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“Alexa, What Can We Do Today?”

Abstract

Artificial Intelligence, Collaboration Tools, and new leadership practice will 
take over many of today’s managers’ tasks, and then their jobs. What remains 
of their roles will be taken over by “Key Players” – on a short-term basis. 

Together with other apps and tools, Artificial Intelligence will soon begin to 
transform our workplace. In parallel, in many companies, new practice is tak-
ing hold which effectively distributes authority and strengthens employees’ 
autonomy. As a result of these developments, the jobs of many full-time man-
agers, especially at lower and middle levels1, will probably soon disappear. 
What remains of their roles will be taken over by a group I call “Key Players”.

1 Introduction

After several years of announcements, the first AI solutions are now enter-
ing our work environments. While their use is extremely diverse, some of 
these programs directly affect the way companies are run by their managers. 
This also holds true for the rapidly expanding field of so-called collaboration 
tools which enhance communication and collaboration, in project settings 
and elsewhere. 

At the same time, we are experiencing widespread organizational change 
which aims to reduce the role and importance of hierarchy. New practice 
effectively allows employees to assume responsibilities previously reserved 

1 For the classical three managerial levels, cf. Jones and George 2006.
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for leaders. Will managers maybe be replaced by IT AND by their own 
employees?

In this article, I will briefly examine first the overall environment and then 
the developments described above. I will then elaborate on four areas and as-
sess their potential disruption of business leadership as we know it: decision 
making, people analytics, self-organization and administration. Finally, I 
will envision how the reduction of current management will play out and 
describe the rising class of “Key Players” who might become the heirs of to-
day’s middle and first line managers.

2 The Law, and a Devil’s Bargain

Before we go further, let’s briefly discuss the law. One way or another, the 
solutions we are discussing involve some degree of employee surveillance. Is 
there a chance the new European GDPR (General Data Protection Regula-
tion) will stop internal AI in its tracks? I remain skeptical, not only because 
developments in the US, China and most other big markets rather go in the 
opposite direction2. 

To make my point, allow me a short reminder. There is a powerful offer that 
most of us have accepted in our private lives: even though we could sense 
that social media were probably using our data for their own purposes, only 
a few of us have renounced the convenience that Facebook, WhatsApp, Twit-
ter and others offer.

This is why I assume the following: when AI becomes very advantageous for 
employers, and at the same time very convenient for employees, neither cur-
rent legal barriers nor trade unions nor public opinion will be strong enough 
to effectively prevent AI from entering our workspaces. 

2 For the US, cf. privacyrights.org; for China, cf. Grenoble 2017; Houser 2018.
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A deal companies would offer to their workforce, and which might be diffi-
cult to reject, might read as follows: “Your work will be much less controlled 
by superiors than today. Transparent systems, and no longer subjective and 
potentially biased bosses, will monitor your work. The systems will give early 
warning, advice and training when performance slows down. You all will 
regularly rate these systems’ accuracy and fairness, and you will be asked for 
your input for the systems’ ongoing updates.”

3 Three Trends Which Question Management’s Role 

Artificial Intelligence solutions3 are taking hold in an increasing number 
of industries around the globe. They help companies cut costs, gain speed, 
and – paradoxically! – provide more personalized customer experiences. 
The solutions employed are as diverse as the challenges these companies are 
facing. Examples include customer monitoring and profiling; automated 
recruitment pre-selection; “digital twins” for the maintenance of physical 
equipment; and all the playlists and chatbots which are fast becoming part 
of our everyday life4. Further expansion of business AI seems guaranteed: as 
Davenport, Libert and Beck (2018) point out, the “costs of AI-enabled tools 
are falling, and availability is rising.” 

Additionally, there are now a number of apps and other tools which facili-
tate cooperation and coordination. Collaboration tools, advanced databases, 
smart calendars; and cutting-edge project support tools, like Slack, Trello, 
Asana or monday, all enhance transparency on priorities, capacities, and 
progress. While these programs – at their current state of development! – are 

3 When talking about AI, we primarily refer to deep learning, i.e. series of algorithms that 
recognize patterns and their deviations through a multi-layered procedure. See Copeland 
2016 for a short, well-explained distinction among various forms of AI.

4 For more examples, see Wilson, Daugherty 2018 and Ransbotham 2016.
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not aiming to replace team or project leaders, they certainly make it easier 
for a team to take decisions on their own, rather than relying on a superior5. 

Third, these developments come at a time when the leaders’ roles in organi-
zations are under intense scrutiny. Many firms are finally acting on the in-
sight that strict hierarchical pyramids are ill equipped to steer them through 
today’s volatility and have initiated large-scale change: projects are con-
ducted by agile methods which privilege (external or internal) customers’ 
wishes over management input. Direct communication across organization-
al boundaries is explicitly encouraged, sidelining traditional reporting lines. 
Decision making is accelerated by pushing it closer to the frontline actors6.

Each of these three trends has the potential to substantially alter the way 
management and leadership are enacted in companies, regardless of in-
dustry or company size. In the following sections, I will examine how they 
might play out in organizations’ everyday practice, focusing on the four ar-
eas mentioned above.

4 Four Areas of Transformation

4.1 Area 1: Decision Making

This area has attracted the first and greatest attention in the discourse on AI 
and management7. Most authors’ opinions coincide in that machines will 
contribute data and evaluate them while humans will apply their experience, 
creativity and other uniquely human qualities to arrive at final decisions.8 

5 For more examples of collaboration tools’ current deployment, see the Deloitte Human 
Capital Report 2018, p81-85.

6 Cf. Sutherland 2014; Laloux 2014; Kotter 2014.

7 Cf. Davenport, Libert, Beck 2018; Agrawal, Gans, Goldfarb 2017.

8 Kolbjørnsrud, Amico, Thomas 2016; Chamorro-Premuzic, Wade, Jor 2018.
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Looking more closely, there are actually a number of ways machines can 
interact with humans in decision making. I’ll summarize them as follows:

Figure 1: Decision Power in Future Organizational Environments

In Modes 1 – 4, the machine clearly performs a service. Modes 5 and 6 are 
what Thaler and Sunstein9 have famously described as “nudges”: the machine 
expresses a clear preference, but humans can still disagree. In Mode 7, the 
machine gets into the driver’s seat, and in Mode 8 we arrive at what I call 
DicDATAship.

In my opinion, Modes 5 and 6 will leave humans an overall sense of con-
trol – clearly different from Modes 7 and 8 where the machine “takes over”. 
However, this perception may be guided by human control illusion10. In re-
ality, as its learning mechanisms will continuously improve an AI solution’s 
recommendations or default sets, the subjective price for contradicting the 
machine will get higher and higher over time. This is highlighted by the two 

9 Thaler, Sunstein 2008.

10 Cf. the concept of overconfidence in Kahneman 2011.
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lines in the central box of the graph (for perception and reality). Note that 
the gap between the lines (in light grey) is at its widest in Modes 5 and 6. 

To address the human willingness to arrive at better informed decisions 
while still staying in control, the producers of AI solutions will be well ad-
vised to position their products as “assistants”, working in Modes 4 to 6. 

As several authors have pointed out, AI as assistance for decision making 
probably won’t cost many managers their jobs11. Rather, evidence-based de-
cision making will require a new humility12 which may not come natural to 
most of today’s leaders. 

4.2 Area 2: People Analytics

The Deloitte Human Capital Report 2018 sees the rise of People Analytics 
(essentially a name for AI using employee data) as its second most important 
trend. People Analytics solutions have so far focused on

•	 recruitment: early programs pre-selected large groups of candidates; 
today’s solutions can “listen to voices and identify mood, and de-
code video interviews to identify education level, lying, and cognitive 
ability”13

•	 performance: simple solutions just track performance data. Now, we 
are beginning to see sophisticated data mining for factors that really 
account for employees’ success14

•	 employee engagement: from simple surveys to several Chinese compa-
nies literally monitoring workers’ brainwaves through devices in their 
helmets15

11 Agrawal, Gans, Goldfarb 2017.

12 Chamorro-Premuzic, Wade, Jor 2018.

13 Deloitte 2018, p74.

14 Cf. De Romrèe, Fecheyr-Lippens, Schaninger 2016; Arellano, DiLeonardo, Felix 2017.

15 Cf. Houser 2018.
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•	 employee interaction, tracked by organizational network analysis, to 
identify talent and opinion leaders

•	 retention: using surveys but also digital traces left by ex-employees, 
companies get better at predicting which employees might be “at risk”.

With the new European GDPR rules, People Analytics have come under 
scrutiny. Still, the Deloitte Report concludes, “despite the potential risks, the 
promise of people analytics remains too valuable for companies to pass up” 
(p92).

People analytics will help managers make better informed decisions about 
their employees. Doing so, it will limit their discretionary margin (e.g. for 
politically motivated promotions, etc.) and increase the influence of HR 
(and IT) professionals. On the other hand, today people analytics solutions 
mostly work as supporting tools for decision making, and as such, they don’t 
directly threaten managers’ jobs. 

4.3 Area 3: Self-Organization

Recently, we have seen a massive movement in a large number of organiza-
tions to find alternatives to their traditional pyramidal structures, and to 
help employees work with more autonomy16. 

A typical starting point is the establishment of Scrum17 or similar agile pro-
ject management approaches. They are designed to closely follow the ever-
changing wishes of today’s customers. To achieve that, they employ frequent 
feedback loops and team reviews. Facilitation and simple processes play a 
critical role. Leadership is often temporary and divided among several roles; 
the most important leader tends to be the person who regularly connects 
with the customer.

16 Cf. Hamel 2011; Laloux 2014.

17 Cf. Sutherland 2014.
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However, the call for self-organization extends far beyond project manage-
ment. Alternative organization models to hierarchy like Holacracy18 or So-
ciocracy19 encourage teams to steer themselves, providing simple methods 
that help them avoid lengthy discussions without results. Even though the 
models themselves have been adopted by very few large organizations so far, 
some of their methods are now in widespread use, and they inspire many 
companies to expand their front-line employees’ and teams’ autonomy. 

Self-organization actually represents a direct and visible threat to many first 
line and middle managers’ positions. In the emerging alternative structures, 
many of the current tasks of team leaders or department heads can be ab-
sorbed by a number of engaged employees on a short-term basis. 

4.4 Area 4: Administration 

This is probably the area where AI and other IT tools have seen most pro-
gress. Deep learning is expanding the potential of current systems in areas 
as diverse as

•	 approval processes: by automated input verification
•	 planning processes: by cross-checking with historical data and by 

adding multiple contingency options, including adaptation during 
implementation

•	 capacity planning: by incorporating historical data and feedback of in-
volved employees

•	 division of labor: by taking into account qualifications, track records, 
and peer feedback 

18 Cf. Robertson 2014 for Holacracy and the IDM (Integrative Decision Making) method 
(p109-126).

19 Cf. https://sociocracy30.org for Sociocracy and www.sociocracyforall.org for the Consent 
Method.
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•	 reporting, including adapting, re-formatting and automatically updat-
ing reports20.

This area probably poses the biggest threat to current managers’ jobs – above 
all, because it’s a huge field21: 

Figure 2: How Managers Spend Their Time22

20 For these and more examples, see Wilson, Daugherty 2018, Ransbotham 2016, and De-
loitte 2018. The list also draws on 15 short written interviews I have conducted with business 
leaders and HR professionals from 6 industries.

21 Examples and graph from Kolbjørnsrud, Amico, Thomas, 2016.

22 Ryan Shanks, Sunit Singh, Robert J. Thomas, Managers and machines, unite!, Accenture, 
2016.
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5 Overview: The Middle Managers’ Digital Sunset

So far, I have described the direct threat from each area. In the graph below, 
I’ll add what I call secondary threats, which emerge from interaction be-
tween the areas. I forecast the strongest interaction between the areas deci-
sion making and self-organization, to emerge when the technical potential 
from AI and collaboration tools is fully used to power self-organization.

Figure 3: Threats to Management Positions

As we see, the threat to managers’ jobs is real. I think it is especially strong 
for first line and middle managers: the first big threat, from self-organiza-
tion, starts from the bottom in most organizations, and at least so far it has 
struggled to take hold at the top. And the second big threat, from adminis-
tration, also applies mainly to the lower ranks, as many senior executives 
have delegated their admin work to dedicated staff.

So yes, many managerial jobs will disappear. However, this development 
might not be as painful as it seems. Today, a growing number of companies 
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actually struggle to find candidates for their lower management ranks. More 
and more employees (and not only millennials) have started questioning 
the deal: a little more financial compensation for constant availability, long 
hours and often reduced job security.

6 Key Players

Still, even new, agile, digitally enhanced organizations will require leader-
ship – only in different forms. Projects will continue to depend on humans to 
steer them at key junctions. Organizational units will require coordination 
and alignment to succeed. Teams will appreciate interventions when motiva-
tion sags or conflict arises. Humans will be needed to facilitate the “Blended 
Collaboration” between tech and people. What we won’t need, however, 
might be full-time middle and first line leaders to take care of all these needs 
on a continual basis.

Enter the “Key Players”. My forecast is that many companies will see a great 
number of engaged and talented employees taking on occasional leadership 
roles: as Scrum Masters or Product Owners, they are already driving ag-
ile projects today. As Collaboration Tool Masters, they will enable teams to 
“treat intelligent machines as colleagues”23 by selecting, deploying, main-
taining, interacting with and further developing the best digital tools for the 
tasks at hand. As Facilitators, they will employ new methods to help teams 
arrive at fast, solid, and inclusive decisions. As Team Coaches, they may be 
called in to support individuals or to mediate conflicts. As Cross-Links, they 
could serve as contact persons between two departments. As Evangelists, 
they might drive new policies or priorities through the organization24. Feel 
free to add to the list.

23 Kolbjørnsrud, Amico, Thomas 2016, p4.

24 Cf. www.doblhofer.cc / Key Players, for a number of everyday snapshots from future Key 
Players’ practice.



1386

Stefan Doblhofer 

Challenging Organisations and Society

Given the variety of their potential tasks, many Key Players will special-
ize. What they will have in common is that their leadership will be lateral. 
For this, they will need emotional intelligence and a deep understanding of 
group dynamics and organizational development.

Key Players might be a leadership reserve for their company, sometimes as-
suming an exposed role and then going back to more routine tasks. Compa-
nies could create pools of Key Players, set up separate career paths, complete 
with (task-related? temporary?) elevated salary levels, higher investment in 
qualification and personal development, and more. I suggest companies use 
(and of course, refine) the ‘Key Player’ term when engaging with their most 
promising employees: I am sure that a Key Player career path will be much 
more attractive to many of tomorrow’s talents than their straight traditional 
team leader’s role.
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a friend of yours = 4 hard copies for the value of € 112,00

•	 Conference fee discount of 25 %
•	 COS-Creations: Special discount of 20 % for one seminar of your 

choice during the membership period.
Please send your application for membership to office@cos-collective.com



Join COS, a Home for Reflective Hybrids
The future is an unknown garment that invites us to weave our lives into 
it. How these garments will fit, cover, colour, connect and suit us lies in our 
(collective) hands. Many garments from the past have become too tight, 
too grey, too something…and the call for new shapes and textures is ac-
knowledged by many. Yet changing clothes leaves one naked, half dressed 
in between. Let’s connect in this creative, vulnerable space and cut, weave 
and stitch together.

Our target group is reflective hybrids – leaders, scientists, consultants, and 
researchers from all over the world who dare to be and act complex. Multi-
layered topics require multidimensional approaches that are, on the one 
hand, interdisciplinary and, on the other hand, linked to theory and prac-
tice, making the various truths and perspectives mutually useful.

If you feel you are a reflective hybrid you are very welcome to join our COS 
movement, for instance by:

•	 Visiting our website: www.cos-collective.com
•	 Getting in touch with COS-Creations. A space for personal & collec-

tive development, transformation and learning. Visit our website:  
www.cos-collective.com

•	 Following our COS-Conference online:  
www.cos-collective.com

•	 Subscribing to our newsletter: see www.cos-collective.com
•	 Subscribing to the COS Journal: see  

www.cos-collective.com
•	 Ordering single articles from the COS Journal:  

www.cos-collective.com
•	 Becoming a member of our LinkedIn group: go to www.linkedin.com 

and type in “Challenging Organisations and Society.reflective hybrids” 
or contact Tonnie van der Zouwen: office@cos-collective.com



SAVE THE DATE: 9. – 13. November 2020, Venedig
Fokussierte Teamintelligenz erleben
Selbstorganisationstraining, 5-tägig

Auf dieser Lernreise zur Quelle der Selbstorganisation schärfen Sie Ihren 
Kompass für wirksames, co-kreatives Handeln im Team. Sie verfeinern 
ihr Sensorium für innere und äußere Prozesse und lernen, wie Sie durch 
fokussierte Aufmerksamkeit Steuerungsimpulse aus der Tiefe ihres Organ-
ismus generieren.

Als Teil eines werdenden Teams auf Zeit steigern Sie Ihre Fähigkeiten für 
kreative high performance und tanken Impulse, wie Sie Teamintelligenz für 
Wandel und Innovation in Organisationen und größeren Feldern nutzen.

Inhalte 
•	 Bausteine erfolgreicher Teamentwicklung: Intention und Ziel

findung in Komplexität und Ungewissheit – common ground und 
individuelle Freiheit balancieren – Fähigkeiten erkennen & nutzen – 
aneinander wachsen – Schwellen überwinden – Geschichte schrei-
ben & immer wieder Neuland betreten ...

•	 Selbstsicher und berührbar im Kontakt die eigene Wirkung erfahren 
& entfalten

•	 Konstruktiver, achtsamer Umgang mit Unterschieden und Konflikt
•	 Geteilte Führung und Einfluss auf Augenhöhe; Vertrauen
•	 Flow generieren und halten: Engagement, Energiehaushalt und 

Begeisterung 
•	 Freiraum schaffen wenn sich alles im Kreis dreht: Eigendynamik 

auflösen oder nutzen? Negative Teamtrancen erkennen und 
verändern – positive Verstärkung initiieren

•	 Das Eigene im Ganzen leben
•	 ...



Zielgruppe

GestalterInnen, Führungskräfte, Kreative aller Felder & Branchen; Men-
schen, mit Bezug und Interesse für Teams und Selbstorganisation, indivi-
duell und kollektiv. Alle, die ihr Repertoire jenseits von und in Ergänzung 
zu digitaler Fremdsteuerung, Hierarchie, (agiler) Programme ausweiten 
wollen und notwendigen Wandel, neue Arbeitsformen, Innovation in Or-
ganisationen und Gesellschaft – digital und analog – vorantreiben. 

Motto: Mehr Maschine braucht mehr Mensch! ... die COS  
Conference 2019 und dieses COS Journal lassen grüßen! :-) 

Termin & Ort
9. – 13. November 2020, Palazzo Contarini della Porta di Ferro, Venedig

Die Geografie von Stadt, Lagune und der Palazzo aus dem 14. Jahrhundert 
bieten die ideale Lernumgebung: endloser Formenreichtum zwischen fest 
und flüssig, Verbindung von Tradition und Zukunft und Balance von Ver-
fall, einfachem Leben und Superlativ. 

Methodik:
Gruppendynamische Trainingsgruppe; generative Teamdynamik; Reflex-
ions- und Resonanzprozesse; multisensorisches Erfahrungslernen durch 
Verbindung von Denken, Intuition, Emotion und Körperintelligenz; out-
door & indoor; kreative Medien; 3 D- Modellierung

Arbeitssprache: deutsch (english on request)

Investition:
Early Bird: 	 1.500,00 + 20% Ust 
Regulärer Preis: 	1.600,00 + 20% Ust 
(Spezialkonditionen für Teams auf Anfrage)

Leitung, Kontakt & Anmeldung: 
Dr. Andrea Schüller: andrea@cos-collective.com, m: + 43 664 120 7887	
Dr. Liselotte Zvacek: liselotte@cos-collective.com, m: +43 699 1020 1523

Mehr Info: www.cos-collective.com/cos-creations/




