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Upskill vs. Hire vs. Outsource

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE 

Unlocking the Potential of the Existing Team

Six months into a major transformation initiative, I watched a healthcare 

company’s Chief Data Officer struggle with a painful decision. His team had 

identified a critical gap in predictive modeling capabilities that was blocking 

progress on three high-value projects, and the executive team was pressuring 

him to fix it immediately. The CFO suggested hiring a senior data scientist and 

had already drafted a job description for a $180,000 role. The VP of Operations 

pushed for outsourcing, waving a proposal from a consulting firm promising to 

deliver models in eight weeks for $250,000. The team lead quietly suggested 

they could upskill two existing analysts who were already familiar with the 

business and the data.

The CDO initially leaned toward hiring because it felt like the “real” solution, 

the kind of decision that would look substantial in a board presentation and 

demonstrate serious commitment to building capability. But when I asked him 

to walk through the timeline, the picture changed dramatically. It would take at 

least three months to fill the role, another three to six months for the new 

person to become productive, and there was no guarantee the hire would work 

out or that the business problem would still be the same priority nine months 

later. The consulting firm could start immediately but would cost more than a 

full-time hire, required extensive hand-holding to understand the business 

context, and would leave the team dependent on external resources for any 

future work. The upskilling option felt too modest, too incremental, too much 

like admitting they should have invested in their people earlier.

Three months later, I checked back with the same CDO. He’d chosen to 

upskill the two analysts, investing $8,000 in focused training and AI coding 

assistants. By Week 4, one analyst had built a baseline churn model using 

AutoML tools and was iterating on features with guidance from the AI copilot. 
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The previous chapters broke down how to use AI to reclaim time and accel-
erate work across roles, mapping pain points and setting 30/60/90 day plans 
to address them. Now comes the uncomfortable question every leader even-
tually faces: how do you actually close the gaps revealed by your Skills and 
Tools Matrix? When you see a missing capability like advanced predictive 
modeling, data engineering capacity, or the ability to interpret real-time data 
streams, the reflex is to post a job, call a vendor, or assume you don’t have 
the talent. Throughout this chapter we’ll challenge that reflex because you 
have more capacity than you think. The right move isn’t always to throw 
money at a new hire or outsource the problem but rather to design the fast-
est, safest, lowest-regret path to decision velocity. That path often starts with 
the people you already have.

What Should We Do About Our Skill Gaps?

Every executive feels pressure to “do something” when a skills gap appears, 
with boards asking why analytics isn’t faster, stakeholders complaining that 
dashboards arrive late, and vendors pitching miracle solutions. Under pres-
sure, many leaders default to hiring or buying their way out, but posting a 
job or signing a statement of work isn’t necessarily leadership; sometimes 

By Week 8, both analysts were contributing to model development, and by 

Week 12, they’d deployed their first production model that was already 

influencing retention strategies. The total investment was less than 5 percent of 

the consulting bid and delivered results in half the time hiring would have 

taken. More importantly, the team now owned the capability and could build 

on it, and the analysts who’d been upskilled were energized, engaged, and had 

become informal mentors to others interested in learning similar skills.

The lesson wasn’t that hiring and outsourcing are always wrong but that 

leaders systematically underestimate the capacity already present in their 

teams and overestimate the speed and certainty of external solutions. The 

reflex to hire or outsource often comes from impatience or insecurity rather 

than strategic analysis, and it’s expensive both financially and in terms of 

opportunity cost. The teams that move fastest aren’t always the ones that spend 

the most or add the most headcount but those that invest in unlocking the 

potential of the people they already have, especially when AI tools can 

dramatically compress the learning curve and multiply the impact of modest 

investments in upskilling.
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it’s a way to avoid the hard work of looking inward at how to unlock the 
capacity already present in the organization. The real question isn’t “Do we 
hire, outsource or train?” but “What is the fastest, safest, lowest-regret path 
to decision velocity?” This reframing changes everything because speed 
matters more than team size, safety matters because every misstep intro-
duces risk, and regret matters because choosing too quickly creates long 
tails of cost and complexity.

Think back to Chapters 4 and 5 which detailed the Skills and Tools 
Matrix and role-by-role blueprints, exercises that surfaced clear gaps where 
perhaps your analysts aren’t comfortable with machine learning, your BI 
developers are stuck in report factories, or your engineers spend 70 percent 
of their time firefighting. The next step isn’t to panic but to decide how to 
address these gaps without losing months to recruiting cycles or burning 
money on misaligned outsourcing. Before you do anything else, ask yourself 
which skills, if built or borrowed, will increase decision velocity this quarter. 
That question anchors everything that follows by shifting focus from 
appearances like “Do I have a data scientist on staff?” to outcomes like “Are 
we making better decisions faster?” When you see capability gaps through 
this lens, the calculus on hiring, outsourcing, and upskilling becomes clearer.

Why Hiring Isn’t the Silver Bullet Leaders Imagine

There’s a persistent myth that hiring solves everything, with “We need a 
senior person” becoming the refrain at the first sign of friction and titles 
getting inflated in the hope that responsibilities will magically resolve. Yet if 
you ask most data leaders about their biggest regret, the answer is often the 
same: hiring too quickly or hiring the wrong person for the wrong problem. 
This pattern repeats because of three fundamental misconceptions about 
what hiring actually delivers.

The first misconception is believing a senior hire is the fastest path to 
relief. A seasoned expert does bring hard-won experience, but putting that 
person in place takes time because recruiting, interviewing, and negotiating 
can easily stretch from two to six months, and once the offer is signed, new 
hires typically need another 3–6 months to understand the systems, data, 
and politics well enough to reach full productivity. By the time that senior 
person makes a measurable impact, the business problem that justified the 
role in the first place may have shifted, making the entire investment a solu-
tion to yesterday’s problem rather than today’s priority.
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The second misconception is that a new title fixes bottlenecks. A shiny 
“Head of Data Science” badge does not clear a queue of half-baked requests 
or untangle broken processes. If there’s no documentation, no clear owner-
ship of key metrics, and a culture of redoing work because nobody trusts the 
last version, another layer in the org chart simply adds hierarchy. Decision-
making can actually slow down as more approvals, escalations, and 
alignment meetings are introduced, creating exactly the opposite of the agil-
ity that leadership thought they were buying.

The third misconception is that the skills simply don’t exist in the current 
team. In practice, they often do but sit trapped behind narrow role defini-
tions and a lack of support. An analyst who has only ever been asked for 
descriptive reports might be perfectly capable of building simple predictive 
models using no-code or low-code tools given a few weeks and the right 
guardrails. A BI developer confined to dashboards might be quite capable of 
writing robust SQL if paired with an AI assistant that helps with syntax and 
patterns. Declaring a hard skills gap is easier than stretching existing talent, 
but stretching tends to be faster, cheaper, and far less risky than traditional 
hiring, especially in the first 90 days.

The practical realities of hiring are expensive and slow. Recruiting cycles 
introduce delays most teams underestimate, with 6–8 weeks for general 
roles and more than 120 days for specialist positions. Once a candidate 
accepts, there are notice periods, background checks, relocation, and 
onboarding, making it common for 4–8 months to pass between identifying 
a skills gap and seeing meaningful contribution. The cost reality is equally 
sobering because a full-time employee’s base salary represents only part of 
the total investment, with Finance leaders routinely budgeting 1.3–1.5 times 
the posted salary to account for benefits, employer taxes, recruiting expenses, 
equipment, software licenses, and overhead. A $150,000 salary quickly 
becomes an annual cost in the range of $195,000 to $225,000, and in high-
demand areas like AI engineering, the multiplier stretches even further with 
sign-on bonuses, retention incentives, and specialized tooling, plus hidden 
costs such as managerial time, knowledge transfer, and the inevitable slow-
down as someone new learns the landscape.

A third reality lurks behind the scenes: the cost of mis-hiring. When job 
descriptions are generic or based on unclear expectations, organizations 
often bring in someone perfectly talented but misaligned with what the role 
actually needs, and months can pass while that person struggles before even-
tually departing, leaving behind half-finished work, frustrated colleagues, 
and the need to restart the hiring cycle from scratch. At senior levels, the 
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financial and opportunity cost of a mis-hire can easily stretch into hundreds 
of thousands of dollars, making hiring at its best a deliberate strategic deci-
sion that makes sense when analysis points to a long-term repeatable 
capability need, when the organization is willing to absorb the delay before 
impact becomes visible, and when the full cost is justified by expected value.

Outsourcing: Fast Lift or Hidden Drag?

Outsourcing often rises to the top when budgets feel tight and deadlines 
close in, with vendors promising world-class talent on demand and consult-
ing websites advertising transformation in weeks. Under the right conditions, 
outsourcing can indeed provide a fast lift, but under the wrong ones, it 
becomes a hidden drag that creates dependency, adds context debt, and piles 
up costs in ways that become visible only months later.

At its strongest, outsourcing delivers speed. External teams often have 
people ready to begin immediately, which can make a meaningful difference 
when work is tightly scoped. Building a dashboard, producing an initial 
machine learning model, or automating a single ETL pipeline are examples 
where a vendor can begin within days. Outsourcing also unlocks specialized 
expertise that might never be needed long term, where a life insurer running 
a one-off churn experiment might not want to bring a deep learning expert 
onto staff, making renting that skill set the practical choice. This outside 
injection can move lighthouse pilots forward quickly, and when done well, 
early wins help demonstrate value, reduce skepticism, and build momentum 
for broader investment.

The limitations show up just as quickly. No matter how talented an exter-
nal team may be, they don’t begin with understanding of the organization’s 
data definitions, business rules, or internal politics, and that missing context 
creates friction where every clarification call and misinterpreted requirement 
introduces subtle delays. The final deliverable may function technically yet 
misalign with internal KPIs or cultural expectations. That mismatch becomes 
costly to correct, creating another trap in long-term dependency where 
working knowledge sits outside the organization’s walls and even small 
changes require ongoing contracts, handoffs, and additional fees.

Cost is equally nuanced. Onshore consulting firms charge premium rates, 
especially for senior AI talent, while offshore vendors in lower-cost regions 
charge far less on paper, sometimes a fraction of domestic rates, but those 
savings often come with tradeoffs, including time-zone delays, coordination 
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overhead, cultural mismatches, and inconsistent quality. Hidden costs accu-
mulate through additional meetings, revisions, and change requests, often 
adding 10–20 percent or more to the original contract, and when junior 
offshore talent takes longer to deliver or requires significant rework, initial 
hourly savings can evaporate entirely.

Quality depends on how the problem is framed. Poorly defined tasks 
almost always produce poorly aligned results, and beautiful dashboards 
that answer the wrong question or technically elegant models that fail to 
inform real decisions are common symptoms of unclear scoping. As earlier 
chapters made clear through Business Value Questions, the organization 
must articulate the decision the vendor is supporting. Without that clarity, 
even well-executed work can miss the mark.

Ultimately, outsourcing is a tool, not a villain. It works well when used to 
buy time, accelerate pilots, or de-risk unfamiliar technologies, and it makes 
sense for one-off sharply defined projects where external expertise can 
deliver rapid insight. But it becomes harmful when treated as a permanent 
substitute for internal capability—if a skill is central to the organization’s 
future, it belongs inside the team. The goal is to own the strategy and data 
assets while leveraging outside help to move discrete tasks forward quickly, 
not to outsource the very capabilities that define the organization’s compet-
itive edge.

Upskilling: The Highest-Leverage First Move

Upskilling is often misunderstood as sending everyone to generic training 
courses or handing out lists of recommended videos, but it’s actually about 
focused AI-assisted learning tied directly to the tasks that drive a team’s 
value. When approached this way, upskilling solves more problems and 
solves them faster than most leaders expect, especially when time and budget 
are limited, and the advantages are straightforward and measurable.

The first advantage is speed. An upskilling effort can begin immediately 
without job postings to draft, recruiters to engage, or vendor contracts to 
negotiate. Internal employees already know the data landscape, the quirks 
in metrics, and the informal rules governing how work gets done. With that 
foundation in place, a structured 90-day upskilling plan can take someone 
from novice to baseline proficiency in a tool or method in 8–12 weeks, 
compared with bringing in external talent which often requires more than 
120 days just to fill the role before any work is done.
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Cost is another clear advantage. A well-designed reskilling program typi-
cally runs a few thousand dollars per person covering courses, certifications, 
and hands-on project work. When compared with the fully loaded cost of a 
new hire, including benefits, tools, taxes, recruiting fees, and onboarding, 
the difference is stark. Upskilling comes in at a fraction of that total, often 
around 60 percent cheaper once all hidden costs of hiring are factored in, 
and because the investment goes into people who already understand the 
organization, the risk of poor cultural fit is far lower.

Productivity also arrives sooner. Someone reskilled internally reaches 
their stride much faster than someone who has never worked with the 
organization’s data or systems. After 30–60 days of focused learning, 
reskilled employees can often operate at 80 percent or more of full capacity, 
while new hires may take months to reach the same point. AI copilots further 
compress the learning curve by providing on-demand guidance, letting train-
ees practice on real tasks and receive immediate feedback. Studies of 
generative AI coding assistants show notable gains, with overall productivity 
increases of around 26 percent and even larger jumps for junior developers.

The benefits reach far beyond skill acquisition. Upskilling reinforces 
retention and morale because employees tend to stay where they grow, and 
reskilling programs consistently show retention rates of 80-plus percent, 
significantly higher than typical retention for external hires over the same 
period. When people feel their growth is supported, they respond with 
loyalty, energy, and initiative, beginning to identify new gaps themselves and 
volunteer solutions that create an upward spiral of improvement.

Perhaps the most powerful aspect is the compounding effect. One 
upskilled analyst who can now build a simple forecast removes a bottleneck 
that previously required escalation, one BI developer who can craft narra-
tive insights makes dashboards more usable and reduces follow-up questions 
that bog teams down, and each new skill amplifies the effectiveness of 
others. Over several cycles of targeted upskilling, the entire team’s capacity 
expands without adding headcount. Importantly, choosing upskilling first 
doesn’t close the door on hiring or outsourcing but instead builds internal 
muscle that makes those investments land well.

The Five-Minute Cost Calculator

You’ve identified a skills gap and now need to decide whether to upskill, hire, 
or outsource. Rather than agonizing for weeks, use this quick diagnostic, a 
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set of three questions designed to spur conversation that, when answered 
honestly with your leadership team, will clarify which path to take.

Step 1: What’s the half-life of the gap? If you need this skill daily or weekly 
in day-to-day workflow, such as interpreting customer churn reports 
every week or automating monthly financial close, upskill first because 
frequency means immediate payback and investing in permanent 
capability makes more sense than paying external rates every time you 
need help. If the need is temporary and well defined, like running a 
marketing A/B test or building a proof-of-concept to assess viability, 
consider outsourcing with tight scope because external teams can deliver 
quickly, often within 4–8 weeks, though you must own the definition of 
success to avoid paying for something you don’t need. If you foresee the 
skill being used repeatedly for years, for instance maintaining production 
data pipelines or building models for every product line, hiring becomes 
strategic because you don’t want to rely on vendors for core functions, 
and while hiring may take months and cost more initially, the cumulative 
cost of outsourcing or constant training will surpass it over time.

Step 2: What’s the time-to-value pressure? If stakeholders require results 
before quarter’s end, upskilling or outsourcing are your only realistic 
options because hiring won’t deliver in time due to recruitment and 
ramp-up delays. If the capability is vital, such as building a fraud detection 
system to meet regulatory requirements, but you have 6–9 months, hiring 
may be viable because you’ll own the capability long term and avoid 
dependency, though upskilling can contribute immediately while 
complexity might necessitate a specialist. When the problem isn’t well 
understood and exploratory work is needed, internal capability wins 
because outsourcing works best when deliverables are clear while 
ambiguous problems require iteration and conversation with stakeholders, 
making upskilling existing staff or hiring a strategic thinker pay off more 
than a vendor executing blindly.

Step 3: What’s the dependency risk? If outsourcing would make you reliant 
on external infrastructure or talent, lean toward upskilling or hiring. 
Examples include anything tied to proprietary data or processes where 
future work depends on modifications because being locked out of your 
own platform when a vendor holds the keys is a nightmare. If the work 
is a standalone deliverable, like producing an external benchmark or 
building a one-time simulation, outsourcing can be safe as long as 
deliverables come with documentation so you can reproduce them 
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internally if necessary. If hiring creates a single person who holds critical 
knowledge, mitigate by upskilling the surrounding team first so that 
knowledge is diffused and turnover risk is reduced, making a hired senior 
engineer supported by upskilled analysts far less likely to create a silo.

The one-line formula: If the capability ties directly to your decision velocity, 
upskill first; if the capability is narrow or temporary, outsource; if the capa-
bility is core and durable, hire. This simple heuristic helps you move quickly, 
and if you find yourself unsure, default to upskilling because you can always 
hire later if the need proves enduring.

Mini Case

Three Teams, Three Paths

Theory is helpful but stories are stickier, so let’s examine three fictitious but 

realistic teams to see how these choices play out, with names changed but 

situations drawn from real experiences.

Team A demonstrates upskill wins at a regional retail chain with a three-

person analytics team drowning in data preparation. They pull data from five 

systems into Excel every week, clean it manually, and respond to endless 

ad-hoc requests. A hiring freeze is in effect while the CFO is skeptical about 

paying for vendors. Business leaders want weekly insights on store 

performance and customer lifetime value, the analytics team cannot keep up, 

and the CEO suggests hiring a “data scientist,” but the team lead pauses 

and asks what that person would do differently.

Given the circumstances, the team decides to upskill by investing $4,000 

per person in a 90-day program teaching SQL automation, basic machine 

learning, and generative AI tools, and each analyst is paired with an AI coding 

assistant that increases their output on routine tasks by 26 percent on average. 

Within two weeks, one analyst automates the weekly data prep using Python 

scripts and AI-generated SQL, and by month’s end, they implement an auto-

generated churn model that flags customers likely to lapse. By Day 60, the 

team has reclaimed 25–30 percent of their time for deeper analysis, ad-hoc 

request turnaround shrinks from five days to one day, and importantly, the CFO 

sees that no new hire was needed for nine months. When they later do hire a 

dedicated data scientist, that person lands into a team that already understands 

modeling basics and can collaborate effectively.

Team B shows outsourcing wins but only after framing at an established life 

insurer noticing a spike in customer churn. They have actuaries and analysts 
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but no predictive modeling capability, and the board demands a solution within 

the quarter with no time to hire.

Leadership initially approaches a major consultancy with a bid of $400,000 

for a six-month engagement, but the analytics manager hesitates because 

the scope is fuzzy with no guarantee that the model will address business 

questions. Instead of rushing, she convenes a half-day workshop to define the 

Business Value Question, “Which policyholders are most likely to lapse in the 

next 12 months, and what is the expected revenue at risk?”, outlining success 

criteria and defining how results will be operationalized. Armed with a precise 

BVQ, the team selects a mid-sized AI boutique charging $250 per hour, and 

because scope is clear, the vendor estimates five weeks of work while the 

insurer insists on daily stand-ups and knowledge-transfer sessions. The vendor 

delivers the churn model within five weeks, identifying a high-risk segment 

representing 15 percent of the customer base and suggesting targeted retention 

offers. Because the internal team owns the BVQ and participated throughout, 

they can deploy the model themselves with minimized dependency and no 

long-term retainer needed. Six months later, churn drops by 8 percent, far 

exceeding the engagement cost.

Team C illustrates hiring wins eventually at a fast-growing fintech with heavy 

engineering culture and robust data pipeline. Over three quarters, transaction 

volume triples, the data engineering team is suddenly orchestrating hundreds 

of jobs and supporting dozens of new models, infrastructure cracks, and 

outages occur weekly. The team realizes complexity has outpaced their skills 

where junior engineers can’t diagnose advanced performance issues and the 

platform lead spends nights firefighting. Outsourcing could provide temporary 

relief but the problem is structural, requiring someone who can architect 

scalable solutions and mentor the team.

The company runs a quick upskilling program where engineers learn 

infrastructure-as-code, anomaly detection, and AI-driven observability tools. 

These changes reduce unplanned outages by 30 percent, buying breathing 

room while in parallel it opens a position for a senior data platform engineer. 

Because they aren’t panicked, they can take time to find a candidate aligning 

with their culture, and three months later they hire an expert who brings 

proven experience with streaming architectures. The new hire integrates 

smoothly because the existing team has leveled up, and over the next two 

quarters they rebuild the platform, reduce pipeline run times by 40 percent, 

and design robust failover systems, with hiring being necessary because the 

need was durable and strategic but upskilling first ensuring the hire landed well 

and didn’t become a single point of failure.
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Most teams think they’re in Team C. The reflex is to assume your problem 

requires a senior hire, but in reality, 70–80 percent of teams are closer to Team 

A or Team B in their first 90 days, benefiting from targeted upskilling or 

well-scoped short outsourcing projects. Hiring is best reserved for structural 

long-term needs. When you start with upskilling, you give yourself the option to 

hire later from a position of clarity rather than desperation.

Key Takeaways

Hiring is often treated as the default solution to capability gaps, but it rarely 

deserves that status because it is expensive, slow, and prone to hidden risks. Once 

the fully loaded cost is calculated at typically 1.3–1.5 times base salary and the 

months-long timeline to productivity is factored in, hiring makes sense only when 

the need is durable, repeatable, and central to the organization’s long-term strategy.

Outsourcing offers speed and access to specialized expertise, but it is not a 

substitute for core capability. External teams can deliver faster time-to-market 

and provide niche skills on demand, yet their rates vary widely, and hidden 

costs of coordination and rework add up quickly, earning their keep when 

projects are sharply defined and time-bound but eroding internal capability and 

creating dependency when used as a long-term crutch.

AI-enhanced upskilling often delivers the highest return. The cost of 

reskilling is modest, the timeline to productivity is short, and gains compound 

as employees learn to use AI assistants to accelerate their work, with trainees 

reaching meaningful productivity within weeks rather than months while the 

investment strengthens retention and morale. It builds a workforce that adapts 

quickly and continues growing long after the initial training period.

A simple decision heuristic helps cut through the noise: consider the half-life 

of the gap, the pressure around time-to-value, and the dependency risk. When 

a capability directly influences decision velocity, upskilling is usually the 

smartest starting point; when the need is narrow or temporary, outsourcing is 

efficient; when the need is core and durable, hiring becomes the right call. This 

quick diagnostic keeps decisions grounded in reality rather than in instinct.

The broader principle is that evidence must replace ego. The Skills and Tools 

Matrix and role blueprints developed earlier create a clear data-informed view 

of where gaps are and how best to close them. The goal is not to choose 

the option that looks impressive on an org chart but the one that delivers 

meaningful value this quarter, ensuring that investments in people, vendors, or 

new hires don’t just consume budget but accelerate the organization’s ability 

to deliver value at speed.


