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Artificial intelligence is here, but it is not always clear for many leaders.

For some, it feels like a distraction. For others, it feels like something they should be paying attention to, but haven't quite 
done so yet. Many have experimented briefly, often walking away with the sense that AI is interesting, maybe even useful, 
but ultimately limited.

Those reactions are understandable. They are also rooted in a narrow view of what AI is capable of and how it can be used 
in serious leadership work.

Most leaders are not failing to adopt AI. They are making decisions about it using an incomplete mental model. As a 
result, they either avoid it altogether or underuse it in ways that never come close to its real potential.



Why AI feels either irrelevant or 
underwhelming
There are some that have chosen to keep AI at arm's length. Sometimes this is a deliberate choice, and sometimes it is 
simply the result of limited exposure. In either case, avoidance is often driven by responsibility rather than resistance.

Leaders are rightly cautious about tools that promise disruption without clarity. They are protective of time, people, and 
systems that already carry enough complexity.

The problem is that avoidance does not preserve the status quo. It simply delays understanding. While leaders 
wait, the way people work continues to change, often outside their line of sight.

Another group has moved in the opposite direction. They are using AI, but only at the surface level. They ask it to draft 
emails, summarize documents, or generate ideas. These uses are real and usually helpful. They are also the least 

interesting and least powerful applications of the technology.

When AI is treated as a faster version of tools we already have, the gains are modest and short-lived. It is easy to conclude 

that AI is helpful, but not transformative. That conclusion is based not on the limits of the technology, but on the limits of 
how it is being used.

Leaders Who Avoid AI
Driven by responsibility and caution about unclear 
disruption. Avoidance delays understanding while 

work continues to change.

Leaders Who Use AI Superficially
Apply it only to drafting emails, summarizing 
documents, or generating ideas. Gains are modest and 

short-lived.



What changes when leaders shift how they 
use AI
AI becomes genuinely useful when it is applied upstream of execution, in the work leaders do to prepare for thinking, 
deciding, and leading.

Much of a leader's day is not spent making decisions. It is spent preparing to make them. Reading reports. Reviewing 
emails. Absorbing background information. Comparing inputs. Sorting through competing priorities.

AI can take on much of that preparatory work.

When used intentionally, AI can synthesize large volumes of information, surface patterns, highlight inconsistencies, and 

reduce cognitive load before judgment is required. This does not replace leadership thinking. It creates space for it.

Leaders who experience this shift often describe the same realization. They are no longer spending their time trying to 

catch up to information. They are spending it making sense of what matters.

AI as a decision preparation partner
One of the most common misunderstandings about AI is the belief that its value lies in providing answers.

When leaders ask AI what they should do, the results are often shallow or generic. This reinforces the perception that AI 
lacks nuance or judgment.

That is not where its strength lies.

AI is far more effective when used to prepare decisions rather than make them. It can map pros and cons, surface 
tradeoffs, identify unintended consequences, and compare options against stated constraints. It can help leaders see 
second and third order effects that are easy to miss when time and attention are limited.

In this role, AI does not compete with human judgment. It strengthens it. Leaders remain responsible for decisions. AI 
helps ensure those decisions are informed, deliberate, and grounded in a fuller picture of the landscape.



Efficiency is about ownership, not speed
Efficiency is often framed as doing things faster. That framing misses the deeper opportunity.

Much of the work that consumes a leader's day requires their presence, but not their judgment. Routine communication. 
Repetitive analysis. Formatting. Coordination. Context switching.

AI can take ownership of parts of this work.

When applied within a thoughtful system, AI can automate routine workflows, handle repetitive cognitive tasks, and 
maintain consistency across processes. The result is not simply speed. It is reclaimed attention.

Leaders who use AI in this way often describe a shift in how their days feel. Fewer interruptions. Less mental clutter. More 

capacity for the work that only they can do.

The layer most leaders never reach
Even leaders who understand these possibilities often stop short of one of the most important elements.

AI is not fixed. It is not generic by nature.

AI becomes significantly more useful when it is aligned to how a specific leader thinks, decides, and evaluates quality. 

Most people know that AI can be asked to write in a certain style. Far fewer realize that it can be guided by values, 
decision criteria, constraints, and definitions of quality.

When those elements are made explicit, AI outputs change dramatically.

The difference is not the model. It is the clarity of the person using it.

This is not about training AI to replace thinking. It is about shaping AI to support it. When AI is tuned to a leader's way of 
working, it shifts from a novelty to a genuine thinking partner.

This is the point where many leaders realize they are not where they want to or should be. Not because they lack effort 
or intelligence, but because they have been operating with less leverage than is now available.



Why most organizations never experience 
this level of impact
The barrier is rarely technical.

Organizations struggle with AI because tools are adopted without systems, experimentation happens without clarity, and 
speed is prioritized over judgment. AI applied without intention creates noise. AI applied within a coherent system 
creates leverage.

That distinction matters.

AI is not a shortcut, and it is not a trend to be managed. It is a force that amplifies how thinking, preparation, and 

execution occur. Leaders who treat it as a novelty will remain underwhelmed. Leaders who approach it with clarity and 
intention will discover possibilities they did not realize were available.

This is why Willow Run Group exists. 

Our AI Audit is designed to help leaders gain clarity around AI and intelligent systems, not for the sake of 
adoption, but for responsible, context-aware use aligned to real leadership work.

About Willow Run Group
Willow Run Group works with leaders and organizations to design systems that support clarity, sound decision making, 

and responsible use of emerging tools.

Learn more at http://www.thewillowrungroup.com
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