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What Will Leadership Look Like as Humans & Al
Converge?

We’re moving beyond an Al-augmented world toward an Al-converged one — where human judgment and
machine intelligence are interdependent parts of the same social process.

By Al convergence, we mean not only the technical integration of Al systems and platforms, but also the
growing integration of human and Al work — where workflows, decisions, and outcomes are increasingly

co-created, and the boundary between human judgment and machine intelligence is less distinct.
As the human and Al relationship evolves, what will leadership look like?

Saxo’s 2026 outrageous predictions foresee a scenario where a board of directors gives an Al-agent CEO

signing authority, within strict guardrails covering capital spending, pricing, logistics, hiring, and M&A
screening, with a 3-factor objective: profit, Net Promoter Score, and employee satisfaction.
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But Al replacing the mechanics of leadership isn’t the same as Al replacing the value of human-centered
leadership. Al cannot create meaning. It cannot navigate ethics, values, and organizational alignment. Al cannot
inspire teams, build culture, and establish trust.

Leaders no longer just manage people — they orchestrate human—-machine systems where judgment,
connection, and shared purpose are critically important.

In this environment, leaders must be intentional about shaping the social process that makes leadership
possible. That means putting the human ecosystem first and stepping into 3 interrelated roles:

« Sense-maken,
« Conductor, and

o Guardian.

AD’s Impact on the Social Process of Leadership

As Al becomes an increasingly active participant in organizational systems — providing the first draft of many
analyses, plans, and recommendations — leaders must be intentional about preserving the social process that
makes leadership possible.

Leadership is, from our viewpoint, inherently collective. We define leadership as occurring when direction is
shared, work is aligned, and people are committed to collective success. These outcomes depend on trust,
relationships, and shared understanding — all of which require human leadership.

In an Al-converged world, putting humanity and the human ecosystem first is like a symphony where each
instrument contributes a unique sound, but decisions by the conductor ensure harmony and coherence.

In the social process of Al-converged leadership, Al provides precision and efficiency, while humans bring
ethical judgment, vision, creativity, and emotional intelligence.

Togethen, they create “music” — a unified outcome that neither could achieve alone.

Al Decisions Require Leadership With Meaning &
Sensemaking

Leadership in the age of Al-convergence isn’t primarily about leveraging technology. It’s about being a guardian
who protects the ethical and human core of organizations. This requires shaping purpose and sustaining
meaning. Purposeful leadership provides direction; meaning provides significance. Both are essential.

Al can accelerate purpose in some ways. It can clarify objectives, optimize processes, and surface insights that
help organizations move faster and more efficiently.

Meaning, howevenr, runs deepenr. Meaning is rooted in values, identity, and lived experience — dimensions that
cannot be automated. Meaning making operates at both individual and collective levels:

o At the individual level, leaders support people in connecting their strengths, aspirations, and identities
to their work. When individuals see how their contributions matter, work becomes more than a set of
tasks; it becomes a source of purpose and growth.

o At the collective level, leaders help groups develop shared understanding about priorities, challenges,
and direction. They foster the conditions for direction, alignment, and commitment by helping teams
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decide what matters most and what future they are working toward.

Al influences this process by shaping decisions, workflows, and even narratives. That’s why trust has become a
central leadership responsibility. As one C-suite leader noted to us, “Leaders must be the trust builders —
demystify Al, clarify its purpose for us.” Trust grows when leaders make Al transparent, understandable, and
clearly connected to human values.

While Al increasingly becomes the first draft of everything, leaders remain responsible for the final
interpretation. Acting as guardians of the ethical and human core of organizations, they become the authors

of meaning — deciding what stays, what’s missing, and what truly matters.

Leaders enable meaning making by helping people interpret what’s happening around them, understand why it
matters, and decide how to move forward togethen.

Our research consistently shows that meaning doesn’t emerge from information alone, but from leadership
sensemaking — the conversations, reflections, and shared interpretations that occur within groups.

Al increases complexity at an unprecedented pace. In response, leadership effectiveness depends less on
technical expertise and more on how leaders make meaning, navigate paradox, and guide others through
uncertainty.

Post-conventional leaders are uniquely equipped to synthesize Al’s capabilities while holding complexity. These
leaders align individual contributions to collective goals, ensuring both purpose and meaning thrive in
environments of Al convergence.

The Evolving Roles of the Leader in AI Convergence

As Al convergence happens, leadership shifts from managing people to orchestrating human—-machine
systems, and 3 interrelated roles become increasingly important.

1. The Sense-maker

Leaders translate Al-driven insights into shared understanding and purpose that people can act on.
Leaders help individuals and groups navigate complexity. Our research on vertical development shows that as

complexity increases, leaders must grow their capacity to hold multiple perspectives and create meaning for
others.

Al models mimic the surface patterns of human judgment through correlations and predictions, but they don’t
engage with the real world or form beliefs the way humans do. The real risk is that, because they cannot
recognize truth or detect their own hallucinations, their answers can look human, while lacking_ the deeper

judgment that comes from post-conventional sensemaking.

Al is being used to model supply-chain scenarios, geopolitical risk, and sustainability trade-offs. The models
produce sophisticated forecasts — but teams struggle to align around what the data means and how to
respond. Competing interpretations lead to stalled decisions.

Rather than doing additional Al modelling and analysis, leaders must step into a sensemaking role. By framing
the data within a broader narrative — connecting numbers to purpose, trade-offs, and consequences —
leaders help teams move from analysis to action and improve the speed and quality of decisions.

2. The Conductor
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Leaders integrate human and machine capabilities into a coherent whole, making thoughtful choices
about when to rely on Al and when human judgment is essential. In our terms, this reflects leadership as

coordination and alignment across a system.

We hear this tension play out in practice. In a retail banking organization, Al was deployed to monitor real-time
payments activity — flagging potential fraud, assessing credit risk, and dynamically adjusting transaction
approvals across millions of daily interactions. The system excelled at detecting anomalies at speed and scale.

Yet leaders recognized that fully automated decisions carried real consequences for trust, fairness, and
regulatory exposure. Rather than allowing Al to act autonomously, senior leaders redesigned the workflow so
Al functioned to surface risk signals, confidence scores, and recommended actions — while human leaders
retained responsibility for escalation thresholds and exception handling involving vulnerable customers,
cross-border payments, or conflicting regulatory requirements.

By acting as the conductor to direct and harmonize human judgment and machine intelligence, leaders
achieved fastenr, more consistent decisions while preserving fairness and customer trust.

3. The Guardian

Leaders protect the human core of organizations. Our work on Al and leadership culture emphasizes that

values, ethics, and dignity are central to long-term effectiveness. Leaders safeguard psychological safety,

uphold moral accountability, and ensure that Al enhances — rather than undermines — human contribution.

One senior leader in a global life-sciences organization described it this way: Al was deployed to support talent
decisions by identifying performance patterns, predicting attrition risk, and recommending development
investments. Early pilots delivered benefits, but leaders noticed unintended consequences: employees felt
scrutinized and threatened, rather than supported.

Rather than push forward, senior leaders paused the rollout and reframed their role as guardians of trust.
Leaders invested additional time in open dialogue, explaining the intent behind the use of Al and inviting more

employee input.

By protecting psychological safety and reinforcing human judgment, leaders leverage Al responsibly and

preserve trust, while still benefiting from Al-enabled insight.

AI Convergence & Leadership: An Enduring Human
Advantage

There will no doubt be risks and challenges associated with Al convergence in the social process of leadership.
Al algorithms can perpetuate systemic biases if not carefully monitored. Leaders can easily become overly
dependent on Al, undermining their own judgment and creativity. Al leadership decisions will frequently
conflict with human values, leading to moral dilemmas.

These risks and challenges can be addressed by the enduring human advantage. When leadership remains a
fundamentally human process — grounded in values, ethics, connection, and judgment — positive
transformation that puts the human ecosystem first is possible.

Al is drafting.
Humans must authonr.

Al is reshaping work.
Leaders must orchestrate meaning.
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This moment reinforces our long-held belief: advancing leadership — human-centered, collective, and
developmentally informed — remains a powerful lever for addressing the opportunities and challenges facing
organizations and society today.
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At the Center for Creative Leadership, our drive to create a ripple effect of positive change underpins
everything we do. For 50+ years, we've pioneered leadership development solutions for leaders at every level,
from community leaders to CEOs. Consistently ranked among the top global providers of executive education,
our research-based programs and solutions inspire individuals at every level in organizations across the world
— including 2/3 of the Fortune 1000 — to ignite remarkable transformations.

Get our latest insights delivered to your inbox: ccl.org/subscribe.
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