


The Problem 

A global failure with a German exception 

The Present Shock 

In the first quarter of 2026, the technology industry laid off nearly 80,000 workers. 
Almost half of those layoffs were attributed directly to artificial intelligence and 
workflow automation. Block cut about 4,000 employees, roughly 40% of its 
workforce. Atlassian cut 1,600. Salesforce reduced its customer support headcount 
by 4,000 after deploying AI agents. Oracle eliminated up to 30,000 positions in a 
single day to fund AI infrastructure. Bloomberg analysts project that AI-related job 
displacement could affect up to 502,000 roles in 2026 alone. 

These are not abstract numbers. They are people. Engineers, customer support 
staff, marketers, project managers — many of them displaced not because AI 
replaced them, but because organizations made decisions about AI without 
understanding what they were doing. 

 

And here is the painful irony. While organizations are cutting workers and citing AI 
productivity as the reason, the data tells a different story. Gartner reports that only 1 
in 50 AI initiatives — just 2% — actually delivers transformative business value. Two 
percent. The other 98% either fail outright or produce results so marginal that no one 
can measure them. 

So what is happening? Companies are firing people in the name of AI productivity 
that does not yet exist. They are buying expensive infrastructure, deploying tools 
without preparation, and then using the resulting chaos to justify further cuts. It is a 
feedback loop of waste, fear, and damage — and it is global. 

 

The German Exception 

Germany is a special case. Not because it has avoided the problem, but because it 
has invented a unique way to fail at it. 

In 2026, a Bitkom study of 604 German companies revealed that 41% are now using 
AI in some form. On the surface, that sounds like progress. But scratch the surface 
and the picture darkens. The Amadeus Fire and Allianz der Chancen “Corporate AI 
Learning” study, also from 2026, found that 91% of German companies consider AI 
central to their business model, and 82% plan to increase their technology 
investment. But only 25% plan to invest substantially in training their employees. And 
80% of companies cannot measure whether the training they do offer is actually 
working. 

Only 1 in 5 German professionals has received any AI training at all. Among those 
who have, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung reports that most courses teach little 
more than “how to use ChatGPT.” Buttons, not flying. Data handling, model 



evaluation, and process integration — the actual competencies needed to work with 
AI — are largely absent from the curriculum. 

 

Meanwhile, the rest of the digital infrastructure tells the same story. The INSM 
Behörden-Digimeter found that of 7,509 German public administration services that 
should be available digitally, only 823 actually are. That is roughly 11%. In a country 
known for its engineering precision, eleven percent of government services have 
made it online. 

In manufacturing, the picture is no better. The MHP analysis (a Porsche subsidiary) 
found that only 3% of companies in the DACH region have meaningfully adopted 
Software-Defined Manufacturing principles. In China and India, that number is 30%. 
Germany, the country that built modern industry, is now ten times behind on the next 
industrial paradigm. 

 

This Is Not New 

In 2019, in the first hour of a CDO course, my tutor Daniel De La Roche stood in 
front of his students and warned us about something. Germany, he said, had a 
serious problem with the adoption of innovation. The technology was available. The 
talent was available. The capital was available. What was missing was the 
organizational willingness to actually adopt what was already possible. 

That was seven years ago. Before ChatGPT existed. Before generative AI entered 
the public conversation. Before agentic systems, MCPs, or any of the language we 
use today. 

Daniel was not warning about AI specifically. He was warning about a structural 
pattern. And seven years later, the same pattern is playing out with AI — just as it 
played out with digitalization, Industry 4.0, and every wave before. 

 

This is the part that should worry us most. The problem is not the technology. The 
problem is not even the speed at which the technology evolves. The problem is that 
organizations — in Germany and elsewhere — keep approaching each new wave 
the same way. They buy the technology. They skip the human layer. They are 
surprised when transformation stalls. And then the next wave arrives, and they do it 
again. 

 

 

 

 

 



The Pattern Across Three Waves 

Look at the three transformation waves Germany has lived through in the past two 
decades. 

 

Digitalization. Began in earnest in the early 2000s. By 2026, it is still incomplete. 
The 11% e-government completion rate is not a starting point — it is the result of 
more than twenty years of effort. German citizens still routinely encounter paper 
forms, fax machines, and processes that require physical presence at a Behörde. 

 

Industry 4.0. Launched as a national strategic priority in 2011. Fifteen years later, 
only 3% of DACH manufacturing companies have meaningfully adopted Software-
Defined Manufacturing. The country that invented the concept is being out-
implemented by economies that adopted it second. 

 

Generative AI. Arrived in 2022. By 2026, the same pattern is visible: heavy 
technology investment, minimal human investment, no measurement of outcomes, 
and a workforce that is exhausted, confused, and increasingly fearful that they will be 
cut next. 

 

Three waves. Same approach. Same result. Each one stacks on top of the 
unfinished work of the last, and the cumulative weight makes the next wave even 
harder to absorb. 

 

The Reward Signal 

To understand why the pattern keeps repeating, we have to understand what the 
market is actually rewarding. 

Yesterday, as I was writing this chapter, Snap announced it would lay off 1,000 
employees — 16% of its global workforce — and close another 300 open roles. CEO 
Evan Spiegel cited “rapid advancements in artificial intelligence” as the reason. 
Within hours, Snap’s stock rose 11% in pre-market trading. The market did not 
punish Snap for the cuts. It celebrated them. 

This is not unusual. It is the rule. Block cut 4,000 jobs and was rewarded. Atlassian 
cut 1,600 and was rewarded. Oracle cut up to 30,000 in a single day to fund AI 
infrastructure, and the market understood. The signal being broadcast to every CEO 
in 2026 is unmistakable: announce AI-driven layoffs and your share price will rise. 
Refuse to do so and your board will start asking uncomfortable questions. 

 

The problem is that this reward signal is built on a lie. 

The lie has two parts. The first is economic. The second is moral. 



The Economic Lie 

When a company announces that AI productivity allows it to reduce headcount, the 
implicit claim is that the AI is already producing measurable value equivalent to the 
workers being cut. In almost every case, this is not true. 

Recall the Gartner data: only 2% of AI initiatives deliver transformative business 
value. The other 98% have not yet proven themselves. Yet companies are firing 
workers in the name of productivity gains that have not materialized. They are 
betting that the AI will deliver later. They are charging the cost of that bet to their 
employees. 

 

Worse, the savings claimed are often illusory because the costs do not actually 
disappear — they are simply moved off the corporate balance sheet onto the public 
ledger. 

When a company lays off a thousand workers, it does not eliminate the cost of 
supporting those workers. It transfers that cost to society. Unemployment benefits, 
healthcare subsidies, retraining programs, lost tax revenue, increased pressure on 
social services — all of these are costs the company used to bear (through wages, 
benefits, and payroll taxes) and now externalizes to the state. The corporate income 
statement looks better. The societal balance sheet looks worse. Net economic value 
created: zero. Possibly negative. 

This is not efficiency. It is cost-shifting dressed in the language of innovation. 

 

And there is a feedback loop that makes it self-defeating in the medium term. 
Unemployed and precariously employed people consume defensively. They stop 
buying things they don’t need. They cut subscriptions. They postpone purchases. 
Aggregate demand falls. The companies that displaced workers eventually find 
themselves selling to a smaller, poorer customer base. The very productivity gains 
that were supposed to fund growth now fund stagnation. 

Capitalism, when it cannibalizes its own customer base, is not being efficient. It is 
being suicidal. 

 

The Moral Lie 

The economic argument is sufficient on its own. But there is a deeper problem, and 
the book has to name it. 

The current pattern — firing workers in the name of unproven productivity, 
externalizing the cost to society, and being rewarded by the market for doing so — is 
not just bad economics. It is morally indefensible. And the moral failure is 
concentrated in leadership. 

 



The standard corporate narrative places the burden of adaptation on workers. They 
are told to upskill, to embrace lifelong learning, to become “future-ready.” Meanwhile, 
the leaders making the decisions about AI deployment often refuse to adapt their 
own roles, their own decision-making processes, or their own accountability 
structures. Workers are expected to transform. Management is expected to 
transform too — but optionally, and at their own pace, if at all. 

This is the management adaptation gap. And it is hypocrisy at the heart of most AI 
strategies. 

 

There is also the question of asymmetric responsibility. Those who adopt AI fastest 
gain the most benefits. Those who adapt slowest absorb the most risk. Early 
adopters are rewarded by the market with rising share prices, expanded influence, 
and first-mover competitive advantage. Late adopters — individual workers, smaller 
firms, slower industries, less-developed economies — are left to bear the dislocation, 
the unemployment, and the social cost. The gains are private. The costs are 
collective. 

Responsible AI adoption is not a matter of charity. It is a precondition for social 
stability. If the people benefiting most from AI do not take responsibility for the 
people bearing the cost, the political and social backlash will eventually become 
severe enough to constrain AI development entirely. Failing to act responsibly now is 
also strategically short-sighted. 

 

The conclusion is uncomfortable but unavoidable. If the AI transformation produces 
companies that are richer while producing societies that are poorer, the problem is 
not the workforce. The problem is leadership. And no amount of upskilling, training 
programs, or change management theater will fix a leadership failure of this 
magnitude. 

The choice in front of every leader right now is simple. Optimize for efficiency, or 
optimize for dignity. The market currently rewards the first. This book argues for the 
second. 

 

What This Book Is About 

This is not a book about AI strategy. There are already too many of those, and most 
of them treat AI as a technology problem that requires a technology solution. They 
are wrong. AI is a human and organizational problem that requires a human and 
organizational solution. 

This is also not a book about why German companies are slow to adopt innovation. 
That diagnosis has been made many times, by people more qualified than I am to 
make it. What this book offers is something different: an instrument. 

 



If the pattern is the same across three transformation waves, then the solution 
cannot be technology-specific. It must be constitutional. Organizations need a 
foundation that survives any technology wave — a set of values, decision rules, 
boundaries, and cultural norms that do not need to be reinvented every time a new 
tool arrives. I call this foundation OrgDNA. 

OrgDNA is what Germany has been missing. It is what every organization that fired 
thousands of workers based on imagined AI productivity has been missing. It is the 
constitutional layer that turns transformation from a recurring failure into something 
that actually works — and that gives organizations a way to resist the market 
pressure to perform cruelty for shareholder applause. 

 

The good news is that OrgDNA does not require a technology budget. It does not 
require a consulting engagement. It does not require an army of change managers. It 
requires something much simpler and much more difficult: the willingness to do the 
human work first, before any tool arrives. And the courage to optimize for dignity 
even when the market is rewarding something else. 

That is what the rest of this book is about. 

 

Why People Freeze 

The psychology of resistance — it’s not ignorance, it’s identity 

 

The Pattern 

It happens in conversations. Not in boardrooms or strategy workshops or AI 
summits, but in the ordinary moments where people are not performing — at dinner 
with colleagues, during a coffee break, in a hallway after a meeting. You mention AI, 
and something shifts. 

Sometimes it is a numb glance. A polite smile followed by silence. Sometimes it is 
more direct: “I don’t see why, where, or how to use AI.” Sometimes it is dressed as 
wisdom: “I think we should wait and see.” And sometimes it is surprisingly 
aggressive: “You learn too much.” 

 

These are not stupid people. These are IT professionals, engineers, project 
managers, department heads — people who have built careers on technical 
competence. They are not unaware of AI. They have read the headlines. They have 
seen the demonstrations. They know that something is happening. And yet, when 
the conversation turns to what it means for them, personally, in their work, they shut 
down. 



I have watched this happen dozens of times. Not once has the resistance been 
about a lack of information. Every person I have spoken to could explain what AI 
does in general terms. The resistance is about something else entirely. 

It Is Not Ignorance 

Prof. Jules White from Vanderbilt University has spent years working with 
organizations navigating AI adoption. When asked about the number one thing he 
encounters, his answer is unambiguous: fear. Not curiosity, not confusion, not 
technical difficulty. Fear. 

The fear is not abstract. It is specific and personal. When Jackie, a structural 
engineer with seven years of experience, first used ChatGPT, she asked it to size a 
steel beam. It came back with code checks, load calculations, and an optimized 
solution in seconds. Her reaction was immediate: “I went from being excited to being 
kind of nervous. Is this going to replace me as a structural engineer?” 

That is not ignorance. Jackie understood exactly what she was seeing. She 
understood it so well that it frightened her. 

 

Kylie, who works in communications, described a different shade of the same fear: 
“There was definitely a little bit of fear. For me, it was the fear of the unknown. Am I 
going to know how to use it correctly? Am I going to know how to use it to its full 
extent?” 

Steve, a director of operations with twenty years of experience, was more measured 
but arrived at the same place: the real power of AI only becomes visible after training 
and experimentation. Without that, most people never get past using it as a search 
engine. 

 

These are not people who lack intelligence or curiosity. They are people whose 
professional identity is built on expertise that AI suddenly appears to commoditize. 
The smarter they are, the more clearly they see the threat. And the more clearly they 
see the threat, the harder they freeze. 

The Identity Problem 

Here is what most AI adoption programs fail to understand. The resistance is not 
about the technology. It is about identity. 

A senior IT architect who has spent twenty years mastering infrastructure, leading 
migrations, and managing complex systems has built more than a skill set. They 
have built a professional identity. They are the person who knows how this works. 
Their value in the organization — their status, their compensation, their sense of 
purpose — is tied to that expertise. 

AI does not just threaten their tasks. It threatens who they are. 

 



When someone says “I don’t see why, where, or how to use AI,” they are rarely 
being honest about their perception. They can see the applications. They choose not 
to engage with them. Because engaging means confronting the possibility that the 
expertise they spent decades building might be worth less tomorrow than it is today. 

This is not weakness. It is a rational psychological response to a genuine threat. And 
it gets worse with seniority. The more competent someone is, the more they have 
invested in their current identity, and the harder it is to let go of it. Junior employees 
often experiment with AI out of curiosity, because they have less to lose. Senior 
professionals freeze, because they have everything to lose. 

 

And then there is the comment that cuts deepest: “You learn too much.” 

Think about what that sentence actually means. It means that in some environments, 
the act of learning — of staying curious, of adapting to a changing world — is seen 
as excessive. Not admirable, not necessary, but too much. The person saying it is 
not criticizing your behavior. They are justifying their own decision to stop learning. 
And they need you to stop too, because your continued learning makes their 
stagnation visible. 

That is not a technology problem. That is a cultural crisis. 

 

The Weight of Stacked Waves 

There is another dimension to the freeze that is rarely discussed. People are not only 
afraid. They are exhausted. 

As Chapter 1 described, Germany — and much of the world — is running three 
overlapping transformation debts simultaneously. Digitalization never finished. 
Industry 4.0 stalled at the adoption layer. And now AI arrives on top of both, with its 
own set of demands, its own vocabulary, its own promises, and its own threat. 

Each unfinished wave makes the next one harder, not just technically but 
emotionally. Every employee who lived through a digitalization initiative that was 
announced with great fanfare and then quietly abandoned carries that experience 
into the AI conversation. They heard “this will change everything” before. It didn’t 
change everything. It changed some things, broke other things, and left a lot of extra 
work behind. 

 

So when leadership announces “we are now embracing AI,” the internal response is 
not excitement. It is fatigue. “Not another initiative. Not another transformation 
program. Not another town hall where someone explains why this time it’s different.” 

People are tired. Not tired of AI specifically, but tired of being told to change by 
organizations that never finish what they start. The freeze is not just fear. It is also a 
form of self-preservation. If I do not engage, I cannot be disappointed again. 

 



The Difference Between Being Told and Being Given 

Every transformation playbook in existence says the same thing: communicate the 
vision, involve everyone, create a sense of urgency. Kotter says it. ADKAR says it. 
Every change management course I have ever taken says it. And it is not wrong. 

But it does not work. Or more precisely — it works in the PowerPoint and fails in the 
hallway. 

 

The problem is the difference between being told you are needed and being given 
the pen. 

“Everyone is involved in our AI transformation journey” is an abstraction. It sounds 
like corporate language for “we have not figured out what this means for you yet, but 
please do not resist.” There is no specific role, no defined function, no concrete task 
that says: you, specifically, are needed for this specific thing that only you can do. 

 

I learned the difference during my training as a flight attendant. It was a long time 
ago, and a very different world from AI and organizational transformation. But the 
psychology is identical. 

 

The Pen 

During our emergency training, we were taught something about business class 
passengers — particularly senior managers and executives. In an emergency, these 
passengers are the most likely to panic. Not because they are weaker than other 
passengers, but because they are used to being in control of every situation. When 
control is suddenly taken from them — when they are sitting in a metal tube at 
35,000 feet and something goes wrong — they have no framework for being 
helpless. So they panic. 

The intervention we were taught was disarmingly simple. You walk up to the 
passenger, hand them a piece of paper and a pen, and say: “Would you be so kind 
as to write down your observations? We are going to need that data.” 

That is it. A pen and a piece of paper. 

But it works, and it works because it does three things simultaneously. It 
acknowledges the passenger’s competence — you are someone whose 
observations are valuable. It gives them a defined role in the crisis — you are now a 
participant, not a victim. And it channels their anxiety into purposeful action — 
instead of panicking, they are writing. 

 

The passenger does not need to understand the full emergency response 
architecture. They do not need a briefing on aircraft systems. They just need to know 
that they have a specific, valued function. When they are told that they are needed, 
they stay calm. 



 

The Cockpit Visit 

The second story comes from a real flight, not from training. 

I once forgot to ask a passenger what he wanted to drink. When I returned to his 
row, he was agitated — shouting, visibly distressed. In that moment, I recognized 
something that changed how I understood fear. He was not angry about the drink. 
He was afraid. Afraid of flying. Afraid of being inside something he did not 
understand, operated by people he could not see, going somewhere he could not 
control. 

I went to the cockpit and asked the captain if the passenger could sit on the jump 
seat for a while, just to watch the crew work. The captain said yes. 

I went back to the passenger and said: “Would you like to come to the cockpit and 
see how the captain and the first officer are working?” 

His eyes started to shine. He said yes. 

 

He sat on the jump seat and watched. He saw two competent professionals making 
calm, deliberate decisions. They talked to him. They had coffee together. They 
explained what they were doing. The mystery dissolved — not through a lecture on 
aerodynamics, but through direct observation of competent humans doing their work. 

Before landing, he had to return to his seat. He was the happiest, most relaxed 
person in the cabin. The unknown was no longer mysterious. He had seen the 
cockpit. 

 

Two Interventions for Two Problems 

The pen and the cockpit visit are not the same intervention. They solve different 
problems, and AI adoption has both. 

 

The Pen solves the role problem. People who are frozen because they have no 
defined function in the change need a role. Not a vague “you are part of the journey” 
statement, but a specific, named responsibility. “You are the person who reviews this 
output. You are the one who decides whether this is good enough. Your judgment 
matters here.” When someone’s name appears next to a defined responsibility, they 
stop being a passive observer and become an active participant. The pen gives them 
agency. 

 

The Cockpit Visit solves the mystery problem. People who are frozen because 
they cannot see how AI works need transparency. Not a presentation, not a webinar, 
not a slide deck with architecture diagrams. They need someone to sit down with 
them, open the tool, type a question, and look at the answer together. They need to 



see that working with AI is a conversation, not magic. That it makes mistakes. That it 
needs human judgment. That the cockpit has real people in it, making real decisions, 
and the aircraft is not flying itself. 

 

The flight attendant did not explain aerodynamics. She handed over a pen. The 
captain did not deliver a lecture. He let the passenger sit and watch. 

That is the difference between transformation communications and actual 
transformation. One talks about change. The other hands you the instrument and 
lets you see the cockpit. 

 

The Missing Ingredient: Vulnerability 

There is one more thing that makes the pen and the cockpit visit work, and it is the 
thing that most organizations resist most strongly. Vulnerability. 

My tutor Daniel De La Roche taught this principle early in my CDO training, and it 
has stayed with me ever since. When leadership makes a mistake, they must 
communicate it openly. “I made a mistake, but I will take care of it and solve it.” This 
is not weakness. It gains more respect than perfection ever could, and it brings 
leadership closer to the people they are supposed to serve. 

 

In the context of AI adoption, vulnerability means something very specific. It means 
the CEO who uses AI in front of their team — and shows that they, too, get confused 
by it. It means the department head who admits that their first prompts were 
embarrassing. It means the manager who says: “I do not fully understand this yet, 
but I am learning, and I want us to learn together.” 

In Jules White’s course, Bob, the CEO of the engineering firm Barge, did exactly this. 
He shared how he used ChatGPT. He laughed about his early mistakes. He 
admitted he would never want to show his chat history publicly. And the result was 
immediate: his team relaxed. Kylie, one of his employees, said it directly: “Seeing 
you put yourself out there, leading by example that it’s okay to use it at work — that 
has been helpful.” 

 

Vulnerability works because it removes the performance pressure. When the leader 
is perfect, employees feel that they must also be perfect, which means they cannot 
afford to experiment, fail, or look foolish. When the leader is openly imperfect, the 
entire organization gets permission to learn. 

The captain in the cockpit did not pretend there was no turbulence. He 
acknowledged it, explained what he was doing about it, and let the passenger see 
that competent humans were in charge. That is vulnerability in action. And it is the 
most effective de-escalation tool that exists. 

 



What This Means for OrgDNA 

If people freeze because of identity threat, exhaustion, lack of role clarity, and 
invisible processes, then the organizational response cannot be more information, 
more training modules, or more inspirational town halls. These approaches treat the 
symptoms while ignoring the cause. 

The cause is structural. People freeze because the organization has not given them 
what they need to engage: 

 

A role. Not “you are part of the journey,” but “you are responsible for this, and your 
judgment matters here.” The pen. 

 

Transparency. Not “here is a slide deck about AI,” but “sit with me and let us look at 
this together.” The cockpit visit. 

 

Permission to be imperfect. Not “we expect you to master this quickly,” but “our 
CEO does not fully understand this yet either, and that is fine.” Vulnerability. 

 

Respect for their exhaustion. Not “this time it’s different,” but “we know you have 
heard this before, and we know you are tired. This will not demand more energy than 
it gives back.” 

 

These are not motivational slogans. They are design requirements for the 
constitutional foundation that organizations need before any AI tool is introduced. 
They are the first layer of OrgDNA. 

The next chapter will address the practical question that follows from this: once 
people are ready to engage, what is the simplest, safest way to let them start? 
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ORGDNA — CHAPTER 3 

The First Move 

Give them the tool — let them play 

 

The Simplest Thing 

After two chapters about a global failure pattern and the psychology of resistance, 
you might expect this chapter to present something complicated. A framework with 
multiple phases. A maturity model with assessment criteria. A strategic roadmap with 
milestones and KPIs. 

Instead, I am going to tell you the simplest thing I know about AI adoption. 

Give people the tool. Let them play. 

 

That is it. That is the first move. Before the governance architecture, before the 
training programs, before the strategic alignment workshops, before any of the 
organizational machinery that transformation consultants love to build — give people 
access to a simple AI assistant and let them discover what it can do on their own 
terms, in their own time, with their own curiosity. 

This is not a naive suggestion. It is a research-backed principle articulated by Prof. 
Jules White at Vanderbilt University, one of the leading voices in AI change 
management. White’s position is clear: every person in the organization should have 
their own AI tool to play around with. Not as a structured exercise. Not as a 
mandatory module. As a personal space for exploration. 

 

What Playing Actually Looks Like 

In Jules White’s course on Change Management for Generative AI, he brought 
together a group of employees from Barge, an engineering firm, to talk about their AI 
journeys. Every single person’s first meaningful interaction with AI was personal, 
low-stakes, and playful. 

 

Jackie, a structural engineer, planned a trip to Europe. She typed in what she liked to 
do and how long she would be there. An entire week-long itinerary appeared in 
seconds. That was the moment she understood the tool’s power — not from a 
training module, but from planning a holiday. 

Justin, a geospatial technology specialist, asked ChatGPT to help name a new 
internal tool. The team had been struggling with the name for days. ChatGPT offered 
ten suggestions. They used one of them. Later, Justin admitted his early chat history 



was embarrassing — the kind of questions you ask when you are talking to 
something you do not quite understand yet. 

Kylie, who works in communications, threw a pile of logistical details about a 
corporate event into ChatGPT and asked it to produce a clean summary for 
attendees. It did in twenty seconds what would have taken her an hour. That was her 
first real moment of understanding. 

Steve, a director of operations, started by making clever Instagram captions and 
playing with image generation. Fun, trivial, personal. Only later did he begin to 
explore the tool’s professional potential. 

Bob, the CEO, used it to prepare for a meeting with the mayor of Nashville. He 
asked the tool to tell him what might be on a newly elected mayor’s mind after 100 
days in office. It listed eight items. The mayor covered seven of them. 

 

Notice what did not happen in any of these stories. Nobody started with a business 
case. Nobody was assigned a use case by their manager. Nobody opened the tool 
because a training program told them to. They opened it because they were curious, 
and they started with something that mattered to them personally. 

My own first interaction was no different. In 2022, I downloaded ChatGPT on my 
smartphone, opened it, and typed: “Hi, I’m Rob.” The tool said: “Hi Rob, how can I 
help you?” I replied: “I have no idea, because I am using this app for the very first 
time. But I will play around and find out.” It said: “This is the best way to learn about 
AI.” 

My second prompt? A babi pangang recipe. I am Dutch, and Dutch culture is deeply 
mixed with Indonesian culinary tradition. I did not ask for a strategic analysis or a 
market report. I asked for something I cared about, something personal, something 
that would immediately tell me whether this tool could understand context, nuance, 
and specificity. It could. 

That is how people learn a new medium. Not by studying it in the abstract, but by 
using it for something they already care about. The trip. The event. The Instagram 
caption. The recipe. The meeting preparation. These are not trivial uses of AI. They 
are the on-ramp that makes everything else possible. 

 

Make It Safe First 

There is a prerequisite for “let them play,” and it is one that Jules White also 
emphasizes: the playing environment must be safe. 

When ChatGPT first became publicly available, many organizations banned it 
outright. Their reasoning was understandable — concerns about data privacy, 
security, intellectual property leakage. But as White points out, the ban did not stop 
usage. It just moved it underground. Employees went and used the public version of 
ChatGPT on their personal devices, outside the organization’s control, with no 
guardrails, no oversight, and no data protection. 



White uses a memorable analogy: “I think about my nine-year-old, and what 
happens when I don’t talk to him about a subject or when I try to ban it. Well, he 
probably goes and learns about it on the playground.” 

Do you really want your employees learning about AI on the playground? 

 

The alternative is straightforward. Host the tool locally. Nothing leaves the building. 
No corporate data enters a public model. No prompts are stored on external servers. 
No intellectual property leaks. The tool runs inside the organization’s own 
infrastructure, behind its own security perimeter. 

This solves two problems simultaneously. The first is security — the legitimate 
concern about data protection is addressed at the infrastructure level, not through 
prohibition. The second, and more important, is psychological safety. When people 
know they cannot break anything critical, they are free to experiment without fear of 
consequences. A locally hosted AI assistant is a sandbox. You can play in it, make 
mistakes, ask embarrassing questions, and learn — without risk. 

That psychological safety is not a nice-to-have. It is the precondition for everything 
that follows. Without it, the frozen middle stays frozen. With it, curiosity has a place 
to go. 

 

Four Principles for the First Move 

Giving people the tool is the what. The how requires care. Most organizations get 
this wrong by adding too much structure, too much pressure, and too many 
expectations to what should be a moment of discovery. Based on everything I have 
learned — from my tutors, from my own experience, from watching organizations 
succeed and fail at this — there are four principles that govern how the first move 
should be designed. 

 

1. Give people time without pressure 

Not “you have two weeks to complete the AI onboarding module.” Not “we expect 
everyone to be using AI tools by Q3.” Not a deadline, a metric, or a mandatory 
completion rate. Just: here is the tool. Explore when you are ready. 

Pressure comes later, naturally, when people see what is possible and want to do 
more. Forcing the timeline creates exactly the resistance you are trying to avoid. A 
person who is given six months to discover AI on their own terms will go further than 
a person who is given two weeks under a deadline — because the first person is 
driven by curiosity and the second by compliance. Curiosity produces innovation. 
Compliance produces checkboxes. 

 

2. Support people who struggle to start 



Not everyone will say “Hi, I’m Rob” on day one. Some people will open the tool, stare 
at the empty input field, and close it again. That is not failure. That is fear. 

These people do not need a helpdesk ticket. They do not need an FAQ page. They 
need a human being next to them. A colleague who says: “Let me show you what I 
did yesterday.” Someone who sits with them, types a prompt together, looks at the 
result together, and says: “See? It is just a conversation.” 

This is the cockpit visit at the team level. The mystery dissolves through direct, 
shared experience — not through documentation. The flight attendant does not hand 
the frightened passenger a manual about how aircraft work. She walks up to them 
personally and says: “Come with me.” 

 

3. Nothing is stupid 

A babi pangang recipe is a perfectly valid first prompt. A trip itinerary is a perfectly 
valid first prompt. An Instagram caption is a perfectly valid first prompt. A question 
about the meaning of life is a perfectly valid first prompt. 

This is the Lego Serious Play principle: you learn the medium by playing with it, not 
by doing “real work” from minute one. Play builds familiarity. Familiarity builds 
confidence. Confidence enables professional use. Skip the play, and you skip the 
foundation. 

The moment someone in the organization says “that is not a business use case,” you 
have killed psychological safety. You have told every person within earshot that their 
curiosity is being judged, that there is a right way and a wrong way to explore, and 
that they had better not make a mistake. That is not a learning environment. That is 
an examination room. 

Bob, the CEO of Barge, admitted publicly that he would never want to show his early 
chat history. Justin said his first interactions were embarrassing. Kylie scrolled back 
through hers and found “a lot of goofy questions.” These are not confessions of 
failure. They are proof that the learning process works. Every person who becomes 
proficient with AI went through a phase of awkward, silly, seemingly pointless 
experimentation. There are no exceptions. 

 

4. Accept different approaches 

Not everyone will use AI the same way. The structural engineer will test load 
calculations. The communications director will draft event summaries. The CEO will 
prepare for meetings with mayors. The geospatial specialist will explore data 
analytics. The Dutch transformation consultant will ask for a babi pangang recipe. 

All of these are valid. All of them teach the person something about the tool, about 
their own work, and about the intersection between the two. OrgDNA sets the 
boundaries — what data is allowed, what security measures apply, what values the 
organization holds. But within those boundaries, the path is personal. There is no 
single “correct” way to adopt AI, just as there is no single correct way to learn a new 



language. Some people start with grammar. Some start with conversation. Some 
start with songs. The destination is the same. The route does not matter. 

 

The Energy Principle 

There is one more design requirement for the first move, and it overrides everything 
else. The introduction of AI must cost less energy than it saves. Immediately. Not 
eventually. Not after a six-month adoption curve. Immediately. 

This is not a soft request. It is the single most important success criterion for the first 
move. If people feel more tired after the AI rollout than they did before, the rollout 
has failed — regardless of how good the governance architecture is, how secure the 
hosting is, or how well-designed the training program might be. 

 

Remember what Chapter 2 described. People are not just afraid. They are 
exhausted. They have lived through digitalization that never finished, Industry 4.0 
that stalled, and now AI arriving on top of both. Every new initiative draws on a 
reserve of organizational energy that is already depleted. If the first experience with 
AI adds to the burden instead of lightening it, the organization will not get a second 
chance. 

Management must understand this at a visceral level. The AI rollout is not a demand 
on employees. It is a service to them. The message is not “learn this new tool 
because the company needs it.” The message is “here is something that can take 
repetitive work off your plate. Try it when you are ready. No rush.” 

 

This is hospitality thinking applied to organizational transformation. The flight 
attendant does not ask the passenger to solve the turbulence problem. She brings 
them a drink, gives them information, and makes their experience as smooth as 
possible. The leader who introduces AI should do the same: reduce friction, remove 
barriers, provide support, and trust that curious people will find their own way to the 
cockpit once the environment feels safe. 

 

What the First Move Is Not 

Before we move on, it is worth being explicit about what the first move does not 
include. Because the temptation to over-engineer this moment is strong, and it kills 
more AI adoptions than resistance ever will. 

 

The first move is not a training program. Training comes later, when people have 
already experienced the tool and have questions that matter to them. Training 
without experience is theory without context. It does not stick. 

 



The first move is not a strategic alignment exercise. Strategy is important, but it 
is a leadership task, not a first-encounter task. The person opening an AI tool for the 
first time does not need to understand the corporate AI strategy. They need to type 
“Hi” and see what happens. 

 

The first move is not a use case workshop. Use cases are valuable, but they are 
second-order. First-order is: does this person feel comfortable talking to the tool? If 
the answer is no, no use case in the world will help. If the answer is yes, use cases 
will emerge naturally from their own work. 

 

The first move is not a change management program. Change management 
frameworks like FASTER, ADKAR, or Kotter’s model all have their place. But they 
operate at the organizational level. The first move operates at the individual level. It 
is one person, one tool, one moment of curiosity. Everything else builds on top of 
that moment. If the moment never happens, the framework has nothing to work with. 

 

The first move is the seed. OrgDNA is the soil that makes the seed viable. The next 
chapter describes what that soil contains. 
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ORGDNA — CHAPTER 4 

What OrgDNA Is 

The constitution your organization needs before AI arrives 

 

Not Another Framework 

If you have worked in any large organization, you have seen frameworks. Strategy 
frameworks, governance frameworks, operating model frameworks, change 
management frameworks. They arrive in slide decks, they get presented at town 
halls, they hang on office walls in colorful diagrams, and they are quietly forgotten 
within six months. 

OrgDNA is not a framework. It is a constitution. 

The difference matters. A framework tells you how to do something. A constitution 
tells you who you are. A framework can be replaced when the next consultant arrives 
with a newer version. A constitution endures because it captures something 
fundamental about the organization — its values, its boundaries, its identity. 

 

Think of it this way. A country does not create a new framework every time a new 
challenge arrives. It has a constitution — a set of principles that apply regardless of 
the specific situation. The laws change. The policies change. The leaders change. 
But the constitution remains, because it defines what the country stands for. 

OrgDNA works the same way. AI is the current challenge. Before AI, it was 
digitalization. Before that, Industry 4.0. After AI, it will be something else — quantum 
computing, synthetic biology, whatever comes next. OrgDNA does not care which 
technology wave is arriving. It cares about the organization’s readiness to absorb 
any wave, because the constitutional principles that make adoption work are the 
same every time. 

 

Four Questions Your Organization Must Answer 

OrgDNA begins with four questions. These are not strategic planning questions or IT 
governance questions. They are constitutional questions — the kind that define who 
your organization is, not just what it does. Each question matters, and each one has 
a reason. 

 

1. What are we trying to achieve? 

Vision and strategic intent. This sounds obvious, but most organizations cannot 
answer it clearly. Not the mission statement on the website — that was written by a 



committee and means nothing to the person typing their first AI prompt. The real 
question is: what are we actually trying to accomplish this year, and how does AI 
serve that? 

Why this matters: Without a shared direction, every team optimizes for a different 
goal. Vision aligns the entire organization toward the same outcome. People who 
understand the why behind a decision accept it — even when it is hard. People who 
are told what to do without the why resist it — even when it is easy. 

 

2. What are our non-negotiables? 

Security, ethics, people. Every organization has lines that should not be crossed, but 
most of them are implicit — buried in policies that nobody reads, or assumed as 
“common sense” that is not common at all. OrgDNA makes them explicit. 

Why this matters: Under pressure, people cut corners. Non-negotiables are the lines 
that hold when everything else flexes. If your organization does not define what is 
off-limits before AI arrives, it will discover those limits through failure — a data 
breach, a privacy violation, an ethical mistake — and the cost of that education is 
always higher than the cost of defining the boundaries upfront. 

 

3. How do we decide? 

Decision rules and escalation paths. When a question arises about AI — “Should we 
use this tool for client data?” “Is this output reliable enough to act on?” “Who is 
responsible if something goes wrong?” — who decides? And if that person is unsure, 
where do they go? 

Why this matters: Without clear rules for who decides what, people either freeze 
(waiting for permission that never comes) or improvise (cutting corners because 
nobody told them not to). Clear decision rules are calming. They reduce the 
uncertainty that drives bad choices. They also prevent the most common 
organizational failure: everyone assuming that someone else is responsible. 

 

4. What do we protect? 

Data boundaries, human roles, trust. This question asks the organization to be 
specific about what is valuable and vulnerable. Which data must never enter an AI 
system? Which decisions must always remain human? Which relationships depend 
on trust that automation could erode? 

Why this matters: Trust is the currency of transformation. Once broken, no 
framework can rebuild it. A single incident — a client’s confidential data appearing in 
an AI-generated report, a decision made by a model that nobody reviewed — can 
destroy years of earned trust in minutes. Protecting what matters is not paranoia. It is 
the precondition for everything else. 

 



The Seven Components of OrgDNA 

The four questions define the territory. The seven components provide the practical 
content. This is what actually goes into your OrgDNA document — and yes, it should 
be a document. Not a slide deck, not a strategy memo, not a set of verbal 
agreements. A written constitution that people can read, reference, and hold 
leadership accountable to. 

The document does not need to be long. One page is enough to start. What matters 
is that it exists, that it is written in language everyone can understand, and that it is 
treated as a living document that evolves with the organization. 

 

1. Vision and strategic intent 

A clear, concise statement of what the organization is trying to achieve — not the 
corporate mission statement, but the actual working direction. What are we building 
this year? Where are we going? How does AI serve that direction? 

Practical guidance: Write it in one paragraph. If it takes more than one paragraph, it 
is not clear enough. Test it by reading it to someone outside your team. If they 
cannot explain it back to you, rewrite it. 

 

2. Values and non-negotiables 

The principles that do not bend. These might include: we do not use AI to make 
decisions about people without human review. We do not send client data to external 
AI services. We do not automate roles without first redesigning the work to create 
new human functions. Whatever your organization’s actual values are — not the 
aspirational ones on the website, the real ones that govern daily behavior. 

Practical guidance: Start with three non-negotiables. Not ten. Not twenty. Three 
things that, if violated, would fundamentally damage the organization’s integrity. You 
can add more later. Starting with too many makes the document feel like a 
compliance checklist, and nobody reads compliance checklists. 

 

3. Decision rules and escalation paths 

Who decides what. When someone encounters a situation where the answer is not 
obvious — and with AI, that happens constantly — where do they go? The decision 
rules should be simple enough to remember: if the question involves client data, ask 
your team lead. If it involves public-facing content, ask communications. If nobody 
knows, escalate to the person named in the OrgDNA. 

Practical guidance: For each non-negotiable, name one person who is responsible 
for decisions in that area. Not a committee. Not a department. A person with a name. 
Committees diffuse responsibility. Named individuals own it. 

 



4. Data governance principles 

What data goes in, what stays out. This is where most organizations fail first, 
because they deploy AI tools without thinking about what those tools will be fed. 
Customer data? Internal documents? Financial records? Proprietary research? Each 
of these has different sensitivity levels and different rules for how it may be used. 

Practical guidance: Create a simple classification. Green: this data can be used 
freely with AI tools. Amber: this data can be used only with specific safeguards. Red: 
this data must never enter an AI system under any circumstances. Three levels. 
Color-coded. Understandable at a glance. This is the Data Trust Card principle — 
making data governance visible and accountable rather than hidden in a database 
nobody audits. 

 

5. Human role definitions 

Who is responsible for what. This is the pen from Chapter 2. When someone’s name 
appears next to a defined responsibility, they stop being a passive observer and 
become an active participant. Ownership dissolves fear. 

Practical guidance: For every AI tool or process your organization introduces, name 
the human who owns the output. Not the person who built the tool. The person who 
reviews, validates, and takes responsibility for what the tool produces. If no one is 
named, the tool should not be deployed. 

 

6. Security boundaries 

What is technically possible and what is permitted. Locally hosted tools, access 
controls, data residency requirements, encryption standards — these are the 
technical boundaries that make experimentation safe. Without them, the 
psychological safety from Chapter 3 is an illusion. 

Practical guidance: The simplest security boundary is: nothing leaves the building. If 
your AI tools run locally and do not transmit data externally, you have eliminated the 
largest class of security risks in one decision. More nuanced boundaries can be 
added as maturity grows, but “nothing leaves the building” is a sound starting point. 

 

7. Cultural norms for experimentation 

The explicit permission to explore. Chapter 3 described the four design principles: 
give people time, support those who struggle, nothing is stupid, accept different 
approaches. These principles need to be written down, not because people will 
forget them, but because the organizational default is judgment, not curiosity. 
Without explicit permission, people assume that experimentation is risky and 
avoidance is safe. 

Practical guidance: Write it simply. “In this organization, experimenting with AI is 
encouraged. There are no stupid questions. Your first prompt can be a recipe, a trip 



itinerary, or a question about the meaning of life. We will not judge how you learn. 
We will support you while you do.” Put it in the OrgDNA document. Read it aloud at 
the introduction. Mean it. 

 

The Ghost AI Problem 

There is a reason OrgDNA must exist before AI tools are introduced, and it is not just 
philosophical. It is practical and urgent. 

Without a constitution, AI enters the organization as a ghost. Tools are adopted 
informally, by individuals and teams, without governance, without ownership, and 
without anyone knowing they exist. This is not a hypothetical risk. It is already 
happening in most organizations. 

 

Ghost AI looks like this: a marketing team subscribes to an AI writing assistant using 
a department credit card. A developer starts using an AI code generator through a 
personal account. An analyst uploads client spreadsheets to a free AI tool to get 
faster summaries. A manager asks ChatGPT to draft performance reviews, pasting 
in employee names and evaluation data. 

None of these people intended to create a security risk. None of them thought they 
were violating company policy — in most cases, there was no policy to violate. They 
were simply trying to do their jobs more efficiently, using tools that were freely 
available and immediately useful. They are not the problem. The absence of 
OrgDNA is the problem. 

 

Ghost AI is dangerous for several reasons. It creates uncontrolled data exposure — 
sensitive information flowing to external services that the organization does not audit, 
does not govern, and may not even know about. It creates accountability gaps — 
when an AI-generated output causes harm, there is no named owner, no escalation 
path, and no record of how the output was produced. And it creates a false sense of 
security — leadership believes that AI adoption is “under control” because the official 
rollout has not started yet, while in reality, dozens of uncontrolled AI processes are 
already running in the shadows. 

 

Jules White observed this pattern early. When organizations banned ChatGPT, the 
result was not that employees stopped using it. They simply used the public version 
on personal devices, outside the organization’s perimeter. The ban created the 
ghost. 

OrgDNA prevents ghost AI by providing a legitimate alternative. When people have a 
sanctioned, locally hosted, governed AI tool available to them — with clear data 
rules, named ownership, and explicit permission to experiment — the incentive to 
use ungoverned external tools drops sharply. Not to zero, but enough to bring the 
vast majority of AI use back inside the organization’s constitutional perimeter. 



The goal is not surveillance. The goal is governance. The difference between the two 
is trust. Surveillance says: “We are watching you.” Governance says: “We have 
created a space where you can work safely, and here are the boundaries.” One 
creates fear. The other creates freedom within structure. That is the essence of 
OrgDNA. 

 

The Simplest Possible Implementation 

OrgDNA does not require complex architecture. It does not require a consulting 
engagement. It does not require months of preparation. It works with the simplest AI 
setup imaginable: one team, one locally hosted AI assistant, one constitution. 

 

Step 1: Write the constitution 

Before anyone touches the tool, the team defines its OrgDNA. What are we trying to 
achieve? What are our non-negotiables? What data is off limits? Who decides what? 
This can be one page. It does not need to be perfect — it needs to exist. 

Gather the people who do the work. Not just management, not just IT — the people 
who will actually use the tool. Ask them the four questions. Write down the answers. 
That is your first OrgDNA. 

 

Step 2: Set up a simple AI assistant 

Locally hosted for security. Nothing leaves the building. No complex integrations, no 
enterprise architecture, no multi-vendor procurement process. Just a tool that people 
can talk to. 

Let the people who do the work have a voice in which tool is chosen. The technical 
department can advise on security and infrastructure. But the tool must work for the 
people who will use it, not just for the people who manage the servers. When IT 
decides and users comply, you get expensive tools that nobody touches. When 
users have a voice, you get tools that actually get used. 

 

Step 3: Let people start 

“Hi, I’m Rob.” — “I have no idea, because it is the first time I use this app, but I will 
play around and find out.” That is it. Babi pangang recipes allowed. No pressure. No 
deadline. No mandatory training module. 

 

Step 4: Observe and learn 



Watch what people discover. Notice who struggles to start and support them. Notice 
what questions emerge — those questions become the next iteration of your 
OrgDNA. The constitution is not static. It evolves as the organization learns. 

 

This is not a simplified version of something complex. This is the core. Everything 
more advanced — multi-team deployments, integrated AI workflows, production-
scale systems — builds on top of this foundation. If this does not work, nothing more 
sophisticated will either. 

 

What OrgDNA Is Not 

To prevent misunderstanding, it is worth naming what OrgDNA is not. 

 

OrgDNA is not an AI policy document. Policies list rules. OrgDNA expresses 
values. Policies say “do not do X.” OrgDNA says “we believe Y, and here is why.” 
Policies are enforced through compliance. OrgDNA is enforced through culture. Both 
have their place, but they are not the same thing. 

 

OrgDNA is not a technology choice. It does not prescribe which AI tools to use, 
which vendor to select, or which infrastructure to build. It defines the principles that 
any technology choice must respect. The constitution does not change when you 
switch tools. 

 

OrgDNA is not a one-time exercise. It is a living document. The first version will be 
incomplete. It will miss things. It will need revision. That is expected and healthy. The 
point is not to get it right on the first try. The point is to have something written down 
that the organization can evolve together. 

 

OrgDNA is not only for AI. The same constitutional principles apply to any 
technology wave. If your organization writes its OrgDNA for AI, it will find that the 
same document applies to digitalization, to automation, to whatever comes next. 
That is by design. The constitution is technology-agnostic. The values that make AI 
adoption work are the same values that make any transformation work. 

 

The next chapter will address the specific measures organizations need to take — 
the practical steps that turn OrgDNA from a document into a living practice. 

OrgDNA · Chapter 4 — What OrgDNA Is · Rob van Linda · FutureOrg · Draft v1



CHAPTER 5: The Measures — Holding the Throttle 
The Maturity Trap: Why Intelligence does not equal Competence 

Most organizations are "frozen" because they mistake an AI’s fluency for expertise. Because the 
AI speaks like a professor, we treat it like a professor. 

But as I learned in the cabin of a long-haul flight, a clear voice doesn't mean a clear mind. In 
aviation, we have a strict rule: Supervision is a constant, not a variable. 

Treat your AI like a highly intelligent five-year-old child. This child has read every book in the 
library, but they have never felt the weight of responsibility. They can define "bankruptcy," but 
they don't know the tragedy of a failed business. They have the vocabulary of an adult, but the 
emotional maturity of a toddler. 

The Traffic Light: The Three Zones of Permission 

To manage this "child" safely, we use the Traffic Light System. This isn't just a technical setting; 
it is a mental model for every employee in the organization. 

• GREEN (The Playground): This is the "Hi, I'm Rob" zone. Here, the risk is zero. You are 
using the AI as a Private Thought Partner to brainstorm, play with ideas, or summarize 
your own notes. In this zone, play is the highest form of research. 

• YELLOW (The Workspace): The child is now helping you bake a cake. You are using AI to 
draft client emails or analyze non-sensitive data. This requires constant supervision. You 
check the ingredients (the data) before they go in the oven. 

• RED (The No-Go Zone): The child is holding the car keys. This involves sensitive personal 
data or final financial decisions. Until your OrgDNA is fully mature, the child stays out of 
the driver's seat. 

The Instrument: The Data Trust Card 

In a "Naked AI" environment, we don't need 50-page policy documents. We need a Data Trust 
Card. Think of it as a "Permission Slip" for the child. Before you let the AI help you with a task, 
you perform this quick check: 

• The Toy: What data am I giving the child? (Public info? My private thoughts? Company 
secrets?) 

• The Playground: Where is this happening? (A secure company portal or the public web?) 

• The Supervision: How much will I check the output? (Skimming for tone or verifying 
every single fact?) 

• The Responsibility: Am I holding "The Pen"? (Am I the one who takes the blame if the 
child makes a mistake?) 

The Pilot’s Briefing: Why Instructions are your Life Insurance 

When a pilot gives a vague command, the flight is at risk. The same is true for your prompts. If 
you don't brief your AI correctly, the "child" will try to be helpful by filling in the blanks. This is the 
source of hallucinations. 



Proper Prompt Engineering is not a technical skill; it is a communication skill. To provide a 
"Pilot-Grade" briefing, your prompt must include: 

1. Role: Who is the AI today? 

2. Context: What is the background of this flight? 

3. Task: What is the specific action? 

4. Constraints: What are the boundaries (the "non-negotiables")? 

5. Objective: What does a successful landing look like? 

Conclusion: The Hand on the Throttle 

The goal of OrgDNA is to move you from the "Hi, I’m Rob" handshake to a place where you can sit 
in the cockpit, engage the systems, and lead with confidence. 

As a pilot, you know that the "Send" button is the landing gear. You can let the child calculate the 
glide slope, but only you can decide if the runway is clear. In the end, the most sophisticated AI 
is still just an instrument. When the weather gets rough, the passengers aren't looking to the 
computer for leadership. They are looking for the person with their hand on the throttle.



CHAPTER 6: From Assistant to Architecture — Leadership as Preparation 

The Architecture of Readiness 

When we discuss transforming an organization through AI, we often make the mistake of starting 
with the technology. We ask, "Which model should we use?" or "What does the API structure 
look like?" In the world of OrgDNA, this is the wrong sequence. 

The most critical task of a leader is not selecting software, but designing the Architecture of 
Readiness. In aviation, we call this "Crew Resource Management" (CRM). An aircraft doesn't fly 
safely because the computers are flawless; it flies safely because the crew is prepared for how 
to interact with those computers—and with each other. 

The "Headless" Paradox: Why Efficiency Alone is a Dead End 

In early 2026, we witnessed a troubling trend among tech giants like Oracle and Salesforce: the 
so-called "Headless Transformation." Tens of thousands of roles were cut to fund AI 
infrastructure. The logic was simple: "The AI does the work; we no longer need the 'head' (the 
human)." 

However, efficiency is not the same as excellence. When we remove the human from the 
equation, we destroy two vital pillars: 

1. The Knowledge Base: We lose the experts who understand why a decision is made. AI 
possesses intelligence, but it lacks wisdom. Without the "head," there is no moral or 
contextual compass. 

2. The Economic Base: A system that mass-displaces workers eventually starves its own 
market. A "headless" company might save costs today, but it destroys the consumers it 
hopes to serve tomorrow. 

Leadership Task: Thawing the "Frozen Middle" 

Middle management is often "frozen" by an identity threat. As a leader, your task is to replace 
this fear with a new definition of value creation. 

Leverage the concept of the "Private Thought Partner." Make it clear: AI is not here to replace 
the manager; it is here to help that manager make 20% better decisions. A leader who learns to 
direct their AI like a crew becomes more valuable, not obsolete. 

The Maturity Path: Four Stages to Transformation 

An organization does not move from "Hi, I'm Rob" to a fully integrated AI architecture overnight. It 
is a maturity path that you, as a leader, must moderate: 

Stage Focus The Leader's Role 

1. Curiosity (Individual) The first "Hello" 
Granting permission to play. Removing the 
fear of failure. 

2. Proficiency (Team) The Shared Briefing Defining roles: Who holds "the Pen"? 

3. Integration (Workflow) Daily Operations 
Making the Data Trust Card a cultural 
standard. 



Stage Focus The Leader's Role 

4. Preparedness 
(Architecture) 

The Constitutional 
Layer 

Ensuring OrgDNA is the foundation for every 
system. 

Preparing for What’s Next 

Many leaders ask me, "When are we ready for Agents?" My answer is always the same: You are 
ready for Agents when your people no longer fear the Assistant. When OrgDNA has become 
second nature and everyone in the cockpit knows which buttons the "child" (the AI) can touch—
and which ones only the Pilot handles. 

The Transfer: Expanding the Cockpit 

In this book, we have laid the foundation. We have trained the crew, written the constitution, and 
learned how to "hand-fly" a naked AI system safely through the clouds. We have put the Human 
back at the center. 

You now possess the OrgDNA. You have built an organization that is not just efficient, but 
resilient and human-led. You have earned your license for the next level. 

When you are ready to step beyond simple assistants and manage an entire army of 
autonomous agents—without ever losing control or your values—it is time for the next step. For 
the world of autonomous swarms and deep technological governance, I invite you to read the 
companion volume: Human Before the Loop (HB4L). 

The foundation is set. The flight plan is ready. I will see you at the next altitude. 



CHAPTER 7: The Transformation Bridge — Why 2019 Taught Me 2026 

The Profound Déjà Vu 

When I first sat in Prof. Jules White’s course on AI Change Management at Vanderbilt, I expected 
a radical departure from everything I knew. Instead, I felt a strange sense of calm. I found myself 
in a world of profound déjà vu. 

Between 2019 and 2022, I immersed myself in the worlds of the Chief Digital Officer (CDO), 
Digital Transformation, and Business Innovation. I watched organizations struggle to move 
from legacy systems to the cloud. I saw how "innovation" often dies in the dark gap between the 
executive boardroom and the frontline worker. 

What I realized was startling: AI is not a new problem. It is the ultimate stress test for the old 
one. 

The Patterns of the Past: The Identity Threat 

The "Frozen Middle" we see today with AI is the exact same "Frozen Middle" I studied in 2019. 
Back then, they were afraid of "Digitalization." Today, they are afraid of "Automation." 

The technology has evolved from a silent database to a talking assistant, but the Identity 
Threat—the deep-seated fear of becoming irrelevant or being "found out"—is identical. The 
human software hasn't had an update, even if the machine software has. 

Where FASTER Meets OrgDNA 

This is where the intellectual lineage of this book becomes clear. The FASTER framework 
(developed by Prof. Jules White) provides the high-performance engine. It gives us the speed, the 
replication, and the technical training. It is the "Digital" part of the journey. 

But my background as a CDO and transformation expert taught me that an engine without a 
chassis is just a noisy, dangerous machine. OrgDNA is the chassis. * FASTER tells us how to 
move quickly. 

• OrgDNA tells us how to stay human while we do it. 

The "Rob Layer": Beyond the Technical 

Beyond the technical frameworks of my mentors, I realized I had to add the "Rob Layer"—the 
specific synthesis of my life's work: 

• Aviation Discipline: Because a CDO knows that "Innovation" without "Standard 
Operating Procedures" (SOPs) is just expensive chaos. We need the checklist to survive 
the speed. 

• Hospitality Empathy: Because a transformation expert knows that if the "Passengers" 
(your employees) don't feel safe, they will never trust the "Pilot" (the AI). 



Chapter 08 The Transformation Bridge: Why 2019 Taught Me 2026 

When I first sat in Prof. Jules White’s course on AI Change Management, I felt a strange sense of 
calm. I had expected a radical departure from everything I knew. Instead, I found myself in a 
world of profound déjà vue. 

Between 2019 and 2022, I immersed myself in the worlds of the Chief Digital Officer (CDO), 
Digital Transformation, and Business Innovation. I learned how organizations struggle to move 
from legacy systems to the cloud, and how "innovation" often dies in the gap between the 
executive boardroom and the frontline worker. 

What I realized at Vanderbilt was startling: AI is not a new problem. It is the ultimate stress 
test for the old one. 

The Patterns of the Past 

The "Frozen Middle" we see today with AI is the exact same "Frozen Middle" I studied in 2019. 
Back then, they were afraid of "Digitalization." Today, they are afraid of "Automation." The 
technology has moved from a silent database to a talking assistant, but the Identity Threat—the 
fear of becoming irrelevant—is identical. 

Where FASTER Meets OrgDNA 

This is where the lineage becomes clear. The FASTER framework (referenced from Jules White) 
provides the high-performance engine. It gives us the speed, the replication, and the technical 
training. It is the "Digital" part of the journey. 

But my background as a CDO and a transformation expert taught me that an engine without a 
chassis is just a noisy machine. OrgDNA is the chassis. * FASTER tells us how to move quickly. 

• OrgDNA tells us how to stay human while we do it. 

What OrgDNA Adds Beyond the Technical 

Beyond the technical frameworks of my mentors, I realized I had to add the "Rob Layer": 

• Aviation Discipline: Because a CDO knows that "Innovation" without "Standard 
Operating Procedures" is just chaos. 

• Hospitality Empathy: Because a transformation expert knows that if the "Passengers" 
(the employees) don't feel safe, they will never trust the "Pilot" (the AI). 

 


