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 Artificial intelligence: the grey rhino in the boardroom 

A high velocity risk that stands to be the most significant test in a generation 

The rapid rise  

AI is changing the economic landscape incredibly fast.  

Vast numbers of jobs will be displaced, but even more stand to be created – some 92 m 
and 170 m respectively by 2030, according to World Economic Forum estimates – and this 
displacement is already underway. The media is replete with announcements from 
companies, including US tech companies,1 on the 123,000 AI-driven job cuts so far this 
year, and the ‘Big Four’s halving of entry-level graduate recruitment.2 

The deeper disruption is structural – workforce displacement is merely the most visible 
symptom. AI is redistributing economic value within industries; compressing margins for 
incumbents; and enabling new entrants to capture share at extraordinary speed. Thus, AI-
native insurtech firms are undercutting traditional underwriters with real-time risk 
pricing; generative AI is producing drug candidates in weeks rather than years; legal 
platforms are automating contract reviews that previously sustained entire practice 
groups; and autonomous logistics networks are compressing supply chains and cutting 
out intermediaries. 

Industry bodies around the world are responding accordingly: The UK Civil Aviation 
Authority for example has published a comprehensive AI strategy acknowledging the 
"transformative potential" of AI across aerospace; the European Directorate for the 
Quality of Medicines & HealthCare has established a dedicated AI division; the US Auto 
Care Association has convened an AI Working Group to chart adoption across its $405 
billion sector. 

Companies and industry bodies are quickly realising that the pace of change is 
unprecedented. When electricity emerged as a transformative technology, it took nearly 
half a century from Edison's first power station in 1882 before electric motors accounted 
for three quarters of US manufacturing power. Karl Benz patented the first automobile in 
1886, yet it took over 30 years before cars began to displace the horse-drawn economy.  

AI however is moving at an entirely different velocity: cross-sector AI adoption, according 
to McKinsey's 2025 State of AI survey, has risen from 20% in 2017 to 88% in 2025, with 
generative AI adoption alone growing from 33% in 2023 to 79% in 2025.  

Thus, whereas the Industrial Revolutions of the mid-18th to early 20th centuries unfolded 
over decades, AI by contrast is restructuring industries in years. This velocity is precisely 
why boards must treat AI as both a crisis and an opportunity. 

At the crossroad 

The test questions for every board are now:  

a. Does your board have a clear, documented position on how AI will likely reshape your 
industry, your products, and your competitive position over the next 2, 5, and 10 
years? and  

b. Are you positioned, or positioning, to lead, or simply to try to survive? 

The gap between awareness and action is large. Many board members and executives 
are becoming more comfortable talking about AI. But comfort in conversation is not the 
same as preparedness in practice, and it is a distance from taking a position on its future: 
an estimated one-third of boards today do not have AI on the agenda at all; about two 
thirds say their boards do not know enough about AI; and only about 5% report that AI is 
incorporated into their business strategy and operating plans.3 
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This gap exposes a material governance weakness, and raises a fundamental question: 
are boards currently equipped to lead their companies through the transformative 
disruption AI will cause, and to capture the shareholder value it makes possible?  

Obligations are clear. Under Section 172 of the UK Companies Act 2006, for example, 
directors must act in a way most likely to promote the success of the company, having 
regard to "the likely consequences of any decision in the long term." Equivalent duties exist 
across international governance frameworks, including in the US, Australia, and 
Singapore.  

The UK Corporate Governance Code 2024 expands this further, requiring boards to 
monitor emerging and principal risks and to demonstrate how effectively the company 
captures new and emerging risks and opportunities.  

AI is arguably the most significant test of these obligations in a generation. It is the grey 
rhino in the boardroom. Kodak, Nokia, Blockbuster, BlackBerry, were each undone by a 
failure to anticipate and respond to fast-evolving, transformative technological 
disruption. In every case, boards claimed they were caught unaware or moved too slowly. 

There will be no such excuse with AI. The evidence base is overwhelming, the trajectory 
is clear, and the duty to act will be a true test of effectiveness for boards across every 
industry. 

AI is a high-velocity emerging risk that necessitates a shift from emergent to deliberate 
and dynamic strategy planning. Reacting incrementally to events as they unfold is no 
longer sufficient. Boards must take deliberate, structured decisions informed by detailed 
product and industry analysis, the best available forecasts, and expert advice, with 
assumptions continuously stress-tested as new information emerges.  

Of course, the future cannot be predicted with certainty. But thinking about the matter in 
advance, and modifying initial views as evidence progressively becomes available, will 
result in a better (evolving) strategy than results from mere ‘wait and see’.  

Thus, critically, boards need to look beyond the first-order question of "how will AI affect 
our operations?" and ask questions about the cascading effects: how AI will likely reshape 
suppliers' cost structures; customer alternatives; competitive speed to market; and 
ultimately the viability of the company’s entire value chain. The impact will be strategic, 
operational, financial, and reputational, and boards that fail to seek to account for these 
effects will not be able to hide from the questions asked of them. 

These questions cannot be delegated or deferred to the next strategy cycle. They demand 
board-level ownership, informed and continuous debate, and decisive action. 

A word of caution. It is important that boards guard against the biases that experience 
itself can introduce. Many executive and non-executive directors have earned their 
positions through decades of navigating market and industry cycles. But no one has 
experienced a megaforce of the scale, speed, and disruptive power of AI.  

The instinct to view AI through the lens of previous technology waves, or to defer to 
established industry narratives, risks influencing or even derailing sound judgement. It is 
important that history be used as a guide only where there is good reason to suppose that 
to do so is appropriate, and that the ‘right' lessons be drawn.  

Board chairs must actively watch and listen for how cognitive bias could distort positions 
on AI’s expected impact on the company’s strategy, business model, operations, and 
financial outlook.  

For six practical AI board recommendations, see Box on the next page. 
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Box: Six practical recommendations for boards  

The board's role is to set direction, demand rigour, and hold management accountable, not to 
conduct the analysis itself. But the board must satisfy itself that management has the knowledge, 
expertise, and capacity to deliver what is required. Below are six next steps for companies to 
consider. 

1. Establish a board AI sub-committee to provide oversight of AI's impact on strategy, business 
model, and operations. Define the terms of reference, membership, and reporting cadence. Mandate 
assessment of strategic impacts through the company’s end-to-end value chain, including the 
Integrated Value Architecture for complex supply chains (for more, see the forthcoming Ashurst Risk 
Advisory LLP’s Risk Navigator report: Integrated Value Architecture: Building Supply Chain Resilience 
through Value-led Risk Management). Ensure the sub-committee has the authority to commission 
external research, solicit expertise, and escalate findings to the full board. 

2. Assess organisational readiness to satisfy the board that the organisation has the knowledge, 
expertise, and experience to form a credible AI position. Require management to present an honest 
assessment of current AI capabilities, talent, and gaps, with a plan to address them. Commission 
board training and periodic briefings from internal and external AI specialists. Consider appointing 
directors with relevant technology and/or data science experience. 

3. Assess AI's impact on the 2, 5, and 10-year strategy by requiring management to identify how AI 
will disrupt near-term strategy (2 years), medium-term competitive positioning (5 years), and long-
term business model viability (10 years). Analyse the inward effects: how AI changes operations, 
workforce composition, capital allocation, governance oversight, and decision-making. Analyse the 
outward effects: how the company must adapt product development, competitive positioning, go-
to-market, customer engagement, and pricing in response to AI-enabled competitors. Establish a 
cadence to revisit and stress-test assumptions, with regular board reporting. 

4. Quantify the financial exposure by requiring management to identify cause-and-effect 
relationships between AI-related risks and financial performance, and to quantify short-, medium-, 
and long-term effects. Model impact on revenue streams, pricing power, cost base, and margins by 
business line. Assess loss exposure including write-downs from capital investments rendered 
obsolete by AI-driven market shifts. Incorporate AI scenarios into capital allocation and investment 
appraisal processes. 

5. Enhance the risk management framework by directing management to incorporate AI into the 
company's risk management architecture. Identify and incorporate AI-specific risk categories: model 
risk (including algorithmic bias), data privacy, technology and cyber risk, third-party AI dependency, 
and reputational risk. Task the audit or risk committee with overseeing how AI risks are embedded 
into existing policies, standards, procedures, and reporting. Capture both the risks of adopting and 
the risks of failing to adopt AI, including in terms of competitive obsolescence and value chain 
disruption. 

6. Engage actively with key stakeholders by ensuring management engages proactively with 
shareholders, investors, employees, customers, and regulators. Communicate the board’s AI position 
to investors to build confidence. Engage employees on AI’s implications for roles, skills, and career 
development. Identify where constraints in talent, data, technology, or culture could prevent 
necessary advances or create downstream capability gaps as competitors move faster. 

This is just the beginning. Boards that are not acting on these steps are likely to learn the hard way 
what happens when grey rhinos are ignored. Boards that are acting now will not only build resilience 
but unlock new opportunities to grow shareholder value.◼ 
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Endnotes 

*Christopher Thackray is the Chief Advisor of Governance, Risk & Resilience at Ashurst Risk Advisory LLP. An experienced 
Chief Risk Officer with over 24 years in the field, he specialises in designing and building risk management solutions 
that strengthen organisational resilience and effective corporate governance. Christopher is also a Board Governor 
for the Diocese of Gloucestershire Academies Trust and an external contributor to Independent Economics LLP, 
providing unique perspectives on the future of risk management and resilience through the firm's Risk Insight Series. 

The Risk Insight Series. Global megatrends are reshaping the risk landscape, driving unprecedented complexity and 
interconnectedness across strategic, financial, market, operational, reputational, and governance risks. As these 
forces intensify, they will fundamentally alter the share and distribution of economic value among industry 
participants. The Risk Insight Series brings genuine insight into the relationship between evolving risks and economic 
performance, offering board members and executive management digestible analysis and practical recommendations 
to anticipate these shifts and position their organisations for long-term value creation. 

 

1 Bloomberg, Reuters, BBC 

2 The Observer  

3 Research published through the Harvard Law School Forum on Corporate Governance in May 2025 found that: 31% of 
boards still do not have AI on the agenda at all, 66% say their boards do not know enough about AI, and only 5% 
report that AI is incorporated into business strategy and operating plans. Link 
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