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The Al product gap

Al companies are developing new technology at an extremely rapid pace. The challenge they
face is turning that technology into the kind of product customers want, use and are willing
to pay for. Turning technology into ROI is what counts.

Forrester's 2026 research found that 84% of surveyed product managers said their
companies incorporated generative Al into at least some products in 2025, up from 58% in
2024. In 2 years the share grew by nearly 45%.

As Al capabilities become more common, offering Al features is no longer enough to
differentiate a product. The Al has to add value to customers. That pressure makes
experienced product executives who know how to bring Al products to market a priority for
Al companies.

This guide explains

e When an Al company should hire a VP of Product -
e Which qualifications and experience matter most =
e What VP of Product executives earn —>

e How to find, evaluate and recruit candidates =

Intro

Generative Al in products, 2024 to 2025

58%./.

Shipping is not the same as winning

Have shipped Al-powered features
A lack of clear Al strategy is a major
challenge

Al is strengthening how the organization
operates

84%

Companies with generative Al in at least
some products

70%

62%

L 36%

Building Al features does not automatically make a product organization stronger or the business perform better.



The role

What a VP of Product owns at an Al company,
one, and how the title sits next to the CPO an

e What a VP of Product does

e Why the role matters

e When to hire: 5 signals

e VP of Product vs CPO vs Head of Al

e Qualifications that matter
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Mmt a VP of Product does

A VP of Product is a senior executive responsible for a company's product strategy and its product organization. At an Al company the role
needs both traditional product management and an understanding of what makes Al-powered products different.

Responsibilities often include The mandate shifts with company stage

01 Developing a product strategy aligned with business objectives

Early-stage Al startup

The VP of Product may help establish product-market fit, define the
03  Managing product roadmaps and development priorities company's initial product offering and work directly with the founding team.

02 Identifying customer needs and market opportunities

04 Leading product managers and cross-functional teams

05  Working with Al researchers, engineers and designers EStabliShEd AI company

The executive may oversee multiple product lines, manage larger teams and

06  Evaluating Al capabilities, limitations and product risks
g P ’ P focus on scaling revenue, ROl and customer adoption.

07 Overseeing product launches and commercialization

08 Measuring adoption, retention, revenue and satisfaction The role varies considerably. Responsibilities depend on the company's size, its products
and its stage of growth.

The main responsibility is making sure the Al technology becomes a product that Page 8 compares the titles =

delivers measurable value to the business and to customers.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies Christian & Timbers, 2026



The role

Why the role matters

Al companies need product leaders who can determine which technical capabilities are worth
developing into commercial products.

Without strong product leadership, engineering teams may build impressive technology that
does not address a meaningful customer need. That wastes money, and as Al adoption expands
the problem is becoming more common. A VP of Product closes the gap by establishing
priorities, understanding customer needs and aligning teams around measurable outcomes.

What strong product leadership moves

Customer retention Revenue growth Development costs Competitive position
Whether the product keeps Whether adoption converts Whether engineering effort Whether the product is
the customers it wins. into recurring revenue. lands on work that pays differentiated or just has Al

back. features.

The 2026 State of Al in Product

7 00/ of organizations had shipped Al-powered
o features

6 2 0/ of product managers call a lack of clear Al
(v strategy a major challenge

3 6 0/ of product leaders say Al is strengthening
o how their organization operates

309 product professionals surveyed across 40
countries.
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When to hire: 5 signals

When product development becomes too complex for founders and existing managers to oversee, it is time to hire a
VP of Product. Tick the signals that describe your company.

Your result

|:| Strong technology, no product-market fit

O f 5 Tick the signals on the left.
Al startups often begin with technical founders whose expertise in machine learning or Al research does not translate directly O

into a product customers want. A VP of Product identifies target customers, validates demand, establishes pricing and decides

which features are worth investing in.

|:| The product organization is growing

As Al companies hire more product managers, designers and engineers, those teams need consistent leadership and clear

priorities. A VP of Product establishes the development process, defines responsibilities and keeps teams working toward shared Not every Al startup needs one yet
business objectives.
I:l Development is not producing business results A smaller company with 1 product and a lean team may be well served
by a founder, a Head of Product or an experienced product manager.
The company ships new features, but customer adoption, retention and revenue do not move. The VP of Product assesses The case for a dedicated VP of Product grows with product complexity,
product performance, identifies the weaknesses and decides where resources should be concentrated, whether that means team size and the breadth of business responsibility.

improving the product or pivoting.

|:| The company is expanding into new markets

Moving from a single product in a single market to multiple products, new customer segments or a new geography raises
questions a VP of Product is built to answer: which expansion opportunities to take, where to invest and how to coordinate
development across teams.

|:| The CEO is spending too much time on product decisions
At early-stage companies founders often serve as the product leader. As the organization grows, that work keeps the CEO from

fundraising, partnerships and company leadership. Hiring a VP of Product creates dedicated accountability for product
execution.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies Christian & Timbers, 2026



The role

VP of Product vs CPO vs Head of Al

These executive product and Al positions often work closely together, but their responsibilities differ. Depending on the company, all of
these roles, a few, or just 1 may be needed.

Role Primary responsibility Typical reporting structure

VP of Product Leads product strategy, execution and product teams CPO or CEO

Chief Product Officer (CPO) Oversees company-wide product vision and portfolio strategy CEO

Head of Al Leads Al strategy, technical development and implementation CTO, CAIO or CEO

Chief Technology Officer (CTO) Oversees technology strategy, engineering and architecture CEO

Head of Product Leads product development, often within a smaller organization CEO, CPO or VP of Product
Where the lines fall Before you pick a title
— — — Define the actual scope of the position you are hiring for before
VP of Product Head of Al Smaller companies selecting a title. Sometimes that means reassessing the scope of

every product leadership role, so the responsibilities sit with the

What the company should build, why The underlying Al capabilities, their One executive may cover several or all right person.
customers need it, and how the development and the technical of these. At larger companies the ) o )
product contributes to business implementation. responsibilities spread out. Head of AL Executive Search Hiring Guide -
growth.

Not sure which roles your company needs? Book a call with the Christian & Timbers executive consultants.


https://www.christianandtimbers.com/insights
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Qaliﬁcations that matter

The strongest candidates combine product leadership experience, technical understanding, commercial judgment and the ability to run

cross-functional teams. 5 capabilities to screen for.

01 Product strategy and commercialization

Candidates should have built product strategies that serve both
customer needs and business objectives: launched products,
established product-market fit, expanded into new markets,
improved existing products. Ask for measurable outcomes, not a
count of features delivered.

04 Business and financial judgment

Assessing market opportunities, setting pricing, prioritizing
investment and measuring product performance. For Al products this
includes understanding how model usage and infrastructure
expenses affect unit economics.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies

02 Understanding of Al technology

A VP of Product does not need to be a machine learning engineer,
but must understand the capabilities and Llimits of the technology
behind the product, and how engineering decisions affect
performance, customer experience and profitability.

05 Executive leadership

Leading a team of product managers while coordinating technical
teams, and communicating decisions clearly to the board, executives
and investors. The role also works closely with CEOs, CTOs,
engineering leaders and commercial executives.

Qualifications

Compensation Recruiting Evaluation Timeline FAQ

03 Experience building Al-powered products

Al products introduce problems traditional software does not have:
inconsistent outputs, continuous evaluation, and real cost on every
customer interaction. Experience launching and improving Al
products in production is particularly valuable.

A note from the search desk

Candidates may not check every box, and the one who does is not
automatically the best fit. The strongest hire is often someone who
checks a few boxes and brings the right leadership ability and
cultural fit. Weigh those alongside the Llist.

Christian & Timbers, 2026



Compensation

What a VP of Product earns in 2026, what moves the number, ¢
pricing an offer against the benchmarks.

e Compensation in 2026
e What moves the number
e Offer builder

10




Compensation

Compensation in 2026

Compensation varies significantly with company size, location, funding stage, previous experience and the specific responsibilities of the
role. Al companies often offer strong equity incentives, especially when recruiting experienced product leaders into early-stage

businesses.
Median total compensation by product leadership role Posted salary midpoints, Al product executives
$224.4K median posted salary midpoint
$186.9K

$211,000 - $284,000

middle-half range of posted salary midpoints

$303,000

median midpoint for 19 executive-level postings in the San Francisco Bay Area

Benchmark against positions with comparable responsibilities. The same title carries a different mandate from one Al company to the next.
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Mlat moves the number

5 factors explain most of the spread between 2 VP of Product offers at Al companies.

01

02

03

04

05

Company stage

Early-stage startups sometimes offer lower cash compensation with greater equity opportunity. Later-stage
companies invert that trade.

Technical specialization

Companies developing advanced Al products may require specialized experience and pay a premium for it.

Leadership responsibilities

Managing multiple product lines and large teams raises compensation.

Location

Expectations vary across tech markets. Bay Area executive postings run about 26% above the national median
midpoint.

Equity

Stock options and other long-term incentives may represent a substantial portion of the package, and are excluded
from most posted-salary benchmarks.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies

Qualifications Compensation Recruiting Evaluation Timeline FAQ

The benchmarks, side by side

US executive postings $211K D $284K

Bay Area postings $284K D $322K

$180K $260K $340K

The Bay Area band is drawn around its $303,000 median midpoint; the
report publishes a middle-half range for the national sample only.

Posted midpoints exclude equity and bonuses, so 2 offers with the same

base can be worth very different amounts. The builder on page 13 totals
a package so the comparison is like for like.

Christian & Timbers, 2026



Compensation

Offer builder

Enter the components of a package and the fields total it, then compare it against the 2026 benchmarks. Live
calculation needs Adobe Acrobat or Acrobat Reader.

The reference points

Base salary, $ Target bonus, % Annual equity value, $
VP of Product median total compensation $275,000
Director of Product Management $224, 400
Total cash Total package vs $275K median
Head of Product $186,900
$300,000 $400,000 +$125,000
Median posted midpoint, US Al product $241,000
executives
) Middle-half range of posted midpoints $211K - $284K
Reading
Total cash of $300,000 sits above the $211,000 to $284,000 middle-half range of posted midpoints for US Al product Median posted midpoint, SF Bay Area $303,000

Price the package, not the base. Two offers with the same salary can be worth very different amounts once equity is counted.



Recruiting and evaluation

Where the candidates are, how to run the search, what to ask, how to score, and
how long it takes.

e The talent market

e How to recruit: 5 steps
e |nterview questions

e (andidate scorecard

e How long it takes

e What a search firm does

14
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me talent market

Recruiting a VP of Product for an Al company means finding executives who understand both product development and the commercial
realities of Al. The strongest candidate may not hold the title today.

Titles candidates hold today Where to source What to ask for in the first screen

Head of Product Al-native startups ® A product they took from concept to revenue

: Built the product category from nothin
Director of Al Product Management . e ¢ The adoption or retention number it moved

Enterprise software companies
VP of Product Management ® A capability they decided not to ship
Scaled products and organizations

Group Product Manager

— . ® How they priced it
Cloud technology businesses
Chief Product Officer at a smaller Al compan . : N
I Platform economics and usage-based pricing ® Who they worked with on the engineering side
Founder or product leader at an Al startup _—

Companies that commercialized Al

Took Al from capability to paying customers

Wi e Keep the aperture wide. Experience commercializing Al matters more than the words on the business card.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies Christian & Timbers, 2026
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How to recruit: 5 steps

An effective VP of Product executive search starts with what the role needs to accomplish, not with a list of candidates.

o
01

Define the business
objectives

Determine what the VP of Product
needs to accomplish, then write the job
description. |s the company trying to
establish product-market fit, launch a
new Al product, increase retention, or
scale an existing product organization?
Set first-year goals, reporting line, team
size and budget.

o
02

Identify relevant product
experience

Look for candidates who have solved
similar product and business
challenges. For an early-stage Al
startup, bringing a product from
concept to commercialization matters
most. For a growing enterprise Al
company, managing portfolios and

scaling organizations is more relevant.

Agree the criteria before the first interview

Intro The role

®
03

Evaluate measurable
outcomes

Ask about the products they developed
and the results those products
achieved: revenue and ARR growth,
customer acquisition and retention,
adoption and engagement, conversion,
satisfaction, and unit economics.
Candidates should explain their own
contribution and the decisions behind
the numbers.

Settle clear candidate requirements, evaluation criteria and decision-making responsibilities before the
process begins. Use the interview set on page 17 and the weighted scorecard on page 18 as the shared

yardstick across the panel.

How long each step takes: the search stages on page 19 ->

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies

When to hire

Qualifications

[
04

Assess Al-specific judgment

A strong Al product leader knows when
Al creates meaningful value and when
it adds unnecessary complexity.
Evaluate how candidates decide on
model selection, product reliability,
customer experience and development
costs.

3 places product searches go wrong

Compensation Recruiting

Evaluation Timeline FAQ

o
05

Evaluate leadership and
conduct references

Speak with former colleagues who can
assess product judgment, leadership,
communication and execution. For
senior product executives, references
from engineering, commercial and
executive colleagues give different
views of how the person operates.

Screening for the number of features shipped instead of the business results behind
them. Hiring for the stage the company just left rather than the one it is entering.
Treating Al fluency as a substitute for commercial judgment.

Christian & Timbers, 2026
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Interview questions

An effective interview process evaluates product strategy, Al understanding, commercial judgment and executive leadership. Tick each
question as you cover it and keep notes in the field.

Interview question What to evaluate Notes
Tell us about an Al product you launched. What business results did it achieve? Product experience and measurable outcomes
How do you decide which Al capabilities should become product features? Product strategy and prioritization

How would you evaluate product-market fit for a new Al application? Customer research and commercial judgment

How do you balance Al performance, reliability and infrastructure costs? Technical and financial understanding
Describe a product launch that failed. What did you learn? Accountability and problem-solving
How do you measure the success of an Al-powered product? Product metrics and business outcomes
How would you structure a product team at a growing Al startup? Organizational leadership

How do you work with Al researchers and engineering teams? Cross-functional collaboration

O O O O 0 0 0 0 0O

How would you handle a product that produces inaccurate Al outputs? Risk management and customer experience

What would you prioritize during your first 90 days? Strategic planning and execution

[

Candidates should give specific examples and explain how their decisions affected business performance. For the final round, consider a practical case study built on a real product challenge.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies

Recruiting

Evaluation

Timeline

Christian & Timbers,

FAQ

2026



Candidate scorecard

A structured scorecard lets every interviewer compare candidates on the same criteria. Score 1 to 5 in each category and the

weighted total calculates automatically, to a maximum of 5.00. The weighting should reflect the company's business

objectives.

Criterion Weight % Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C
names

Product strategy and commercialization 25

Al product development experience 25

Business judgment and measurable results 20

Executive leadership and team building 20

Al reliability, security and risk management 10
100 0.00 0.00 0.00

Weighted total

Weighted total = sum of (score x weight) + 100. An early-stage Al startup may prioritize product-market fit and commercialization over organizational scaling. A

more established company may do the reverse.

Evaluation

Suggested weights

100%

Product strategy and commercialization
H A product development experience
M Business judgment and measurable results
Executive leadership and team building

Al reliability, security and risk management

25%
25%
20%
20%
10%
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How long it takes

There is no universal timeline for recruiting a VP of Product at an Al company. The process depends on the experience required, the
company stage, the compensation package, candidate availability and the complexity of the position.

What a typical search includes Settle these before you start

@ Defining the position and hiring requirements [[] Clear candidate requirements

The mandate, first-year goals, reporting line, team size and budget I:' EvalvEiion et

@® Researching the talent market
Decision-making responsibilities
Mapping product leaders at Al, enterprise software and cloud companies

© Identifying and engaging qualified candidates First-year goals and the metrics behind them

Including executives who are not actively looking I:' The compensation band and the equity story
O Conducting interviews and product assessments

Who signs off on the final offer
The question set, plus a case study for the final round

© Completing reference checks 0 of 6 settled
Engineering, commercial and executive colleagues, for different views

O Negotiating compensation and finalizing the offer

Cash, bonus and equity priced against the benchmarks

I Companies that agree the requirements and the evaluation criteria before interviews begin move faster and lose fewer finalists.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies Christian & Timbers, 2026



What a search firm does

Timeline

A VP of Product executive search firm helps companies find, evaluate, approach and recruit experienced product leaders. For Al companies

that requires understanding the relationship between technical capability, product strategy and commercial success.

o1 Define 2 Research

The executive's responsibilities and required qualifications The market for qualified product leaders

e« Engage es Evaluate

Executives who may not be actively seeking new positions Product strategy, technical understanding and leadership
experience

How to choose one

Look for firms with experience recruiting senior technology and product executives, an understanding of Al product
development, and the ability to assess commercial results. Ask to see closed searches in your sector and the
compensation data behind them.

s |dentify

Candidates at Al and technology companies

es Close

Compensation benchmarks, references and offer negotiation

Christian & Timbers

Specializes in recruiting executive and senior-level technology
and Al leaders, including executives responsible for product
strategy, innovation and growth. hello@christian-timbers.com, +1
415-622-3193.


https://www.christianandtimbers.com/contact-us

21

Frequently asked questions

Does every Al company need a VP of Product?
No. Smaller Al startups may manage product development through their founders or an existing product

leader. A dedicated VP of Product becomes more valuable as product complexity, team size and
business responsibility increase.

Should a VP of Product have an engineering background?
Not necessarily. Technical experience can be valuable, but the executive's primary responsibility is

product strategy and business performance. Candidates should understand Al well enough to make
informed decisions and collaborate with technical teams.

Who should a VP of Product report to?

Typically the Chief Product Officer or the CEO. The reporting structure depends on the company's size
and leadership organization.

What is the difference between a VP of Product and a Head of Al?
A VP of Product focuses on customer needs, product strategy, commercialization and product

performance. A Head of Al focuses on Al strategy, technical development, deployment and
implementation. The 2 positions frequently collaborate.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies

Intro The role When to hire Qualifications Compensation Recruiting Evaluation Timeline

How much does a VP of Product earn at an Al company?
The 2026 Al Product Manager Hiring Report found a $241,000 median advertised salary midpoint

among US executive-level Al product postings that disclosed pay. That figure combines VP, Head and
Director roles and excludes equity and bonuses.

What should companies prioritize when hiring?
Relevant product experience, technical understanding, commercial judgment, leadership ability and

demonstrated business results. Experience developing Al products in production can be particularly
valuable.

How much does it cost to recruit a VP of Product?
Costs depend on compensation, executive search fees, role complexity and the time required.

Companies should also weigh the business impact of leaving a critical product leadership position
unfilled.

Christian & Timbers,

FAQ

2026



Hiring the right VP of Product

Finding the right VP of Product starts with understanding what the company is trying to accomplish. Al expertise matters, but it is not the

only thing that matters.

Successful product executives also understand customers, build effective teams, prioritize development
and turn technology into measurable business results. Before beginning a search, define the position's
responsibilities, establish clear goals and determine how candidates will be evaluated.

The 4 decisions that shape the search

01 02 03

The mandate The stage fit The package
Product-market fit, a new Al Concept-to-commercializati Cash and equity priced
product, retention, or scaling on experience, or portfolio against the benchmarks, not
the organization and scaling experience against the title

Next: sources =

04
The yardstick

Scorecard weights every
interviewer agrees on before
the first conversation

About Christian & Timbers

Christian & Timbers

Executive search for Al and technology

Christian & Timbers helps organizations recruit senior product,
technology and Al executives. Contact the firm to discuss your VP of
Product leadership needs, or any other senior or executive-level Al or
technology role.


https://www.christianandtimbers.com/contact-us
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S_ources

01  Forrester, 2026 research on generative Al in products 02 2026 State of Al in Product report, 309 product professionals across 40 countries
https://www.forrester.com/ https://www.productcompass.pm/

03  Colorado Product, 2025 Product Salary Survey 04 2026 Al Product Manager Hiring Report
https://www.coloradoproduct.com/ https://www.aipmhiring.com/

05  Christian & Timbers, Head of Al Executive Search Hiring Guide 06  Christian & Timbers, executive search for Al and technology leadership
https://www.christianandtimbers.com/insights https://www.christianandtimbers.com/

A note on the compensation figures

The Colorado Product survey is a regional product management sample, not a national executive benchmark and not specific to Al companies. The Al Product Manager Hiring Report figures are advertised salary midpoints
from job postings, not compensation actually received, and they exclude equity and bonuses. Both are useful reference points for setting a band. Neither should be treated as an offer target on its own.

Statistics are quoted as reported by each source at the time of writing, November 2026.

VP of Product Recruiting for AI Companies Christian & Timbers, 2026
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T- CHRISTIAN
& TIMBERS

Get in touch

Christian & Timbers recruits senior product, technology and Al executives.

Contact us to discuss your VP of Product leadership needs.

Phone Web

+1 415-622-3193 christianandtimbers.com

Christian & Timbers, 2026. A1l rights reserved.

Email

hello@christian-timbers.com


https://www.christianandtimbers.com/contact-us
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