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      Chapter 1
      The Rise of AI and the AI-Driven Leader
    

      
      “We’re going bankrupt, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”

      The businessman across from me looked exhausted. He wore a crisp collared shirt and sat with a stiff posture, but his face gave him away. He was worried. Really worried.

      It was mid-2024, and I was speaking at a YPO (Young Presidents’ Organization) forum in Austin, Texas. Eight business leaders were gathered around a table, eager to learn how AI could help their companies.

      I sat down and asked them a question: “What are the biggest problems you’re facing in your business right now that, if we could solve them, would unlock a completely new level of growth for you?”

      The question was strategic. I don’t care about AI; I care about helping people build better businesses and better lives. I wanted them to focus on what truly mattered.

      The man exhaled sharply and looked at me. “I’ve got one for you. I run a manufacturing company. I leased all the capital equipment from another company in Japan, but things have shifted in the market. Now, the debt is killing us. If we don’t get the debt restructured, we’ll go bankrupt.”

      In my mind, I thought, Is this a 20% problem? If we solve it, could it drive 80% of the results? The answer was a resounding yes.

      I looked at him and asked, “What have you tried so far?”

      He sighed. “Everything.”

      He then listed off five specific strategies he had attempted. Then he looked at me and said, “None of this has worked because this is a public company in Japan. It’s gone all the way to the board, and they are refusing to restructure the debt because they think they will lose face in Japanese society.”

      He took a deep breath, and said, “I have no next steps. We’re probably going out of business.” Then he paused and asked “Can AI help me?”

      This was the right question.

      So many of us go through life facing problems and asking, How can I do this? without realizing that we have a new thought partner at our fingertips. This partner can expand what’s possible for all of us. All we have to do is ask, How can AI help me do this?

      I opened up ChatGPT and wrote a very strategic prompt using my favorite framework: Context, Role, Interview, Task. Here was the exact prompt:

      
        CONTEXT: I’m the CEO of a manufacturing company. I leased all this capital equipment from a company in Japan. Things have shifted in the market. The debt is now killing us. We’re going to go bankrupt if it doesn’t get restructured. I feel like we’ve tried everything.

      
      Then I listed the five strategies he had outlined.

      
        None of it has worked because this is a public company in Japan. It’s gone all the way to the board, and they are refusing to restructure the debt because they think they’ll lose face in Japanese society. I have no next steps, and we’re probably going out of business.

        YOUR ROLE: Act as an investment banker with deep expertise in restructuring debt.

        INTERVIEW ME: Ask me one question at a time, up to three questions, to gain deeper context so that you can accomplish the task.

        TASK: Generate five non-obvious strategies I could deploy to get the board to restructure the debt.

      
      Instead of asking AI a question and getting an average answer, we turned the tables—AI began to interview us. It started with a very pointed question:

      
        “Do you have relationships with any other influential executives in Japan that the board would respect?”

      
      I looked at the CEO, and he was shocked.

      “Wow,” he said. “I would have never asked that question. What a great question.” Then he turned to me with a smile and said, “I actually do!”

      In that moment, I realized—he didn’t have centuries of Japanese cultural context in his head. But AI did. And that’s why it asked the question he never would have thought to.

      Then it asked two more surgical questions just like that and came back with five non-obvious strategies.

      The first was called “The Saving Face Consortium.”

      It said:

      
        “You have enough relationships with the right people in Japan. Approach them to acquire the debt, give them really favorable terms. Your debt will get restructured, and your board will save face.”

      
      I looked at him, and his whole body language shifted.

      He was on the verge of tears. He looked at the people in his forum and, very vulnerably, said, “I haven’t slept in 90 days. I have literally been making peace with the fact that we are going out of business. And in less than 10 minutes,” he pointed to the screen, “I’ve got hope.”

      We kept in touch over the next few months. I’ll never forget the day he sent me this message:

      “The ball is moving, and I actually think this is going to get done.”

      The difference between growing your business or going out of business lies in your ability to think strategically. The question is, how do you make faster, smarter decisions?

      That’s what this book will answer.

      
        Why Brilliant Leaders Still Fail at Strategic Thinking

        Every leader understands the importance of strategic thinking. That’s not an exaggeration. A survey of 10,000 senior leaders by the Management Research Group and published in the Harvard Business Review found that 97% believed strategic thinking was the number-one most important leadership behavior for their organization’s future success.

        
          What Is Strategic Thinking?

          The process of defining your strategy, then aligning your actions to achieve your most ambitious goals. This critical skill is the backbone of effective leadership, and the difference between you becoming a visionary leader, or a mere manager.

        

        The problem? Leaders don’t have enough time to do it. I’m guessing that’s probably your situation as well. Does this sound familiar?

        
          	→ Your calendar looks like a chaotic game of Tetris, with barely a moment to breathe.

          	→ You’re often stuck in operational tasks, overwhelmed by never-ending to-do lists.

          	→ Endless distractions, like phone notifications and countless emails, fragment your focus.

          	→ At the end of the day, you know you were busy, but question what you got done.

          	→ As a result, work comes at the expense of your personal life, sacrificing the things that matter most: family, health, and well-being.

        

        
          “

          For the first time in history, there is a way to make faster, smarter decisions without any of the sacrifice: by harnessing artificial intelligence as your strategic Thought Partner.

          ”

        

        If you’re in this boat, take heart. Most leaders are right there with you. But even if you’re managing to stay afloat and carving out time for strategic thinking, you’re still running into other major barriers:

        
          	→ You find yourself waiting for your data team’s insights. You’re stuck in line with all the other competing demands. This means decisions often get delayed, or they’re made with incomplete or outdated information.

          	→ The wealth of data paradoxically leads to decision-making paralysis. You struggle to sift through the noise for genuine insights. As a result, you can easily steer your strategy in the wrong direction.

        

        Strategic thinking is nonnegotiable for your business. It requires deliberate, uninterrupted time to reflect on long-term opportunities. Up until recently, it required a ton of time to properly sift through all the data. In the past, you would have to get off-site to unplug for days at a time to do this thinking. It was important work, but very time-consuming and disruptive. There wasn’t really an ideal solution.

        But now, the game has changed. For the first time in history, there is a way to make faster, smarter decisions without any of the sacrifice: by harnessing artificial intelligence as your strategic Thought Partner.

      
      
        A New Category of Leader: The AI-Driven Leader

        What if you could make brilliant decisions in minutes rather than months or years? What if you could be more like Netflix and less like Blockbuster? You can, with AI as your Thought Partner. The true game changer isn’t using AI to craft better emails; it’s harnessing AI to elevate your strategic thinking.

        *By the way, I’ve taken the liberty to underline insights I believe will bring you the most value. Enjoy!

        The first step to becoming an AI-driven leader is changing your limiting beliefs around AI. You need to believe that AI will enhance you, not replace you. Rather than seeing AI as a threat (or a cheap parlor trick), recognize that it’s a powerful ally in making faster, smarter decisions. One that shifts you from operational overwhelm to strategic clarity, helping you build a better business and better lives.

        The second step is shifting your behavior. Instead of asking, “How can I do this?” start asking, “How can AI help me do this?” Here are three big problems AI can help you solve immediately.

        
          1. Turning Data into Decisions

          In your business, the issue isn’t a lack of information but an overwhelming flood of it. To compound the problem, every leader has biases and assumptions that can distort judgment, leading to strategic missteps. These biases often go unnoticed, but they influence decision-making, sometimes in damaging ways. Author Keith Cunningham speaks of losing over $100 million in his own ventures due to unchecked assumptions and overly optimistic thinking. As Keith said, “Nothing is worse than running enthusiastically in the wrong direction.”

          Finding a way to filter out the noise, mute your biases, and pinpoint what’s relevant is key. This is where AI becomes invaluable. Simply asking AI to challenge your biases or identify new growth strategies can yield fresh perspectives, drive diverse decision-making, and improve overall strategy. Want to experience how AI can enhance your thinking? Try this prompt:

          
            Attached is our strategic plan. I want you to act as my AI Thought Partner™ by asking me one question at a time to challenge my biases and the assumptions we have made. I also want you to challenge if our plan has the sufficiency to achieve our goal. Once you have enough information, give me a summary of where you think our plan is strong and where you see potential weaknesses, and recommend ways we can improve it.

          
          You don’t have to drown yourself in data and feel overwhelmed when making decisions. Let AI do the heavy lifting by analyzing huge volumes of data to reveal patterns and serve up relevant insights in seconds. As an AI-driven leader, you can merge the best of your instincts with AI’s processing power. By blending technology with humanity, you ensure your decisions are not only data-driven but also grounded in critical thinking. AI doesn’t replace what makes you human; it enhances it, helping you turn data into actionable decisions that drive your business forward.

        
        
          2. Doing More with Less

          AI enables you to achieve more with fewer resources. You can automate routine tasks and streamline processes. This means reallocating your team’s efforts from mundane activities to high-impact priorities that drive business value and supercharging them with AI. You’ll move from feeling stressed and pressured to achieving more with less.

          Boston Consulting Group conducted a study with Harvard to evaluate what impact AI might have on 758 of their consultants. The study showed that those who used AI had a 40% increase in the quality of their work. They completed tasks 25% faster and were able to tackle 12.2% more tasks than those without AI.

        
        
          3. Aligning Short-Term Efforts With Long-Term Vision

          As leaders, we are not strangers to the immense pressure to deliver fast results. Delivering in the short term is important, but the pressure can skew our focus, causing us to sacrifice the long-term priorities that sustain growth.

          The challenge lies not only in the pressure to produce quick wins but also in the natural tendency of organizations to reward short-term performance. This creates a culture where decisions are made with a narrow focus, potentially compromising your long-term competitive advantage.

          Turn to AI as your Thought Partner here, conducting virtual interviews to align your short-term efforts with your long-term vision. Scenario planning helps you anticipate future challenges and balance immediate wins with strategic goals. By harnessing AI as your Thought Partner, you can ensure you hit short-term goals while making progress on the initiatives that drive long-term growth. It’s simply a matter of asking the right questions.

        
        
          Why You Can’t Afford to Wait Any Longer

          According to Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of Google, with the pace at which AI is evolving, it is entirely reasonable to expect we will be living in a fundamentally different world within the next five years. Not ten. Five.

          If you’ve hesitated on embracing AI, consider this your wake-up call. I’m not going to tell you that if you don’t adopt AI, you’ll be put out of business. That’s just hype. What I will say is that your job as a leader is to prepare your company to withstand a variety of future conditions and continue to grow in spite of them.

          The writing is on the wall: the world is becoming AI-driven. If you want your company to thrive, let alone survive, you need to understand what AI is and how you can harness it to build a competitive advantage. This is not something you can wait any longer on because there is a learning curve, and this is not something you can delegate to someone on your team. Getting educated is your job. You need to start now.

          By harnessing AI as your strategic Thought Partner, you can build a competitive advantage. If you do not, you risk your competitors beating you to it. The goal of this book is to transform you into an AI-driven leader. One who’s able to finally get out of the day-to-day grind and lead with strategic clarity so you can make faster, smarter decisions and accelerate the growth of your organization.

          I believe with the right leadership, you can create a world where the majority of your people’s time is invested in high-impact priorities, aligned with their strengths, supercharged by AI. This will lead to disruptive results without disrupting your organization. By embracing your position within this new category of leader, you place yourself among forward-thinking pioneers who are shaping the future of leadership itself. You’re not just keeping up with technology; you’re defining a new standard for how to harness it. Join us. This is a meaningful journey we get to embark on together.

        
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        What You Will Learn in This Book

        This book is written for innovative executives, strategically minded leaders, and impact-driven visionaries. You will get the most out of this book by using it as a guide to accelerate the growth of your business, gain a competitive advantage, and create better lives for your people.

        To help you do this, I’ve structured the book in three main parts:

        
          	1. Part 1 redefines your leadership in the AI era

          	2. Part 2 helps you become an AI-driven leader

          	3. Part 3 helps you build an AI-driven organization

        

        In the following chapters, we’ll explore the skills and lessons you need to become an effective AI-driven leader. You’ll discover how to transition from operational overwhelm to leading with strategic clarity. Here’s an overview of what’s to come:

        
          
            	
              Ch. 1

            
            	
              The rise of AI and the AI-Driven Leader (you’re reading this now)

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 2

            
            	
              Lessons from past technological disruptions that you can apply to your leadership today

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 3

            
            	
              Mindset shifts that will help your team embrace AI instead of resist it

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 4

            
            	
              Understand what AI is, how it works, and how to get started

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 5

            
            	
              Five simple use cases you can apply today to supercharge your leadership

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 6

            
            	
              The high price of asking the wrong questions and how you can use AI to overcome your biases and assumptions

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 7

            
            	
              How to turn data into decisions, collapsing what used to take weeks into minutes

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 8

            
            	
              How to use AI to navigate short-term pressures without sacrificing long-term growth

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 9

            
            	
              A proven framework to make faster, smarter decisions

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 10

            
            	
              How to lead with strategic clarity to alignment all year long

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 11

            
            	
              How to win the first 30 days and turn your strategic plan into results

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 12

            
            	
              How to 10x the impact of every employee in your organization

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 13

            
            	
              Change management strategies to ensure you integrate AI seamlessly into your organization

            
          

          
            	
              Ch. 14

            
            	
              Simple steps to go from 0 to 1 with AI, delivering immediate value

            
          

        

        Throughout the book, I’ll share stories to keep things entertaining. You’ll also get real use cases showing how leaders are harnessing AI to make faster, smarter decisions. Company names will be shared when possible, but sometimes, for confidentiality, they will be changed or omitted. For example, you’ll learn how one company collapsed hundreds of hours of work into minutes using the right prompt. You’ll discover how one executive team leveraged AI to smooth out interactions with an activist board. And you’ll see how a leader reduced six months of client work into two weeks, leaving his competitors flat-footed.

        I’ll share many of my most valuable prompts that you can use immediately to get quick wins. You can also find every prompt in the appendix section of the book. Additionally, I’ve developed an AI Thought Partner™ trained on this book’s content to provide you with personalized guidance throughout. This innovative tool allows you to interact with the book’s content and prompts in real time, ask specific questions, and receive tailored advice. My hope is that this helps you apply what you learn here by enhancing your strategic thinking and decision-making. Just visit AiLeadership.com or scan the QR code when presented.

        
          Your Greatest Strengths. Amplified.

          Scan the QR code to discover how AI can turn your strengths into superpowers and multiply your impact where it matters most.

        

        
          [image: QR code leading to app.aileadership.com/?.]

        
        Finally, I’ll show you how to transform your team from task masters into innovative, strategic thinkers. We will present a new way for your team to prioritize their time and discuss how to integrate AI into the way you work to drive growth. By the end of this book, you’ll have the mindset, skills, and tools to thrive as an AI-driven leader.

      
      
      
        What You Will Not Get from This Book

        If you’re comfortable with the status quo or waiting for someone else to figure out AI at some future date, this book is not for you. This is for ambitious, innovative, growth-minded leaders who are unsatisfied with the status quo, are committed to building a better business and better lives for their people, and see AI as a catalyst for that growth. If that is you, then you’ve found your tribe.

        This book is also not about AI because tech adoption is not your goal. AI is simply a tool to help you achieve your goals. Throughout this book, you will notice a recurring theme: strategy first; technology second. While AI is a timely tool, strategy is timeless. That’s why this is not an AI book; it’s a leadership book. Your leadership is what will make the difference.

        
          [image: A target with an arrow hitting the bull’s-eye, labeled “Strategy First” above and “Technology Second” along the arrow shaft.]

        
        I will focus on equipping you with timeless strategic skills that will help you thrive in any technological era and then show you how to enhance them with AI. While doing this, I will intentionally steer clear of specific AI tools or governance policies because the technology evolves so rapidly that today’s hot platform could become irrelevant tomorrow. For personalized guidance on choosing the right AI tools for your business, visit AiLeadership.com. Discover my latest recommendations and engage with our AI Thought Partner™ trained on this book’s content. I encourage you to ask it questions so it can help you take your first steps in applying what you learn to get results.

      
      
        My Path to Becoming an AI-Driven Leader

        My first introduction to strategic thinking was in my senior year of college. I was interning at a startup technology company, and I asked the CEO what job I should get after graduation. His answer surprised me, “Geoff, you’re asking the wrong question! You should be asking, ‘What are the skills I can master that are so valuable they will serve me no matter where I go? And what jobs can help me develop those skills?’”

        This is the first time I realize the power of asking the right questions. It’s also the best career advice I’ve ever received.

        Fast forward seven years. I was working in medical device sales, running through hospitals each day, selling devices that made a positive impact on patients. My career was going well, but I was unfulfilled. Growth was my number-one core value, yet every day I felt like I was meant for more and playing below my potential. It was downright painful.

        Then one day, I heard a speech that changed my life. I was in attendance at our national sales meeting when a man named Jay Papasan stepped on stage. Over the next hour, he delivered a keynote about a concept called The ONE Thing. It was based on the bestselling book he co-wrote with Gary Keller, the founder of Keller Williams, the largest real estate company in the world by agent count. The idea was simple but incredibly powerful: identify the one thing you could do such that by doing it, everything else would be easier or unnecessary.

        Jay finished his speech and got a standing ovation. When the crowd finally sat down, I found myself still standing. My mind was telling me to sit, but my heart was telling me to run to the stage to talk with Jay. I listened to my heart and was suddenly running down the side of the ballroom so I could be the first person to talk to Jay. I had no idea this conversation would change my life.

        Jay and I developed a relationship. Eventually he told me that The ONE Thing created a unique challenge. On the one hand, it was a massive hit and was one of the highest-rated business books. The problem was, Gary’s ONE thing was being chairman of Keller Williams. Jay’s ONE thing was writing books with Gary. They were missing someone whose ONE thing could be The ONE Thing. That became my opportunity.

        On November 1, 2015, I moved my family from Southern California to Austin, Texas, to partner with Gary and Jay to turn their book into a comprehensive training and consulting company.

        My first ninety days were defined by a steep challenge: cast a compelling vision for the business and generate $100,000 in revenue out of thin air, or I would be fired. Needless to say, I felt immense pressure to deliver results. For the next ninety days, I worked extremely hard and got the job done. But I was about to find out that there was now a much bigger problem.

        I will always remember walking into the boardroom to present the results of my first ninety days. Inflated with pride and expecting praise, I announced that we had hit our revenue goals. But Gary looked me in the eyes and said, “Geoff, your product sucks!”

        I was floored. How could this be true? Customers were giving great reviews, and we had zero refunds. How could our product suck?

        He then looked at me and asked, “How many customers did your customers bring you?”

        I looked at him and realized the problem. I admitted defeat. None.

        He leaned in and said, “You’ll know you have a world-class product when every customer brings you another customer. Go build that!”

        That lesson stuck with me. Later, it would shape ‘remarkable experiences’ as a core value of AI Leadership—everything we do should be so remarkable that people actually remark about it.

        During my tenure at The ONE Thing, I also coached Naveen Jindal, the chairman of Jindal Steel & Power, and his executive team. JSP is a global steel powerhouse out of India. After seven years of building the company behind The ONE Thing, it was time for a new chapter in my career. I exited the company and sold my shares back to Gary and Jay. Shortly after I left the company, Mr. Jindal called me and asked if I would come in-house.

        I said, “It depends. What’s the job?”

        He replied, “You know our business. You tell me.”

        I stepped in as global chief growth officer, responsible for working alongside the Jindal family to drive growth across all our portfolio companies, including India, the Middle East, Africa, and Australia. While I was working at JSP, with the strong leadership of the Jindals and our talented executives, the company’s market cap grew from $750 million to $12 billion.

        It was on one of my quarterly trips to India that I first discovered AI. When I saw it, it stopped me in my tracks. I wanted to take action, but then I thought, ‘I’m so busy, I’ll get to this later or delegate it to someone on the technical team.’ But then, then question from my senior year of college began echoing in my mind:

        “What are the skills I can master that are so valuable they will serve me no matter where I go?”

        I set a goal to master AI to increase my impact in the Jindal Group. The more I began to understand it, the more confident I was that this was the future. Eventually, I had a conversation with Mr. Jindal where I said just that: “This is the future. As chairman, you need to own this at the board level so we can drive it through all of our companies.”

        He looked at me and asked, “Why don’t you do it for me?”

        Game on! The challenge was, I didn’t know how. This is when I remembered something I learned from Gary Keller, “Anytime you’re hitting a ceiling of achievement, you’re just missing a person.” For me, that person was Google, and together, we formed a partnership.

        Every quarter, when I was in Delhi, I was at their headquarters. They taught me what the technology was, how it worked, and how to identify the right use cases. But as we started driving AI adoption in the company, I saw something no one was talking about—the gap between AI as a tool and AI as a leadership advantage.

        At the time, tech companies and consultants were selling AI as a magic bullet—a solution in search of a problem. But no one was addressing the real driver of success: you—the leader. The companies making the biggest gains weren’t just implementing AI. They had leaders who knew how to wield it. The real question wasn’t just about AI—it was about who you could become to leverage it and win in an AI-driven future.

        That realization changed everything. It drove me to resign from Jindal Steel, write this book, and build AI Leadership—a strategic advisory company that installs AI-driven execution systems to turn your strategy into financial value in a fraction of the time.

        What if your job wasn’t to become an AI expert? What if your job was to become an AI-driven leader?

        Meaning, you use the technology every day so you can cast a vision for the future, define your strategy to win, and lead the change—while ensuring AI enhances your people rather than replaces them.

        As you become an AI-driven leader, you might think the challenge is keeping up with AI. It’s not.

        The real problem is that your organization was never designed to move at the speed AI requires to win.

        Most leadership teams are moving too slow. Think about how long it takes to clarify your strategy. To align your teams. To make decisions. To adjust when priorities shift.

        Months.

        While you’re debating, AI is transforming the landscape around you.

        By the time the plan is finalized, it’s already outdated. And every time priorities shift, the effort required to realign the organization slows you down even more.

        So what happens?

        There’s a lot of activity—but not a lot of results. AI only amplifies this.

        Becoming an AI-driven leader isn’t about chasing use cases or becoming an expert in the technology. It’s about transforming how you think, how you lead, and how your organization executes—because in an AI-driven world, speed is now your advantage, and execution determines if you win.

        What if there was a way to harness AI to create faster clarity, tighter alignment, better decisions, and a system that keeps your strategy current as everything around you changes—so you can actually capture the full value AI makes possible?

        That’s the work we now do with companies—installing an AI-driven strategy execution system that fundamentally changes how leadership teams operate. We work alongside you to align faster, execute better, and continuously adapt so you move at the speed required to win.

      
      
      
      
        The Big Idea in AI-Driven Leadership

        What if the biggest threat to your business is not your competition, but your own thinking?

        Right now, AI isn’t just changing how we work—it’s reshaping how we think. Most people use generative AI in one of two ways: as a smarter Google to answer questions or as an assistant to help with tasks like writing better emails. While both can be useful, they barely scratch the surface of what’s possible.

        You have an opportunity to raise your standards for your relationship with this technology. Instead of using AI for the 80% of tasks that drive only 20% of your results, harness it for the 20% of priorities that drive
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