
 

 

Getting the Most Out of Your Fractional CAIO: A 
Practical Guide 

You have decided to bring in a fractional Chief AI Officer. Good decision. Now 
the question becomes: how do you set up the engagement for success? 

A fractional CAIO can deliver significant value, but that value is not automatic. 
Like any senior hire, the results depend on how well you integrate them into 
your organization, what access you provide, and how clearly you define 
expectations. The difference with a fractional arrangement is that you have 
less time to figure it out. Every hour counts. 

Here is how to get it right. 

Start With Clarity on What You Actually Need 

Before your fractional CAIO starts, get internal alignment on what you want 
from the engagement. This sounds obvious, but it is where many 
organizations stumble. 

Are you looking for: 

●​ A strategic roadmap for AI adoption? 
●​ Governance frameworks and policies? 
●​ Oversight of a specific implementation project? 
●​ Vendor evaluation and selection support? 
●​ Board-level education and communication? 
●​ General guidance as you figure out the right questions to ask? 
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All of these are legitimate starting points. But if your CEO expects a three-year 
strategy while your CTO expects hands-on project management, you will 
waste cycles resolving that tension after the engagement begins. 

Have the internal conversation first. Write down the priorities. Share them 
with your fractional CAIO before day one. 

Understand the Two Types of Deliverables 

One of the underappreciated aspects of working with a senior fractional 
executive is that value comes in two forms: what you initially contract for, and 
what emerges as the engagement unfolds. 

Initial Deliverables 

These are the outputs you define at the start of the engagement. They are 
typically scoped, scheduled, and explicitly agreed upon. Common initial 
deliverables include: 

●​ AI readiness assessment with current-state analysis 
●​ Prioritized use case inventory with business case estimates 
●​ Governance framework and acceptable use policies 
●​ Technology and vendor landscape evaluation 
●​ Implementation roadmap with resource requirements 
●​ Board presentation on AI strategy and risk 

These deliverables provide structure and accountability. They give both 
parties a shared understanding of what success looks like in the near term. 

Emergent Deliverables 

As your fractional CAIO gains deeper understanding of your organization, 
additional needs surface. These emergent deliverables are often where the 
most significant value lies, because they address problems you did not know 
you had or opportunities you had not considered. 
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Examples of emergent deliverables: 

●​ Data quality remediation plan after discovering foundational issues 
●​ Revised organizational structure recommendations based on observed 

gaps 
●​ Training program for leadership team on AI literacy 
●​ Integration strategy connecting AI initiatives to broader digital 

transformation 
●​ Vendor renegotiation guidance after reviewing existing contracts 
●​ Risk mitigation plan for an initiative that looked promising but carries 

hidden exposure 
●​ Change management framework after recognizing cultural barriers to 

adoption 

A good fractional CAIO will surface these opportunities as they arise, explain 
why they matter, and help you prioritize them against your original objectives. 
This is not scope creep; it is the natural result of having experienced eyes on 
your organization. 

Balancing Both 

The best engagements maintain discipline around initial deliverables while 
remaining open to emergent ones. This requires: 

●​ Regular check-ins where the CAIO can flag new findings 
●​ A process for evaluating and prioritizing emergent work 
●​ Flexibility in how hours are allocated across the engagement 
●​ Trust that your CAIO is raising issues because they matter, not to 

expand the engagement 

When scoping an engagement, leave some capacity for emergent work. If 
you allocate 100 percent of available hours to predefined deliverables, you lose 
the ability to respond when something important surfaces. 

Be Prepared for What Your CAIO Discovers 
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Here is the uncomfortable truth: a good fractional CAIO will find things you 
did not expect. Some of those findings will be welcome. Others will not. 

They may discover that your data is not as clean, complete, or accessible as 
your team believed. They may find that a vendor you trusted is 
underdelivering or overcharging. They may identify skill gaps on your team, 
misalignment among your leadership, or cultural resistance that will slow any 
AI initiative. They may conclude that your most exciting AI use case is not 
actually viable, or that your timeline is unrealistic, or that your budget is 
insufficient for your ambitions. 

This is not failure. This is why you hired them. 

An experienced CAIO has seen these patterns before. They are not discovering 
your problems to embarrass anyone; they are discovering them so you can 
address them before they derail more expensive efforts later. The assessment 
phase exists precisely to surface these issues early, when course correction is 
still affordable. 

How you respond to uncomfortable findings determines much of the 
engagement's value. If leadership becomes defensive, dismisses concerns, or 
shoots the messenger, your CAIO will learn to soften their assessments or 
avoid raising difficult topics. You will have paid for senior expertise and then 
discouraged them from using it. 

The better approach: 

●​ Expect findings that challenge assumptions; budget emotionally for 
this 

●​ Create space for candid conversation without defensiveness 
●​ Ask clarifying questions rather than immediately disputing conclusions 
●​ Distinguish between findings that require action and findings that are 

simply good to know 
●​ Thank your CAIO for raising difficult issues; it takes professional courage 

to deliver unwelcome news 
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The organizations that get the most from fractional executive relationships 
are the ones that genuinely want to know what is true, even when the truth is 
inconvenient. 

Provide Real Access 

A fractional CAIO cannot help you if they are kept at arm's length. They need 
access to: 

People This means the leadership team, key stakeholders, and the people 
doing the actual work. If your CAIO has to go through three layers of 
scheduling to talk to someone, you are paying for coordination overhead 
instead of value delivery. 

Information Existing technology landscape, data architecture, current AI 
initiatives (if any), strategic plans, budget constraints, regulatory 
considerations, and past efforts that succeeded or failed. The more context 
you provide upfront, the faster they can contribute meaningfully. 

Meetings Include them in relevant leadership discussions, project reviews, 
and vendor conversations. A fractional executive who only receives 
secondhand summaries cannot provide the same quality of guidance as one 
who hears the nuance directly. 

This does not mean unlimited access to everything. It means thoughtful 
access to what they need to do the job. 

Establish a Clear Communication Cadence 

Fractional arrangements work best with predictable rhythms. Agree on: 

●​ How many hours per week or month the engagement covers 
●​ A regular check-in schedule (weekly is typical for active engagements) 
●​ Who the primary point of contact is 
●​ How urgent issues get escalated 
●​ What format deliverables should take 

 

Getting the Most Out of Your Fractional CAIO: A Practical Guide​
machine61 - https://www.machine61.net  5 

 

https://www.machine61.net


Some organizations prefer asynchronous communication with periodic 
deep-dive sessions. Others want their fractional CAIO in the office one day a 
week. Neither is wrong; what matters is that expectations are explicit. 

Treat Them Like Part of the Leadership Team 

A fractional CAIO is not a vendor. They are a member of your leadership team 
who happens to work part-time. The distinction matters. 

This means: 

●​ Including them in strategic conversations, not just tactical ones 
●​ Asking for their perspective on decisions beyond their immediate scope 
●​ Giving them the context they need to understand organizational 

dynamics 
●​ Being honest about internal challenges, politics, and constraints 

Senior fractional executives often have experience across multiple industries 
and organizations. They can add value in ways you did not anticipate, but only 
if you create the space for it. 

Be Honest About Your Starting Point 

Many organizations overestimate their AI readiness. They believe they have 
clean data when they do not. They think their teams are prepared for AI 
initiatives when significant skill gaps exist. They assume executive alignment 
when there are unspoken disagreements. 

Your fractional CAIO will figure this out regardless. The question is whether 
they figure it out in week one because you told them, or in week six after 
wasted effort. 

Be candid about: 

●​ The actual state of your data infrastructure 
●​ Previous AI or analytics initiatives and why they succeeded or failed 
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●​ Internal resistance or skepticism 
●​ Budget realities 
●​ Organizational politics that might affect execution 

This is not about airing grievances. It is about giving your CAIO the 
information they need to help you effectively. 

Empower Decision-Making 

Define what decisions your fractional CAIO can make independently, what 
requires consultation, and what needs formal approval. Then stick to it. 

If every recommendation requires a two-week review cycle, you will lose 
momentum. If your CAIO makes commitments that leadership later 
overturns, you will lose credibility with vendors and internal teams alike. 

A common model: the fractional CAIO has authority over tactical decisions 
within agreed parameters, makes recommendations on strategic decisions 
for leadership approval, and escalates anything involving significant budget 
or organizational change. 

Set Realistic Timelines 

Fractional does not mean faster. A fractional CAIO working 20 hours per 
month cannot deliver what a full-time hire would accomplish in the same 
calendar period. What they can do is deliver senior-level judgment and 
experience in a cost-effective package. 

For a typical engagement, reasonable expectations might look like: 

●​ Month 1: Discovery, assessment, relationship building 
●​ Months 2 to 3: Initial recommendations and quick wins 
●​ Months 4 to 6: Strategy formalization and early implementation 

oversight 
●​ Ongoing: Sustained guidance, governance, and adjustment 
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Rushing the discovery phase to get to recommendations faster usually 
backfires. Let your CAIO do the work properly. 

Create Internal Ownership 

A fractional CAIO should build capability, not dependency. From the start, 
identify internal team members who will own AI initiatives long-term and 
involve them in the engagement. 

This might mean: 

●​ Having internal staff shadow the CAIO during assessments 
●​ Co-developing frameworks rather than receiving finished products 
●​ Gradually transitioning responsibilities as internal capabilities mature 
●​ Documenting decisions and rationale so institutional knowledge 

remains 

The goal is that when the engagement scales down or ends, your 
organization is stronger and more capable than when it began. 

Measure What Matters 

Agree on how you will evaluate success. This should include both tangible 
outputs and less quantifiable value. 

Tangible measures might include: 

●​ Deliverables completed on time and to specification 
●​ Projects launched or completed 
●​ Policies implemented 
●​ Vendors evaluated and selected 
●​ Training delivered 

Less tangible but equally important: 

●​ Quality of strategic guidance 
●​ Responsiveness and communication 
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●​ Knowledge transfer to internal teams 
●​ Leadership team confidence in AI direction 

Check in on these measures periodically. If the engagement is not delivering 
expected value, surface it early so you can course correct. 

Common Pitfalls to Avoid 

Treating the engagement as a one-time project. AI is not a project with a 
defined end state. Even after initial strategy work is complete, the landscape 
keeps shifting. Plan for ongoing engagement, even if at reduced intensity. 

Expecting the CAIO to execute everything themselves. A fractional CAIO 
provides leadership, not headcount. Implementation still requires internal 
resources or additional support. 

Hiding problems. Your CAIO has seen organizational dysfunction before. 
Hiding it just delays useful recommendations. 

Skipping governance. The temptation to jump straight to exciting AI use 
cases is strong. Governance is less exciting but equally important, especially in 
regulated industries. 

Changing priorities constantly. Some adjustments are normal. Constant 
pivoting wastes limited hours and prevents meaningful progress on anything. 

Over-constraining the engagement. If you define every deliverable rigidly 
upfront and leave no room for emergent work, you may miss the most 
valuable insights your CAIO can provide. 

Dismissing uncomfortable findings. If you hire a senior expert and then 
ignore their conclusions because you do not like them, you have wasted the 
investment. 

Get Started 
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If you are preparing to bring on a fractional CAIO, or considering whether it is 
the right move for your organization, we would welcome the conversation. 
Visit https://www.machine61.net/index.html#how-to-start to schedule a call. 

 

Salvatore Magnone is a father, veteran, and a co-founder, a repeat offender in 
the best way in fact. Sal builds successful, multinational, technology 
companies, and runs obstacle courses. He teaches business and military 
strategy at the university level and directly to entrepreneurs and military 
leaders. 

Machine61 ( machine61 llc. ) is a leading advisory in computing, data, ai, 
quantum, and robotics across the defense, financial services, and 
manufacturing sectors. 

Visit https://www.machine61.net for more information. 

#salvatoremagnone #machine61 #data #ai #quantum #robotics 
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