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AI focus: How boards are finding 
expertise to chart the unknown

As AI continues to reshape the world, 
the need for specialist expertise in the 
boardroom is becoming more pressing. 
Boards around the world are taking 
several steps to plug their growing AI 
knowledge gap.  
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Artificial intelligence (AI) and how to make the most of its opportunities while 
mitigating its risk, is now an ever-present agenda item for boards and executives. It is 
central to strategy, growth, and leadership conversations. But very often, boards are 
ill-equipped to grapple with either the opportunities or the risks, given the uncharted 
nature of AI and boards’ own ongoing uncertainty about how to find the knowledge 
they need, not only about AI but also about a wide range of emerging topics.1 

Our conversations with board members around the world indicate a few common 
steps boards are taking to find the expertise they need to oversee AI investment, set 
meaningful metrics for return on that investment, such as improved productivity or 
product or service innovation, and ensure risk mitigation. 

AI is climbing up the 
boardroom agenda—
but there’s still a 
knowledge gap

In 2024, a survey of CEOs and board members found that nearly three-quarters 
were spending somewhat or significantly more time on emerging technologies—
including AI—compared to pre-Covid-19 levels. While this is encouraging, leaders 
also reported that more than half of their time was taken up with traditional 
oversight responsibilities, and only 9% was devoted to technology.2 Indeed, many 
directors didn’t think they were spending enough time on AI. Nearly a third (30%) 
said their board is not spending enough time, and 11% admitted they didn’t spend 
time on it at all.

Though most boards have increased their focus over the past year, a survey of AI 
and data officers found that only 38% said their board mostly or to a large extent has 
the knowledge to respond effectively to presentations on AI and machine learning.3 
Further, a 2025 survey found that at the operational level, both risk and opportunity 
are scaling slowly; only 13% said their company’s AI and security compliance 
capabilities were fully implemented and scaling, while only 18% can move a proof of 
concept to production in less than three months. This suggests that limited board 
and leadership understanding may be slowing adoption in a market moving far 
faster—and that boards that build expertise quickly can support their companies in 
moving faster.4  

Still, as one director we spoke with put it, “Most boards don’t really know what 
to make of AI,” particularly its governance. As AI becomes embedded in most 
companies’ operations, too many boards don’t have the knowledge to ask relevant 
questions about the investments most likely to boost the top or bottom line—
whether in technologies, product or service development, new hires, training, or 
M&A—or to identify and implement governance structures to mitigate major risks. 
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As AI becomes embedded in most 
companies’ operations, too many 
boards don’t have the knowledge 
to ask relevant questions about 
the investments most likely to 
boost the top or bottom line, or to 
identify and implement governance 
structures to mitigate major risks. 
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Why building 
knowledge is tricky

Trying many tactics

How to fill this knowledge gap is therefore a real challenge for boards today. A scarcity 
of AI and data specialists available to join boards is of course a major concern. Even 
when boards do find a suitable expert, the speed at which AI capabilities are advancing 
means their expertise may be quickly outdated. There is also the question of whether 
boards should add a singular AI expert. On one hand, a peer on the board can serve 
as a translator between other AI experts and directors, ensuring that relevant questions 
get answered. But on a small board, for example, having a member whose sole way 
to add value is through AI can make it harder for the board to maintain the breadth 
of expertise needed to meet its myriad other responsibilities. And in the longer term, 
concentrating this knowledge in one seat can be counterproductive; as AI becomes 
embedded in every part of a business, every director will need at least a baseline 
understanding of the technology. Relying on a single expert risks letting others off the 
hook—and limits the effectiveness of the board.

Governance and regulatory uncertainty surrounding AI only adds to the boards’ 
concerns. Many directors worry that AI is evolving faster than regulations can 
keep up, leaving boards with responsibility for self-governance but without clear 
legislative direction or guardrails. 

This concern is only amplified when accounting for environmental and energy 
considerations. While this theme is more dominant in some markets than others, 
some board members we have spoken with acknowledge that the energy 
requirements of data centers will drive significant demand for power, raising difficult 
questions about sustainability, and adding to the complexity of deciding what 
expertise is needed and how to find it. 

Boards are adopting a mix of approaches to find—and develop—the AI expertise 
they need. 

First, many are focused on building the knowledge of existing directors. Some
directors we spoke with highlighted the importance of their executive team’s role in 
educating the board, which includes requiring board chairs to allocate sufficient time 
for deep dives into what their companies are doing and why. One director noted 
that making an AI-specific acquisition added significant technical expertise to the 
executive team that the board could naturally call on. Another director noted that he 
is working with a corporate-governance nonprofit to develop a course for directors, 
and that his board will take it once it’s formally in place.

Engaging external consultants or establishing an advisory committee, rather 
than making permanent board appointments, is a common approach. Given
the pace at which AI is evolving, both offer a practical way to ensure access to the 
most up-to-date expertise, and get around the challenge of finding board-ready 
candidates with comparable knowledge. These arrangements can also result in 
permanent appointments further down the line as boards determine what expertise 
matters most. 

Boards that are seeking non-executive directors with AI and data expertise are 
casting a wide net, often looking beyond their traditional geographies. One director
we spoke with advocated finding directors with expertise in launching AI applications, 
rather than only theoretical expertise. Another noted the importance of culture 
changes required to make the most of AI, an area where boards have a meaningful 
oversight role and where experience overseeing change in practice is important.

Many directors worry that AI is evolving 
faster than regulations can keep up, 
leaving boards with responsibility for 
self-governance but without clear 
legislative direction or guardrails. 
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Perhaps more than previous technology waves, AI presents notable 
risks alongside tremendous potential. These risks represent 
uncharted territory for boards, but many are now investing effort 
and resources into finding and developing the expertise and 
processes they need—and these boards are the ones that will 
likely best position themselves to shape this era of innovation.
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