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Key Takeaways 

• Automation replaces tasks — not trust. Teams still look to leaders for reassurance, direction 
and meaning when change accelerates. 

• Empathy is becoming a performance multiplier. Leaders who understand how their teams are 
experiencing change make better decisions — especially under pressure. 

• Scaling humanity isn’t a liability. It’s how organizations stay aligned when complexity 
increases. 

• In a fully automated world, values become the operating system. They guide judgment when 
data conflicts, shape behavior when incentives misalign and help teams navigate ambiguity. 

In 2026, automation is no longer something leaders are preparing for — it’s something they’re already 
managing. A Bain & Company survey found that 95% of U.S. companies now use generative AI, 
underscoring how quickly these tools have moved from experimentation to execution. That shift isn’t 
confined to leadership teams. Intapp’s 2025 Tech Perceptions Survey’s found that 72% of 
professionals use AI at work, up from 48% in 2024. 

Yet the human side of work is telling a more complicated story. While employees who use AI daily 
report gains in productivity, pay and job security in PwC’s 2025 Global Workforce Hopes & Fears 
Survey, many employees say they feel worried about how AI may be used in the workplace going 
forward. Efficiency is accelerating. Confidence and clarity are not. 

This tension is the leadership challenge of the moment. As machines take on more tasks, the 
qualities that define effective leadership aren’t becoming obsolete — they’re becoming more visible. 
Judgment. Empathy. Trust. The ability to steady people when the environment is anything but steady. 

Technology may be scaling faster than ever. Human leadership is scaling in importance right 
alongside it. 
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Why leadership matters more when systems scale 

Automation excels at process. Leadership exists for the moments when process breaks down. 
Entrepreneurs know this instinctively. Systems handle the predictable. People lead through 
uncertainty. 

As AI absorbs more routine work, leaders are left with what has always been hardest to automate: 
making decisions with incomplete information, aligning teams during disruption and earning trust 
when outcomes aren’t guaranteed. Those moments don’t call for more dashboards or better prompts. 
They call for leaders who can think clearly, communicate calmly and keep people focused without 
losing sight of performance. 

That’s where human leadership stops being a philosophy and becomes a competitive advantage. 

1. Automation replaces tasks — not trust 

AI can optimize workflows, analyze patterns and surface insights faster than any human ever could. 
What it cannot do is build trust. Teams still look to leaders for reassurance, direction and meaning 
when change accelerates. 

According to the 2025 Pew Research Center, about half of workers say they feel uneasy about 
how AI may be used in the workplace, even as adoption grows. That uncertainty doesn’t disappear 
with better tools. It’s addressed through communication, transparency and leadership presence. 

For entrepreneurs, this means trust becomes more valuable — not less — as automation increases. 
Leaders who explain decisions, acknowledge concerns and stay visible during change create stability 
that technology alone cannot provide. 

Trust is not a soft outcome. It’s the foundation that allows teams to move faster without falling apart. 

2. Empathy is becoming a performance multiplier 

Empathy is often misunderstood as emotional accommodation. In reality, it’s a necessary, strategic 
capability. Leaders who understand how their teams are experiencing change make better decisions 
— especially under pressure. 

A 2024 study published in Frontiers in Organizational Psychology found that employees led by 
emotionally intelligent leaders demonstrated higher job performance and greater well-being, 
particularly when team climate was supportive. Emotional intelligence didn’t slow teams down. It 
strengthened them. 

In practical terms, empathy shows up as awareness: recognizing when people are overloaded, when 
communication needs to change or when uncertainty is undermining execution. Leaders who ignore 
those signals don’t gain efficiency — they create friction. 

In leadership, calm is contagious. The way a leader shows up emotionally shapes how the entire 
team performs when it matters most. 
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3. Companies that scale humanity outperform those that scale control 

As organizations grow, it’s tempting to rely on systems, metrics and automation to maintain order. 
Structure matters. But structure alone doesn’t preserve culture. 

Some of the most resilient organizations invest heavily in psychological safety, structured 
communication and shared accountability. These elements allow teams to surface issues early, adapt 
quickly and recover faster when things go wrong. 

Microsoft’s cultural transformation under Satya Nadella is a well-documented example. When Nadella 
became CEO, the company was struggling with internal silos, slowed innovation and a combative 
culture that stifled collaboration. 

Rather than doubling down on control, Microsoft reframed leadership around empathy, continuous 
learning and shared accountability. That cultural shift rebuilt internal trust, helped unlock a new wave 
of innovation and proved that human-centered leadership can scale alongside advanced technology. 

For entrepreneurs, the lesson is that scaling humanity isn’t a liability. It’s how organizations stay 
aligned when complexity increases. 

4. In a fully automated world, values become the operating system 

As automation handles more decisions and processes, leaders must be clear about which decisions 
should never be automated. Values fill that gap. They guide judgment when data conflicts, shape 
behavior when incentives misalign and help teams navigate ambiguity without waiting for instructions. 

I’ve spent much of my career leading teams through moments when plans fall apart — natural 
disasters, large-scale disruptions and high-pressure situations where the stakes are real, and the 
margin for error is slim. In those environments, leaders don’t have the luxury of perfect information or 
polished systems. Decisions have to be made quickly, often with incomplete data. 

What separates effective leadership in those moments isn’t technology. It’s values. Clear values act 
as a decision filter when everything else is uncertain. They guide how leaders prioritize work, 
communicate under pressure and treat people when stress is highest. That clarity doesn’t slow teams 
down — it reduces hesitation, builds trust and helps people move forward together even when 
conditions are chaotic. 

In moments of disruption, people don’t look to algorithms for reassurance. They look to leaders who 
know what they stand for and can act accordingly. 

The leadership advantage that won’t expire 

AI will continue to evolve. Tools will get smarter. Work will move faster. None of that diminishes the 
role of leadership. It raises the bar. 

The entrepreneurs who thrive in this environment won’t be the ones who automate the most 
aggressively. They’ll be the ones who understand when to lean on technology and when to lean 
into humanity. 
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Because when everything else becomes automated, the most valuable leadership skill left is the one 
machines still can’t replicate: the ability to lead people through uncertainty with clarity, trust and 
purpose. 

 

Sheldon Yellen 
CEO of BELFOR 

Entrepreneur Leadership Network® Contributor 

Sheldon Yellen is the CEO of BELFOR, the global leader in property restoration and disaster 
recovery, overseeing a $3+ billion company with more than 13,000 team members across 550  
offices worldwide. 
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