Why Smart Companies Invest in Leadership Before They Invest in Technology

“Technology is nothing. What’s important is that you have faith in people.”
- Steve Jobs


The boardroom was excited.
The company had just approved a major investment in artificial intelligence. The new platform promised to automate repetitive work, accelerate analysis, improve customer service, and give employees access to capabilities that would have seemed impossible just a few years ago.
The presentation was impressive.
The numbers looked even better.
There was just one problem.

Nobody had really asked whether the organization was ready for it.
Six months later, adoption was uneven. Some employees were experimenting with the technology. Others were ignoring it. Managers were unsure how much they should encourage AI use. Teams were still following old processes. Employees were worried about what the technology meant for their jobs.
The company had invested in the future.
But its people were still operating in the past.
This scenario is becoming increasingly common.
Organizations are spending billions on AI, automation, analytics, and digital transformation. Yet the companies that generate the greatest value from those investments aren't necessarily the ones buying the most sophisticated technology.
They are the ones who understand a fundamental business truth:

Technology can change how work gets done. Leadership determines whether people are ready to change with it.
The Technology Isn't the Hard Part
Buying technology has become easier.
Implementing it is harder.
Making it part of an organization's culture is harder still.
Consider artificial intelligence.
According to a 2025 global survey, 92% of companies said they expected to increase their AI investments over the next three years. Yet only 1% of respondents described their organizations as AI mature.
That gap should get every executive's attention.
If nearly everyone is investing in AI but very few organizations consider themselves mature in its use, the challenge clearly isn't simply access to technology.
It is what happens after the technology arrives.
Who leads the change?
Who redesigns the workflows?
Who addresses employee concerns?
Who decides what should - and shouldn't - be automated?
Who makes sure managers understand their new responsibilities?
Who creates an environment where people can experiment without being afraid to fail?
Those aren't technology questions.

They're leadership questions.
Imagine Giving Your Team a Ferrari
Imagine handing the keys of a Ferrari to someone who has never driven before.
The car isn't the problem.
The engine isn't the problem.
The technology isn't the problem.
The problem is that the driver hasn't been prepared.
That's essentially what happens when organizations introduce powerful technology without developing the leadership capabilities around it.
Employees receive new tools without a clear understanding of how those tools fit into their roles.
Managers are expected to lead transformation without being taught how.
Executives expect adoption without explaining the reason for the change.
And when the technology doesn't deliver the anticipated results, leadership sometimes blames the technology - or the employees.
The smarter question is:

Did we prepare the organization to use it?
The Human Side of Digital Transformation
Technology creates uncertainty.
And uncertainty creates questions.

Will my job change?
Will AI replace part of what I do?
What skills will I need next year?
Will my performance be measured differently?
Will I still be valuable?

Employees don't need leaders who pretend those questions don't exist.
They need leaders willing to address them.
This is where communication becomes more than a corporate skill.
It becomes a strategic capability.
A leader who says, “We're implementing AI because it's the future,” hasn't really communicated.
A leader who says, “Here's the business problem we're trying to solve, here's how your role may change, here's what we're going to help you learn, and here's where we need your input,” is leading change.
There is a profound difference.

The Manager Has Become More Important
Technology transformation is often designed at the executive level.
But experienced by employees at the management level.
The CEO may announce the transformation.
The technology team may implement it.
But the manager answers the employee's question:

“What does this mean for me?”
That makes managers one of the most important - and frequently overlooked - elements of technological transformation.
A 2025 Global Human Capital Trends research found that 73% of organizations considered reinventing the manager role important, while only 7% said they were making great progress.
That disconnect is significant.
Managers are being asked to lead increasingly complex teams while technology is changing the nature of work beneath them.
They need to become coaches, translators, communicators, problem-solvers, and change leaders - not simply supervisors.
Organizations that fail to develop managers may discover that their biggest obstacle to technological transformation isn't their technology department.

It's the layer of leadership between strategy and execution.
Great Technology Doesn't Fix Poor Leadership
There is a temptation to believe that the right technology can solve organizational problems.
Sometimes it can.
But technology cannot fix:
· A lack of trust
· Poor communication
· Weak accountability
· Confusing priorities
· Dysfunctional teams
· Resistance to change
· Micromanagement
· Poor decision-making
In fact, technology can sometimes amplify these problems.
If communication is poor, a new collaboration platform won't automatically improve it.
If managers don't trust employees, automation may simply give managers more ways to monitor them.
If leadership doesn't have a clear strategy, AI can generate thousands of ideas without telling you which one matters.
Technology is an amplifier.

It can amplify capability - but it can also amplify dysfunction.
That's why leadership has to come first.

The Companies Getting AI Right Are Rethinking Work
The most interesting organizations aren't simply asking:

“How can we use AI?”
They're asking:

“How should work be redesigned now that AI exists?”
That's a much bigger question.
It may mean eliminating repetitive tasks.
It may mean redesigning jobs.
It may mean moving employees into more strategic roles.
It may mean creating new teams.
It may mean changing how decisions are made.
It may mean giving employees more autonomy because technology handles more of the routine work.
And that requires leaders who can think beyond implementation.
They have to imagine a different organization.
This is one reason McKinsey's research emphasizes that AI transformation requires changes to operating models, workflows, talent, and leadership - not simply the introduction of new tools.
The companies that win won't simply automate yesterday's processes.

They will redesign tomorrow's organizations.

Leadership Creates the Confidence to Experiment
There's another reason leadership matters.
Innovation requires experimentation.
And experimentation involves failure.
If employees believe that every mistake will be criticized, they won't experiment.
They'll play it safe.
They'll wait for instructions.
They'll use the technology only when someone tells them to.
And eventually, leadership will wonder why adoption isn't happening.
The answer may be hiding in the culture.
Organizations need leaders who can say:

“We don't have all the answers yet. Let's learn together.”
That sentence can be surprisingly powerful.
It gives employees permission to explore.
It acknowledges uncertainty.
And it turns technology adoption from a top-down mandate into a shared learning process.

What Happens When Leadership Comes First?
Something interesting happens.
Technology becomes less threatening.
Employees understand the purpose behind it.
Managers become better equipped to guide their teams.
Leaders make more thoughtful decisions about where automation belongs—and where human judgment should remain.
Teams become more comfortable experimenting.
And the conversation changes.
Instead of:

“Is AI going to take my job?”
Employees can begin asking:

“What could I accomplish if AI handled the parts of my job that slow me down?”
That is a completely different mindset.
And mindset is where transformation begins.

Leadership Is the Infrastructure You Can't Download
Organizations spend enormous amounts of money on technology infrastructure.
Servers.
Software.
Cybersecurity.
Data platforms.
AI models.
Cloud systems.
But there is another infrastructure that determines whether all of those investments create value.

Human infrastructure.
The ability to communicate.
The ability to adapt.
The ability to make decisions.
The ability to collaborate.
The ability to trust.
The ability to learn.
The ability to lead through uncertainty.
You can't download those capabilities.
You have to develop them.
And that development takes intentional leadership.

So, Should Leadership Come Before Technology?
Not literally.
Companies shouldn't wait for every leader to become perfect before adopting new technology.
The pace of innovation won't allow it.
Instead, smart companies make leadership development part of the technology investment itself.
When investing in a new platform, they invest in the people who will lead its adoption.
When introducing AI, they prepare managers to coach their teams.
When redesigning workflows, they develop leaders who can manage resistance.
When changing roles, they help employees understand the future rather than leaving them to speculate about it.
And when technology creates uncertainty, they lead with transparency rather than silence.
That's what separates technology implementation from organizational transformation.

The Real Return on Technology
Here's the question every executive should ask before signing off on the next major technology investment:

“What will our people need to become for this investment to succeed?”
Not:
How much does the software cost?
Not:
How quickly can we deploy it?
Not:
What are our competitors doing?
Those questions matter.
But the more important question is about capability.
Because a $1 million technology investment doesn't create $1 million of value simply because it has been purchased.
Its value comes from what people do with it.
And that brings us back to leadership.
The future will belong to organizations that can combine technological capability with human capability.
Organizations where leaders know how to use data without losing judgment.
Where automation creates more meaningful work rather than simply eliminating tasks.
Where AI supports people instead of frightening them.
Where managers become coaches.
Where employees continue learning.
And where leadership sees technology not as a replacement for people, but as a tool for helping people achieve more.

The Smartest Investment May Not Be the One on the Technology Budget
Technology will continue to evolve.
The next AI breakthrough will arrive.
New platforms will replace old ones.
Today's competitive advantage may become tomorrow's standard feature.
But leadership remains the constant.
Organizations will always need people who can create clarity when things are uncertain.
People who can build trust.
People who can make difficult decisions.
People who can inspire others to move toward something better.
That's why the smartest companies aren't choosing leadership over technology.
They're recognizing that they need both.
Because technology may provide the horsepower.
Leadership decides where the organization goes.
And in an AI-powered world, knowing where you're going may be more valuable than ever.
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