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From readiness to results

Only 2% of companies were structurally ready for Al in 2025." Everyone else?
They were learning an expensive lesson: Al is as much a leadership problem as a technical one.

Across every sector, companies poured time, money, and
focus into Al tools, platforms, and proofs of concept. They
hired data scientists and ML engineers as fast as they
could find them. They launched innovation labs and pilot
programs. Yet many discovered that Al ambition without
organizational readiness is just treading water.

The bad news: any business that isn’t structurally ready
for Alin 2026 shouldn’t worry about being around to worry
about 2027. The window to operationalize Al is shorter
than any other technology wave, and it's closing fast: think
of it as trying to incorporate the internet, the cloud, and
mobile all at once in 18 months and you get the idea of the
opportunity and the challenge.

" Riviera Partners, The Future of Tech Leadership Survey Report 2025.

The companies that make the
leap will share three characteristics:

>

They hire differently. They don’t wait until they're
‘ready’ to recruit Al leadership, but hire leaders who will
go out and build Al readiness. This requires competing
for talent based on vision, mandate, and resources,
along with competitive compensation.

They organize differently. Instead of tucking Al
under IT or bolting it onto a legacy org chart, these
companies are redesigning the entire organization
around intelligence as a core capability and giving
their Al leaders the authority to match.

They incentivize differently. Winning businesses
measure Al success by business performance and
align compensation structures to match.

The Al Hiring Blueprint 2026: The data-driven guide to building, scaling, and retaining tomorrow’s Al leaders

This guide is designed to give organizations the blueprint
they need to hire the right leaders, offer the right incentives,
and create the right culture to turn experimentation into
change. With real market data on compensation, hiring
trends across company strategies, and organizational
models that work, you'll learn how to lead your organization
through Al transformation in 2026 and beyond.


https://www.rivierapartners.com/pdf/future-of-tech-leadership-survey-report-2025/

2026 Al talent market snapshot

96% of tech leaders say Al readiness is important to their business.? This is reflected by pressure from boards and investors to
accelerate Al change, with 47% of tech leaders expecting board-driven shifts in executive responsibilities and 33% expecting
full organizational redesigns.?

As a result, the market for Al talent exploded in 2025, Companies are responding by shifting their hiring focus If that sounds like an impossible
with organizations across every sector racing to lock up away from purely visionary thinkers or pragmatic operators role to fill, you're not alone.
engineers and executives. But filling roles is easy. Filling to hybrid ‘translator’ leaders who can connect Al strategy to

them with leaders who can actually deliver? Not so measurable commercial impact.

much: only 55% of early adopters say they have the right
leadership in place to scale Al.*

These are leaders who can:

> Speak fluent engineering with data scientists, finance

These early adopters are learning that their initial hires . _
with the board, and strategy with the CEO

might have been the right.people to getthemin the Al Less than half of organizations say
game, but aren’t necessarily the ones who can turn Al > Align cross-functional teams and siloed departments their internal recruiting teams are
initiatives into business value. i iri i 5

> Navigate business ambiguity, fast-moving efLectlve at h.lr.mg fthls type of talent’,
As the distance between ‘we're exploring Al and ‘we're competitors, and changing technologies whose recruiting functions are -
getting results from Al' gets wider, the gap is increasingly under-resourced and compensation
being defined by a lack of the right leadership. Top > Deliver bottom-line results while staying on the packages lack competitiveness.
barriers to scaling Al include talent gaps (45%), a lack forefront of innovation

of executive discipline (36%) and executive Al fluency
(35%), and unclear ownership or accountability (29%).

2345 Riviera Partners, The Future of Tech Leadership Survey Report 2025.
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https://www.rivierapartners.com/pdf/future-of-tech-leadership-survey-report-2025/

By contrast, businesses that score higher on our These high-readiness firms are hiring earlier, investing

proprietary Organizational Design Readiness Index are more, and measuring ROI faster, while 35% of low-readiness Wh di i
typically more sophisticated in their approach compared businesses report doing none of the above.” Top Al talent atreadiness really means
to low-readiness companies. can spot an unready organization from the first conversation,

A high-readiness firm excels at three elements:
and will easily sniff out grand ambitions that lack executive 9 ! X

alignment, initiatives without ownership, and businesses
unwilling to invest. The talent knows what they want, knows
what they're worth, and knows that they hold the cards.

Structural: Provides clear Al ownership

3>< They are three times more likely to create
and cross-functional alignment

Al-specific executive roles (64% vs. 21%)

Cultural: Displays a bias toward

SX They are more than three times more likely to adaptation, experimentation, and leaming

report having a Chief Al officer (72% vs. 21%)

Leadership: Drives a commitment to

2>< They implement twice as many hiring and change from the top down, including
team development strategies (2.5 vs. 1.2) the board and CEO

2 >< They are twice as likely to maintain formal board
and advisory talent pipelines (60% vs. 27%)

2 >< They are almost twice as likely to centralize
leadership hiring decisions (56% vs. 33%).°

67 Riviera Partners, The Future of Tech Leadership Survey Report 2025.
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https://www.rivierapartners.com/pdf/future-of-tech-leadership-survey-report-2025/

Who's hiring who?

Here's what high-readiness looks like across key company
stages, along with the types of leaders they're looking for:

PE-backed firms

These companies are hiring Al transformation leaders who
can tie initiatives directly to value-creation playbooks and
operational outcomes. They're tasked with driving EBITDA
improvements, scaling infrastructure for growth, and
positioning portfolio companies for successful exits.

VC-backed firms

Because these companies are often building Al capability
alongside the business itself, they seek do-it-all CTOs that can
lead Al strategy, product vision, and engineering execution
simultaneously. These leaders are drawn by the opportunity
to operate within ambiguity, build from scratch, and shape an
Al-native culture from the ground up.

Public companies

Rather than hiring a single Al leader, these companies

often hire ‘Al enabler’ executives tasked with distributing Al
capability across functions to embed Al into finance, HR, and
operations. These translation leaders are tasked with driving

2345 Riviera Partners, The Future of Tech Leadership Survey Report 2025.

adoption across established business units, navigating
regulatory complexity, and delivering measurable ROl to
satisfy board and investor expectations.

Regardless of size, all high-readiness companies share

a few common traits that can remarkably accelerate Al
performance. Most feature translational Al leadership
roles with real authority to make change, along with

board engagement that aligns governance with
execution. In addition, they work in an environment where
experimentation is safe and expected, while a culture of
cross-functional collaboration ensures Al becomes an
enterprise capability instead of a siloed discipline.

In addition, PE and VC firms that want their portfolio
companies to be Al-ready from day one are building fund-
level infrastructure to make that expectation a reality. One
way they're doing so is by adding Al advisors, technical
operating partners, and commercialization coaches at the

fund level to institutionalize Al readiness as a core capability.

The Al Hiring Blueprint 2026: The data-driven guide to building, scaling, and retaining tomorrow’s Al leaders

Evaluate your current readiness

Only 2% of companies rank as ‘high readiness’.
Where does your organization stack up? Our
Organizational Design Readiness quiz helps
companies self-assess across five pillars:

Ownership: Do you have accountable
Al leadership with the authority to make
decisions?

Engagement: Is your board actively
steering Al priorities?

Integration: Are product, data, and
engineering aligned?

Execution: Do you prioritize incremental
success over splashy launches?

Investment: Are your resources aligned
with your ambitions?

(Take the Quiz)



https://www.rivierapartners.com/pdf/future-of-tech-leadership-survey-report-2025/
https://rivierapartners.vercel.app/

Al compensation and incentives by the numbers W coore W onerise

Across every ownership model, Al leaders are earning more because they are being asked to do more. Based on our internal compensation data, Al leadership roles now
command a ~10% premium over comparable non-Al engineer roles, driven by a combination of scarcity and expectations that go far beyond traditional technology expertise.

$15,000,000
VC-Backed Firms
These firms use equity to attract foundational Al hires, offering $4M to $15M to those who can help their business become an Al-native category leader.
Total cash by seniority and company valuation range Equity by seniority and company valuation range $9,000,000
Median (50th percentile) Maximum Median (50th percentile) Maximum
$750,000
$630,000 $6,000,000
$500,000
$468,200 R0 $4,000,000
$409,000 $418,000 1000,
$350,000
$300,000
$2,000,000
<$300M $300M+ <$300M $300M+ <$300M $300M+ <$300M $300M+
Company valuation range Company valuation range
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PE-Backed Firms

Portfolio companies are tying compensation directly to measurable Al-driven efficiency gains, margin expansion, or EBITDA improvements,

resulting in pay packages reaching north of $20M.

Total cash by seniority and company valuation range $1,750,000

Median (50th percentile) Maximum

$775,000

525,000
$511,308 $ $480,000 $450,000

$449,375 $412,500
$299,750 $312,500 .
<$100M $100M-$500M >$500M+ <$100M $100M-$500M >$500M+
Company revenue range

The Al Hiring Blueprint 2026: The data-driven guide to building, scaling, and retaining tomorrow’s Al leaders

B Head/vp Chief / SVP
$23,000,000
Equity by seniority and company valuation range
Median (50th percentile) Maximum
$12,000,000
$8,000,000
$6,240,000
$2,948,400 $3,000,000
$1,923,999 $2,000,000
$1,040,000 $1,274,000
<$100M $100M-$500M >$500M+ <$100M $100M-$500M >$500M+
Company revenue range



Public Companies

B Head/vp Chief / SVP

$27,600,000

Al leaders responsible for company-wide Al platforms, governance, and adoption are routinely crossing $1M in annual cash compensation at

large enterprises, with total equity value often nearing $30M.

Total cash by seniority and company valuation range

$1,254,000
Median (50th percentile) Maximum $1,150,000
$1,058,250
$856,400
$765,000
$628,200
$560,000
$442,000
108 8108+ <s108 $108+

Company market cap range
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Equity by seniority and company valuation range

Median (50th percentile) Maximum
$12,000,000
$10,400,000
$9,000,000
4,500,000
$3,800,000 s
$2,673,840
$1,475,500
<$10B $10B+ <$10B $10B+

Company market cap range



What Al leaders value beyond compensation

Top Al leaders aren’t choosing roles based on compensation alone. Here’s what else they're looking for:

A clear mandate: They want a sharp Access to resources: Al leaders Strategic influence: Al transformation is Progress instead of hype: Trust us,
definition of what they own, what they're won't sign up for a role where they are impossible without executive alignment. they've heard it all before. Top Al talent will
accountable for, and how success will expected to deliver outcomes without Al leaders want direct access to the CEO avoid companies that are obsessed with
be measured. Without this, even the the infrastructure to support them. Top and board as well as a meaningful voice big announcements and splashy pilots
most capable leader will struggle to drive leaders need the data foundation, the in long-term planning. but rarely produce results. Instead, they're
change across siloed functions and engineering support, and the budget gravitating toward organizations that
competing agendas. required to execute. prioritize sustainable adoption, operational

discipline, and measurable impact.

The Al Hiring:Blueprint 2026: The data-driven guideto building, scaling, and retaining tomorrow’s Al leaders 10



The top job markets for Al talent

Montreal: Home to global tech companies
building large Canadian Al teams.

Toronto: A global Al research and
engineering powerhouse anchored by
world-class Al labs and universities.

Seattle: A magnet for enterprise-scale Al
leadership, driven by AWS, Microsoft, and
cloud-first platform companies.

Silicon Valley: Still the global center

of Al. Leads the nation in executive and
engineering hiring with more Al jobs per
capita than any other metro area.

NYC: Explosive cross-industry demand
for commercial Al talent in finance, media,
retail, healthcare, and insurance.

London: Europe’s dominant Al hub,
with high demand across fintech,
financial services, retail, and enterprise
Al transformation.

Warsaw: A fast-growing center for ML
and data engineering, strengthened by
deep technical education and increasing
investment from global enterprises.

Zurich: High concentration of global
enterprise headquarters and advanced
R&D centers.

Lisbon: An emerging hub that attracts
remote-first teams across Europe
thanks to a strong talent base and lower
operating costs.



Building an effective Al leadership org model

All your Al tools and pilots will be wasted if you don’t have the organizational backbone required to turn it into real results.

But despite 62% of tech leaders saying Al is critical to their
enterprise strategy, fewer than 60% believe they have the
organizational structure in place to deliver on it.

You can make progress by reorganizing around clear
accountability and concentrated authority instead of
creating Al teams on the side or assigning Al responsibility
to a current executive. This often means hiring a Chief

Al Officer or equivalent role that enjoys direct CEO
access, along with the authority to redesign workflows,
set standards, shape governance, and hold cross-
departmental teams accountable for adopting Al capability.

Keep in mind that while high-readiness organizations
are 3x more likely to have a CAIO, they grant those roles
true ownership. With just over half (53%) of Chief Al
Officers reporting directly to the CEO, beware of creating
a role that only leads to symbolic Al adoption instead of
real transformation.

The Al talent race: myth vs. reality

®

Myth: “Al readiness is
about technology.”

©

Reality: Al readiness is about
leadership, alignment, and
accountability. Without structural
readiness, even the best models
and platforms won't scale.

The Al Hiring Blueprint 2026: The data-driven guide to building, scaling, and retaining tomorrow’s Al leaders

)

Myth: “Appointing a CAIO
guarantees Al success.”

©

Reality: Al transformation

requires board-backed mandate,

CEQO access, and real ownership

over data, tooling, and execution.

)

Myth: “You can leapfrog readiness
by spending more.”

©

Reality: You can't adopt Al by just
buying tools. You have to build the
trust, data quality, and change-
management muscles required to
use them.
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Best practices for finding your next Al leader

High-performing companies approach Al executive searches as a readiness exercise instead of a typical talent hunt, using the search
itself as a test of alignment, ambition, and organizational discipline. The most effective organizations follow a few simple principles:

Define your Al success metrics before you start.
Clarify ownership, outcomes, and how value will
be measured so you can then build the role around
those expectations.

Hire for translational capability instead of just
technical depth. The best Al executive is often
the one who can translate Al strategy into revenue,
margin expansion, and operational performance.

Move fast. Readiness deteriorates when hiring
lags vision. Momentum signals seriousness

to candidates, and speed is now a competitive
advantage in Al leadership searches.

Get the board involved early. Alignment between
governance and execution is a leading predictor of
successful hires. When the board understands the
mandate, the organization can move faster and clear
obstacles more effectively.

Treat the search as an accelerator of readiness.
Ideally, your search will help you clarify strategy, expose
capability gaps, and articulate your Al ambition. When
done correctly, your search will help you elevate the
company before the leader even starts.

The Al Hiring Blueprint 2026: The data-driven guide to building, scaling, and retaining tomorrow’s Al leaders

Evaluate your internal HR team’s ability to run an Al
leadership search. Few HR teams can move at Al-
market speed. Ask yourself whether they have the skills
to assess a candidate’s technical and commercial
fluency, along with whether you completely understand
the compensation landscape in order to attract the
right fit. You should also evaluate how the HR team will
position the opportunity to top-tier talent, especially if
you can't offer top-tier compensation.

Choose external search partners who understand
Al transformation. Along with sourcing candidates,
an effective partner will help you refine your mandate,
benchmark compensation, identify readiness gaps,
and evaluate candidates for strategic and technical fit.

13



Your 2026 Al talent roadmap

Define your Al mission, goals,
and ownership structure. Clear
accountability is the foundation
for every effective Al hire.

Diagnose your readiness gaps
across leadership, culture, and
org design. You can't hire your
way out of misalignment.

Design an organizational
architecture that aligns with
your stage. High-readiness
companies build structures
before they build teams.

Deploy Al-capable leaders
with the mandate, access,
and resources to succeed.

Impact follows empowerment,

not good intentions.

Develop the culture, incentives,
and governance models

that sustain transformation.

Al adoption is a management
discipline as much asitis a
technical exercise.



About Riviera Partners

| |
~*RIviera
Riviera Partners is a global driver of innovation for today’s most influential companies -

expertly placing executive talent in the crucial areas of IT, software engineering, product PARTNERS
management, security, Al/ML/Data, and design. Riviera combines over two decades of

recruiting expertise with a proprietary platform that uses machine learning to score and

predict the best candidate for a company’s specific needs, driving successful outcomes.

As a result, the company has become the go-to talent partner for leading private equity

investors, venture capitalists, public companies, and technology innovators.
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