and business performance 
are tightly intertwined. The ability to ask the right 
questions, challenge assumptions, and oversee 
decisions credibly requires a threshold of technical 
grounding. 

What distinguishes effective leadership in this 
context is the ability to integrate technical 
understanding with real-time interpretation — 
linking capability to consequence, and insight 
to action. Leaders must be able to see, almost 
simultaneously, how AI is changing both the 
business system and the human system, and to 
respond in ways that keep those changes coherent. 

Further, they need to accomplish this integration 
in their own organizations while simultaneously 
advancing their understanding and perspective 
of the external environments all around them. 
What they do internally is critically important but 
will be insufficient if it doesn’t advance with a 
corresponding external view. 

Most leaders acknowledge that achieving a 
uniformly superior level of technical expertise across 
boards and senior teams is neither realistic nor 
necessary. 

What is required instead is a form of shared fluency 
— where sufficient technical understanding is 
distributed across the leadership system, and where 
leaders collectively possess the ability to translate 
that understanding into decisions, communication, 
and direction. 

In the end, AI fluency is not simply about knowing 
the technology. It is about knowing what the 
technology does to, and for the enterprise — and 
being able to lead accordingly.
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3.  The New Challenge of Involvement – Getting 
Closer 

As AI proliferates, most anticipate that access will normalize. 
What appears advanced today will soon become expected. 
At that point, differentiation shifts — not from who has the 
best tools, but from who exercises the best judgment about 
them.  

An insight from a pharma-sector board member highlights 
the point: “Tool and technology adoption may be a 
differentiator in the short term, but soon it will be the price 
of entry.” 

He and others concurred that this is not simply a senior 
leadership issue. Decision-making and judgment in the 
AI era are changing for leaders at all levels. Heightened 
collaboration will need to occur both horizontally, across 
functions, and vertically, across levels of leadership. Why? 
Because, as he put it, “Everyone has to learn this together.” 

This increases the need for senior leaders to increase their 
involvement. Traditionally, it’s assumed that senior leaders 
will maintain a degree of distance from operational and 
technical detail – to foster scale, delegation, and focus on 
enterprise-level priorities. Under that umbrella, judgment 
is built through accumulated experience, management 
reviews, and periodic engagement with critical issues, rather 
than continuous immersion in them. 

In the AI context, that model is under strain. The pace of 
change, complexity of issues, and interdependence between 
technical and human dynamics make it increasingly difficult 
to develop sound judgment without deeper involvement. 
Leaders are finding that the most consequential questions 
cannot be fully understood through summaries, dashboards, 
or second-hand interpretation. They must be engaged more 
directly. 

One current CIO and board member put it this way, “We 
have to raise our expectations for speed. In this context, 
leaders have to stay close enough to create focus, discipline, 
and faster decision making. We can’t tolerate the slow 
walk.” 

Accelerating leadership maturity with AI will not happen 
by maintaining traditional boundaries between senior 
leadership and the operational or technical core of the 
business. It requires a more deliberate effort to get closer 
— to the systems, to the data, to the decisions, and to the 
people working at the intersection of all three. 

This does not imply that all leaders must become AI systems 
engineers. But it does require a different form of involvement 
— one that allows them to experience how AI is actually 

Why This Is Not Digital 
Transformation — At Least 
Not in the Way Leaders 
Remember It
For many senior leaders, the current 
moment invites comparison to the digital 
transformation wave that unfolded over 
the past decade or more. There are clear 
parallels. 

Both involve rapid technological 
advancement, significant investment, 
and pressure to rethink business models 
and operations. 

Both require leaders to engage with 
unfamiliar domains and to make 
decisions in the presence of evolving 
capability. 

But the similarities can be misleading. 

Digital transformation, for all its 
complexity, largely operated within a 
more stable conception of leadership. 
Leaders were asked to modernize 
systems, digitize processes, and reorient 
organizations toward new channels and 
customer expectations. 

The work was substantial and required a 
great deal of new thinking, but it was also, 
in many respects, bounded. 

Technology was something to be 
implemented, scaled, and governed. 
Expertise could be delegated. Progress 
could be measured against defined 
milestones. 

AI introduces a different kind of 
challenge. 

It does not simply change what 
organizations do. It changes how 
decisions are made, how knowledge 
is generated, and how authority is 
established. 

It operates not only at the level of 
systems and processes, but at the level 
of cognition—augmenting, and in 
some cases competing with, the very 
capabilities leaders have historically relied 
upon. 

This distinction becomes clearer when 
viewed through how leadership decisions 
actually unfold. 
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shaping decisions, workflows, and trade-offs in real time. 
This shift becomes particularly visible as AI moves from 
experimentation into core operating processes. 

In one example described by a board member, a company 
introduced AI into its demand forecasting and supply 
planning system, an area traditionally managed through 
a combination of analytics and experienced operator 
judgment. The model improved forecast accuracy and 
responded more quickly to changing conditions, creating 
clear operational advantages. 

But as reliance on the system increased, so did the 
complexity of leadership involvement. Functional leaders 
began to interpret the model’s outputs differently, with 
operations prioritizing efficiency gains while commercial 
leaders raised concerns about consumer impact. Questions 
emerged about when to rely on the system, when to 
override it, and how accountability should be defined when 
outcomes were uncertain. 

What had initially appeared to be a technical 
implementation became a leadership issue — one that 
required integration across functions, clarity of decision 
rights, and a shared understanding of how human judgment 
and machine output should interact. 

It also revealed a gap. 

Leaders who remained at a distance struggled to interpret 
what was happening. Leaders who engaged more directly 
– spending time with teams, understanding how decisions 
were being made, observing where friction emerged – 
developed a more grounded, nuanced form of judgment. 
They were better able to ask the right questions, surface 
the real trade-offs, and guide decisions in a way that others 
could follow. 

As one board chair put it, “CEOs have to get a lot closer…
particularly to their enterprise technology leaders and 
teams.” In his view, the assumed boundaries of leadership 
– levels, functions, roles, and presumed territories – must 
widen to enable more rapid insight and the development of 
shared, cross-functional and cross-level understanding. 

What once could be optimized within groups now requires 
integration across them — bridging technical, ethical, 
operational, and human considerations simultaneously.

Consider a recent discussion described 
by one interviewee involving the 
deployment of AI into a core decision 
process. 

The board was not simply evaluating 
an investment. It was confronting a 
set of interdependent questions: What 
role should the AI model play relative 
to human judgment? How should 
accountability be defined if outcomes 
probabilities are more uncertain? 
What data is being used, and with 
what potential exposure? How might 
regulatory expectations evolve after 
deployment? And perhaps most 
fundamentally — should the organization 
be making this decision at all? 

These are not questions that can be 
answered once and closed. They evolve as 
the system evolves. 

Where digital transformation emphasized 
alignment, execution, change 
management, and organizational 
boundary spanning, AI places greater 
weight on sense-making, learning, and 
judgment under uncertainty. It requires 
leaders to create clarity in the absence 
of stable reference points, and to guide 
organizations through ambiguity that 
does not resolve quickly. 

Perhaps most significantly, AI 
introduces a more personal dimension 
to the leadership challenge. Digital 
transformation asked leaders to change 
their operating models (i.e., how they 
achieved their organizational priorities). AI 
is asking leaders to reconsider what they 
themselves contribute. 

When machines begin to replicate or 
exceed aspects of human cognition – 
speed, pattern recognition, inquiry – it 
raises implicit questions about relevance, 
value, and identity. 

While Digital Transformation required 
leaders to cross organizational 
boundaries to invent new ways to 
operate, AI Transformation requires them 
to redesign roles, teams, and functions 
from the inside-out, and then piece them 
back together – a much taller task. 
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4.  The New Challenge of Inspiration – 
Creating Meaning 

One interviewee captured the fourth force 
succinctly: “The balance of experience versus vision 
is shifting profoundly.” 

For decades, leadership credibility and judgment, 
including many hiring decisions of board members, 
CEOs, and C-suite leaders, have been grounded in 
experience: the ability to recognize patterns, draw 
from precedent, and apply seasoned judgment. 
That foundation is not disappearing. Experience will 
always remain vital. But now more than ever, it is 
becoming less sufficient. 

In an environment where underlying dynamics are 
changing so rapidly—and often without historical 
precedent—the value of experience shrinks in 
relation to the value of foresight. Patterns that once 
informed decision-making may no longer hold. 
Leaders who rely too heavily on past analogues 
risk misreading the present and therefore limiting 
their ability to anticipate what is coming next. 

This shift elevates the role of vision—not as 
aspiration, but as disciplined forward judgment. 
Leaders are increasingly required to form, test, and 
update their understanding of the future in real 
time, generating new pathways and vectors of effort 
that position humans and AI together to capitalize 
on accelerating change. 

Yet even when leaders understand this shift 
intellectually, translating it into something that 
inspires others proves far more difficult. 

One CEO described preparing for a town hall 
following a series of AI pilots that had shown 
strong early results. The operational case was 
airtight—faster cycle time, improved quality metrics, 
measurable safety gains. But as he worked through 
his planned remarks, he found himself struggling 
with a different question: What exactly should he 
say about the future? 

“I could explain what the technology was doing 
and why it made sense,” he said, “but when I tried 
to describe what this meant for our people — what 
their roles had become, where they create value 
— I realized I didn’t have a clear story. And if I don’t 
have it, they won’t either.” 

In the end, he delivered the update, but afterward 
he reflected, “I wasn’t worried about the strategy. I 
was worried that I couldn’t yet make the future feel 
coherent or worth moving toward.” 

This moment captures a broader shift in the 
demands of leadership. 

As the predictive value of experience declines, the 
burden on leaders to construct a compelling and 
credible narrative of the future increases. This is 
not simply about articulating strategy. It is about 
creating meaning — helping people understand 
how change connects to their own role, their 
own value, and their own trajectory within the 
organization. 

This places new pressure on one of leadership’s 
most fundamental responsibilities: the creation of 
confidence. 

That pressure is heightened by a reality that many 
leaders acknowledged privately – they themselves 
are less confident than they have been in prior 
periods of change. As one leader put it, “I’m not 
comfortable with my ability to predict the pace of 
adoption, or to be compelling to employees about 
where their value will be in the future.” 

Organizations do not simply need direction. They 
need belief. 

Employees are watching how leaders interpret 
change — whether they frame it as opportunity or 
displacement, whether they convey coherence or 
confusion. Leadership becomes substantially more 
dependent on sense-making and communication: 
constructing meaning with which others can 
engage, even when that meaning contains 
uncertainty. 

This requires a difficult balance. 

Leaders must operate within ambiguity without 
conveying instability. They must acknowledge 
uncertainty without amplifying anxiety. They must 
create forward motion without false precision. 

Experience remains a crucial input to enterprise 
leadership. But it is increasingly insufficient 
without the ability to translate that experience into 
a forward-looking narrative — one that not only 
guides decisions, but sustains confidence, aligns 
effort, and makes the future feel both coherent and 
worth pursuing. 
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Across our interviews, one observation surfaced 
repeatedly, stated directly by one board director:  

“AI is starting to sort the truly good leaders from the 
bad ones.” 

That is not to say that AI is introducing entirely new 
leadership requirements. Instead, it is more quickly 
exposing leaders who lack critical foundations. The 
capabilities now being called upon — judgment, 
learning, communication, courage, empathy — have 
always mattered. What is changing is the speed 
and disorienting nature of the context in which they 
must be applied. 

That context is more dynamic, more ambiguous, 
and less forgiving than what many leaders have 
previously encountered. The four forces of change 
described earlier – private insecurity, a new kind of 
change, the pull toward deeper involvement, and 
the challenge of constructing an inspiring future – 
combine to create conditions in which leadership 
capability is tested more continuously and more 
visibly. 

What follows is a synthesis of the leadership 
demands that are being most consistently amplified 
in this rapidly evolving landscape. 

WHEN AI BECOMES A LEADERSHIP TEST

The first set of implications is individual. These are 
not abstract qualities. They are practical demands 
that shape how leaders think, decide, and show up 
in moments that matter. 

	� The ability to construct and communicate a 
future that people can believe in. 

Leaders are no longer being asked simply 
to articulate strategy. They are being asked 
to create meaning. As AI reshapes roles and 
expectations, employees are looking for clarity 
about where they fit and how they create value. 
It is not enough to explain what the technology 
does. Leaders must translate that into a 
coherent story of the future—one that connects 
technological change to human purpose. Many 
leaders find this is where their capability is most 
tested. 

	� The capacity to learn at speed — and to 
continuously update one’s own thinking. 

In the AI context, it must be continuous, like 
before, but with greater density, uncertainty, and 
speed than ever before encountered by most. 
Leaders must absorb new, often disorienting 
information, test assumptions, and revise their 
understanding in real time. This is not just about 
keeping up with technology. It is about keeping 
up with how that technology is changing the 
business and the human system simultaneously. 

Leaders who rely too heavily on what they 
already know find themselves falling behind 
more quickly than before. 

	� Judgment under uncertainty, anchored in 
focus and sense-making. 

The volume of information and the pace of 
change create constant pressure on decision-
making and its efficiency. Leaders must 
determine what matters, frame the right 
problems, and act with incomplete information. 
The challenge is not simply to decide, but to 
decide in a way that advances understanding 
among all leaders and teams at all levels of 
the organization. This requires a level of focus, 
discipline and involvement that goes beyond 
traditional analytical capability. 

	� Courage and conviction in the face of 
incomplete answers. 

AI introduces decisions that are often unfamiliar 
and at times disorienting. Leaders are required 
to take positions, make calls, and move forward 
without full clarity. This is not performative 
confidence. It is the ability to stand within 
uncertainty and provide direction that others 
can follow. Without this, organizations hesitate at 
precisely the moments when forward movement 
is required. 

What Is Being Required of Individual Leaders 
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	� Empathy, vulnerability, trust, and the ability to 
create psychological safety. 

As uncertainty increases, so does the need for 
open, honest, respectful dialogue that cultivates 
trust. Leaders must create environments where 
questions can be asked, doubts can be surfaced, 
and differing perspectives can be explored 
without penalty – all at speed. This is not simply a 
cultural preference. It is a prerequisite for sound, 
efficient judgment. Without it, the dynamics 
described earlier — performative confidence, 
unspoken uncertainty — begin to distort 
decision-making. 

	� Inward curiosity and inward courage. 

Perhaps the most underappreciated demand 
is internal. AI exposes the limits of habitual 
thinking. It challenges assumptions that leaders 
may not even realize they are making. In this 
environment, leaders must be willing to examine 
their own tendencies — how they interpret 
information, how they respond to ambiguity, 
where they default under pressure. And they 
must have the courage to confront both the 
strengths and limitations that emerge. This is 
not self-reflection for its own sake. It is essential 
to adaptation. 

If these demands are significant at the individual 
level, they are magnified at the team level. To 
remain competitive, leadership teams must become 
prolific in producing diverse perspectives that come 
together to produce coherent directions. In the AI 
context, that task becomes more complex—and 
more critical. 

	� The ability to integrate diverse expertise into 
shared understanding. 

AI decisions often sit at the intersection of 
technical, operational, ethical, and strategic 
considerations. No single leader holds the 
comprehensive perspective. Teams must be able 
to combine their expertise in real time, moving 
beyond functional viewpoints to arrive at a 
common interpretation of what is happening, 
how it affects business and culture, and what 
should be done next. 

	� Collective learning at pace. 

Just as individual leaders must learn quickly, so 
must teams. The effectiveness of a leadership 
team is increasingly defined by how rapidly 
it can update its shared understanding. This 
requires not just information flow, but active 
engagement – testing ideas, challenging 
assumptions, and building insight together. 

	� Open dialogue and the normalization of 
uncertainty. 

The risks of private insecurity are amplified in 
team settings. When leaders feel unable to 
express uncertainty, teams default to superficial 
alignment. Effective teams create space for 
candor—where questions are welcomed, 
disagreement is explored, and uncertainty is 
acknowledged without loss of credibility. 

	� Fluid authority based on insight, not position. 

In traditional models, authority tends to align 
with role and hierarchy. In the AI context, 
the most relevant insight may come from 
different parts of the organization at different 
times. Teams must be able to shift influence 
accordingly, allowing expertise to guide 
decisions without undermining cohesion. 

	� The ability to translate technical decisions into 
organizational impact. 

Teams must move beyond understanding what 
an AI system does to understanding what it 
changes across roles, processes, systems, and 
culture. This requires collective sense-making 
that connects technical capability to human 
consequence. 

What Is Being Required of Leadership Teams
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WHAT THIS MEANS GOING FORWARD 
None of these demands are entirely new. Each 
has been identified, in different forms, as part of 
effective leadership. What is new is the degree to 
which they are required simultaneously — and the 
speed at which they must be exercised. 

But because this shift is sparked by AI, some may 
be inclined to characterize it as a technology 
issue (particularly if they feel insecure in their own 
fluency) and step back from their leadership roles as 
opposed to stepping in. 

Study participants were nearly unanimous on two 
points. 

First, the forces of AI are not temporary. They are 
structural. 

Second, what organizations are experiencing now 
represents only the early stages of their impact. 

Taken together, these realities suggest that 
leadership is entering a period in which capability 
will be tested more continuously, more visibly, and 
more consequentially than before. 

AI is not simply changing what leaders must know. 

It is clarifying, with increasing precision, what 
effective leadership requires. 

	� The integration of judgment into coherent 
direction. 

Perhaps most importantly, teams must convert 
diverse inputs into clear, actionable direction. 
Without this, organizations experience 
fragmentation—different functions interpreting 
change in different ways, slowing execution and 
creating confusion.

CONCLUSION: LEADERSHIP IN MOTION 
Taken together, the forces described throughout this piece – 
private insecurity, amplified fluency requirements in both AI and 
change, the pull toward deeper leadership involvement, and 
the growing challenge of constructing an inspiring and credible 
future – do not point to a wholesale reinvention of leadership. 
They point instead to something more precise, and in many 
ways more demanding. 

They point to a shift in emphasis. 

Capabilities that have always mattered – judgment, learning, 
communication, courage, empathy – are now required in 
different proportions, under different conditions, and with far 
less margin for delay or misinterpretation. 

What was once differentiating is becoming foundational. 

What was once sufficient is becoming insufficient. 
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In that sense, AI is not rewriting leadership principles. It is 
clarifying them. It is making visible the conditions under which 
leadership succeeds or fails, and doing so more quickly and 
more transparently than in prior eras. It is exposing the limits of 
experience when it is not paired with forward judgment. 

It is revealing the consequences of distance when proximity is 
required. It is amplifying both the strengths and the gaps that 
leaders bring to their roles. 

This is why so many leaders describe the current moment not 
just as complex, but as revealing. 

The work described here is drawn principally from the 
Leadership Fusion Project, an ongoing effort to understand 
how enterprise leadership is evolving in response to AI. The 
project has surfaced a range of perspectives from CEOs, board 
members, and senior executives across industries. 

While the specific viewpoints vary, there is broad alignment on 
two points: the forces of AI are not temporary, and the impact 
we are currently experiencing represents only the early stages of 
a much larger shift. 

If the past has taught us anything, it is that leadership evolves 
in response to context. The internet, the global financial crisis, 
the digital transformation era, and the COVID pandemic each 
reshaped expectations in meaningful ways. 

AI appears to be doing the same, only with greater speed, 
greater reach, and deeper interaction with the human elements 
of work. 

And like those earlier moments, our understanding of what this 
means is incomplete. 

The Leadership Fusion Project is, by design, iterative. As the 
technology evolves, as organizations adapt, and as leaders 
encounter new forms of challenge, our observations and 
conclusions will continue to develop. The perspectives offered 
here should be understood in that spirit, not as fixed answers, 
but as a current view into a landscape that is still taking shape. 

The question is not whether the demands of leadership are 
changing. They are. The question is how leaders will engage 
with that change – how they will learn, interpret, decide, and 
communicate in conditions that will continue to evolve. 

And perhaps most fundamentally, how they will understand 
themselves and the people they lead in the process. 

Because in the end, the most consequential impact of AI may 
not be what it does to organizations. 

It may be what it reveals about leadership itself. 
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