
    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Happened to the 
Second Marshmallow? 

ANDING PERSPECTIVE | 2020 

The CompAIler 
Imperative 

ANDING PERSPECTIVE | 2026 



 
 The CompAIler Imperative Page 2 | 5  

 
  

Executive summary 

The most consequential strategic question facing senior leaders today is not whether to deploy 

artificial intelligence, but how the quality of human thinking will shape the returns that AI 

ultimately delivers. This paper argues that the act of prompting an AI system is structurally 

equivalent to writing software code – and that the same discipline, precision, and structured logic 

that once separated excellent programmers from average ones now separates organizations that 

extract transformational value from AI from those that merely automate mediocrity. 

Three divergent trajectories are available to every enterprise. The path an organization follows 

will be determined not by its technology budget, but by the quality of human intelligence it deploys 

alongside the technology. Our analysis indicates that organizations which actively invest in 

sharpening structured thinking, precise communication, and multi-order reasoning across 

their workforce will achieve outcomes that are not incrementally better, but exponentially 

so. 

I. From compiler to compAIler: The programming parallel 

Those of us who came of age writing code – whether in Turbo Pascal, Visual Basic, Active Server 

Pages, or even Assembler – will recognize a familiar discipline at the heart of effective AI 

interaction. The compiler was unforgiving. A misplaced semicolon, an ambiguous variable name, 

or a poorly sequenced logic block produced either a failed build or, worse, a program that ran but 

produced the wrong result. The machine did exactly what it was told, nothing more. Excellence, 

therefore, lived entirely in the quality of the instruction. 

Large language models introduce what might best be described as a ‘fuzzy layer’ between human 

intent and machine execution. Natural language replaces syntax. Approximate phrasing is 

tolerated. The barrier to entry falls dramatically – and with it, paradoxically, the perceived 

need for rigor. Yet the underlying dynamic has not changed. The AI system – the "CompAIler" – 

still executes on what it is given. The output is still bounded by the precision, structure, and depth 

of the instruction that precedes it. 

“The fuzzy layer makes AI accessible to everyone. It does not make excellence automatic 

for anyone.” 

This distinction carries profound implications for talent strategy, capability investment, and 

competitive differentiation. Organizations that conflate accessibility with adequacy will find that 

their AI deployments produce consistently average results – because average instructions, 

however fluently expressed, produce average outcomes. A compiler is only as good as the person 

writing the prompt (aka code). And since LLMs structurally converge towards the statistical 

average anyway, multiplying two averages will leave you with a sub-par result. 

II. The intelligence multiplier: Three strategic scenarios 

The relationship between human intelligence and AI capability is multiplicative, not additive. This 

is the central insight that senior leaders must internalize. The value a firm derives from AI is 

a function of two variables: The scope and sophistication of the AI tools deployed, and the quality 

of human direction applied to them. Reducing either variable constrains the product of both. 
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Modelling this relationship across a realistic planning horizon reveals three materially distinct 

trajectories – illustrated in the below graph. The areas underneath each represent the output 

quality delivered with a given AI usage scope. 

 

FIGURE 1: HUMAN INTELLIGENCE X AI USAGE - THREE OUTCOME SCENARIOS 

 

Scenario A: The Atrophy Trap (Lowest Trajectory) 

In this scenario, organizations deploy AI broadly but allow the quality of human engagement 

to decline. Teams stop wrestling with complexity because the tool produces ‘good enough’ 

answers quickly. Prompt quality deteriorates. Critical review of AI outputs atrophies. Human 

intelligence – measured in terms of rigorous thinking, precise articulation, and structured problem 

decomposition – decreases over time. Because the value of AI is multiplied by the quality of 

human input, a declining multiplier produces a compressing return curve. The organization 

becomes progressively more dependent on, and less capable of directing, the very technology it 

relies upon. This is not a theoretical risk; it is an observable tendency in early AI adopters 

that failed to pair deployment with deliberate capability management. 

Scenario B: The Steady State (Middle Trajectory) 

Here, human intelligence is held constant at today’s level. Employees learn to prompt with 

discipline, apply the same structured logic they would bring to any complex task today, and treat 

AI as a highly capable but strictly directed resource. This scenario yields a linear, and meaningful, 

improvement in outcomes – more value delivered per unit of effort, faster cycle times, broader 

analytical reach. For most organizations, this trajectory already represents a significant 

competitive gain. It requires, however, a deliberate investment in what we term ‘CompAIler 

literacy’ – the capacity to translate business intent into precise, sequenced, consequence-aware 

AI instructions. 
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Scenario C: The Exponential Upside (Superior Trajectory) 

The highest trajectory is available to organizations that treat AI adoption as a catalyst for 

actively sharpening human capability, rather than a substitute for it. When people become 

better structured thinkers, clearer communicators, and more anticipatory reasoners because of 

their engagement with AI, the multiplier itself rises over time. The result is an exponential 

improvement in outcomes – outcomes that competitors operating in Scenario A or B cannot 

replicate simply by deploying the same AI tools. The technology is commoditizing rapidly. The 

human intelligence applied to it is not. 

III. Imperatives for leadership 

The strategic implications of this framework are actionable today. We identify three 

interdependent imperatives that organizations must pursue concurrently. 

1. Invest in structured thinking as a core competency 

The single most leveraged investment an organization can make in the AI era is not a new 

platform or an expanded API budget – it is the structured thinking capability of its people. 

Programming-style logic – decomposing a goal into precise, sequenced steps with clear 

conditional branches – was once the preserve of engineering teams. It is now a universal 

professional skill. Organizations that build this capability broadly, across functions and levels, will 

dramatically outperform those that treat it as a technical specialty. 

Training curricula, performance frameworks, and hiring criteria should reflect this priority. 

The ability to articulate a problem precisely, break it into ordered steps, and anticipate 

downstream consequences should be evaluated as rigorously as financial acumen, industry 

knowledge or social capabilities. 

2. Make precision in communication a non-negotiable standard 

Vague instructions are expensive. When a prompt is ambiguous, the AI iterates, requests 

clarification, or – more dangerously – fills the gap with assumptions that compound throughout 

the output. Organizations that tolerate imprecise communication will burn disproportionate 

token budgets, extend cycle times, and introduce systematic error into AI-assisted work 

products. Those that cultivate a culture of precise, unambiguous communication will compound 

efficiency gains across every AI-assisted process in the enterprise. 

This imperative has implications well beyond AI deployment. Precision in communication is, 

fundamentally, precision in thinking. The discipline required to eliminate interpretive ambiguity 

from a prompt is the same discipline required to eliminate it from a strategy document, a client 

brief, or an operating instruction. AI adoption is, paradoxically, an opportunity to raise 

communication standards across the board. 

3. Develop second- and third-order reasoning at every level 

Effective AI direction requires the ability to think ahead: To anticipate the consequences of a given 

instruction, identify where the AI is likely to go wrong, and structure the prompt to pre-empt those 
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failure modes. This is not a leadership skill. It is a universal professional skill in an AI-

augmented workplace. 

Organizations must therefore extend the expectation of anticipatory, multi-step reasoning beyond 

senior roles and into the broader workforce. This means training individuals not only in what 

to ask an AI, but in how to sequence a complex objective across multiple interactions, how 

to validate intermediate outputs before committing to downstream steps, and how to recognize 

when an AI output reflects an ambiguity in the original instruction rather than a limitation of the 

model. 

Conclusion: The decisive variable 

Artificial intelligence will continue to advance. Model capability will improve. Deployment costs will 

fall. The technology itself is, in this sense, a leveling force – available to every competitor at 

roughly comparable terms. What is not leveling is the quality of human intelligence an 

organization brings to its use. 

The CompAIler parallel is instructive precisely because it reminds us that the compiler was 

never the source of competitive advantage – the programmer was. The organizations that 

will define the next competitive era are those that understand this clearly: AI is the compiler. Your 

people are the programmers. The code they write – their prompts, their logic, their structured 

thinking, their precise communication – will determine whether the output of this extraordinary 

technology is transformational or merely average. 

The window for establishing this advantage is open. It will not remain so indefinitely. 

 

– This paper is intended for distribution to senior leadership. It represents the views of the 

author and is intended to inform strategic dialogue on AI capability investment. While outline 

and logic was designed by the author, the phrasing was partially created with Claude. 
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