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What Leaders
Need to Know

86% of global employers
anticipate AI will transform
their business by 2030, yet
most leadership pipelines are
not being redesigned to
match. [1]

The experiences that
traditionally built leaders
(judgment under pressure,
managing conflict, navigating
ambiguity) are being
automated away. [2,3]

Resilience, flexibility, and
agility now rank among the
top three essential skills
globally, second only to
analytical thinking. [1]

Leaders who lack emotional
intelligence will lose
employee trust at the exact
moment AI adoption
demands it most. [5]

Organizations that cut
early-career roles without 
a deliberate pipeline
replacement plan face
compounding leadership
deficits 5-8 years later.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Artificial intelligence and automation are

reshaping how organizations work, and

with it, how leadership pipelines are built.

As early-career roles are transformed or

eliminated, the traditional pathways through

which future leaders develop judgment,

resilience, and human connection are

disappearing faster than most organizations

can adapt.

Yet paradoxically, at the very moment the

pipeline is narrowing, the demand for

distinctly human leadership capabilities

(emotional intelligence, critical thinking,

agility, and ethical judgment) has never

been higher.

This paper presents a framework for

understanding what is at stake, what

capabilities leaders now need, and what

organizations must do before the

consequences of inaction become

irreversible.

The Leadership
Imperative in an
AI-Transformed
World
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AI is accelerating the pace of business while simultaneously increasing uncertainty. Leaders are
now expected to make high-stakes decisions with incomplete data, evolving AI capabilities, and no
historical playbook. Those promoted for operational consistency are now being tested on
judgment, prioritization, and the ability to act without full certainty.

In an AI-enabled environment, the quality of decisions matters more than the speed of analysis.
But speed itself is becoming a capability demand, not just a condition. AI compresses the decision
cycle: the time between identifying a problem, evaluating options, and committing to a course of
action is shrinking across every function. Leaders who need perfect information before acting will
find themselves perpetually behind. Some executive teams are already responding by increasing
the cadence of senior leadership meetings, not because there are more decisions to make but
because the decisions that exist cannot wait for the next monthly review. The ability to act with
conviction on incomplete information, and to correct course quickly when new information arrives,
is no longer a nice-to-have leadership trait. It is a baseline requirement.

Why This Matters: The Challenges Leaders Face Today
 

1. Navigating Ambiguity at Speed

of global
employers
say AI will
transform their
business by 2030
[1]

P A R T  O N E

The World Economic Forum's 2025 Future
of Jobs Report surveyed more than 1,000
global employers across 55 economies.
The data is unambiguous: we are living
through a structural transformation
of work. But beneath the workforce
statistics lies a more consequential story.
One about how leadership itself is
being built, and what is being lost.

86%

Employees who fear displacement don't adopt new tools. They resist them, quietly or loudly.
Research published in the Harvard Business Review confirms that employees won't trust AI if they
don't trust their leaders. [16] No amount of AI investment compensates for a leadership trust
deficit.

Leaders who lack emotional intelligence will fail to hold teams together during transformation, and
the damage extends beyond morale. When trust erodes, AI adoption slows, governance weakens,
and the organization's transformation timeline stretches. [5, 16]

2. Maintaining Trust through Transformation
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AI introduces new governance risks: algorithmic bias, opacity in decision-making, and erosion of
employee trust. Boards, regulators, and teams increasingly expect leaders to ensure AI is used
fairly and transparently. Companies embedding responsible AI into strategy, not just policy, report
stronger trust, fewer incidents, and better business outcomes. [7, 17]

A Vaya observation:
When AI removes transactional work, it removes more
than tasks. It removes the experiences through which
leaders have always been made.

Shrinking Half-Life
of Knowledge

Years of Accumulated Knowledge

The half-life of technical knowledge is shrinking.
Leaders can no longer rely on expertise accumulated over
years. They must continually adapt, refresh their thinking,
and remain effective as roles and technologies evolve.
Resilience, flexibility, and agility now rank second only to
analytical thinking among the most essential skills globally.
[1]

At the core of this is learning agility: the capacity to learn
from experience, seek feedback, and apply insight in
unfamiliar situations. Research shows that learning agility
is a strong predictor of leadership effectiveness in volatile
environments. [13, 14, 15]

3. Leading in a World of Rapid Capability Change

AI adoption resistance does not come only from fear of displacement. For many experienced
professionals, the resistance is more personal: AI can feel like an attack on a carefully built
professional identity. Engineers, salespeople, analysts, and others who have spent years honing
their craft can interpret AI augmentation as a devaluation of the expertise that defines them. This
is not a training problem or an information gap. It is an identity problem, and it surfaces most
acutely in mid-career and senior professionals who have the most invested in the way things have
been done. Leaders who dismiss this as stubbornness or technophobia will misdiagnose the
resistance and fail to address its actual source.

4. Governing AI Ethically
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The Vaya AI Leadership Capability Model
 

P A R T  T W O

Against these challenges, three capability clusters define effective leadership in the new AI era.
They function as an integrated system, not a checklist, and build on one another in a deliberate
sequence.

Judgment
CLUSTER ONE

How leaders think and decide

Key Behaviors:

Emotional Intelligence

Foundation: internal capacities that hold under pressure

Are leaders making sound decisions?

People
CLUSTER TWO

How leaders mobilize and support people

Key Behaviors:

Change Navigation

Bridge: translates judgment into collective movement

Can leaders move people through change?

Technology
CLUSTER THREE

How leaders work with intelligent systems

Key Behavior:

AI Fluency

Applied at scale: where judgment and people skills meet AI

Can leaders work effectively with AI tools?

Psychological Safety & Trust

Critical Thinking

Ethical Judgment

cr
ea

te
s 

ne
w

 d
em

ands enables trust

enables adoption

Judgment enables trust | Trust enables adoption | Adoption creates new demands on judgment
Organizations may enter the system at any cluster. The reinforcing logic remains the same.

THREE CLUSTERS. ONE REINFORCING SYSTEM.
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             Technology is where judgment and people skills get applied at scale, and where the 
             absence of either becomes most visible. A leader with AI fluency but poor judgment is
more dangerous, not more effective. AI fluency means knowing what AI can and cannot do, when
to override it, and how to communicate its use transparently. That fluency is only as strong as the
critical thinking and ethical grounding beneath it.

One important note on the model’s structure: While the logic flows from Judgment through
People to Technology, organizations do not always enter the system in that order. Some begin with
a technology experiment: a team pilots an AI tool, gets results, and the organization works
backward to the judgment and people questions the experiment surfaced. Others begin with a
people challenge: adoption stalls, resistance builds, and leadership realizes the trust and change
management work should have come first. The entry point varies. What does not vary is the
reinforcing logic. Wherever an organization enters, the same interdependencies apply, and gaps in
any cluster will eventually surface as failures in the others.

These three clusters are sequential and interdependent, not parallel tracks:

              Judgment is the foundation, and it holds under pressure. Emotional intelligence, critical 
              thinking, and ethical judgment are the internal capacities that make everything else
possible. Without them, leaders cannot earn trust, interpret AI outputs responsibly, or make sound
decisions when the stakes are high and the data is incomplete. Resilience lives here, too. When
conditions are hardest, when the organization is in the middle of transformation and the pressure
to move fast is relentless, leaders need these capacities to stay intact. If judgment cracks, nothing
downstream works.

             People capabilities are the bridge. A leader who can navigate change and create 
             psychological safety translates individual judgment into collective movement, mobilizing
teams through uncertainty rather than leaving them behind. Trust is built through emotional
attunement and ethical consistency, not through process alone. And in a landscape of continuous
capability change, learning agility is what keeps leaders from becoming obsolete. It is the
willingness to learn from experience, seek feedback, revise assumptions, and apply insight in
situations they haven’t seen before. The leaders who move people most effectively through
disruption are also the ones who are visibly learning alongside them.

Why the Model Works as a System

The model is not a hierarchy with a fixed endpoint. It is a reinforcing system. Working with AI
surfaces new judgment demands: when to trust a recommendation, how to govern an output,
whether an algorithmic decision is fair. Those demands strengthen the Judgment cluster, which
deepens the leader’s ability to bring people through change, which in turn makes the organization
more capable of adopting AI effectively. The loop compounds over time, and organizations that
invest across all three clusters build leaders who improve faster as a result.

7



Stronger internal
bench over time
More leaders ready now.
Lower cost, higher
retention.

Capability advantage
compounds
Better decisions.
More agility.
Sustainable performance.

Lower long-term cost
Stronger culture, faster
execution, higher business
outcomes.

The Consequences: Two Paths Forward
 

P A R T  T H R E E

AI will reduce early-career headcount. That much is not in dispute. What varies, and what will
determine leadership trajectory for the next decade, is what organizations choose to do about it.
The question is not whether entry-level roles will shrink. It is whether leaders recognize what
those roles actually built, and whether they invest in replacing that developmental
infrastructure before the consequences become irreversible.

Two patterns are emerging. They start from the same technological shift, but they diverge sharply
in intent, investment, and outcome.

PATH BPATH A

Intentional pipeline
redesign and investment

Experiential pathways
are reimagined
Leaders gain the
experiences they
need earlier.

vs.
No deliberate pipeline

replacement

Early-career roles continue
to shrink without a plan

Less exposure.
Fewer opportunities

to build judgment.

Leadership pipeline
thins over time

Fewer ready-now leaders.
More external hiring.

Capability gaps widen
5-8 years out

Decision quality declines.
Organizational risk increases.

Higher long-term cost
Turnover, mis-hires, project
delays, and cultural erosion.
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Path A organizations are not immune to workforce restructuring. They automate tasks,
streamline operations, and reduce headcount where it makes business sense. What distinguishes
them is that they treat the resulting loss of developmental infrastructure as a design problem, not
a line item to celebrate. These organizations ask a second question alongside every efficiency
decision:

Path A: AI as Enabler – Strengthening the Leadership Bench

The organizations that navigate this best tend to treat
AI adoption not as a technology rollout but as an
organizational restructuring. When AI takes on work
that people used to do, roles change, responsibilities
shift, and team structures need to be redesigned. That
is a reorg, even if nobody calls it one. And the same
disciplines that make reorgs successful (clear
communication about changing roles, visible paths
forward for affected employees, deliberate change
management at every level) apply here. Organizations
that skip this step and treat AI adoption as a tool
deployment will encounter the same resistance,
confusion, and trust erosion that any poorly managed
restructuring produces.

“What leadership capability does this change put at risk, and how do we replace it?”

Research by Brynjolfsson, Li, and Raymond, published in the Quarterly
Journal of Economics, offers a useful data point. Studying more than 5,000
customer support agents given access to a generative AI assistant, the
authors found that novice and low-skill workers saw a 34% productivity
gain, while experienced workers saw minimal impact. [10] The setting is
narrow, but the mechanism suggests: AI systems appear to capture and
transmit the tacit patterns of expert performers, compressing the
experience curve for less-tenured workers. For organizations thinking
about leadership pipeline health, the implication is twofold:

AI can accelerate the development of the junior employees who remain, but only
in the presence of structures designed to make that happen.

The productivity gains do not automatically translate into leadership capability.

Reorg Disciplines

Clear Communication
Be transparent about changing
roles and what it means.

Visible Paths Forward
Show affected employees the
opportunities ahead.

Deliberate Change
Management
Manage the transition at every
level of the organization.

Minimal impact
for experienced

workers

Productivity gain
for novice and low-

skill workers

34%

They require deliberate investment in how the remaining early-career cohort is coached,
challenged, and given access to the experiences that build judgment.
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Deeper Coaching Capacity

Path A organizations deliberately reallocate the
capacity AI frees up. Rather than simply eliminating
roles alongside the tasks that were automated, they
redirect manager time toward mentorship,
feedback, and complex problem-solving, the work
that research consistently links to pipeline strength.
This is not an automatic benefit of automation. It is a
design choice: when AI absorbs routine analysis and
reporting, leaders must be expected (and equipped)
to reinvest that time in developing people, not
simply absorbing more operational work. When that
reinvestment happens, it measurably deepens
internal development and increases the quality of
leader-to-leader investment. [19, 25] HBR/McKinsey

Development That Stays Ahead

AI-enabled coaching and feedback tools can
surface developmental patterns earlier and with
greater precision than traditional performance
reviews. Rather than waiting for promotions to
reveal who wasn’t ready, Path A organizations build
continuous signals into daily work, identifying and
closing gaps proactively. Research on generative AI
at work shows the largest productivity gains accrue
to less-experienced employees, as AI disseminates
the tacit practices of top performers to newer ones.
[10] [22] For the smaller cohort of junior employees
who now carry a disproportionate share of the
pipeline’s future, the result is compressed
succession timelines and reduced risk of
premature advancement. Brynjolfsson et al./The
Conference Board

Trust That Accelerates Adoption

When leaders communicate openly about how AI
will be used, treat experimentation as expected
rather than risky, and model AI as a tool that
improves work rather than surveils it, employees
follow. The specific behaviors matter: sharing real
use cases in team forums, being transparent about
what AI can and cannot do well, and responding to
failures with learning rather than blame. The result
is a virtuous cycle. Higher trust drives higher
adoption, which generates better data, which
improves AI performance. Research confirms that
employees will not trust AI tools deployed by leaders
they do not trust, making leadership credibility a
prerequisite for technology ROI. [16] Harvard
Business Review

A Self-Reinforcing Learning Culture

Path A organizations don’t just benefit from
psychological safety. They build it deliberately
around AI adoption. Teams are given room to pilot
tools and fail without penalty. Post-mortems treat
AI errors as diagnostic data, not blame events.
Leaders publicly share what didn’t work alongside
what did. Over time, these norms compound. 
AI coaching tools embedded in cultures of
experimentation produce development
environments that are simultaneously more
efficient and more human. The advantage is
durable because it is cultural: competitors who try
to replicate the technology without the underlying
trust and safety infrastructure will get the tools but
not the results. [21, 22] HBR/The Conference Board

Path A is not a story about preserving headcount. It is a story about recognizing that, when roles
disappear, the developmental experiences embedded in them disappear, too, and then doing
something about it before the gap compounds.

When that investment is made, four dynamics begin to compound.
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Path B organizations make the same automation decisions, but stop at the cost savings. 

Path B: AI as Cost-Cutter – The Hidden Pipeline Crisis

The damage will not appear on any dashboard
today. It will surface in five to eight years, when
succession plans reveal a hollowed-out bench.

Entry-level job
postings in the U.S.

35%
decline

Workers with less
than one year of
post-grad experience

50%
decline

Early-career positions were never just about output. They were developmental infrastructure.
Junior roles provided formative experiences that AI-driven workflows cannot replicate:

What Entry-Level Roles Actually Built

What the Role Provided The Leadership Capability It Built

Repetitive, high-stakes tasks under time pressure Resilience and composure
Ability to regulate under stress without support

Peer-level conflict and coordination Conflict navigation, negotiation, and relational repair

Receiving hard feedback from managers 
and clients

Emotional intelligence and growth orientation
Capacity to hear difficult truths

Making visible mistakes with real consequences Psychological safety in failure
Understanding that errors are data, not disasters

Watching senior leaders manage complexity up close Observational learning of judgment, ethics, and
communication under pressure

Building cross-functional relationships informally Network intelligence
Stakeholder awareness

They do not:

The scale of the shift is already measurable.
Entry-level job postings in the U.S. have declined
roughly 35% since January 2023, with AI-exposed
roles hit hardest. [27] At major technology firms,
the drop for workers with less than one year of
post-graduate experience has been closer to 50%.
[28] These are not projections. They are current
labor market data, and the leadership pipeline
consequences have not yet begun to surface.

Ask what developmental infrastructure was lost alongside the labor expense.
Redesign early-career development to account for a smaller cohort.
Invest in the structured experiences that once happened organically through junior roles.

The savings are real and visible. What is lost is invisible, at least for the first several years.
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The impact of entry-level workforce reductions is not linear. It compounds. Five dynamics
accelerate the damage:

The Compounding Consequences

01
Pipeline deficits are invisible in the short-term. Organizations see cost savings; they do not
see the leadership capability being silently eroded until succession planning reveals the gap,
typically five to eight years later. [2, 3]

Eroded Succession Pipeline

02
As entry-level headcount shrinks, two things happen simultaneously. Remaining junior
employees are promoted faster to fill gaps, without the developmental breadth their
predecessors accumulated. And the internal pool itself narrows, leaving organizations with
fewer people to develop at all. Speed replaces depth and, over time, internal succession
becomes structurally impossible rather than merely difficult.

Deloitte's 2025 Gen Z and Millennial Survey adds a further constraint: only 6% of Gen Z
respondents identified reaching a senior leadership position as a primary career goal, 
not from a lack of ambition, but because they perceive leadership as high-stress, high-
accountability, and inadequately supported. [26] Organizations that have already thinned
their early-career cohorts now face both sides of the problem: a smaller pool of people with
the right developmental experiences, and a shrinking fraction willing to step into leadership 
at all.

Premature Promotion without Readiness

03
When teams watch early-career colleagues displaced, surviving employees draw conclusions
about organizational values. If leaders lack the emotional intelligence to navigate this
transparently and humanely, trust erodes, slowing AI adoption, increasing quiet
disengagement, and weakening the very culture needed to sustain transformation. [16]

Eroded Trust in Leadership

04
Organizations that hollow out internal pipelines increase dependence on the external talent
market. External hires cost significantly more, take longer to reach full performance, carry
higher retention risk, and lack the institutional knowledge and relational credibility that
internally developed leaders possess. When external hiring becomes the default rather than
the exception, it compounds the pipeline deficit rather than solving it. [4]

Overreliance on External Hiring at Escalating Cost

05
When early-career roles disappear, so does the organizational fabric they quietly sustained.
Junior employees are not just future leaders in development. They are carriers of institutional
norms, informal networks, and cultural continuity. The result, over time, is a workforce that is
technically functional but culturally thin: fewer people who know why decisions get made the
way they do, fewer informal relationships bridging functions, and a diminished sense of
shared identity that no onboarding program fully reconstructs.

Cultural Erosion

12



People Manager    |    Director    |    Executive

The Path Forward: Diagnosing, Developing, 
and Rebuilding

 

Before investing in development, organizations need to know where their gaps actually are.
Assumptions about leadership readiness, however widely held, are no substitute for data.

The Vaya AI-era Leadership Assessment establishes a rigorous, evidence-based baseline
across all six critical behaviors in the Vaya model, mapped against the specific demands of
AI-era leadership. It is not a generic competency assessment adapted for a new context. It was
built for this one. The assessment integrates validated psychometric measures with a structured
behavioral conversation mapped to the six AI-era competencies, along with scenario-based
simulations that place leaders in realistic AI-era decision environments: workforce restructuring
trade-offs, AI governance dilemmas, trust and adoption challenges. The result is a capability profile
by level (people manager, director, and executive) that shows not just where leaders stand, but
where the gaps are most likely to compound. For talent leaders, the output is concrete: a clear
picture of which cohorts carry the most risk, which capabilities are systemically underdeveloped
across levels, and where targeted investment will produce the greatest return.

But individual capability is only part of the picture. Organizations also need to understand
whether the conditions surrounding their leaders—the cultural norms, psychological safety
climate, governance structures, and readiness for AI adoption—will support or undermine
development efforts. A leadership bench assessment paired with an organizational readiness
diagnostic gives the full view: not just who needs to grow, but whether the environment will let
them.

Start with a Baseline: The Vaya AI-era Leadership Assessment

P A R T  F O U R

The good news: organizations that
recognize this inflection point can act.
The window is narrowing, but it has not
closed. The starting point is always the
same: an honest diagnostic of where your
leaders stand today.

C a p a b i l i t y  P r o f i l e

Leadership
Bench Assessment

Organizational
Readiness Diagnostic
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Individual & Group Coaching

Coaching targeted at the specific capability gaps the
assessment surfaces, with particular focus on the
Judgment and People clusters where most leaders
are weakest. These are the capabilities that early-
career experience once built gradually, through hard
feedback, peer conflict, visible mistakes, and close
observation of senior leaders under pressure. They
cannot be developed through training content
alone. Vaya's coaching is designed to build the
human foundations that make technology adoption
trustworthy, sustained, and effective.

Workshops & Cohort Programs

Cohort-based programs designed to recreate, 
in a compressed and structured format, the
developmental conditions that entry-level roles
once provided organically. That means real-stakes
decision-making with consequences, peer friction
and candid feedback, direct exposure to senior
leader judgment under pressure, and cross-
functional challenges that build network
intelligence and stakeholder awareness. These
programs give rising leaders and high-potential
cohorts the structured challenge that AI-era
pipelines can no longer generate on their own.

Leadership Advisory

Strategic partnership for senior teams navigating the
gap between AI strategy and leadership readiness.
Vaya works with CEOs, CHROs, and business unit
leaders to translate transformation goals into
concrete capability priorities and pipeline
investments. Engagements typically produce a
pipeline investment roadmap aligned to the Vaya
capability model, an AI deployment review that
includes the talent risk analysis most organizations
skip, and governance recommendations grounded
in what the assessment data reveals about current
leadership capacity.

Organizational Readiness Diagnostics

The paper’s argument is that individual leader
capability only matters if the organizational
conditions support it. The Readiness Diagnostic
measures those conditions: trust climate,
psychological safety, governance maturity, pipeline
health, learning culture, and change readiness. It is
designed to be deployed alongside or ahead of
individual leadership assessment, providing the
foundational layer that determines whether
coaching, development programs, and advisory
work will take hold or stall. Without this view,
organizations risk investing in leader development
that the environment quietly undermines.

Based on assessment findings, Vaya works with organizations across a range of interventions,
deployed individually or in combination:

From Diagnosis to Development: Vaya's Solution Set

The preceding analysis describes two divergent trajectories. The case below illustrates what Path
A leadership looks like inside a real organization. TAMKO Building Products is not a perfect case.
It is a realistic one, where the same pressures that produce Path B outcomes were met with
deliberate choices that produced different results.

What Path A Looks Like in Practice
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Staged Rollouts
by leadership level

AI as Enabler: Leadership in Practice

C A S E  V I G N E T T E

TAMKO Building Products is several years into one of the more advanced AI adoption journeys in
heavy industrial manufacturing. Hundreds of knowledge workers use AI tools daily, domain experts
with no coding background are building functional applications, and the R&D team has measurably
compressed product development timelines. To get there, the company built deliberate
adoption infrastructure:

The philosophy has been consistent from the start: mandate AI use, make it available to
everyone who can benefit, and then drive implementation through case study examples that show
AI’s capacity to manage complex analysis and streamline routine work. The intent is to improve
jobs, not eliminate them.

The journey has also produced hard-won lessons. Early ambitions to automate manufacturing
processes required solving for foundational maintenance before automation could take hold.
Governance has faced similar pressure, with tool proliferation creating data and oversight
challenges that adoption enthusiasm alone could not resolve.

Monthly Companywide Forums
where employees share real use cases

with executives in the room

Usage Data
that tracks not just access but

frequency at the individual level

Functional leaders are expected to follow up directly where adoption is lagging.

What TAMKO has found is that the technical and organizational complexity of AI
implementation surfaces leadership requirements that no rollout plan fully anticipates.
The leaders who navigate it best are those who can hold both the ambition and the discipline at
the same time.

Stronger
Judgment

Better AI
Decisions

Greater Team
Trust & Adoption

Better Business
Outcomes

15



JUDGMENT
Are leaders making sound decisions, and knowing when AI can and cannot make them?

“We had an AI recommendation that we
shouldn’t stock a certain part. We acted
on it, and that part took a line down for
about 24 hours. Whether it was the AI or
the human decision-makers involved,
honestly, it was a little fuzzy.”

CRITICAL THINKING
Even well-governed AI deployments produce errors, and this one
surfaced a pattern worth naming: when AI recommendations and
human judgment are both in the chain, accountability for a bad
outcome can become genuinely unclear. Incidents of this kind cluster 
in the steep early phase of AI adoption, when process understanding 
is still catching up to the pace of deployment, and they recede as
experience accumulates. The 24-hour line stoppage was a contained
cost. Its lesson is about the maturation work still ahead: sharper
process mapping and verification discipline at the points where AI 
and human decisions intersect.

“You have to disclose that AI was used in
the process or generated the metrics.
You have to tell the board how you
validated them. We don’t just accept
what AI tells us. What was the source
material? How confident are we in what
it provided? Those are the two primary
governance things I would share.”

ETHICAL JUDGMENT
This leader framed AI governance not as a compliance requirement but
as a leadership obligation. When AI-generated outputs reach a board,
the leader presenting them carries responsibility for their provenance:
what the AI was given, how its outputs were verified, and where
confidence is warranted and where it is not. Transparency about AI
involvement is not optional disclosure. It is the condition under which
the output can be trusted at all.

PEOPLE
Can leaders move people through change, including change driven by AI?

“Nobody has lost their job through
automation. We’ve never automated in a
way that leads directly to job losses. This
is about better jobs for everyone.”

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY & TRUST
The company’s AI narrative was deliberately structured: quality first,
cost second, better jobs third, in that order, every time. Expectation of
AI use was clear across the organization, but the engagement came
from something else: a credible, repeated commitment that
automation would not cost people their jobs. That promise, reinforced
through leader behavior and visible follow-through, gave employees a
reason to engage rather than resist.

“We started with leadership — directors,
plant managers — and kept pushing it
down until essentially all our knowledge
workers had it. We have Friday short clips
that go out with tips and tricks. We have
metrics on usage. And every other month
we run an AI virtual summit — broad
audience, executives in the room — where
people just share the best use cases from
the previous two months.”

CHANGE NAVIGATION
This leader approached AI adoption as an organizational design
problem, not a communications exercise. Access was staged
deliberately: starting with senior leaders and cascading to all
knowledge workers. Adoption was measured at the individual level,
with functional leaders accountable for slow uptake in their teams.
And a recurring forum — open, executive-attended, use-case-driven—
created social proof and momentum across the organization. The
infrastructure was built to make adoption feel normal before
resistance could take hold.

16



“The CEO wants everything AI tomorrow,
so there’s constant pressure. I have to
work closely with the other functional
teams and we don’t always see eye to eye.
I’ve gotten pretty animated on at least
one occasion. I need to look for my
triggers sooner. I’m getting there and
finding a way to just do it differently.”

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
AI transformation creates friction between functions with different risk
orientations, those driving adoption and those responsible for
protecting infrastructure and governance. This leader recognized that
pressure surfaced his own escalation tendencies and named the
pattern directly: withdraw or push hard, with little in between. The self-
awareness itself is the signal. Leaders who can identify their triggers
under conditions of organizational stress, and who are actively
working to expand their range, are better equipped to hold the tension
that AI-era change reliably produces.

TECHNOLOGY
Can leaders work effectively with AI systems and build organizations that can too?

“With Product A, we evaluated 15
materials over two years. With Product B,
we evaluated more than 40 materials in
15 months and arrived at a far superior
solution. AI didn’t replace the scientists.
It connected the roads between what they
already knew.”

AI FLUENCY
This leader oversaw one of the company’s highest stakes: 
AI applications accelerate R&D for a new product line backed by a
warranty. AI did not replace laboratory testing or expert judgment.
It compressed the experimental loop, surfaced connections across a
complex system faster than human analysis alone, and freed scientists
to focus on the decisions only they could make.

What distinguishes this organization is not that it was using AI. Many companies are. What
distinguishes it is how its leaders treated the commitment. AI adoption was established as
mission-critical from the top, and from that starting point the harder leadership work followed:

governance decisions
technology choices
the prioritization calls about where AI enablement would produce the most value

As adoption spread, management had to decide where to focus next and how to train and
equip teams to use AI effectively.

The coherent philosophy, domain expertise as the check on AI outputs, people-centered
communication as the precondition for adoption, and organizational infrastructure that treats AI
fluency as a leadership capability rather than a technology feature—emerged through those
decisions, not before them. The Vaya AI Capability Leadership Assessment is designed to
surface exactly these distinctions: not whether a leader uses AI, but how they think about it, govern it,
and bring their people through it.

VAYA PERSPECTIVE
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Practical Recommendations
 

P A R T  F I V E

Five immediate actions for leaders and talent functions:

Most AI workforce decisions are made in a financial frame: headcount reduced, cost per task lowered,
margin improved. What does not appear on that model is the developmental value being eliminated
alongside the labor cost. The contraction is already underway. Entry-level job postings in the U.S. have fallen
roughly 35% since January 2023, with AI-automatable roles declining fastest. [27] Early-career roles are not
just output generators. They are the primary mechanism through which organizations grow their next
generation of leaders. When those roles disappear, so do the crucial experiences that build judgment,
resilience, and relational skill. Before any AI deployment decision that touches workforce structure, require
the same rigor on the talent side that you apply to the financial side: what leadership capability does this
decision put at risk, and what is the plan to replace it?

Stop Treating AI Deployment as a Cost Decision. It Is a Talent Decision01

The most common error in AI-era leadership development is treating technology fluency as the primary
goal. It is not. The Vaya AI Capability Leadership Model is sequential: Judgment (emotional intelligence,
critical thinking, ethical reasoning) is the foundation. People capabilities are the bridge. Technology fluency
is where both get applied at scale. Run a baseline diagnostic across all three clusters using validated
psychometric measures and behavioral simulation, not manager nominations or performance ratings alone.
The result is a precise view of which cohorts carry the most risk, and where investment will produce the
greatest return.

Assess Your Leadership Bench Against All Three Capability Clusters,
Not Just AI Readiness

02

Those experiences don’t disappear when the roles do. They have to be rebuilt.

Deliberately Design the Developmental Experiences That Entry-Level
Roles Used to Provide

03

The savings are visible on day one. The leadership deficit arrives five to eight years later.

AI fluency without judgment is more dangerous, not more effective.

The contraction is accelerating. NACE projected a 5.8% decline in entry-level hiring for the Class of 2024. [29]
By late 2025, global entry-level postings had fallen 29% year over year. [30] Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei has
warned publicly that AI could eliminate half of all entry-level white-collar jobs within five years. [31] Whether
the number is 30% or 50%, the trajectory is clear.

As this paper has argued, early-career positions were developmental infrastructure. The capabilities they
built – resilience, conflict navigation, emotional intelligence, ethical reasoning, and observational judgment –
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do not rebuild themselves when the roles disappear. Organizations must now engineer these conditions
deliberately, within a smaller early-career cohort that carries disproportionate pipeline weight.

Structured stretch assignments with real consequences and simulated exercises, where emerging leaders
make decisions that affect outcomes and learn from the results. Mandatory feedback loops running upward
and laterally, not just downward, so that developing leaders build the same tolerance for hard input that
daily client and manager feedback once provided. Cross-functional cohort programs that create the peer
friction, relationship-building, and network intelligence that used to develop informally across teams.
And deliberate senior leader shadowing that gives the remaining early-career cohort direct exposure to how
experienced leaders manage complexity, navigate ambiguity, and exercise judgment under pressure.

What once happened organically must now be designed in. The organizations that build this infrastructure
first will have a compounding advantage over those that assume the pipeline will fill itself.

AI adoption rates are a leadership indicator, not a technology indicator. When employees fear displacement,
they resist new tools. Quietly, persistently, and at scale. Leaders who lack emotional intelligence cannot hold
teams together through transformation, and no amount of AI investment compensates for the resulting
trust deficit. The sequencing matters: leaders must demonstrate transparency about how AI will be used,
psychological safety for experimentation and failure, and clear ethical guardrails before expecting
meaningful adoption. This is a capability requirement, not a communication strategy. 

A common failure mode is what one CTO described as “empty conviction”: leaders who tell their teams to
adopt AI without having personally wrestled with the tools themselves. When employees push back (“I tried
it, it doesn’t work”), these leaders have no credible response. They default to vague encouragement (“trust
me”) or secondhand evidence (”I saw another company doing it”), neither of which builds the kind of trust
that drives real adoption. Leaders who have not developed their own hands-on understanding of what AI
can and cannot do will sound like they are repeating a talking point rather than sharing a lived belief.
The most effective AI champions in organizations are the ones who have done the experimentation
themselves, encountered the failures, and can speak from direct experience about where the tools add
value and where they fall short. Identify and develop the leaders who will model this behavior visibly.

Build Leadership Trust Before – Not After – Deploying AI04

Pipeline deficits are invisible until succession planning reveals the gap, typically five to eight years after 
the damage is done. By then, organizations face compounding consequences: premature promotions,
expensive over-reliance on external hires, and cultural erosion that weakens AI adoption precisely when it is
needed most. The solution is to track succession coverage, internal fill rates, capability baseline scores, and
AI adoption rates in parallel, not as separate HR dashboards, but as integrated business metrics reported to
the board alongside financial performance. Pipeline health and transformation success are the same story.

Treat Leadership Pipeline Health as a Board-Level Business Metric05

Employees won’t trust AI tools if they don’t trust the leaders deploying them.

If it isn’t measured at the top, it won’t be protected at any level.
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The Window Is Narrowing
 

C O N C L U S I O N

AI is not just changing the work leaders do. It is changing how leaders are built.

As Kentaro Toyama has argued, “Technology amplifies what is already there.

Build the judgment and the trust first. Then deploy the tools.”

What Leaders Must Do Next

Reframe your next AI workforce decision:
Run the talent analysis alongside the financial model.

Baseline your leadership bench across all three capability clusters
(Judgment, People, and Technology) before investing in development.

Design the crucible experiences that entry-level roles used to provide.
They will not rebuild themselves.

Build trust with your teams before deploying AI tools,
not as a communication exercise but as a capability requirement.

Put pipeline health on the board agenda.
Measure it the way you measure financial performance.

Organizations on Path A, those that
treat AI deployment as a talent decision
rather than just a cost decision, will
compound advantages that their
competitors cannot quickly replicate: 

deeper benches
faster succession
stronger cultures
more ethical governance
AI implementations that actually stick

The path forward is not to resist technological change. It is to build the human capabilities that
make AI adoption trustworthy, sustainable, and effective at scale. Judgment, people skills,
and technology fluency do not develop by accident. They require deliberate investment at
every level.

Those on Path B will not see the
damage coming. 

They will see it in succession plans
five to eight years from now.
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