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AI and leadership:  
How finance, HR, and technology 
leaders are collaborating to make the 
most of AI across the enterprise

When leaders of these key functions work 
together effectively, their companies are 
more able to benefit from implementing 
AI. Focusing on three areas will help keep 
progress going.
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AI is reshaping organizations—the way they operate, the way they  
hire, and the talent they need.1 But as AI becomes embedded in most 
companies’ operations, the most profound changes still lie ahead.  
As companies expand their use of AI, they are beginning to plan how they 
will bring humans and AI agents into productive harmony, and to better 
understand what that fundamental shift in the workforce will mean for individual 
corporate functions, for how key functions work together, and for organizational 
leadership. Without coordinated leadership, organizations risk fragmented 
AI deployments, culture clashes, and falling behind their competitors.

With coordinated leadership, companies will be able to ensure AI makes the best 
contribution to their business success, and that their functions and functional 
leaders are able to use the time AI will free up productively, focusing on a deeper 
level of collaboration and strategic thinking. This article draws on our ongoing 
work and discussions with leaders in the finance, HR, and technology functions 
to suggest considerations for functional leaders at this stage of AI deployment.

How AI is changing 
individual functions

Leaders of the technology, HR, and finance functions are being called on to 
partner on AI implementation at an enterprise level. To do so effectively, they must 
understand both how AI will affect their individual functions and what that can mean 
for other functions and for the enterprise business model. All that is changing the 
capabilities these leaders need.

Technology leaders are moving beyond tech
Technology leaders today sit at the forefront of enterprise innovation. As every 
business became digital, technology leaders’ influence widened considerably. Now, 
CEOs are increasingly seeking technology leaders who can range well beyond the 
remit of managing legacy infrastructure and emerging technologies to architecting 
and operationalizing AI capabilities that transform how work gets done and 
decisions are made. Technology leaders serve as translators and collaborators, 
bridging complex technologies and business priorities to enable sustainable growth, 
operational excellence, and competitive differentiation.

One crucial element of their role is ensuring scalability and governance of AI 
deployments while embedding AI systems across core business functions. AI 
systems are performing functions including automating dynamic, multi-step 
processes (such as fraud detection or manufacturing equipment performance 
monitoring and repair); facilitating real-time decision-making (in situations such as 
sudden supply chain disruptions or complex customer questions); and continuously 
adapting workflows with minimal human intervention. Because these deployments 
range across functions, technology leaders must collaborate with other C-suite 
leaders to align initiatives with strategic goals, and to foster a culture that balances 
innovation (such as humans and autonomous AI agents working together) with 
ethical governance and risk management.

Yet not every organization is equally equipped to harness agentic AI. The 
differentiator lies in having the technology leaders who can architect these systems 
and collaborate with their peers to navigate the cultural and operational shifts 
required to adopt them at scale.

1	 For more detail on these changes, see Dorothy Badie, Ryan Bulkoski, Christina Cary, and Regis Chasse, “CPO focus: 
Leadership essentials for an AI-enabled HR function,” Heidrick & Struggles, May 21, 2025, heidrick.com; Ryan Bulkoski and 
Adam Howe, “Structuring the AI function: The right questions to find the right model,” Heidrick & Struggles, November 14, 
2024, heidrick.com.

Technology leaders serve as 
translators and collaborators, bridging 
complex technologies and business 
priorities to enable sustainable 
growth, operational excellence, 
and competitive differentiation.
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Companies are finding that setting 
goals, planning for innovation and 
experimentation, and deciding 
how to reinvest cost savings 
are most effective when done 
collaboratively across functions.

HR leaders are leveraging AI to ensure AI works 
for the whole organization
Chief people officers (CPOs) are also taking on a more strategic role in their 
businesses, in an evolution that was accelerated by Covid-19 and is now a response 
to AI as well as a number of other trends.2 With AI specifically, CPOs face the 
challenge of ensuring the organization has the AI talent it needs, as well as the 
opportunity to use AI as a tool to free up time for humans to spend on strategy and 
change management. 

CPOs are starting by considering how they can weave AI into the expectations, 
experiences, and expertise of current team members. They are finding efficiencies in 
recruiting, for example, and in assessing employee engagement data more quickly to 
understand cultural barriers to AI adoption (and to culture broadly). In parallel, they 
are collaborating with other functional leaders on the fundamental changes in the size 
and structure of the human workforce that AI is creating; on using AI to make faster, 
more informed decisions about the organization’s location strategy; and on setting the 
trajectory for training, change management, and hiring for AI-related skills.

Unlike the adoption of earlier HR information system tools, which required project-
level coordination between CPOs and technology leaders, making AI work for 
the enterprise requires ongoing strategic collaboration. This enables CPOs to 
gain a firm grasp on how AI can enable their work in areas like recruitment and 
culture-building—where it is already showing transformative potential—as well as 
understand the fundamental changes AI is driving in other functions and how that 
will affect the employees those functions need.

However, there is a long way to go. Our 2024 survey of chief data, analytics, and AI 
officers found that only 5% of those leaders named HR as the function they spend 
the most time with—yet more than five times as many identified HR as a stakeholder. 
Building those relationships is an investment HR leaders will benefit from taking on.3 

Finance leaders are collaborating to plan for AI-driven changes 
more effectively
Finance leaders, of course, need to approve the significant investments that AI 
requires and model its potential benefits. They need to work more closely with 
both technology and HR leaders on these investments than they did with earlier 
technology deployments because of the way AI can fundamentally upend both 
costs and benefits at the enterprise level. Companies are finding that setting goals, 
planning for innovation and experimentation, and deciding how to reinvest cost 
savings are most effective when done collaboratively across functions.

One simple example is that an HR team may have needed a relatively large number 
of people to manage employee benefits just a couple of years ago, but with AI, 
that number can be reduced. HR, finance, and technology leaders can then come 
together to forecast cost savings and strategize how to redeploy both the capital 
and the people to further equip and upskill the workforce across functions. 

However, our 2024 survey of AI leaders also found that the percentage saying 
finance is among the functions they spend the most time with fell to 15%, down from 
20% the previous year.4 
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Focus areas for leaders Technology, HR, and finance leaders are already working together on implementing 
AI, and will benefit from investing in strengthening those collaborations. Our 
ongoing discussions suggest three specific areas of focus that most leaders  
will find helpful:

Planning the future workforce now: AI is already shifting how work is getting
done across most functions, and other surveys we have conducted have found that 
functional leaders are focused on internal productivity improvements.5 The first step 
in planning the future workforce is identifying the tasks still ripe for automation, a 
collaborative effort across function leads. This work will inform recruitment and 
upskilling efforts to build the digital and AI capabilities required to drive 
transformation. Then, executives will benefit from projecting how the overall 
workforce configuration might shift over time, the ideal balance for their 
organization between humans and AI, the right skill sets and locations of the human 
workforce, and how to invest to get from here to there.

Getting realistic about AI opportunities: Cross-functional conversations about
how AI is actually changing operations, and how the organization is coping with 
change, can help leaders cut through the noise and hype of AI to understand their 
real—and realistic—opportunities for long-term performance improvement. These 
will certainly include new products and services as well as internal productivity 
improvement. With a clear understanding of resource and timeline constraints, 
organizations can then prioritize how to move forward.

Investing in culture to support change: Because AI can so fundamentally change
how work gets done, it’s crucial to support employees at all levels through the 
change. Some cultures are inherently flexible, while in many organizations leaders 
will have to invest effort into reshaping the culture. This will take clearly articulating 
the long-term benefits of the organization of AI, reiterating support for retraining 
employees and engaging them with higher value work as AI takes on simple tasks, 
and role-modeling comfort with using AI, among other factors. Encouraging 
experimentation and learning from mistakes will go a long way.

5	 “How functional leaders are using AI—and barriers to progress,”  
Heidrick & Struggles’ Insights on Artificial Intelligence, Heidrick & Struggles, heidrick.com.
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As AI becomes a normal part of day-to-day work, boards increasingly 
recognize that competitive advantage hinges on more than AI 
awareness—it demands empowered leaders who can operationalize 
it responsibly, collaboratively, and at scale. Executives across the 
HR, technology, and finance functions are being called upon to work 
together more closely than ever before to guide their organizations 
through the strategic, operational, and cultural challenges—and 
opportunities—AI presents. With the right approach to relationship-
building and cross-functional collaboration, they can give their 
organizations the best chance of thriving in an AI-enabled future.
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Innovation is accelerating—AI, cybersecurity, health tech, cryptocurrencies, 
defense tech, climate tech, and many others represent vast frontiers 
of opportunity and challenge for businesses, investors, governments, 
and consumers. Early-stage investments are fueling rapid growth 
to a maturity level warranting private equity funding. These rapid, 
large-scale changes are creating an urgent need for adaptable 
leadership who can grow quickly in an unfamiliar space, learn on 
the fly, and match fast-evolving trends with agility, humility, and 
capability. Yet, demand for these executives far exceeds supply.

Heidrick & Struggles has long operated at the frontier of technology, leveraging 
our expertise, experience and commitment to the evolving gamut of sectors 
and thematics, born out of disruption and opportunity identification at the 
intersection of industry and technology. Like our clients, we work to identify 
whitespace opportunities and drive innovation. We help disruptors and 
incumbents build the leadership they need—wherever the frontier leads.
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Heidrick & Struggles’ Corporate Officers Practice helps clients navigate an 
increasingly complex and competitive talent landscape to build great teams and 
position them for success within the organization and the marketplace. Working 
across a variety of functions including digital; finance; human resources; 
legal, risk, and compliance; marketing, sales, and strategy; supply chain and 
operations; and technology, our practice experts around the globe have been at 
the forefront of the trends that shape these functions for more than 70 years.

We pride ourselves on being our clients’ most trusted advisor and offer an 
integrated suite of services to help manage these challenges and their leadership 
assets. This ranges from the acquisition of talent through executive search 
to providing counsel in areas that include succession planning and executive 
assessment. We seek and develop leaders that are culture shapers with the foresight, 
resilience, and adaptability to drive transformative change in organizations.
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