
Christian Desrosiers AI Leadership Dialogue

A new era in the fast-moving history of digital innovation and leadership is upon us. As sites like
GPTChat.com and Dall-E2 have made apparent, the moment that AI can be used as a tangible,
easily accessible tool has arrived.

But how will that impact C-Suite leaders and the companies they lead?
Former do-gooding Fullbright scholarship winner-turned-tech innovator Christian

Desrosier has been studying the space for years. At a recent Vanguard dialogue with journalist
Ken Stone, he shared his journey and delved into how AI will affect business paradigms.

The following transcript has been edited for length and clarity.

Ken Stone:When you went to Amherst and MIT, were you interested in AI at that time? Is that
what you knew you wanted to do? Or did you sort of fall into it?

Christian Desrosiers: I more or less fell into it. I studied literature at Amherst. Then
subsequently, I worked with NGOs and the United Nations and Southeast Asia and East Africa
primarily. So I had a whole different career, or mini career prior to all this. At MIT, I started to do
some coursework around statistics and spatial statistics, which is heavily related to AI. But then
most of my Education has been just from basically following my interests post-school.

Stone: You got a Fulbright scholarship, and then ended up working in Africa. That is not the
traditional path for someone who ends up running a company that is based on AI, talk a little bit
about that path.

Desrosiers: Right out of Amherst, my only ambition in life was to be a writer. And I was heavily
interested in travel writing. And I mean, the Fulbright seemed like a nice opportunity to buy
myself some time and put myself in an interesting context to do some writing. In the course of
that, I was interested in International Development enough so that I applied to various jobs in
different countries and regions of the world.

Stone: You're working with refugees in the Horn of Africa. That's traditional human rights work.
And then at some point, you start running a solar panel company in Somalia.

Desrosiers Yeah, I've tried to think of how to answer in a not super-cynical way. At the time,
Somalia had the highest electricity prices in the world, there were more than ten times US
prices. So I originally went there to work with NGOs, and was becoming increasingly
disillusioned with the effectiveness of the organizations. I had some former Amherst classmates
who were in the solar industry in the US, and I was seeing this firsthand in my electricity bill, and
there wasn't really a solar industry in Somalia at the time. It seemed like an opportunity to help
people at scale, by solving—not through a nonprofit, NGO approach—but just by solving a
problem in a non-subsidized way, for large groups of people. And, of course, make some money
in the process, a commercial enterprise.



Stone:We've been hearing about AI for years. Steven Spielberg did a movie about it.
Hollywood has done countless stories about it. It always seems to be the next big thing. You're
arguing,"No, no. It really is the next big thing and it's happening in this calendar year." Talk
about that.

Desrosiers: Historically, a big bottleneck has been what you call "compute'" in the world of AI,
which is the amount of computing resources necessary to train a model to be effective. And
historically, that's been very expensive. There have been innovations in software efficiency and
hardware efficiency to bring these costs down. So the historical blocker of compute costs has
really come down. The sophistication of the algorithms has massively increased. Historically, the
line about AI was people were worried it was going to eliminate all these low-skill, blue-collar
jobs. That has turned out to be totally the opposite. I think it's a lot of white-collar jobs that are
going to be wiped out or transformed. The biggest impact initially is going to be tons of
cost-saving opportunities for companies that spend on creative work, and execution-oriented,
data work. There's even massive opportunities to improve bottom line profitability. If you're a
business that produces products, and you're usually outsourcing this work to very expensive
design or advertising firms or consultants, you can basically probably chop off all or at least
most of that expense, because now you just need one person with a good design sensibility.
And now you don't need this whole host of executors, let's just call them people who have a
particular technical skill around design, and take instructions and go execute. You're gonna be
able to rip out a ton of costs.

Similarly, another example, there's a few companies doing AI copywriting. That's a whole
line item in your cost structure. And you had to hire copywriters, whether they're in-house or
outsourced. That's a big cost there. There's time involved, you can rip that all out, the first thing
we're gonna see are opportunities to reduce costs by adopting these technologies, which you
don't need. There's a lot of quote, unquote, technical jobs that are just taking instructions and
executing it. And I think most of those jobs will go away. And it'll be the boss, the creative
directors of the world, who have the sensibility. You just need that person with some of this
pretty cheap technology. And they're going to do the work of entire teams way faster than the
entire team could do it.

Stone: It's got to be an exciting time for you. From what you're describing, it sounds like
business is going to change due to AI, similar to how it changed, once the internet really
became accessible to everyone.

Desrosiers: Yeah, It's not a one-to-one comparison. But I think it's more similar than not. It will
be transformational. Another thing I would point to is just the pace of improvement of these
technologies. So some people see them, and say, "yeah, it's not perfect, it kind of sucks." But if
you checked in on AI, the state of AI every six months for the past two years, the pace of
change is mind-blowing.

Stone:When you first got out of school, you wanted to save the world, or at least save a little
corner of it. It seems to me that you're still sort of on that mission, but in a different way. I mean,
you really do think AI is going to make our lives better?



Desrosiers:Yes. I would also just say more generally, in my case at least, I was naive. I had a
myopic, or naive take on what saving the world meant. And there is a lot of real value to
consumers to develop technologies to improve life for people. Generally I would say I've come
to learn the virtues of capitalism. And I think it is a pretty good system and resilient system for
incentivizing people to create value for other people. And hey, If you create enough value for
enough people, the rewards accrue in an exciting way.

Stone: So is there something that senior leaders should be looking at? You're telling them, "You
got to pay attention to AI, it's going to impact your business starting 2023." But are there certain
markers or certain areas of business or the economy that will point the way forward?

Desrosiers: I think it's worth hiring consultants, not to implement specific things, but people who
are aware of the state of AI, particularly generative AI and large language models. I think there's
a lot of opportunity to find experts in the field and talk to them and socialize them to your specific
business contexts. And they'll likely be able to point to off-the-shelf tools that have been
developed to solve problems cheaper and faster. And if not, there's probably many other cases
where there's an opportunity to build a vertical-specific solution to a problem.


