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Across industries, organizations are discovering that the most effective AI leaders don't
always emerge from traditional technical backgrounds. As companies race to implement AI
strategies, many are overlooking a hidden talent pool: executives with deep domain
expertise, proven change management skills, and the business acumen to connect AI
investments to tangible outcomes. 

Executive Summary



When a major healthcare system needed
someone to lead their AI transformation initiative,
they faced a critical decision. Like many
companies today, they believed the best course
of action would be to search for the obvious: a
computer science PhD from a tech giant with a
seven-figure compensation package.

A concentrated search of the external market and
thorough vetting of their internal team led us to
recommend that they promote their vice
president of clinical operations, a physician with
an MBA who had spent fifteen years optimizing
patient care workflows. Eighteen months later,
their AI-powered diagnostic support system is
being used across more than 200 facilities, and
patient outcomes have measurably improved.

This isn't an isolated success story. Across
industries, organizations are discovering that the
most effective AI leaders don't always emerge
from traditional technical backgrounds. As
companies race to implement AI strategies, many
are overlooking a hidden talent pool: executives
with deep domain expertise, proven change
management skills, and the business acumen to
connect AI investments to tangible outcomes. The
question isn't whether these non-traditional
candidates can lead AI initiatives, but why so
many organizations are still limiting their search
to conventional profiles.

Many executive teams still believe the best
resume and skill sets for AI leadership entail a
PhD in Computer Science or a related field,
experience at a major tech company,
published research in machine learning, and
hands-on coding expertise. Those credentials 

have become a default checklist, treated as non-
negotiable prerequisites for anyone overseeing AI
strategy.

There's obvious logic here. AI is a technical
discipline, and technical depth matters. But this
narrow aperture creates significant problems.
First, it constrains an already limited talent pool.
Competition for candidates with elite technical
pedigrees has reached a fever pitch, and we are
seeing compensation packages escalating and
time-to-fill stretching beyond acceptable limits as
organizations spark bidding wars for the same
small group of individuals.

More fundamentally, technical expertise alone
doesn't guarantee business impact. The
graveyard of failed AI initiatives is filled with
technically brilliant projects that solved the wrong
problems, couldn't gain organizational adoption,
or never connected to actual business value.
Having someone who can build a sophisticated
neural network matters little if they can't identify
which business challenges are worth solving,
secure stakeholder buy-in or navigate the
organizational complexities of enterprise-wide
implementation.

The Traditional AI Leader
Profile and Its Limitations 
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The clients that we see have the most
transformative AI applications are emerging
at the intersection of domain knowledge and
technical capability. Subject matter expertise
still matters: Understanding the nuances of
supply chain logistics, the intricacies of
regulatory compliance, or the subtleties of
customer behavior often matter more than
algorithmic optimization. Too often,
traditional search criteria systematically

The Case for Non-
Traditional AI Leaders 



 screen out candidates with precisely this
expertise.

Non-traditional AI leaders with deep domain
expertise bring a fundamentally different value
proposition to the table. A financial services
executive who has spent twenty years in risk
management, for instance, understands the
nuances of credit decisions, regulatory
requirements, and risk appetite in ways that no
amount of technical training can quickly replicate.
When evaluating AI applications for fraud
detection or loan underwriting, this knowledge
becomes invaluable. 

Non-traditional leaders also often have extensive
experience driving organizational
transformation. They've navigated resistance,
built coalitions across skeptical stakeholder
groups, and developed change management
skills for complex environments. They understand
that AI adoption is fundamentally a people
challenge—getting teams to trust new systems,
modify workflows, and manage the anxiety that
accompanies automation.

Meanwhile, business acumen keeps AI
investments grounded in commercial reality.
These leaders instinctively connect technical
capabilities to revenue growth, cost reduction,
and competitive advantage. They can build ROI
models, prioritize use cases based on business
impact, and communicate with boards and
investors in the language of business outcomes
rather than technical metrics.

As AI moves from isolated projects to enterprise-
wide capabilities, cross-functional leadership
experience has become critical, too. Non-
traditional leaders excel at building bridges
between technical teams and business units. 

They can translate between data scientists and
sales leaders and engineers and executives to
ensure that technical work remains aligned with
business priorities.

Finally, an aptitude for customer intimacy
shapes AI applications users actually want.
Leaders who’ve spent their careers close to
customers understand pain points, behavioral
nuances, and adoption barriers in visceral ways.
They can envision how AI should enhance
customer experiences because they've lived
those experiences themselves.
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In addition to the skill sets described above,
non-traditional AI leaders need to have
several core competencies. Perhaps most
important: they still need technical fluency,
even if they lack deep technical expertise or
the ability to code. They must be able to have
credible conversations with data scientists,
understand machine learning capabilities,
and evaluate technical trade-offs. 

During interviews, watch for candidates who
ask insightful questions about model
performance, data requirements, and
technical trade-offs. Can they explain the
difference between supervised and
unsupervised learning? Do they understand
what training data means and why it matters?
Red flags include showing discomfort
engaging with technical details.

Pattern recognition shows whether
candidates can identify AI opportunities. Look
for track records of spotting process
improvement opportunities, leveraging 

What to Look For: A
Competency Framework 



technology for competitive advantage, or
recognizing patterns others missed. Ask them to
analyze your business and identify where AI
might create value. Their answers will reveal both
business acumen and technical understanding.

Strong candidates will identify specific use cases,
explain the business logic, and acknowledge
implementation challenges. Weak candidates will
propose automation where no real inefficiency
exists or miss repeating signals that point to
genuine strategic value.

Stakeholder management is critical for the
adoption of AI. AI transformation touches every
part of an organization, often threatening existing
workflows and roles. Candidates need
demonstrated ability to secure executive buy-in
for major initiatives, build coalitions across
resistant groups, and navigate organizational
politics.

Probe for examples of driving change against
resistance. How did they build support? What
objections did they face? How did they address
concerns? The best candidates will show empathy
for resistance while demonstrating persistence in
driving necessary change.

Resource allocation separates strategic leaders
from tactical executors. AI requires significant
investment in talent, technology, and
infrastructure. Candidates must make disciplined
decisions about where to invest, balance quick
wins against long-term capability building, and
justify spending to skeptics.

Ask about their approach to prioritizing
competing opportunities with limited resources.
Strong candidates will articulate clear frameworks
for evaluation, discuss trade-offs explicitly, and 

show comfort making tough calls with imperfect
information.

Finally, talent development is essential: Leaders
succeed by building strong technical teams
around them. They need to attract specialists
with more technical depth, create environments
where that talent thrives, and retain high
performers in competitive markets.

Evaluate their track record of building technical
teams. Do they show genuine respect for
technical expertise? Can they articulate what
motivates those professionals? Have they
successfully recruited and retained specialists?
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Hiring a non-traditional AI leader is just the
beginning. A structured onboarding and
development plan that includes integration
coaching and assessments maximizes their
probability of success.

Technical onboarding should start
immediately. Invest in executive AI education
to build technical fluency quickly. Arrange
deep-dive sessions with your technical teams
to understand current capabilities and
constraints. Create opportunities to interact
directly with AI systems. The goal isn't making
them engineers but ensuring they can engage
credibly with technical teams.

Team structure requires careful design.
Consider a partnership model, pairing your
business-savvy non-traditional leader with a
strong technical partner, such as an
engineering VP or Chief Data Scientist. The 

The Build Plan: Setting
Non-Traditional AI Leaders
Up for Success 



non-traditional leader sets up strategy and drives
adoption while technical leaders handle
architecture and implementation. Ensure their
direct reports include complementary technical
experts and build clear accountability frameworks
that leverage their strengths while covering gaps.

Advisory support accelerates learning curves.
Technical advisors can provide counsel on
complex technical decisions, while peer networks
connecting them with other AI leaders create
learning opportunities and benchmark
comparisons. 

Quick wins build credibility and momentum.
Identify a well-scoped AI use case where success
seems probable. This demonstrates capability,
creates organizational buy-in, and gives the
leader concrete experience with AI
implementation. Success here provides credibility
for larger initiatives.

 unnecessarily constrains your talent pool?

Then, look inside your organization. Who has
driven transformation? Who deeply understands
your customers, operations, or industry? Who has
built and led high-performing teams?

With the right support structure, these individuals
might be your next AI leaders. Sometimes that
person has a PhD from Stanford. More often than
you’d think that person has spent twenty years in
your industry solving real business problems,
developing deep industry expertise, and driving
transformational change.

Too many organizational leaders are limiting the
leadership slates for AI roles, looking too hard
(and paying too much) for top technical talent. To
make sure you’re not screening out exceptional
candidates, start by auditing your current AI
leadership requirements. Challenge each
requirement: Is this essential for success in this
specific role, or is it a nice-to-have that

The Path Forward 

Modern helps clients build future-ready organizations
through integrated solutions spanning Executive Search,
Leadership Advisory, Organizational Strategy, and
Executive Communities. We help the world’s boldest
leaders and most influential organizations define the
future, not follow it. Let us know how we can help.
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