THE PRAGMATIC CIO

ClOs Are Caught Between Al Fatigue and
Boardroom Fantasy
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Many CIOs are now balancing executive Al expectations
against employee fatigue, operational reality and the
growing risk of transformation theatre.
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Everyone wants Al.

Boards want returns. CEOs want momentum. Investors want efficiency. Vendors want urgency.
Employees?

Many just want one system that works properly.

That is the growing tension many CIOs now face.

They are being asked to accelerate Al adoption while parts of the workforce are already showing signs of fatigue, frustration, and
tool overload.

This is becoming one of the defining leadership challenges of the next 24 months.

Al Fatigue Is Real



Most employees are not anti-Al.
They are anti-friction.
Fatigue usually appears when Al creates:
e extra steps
e duplicate workflows
e poor outputs
e constant tool changes
e unclear expectations
e more admin disguised as innovation

If staff must copy data into chat windows, validate weak responses, or switch between disconnected systems, Al does not feel like
progress.

It feels like more work.

Why Many Al Rollouts Backfire

The most common mistake is simple:

Companies bolt Al onto existing broken processes.
Instead of redesigning work, they layer another tool on top.
That leads to:

e more complexity

e confused ownership

e |ower trust

e slower adoption

e rising cynicism
Employees quickly learn the difference between:

Al that helps and Al that creates theatre

The Boardroom Problem

Many boards are consuming Al through headlines.
They hear:

e competitors moving fast

e huge productivity gains

e automated operations

e |lower headcount models

e instant ROI stories

What they often don't see:



e messy data
o weak workflows
e integration cost
e governance demands
e change resistance
e operational reality
So pressure flows downward.

The CEO pushes the CIO. The CIO pushes the organisation. The organisation pushes back.

Caught in the Middle: The Modern CIO

This is why the CIO role is changing again.

Today’s CIO must manage three competing realities:

1. Executive Expectation

“We need visible Al progress now.”

2. Employee Reality

“We’'re overloaded already.”

3. Operational Truth

“We are not ready to scale this safely yet.”

That balancing act is harder than selecting any vendor.

What Good CIOs Are Doing Differently

The smarter leaders are resisting “Al everywhere” strategies.

Instead, they focus on:

Pick 2-3 Real Use Cases

Not 25 vanity pilots.

Solve Pain, Not Optics

Use Al where staff already feel friction.

Integrate Quietly

The best Al often feels invisible.

Keep Humans in the Loop



Especially where risk or quality matters.

Explain Why It Matters

Frame Al as capability enhancement, not replacement theatre.

What Employees Actually Need to Hear

Not:
“Al will revolutionise everything.”
But:

e this is what changes

this is what stays the same

this is how it helps you

this is where judgement still matters
e this is how we'll support you
Trust grows through clarity.

Not slogans.

The Uncomfortable Truth About Al Adoption

Many organisations do not have an Al problem.
They have:

e a process problem

e a leadership communication problem

e a prioritisation problem

e a change management problem

Al simply exposes it faster.

Final Thought

Sometimes Al is the answer.
Sometimes it is not.
The real skill of the CIO is knowing the difference — and being willing to say so.

That may be more valuable than any model.
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