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OPINION

AI Might Run the Business, but You
Can’t Automate a Board

As executives integrate Al operationally, boards must evolve their oversight

By Vilas Dhar, Julia Dhar | June 23, 2025

There's an old joke about the factory of the future: it
will be run by a human and a dog. The human's job
is to feed the dog. The dog's job is to keep the human
from touching the machines. That whimsical image
takes on new weight in light of OpenAl CEO Sam
Altman's remark that he anticipates a "10-person,
$20 billion company soon."

Al makes it possible to do more with fewer labor
hours. Execution becomes faster and more con-
sistent. Product cycles accelerate. Costs decline. For
many executives, these improvements signal pro-
gress. But there is a limit to what can be streamlined.
An operation might survive with a skeleton crew.
Governance cannot. It depends on experience, exper-
tise and judgment.
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Experience recognizes patterns, learns from the past, and spots outliers and averages. Ex-
pertise brings deep domain understanding. Judgment weighs incomplete information, eth-
ical trade-offs and long-term consequences. Together, these three forces allow boards to
lead where technology cannot. Companies can automate code. They cannot automate the

corporate conscience.

In times of change, humans often overinvest in speed and underinvest in discernment. As
executives integrate Al operationally, boards must evolve their oversight. Good govern-

SPECIALIST

A service from the Financial Times



https://www.agendaweek.com/contributor/157594/4891144/669234?from=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.agendaweek.com%2Fc%2F4891144%2F669234%3Freferrer_module%3DdashMoreNews%26module_order%3D0
https://www.agendaweek.com/contributor/157604/4891144/669234?from=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.agendaweek.com%2Fc%2F4891144%2F669234%3Freferrer_module%3DdashMoreNews%26module_order%3D0
https://www.startupbell.net/post/the-rise-of-the-one-person-billion-dollar-company-sam-altman-s-take
https://www.startupbell.net/post/the-rise-of-the-one-person-billion-dollar-company-sam-altman-s-take

ance in the age of Al requires both technological progress and human governance to move
together: challenging, informing and reinforcing one another.

Boards Need to See AI as a Shared Leadership Issue

We are often asked to advise boards as designated "Al experts." Our advice is always the
same: Al cannot be confined to a single seat at the table. It must be a shared responsibility
of everyone present. While these invitations reflect growing awareness, they also reveal a
deeper misconception: that Al is primarily technical rather than strategic.

What Boards Should Be At a recent gathering of directors and CEOs, we ob-

Asking Themselves

How much decision-making are we
handing to machines, and where is
human judgment being sidelined?
What assumptions are built into the
algorithms shaping our operations,
and who is accountable for them?
Are we prepared to challenge an Al
system when its output conflicts with
our values?

Are we confident we can explain our
most significant Al-driven decisions
to stakeholders and regulators?
What are we missing because it
does not appear in a dashboard?

served a familiar pattern. Leaders in attendance had
skimmed reports and attended Al briefings. Still,
there was unease. Staying informed isn't the same as
being equipped. Preparing boards for Al governance
takes more than updates. It requires rethinking how
CEOs and directors engage on questions of judg-
ment, risk and long-term value.

Conversations about Al often begin in IT and rarely
reach the boardroom with the clarity they deserve.
Some focus on compliance, others on product de-
mos. What is often missing is recognition that Al is

a matter of organizational direction and leadership.
Helping boards understand how Al touches product,
talent, regulation, capital and ethics isn't about tech-

nical mastery.

Boards that govern Al well are those that foster challenge, curiosity and reflection. In ma-
chine learning environments, where outcomes are opaque and probability-driven, directors
must probe assumptions, debate implications and navigate uncertainty. That requires a cul-
ture where disagreement is expected and inquiry leads to accountability.

Too often, Al 1s treated as a technology investment or operational risk. Responsibility gets
assigned to one executive or offloaded to a committee. But governance isn't passive. And
in a world defined by automation, doing nothing is still a decision.

Give Boards a Wider Lens

In our experience, boards aren't indifferent to the challenges faced by Al. They're simply
operating with governance models designed for a different era. Traditional governance as-
sumes risks can be mapped, data flows are contained, and accountability is linear. Al up-
ends all of that. It generates probabilistic outcomes, emergent behaviors and blurry bound-
aries between partners and platforms.



How CEOs Can Support
Stronger Board
Engagement

Integrate Al discussions into regular
boardroom topics, not isolated
updates.

Encourage scenario planning and
structured disagreement.

Ensure directors develop strategic
fluency in Al's implications.
Partner with directors to connect
technology decisions to long-term
purpose and organizational values.
Position culture as a governance
issue, not just an HR concern.

To lead effectively in an Al-driven enterprise, CEOs
must help boards modernize oversight. That means
investing in fluency, not just reporting. It means ask-
ing better questions: Are our leadership pipelines
adapting? Is our culture resilient enough for distrib-
uted decision-making? Are employees empowered
to escalate when values are at risk?

Most boards are not yet ready. A 2024 BCG re-
port found that few boards have frameworks to as-
sess Al's ethical, reputational or strategic risks.

CEOs and boards must bridge that gap. Frame Al as

a systemic force, not a stand-alone tool. Embed it
into risk, strategy and culture discussions. Make Al
oversight a regular dialogue, not a one-time presen-
tation. Help boards build the muscle to ask where technology is making decisions — and
what happens when those decisions go wrong.

Put Culture and Judgment at the Center of Decision-Making

Al doesn't just change workflows; it reshapes how people perceive responsibility, authority
and purpose. Culture becomes the connective tissue between what technology enables and
how people behave.

As Al systems make ever more recommendations and decisions, the potential for drift,
whether in mission, in trust, or in values, grows. CEOs must work with boards to ask: How
are we maintaining ethical clarity as decisions disperse? What values are embedded in our
systems? Who speaks up when something feels oft?

Regulators will define the legal boundaries. But the most consequential decisions will hap-
pen inside organizations. Boards and CEOs must combine legal guidance with moral clar-
ity and institutional leadership.

Building Strong Boards for the AI Era

Some boards are evolving. They are creating Responsible Al committees, running scenario
planning, and adding new members with technical backgrounds. These are promising
signs. But modest initiatives are not enough. The best boards in the age of AI won't be
those that adopt technology fastest. They'll be the ones that cultivate experience, foster
expertise and practice sound judgment. These are not efficiencies. They are investments.
And they are the foundation of governance that endures.
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