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1. Introduction 

Launching an AI product is the easy part compared to what comes next: getting real 

customers, with real data and real infrastructure, to actually use it successfully. This 

guide exists to help you understand and pursue one of the fastest-growing roles in AI 

right now — the Forward Deployed Engineer (FDE). 

Who this guide is for: 

•     Software engineers curious about a more customer-facing career path 

•     AI/ML specialists who want to work closer to real-world deployment 

•     Solutions Engineers, Sales Engineers, or Technical Consultants exploring a title 

change 

•     Startup founders and hiring managers who want to understand the role before 

building a team around it 

Why this role exists now: AI adoption has outpaced the ability of most organizations to 

implement it on their own. Every customer has different workflows, data structures, 

and compliance constraints which means every deployment is, to some extent, custom. 

Forward Deployed Engineers are the professionals who make that customization 

possible without slowing the whole company down. 

2. What Is a Forward Deployed Engineer? 

(FDE 101) 

A Forward Deployed Engineer is a technical professional who combines software 

engineering, AI expertise, customer consulting, and deployment skills to implement AI 

solutions directly inside a customer's environment. Rather than building software in 

isolation and handing it off, FDEs work embedded with the customer — understanding 
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their workflows, integrating with their existing systems, and staying involved until the 

solution delivers measurable value. 

How It Differs From Related Roles 

Role Primary Focus Customer 

Involvement 

Forward Deployed 

Engineer 

Custom implementation & 

deployment of AI solutions 

Deep, hands-on, 

ongoing 

Traditional Software 

Engineer 

Core product development Minimal, indirect 

Solutions Engineer Pre-sales technical support High, but pre-purchase 

Sales Engineer Technical sales demos & 

proposals 

High, but pre-purchase 

Solutions Architect High-level system design Moderate, design-phase 

A Sample Week in the Life 

•     Monday: Kickoff call with a new enterprise customer to map their current 

workflow 

•     Tuesday–Wednesday: Build and test an integration between the AI product and 

the customer's internal systems 

•     Thursday: Debug a data pipeline issue found during customer testing 
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•     Friday: Train the customer's team on the new workflow and log feature 

requests for the product team 

3. Why Demand Is Exploding 

Forward Deployed Engineering has moved from a niche title at a handful of companies 

to one of the most in-demand roles in enterprise AI. 

The Numbers 

•     Job postings for Forward Deployed Engineers grew by more than 1,000% year-

over-year in 2025, according to LinkedIn News. 

•     Openings rose from 643 in April 2025 to 5,330 in April 2026  a 729% increase  

even as broader tech hiring slowed. 

Why AI Startups Specifically Can't Scale Without This Role 

A great model or demo rarely survives first contact with a real enterprise environment: 

legacy systems, messy data, strict compliance rules, and internal politics all get in the 

way. Startups that rely purely on their core engineering team to handle every 

customer's edge cases quickly get bottlenecked. FDEs absorb that complexity so product 

teams can keep building instead of firefighting. 

Where the Hiring Is Concentrated 

•     Enterprise AI and machine learning platforms 

•     Fintech, healthtech, and other heavily regulated industries 

•     Government and defense-adjacent AI contractors 
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•     Large-scale SaaS companies adding AI capabilities to existing products 

4. Core Responsibilities Breakdown 

FDE responsibilities span the full lifecycle of a deployment, not just the technical build. 

Pre-Deployment 

•     Gathering and documenting customer requirements 

•     Mapping existing workflows and identifying where AI adds the most value 

•     Designing the solution architecture in partnership with the customer's technical 

team 

Deployment 

•     Integrating the AI solution with the customer's existing systems and APIs 

•     Setting up cloud infrastructure and containerized environments 

•     Configuring security, access controls, and compliance settings 

•     Monitoring model performance during rollout 

Post-Deployment 

•     Training end users and internal champions 

•     Collecting feedback and identifying friction points 

•     Feeding insights back to the product team 
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•     Retraining or tuning models as usage patterns emerge 

The FDE Lifecycle at a Glance 

Understand → Design → Build → Deploy → Train → Monitor → Improve — then repeat as the 

customer's needs evolve. 

5. Skills You Need 

Technical Skills Checklist 

Skill Why It Matters 

Python The default language for AI tooling, scripting, and 

integration work 

Machine learning fundamentals Understanding model behavior helps you 

troubleshoot and set expectations 

Large Language Models (LLMs) Most current AI deployments are LLM-based; know 

their strengths and limits 

API development You'll constantly connect AI systems to customer 

platforms 

Cloud platforms (AWS, Azure, 

GCP) 

Deployments run in the customer's cloud 

environment, not yours 
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Docker & Kubernetes Containerization is standard for reliable, portable 

deployments 

SQL & NoSQL databases Customer data rarely arrives clean or in one format 

Git & version control Essential for collaborative, auditable deployment 

work 

MLOps & CI/CD pipelines Keeps deployments stable and repeatable at scale 

Business & Soft Skills Checklist 

•     Customer communication — translating technical detail into business language 

•     Solution architecture — designing systems that fit a customer's real constraints 

•     Requirements gathering — asking the right questions before writing code 

•     Technical consulting — advising, not just executing 

•     Project management — keeping multi-week deployments on track 

•     Stakeholder management — aligning executives, IT, and end users 

•     Problem-solving under ambiguity — customer environments are rarely well-

documented 

Self-Assessment 

Rate yourself 1–5 on each skill above (1 = no experience, 5 = could teach it). Skills 

scoring 2 or below are good candidates for focused learning over the next 90 days. 
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6. How to Break Into the Role 

You do not need the exact title "Forward Deployed Engineer" on a past resume to 

qualify for one now. What matters is evidence that you can implement AI solutions, 

solve customer-specific problems, and deliver measurable outcomes. 

Positioning Your Existing Experience 

•     Highlight any project where you worked directly with end users or customers 

•     Emphasize integration work — connecting systems, APIs, or data sources 

•     Call out deployment or production-support experience, not just development 

•     Frame outcomes in business terms (time saved, adoption increased, issues 

resolved) rather than just technologies used 

Resume & LinkedIn Keywords 

•     Customer deployment 

•     AI implementation 

•     Solution delivery 

•     Incident response 

•     Time-to-value 

Portfolio & Project Ideas 
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•     Build a small end-to-end AI integration (e.g., connect an LLM to a mock CRM) 

and document the deployment process 

•     Write a case study-style breakdown of a project you shipped into production 

•     Contribute to open-source tooling used in AI deployment (MLOps, 

orchestration, API frameworks) 

What Interviews Actually Test For 

•     Ability to break down an ambiguous customer problem live 

•     Technical depth in at least one deployment-relevant area (cloud, APIs, MLOps) 

•     Communication style — can you explain a technical tradeoff to a non-technical 

stakeholder? 

•     Signs of ownership — did you see past projects through to real-world use, not 

just a demo? 

7. Career Path & Growth 

Typical Progression 

•     Junior / Associate FDE — supports deployments under guidance, owns smaller 

integrations 

•     Forward Deployed Engineer — owns full customer deployments end-to-end 
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•     Senior FDE — leads complex, multi-stakeholder deployments and mentors 

junior engineers 

•     Team Lead / FDE Manager — manages a team and sets deployment strategy 

•     Solutions Architecture / Product — many senior FDEs move into architecture 

or product roles, using field experience to shape the roadmap 

What Influences Compensation 

•     Seniority and scope of deployments owned 

•     Industry (regulated industries like fintech and healthtech often pay a premium) 

•     Company stage (early-stage startups may offer more equity, less base) 

•     Geographic market and whether the role is remote or on-site with customers 

Because compensation varies significantly by company, industry, and region, research 

current ranges on sites like Levels.fyi, Glassdoor, or LinkedIn Salary for roles you're 

targeting rather than relying on general averages. 

8. Certification & Continued Learning 

What a Good FDE Certification Should Cover 

•     AI/ML deployment fundamentals 

•     Cloud infrastructure and containerization 

•     MLOps and CI/CD practices 

•     Customer engagement and requirements gathering 
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•     Solution architecture for real-world constraints 

•     Hands-on deployment project or capstone 

Why Certification Can Help 

A recognized certification won't replace hands-on experience, but it does two useful 

things: it gives you a structured way to close skill gaps identified in your self-

assessment, and it signals to employers — especially if you're changing career paths — 

that you've validated your knowledge against a real standard rather than just picked up 

terminology. 

Other Ways to Keep Learning 

•     Join FDE and Solutions Engineering communities on LinkedIn and Slack 

•     Follow case studies from companies known for strong FDE programs 

•     Take applied courses in MLOps, cloud architecture, or API design 

•     Read post-mortems and deployment writeups from AI companies' engineering 

blogs 

9. Common Mistakes to Avoid 

•     Treating the role as "just support" — FDEs are technical builders, not a ticket 

queue 

•     Neglecting the coding side — consulting skills alone aren't enough without 

technical credibility 
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•     Over-customizing for one customer in ways that make the product harder to 

maintain for everyone else 

•     Poor stakeholder communication — losing customer trust by over-promising 

timelines 

•     Not closing the loop with product teams — insights from the field are wasted if 

they never make it back 

•     Skipping documentation — undocumented one-off fixes become technical debt 

fast 

10. Action Plan & Next Steps 

A 30-60-90 Day Plan 

Days 1–30: Assess & Learn 

•     Complete the skills self-assessment in Section 5 

•     Pick the two lowest-scoring skills and start structured learning 

•     Update your resume and LinkedIn with FDE-relevant keywords 

Days 31–60: Build Proof 

•     Build or document one end-to-end integration project 

•     Start networking in FDE and Solutions Engineering communities 

•     Research 5–10 target companies with active FDE hiring 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/


 
 

www.gsdcouncil.org                                                     13 
 

Days 61–90: Apply & Position 

•     Apply to FDE, Solutions Engineer, or Technical Consultant roles 

•     Practice explaining past projects in business-outcome terms 

•     Consider a certification if gaps remain in your technical foundation 

Guide Summary Checklist 

•     Understand what an FDE actually does day-to-day 

•     Know the skills gap you need to close 

•     Have at least one project that demonstrates deployment experience 

•     Resume and LinkedIn updated with the right keywords 

•     A plan for the next 90 days 

Appendix 

Glossary of Terms 

Term Definition 

MLOps Practices for deploying, monitoring, and maintaining 

machine learning models in production 
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CI/CD Continuous Integration / Continuous Deployment — 

automated pipelines for shipping code changes reliably 

LLM Large Language Model — an AI model trained on text to 

generate human-like language 

Containerization Packaging software with its dependencies (e.g., via Docker) 

so it runs consistently across environments 

API Application Programming Interface — a defined way for 

software systems to communicate 

Time-to-value How quickly a customer starts seeing measurable benefit 

from a solution after deployment 

Template: Sample Resume Bullet Points 

•     Led end-to-end deployment of an AI-powered workflow tool for 3 enterprise 

clients, reducing implementation time by [X]% 

•     Built and maintained API integrations connecting an AI platform to customer 

CRM and ERP systems 

•     Partnered with customer stakeholders to gather requirements and translate 

them into a technical deployment plan 

•     Trained 50+ end users across 4 customer organizations on a newly deployed AI 

solution 
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Template: Sample Project Brief 

•     Objective: What business problem is this deployment solving? 

•     Stakeholders: Who are the key customer contacts and decision-makers? 

•     Systems involved: What existing tools/data sources need integration? 

•     Success metrics: How will you know the deployment worked? 

•     Timeline: What are the key milestones from kickoff to go-live? 

Ready to Go Further? 

This guide covers the fundamentals but hands-on, validated skills are what actually get 

you hired. If you're ready to formalize your expertise, explore our Forward Deployed 

Engineer Certification for a structured, project-based path into the role. 
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