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The Context transforms AI 
from a confident liar into a 
reliable partner.



Pivot

Context over 
Quantity

Shi Scale

Emerging roles 
redefine the data 

professionals

One common data 
management 

platform grows with 
you



Shi  - Context over Quantity

01

Dirty Data = Faster Mistakes

Adding more agents is 
not the answer. If the 
data is dirty, AI is just 
a faster way to make 
mistakes.

02

From Rows to Context

Our role is evolving to 
ensure every byte of 
information is correct, 
high-quality, and 
context-driven.

03

Managing the Logic

We are moving from 
managing datasets to 
managing the logic of 
the entire data 
ecosystem.



Pivot  - Seat at the Table

01

AI Auditor

Ensuring fairness, 
compliance, and 
eliminating bias in 
automated 
decision-making 
models to maintain 
digital trust

02

Prompt/Agent 
Engineer

Crafting precise logic 
and structuring inputs 
to safely guide AI 
tools toward accurate, 
context-aware 
responses.

03

AI Explainer

Bridging the complex 
technical gap for the 
business by providing 
absolute clarity to 
senior leadership.



Scale with One Platform

The Tool Pile

Do not start with a 'tool-first' mindset.

A stack of disconnected tools creates a stack 
of disconnected problems, leading to 
compounding silos and governance failures.

Disconnected data sources

Governance failures & silos

Heavy integration tax overhead

No single source of truth

The Common Platform RECOMMENDED

To scale, we need one common data 
management platform.

A flexible foundation that grows with you and 
plays multiple roles without the integration 
tax.

Unified data governance

Single source of truth

Flexible & scalable foundation

Zero integration tax



Intelligent Data Management Cloud



Your Three-Step Guidance

01

Shift
To Context

Every AI action must be 
grounded in clean, governed, 
high-quality data. Context 
transforms AI from confident 
liar to reliable partner.

02

Pivot
To the Seat at the Table

Clear, jargon-free 
communication to senior 
leadership is now your most 
critical technical skill. Move 
from back-office to strategic 
partner.

03

Scale
On a Platform

One common data 
management platform grows 
with you — no integration 
overload, no silos. A flexible 
foundation that plays multiple 
roles.





TELECOMMUNICATIONSPHARMACEUTICALEDUCATION

CONSUMER PRODUCTS/RETAIL FINANCIAL INSURANCE/HEALTHCARE

GOVERNMENT AND UTILITIESOTHERPUBLISHING

Partial Client List



AI is Changing the 
Game



The Big Technology Waves 1440-Present

The Printing 
Press

The 
Telegraph

The 
Telephone

The Radio
The 

Computer

The Transitor
The 

Integrated 
Circuit

Mainframe 
Computers

The 
ARPANET

Personal 
Computers

The Internet Mobile Cloud AI
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Beyond the Mountain Lie More Mountains

Given the rise of generative AI, those 
companies with strong monetizable data and a 
dedicated use case will be winners

Automation

Automated Data 
Discovery

Edge 
Computing 

and Edge AI

Data on the 
balance sheet

Quantum 
Computing

AI Agents

Global Economic 
Shifts



Response to Change

• Denial – The change won’t happen

• It won’t affect me

• It will be short-lived

• Anger

• Depression

• How can I stop it? (Bargaining)

• I’ll try

• This isn’t bad

• I’m spreading the word! 



Data Roles: Relatively Safer but still very Unsafe 
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Financial Concerns Drive Efficiency

• Businesses are facing a significant challenge in managing cloud data 
expenses, which are escalating unsustainably

• By analyzing usage patterns, optimizing storage solutions, and 
adopting FinOps principles, businesses can balance cost savings and 
operational efficacy, with a rise in FinOps dashboards in 2026

• To maintain high-quality service and competitive performance, 
businesses must analyze cloud expenses, identify inefficiencies, and 
consider cost-effective storage options 

• Regular monitoring, forecasting, and implementing financial best 
practices in cloud management can help organizations balance cost 
savings and operational efficacy

• In 2026, FinOps dashboards will be increasingly used to manage 
cloud data charges
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The Organization is No Longer a Pyramid

• The entry-level base is hollowed out.

• Decision makers, capital allocators and revenue-generating rainmakers remain at the top.

• Middle management shrinks but survives to facilitate and manage AI tools, not human juniors.



The Sector Risk Diagnostic

• The idea that coding is a guaranteed path to a 6-figure career with stock options (like in the 2010s) is dead

• Unless you are an early-stage founder

• Some corporations will view AI with distrust

• Sectors where the damage from getting it wrong is too high to trust an LLM will hire more

Asking Gemini “highest 20-year treasury yield last 5 years”

The highest 20-year U.S. Treasury constant maturity yield over 
the past 5 years was 5.39%, reached in October 2023.  

The highest 20-year U.S. Treasury yield over the past five 
years reached 5.26% in October 2023. This peak occurred 
amid a broader bond market sell-off and rising inflation 
concerns that forced long-term yields to their highest levels 
since 2007.

The highest 20-year U.S. Treasury yield over the last five years 
(May 2021 to May 2026) reached roughly 5.11% during late 
2023. 



Job Dynamics in the 
AI World



Legacy Approach

Roles

• Project Manager

• Data Engineer

• Data Integration+Architecture

• Data Analyst

• Data Modeler

• Data Scientist

• CDO

• Business Analyst

• Data Governance Group

• Data Security Analyst

• Business Intelligence Architect

• System/Cloud Engineer

• DevOps Engineer
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Process

• Agile’

• Major Steps

• Data Preparation 

• Data Modeling

• Design and Prototyping

• Development and Testing

• Deployment and Maintenance

• Data Governance

• Data Security

• User/Project Community



The New Process Multiplier

• Tasks no longer require a traditional headcount

• What previously required multiple people can now be executed by a single, highly 
augmented individual

• Project teams are dropping from 9 to 3, with each executing the workload of 3



Skillsets

14

• Analytics Engineering

• Streaming and Real-Time Systems

• Orchestration (DAG)

• Multi-Cloud Fluency

• Distributed Processing

• Lakehouse Architectures

• Agentic Data Management

• Security Management

• Data Ops

• Edge Processing and Analytics

• Agentic AI

• Quantum Machine Learning



Emerging Roles in the Enterprise

• Prompt Engineer 

• AI Trainer 

• AI Auditor 

• AI Ethicist

• Machine Manager 

• Cybersecurity Analyst 

• AI Business Strategist 

• Data Broker 

• AI Explainer 
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Declining Roles in the Enterprise

• Traditional Business Analyst

• Generalist Data Scientist  

• Database Administrator

• Dashboard Developer

• Static BI Report Writer  

• Manual QA / Test Scripter  

• Legacy Compliance Manager
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Human-in-the-Loop

17

• Human-in-the-loop refers to the 
involvement of human oversight, 
review, and validation in AI-driven 
decision-making processes.

• This approach acknowledges that 
AI systems are not perfect and can 
make mistakes, ensuring that 
humans are involved in critical 
decision-making steps.



AI, Work and Post-
Scarcity



Career Tips in an AI 
World



The Realities

• 65% of predictive models are never implemented in 
production

• 5 months is the average time to develop, test, validate, 
deploy and scale one new analytical mode

• Data is still challenging: A majority of a data scientist’s 
time is still data wrangling

• Projects are still poorly run, without good goals
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60 Seconds?
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Job Search

• There is a huge amount of freedom that comes to you when you take nothing 
personally.

• Your biggest enemy is your uncontrolled and untamed Mind.

• Sometimes you win, sometimes you learn.

• Unless we have temperance or the virtue of self-discipline, all of these things 
that supposedly liberate us – technology, privilege, success – will only leave us 
spiraling without direction or purpose.

• The real secret to sharpening your self-control is to put psychological distance 
between you and your behavior.

• You don’t control events. You control your response; That’s where your power 
lives.
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Hiring Process 2026

• Startups vs Corporate vs Vendor

• Extreme Applying

• Hiring Dynamics
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Navigating the AI-Native Data Professional Landscape: 
Strategic Insights for 2026

• Transition from blind output generation to deep comprehension and specification precision.

• Shift from volume (now functionally free) to the ability to architect environments and analyze technical 
trade-offs.

• Move beyond manual execution in Python or JavaScript to orchestrating specialized teams of AI agents.

• AI makes generation effortless; "shipping" a project is no longer a reliable proxy for technical expertise.

• Mitigate the risk of high-speed production paired with record-low human understanding.

• Focus on the contextual logic that allows agents to operate safely within production environments.
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Align AI with business 
goals

• You must have a firm grasp of the business 
issue you are attempting to address and the 
value you are providing  

• You should specify your machine learning 
solution's success criteria, anticipated results, 
and key performance indicators (KPIs)

• In addition to engaging in communication 
with stakeholders and users, it is advisable to 
ascertain their requirements, anticipations, 
and input

• You can guarantee that your ML solution is 
pertinent, practical, and influential by 
ensuring that it is in line with the objectives 
of the organization
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Improve by 1 point, pays for Project

• Reduce fake claims, inflated claim amounts, multiple claims for the same 
incident

• Reduce Misrepresentation of policy coverage, policyholder 
impersonation, claims for ineligible vehicles

• Fraud

• Returns

• Customer Retention

• Supply Chain Efficiency

• Predictive Model Accuracy

• Marketing Effectiveness

• Claims Processing

• Inventory Management

• Revenue Cycle Management

• Operational Efficiency

• Risk Management
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• An AI program which will provide analytics, 
automation, personalization, etc. for several projects

• A project which will use AI

• AI insights for a project

• The inclusion of new projects into an existing AI 
program

Know What You’re Building



Organizations and 
Processes



AI Organizational and Process Challenges  

• Process Challenges

• Align AI with business goals

• Operationalizing ML

• Organizational Readiness

• Internal Resistance

• Emerging Roles 

• Skills Gap

• Operational Challenges

• MLOps

• Path to Production
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AI Impacts to Organization and Process

• Cross-Functional Teams

• New Roles and Responsibilities

• Data Ownership

• AI Center Of Excellence

• Inclusion of Unstructured and Highly Diverse Data 

• New Model Development

• Continuous Monitoring and Feedback
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Your Career



Summary
• The market is prioritizing speed over stability, resulting in a massive buildup of unsecure, 

low-quality code.

• Actual human engineers will eventually need to return to repair the unsecure codebases 

currently being generated.

• The rise of AI is significantly altering job dynamics, shifting organizational structures away 

from traditional pyramids, and increasing the unemployment risk for entry-level 

professional roles especially.

• Traditional positions such as Database Administrators and manual testers are declining, 

while new Agentic roles like AI Tutors, AI Orchestrators, and Data Ops are emerging.

• Modern data professionals must develop competencies in areas such as prompt 

engineering, vector databases, distributed processing, and Agentic data management.

• Success in the AI era requires aligning AI initiatives with business goals and 

operationalizing Machine Learning  

• Focus on continuous skill evolution, personalized branding, and understanding the 

financial efficiencies that drive corporate AI adoption.



Data Professionals 
in the AI Age: 
What's Next?

Presented by: William McKnight

“#1 Global Thought Leader in Cloud Computing”

President, McKnight Consulting Group

3 X Inc 5000

/in/wmcknight

www.mcknightcg.com
(214) 514-1444


	Slide 1: Data Professionals in the AI Age: What's Next?
	Slide 2
	Slide 3: AI is Changing the Game
	Slide 4: The Big Technology Waves 1440-Present
	Slide 5: Beyond the Mountain Lie More Mountains
	Slide 6: Response to Change
	Slide 7: Data Roles: Relatively Safer but still very Unsafe 
	Slide 8: Financial Concerns Drive Efficiency
	Slide 9: The Organization is No Longer a Pyramid
	Slide 10: The Sector Risk Diagnostic
	Slide 11: Job Dynamics in the AI World
	Slide 12: Legacy Approach
	Slide 13: The New Process Multiplier
	Slide 14: Skillsets
	Slide 15: Emerging Roles in the Enterprise
	Slide 16: Declining Roles in the Enterprise
	Slide 17: Human-in-the-Loop
	Slide 18: AI, Work and Post-Scarcity
	Slide 19: Career Tips in an AI World
	Slide 20: The Realities
	Slide 21: 60 Seconds?
	Slide 22: Job Search
	Slide 23: Hiring Process 2026
	Slide 24: Navigating the AI-Native Data Professional Landscape: Strategic Insights for 2026
	Slide 25: Align AI with business goals
	Slide 26: Improve by 1 point, pays for Project
	Slide 27: Know What You’re Building
	Slide 28: Organizations and Processes
	Slide 29: AI Organizational and Process Challenges  
	Slide 30: AI Impacts to Organization and Process
	Slide 31: Your Career
	Slide 32: Summary
	Slide 33: Data Professionals in the AI Age: What's Next?

