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The Smartest Person in the Room

When I arrived at Carnegie Mellon for my doctorate in robotics, I watched something

happen that I've thought about ever since.

My cohort was full of people from top-tier universities. Brilliant people. And some of
them could not adapt to no longer being the smartest person in the room. They argued.
They had an arrogant attitude — a “this is beneath me” kind of thinking. And I watched
the professors, calmly but consistently, not put up with it. They didn’t humiliate anyone.
They just made clear what was right, held the standard, and kept going. Eventually,
those students left. They couldn’t handle an environment where their status as the

brightest wasn’t automatic anymore.

Meanwhile, others in the same cohort understood why they were there. They took the
lessons — from professors, from older grad students, from staff members they hadn’t
expected to learn from — and incorporated them into their own research and thinking.
They thrived.

I think about that dynamic all the time right now. Because that is almost exactly what’s

happening inside organizations as artificial intelligence arrives.

The people who think they’re smarter than the machine, who see intelligence as a
challenge to their status rather than an amplifier of their capability, are going to get
pushed out — or they’ll leave because they don’t like the new environment. And the
people with open minds, the ones who can absorb new capabilities without feeling

diminished by them, will thrive.

The public conversation about Al focuses on job displacement. That’s not wrong, but it’s
incomplete — and the incompleteness is doing real damage. Because it draws attention

away from the place where integration actually fails.
Al threatens hierarchy before it threatens jobs.

It threatens what people are good at. It threatens what they’ve spent decades doing to
rise to the positions they hold. It threatens the status that comes from being the person

who knows, the person who decides, the person whose experience makes them
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indispensable. And those threats — to identity, to authority, to the political structures
inside organizations — are what actually kill integration projects. Not technical

limitations. Not budget constraints. Not the technology itself.

That’s what this essay is about.

The C-Suite: The Resistance to Change at Scale

Start at the top. Senior leaders in most organizations got where they are by making
incremental improvements to how things have always been done. That’s not a criticism
— it’s a description of how large organizations work. You rise by understanding the
system and optimizing within it. Wholesale change is rare, and the people who attempt

it often don’t survive it politically.

Now introduce AI — not as a tool, but as the structural transformation I described in my
first essay. If Al as a tool is a five-times threat to a middle manager’s way of working, Al
as infrastructure is a twenty-times threat to the C-suite. Because it doesn’t just change
processes. It changes the basis on which executive decisions are made, evaluated, and

second-guessed.

Imagine an intelligence substrate that can provide logical, well-reasoned alternative
analyses of executive decisions — in real time. That can evaluate the organization and
surface strategies the leadership team hasn’t considered. That can model outcomes the
CEO didn’t think of. For someone whose authority rests on being the most experienced

person in the room, that’s deeply threatening.

And many senior leaders don’t like alternative opinions. That’s not unique to AI — it’s a
feature of how power works in hierarchies. But AI makes alternative opinions cheap,
fast, and persistent. You can’t fire the Al for disagreeing with you. You can’t promote it
out of your way. It just keeps offering a different analysis, grounded in data you can’t

easily dismiss.
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The C-suite resistance looks like this: ignoring Al at the highest level, which ripples
down through the entire organization. That’s the most dangerous pattern. When the
CEO signals — explicitly or implicitly — that this isn’t a priority, or frames it with
sensationalized skepticism (“Are we really going to trust the future of this company to
an AI?”), the message is received at every level. And the answer, of course, is no — you're
not trusting the future to an Al. You're using intelligence as a tool to make better
decisions. But that distinction gets lost when leadership frames it as a threat rather than

an opportunity.

Senior leaders also have golden parachutes and financial cushions that buffer them from
personal risk. The threat to them is less economic than it is existential: it’s about
identity, control, and the narrative of their own indispensability. And that’s a much

harder thing to address than a budget line.

The Middle: Where Everything Gets Messy

If the C-suite is where resistance starts, middle management is where it festers.

I'll be blunt about what’s at stake: the need for middle management, as traditionally
defined, is rapidly approaching zero. That’s a strong statement, and I mean it

directionally rather than absolutely. But the trajectory is clear.

Think about what middle management actually does. It’s the plumbing of an
organization — the connective tissue between the people who interact with customers,
products, and the actual work of the business, and the people at the top who make
strategic decisions. Middle managers aggregate information upward, distribute

directives downward, and provide the experiential judgment that connects the two.

Now imagine an intelligence substrate that connects all those layers directly. That
provides information to the front-line workers and the executives simultaneously. That
offers the contextual judgment that previously only came from someone who’d been at

the company for fifteen years. The layer that middle management occupied — the

ai/r | air atelier | airatelier.ai | 4



ai/r — Essay 2

information relay, the contextual translation, the supervised coordination — gets

replaced by something that does it faster, more completely, and at a fraction of the cost.

Nobody in the history of organizational management has ever said that middle
managers would be the first to go. That’s not the popular narrative. The popular
narrative is about entry-level displacement. But I think the compression of middle
management is the more likely outcome — and the one with bigger structural
consequences. The broad thinkers at any level rise more quickly. Organizations flatten.

And the traditional middle layer shrinks.

Middle managers are in a particularly painful position because, technically, they should
be the best suited for this transition. They’re still close enough to the operational work
to understand it, and they have enough leadership experience to think at a broader level.
They should be naturals at orchestrating human-AI workflows. But human nature works
against them. Their station in life — mid-career, with the most to lose, on a path they
assumed would continue — makes them potentially the most ego-driven and the most

anxious about their future. It’s a real conundrum.

What does middle-management resistance look like in practice? It’s rarely overt. You
can’t, at that level, just make a unilateral decision to block Al Instead, you slow-play
things. You point out examples where the Al failed or where it made you less productive.
You find legitimate-sounding reasons to defer, to downscope, to wait for the next
version. And in the meantime, the younger people in the organization — the ones who
see Al as their path upward — start to snowball. They’re visibly more productive. The
C-suite notices. And eventually the calculus becomes simple: that mid-level six-figure

salary could be better used somewhere else.

That’s not a comfortable thing to write. But it’s the structural reality.
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Junior Employees: Displaced and Reborn

The entry level gets threatened differently. Their jobs — some of them — do get replaced
by Al at least in their current form. That part of the narrative is real. But this is also the
level where new jobs appear. Jobs that require thinking across multiple domains rather

than narrow specialization. Jobs that may not exist yet.

My opinion is that entry-level people have the most mental elasticity. They can pivot.
They’re not locked into a way of working that they’ve practiced for twenty years. And
here’s an interesting wrinkle: the social media generation — the ones everyone criticizes
for multitasking poorly — may actually be better suited for this transition. They’re used
to processing information from multiple sources simultaneously. They're comfortable
with tools that change every six months. That mental flexibility, however imperfect, is

exactly what’s needed when intelligence becomes infrastructure.

What will the new jobs look like? I wish I had a clearer picture. But some contours are
visible. There will be roles for systems thinkers who evaluate whether the intelligence
substrate is performing as it should — and those don’t have to be technical roles. There
will be roles for people who become experts in specific markets and whose entire job is
to convey ground-level intelligence to the substrate. There will be roles for people who
interpret the substrate’s outputs for human decision-makers, since the speculative and

strategic dimensions will always need human judgment.

These are junior employees out in the world, providing the human sensing that
machines still can’t fully replicate — and feeding it into an intelligence layer that
amplifies it across the entire organization. That’s a very different kind of entry-level job.

And I think it’s a better one.

The Expert’s Pivot

There’s a version of this transformation that gets told as a story of pure loss: the
twenty-year supply chain specialist or veteran financial analyst watches their expertise

become commoditized and fades into irrelevance. That’s one possible outcome. But it’s
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not the only one, and I don’t think it’s the most likely one for the people who choose to

lean in.

Here’s what I fundamentally believe about deep domain experts. Embedded in their
minds are the gazillions of little rules, edge cases, and hard-won scenarios that Al hasn’t
encountered — and that junior people don’t know to give to the Al to consider. The
twenty-year veteran isn’t valuable because they can do the analysis. The Al can do the
analysis. They’re valuable because they know what questions to ask, what exceptions to
flag, what patterns the data doesn’t show. They’re the purveyor of the most important

knowledge — the details that general users can’t convey and don’t know to convey.

If that person embraces intelligence as a collaborator, something remarkable happens:
the AI multiplies their ability across the entire organization. They’re no longer the
bottleneck through which all supply chain wisdom must flow. Their expertise gets
embedded in the substrate, amplified, and distributed. They become exponentially more

valuable, not less.

That’s the kind of employee every company wants to keep. The one with deep expertise
who wants to stay and wants to collaborate with the intelligence to make the whole
system better. The pivot isn’t from expert to generalist. It’s from expert as gatekeeper to

expert as multiplier.

How Integration Actually Gets Killed

When Al integration fails for political reasons, nobody admits that’s what happened.
The official story is always something else. The real story follows a few predictable

patterns.

The most common pattern isn’t dramatic. The project doesn’t get killed — it just never
gets what it needs to start. There might be good intentions. There might even be a
mandate from the top. But other, seemingly more pressing tasks keep diverting human

or financial resources. The Al initiative gets pushed to next quarter, then next quarter
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again. The can gets kicked down the road until it’s rusted shut. Nobody made a decision

to stop it. It just never got traction. And that’s the point.

Then there are the early stumbles. The initial implementation doesn’t work exactly as
promised. Of course it doesn’t — first versions never do. But the stumble becomes the
justification. “We tried AI and it didn’t deliver.” Never mind that no technology delivers
fully in its first deployment. The objection sounds rational. The real motivation is that

someone wanted it to fail.

And then there are the classic disguises — the stated objections that sound practical but
are really about status and control. It’s too expensive. We have bigger priorities. Al isn’t
safe and we can’t make it safe. We can’t find the people to implement it. Our employees

don’t want it. Our customers don’t want it. Our investors don’t want it.

Everyone has a good excuse when there’s a hard decision to make. But underneath
them, the real objection is almost always the same: people are existentially scared of

losing their jobs or of having to fundamentally change how they work.

Most employees are comfortable. They’ve found their rhythm. AI disrupts that rhythm.
And the fear isn’t irrational — but the disguises prevent organizations from addressing it

honestly. You can’t fix a human problem if nobody will admit the problem is human.

What the Substrate Reveals

In my first essay, I introduced the idea of an intelligence substrate — a shared
foundation of intelligence that the entire organization sits on, from which capabilities
are drawn as needed. That essay focused on what the substrate enables. This one needs

to address something equally important: what the substrate exposes.

Because here’s the thing about intelligence flowing freely across an organization. It
doesn’t just make the organization smarter. It makes the organization transparent. And

transparency is the natural enemy of status-based power.
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Think about the most basic function of many middle managers: gathering information
from subordinates, synthesizing it, and presenting it upward. In that process, credit
often migrates. The person who had the insight isn’t necessarily the person who
presents it to the executive team. Ideas get filtered, repackaged, and sometimes quietly

claimed by the people who control the information flow.

A substrate changes that entirely. Just as AI can now cite the sources of its information,
it’s entirely realistic to imagine a corporate intelligence layer that attributes ideas and
insights to the people who actually contributed them. The junior analyst who identified
a market trend, the floor supervisor who spotted an efficiency gap, the sales rep who
noticed a shift in customer behavior — their contributions become visible all the way up
through the organization. You can’t take credit for someone else’s insight when the

substrate logs where it came from.

That’s difficult for anyone whose authority depended on being the conduit rather than
the source. And it’s one of the deeper reasons middle management resists the hardest —
not just because the information-relay function disappears, but because the gatekeeping

function disappears with it.

The substrate also acts as a logical arbiter. Not every decision is purely logical —
judgment, intuition, and experience still matter. But when someone presents an
assumption as fact, or builds a case on reasoning that sounds smooth but doesn’t hold
up, the substrate can surface counterexamples and data almost instantly. The kind of
political reasoning that has always thrived in organizations — the well-articulated
argument that happens to serve the speaker’s interests — loses much of its power when

hard data becomes just as quickly available to everyone in the room.
Personal agendas don’t disappear. But they lose their hiding places.

There’s a counterintuitive upside here, though — and it’s important. Transparency
doesn’t just threaten people whose status was built on gatekeeping and politics. It also
rewards the people whose status was genuinely earned. The manager with a great team
that kept getting stamped down by organizational politics? Now that whole

sub-organization can shine, because their ideas and results are visible without having to
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fight through layers of filtering. The quiet contributor who never self-promoted but
consistently provided the best insights? The substrate makes their contribution visible

to the entire organization immediately.

We’ve focused a lot in this essay on how the middle layer resists, and there’s some
stereotype in that framing. The truth is more nuanced. There are just as many good
middle managers — people with genuine skill and good teams — who will rise to the
surface more quickly because of the substrate, not in spite of it. Their ideas are great.

Their teams are great. And now the organization can actually see that.

That dynamic holds across the entire organization. The substrate doesn’t just expose
who’s been hiding behind politics. It reveals who’s been doing the real work all along. If
you're genuinely good at what you do, the substrate is the best thing that ever happened
to your career. If your authority was built on controlling information rather than

creating value, it’s the worst.

You do have to be careful that the blame doesn’t propagate the same way the credit does.
A good idea that doesn’t work out in retrospect is still a good idea — and an organization
that punishes people for contributing ideas that fail will very quickly have a substrate
that nobody contributes to. But genuinely speaking, attributing ideas to who came up
with them is a powerful and positive force. It builds trust. It builds morale. And it builds

a culture where the best thinking rises regardless of where it originated.

The substrate is a transparency engine. And transparency, in the long run,

rewards substance over status.

Ego, Fear, and the Rational Middle

Is all resistance ego? No. Some of it is legitimate, and it’s important to be honest about

that.

People are scared — for themselves, for their families, for the decades they’ve invested in

their careers. That’s not ego. That’s rational fear. The worry that “if I can’t do it better
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than the AI, I lose my job” is real and reasonable. Ego and fear are adjacent but not

identical, and most resistance is a bundle of both.

High-agency people will take that fear as a challenge. They’ll lean into using intelligence
to do their jobs better, to become higher performers. But human nature says that gets
harder the older you get, the more invested you are in a particular way of working, the
more your identity is tied to a specific kind of expertise. And that’s the conundrum — the
people with the most accumulated skill are often the ones with the most to lose

psychologically.

I've seen this in rooms full of very intelligent, highly credentialed people. When
someone who has built their identity around being the expert watches that expertise
become abundant — when the machine can do in seconds what took them years to learn
— the first reaction is almost always to become a naysayer. To find the flaws. To point
out where the Al got it wrong. And sometimes they’re right about the flaws. But that’s
not really what’s happening. What’s happening is identity defense.

Eventually, the truly capable ones leave and find somewhere they're valued in a different
way. They adapt. But the people you have to watch out for are the ones with strong
opinions who refuse to do anything about them. They’ll be sticks in the mud for the
entire transformation — and they can be highly credentialed or not, high in the
organization or not. In any organization, Al or otherwise, people who refuse to move in

the direction the company needs to go generally can’t stick around.

That’s not saying you need yes-men. You need people who work together to find both
the pros and cons of integrating new technology. The trick is that the people who find
the cons need to find ways to mitigate them — not just say “we can’t do it.” People who

think they’re right all the time won’t survive long in that atmosphere.
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The Coaching Parallel

I coached high school football for years. One thing coaching taught me is how to

recognize who can hear the message even when the packaging is uncomfortable.

Anyone who has played a sport knows this: coaches yell. They get in your face. They tell
you things you don’t want to hear, in a tone you don’t want to hear them in. And the
players who make it aren’t the ones who never get yelled at. They're the ones who can
hear the content of the yell and not just the volume. The kid who hears “you’re dropping
your outside shoulder on that route” instead of just hearing “coach is mad at me” — that

kid improves. The one who can only hear the tone shuts down.

I think the Al transition inside organizations is exactly the same dynamic. The message
is uncomfortable: your role is changing, your expertise needs to expand, the way you've
always done things is no longer sufficient. And the packaging — the word “Al,” the sci-fi
connotations, the breathless media coverage, the threat to your livelihood — makes it
feel like getting yelled at. It’s loud. It’s aggressive. It’s personal. But the content of the
message is an opportunity, not just a threat. The people who will thrive are the ones who

can hear through the noise to the substance.

The qualities that translate directly: open-mindedness, malleability, the willingness to
admit you don’t know something and start learning again. Those aren’t new virtues. Al
just surfaces them faster and makes them more consequential. The same way a coaching
staff uses evaluation to keep improving the roster, organizations will use Al fluency —
not technical fluency, but fluency in working with intelligence, asking the right
questions, and implementing what it offers — as a criterion for who stays and who

moves on.

Boots, Wings, and Drones

There’s a historical parallel that helps put the speed of this transformation in context.

ai/r | air atelier | airatelier.ai | 12



ai/r — Essay 2

Consider the military. Over the course of a hundred years, warfare evolved from a
ground-first organization — men in boots, fighting on terrain — to incorporating sea
power and air power, and now to drone technology and autonomous systems where a
person on the ground is almost an afterthought in many engagements. Each transition
restructured the hierarchy. Each one threatened the status of the people who’d built
their careers around the previous mode. The cavalry officer had to reckon with the tank.

The fighter pilot is now reckoning with the drone.
Those transitions took a hundred years.

The Al revolution inside organizations is going to happen in two, or five, or maybe
eighteen months for any given company. The structural dynamics are the same — status
threat, identity disruption, resistance from the people whose expertise is being devalued
— but the timeline is compressed by orders of magnitude. People can’t coast to
retirement anymore. They can’t wait for the next technology cycle to pass. This one

moves too fast.

That’s both the urgency and the opportunity. The organizations that move quickly aren’t
just gaining efficiency. They’re redefining what’s possible before their competitors even

start.

How Ownership Changes the Equation

That speed pressure plays out very differently depending on who owns the organization
— and understanding those differences matters for anyone evaluating where intelligence

integration will succeed or stall.

Founder-led companies sit at the extremes. Founders have ego about their ability to do
things right — they wouldn’t have gotten where they are without it. Some will resist Al
because it challenges their decision-making authority. But founders are also, almost by
definition, the kind of people who want to disrupt entire industries. Many of them will

see Al as another weapon in their arsenal. The same ego that might resist Al as a
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second-guesser can embrace it as a competitive tool against incumbents. I think most

founders will lean toward the second instinct.

PE-owned portfolio companies present a different calculus. If you're buying legacy
businesses, Al may be your opportunity to turn a dog into a star — but only if the human
and cultural barriers don’t prevent it. And those barriers are often invisible in a
traditional due diligence process. The financials look fine. The operations look
reasonable. But the leadership team’s willingness to embrace structural change? That

doesn’t show up in a spreadsheet.

I've found that you can often read this in the first meeting. When you bring up how
intelligence might interact with the business, watch the reaction. If the immediate
answer is “Oh, we don’t need that here because of X, Y, and Z” — that’s a very big red
flag. Not just about Al readiness, but about the organization’s broader willingness to
change. Most people, unless they’re expert in the field, have no idea what Al is actually
capable of. They might have spent ten minutes with ChatGPT and concluded it can’t
help. That initial negativity signals something deeper than reluctance about technology.
It signals an organization stuck in a structure of “let’s keep going the way we have been.”

At this moment in history, that’s not the right posture.

For VC-backed companies, the calculus is almost reversed. The first question is whether
what you’re building gets made obsolete by AI. The opportunity is to build the company
from the ground up as Al-native. At small scale — three, four, five people — the
light-bulb approach works fine. But there’s an inflection point, as the company grows,
where you have to commit to embedding intelligence deeper into the organization.

Missing that inflection point is expensive.

Regardless of ownership structure, the underlying dynamic is the same: the status threat
is real, the speed is unprecedented, and the organizations that address both honestly
will outperform the ones that don’t. The question for any investor — PE, VC, or
otherwise — is whether the people running the company are the kind who hear the

content or just the volume.
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Designing Around the Threat

If you accept that status threat is the primary blocker of intelligence integration, the

design implications are significant.

The good news is that full integration is not an overnight event. It’s a multi-month
process, probably a year-long process. Over that time, you’ll see natural attrition —
people who don’t want to be part of it will self-select out. You’ll also develop metrics on
how well people at every level are using intelligence, and you can hold them accountable

to those metrics.

The ego and self-interest cuts both ways. If you have a junior employee or middle
manager with access to AI who performs poorly and blames the technology, yet others
with the same tools are delivering five times the results — well, it’s not the AI’s fault.
That’s a straightforward performance conversation, no different from any other review

process. Except now the evidence is clearer than it’s ever been.

People will complain about not being trained properly. I think AI largely mitigates that
excuse, because you can provide training and the Al itself can train people — patiently,

repeatedly, without judgment. They just have to ask.

The key principle is transparency. If you're going to do this, the first step is to say so.
Tell everyone: we want you to use intelligence to do your work. Here are the initial
applications. Here are the limits around proprietary information — same as they’ve
always been. See who embraces it. Take feedback. Make people part of the process. Then

iterate.

Pick one department to go deeper first. IT or engineering is often the most natural
starting point. Can your IT department use Al and reduce reliance on third-party
vendors? If so, the company saves money and nobody internally loses their job — a clean
win. Can your engineering team ship the next version four times faster? Keep those
engineers, let them do four times the work, and watch who adapts and who doesn’t. The

hard decisions about non-performers follow the same logic they always have.
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And here’s something important: use intelligence integration as an opportunity for
people to gain status, not just lose it. If someone becomes the person who unlocks
productivity gains across a department, reward that. If someone figures out a novel
application that nobody planned for, celebrate it. The suggestion box is now connected
to everything — and the people who fill it with insights that improve the substrate

should be compensated for that contribution.

Who Leads Through This

The CEO has to be bought in. That’s non-negotiable. But I'm not convinced the CEO is

always the best person to lead the actual transformation.

The right leader is someone at a senior level who has led new initiatives inside the
organization before. Someone with widespread respect and perceived integrity.
Someone who can’t lie — and won’t. They need to be clear about what’s happening,
where it’s happening, that it’s happening, and what people will be evaluated on. The
person leading this has to communicate with trust and honesty, because the

organization will test both constantly.

What happens when the person blocking integration is the CEO? If it’s the board
blocking it, there’s not much to be done from inside. But a good board enables the CEO
to act. And if the CEO is the problem, the board does what it does with any CEO who
isn’t moving the organization in the right direction — it replaces them. Let’s not feel bad
for the CEO in this case. They’ll have their reasons. The board will have theirs. The
board has the final say. That’s nothing new.

Winners, Losers, and the Honest Truth

Does intelligence integration create winners and losers? Yes. Absolutely.
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The winners are the people who adapt. They have agency. They expand their horizons.
They take on tasks they’re uncomfortable with. They spend extra time learning how

intelligence helps their workflow. They lean in.
The losers are the people who refuse to adapt. That’s the reality.

I don’t think you hide that. But I also think you offer a genuine opportunity: if people
are willing to expand themselves, to exercise agency, to lean into it, there is a role for
them. And if AI does what it’s supposed to do — if productivity expands, if sales expand,
if margins increase — there should be room for everyone who’s willing. That’s the whole
point. Al is supposed to make the business better. If an organization can generate three
times the output, it can afford to keep its people. The ones who won’t make it are the

ones who refuse to participate.

Initially, yes, some positions will be displaced simply by the light bulbs going on.
Efficiency gains happen before revenue gains, and the math doesn’t always work out
immediately. But I think those losses can be recaptured as organizations grow and new

kinds of roles emerge.

What the Other Side Looks Like

For an organization that makes it through — that navigates the status threat, gets its

people aligned, and builds intelligence into its structure — what does it feel like?

I think it feels like the highest-performing organization you’ve ever seen. Across all
metrics, both financial and cultural. Flatter than it’s ever been. More capital-efficient
than it’s ever been. More profitable. Serving a wider range of customers, better than it
ever has. I literally think you can improve across every dimension: efficiency, work-life
balance, capital conservation, revenue, customer satisfaction. Not because Al is magic,
but because intelligence as infrastructure removes the friction that has always limited

how well organizations can operate.
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And there’s another dimension that might be controversial: I think this pushes more
people to work where they want to, outside the traditional office. When intelligence is
ubiquitous — when you can visualize, collaborate, and contribute from anywhere — the
argument for mandatory physical presence gets weaker for many roles. Not for
manufacturing, not for retail, not for roles that inherently require being somewhere. But
for high-agency knowledge workers? What do you care where they sit, if they’re

delivering five times the results?

In-person communication matters. 'm not dismissing that. But this is another force
pushing toward flexibility — and for the right people, it’s another reward that comes

from embracing intelligence rather than resisting it.

The bottom line: organizations that get through this transition are going to be the
highest-performing organizations in the history of capitalism. That’s not hyperbole.
That’s the structural math of what happens when intelligence becomes infrastructure

and the people inside the organization are willing to work with it.

Same Threat, Different Speed

I want to be clear about something: the status threat from Al is not fundamentally
different from every other technology revolution. It’s the same threat the internet
brought. The same threat PCs brought. The same threat the fax machine brought. Every
time a new technology restructures how work gets done, the people who built their

careers on the old way of working feel threatened. That’s not new.
What's different is the speed.

Previous technology revolutions gave people decades to adapt. The PC revolution played
out over twenty years. The internet over ten. This one is going to happen in months in
some cases, a few years in others. People can’t coast to retirement anymore. The change

is here, and it’s moving faster than any previous wave.
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So whether the right framing is “this is a threat” or “this is an opportunity” almost
doesn’t matter. It’s both. The question is whether people and organizations can move

fast enough to be on the right side of it.

Why This Essay

The line you hear in public is relentlessly negative. Al is going to take everyone’s jobs. A

crash is coming. No entry-level positions. Doom.
I think all of that is both potentially true and potentially very short-sighted.

Yes, there will be displacement initially. No doubt. But like every other technology
change in history, there will also be massive opportunities for people who embrace it
and lean into it. Perhaps disproportionately for young people, whose brains are more
plastic, who don’t have a fixed way of thinking, who are more comfortable with tools

that change constantly.

The middle layer will compress. Organizations will flatten. And yes, leaders and workers
will have different levels of compensation because that’s the nature of capitalism. But
the rewards of leaner, smarter organizations can be more widely distributed. That’s not
naivete. That’s the same pattern we’ve seen after every major technology shift, once the

disruption settles.

The status threat is real. Ego is real. Fear is real. 'm not asking anyone to pretend
otherwise. But I've seen — in coaching, in building companies, in leading teams of every
kind — that the right people, given the right message and the right environment, will
choose to adapt. They’ll sacrifice short-term comfort for long-term growth. They’ll lean

into the discomfort because they understand it’s the path forward.

The question is not whether AI will threaten the status quo inside organizations. It
already has. The question is whether organizations will address that threat honestly — at

the human level, not just the technology level — and design their way through it.
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Architecture before deployment. Humans before systems. Honesty before comfort.

That’s how you build the grid.

Todd Jochem is the founder and Principal Architect of ai/r (air atelier), a boutique AI-native
intelligence architecture studio. He holds the tenth robotics doctorate awarded by Carnegie
Mellon’s Robotics Institute, cofounded and grew two robotics-related companies through
successful exits, and brings decades of organizational leadership to the question of how

intelligence becomes infrastructure inside real organizations.
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