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Judgment at the Top
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If you want to know how seriously a company takes Al transformation, don't start with its strategy.
Look at how the CEO uses it.

Many corporate chiefs have openly shared how they’ve integrated Al into their daily routines to
get up to speed quickly on new subjects, tame overloaded inboxes, test assumptions, surface
risks their senior team may be reluctant to raise, and manage their schedules more strategically.
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While early Al use cases like these confer real benefits for an organization by expanding a CEQ’s
understanding of the technology and modeling what adoption looks like in practice, they only
begin to scratch the surface. Because, when designed for individual leaders, Al can amplify two of
the company’s most constrained and valuable resources:the CEQO’s time and best judgment.

Five Questions to Ensure Al Amplifies the CEO’s Best Judgment

Today, Al is primarily deployed to improve processes, strengthen functions, and boost productivity
across the middle and lower layers of organizations—efforts that can generate significant value.
But leadership itselfis a compelling frontier. When you design Al around how a CEO and their top
team lead, decide, prioritize, and communicate, as well as the unique and evolving contexts in
which they operate, you aim the technology at the top of the organization. That’s where the
highest-stakes decisions are made and where the value of better judgment is virtually limitless.

Of course, the more Al is integrated into the CEO role and the rest of the C-suite, the more leaders
must scrutinize how it is built and the outputs it delivers. Otherwise, they risk mistaking poor
implementation—wrong data, unclear processes, or weak controls—for bad technology, or
polished output for sound answers. And like all humans, chief executives and their teams must
remain vigilant against Al-driven groupthink and cognitive overload.

Here’s how CEOs use Al today, where trailblazers are takingit, and the risks to watch out for.
We've also included five questions leaders can ask themselves to ensure Al multiplies their best
judgment, and not the machine’s.

The CEO as AI’s Next Use Case

When CEOs use Al themselves, they send a signal that reverberates through their organization in
away no speech or strategy document can match. They give managers and employees

greater incentive to experiment with Al, learn, and build confidence. They make it clear to their
senior leadership team that Al is everyone’s mandate, and not someone else’s project. They also
expand their sense of the art of the possible when they work with frontier models, helping

them distinguish real potential from overblown hype or fear.

These benefits are not theoretical. Our research shows that while 72% of CEOs are now directly
responsible for Al decisions in their companies, only 15% are generating meaningful value fromit.
One trait our research identified that sets these trailblazers apart from their lagging peers is the
amount of time they spend building their own Al capabilities—at least eight hours a week.

But the lesson 1s not that hours alone create value. While we believe CEOs should use Al every
day, what matters far more is how they use it and what they use it for.
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In our review of public examples from the past two years involving 15 high-profile chief executives,
six common behaviors emerge. These leaders describe using Al to get up to speed quickly on new
subjects, anticipate important conversations, synthesize complex information, stress test their
thinking, express ideas more clearly, and help them better assess how they spend their time. (See
the sidebar, “How CEOs Talk About Using Al.”)

— How CEQOs Talk About Using Al

Anon-demand tutor and communications coach. Some CEOs have described
using Al to build fluency in unfamiliar domains and prepare for high-stakes
conversations.

A sparring partner and devil’'s advocate. Compressing large volumes of
information into usable briefings and challenging assumptions before decisions
harden is another common Al use case for CEOs. Some leaders have discussed
using it to stress test strategic decisions, assign probabilities, and call out risks
that human advisors may be too polite, too biased, or too far from the issue to
raise.

A strategic editor and reflective tool. CEOs are also using Al to turn rough
thinking into clearer communication, such as using it to help draft an annual
shareholders’ letter. Others are using Al as a reflective tool to review calendars
and emails to see whether their time and attention match their stated priorities.

These behaviors reflect mostly early Al use cases, presumably aided by off-the-shelf tools. But the
cutting edge 1s trending decisively toward customized agentic systems for the C-suite.

For now, many of these early efforts are improvised—more duct tape than an enterprise platform
—but they reflect a growing awareness that Al’s greatest value to CEOs and their top teams may
well depend on whether it's shaped around their unique priorities, evolving contexts, decision
patterns,and operating environments.

Case in point—consider how most CEOs currently arrive at major strategic decisions. The process
often begins with a tangle of prereads, competing memos, and inconsistent assumptions,
followed by long meetings spent largely getting up to speed. Al tailored to a CEQ’s decision-
making context could dramatically accelerate that process—and improve the quality of the
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inputs informing their decisions—by reconciling conflicting information, surfacing tradeoffs,
testing assumptions, and flagging risks before the meeting begins. The goal of using Al for
decision makingis not to automate human judgment, but to equip CEOs with better information,
faster, so they enter the room not ready to be briefed, but ready to decide.

That is just one example. Agentic systems trained on case studies and an individual CEQ’s
priorities, decision history, mental models, and ongoing strategic context can be superior sparring
partners. Tailored systems can incorporate persona bots to help CEOs anticipate how critical
conversations might unfold with specific stakeholders. They can use scenario planning to surface
warning signs of potential business disruptions earlier and elevate bottom-up ideas that might
otherwise never reach the CEQ’s desk.

An industrial company in EMESA offers one example of an early adopter building a bespoke
agentic systemto support top management. When fully operational, its array of customized Al
agents will deliver always-on performance reports and benchmarks, risk analysis, competitive
intelligence, and other insights. Not only will this system provide the CEO and other senior
leaders with a real-time pulse on the organization, but it will also enable them to anticipate
disruptions, respond before they escalate, and even convert uncertainty into strategic advantage.

There are limits, however. Al can inform a decision, but it cannot be held accountable for one. That
responsibility still sits with the CEO. This is why leaders must be incredibly vigilant as these
systems become more customized—and more capable of misleading themin subtle but
consequential ways.

Four Ways Al Can Mislead Even
the Best Leaders

No one is immune to Al risks, not even CEOs. But when the person in the top job places too much
trust in flawed Al output, the consequences can ripple through the organization by influencing
strategy, capital allocation, workforce plans, customer decisions, and even the pace of
transformation.

The following four risks are especially important for leaders to guard against:

Mistaking literacy for expertise. Al can make unfamiliar subjects feel suddenly accessible, but
that does not mean the CEO has mastered the underlying complexity. A polished answer can hide
weak assumptions, missing context, or a low-confidence conclusion. Sycophantic Al can also
make validation feel like evidence. Indeed, one of our first studies on generative Al revealed that
users tend to trust the technology in areas where it is less competent.
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Mistaking speed for better judgment. Al can compress the path from question to answer, but
CEOs still need time to absorb, challenge, and decide. Otherwise, the same tools that help them
cut through information overload can also make bad synthesis feel authoritative. The danger is
not that Al has an answer. It is that Al always has an answer. And no human should blindly trust a
know-it-all.

Letting Al narrow the conversation. The same tools, the same data, and the same prompts can
reinforce the same assumptions. The result is groupthink, albeit groupthink that’s faster, cleaner,
and harder to spot. Generative Al’s generally uniform output, for example, can reduce a group’s
diversity of thought by 41%, our research has found. That makes human dissent crucial. CEOs and
their top team must always challenge the Al-assisted answer, ask what is missing, and whether the
recommendation reflects reality or just the logic of the model.

Creating cognitive overload. Al can help people do more work faster, but it does not expand their
cognitive capacity. Humans still have to review, judge, correct, reconcile, and decide what to trust.
And by generating more information, perspectives, and synthesized insights, Al can increase
cognitive overload, eroding decision quality and leading to worse outcomes.

The risk is real. In our study of 1,488 full-time US workers, 14% of Al users reported “Al brain
fry"—mental fatigue from excessive Al use or oversight beyond their cognitive capacity—with
rates ranging from about 6% in legal professions to roughly 26% in marketing.

Five Questions to Ensure Al
Amplifies the CEO’s Best
Judgment

While most CEOs could probably benefit from using Al more, the real test is whether the
technology is making them better leaders. The following five questions can help guide themto
that outcome:

How do | want to leverage Al to expand both my abilities and my top team’s? How CEOs and
their senior leadership teams experience Al shapes how the rest of the organization thinks about
1t,adopts it,and scales it. That’s why leaders need regular exposure to frontier models: to
understand the real edge of the technology’s capabilities.

But exposure does not automatically translate into value. To create real leverage, CEOs and their
teams need to use Al with the clear intention of making them better leaders.
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That’s why design is critical. Weak or poorly configured tools may cause them to underestimate
Al's potential, while overly polished outputs may lead them to overestimate it. And while generic
tools can help CEOs and their senior teams save time in myriad ways, more customized solutions
can help them arrive at better, more informed decisions sooner.

Finally, given CEOs often struggle to obtain candid feedback and dissenting viewpoints, Al can
challenge their assumptions and offer alternative or new perspectives that humans may not feel
comfortable voicing.

Is Al helping me make a better decision, or just a faster one? Al can shorten the path from
question to answer. But CEOs still have to decide. Before trusting the output, they and their top
team must ask whether Al for decision making has clarified the tradeoffs, surfaced better options,
exposed risks, or simply produced a confident answer more quickly.

Do | know enough to know when the Al is wrong? Al can make unfamiliar subjects feel accessible
fast. That is part of its appeal. But CEOs and the rest of the C-suite must constantly ask
themselves whether they are mistaking a fluent explanation for real expertise.

Who is challenging the answers Al is giving? The CEO should not be the only line of defense
against misleading Al. Al-assisted work needs dissent built in. That could mean asking another
model to critique the first answer, assigning someone in the senior leadership team to play
challenger, or simply making it normal to ask: What is missing, what is biased, and what are we too
ready to believe?

How do | know if Alis making me better at my job? To improve leadership outcomes, CEOs
should ask whether they can measure the quality of Al recommendations as well as the decisions
those recommendations support and the speed at which they are made. That is not easy. In a call
center, performance can be tracked quickly and clearly. For a CEQ, the value of a decision may
only become visible over time. Nevertheless, building that discipline still matters.

Al does not guarantee great leadership. But it can act as a positive force multiplier for CEOs if
they use it with discipline, curiosity, and humility. Leaders who get the most value from Al will use it
every day, prioritize building their own capabilities as part of their weekly routine, remain
constantly vigilant against its limits, and shape it around their job. For CEOs, the next frontier of
Al 1s not just enterprise transformation;it is personal transformation of how they learn, decide,
communicate, and lead.

The authors wish to thank Taha Khursheed for his contribution to this article.
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