The Manager Paradox: Too Vital
to Keep, Too Valuable to Lose.

Organizations are in a state of contradiction. We know great managers drive superior
performance, yet we are systematically eliminating the role. This isn't a problem of
management, but a failure of imagination. It's time to resolve the paradox.
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The Numbers Tell Two Conflicting Stories.
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Companies with strong management
report financial performance up to
15% higher than competitors.
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By 2024, U.S. employers advertised 42% fewer
middle management positions than just two years prior.

Gartner predicts Al will help eliminate more than
half of middle management roles by 2026.



The Seductive—but Flawed—Promise of “Unbossing”

The Promise: The narrative is

B  caradosical compelling: remove layers to gain
Centralization ~ speed, agility, and employee autonomy.
_,_) ‘_) Al The Reality: But simply cutting roles
B S°0 B, GV creates new problems:

— ‘ + ‘Shadow leaders’ emerge without
\ /OO OO OO OO OO OOOOCX clear authority, slowing decisions.

» New forms of bureaucracy arise in
decentralized systems.

« Paradoxical Centralization: Flattened
The Reality firms often exhibit more control at the
very top, killing the agility they sought.

‘Shadow leaders’ &
new bureaucracy

Traditional The Promise:
Structure Agility
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We Have Trapped Our Managers in an Unwinnable Role.

Nearly 40% of their time is
consumed by administrative tasks
and solving immediate problems,
leaving no room for leadership.

72% of workers in Japan say
they don't even want a
management position.

Managers are often the most depressed and stressed category of
worker, caught in a catch-all role that is no longer fit for purpose.
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If Elimination is a Trap and the Status Quo is Broken,
We Must Choose a Third Path: Reinvention.

The future isn't about less management; it's about a different kind of management. The solution is
not to remove the role, but to radically redefine its purpose, capabilities, and value in the age of Al.

.| Reinvention

Elimination



In a World of Al, the New Core
Currency is Human Judgment.

Judgment is the defining skill for the manager of the future. It
is the art of making sense of a situation and finding a way forward.
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Context: Weaving together
history, culture, and data.

3%

Empathy: Understanding
the human element behind
the numbers.

Imagination: Improvising
solutions that go beyond
the predictable.
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The Reinvented Manager Has a New Playbook,
Built on Three Core Capabilities.

The Coach The Architect of The Enabler

& Nurturer Collaboration of Agility
Developing people and Designing work where Empowering teams and

fostering talent. humans and machines unblocking innovation.

excel together.



Second, the Manager Must Become an
Architect of Human-Machine Collaboration

Human & Algorithm With over 80% of workers now interacting with
e N Al, the manager's job is to redesign work itself.

The goal is to optimize for both efficiency and
meaning, ensuring technology augments human
purpose, not replaces it.

Augmented

Workflow © Proof Point 1: Mining Co.

Retained automated train drivers and redesigned
their roles to include training and port rotation,
restoring their sense of value.

Nt )

Purpose &
Context

3

(& Proof Point 2: Fashion Retailer

Reframed Al-resistant buyers from “selectors” to
“visionaries,” turning Al from a threat into a
creative partner.

Insight &
Augmentation



Finally, the Manager Must Evolve from a Controller to an Enabler of Agility.

Old Hierarchy

In a volatile world, strategy happens in real-time. The
manager’s role is to move from “command and control” to
“empower and unblock,” giving front-line teams the
autonomy and context to innovate.

The Power of Enablement:

Michelin: Radically redefined the plant manager role from
“boss” to “mentor,” enabling front-line workers to own
safety, quality, and staffing.

$500 million

in manufacturing improvements.

Additional Example: At Handu Group, managers lead small,
autonomous teams that function like internal entrepreneurial startups.
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The Right Tools and Data Can Fuel a Culture
of Empowered Decision-Making

@

Data-Driven Strategy

Maersk used Al to help front-line
managers make a counterintuitive
choice—prioritizing reliability over

speed—that drove higher value.

Leadership
2 & X
—0 —0
o Context & B
................. Al-Powered Storgtggy Al-Powered ....... ol
Insights L. Insights
o
Empowerment Empowerment
_ ureedback  (OMY 8Feeoback
Team @ s T @ Team
Manager
Empowerment &
FovmACK Cross-Functional
. \ \) / . Links
Team . Team

Connecting the Connectors

Intentionally identify and link managers who act as natural
bridges across the organization to accelerate innovation flow.

3%

Empowering with Al

Klick Health uses machine
learning to analyze project
decisions and suggest when
to grant more responsibility to
individuals who demonstrate
competence.



Finally, the Manager Must Evolve from a Controller to an Enabler of Agility.

= Old Hierarchy In a volatile world, strategy happens in real-time. The
manager’s role is to move from “command and control” to
“empower and unblock,” giving front-line teams the

autonomy and context to innovate.

) \\\\ @ The Power of Enablement:

lnnvation & Autonomy y ' 2 : - .
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“boss” to “mentor,” enabling front-line workers to own
safety, quality, and staffing.
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Additional Example: At Handu Group, managers lead small,
autonomous teams that function like internal entrepreneurial startups.
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The Right Tools and Data Can Fuel a Culture
of Empowered Decision-Making
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Data-Driven Strategy

Maersk used Al to help front-line
managers make a counterintuitive
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Connecting the Connectors

Intentionally identify and link managers who act as natural
bridges across the organization to accelerate innovation flow.
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Empowering with Al

Klick Health uses machine
learning to analyze project
decisions and suggest when
to grant more responsibility to
individuals who demonstrate
competence.



Coach. Architect. Enabler.
This is the New Identity of Leadership.

DEVELOP 2

(From Supervisor to Mentor) ﬁbf
M |

SOV
DESIGN @f 4=t ) EMPOWER

(From Taskmaster to Work Architect) (From Gatekeeper to Innovator)

These are not three separate jobs; they are three facets of a single, reinvented role.
This is the new benchmark for managerial excellence and the engine of future growth.



The Reward is a Thriving, Adaptable, and High-Performing Organization.

The Old Way The Reinvented Way

B S

</, Sustainable Performance: Move <\/, Strategic Agility: Empower (/, Talent Magnet: Become an
beyond temporary fixes to build a teams on the front line to pivot organization where the best people

culture of continuous improvement. faster than the market. come to grow and make an impact.




The Manager Is Dead;
Long Live the Manager.

The title itself matters less than the capabilities it represents. For
organizations willing to invest in this reinvention, the future is not
something to react to, but something to build. It's time to build.
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About Smart Group

>\SMART
GROUP

INCUBATIONS

C m

(7]
-

SMART 24X7

Transport Management Facility Management Al Analytics
o ¢ e
o 0 e

\7/7." \\\' = 7
ONWORK.AI
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