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Why not AI? A new litmus test for
cross-border business

The corporate world is wit-
nessing a fundamental shift in
decision-making that I call the
“Why-Not-AI?” test. This test
reverses the traditional burden
of proof from justifying automa-
tion to justifying human in-
tervention. It treats Al not as an
occasional pro-
ductivity tool
but as the de-
fault solution for
operational
challenges.

Recent exec-

Daniel

utive memos
Covarrubias  from Shopify
~Gusst ___ and Duolingo
COLUMNIST  exemplify this
transformation.
In April, Shopify

CEO Tobi Liitke directed em-
ployees to explore Al-based
solutions before requesting
additional personnel resources.
Three weeks later, Duolingo
co-founder Luis von Ahn an-
nounced the company’s transi-
tion to an AI-first approach,
evaluating employee perfor-
mance partly based on Al profi-
ciency.

Different industries, but a
similar message: We’re moving
from the experimental phase of
generative Al to an operational
phase where Al implementation
decisions precede, not follow,
human resource allocation. This
shift represents a historical
breakthrough alongside trans-
formations like the emergence of
the Internet, the smartphone
revolution, and cloud comput-
ing.

This evolution toward Al
integration has become increas-
ingly apparent in my work de-
veloping my graduate informa-
tion systems analysis course at
the Texas A&M International
University Sanchez School of
Business. As I prepare my stu-
dents for careers in an Al-aug-

mented business ecosystem, I
emphasize that practical analy-
sis still requires human judg-
ment, the critical assessment of
Al-generated options, the con-
textual understanding of organi-
zational needs, and the ability to
translate business goals into
implementable solutions.

Rather than promising Al
will solve everything, I teach
students to leverage these tools
as productivity multipliers that
handle routine tasks while free-
ing human expertise for higher-
value work. This complementa-
ry approach to human-AlI col-
laboration is what I've formaliz-
ed as the “Why-Not-AI?” test, a
conceptual approach for system-
atically evaluating where Al
adds genuine value in cross-
border business processes.

Corporate implementation:
Al integration strategies

Shopify and Duolingo il-
lustrate two distinct approaches
to Al integration that will likely
become models for businesses
across sectors.

Shopify’s approach represents
a resource-allocation strategy.
By requiring teams to demon-
strate why AI cannot perform a
task before requesting human
resources, Liitke has funda-
mentally altered the company’s
decision-making framework.
This shifts the burden of proof
from justifying automation to
justifying human intervention, a
subtle but profound reversal
that transforms how managers
approach staffing decisions. The
goal isn’t just cost reduction but
optimizing human talent for
what humans do best: creative
problem-solving, strategic
thinking, and relationship
building.

Duolingo, meanwhile, has
adopted a production-process
strategy. Rather than focusing
primarily on staffing decisions,

von Ahn'’s approach reimagines
how the company’s core prod-
uct, educational content, is cre-
ated and delivered. By integrat-
ing Al into content generation,
Duolingo can scale its offerings
exponentially without propor-
tional increases in human effort.
This strategy impacts every-
thing from course development
to user interaction, creating a
fundamentally different produc-
tion model than was possible
before.

What'’s interesting is how
both approaches, despite their
differences, converge on a simi-
lar perspective: AI implementa-
tion decisions should precede,
not follow, human resource
allocation. Both CEOs view Al
not as a tool to be deployed after
workflows are established but
as the foundation upon which
workflows should be built. This
represents a decisive shift from
viewing Al as an occasional
productivity enhancer to seeing
it as the default solution for
operational challenges.

Both models can be useful for
cross-border businesses. Shop-
ify’s resource-allocation ap-
proach may be particularly
relevant for logistics and supply
chain operations where repet-
itive tasks consume significant
human resources. Duolingo’s
production-process model,
meanwhile, offers insights for
businesses that need to scale
operations across languages and
regulatory environments with-
out proportional staff increases.

The evolving AI-Centric
workforce

When I first discussed the
concept of an Al-centric work-
force in 2023, I proposed three
categories to describe profes-
sional engagement with Al: Al
Producers (technical specialists),
Al Practitioners (professionals
incorporating Al tools into

workflows), and Al-aware indi-
viduals (those with basic un-
derstanding of Al capabilities).

Two years later, workplace
dynamics have fundamentally
changed. The memos from
Shopify and Duolingo reveal not
just an evolution within these
categories but a complete recon-
figuration of expectations. Com-
panies are no longer satisfied
with employees who are merely
“Al-aware.” This tier is dis-
appearing entirely. Instead, a
new baseline is emerging that I
call “Al-fluent professionals,”
those who use Al reflexively in
their daily work.

At Shopify, Liitke has estab-
lished what he terms a funda-
mental expectation that all em-
ployees integrate Al into their
workflows. Using Al is no lon-
ger optional or experimental but
a baseline requirement for per-
formance evaluation. Similarly,
Duolingo’s approach under von
Ahn focuses on making Al
proficiency a criterion in hiring
and performance reviews, ex-
pecting employees to leverage
AT’s capabilities while applying
human judgment.

Interestingly, both cases dem-
onstrate how what once would
have been considered special-
ized ‘AI Practitioner’ skills are
now becoming standard expec-
tations across organizations.
The framework is evolving from
specialized technical roles like
AI Producers and Practitioners
toward a new baseline where all
professionals are expected to be
Al-fluent, using these tools
reflexively in their daily work.

In cross-border logistics and
trade, this evolution carries
particular significance. Docu-
mentation specialists who once
focused on manually processing
forms can evolve into exception
handlers who use Al to process
routine documents while apply-

ing their expertise to complex
cases. Trade compliance officers
can shift from manual classifica-
tion research to supervising
Al-augmented classification
systems, focusing their expertise
on novel products, regulatory
changes, or even tariff compli-
ance.

The path from “Al-aware” to
“Al-fluent” extends beyond
individual career evolution,
representing a fundamental
shift in how value is created in
international business opera-
tions. What distinguishes this
transition from previous tech-
nological shifts is its unprece-
dented pace and universality.
Unlike the gradual adoption of
computers or mobile technol-
ogy, Al fluency has become a
baseline expectation virtually
overnight.

For border economies, where
technological adaptation has
traditionally followed a more
measured pace, this acceleration
presents both opportunity and
challenge. Cross-border busi-
nesses face a stark choice: devel-
op organizational Al fluency
rapidly or risk becoming obso-
lete as competitors, clients, and
partners advance.

Implications for stakehold-
ers

The “Why-Not-AI?” test car-
ries profound implications for
various stakeholders across the
cross-border ecosystem.

For individual workers, this
shift fundamentally redefines
professional competitiveness in
cross-border industries. The
distinction between being mere-
ly “Al-aware” and becoming
fully “AI-fluent” becomes critical
to career viability, not just ad-
vancement.

Those who fail to develop
reflexive AT usage habits will
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increasingly find them-
selves at a competitive
disadvantage. This doesn’t
require becoming tech-
nical specialists. It means
developing the ability to
effectively prompt, evalu-
ate, and refine Al outputs
within one’s domain of
expertise. For cross-bor-
der professionals, this
includes the ability to use
Al to work on language
differences, regulatory
complexities, and docu-
mentation requirements
that have traditionally
created inefficiencies in
international trade.

For business leaders,
this transformation repre-
sents a strategic inflection
point rather than merely
an opportunity for opera-
tional efficiency. The com-
petitive advantage gained
by early adopters of the
“Why-Not-AI?” approach
will compound over time
through both direct cost
advantages and institu-
tional knowledge devel-
opment.

Organizations that
build AT fluency systemat-
ically will outperform
those that implement it
sporadically. For cross-
border businesses specifi-
cally, AT represents more
than incremental im-
provement. It offers solu-
tions to their operational
challenges. By simulta-
neously addressing lan-
guage barriers, regulatory
differences, and docu-
mentation complexity, AT
can eliminate multiple
layers of traditional in-
efficiency in a single im-
plementation. The ques-
tion becomes not whether
to implement AI but how
comprehensively and
systematically to do so.

The “Why-Not-AI?”
framework necessitates
reimagining educational
institutions’ curriculum

design and delivery meth-
ods. The skills that will
prepare students for to-
morrow’s workforce tran-
scend traditional technical
training to include applied
Al fluency across dis-
ciplines.

This means introducing
Al interaction across
university curricula, not
just in technical programs
but throughout business,
logistics, supply chain,
international trade, and
other professional dis-
ciplines. This ensures
graduates are prepared
for workplaces where
reflexive Al usage is ex-
pected. The most effective
educational approaches
will integrate Al tools into
existing coursework rath-
er than treating them as
separate technical elec-
tives, mirroring how they
are integrated into work-
place processes.

This transition presents
an unprecedented oppor-
tunity for border econo-
mies to overcome disad-
vantages while creating
new competitive founda-
tions. Rather than just
improving existing pro-
cesses, Al can funda-
mentally redefine cross-
border commerce by elim-
inating many traditional
obstacles that have limited
regional development.

Companies that effec-
tively implement Al to
streamline these processes
can gain an advantage in
regional trade. The chal-
lenge, however, comes
from the accelerated pace
of change; border commu-
nities that traditionally
rely on logistics and pro-
cessing advantages must
now evolve toward knowl-
edge-based competitive
advantages. Building this
regional Al fluency re-
quires coordinated action
among businesses, educa-
tional institutions, and
economic development
organizations.

These stakeholder im-

plications suggest that the
“Why-Not-AI?” test is
more than a corporate
decision-making tool. It's
a lens through which to
view regional economic
evolution in cross-border
contexts.

With these stakeholder
implications in mind, let’s
examine how organiza-
tions can implement this
approach in practice.

A practical path for-
ward

Implementing the
“Why-Not-AI?” test isn’t a
binary switch but a gradu-
al process that reshapes
organizational thinking
and capabilities. I offer a
practical three-phase
roadmap for cross-border
businesses considering
this approach, building on
lessons from early adopt-
ers like Shopify and Duol-
ingo.

Phase 1: Strategic as-
sessment and opportunity
mapping

The process begins
with a systematic as-
sessment phase. Rather
than announcing a broad
Al mandate, examine
specific workflows where
Al can create immediate
value. A customs broker
might begin by identifying
documentation processes
where errors frequently
occur, or a logistics pro-
vider might focus on route
optimization challenges.

The key is having de-
partment leaders identify
their team’s most time-
consuming or error-prone
processes, evaluating each
for AI enhancement po-
tential while preserving
areas where human judg-
ment adds unique value.
This targeted, data-driven
approach creates a solid
foundation for imple-
mentation priorities and
sets realistic expectations
about what AI can and
cannot accomplish in your
specific context.

Phase 2: Cross-func-
tional integration teams

This assessment natu-
rally leads to the second
phase: creating cross-
functional innovation
teams that pair technical
expertise with operational
knowledge. Duolingo’s
success with Al-generated
content didn’t come from
technical specialists work-
ing in isolation but from
close collaboration be-
tween language experts
and Al developers. Simi-
larly, a freight forwarder
implementing AT docu-
mentation processing
needs both technical Al
capability and a deep
understanding of customs
requirements.

The effectiveness of
these cross-functional
teams comes from their
ability to bridge business
process expertise with
technical implementation
skills. When operational
specialists who under-
stand business needs
collaborate directly with
Al implementation ex-
perts, they develop solu-
tions that address real-
world complexities while
leveraging Al capabilities
appropriately. This collab-
orative approach ensures
solutions remain ground-
ed in business reality
rather than theoretical
potential.

Phase 3: Al fluency
metrics and incentive
alignment

The final phase involves
aligning metrics and in-
centives with Al-en-
hanced productivity.
Shopify’s approach of
incorporating Al usage
into performance reviews
represents one method,
but the broader principle
consists of recognizing
and rewarding Al fluency
development. This might
include creating recogni-
tion programs for Al
implementation successes
or incorporating Al fluen-
cy development into pro-
fessional advancement
criteria.

Organizations that
successfully implement
this phase typically ob-
serve both accelerated
adoption rates and the
organic emergence of Al
talent from unexpected
places in the organization.
By explicitly valuing and
rewarding Al fluency
development, companies
create virtuous cycles
where improved capabili-
ties lead to better out-
comes, which in turn
drive further adoption.
These reinforcing feed-
back loops are critical for
sustaining momentum
beyond initial implemen-
tation.

Throughout this pro-
cess, the focus should
remain on enhancing
human capabilities rather
than replacing them. The
most successful imple-
mentations from early
adopters show that AI
works best when it han-
dles routine aspects of
work, creating space for
human creativity, judg-
ment, and expertise to
focus on higher-value
activities. This human-
centered approach to
implementation helps
address resistance while
delivering measurable
business outcomes.

The “Why-Not-AI?”
lens

The “Why-Not-AI?” test
I've outlined represents
more than a tactical ap-
proach to resource alloca-
tion. It signals a funda-
mental shift in how busi-
nesses conceptualize oper-
ations and
competitiveness. By re-
versing the traditional
burden of proof, this
framework acknowledges
that Al capabilities have
crossed a threshold where
they should be considered
the default solution rather
than the exception.

This perspective is
particularly valuable for
cross-border businesses
as it addresses many tra-

ditional friction points in
international operations.
From language barriers to
regulatory compliance to
documentation process-
ing, Al offers solutions
that can transform histor-
ical challenges into com-
petitive advantages.

The transformation
we're witnessing doesn’t
eliminate human exper-
tise. It elevates it. By shift-
ing routine tasks to Al
systems, organizations
create space for human
creativity, judgment, and
relationship-building to
flourish. The most suc-
cessful implementations
won't replace people but
will redirect human talent
toward higher-value activ-
ities where creativity and
contextual understanding
remain essential.

As we move from the
experimental to the opera-
tional phase of Al in-
tegration, the border re-
gion faces a decisive mo-
ment of transformation.
The businesses and pro-
fessionals who thrive will
be those who embrace the
“Why-Not-AI?” mindset,
systematically evaluate
operations through this
lens, and build the organi-
zational capabilities to
implement AT solutions
effectively.

The memos from Liitke
and von Ahn may have
originated in technology
companies far from the
border. Still, they signal a
transformation that will
reshape every industry
touched by cross-border
trade.

The question isn’t
whether the “Why-Not-
ATI?” test will come to
your organization. It’s
whether you’ll be pre-
pared when it arrives.
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