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— — — 

I. The Question Leaders Are Avoiding 

There is a question sitting underneath most AI strategy conversations that almost no 

one names directly. It is not about technology adoption, competitive advantage, or even 

governance. It is more fundamental than any of those, and more uncomfortable. 

The question is this: as AI systems absorb more of what organizations do — analysis, 

synthesis, execution, and increasingly, the recommendations that look like decisions 

— what, exactly, are humans for? 

Most leaders reach for a reassuring answer fast. Humans provide oversight. Humans 

handle what AI cannot. Humans remain accountable. All of that is true, and none of it 

is sufficient. Because those answers describe a residual function — the part that 

remains after AI has finished — rather than a designed one. And designing the human 

layer is the work that almost no one has started. 

I want to be precise about what I mean by the human layer. It is not the headcount that 

survives restructuring. It is not the roles AI hasn't automated yet. It is the work an 

organization deliberately preserves for human judgment, human accountability, and 

human agency — not because intelligent systems cannot reach it, but because certain 

outcomes require human presence to remain legitimate, trustworthy, and morally 

owned. The human layer is a design choice. Most organizations are treating it as a 

category that will define itself over time, and that assumption carries consequences 

that accumulate before anyone names them. 

The reason this question goes unasked is not that leaders lack intelligence. Asking it 

honestly creates obligations. If the human layer must be deliberately designed, then 

someone is responsible for designing it. If human judgment atrophies when systems 
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do the hardest thinking, then an organization's AI adoption program is also a human 

development program — whether it is treated as one or not. If accountability cannot be 

delegated to a system, then every AI deployment decision is also a question about 

where human ownership will live when something goes wrong. These are 

responsibilities that carry real weight, and weight is unwelcome when speed and 

efficiency are the dominant pressures. 

There is a further dimension that makes this harder to face. The question of what 

humans are for inside organizations does not stay inside organizations. As AI reshapes 

work at scale, it is also reshaping what it means to contribute economically, to build a 

career, to find meaning through work. We are only beginning to understand this at the 

organizational level. At the societal level, we are barely forming the right questions. I 

want to name that uncertainty from the outset, because clarity about what we do not 

yet know is the only honest foundation for exploring what we might do. 

This article does not pretend to settle the question. What it attempts is something more 

modest and more immediately useful: a framework for how leaders can begin to 

analyze, define, nurture, and evaluate the human layer in organizations that 

increasingly run on AI systems. The frameworks I am offering here intend to be good 

practices to explore — not prescriptions to implement. The territory is new enough that 

intellectual humility is not a hedge. It is the appropriate posture for anyone serious 

about getting this right. 

What is beyond debate is whether to engage the question at all. Leaders who wait for 

clarity before designing the human layer will find that something has been designed 

for them — by the systems they deployed, by the displacement they permitted, by the 

defaults they never examined. That is a leadership abdication dressed as prudence. 

Recognizing it as such is where this conversation has to start. 

— — — 

II. The Risk of Letting It Happen by Default 

Most organizations already have a human layer. The problem is that very few of them 

designed it. 

What exists in most cases is the result of a series of decisions that were never framed 

as human layer decisions. A platform was deployed. Roles were restructured. 
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Headcount was reduced in one area and added in another. Processes were automated. 

The language used to describe all of this — augmentation, efficiency, transformation — 

was accurate as far as it went. What it rarely captured was the cumulative effect on 

where human judgment was actually being exercised, where accountability was 

genuinely held, and where work still asked something real of the people doing it. 

The result is a human layer shaped by subtraction rather than intention. And a human 

layer shaped by subtraction has specific, predictable vulnerabilities. 

The first is judgment atrophy. Judgment is not a fixed capacity. It is a skill, and like 

every skill, it degrades when it goes unused. An organization that routes its most 

consequential reasoning through AI systems — not as a complement to human 

thinking, but as a substitute for it — is making a long-term bet on a shrinking asset. 

The people who once wrestled with hard problems, who developed the capacity to hold 

complexity without resolving it prematurely, who learned through the friction of 

genuinely difficult decisions — those people are still present. But the work that 

developed and exercised their judgment is being absorbed by systems optimized to 

remove that friction entirely. What atrophies is not always visible until it is needed. A 

crisis, an ethical breach, a decision that sits outside the parameters any system was 

trained on — these are the moments when an organization discovers what its human 

judgment capacity actually is, as opposed to what it assumed it was. 

The second vulnerability is accountability diffusion. AI systems do not hold 

accountability. They distribute the conditions under which accountability becomes 

harder to locate. When a recommendation emerges from a model trained on historical 

data, shaped by engineers, approved by a product team, deployed by operations, and 

acted on by a manager who had sixty seconds to review it, the question of who owns 

the outcome has no clean answer. Every layer contributed. No single layer feels fully 

responsible. Human Intelligence Leadership holds a clear position on this: 

accountability cannot be distributed across a system the way execution can. It must 

remain explicitly human, explicitly named, and explicitly maintained — not as a 

bureaucratic formality, but as a genuine leadership discipline. When organizations let 

the human layer form by default, accountability diffuses into exactly this kind of fog, 

and the fog thickens with every system added. 

The third vulnerability is cultural thinning. Culture is not what an organization 

declares. It is what people consistently experience through the behavior of those 
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around them and above them. When AI systems mediate more and more of the 

interactions, decisions, and feedback loops that once carried cultural signal — how a 

performance conversation lands, how a customer complaint gets resolved, how a 

difficult trade-off gets named and owned — the behavioral fabric that holds culture 

together becomes thinner. Not broken. Thinner. The signals are still there, but they 

arrive through systems optimized for efficiency rather than through humans exercising 

judgment about what a moment requires. Over time, people stop expecting the human 

response. They adapt to the system response. And the culture becomes whatever the 

systems are reinforcing, which may or may not resemble what leadership intended. 

These three vulnerabilities — judgment atrophy, accountability diffusion, cultural 

thinning — are not hypothetical risks for some future state of AI adoption. They are 

already present, in varying degrees, in most organizations that have moved 

aggressively on AI. They are underreported because they are gradual, because the 

language of augmentation makes them hard to name, and because the efficiency gains 

that accompany them are real and visible while the human costs accumulate without a 

line on any dashboard. 

The alternative to letting this happen is not to slow AI adoption. The competitive 

pressure is real, and leaders who pretend otherwise are engaged in their own form of 

avoidance. The alternative is to make the human layer a deliberate design challenge — 

one that runs parallel to the technology adoption agenda, not as a constraint on it, but 

as the condition under which adoption remains responsible and sustainable. That 

design challenge begins with a question most organizations have not yet learned to ask: 

when we look at what humans are actually doing in this organization, what are we 

looking at? 

— — — 

III. Analyzing the Human Layer: What Are You 
Actually Looking At? 

Before an organization can design its human layer intentionally, it has to see what it 

currently has honestly. That turns out to be harder than it sounds. Most organizations 

have reasonable visibility into headcount, roles, and reporting structures. Very few 

have a clear picture of where human judgment is genuinely being exercised, where 

accountability is authentically held, and where work still carries meaning for the people 
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doing it. These are different questions from the ones that appear on an org chart, and 

they require a different kind of examination. 

I want to offer three analytical lenses that may help leaders begin that examination. 

These are not audit criteria or diagnostic instruments in any formal sense. They are 

ways of looking — angles of inquiry that tend to surface what standard organizational 

analysis leaves invisible. Leaders and teams will need to adapt them to their own 

context, and the honest answers they produce will be more valuable than any tidy 

framework applied without genuine reflection. 

The Discernment Lens: Where is judgment actually happening? 

Discernment, in the Human Intelligence Leadership framework, is the capacity to 

evaluate, to pause before acting on a recommendation, to weigh what a system cannot 

weigh — ethical consequence, relational context, long-term trust, the things that matter 

but resist quantification. It is distinct from intelligence. AI systems can be 

extraordinarily intelligent. Discernment requires something they do not have: the 

capacity to be accountable for the judgment being made. 

The discernment lens asks leaders to map where in the organization humans are 

currently exercising genuine discernment — and where they have stopped. The 

distinction matters enormously. There is a significant difference between a leader who 

reviews an AI-generated recommendation and applies independent judgment before 

acting, and a leader who reviews the same recommendation and approves it because it 

looks reasonable and declining would require justification they don't want to produce. 

Both behaviors look identical from the outside. One involves discernment. The other is 

what happens when discernment has become approval theater. 

Organizations exploring this lens might ask: Which decisions are humans genuinely 

shaping, versus which decisions are humans formally authorizing? Where in our 

processes do people still wrestle with hard trade-offs, and where have AI systems pre-

resolved the trade-off before any human enters the picture? Are the people we most 

rely on for judgment being given the time, the information, and the organizational 

permission to actually exercise it? There are no universal answers to these questions. 

But an organization that asks them seriously will learn something important about the 

actual state of its human layer. 

The Accountability Lens: Where does ownership genuinely live? 
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This is the lens that requires the most intellectual honesty, because it exposes a 

problem that most AI governance frameworks have not yet solved — and that leaders 

who are serious about this work need to acknowledge rather than paper over. 

The traditional understanding of accountability assumes that the person who approves 

a decision understands it well enough to own it. That assumption breaks down in AI-

mediated environments in a specific and important way. When an AI system produces 

a recommendation, that recommendation is the surface of a process the approving 

human did not witness — thousands of micro-inferences, pattern matches, and 

weightings that shaped the output before any human entered the picture. Approving 

the recommendation is not the same as understanding the reasoning. And 

accountability without understanding is, at best, liability absorption. It is not 

leadership. 

Most organizations have not faced this honestly. They have built approval workflows 

— humans in the loop, sign-off requirements, review stages — and called that 

accountability. In many cases it is closer to accountability theater: the form of 

ownership without the substance. When something goes wrong in a system governed 

this way, the search for who genuinely owned the decision tends to produce a chain of 

people who reviewed outputs they could not fully evaluate, applied criteria they did not 

explicitly define, and approved recommendations they had no real basis to challenge. 

This does not mean accountability is impossible in AI-mediated organizations. It 

means accountability has to be redesigned for the actual conditions of AI-mediated 

decision-making, rather than imported unchanged from a world those conditions no 

longer resemble. 

What might redesigned accountability look like? I want to offer four areas worth 

exploring, held as practices to investigate rather than prescriptions to install. 

The first is ownership of the question being asked. Every AI output begins with a 

problem framing — a prompt, a query, a set of parameters that shape everything the 

system produces. That framing is a human decision, and it is one of the most 

consequential decisions in the entire chain. A human who genuinely owns the question 

being asked — who is responsible for whether it captured the right complexity, built in 

the right constraints, and excluded the right biases — has real accountability for 

something that matters. Accountability may begin here, at the input, more 

meaningfully than it does at the output. 



What to Do with Humans?  |  Marcelo Lemos  |  Innovar Consulting Corporation     7 

The second is ownership of the evaluative criteria. Before reviewing an AI 

recommendation, a human with genuine accountability needs criteria that are their 

own — not generated by another system, not inherited from a process document, but 

actively held and defensible. What would make this recommendation acceptable? 

What would make it unacceptable regardless of the confidence score? What 

dimensions of human impact, ethical weight, and reversibility must be considered 

before this output becomes a decision? A leader who can answer those questions before 

the output appears is in a fundamentally different accountability position than one who 

reviews the output and asks whether it looks reasonable. The distance between those 

two postures is the distance between genuine and performed accountability. 

The third is ownership of the system's boundaries. Accountability also lives upstream 

of any individual decision, in the governance choices that define what AI systems are 

authorized to do in the first place. A leader who has explicitly bounded a system's 

authority — what it may recommend, what it may not decide, where human judgment 

is mandatory and non-negotiable — has exercised genuine accountability before any 

output is ever produced. Boundary ownership may be the most important and most 

neglected form of accountability in AI-run organizations. 

The fourth is ownership of outcome patterns over time. Because AI systems are not 

static — they adapt, they drift, they may perform differently across populations or over 

time — accountability cannot be limited to individual decision moments. It must 

extend to patterns of outcome across the system's full scope of impact. Who is 

responsible for asking, on a sustained basis, whether this system is producing fair, 

accurate, and intended results? That question requires a named human who is actively 

looking, has the authority to act on what they find, and is genuinely obligated to do so. 

Even with all four of these in place, there will be AI-mediated decisions where genuine 

human accountability — in the full sense of understanding and owning the reasoning 

— is not achievable. The system is too complex, the output too opaque, the decision too 

fast. Leaders need to be honest about that boundary. Where genuine accountability is 

not achievable, two responsible options exist: redesign the system until it is, or accept 

that this category of decision should not be fully automated. Both are legitimate 

responses. Performing accountability through approval workflows when the substance 

of it is absent is the option that deteriorates trust most severely when consequences 

arrive — and consequences always arrive. 
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The accountability lens, then, is not asking who signed off on AI outputs. It is asking 

something more demanding: has this organization done the work to make 

accountability genuinely achievable — by owning the questions, the criteria, the 

boundaries, and the outcome patterns — or is it managing the appearance of 

accountability while the substance drifts into the system? 

The Meaning Lens: Where does work still ask something real of 
people? 

This is the lens most organizations are least equipped to apply, because meaning is not 

a category that appears in operational reporting. Yet it may be the most consequential 

of the three, because meaning is what sustains human contribution over time. Work 

that asks something real of people — that requires interpretation, relationship, moral 

weight, the exercise of genuine capability — develops those people as it gets done. Work 

that has been reduced to review, approval, and exception-handling does something 

different. It passes through people without developing them, and over time it signals 

to those people that what they bring is less essential than they once believed. 

The meaning lens asks leaders to look honestly at what human work has become as AI 

has absorbed more of its substance. Are people in this organization growing in their 

capacity to contribute, or are they becoming more peripheral to the outcomes they are 

nominally responsible for? Where is there still work that genuinely requires what 

humans bring — judgment, empathy, ethical weight, relational trust — and where has 

that work been replaced by process management and system oversight? And critically: 

do the people doing that work know that it matters, and does the organization treat it 

as though it does? 

None of these three lenses produces a score or a ranking. What they produce, when 

applied with genuine curiosity rather than defensive analysis, is a more honest picture 

of the human layer as it currently exists — where it is strong, where it is weakening, 

and where it may have already thinned past the point where it can be recovered without 

deliberate intervention. That picture is the foundation for everything that follows. An 

organization cannot design a human layer it has not first been willing to see clearly. 

— — — 
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IV. Defining the Human Layer: A Design Decision, Not 
a Default 

Once an organization has looked honestly at its human layer through the three lenses 

— discernment, accountability, and meaning — it faces a choice that cannot be deferred 

indefinitely. The human layer can continue to form by default, shaped by the 

accumulation of technology deployments, restructuring decisions, and efficiency 

pressures that were never explicitly framed as human layer decisions. Or it can be 

designed. These are not equivalent paths, and the gap between them widens with every 

AI system added. 

Designing the human layer begins with a recognition that sits uncomfortably against 

the dominant logic of AI adoption. The question is not only what AI can do. It is what 

the organization has decided humans must do — not as a residual category, not as a 

temporary arrangement until systems improve further, but as a deliberate 

commitment grounded in what the organization believes about accountability, trust, 

and the kind of institution it intends to be. 

I want to introduce a concept here that may be useful as an organizing idea, while 

acknowledging that it is still taking shape: the human layer mandate. 

The Human Layer Mandate 

A human layer mandate is an explicit leadership decision about where human 

judgment must remain active in an organization that increasingly runs on AI systems. 

It is not a list of roles that survived the last restructuring. It is not a set of tasks AI hasn't 

reached yet. It is a principled answer to the question: regardless of what AI could do 

here, what has this organization decided that humans must do — and why? 

The 'why' matters as much as the 'what.' A human layer mandate grounded only in 

current AI limitations is fragile. As systems improve, the mandate weakens, because 

the rationale weakens with it. A mandate grounded in what human presence makes 

possible — legitimacy, moral ownership, relational trust, the capacity to be genuinely 

accountable for consequences — is more durable, because those things do not become 

less important as AI becomes more capable. If anything, they become more important, 

because the consequences of systems operating without genuine human accountability 

scale with the capability of the systems. 
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Human Intelligence Leadership identifies three non-negotiable anchors for the human 

layer, regardless of organizational context or industry: discernment, accountability, 

and agency. These are not job descriptions. They are the functions that define what the 

human layer is for, and any serious attempt to design that layer has to engage all three. 

Discernment means that humans are present not merely to review AI outputs, but to 

evaluate them against criteria that are genuinely their own — ethical weight, 

stakeholder consequence, alignment with organizational purpose — in ways that shape 

outcomes rather than simply ratifying them. Accountability means that named humans 

own decisions in a substantive sense: they own the questions asked, the criteria 

applied, the boundaries set, and the outcome patterns observed over time. Agency 

means that humans retain the genuine capacity to say no — to override, to redirect, to 

halt — and that this capacity is organizationally real, not merely formally available. An 

organization where override is technically possible but culturally punished has no 

meaningful agency in its human layer. 

What the Mandate Looks Like in Practice 

A human layer mandate will look different in a financial services firm than in a 

healthcare organization, different in a technology company than in a professional 

services firm. There is no universal configuration, and anyone who offers one is selling 

certainty that does not yet exist. What can be offered are the kinds of questions a 

leadership team might work through in developing a mandate that fits their context. 

Where in this organization do decisions carry consequences for people — employees, 

customers, communities — that require a human to be genuinely present, not just 

formally responsible? These are the decisions where discernment and accountability 

are non-negotiable, and where the human layer mandate must be explicit and enforced. 

Where does organizational trust depend on human relationship rather than system 

performance? There are categories of interaction — a difficult performance 

conversation, a client relationship in crisis, an ethical judgment call under competitive 

pressure — where the presence of a human who is genuinely engaged, and genuinely 

accountable, is itself part of what makes the outcome trustworthy. These interactions 

belong in the human layer not because AI could not approximate them, but because 

approximation is insufficient for what they require. 
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Where does the organization's capacity to course-correct depend on humans who are 

close enough to the work to see when something is wrong? AI systems optimize within 

the parameters they are given. They do not typically surface the question of whether 

the parameters themselves are wrong. That question requires humans who are engaged 

enough with outcomes — not just outputs — to notice the difference, and empowered 

enough to act on what they notice. 

And where, if human judgment were removed, would the organization lose something 

it cannot recover through better systems? This is perhaps the most clarifying question 

of all. It asks not what is currently human, but what must remain human for the 

organization to remain what it intends to be. 

The Connection to Something Larger 

Designing the human layer inside an organization is also, whether leaders frame it this 

way or not, a contribution to a question that extends well beyond any single 

organization. As AI systems reshape work at scale, the aggregate of what organizations 

decide to preserve for human judgment, human accountability, and human agency is 

shaping what human economic contribution looks like in this era — and what it might 

look like in the next one. 

This is not a question business leaders alone can answer. It involves policymakers, 

educators, communities, and a social conversation that is only beginning. But leaders 

who design the human layer thoughtfully inside their organizations are doing more 

than making a governance decision. They are participating, through practice, in the 

construction of an answer to a question humanity has not yet finished asking: what is 

the human role in an economy where intelligent systems can do most of what humans 

were economically valued for? 

I hold a view on this, and I hold it loosely. I believe the human layer at the 

organizational level and the human layer at the societal level are connected by the same 

logic — that discernment, accountability, and agency are not merely organizational 

governance concepts, but the capacities that define meaningful human contribution at 

any scale. Organizations that build those capacities deliberately are not just governing 

AI well. They may be sketching, imperfectly and incompletely, what a human role 

worth having looks like in the world that is coming. That is worth taking seriously, even 

— especially — when the full picture is not yet clear. 
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— — — 

V. Nurturing the Human Layer: Practice, Not Policy 

Defining the human layer mandate is a leadership decision. Nurturing the human layer 

is a leadership discipline — ongoing, behavioral, and considerably harder to sustain 

than the decision that preceded it. Most organizations, when they turn their attention 

to the human layer at all, reach for structural responses: a new governance policy, a 

reskilling program, a set of AI ethics principles published on the intranet. These are 

not without value. They are also insufficient on their own, because the human layer is 

not maintained through documents. It is maintained through what people practice, 

what leaders model, and what the organization consistently treats as important enough 

to protect when efficiency pressures push in the other direction. 

The framing I want to offer here is deliberately modest. We are early in understanding 

what it takes to nurture human capability in AI-run organizations. The practices 

described below represent good-faith attempts to engage a genuine challenge — not a 

proven playbook. Leaders and organizations will need to experiment, observe, and 

adapt. What works in one context may not translate directly to another, and intellectual 

honesty about that variability is part of what responsible practice requires. 

Deliberate Discernment Practice 

The most direct threat to the discernment layer is not malice or negligence. It is 

convenience. AI systems are designed to reduce friction, and the friction they most 

reliably reduce is the friction of hard thinking. Over time, in organizations that have 

not made discernment an explicit practice, the path of least resistance becomes the 

default: review the output, find no obvious reason to challenge it, approve. The 

discernment muscle goes unused not because anyone decided to stop exercising it, but 

because the system made exercising it feel unnecessary. 

Nurturing discernment may involve creating deliberate friction — not as an obstacle to 

efficiency, but as a designed feature of how consequential decisions get made. This 

might look like requiring decision-makers to articulate, before reviewing an AI 

recommendation, what they believe the right answer should be and why. It might mean 

building structured dissent into review processes — assigning someone the explicit role 

of challenging the AI output rather than evaluating it. It might mean reserving certain 

categories of decision for human deliberation without AI input, not because the AI 
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would get it wrong, but because the act of deliberating without a pre-formed 

recommendation is itself what keeps the deliberative capacity alive. 

None of these practices will feel natural in organizations where speed is the dominant 

value. That discomfort is informative. An organization that cannot tolerate the friction 

of genuine discernment has already made a choice about its human layer, whether it 

has named that choice or not. 

Accountability as a Behavioral Discipline 

Accountability in the human layer is not maintained through governance structures 

alone. It is maintained through repeated behavioral choices — the choice to name 

ownership explicitly rather than letting it diffuse, to stand behind a decision when its 

consequences become visible, to trace an outcome back to its human origins rather 

than to the system that executed it. 

Leaders nurture accountability in the human layer primarily through modeling. When 

a senior leader says, in the presence of their team, 'this decision was mine — the system 

recommended it and I approved it, and I own what followed,' they are doing something 

that no governance policy can replicate. They are demonstrating that accountability is 

real in this organization, that it attaches to people and not just to processes, and that it 

holds even when a system provided the reasoning. That demonstration shapes what 

people around them believe is expected and what they believe is possible. 

Organizations might also explore what could be called accountability rituals — 

structured moments where human ownership of AI-mediated decisions is named, 

reviewed, and reinforced. These need not be elaborate. A regular practice of reviewing 

significant AI-driven outcomes and asking, in a leadership forum, who owned the 

question, who set the criteria, and what the outcome revealed about the boundaries we 

set — that kind of practice keeps accountability from becoming purely formal. It is 

worth experimenting with, while remaining honest that the right form will vary 

considerably across organizations and cultures. 

Protecting the Meaning Layer 

Of the three components of the human layer, meaning is the most difficult to nurture 

deliberately, because meaning is not something organizations can manufacture. What 

they can do is protect the conditions under which meaningful work remains possible 
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— and resist the temptation to optimize those conditions away in the pursuit of 

efficiency. 

Meaningful work, in the context of the human layer, tends to share certain 

characteristics. It asks something genuine of the person doing it. It involves 

consequential judgment, real relationship, or moral weight. It develops the person as 

it gets done, rather than passing through them without leaving a trace. And it connects 

in some visible way to outcomes that matter beyond the immediate task. 

As AI systems absorb more of what people do, leaders face a recurring temptation to 

fill human roles with the residual tasks that systems have not yet reached — the 

exception handling, the edge cases, the oversight functions that feel increasingly 

peripheral. This is how the meaning layer hollows out without anyone making an 

explicit decision to hollow it out. The roles persist. The meaningful substance within 

them recedes. 

Nurturing the meaning layer may require leaders to ask, with some regularity, whether 

the humans in their organization are growing or diminishing as AI adoption deepens. 

Are people developing judgment, capability, and confidence in their contribution? Or 

are they becoming more supervisory, more peripheral, more uncertain about what they 

genuinely bring? These are not comfortable questions, and the answers will not always 

be reassuring. But they are the right questions for a leader who is serious about the 

human layer as something more than a governance concept. 

Developing Leaders Who Govern Rather Than Use 

Perhaps the most consequential investment an organization can make in its human 

layer is developing leaders who understand AI well enough to govern it — not to build 

it, not to optimize it, but to set its boundaries, evaluate its outputs with genuine criteria, 

and remain accountable for its consequences. 

This is different from the AI fluency conversation that has become familiar in 

leadership development circles. AI fluency, as typically framed, is about understanding 

enough to use AI tools effectively. Governing AI requires something beyond that: the 

capacity to ask what this system should not be allowed to do, to recognize when an 

output deserves challenge rather than approval, to hold the human layer mandate 

under the pressure of competing priorities, and to model — consistently and visibly — 

what genuine accountability for AI-mediated decisions looks like in practice. 
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Organizations that invest in this capacity are building something that compounds over 

time. Leaders who govern AI well develop teams that govern it well. Teams that govern 

it well build cultures where the human layer is treated as a designed asset rather than 

a managed liability. And cultures of that kind are, in the long run, more adaptable, 

more trustworthy, and more resilient than those where the human layer was allowed 

to form by default and maintain itself by accident. 

That is not a prediction made with confidence. It is a hypothesis worth testing, in the 

only laboratory available: the organizations leaders are running right now. 

— — — 

VI. Evaluating the Human Layer: How Would You 
Know If It's Working? 

This is the section that requires the most honesty, because the honest answer to the 

question in its title is: we don't fully know yet. The frameworks for evaluating the 

human layer in AI-run organizations are not mature. The metrics don't exist in any 

settled form. The indicators that would tell a leadership team whether their human 

layer is strong, deteriorating, or dangerously thin are still being discovered through 

practice — inside organizations that are living this challenge in real time, without the 

benefit of established benchmarks or proven models. 

Naming that openly is not a failure of the framework. It is the appropriate posture for 

anyone who wants to engage this territory seriously. Organizations that reach for 

premature certainty — that install a human layer dashboard and call the evaluation 

question answered — are likely measuring what is easy to measure rather than what 

matters. The evaluation challenge is real, and it deserves to be treated as such. 

What I can offer are early indicators — signals worth attending to, patterns worth 

tracking, questions worth asking with regularity. These are not substitutes for the more 

rigorous evaluative frameworks that will eventually emerge from accumulated 

organizational experience and research. They are starting points for leaders who 

cannot wait for that maturity before deciding whether their human layer is doing what 

they designed it to do. 

Are people exercising judgment, or managing approval? 
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The most direct indicator of discernment layer health is behavioral, and it is observable 

without any formal measurement system. Watch how people in your organization 

interact with AI outputs in consequential decision moments. Are they bringing 

independent reasoning to the review — articulating their own criteria, surfacing 

tensions the system didn't resolve, occasionally reaching a different conclusion than 

the recommendation suggests? Or are they moving efficiently through an approval 

workflow, treating the output as the decision and their role as its ratification? 

The difference between these two behaviors is not always visible in outcomes. A leader 

who rubber-stamps AI recommendations may produce good results for a sustained 

period, particularly if the systems are well-designed and the operating environment is 

stable. The indicator is not outcomes alone. It is whether the capacity for independent 

judgment is being exercised and developed, or whether it is being preserved formally 

while deteriorating in practice. An organization where no one has meaningfully 

overridden an AI recommendation in months is not necessarily governed by excellent 

AI. It may be governed by people who have stopped believing that override is genuinely 

available to them. 

Is accountability traceable, or has it diffused? 

A second early indicator is whether, when something goes wrong in an AI-mediated 

decision, the organization can trace ownership to a named human in a way that is 

substantive rather than formal. Not who signed the approval. Who owned the question, 

the criteria, the boundaries, and the outcome pattern in a genuine sense — who 

understood enough to be responsible, and who was organizationally empowered to act 

on that responsibility. 

This indicator is best tested before something goes wrong, through deliberate review 

rather than crisis response. Leadership teams might periodically select a significant AI-

mediated decision from the recent past and walk through it honestly: who owned the 

question being asked of the system? Who defined the criteria by which the output was 

evaluated? Who set the boundaries of the system's authority? Who is tracking outcome 

patterns over time? If those questions produce clear, confident answers, the 

accountability layer has substance. If they produce uncertainty, deflection, or a chain 

of partial ownership that adds up to no one, the layer has given way in ways the formal 

governance structure is not revealing. 
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Is the culture getting stronger or thinner as AI adoption deepens? 

Cultural health is the most difficult dimension to evaluate, and the most consequential 

to neglect. The leading indicators here are behavioral and attitudinal rather than 

operational, and they require leaders to be genuinely observant rather than reliant on 

survey instruments that measure stated satisfaction rather than actual cultural 

dynamics. 

Some questions worth sitting with regularly: Are people in this organization speaking 

up more or less than they did before AI systems became central to how work gets done? 

Are difficult trade-offs being surfaced and named, or are they being resolved inside 

systems before any human has to confront them? Is there evidence that people feel 

their judgment matters — that what they bring to their work is genuinely consequential 

— or are there signs of the kind of disengagement that follows when people sense they 

have become peripheral to outcomes they are nominally responsible for? 

None of these questions have clean answers, and the signals they produce will 

sometimes point in contradictory directions. An organization might find that AI 

adoption has liberated certain people to do more meaningful work while 

simultaneously making others feel more marginal. Both findings are real, and both 

deserve attention. The evaluative task is not to produce a single verdict on cultural 

health but to remain genuinely attentive to how the human layer is being experienced 

by the people inside it. 

Are leaders growing in their governance capacity? 

A fourth indicator concerns the leadership layer specifically. If the human layer is being 

nurtured effectively, the leaders responsible for governing AI systems should be 

developing over time — becoming more capable of setting meaningful boundaries, 

more confident in challenging outputs that deserve challenge, more fluent in the 

accountability disciplines that AI-mediated decision-making requires. Leadership 

development in this domain should be visible in behavior, not just in training 

completion rates. 

An organization where leaders are becoming more dependent on AI outputs over time 

— where the appetite for independent judgment is receding rather than growing, where 

governance feels more like a compliance function and less like a genuine leadership 

practice — is one where the human layer mandate is giving way under the weight of 
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convenience and competitive pressure. That trajectory is worth identifying early, 

before it becomes the kind of cultural condition that resists correction. 

The Evaluative Horizon We Have Not Yet Reached 

Even with these indicators in place, there is an honest boundary to acknowledge. We 

do not yet have the evaluative frameworks that would allow an organization to assess 

its human layer with the rigor that governance of this importance deserves. We don't 

know, with any confidence, how to measure discernment capacity at an organizational 

level, how to distinguish genuine accountability from its formal imitation at scale, or 

how to track meaning as a variable in organizational health over time. 

That gap is not an argument for postponing evaluation. It is an argument for humility 

about what current evaluation can tell us, and for investing in the development of 

better frameworks — through organizational practice, through research, and through 

the kind of honest exchange between leaders that turns lived experience into shared 

knowledge. The organizations that take the human layer seriously now, and document 

honestly what they are learning about how to evaluate it, will be making a contribution 

that extends well beyond their own walls. 

At the societal scale, the evaluative challenge is even less resolved. We do not yet have 

meaningful ways to assess whether society as a whole is maintaining, developing, or 

losing the human capacities that the AI era will ultimately require of it. That 

conversation — about education, about economic structures, about what meaningful 

contribution looks like when intelligent systems have absorbed most of what was once 

economically valued — is underway in fragments across many domains, without a 

coherent framework to hold it together. Business leaders are not responsible for solving 

that problem alone. They are responsible for participating in it honestly, informed by 

what they are learning inside their own organizations. 

— — — 

VII. A Larger Reckoning We Have Only Begun 

There is a version of this article that ends with a call to action. A set of steps. A 

framework to implement by next quarter. I have deliberately not written that version, 

because it would betray the central argument: that we are at the beginning of 

understanding something, not at the point of having resolved it. 
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What I want to close with instead is a more honest accounting of where we are, and 

what that honestly requires of the people reading this. 

We are in the earliest stages of learning what the human role becomes inside 

organizations that run on intelligent systems. The organizations that are furthest along 

in AI adoption are not further along in answering this question — in many cases they 

are simply further along in discovering how difficult the question is. The human layer 

is not a problem that scales of investment or sophistication of technology will 

eventually dissolve. It is a design challenge that deepens as capability grows, because 

the more AI systems can do, the more consequential the decisions about what humans 

must do become. 

The four dimensions this article has explored — analyzing, defining, nurturing, and 

evaluating the human layer — are not a sequence to complete. They are a cycle to 

sustain. An organization that analyzes its human layer honestly, defines a mandate 

with genuine conviction, builds practices that nurture the capabilities the mandate 

requires, and evaluates with rigor and humility what is actually happening — and then 

begins again, because the systems are changing and the answers from last year are not 

sufficient for this year — that organization is doing the work. Not because it has arrived 

at the right configuration, but because it has accepted that the configuration must be 

actively maintained rather than passively inherited. 

That work is harder than deploying another system. It is slower than restructuring 

toward efficiency. It requires leaders to hold complexity that does not resolve into a 

dashboard, to exercise judgment that cannot be delegated, to remain accountable for 

consequences that intelligent systems make it increasingly easy to feel distant from. 

None of that is comfortable. All of it is the point. 

The connection to something larger than any organization 

The organizations where leaders are taking the human layer seriously are, without 

necessarily framing it this way, participating in something that extends well beyond 

their own walls. The aggregate of what organizations decide to preserve for human 

judgment, human accountability, and human agency is contributing — imperfectly, 

incrementally, and without coordination — to an answer that society has not yet 

consciously formed to a question it has not yet clearly asked. 
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That question, stated as directly as I know how to state it, is this: in an economy where 

intelligent systems can perform most of what humans were economically valued for, 

what is the human role? Not the residual role. Not the role that remains after systems 

have taken what they can. The designed role — the contribution that human presence 

makes possible that no system can replicate, at the scale of an organization, of an 

economy, of a civilization. 

I want to be clear about the limits of what I can offer here. I do not have a settled answer 

to that question, and I am suspicious of anyone who claims they do. The abundance 

economy that AI may be building toward — an economy organized around sufficiency 

rather than scarcity, where the old assumptions about labor, income, and contribution 

may no longer hold — is a genuine possibility that neither optimism nor dread can fully 

account for. It may arrive. It may not. It may arrive in forms that make the current 

conversation look naive in both directions. 

What I am more certain of is that the question deserves to be held by the people who 

have the most direct experience of what is actually happening — the leaders running 

organizations where AI is reshaping work in real time, where the human layer is being 

tested daily against the pressure of systems that are faster, cheaper, and less 

complicated than the people they are replacing. Those leaders are not merely 

implementing technology. They are living inside the earliest evidence of what the 

human role becomes, and that experience carries an obligation that extends beyond 

competitive advantage and quarterly performance. 

The obligation is to pay attention. To resist the sentences that make this feel 

manageable before it has been honestly examined. To report honestly — to boards, to 

workforces, to the wider conversation — what is actually being lost and what is 

genuinely being preserved as AI systems take on more of what organizations do. To 

participate in the construction of frameworks, evaluative and ethical and social, that 

do not yet exist but that will be needed before the decisions being made now have fully 

played out. 

Human Intelligence Leadership holds that accountability extends to stakeholders 

beyond shareholders, and that principle reaches its most demanding application here. 

The people most affected by what AI does to work are rarely the people in the room 

where AI strategy is decided. The leaders in that room carry an obligation to those 

people — not as a gesture toward responsibility, but as the substance of it. 
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What this asks of leaders now 

None of what this article has explored requires certainty about how the AI era ends. It 

requires something more immediately available and more practically demanding: the 

willingness to engage the human layer question seriously, now, before the default has 

solidified into something that resists redesign. 

The leaders who will look back on this period with integrity are not necessarily those 

who got the human layer right. We do not yet know what right looks like in any final 

sense. They are the leaders who took the question seriously enough to design rather 

than default, to evaluate rather than assume, to remain genuinely accountable for what 

their organizations did to the human capacity of the people inside them — and to carry, 

with appropriate humility, the awareness that what they were deciding inside their 

organizations was connected to something much larger than their organizations alone. 

That awareness is not a burden. It is what makes the work worth doing. 

 

— — — 
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