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The AI Autopilot Trap 

Why your "Efficiency" approach may be creating learned helplessness.   

While AI has the potential to be augmenting your work, it also has the potential to  
atrophy your leadership. If you can’t solve a complex problem without a prompt, you 
aren’t a leader - you’re a passenger. 

The Substitution Crisis.   I have spent years coaching leaders on the dangers of the 
"Hero Trap." It’s a classic form of "Learned Helplessness." A leader jumps in to save 
the day because "it’s faster if I just do it," and in the process, they inadvertently train 
their team to stop thinking. The team learns that their own effort is futile because 
the "Hero" will always provide the answer. 

It creates a psychological deficit that is incredibly hard to reverse.  

And today, we could be facing a new, more insidious driver of this phenomenon. We 
aren't just doing it to our teams; we are doing it to ourselves. 

The culprit? Artificial Intelligence. 

While the headlines are full of fear about AI displacing roles, the real danger for 
leadership isn't displacement - it's de-evolution. If we don't have a conscious, 
authentic perspective on using AI to augment performance rather than substitute 
for it, we are choosing to become helpless. 

The Problem: The High-Tech Amygdala Hijack.  In psychology, Learned 
Helplessness is the moment your brain decides that struggle is futile, so it stops 
looking for the exit - even when the door is standing wide open. 

In our world, the "struggle" is the cognitive friction of hard work - the grueling task of 
writing a strategy, the discomfort of a difficult 1-to-1 conversation, or the mental tax 
of synthesizing complex data. AI offers an immediate "exit." 



Every time you ask a Large Language Model (LLM) to "summarize this" before you’ve 
even glanced at the source material, or "write this email" before you’ve defined your 
intent, you get a dopamine hit of "done." But you are bypassing your Prefrontal 
Cortex. You are teaching your brain that it cannot function without a digital crutch. 

This is how "Transitioning Leaders" burn out. They haven't scaled their impact; 
they’ve just automated their mediocrity. I recently read about software engineers 
who, in just twelve months, have effectively "forgotten" how to write code because 
they’ve outsourced the logic to machines. And maybe for software development, 
that’s a good thing.   But if you outsource your leadership logic, you will forget how 
to lead. 

The "BCG Effect": When Experts Stop Thinking.  A landmark Harvard study 
involving 750 BCG consultants - the best and brightest in the industry - gave us a 
terrifying glimpse into this phenomenon. 

The researchers split them into two groups. The first group worked solo to analyze a 
complex consulting case. They succeeded 89% of the time, proving they had the 
deep expertise and education to nail the job. 

The second group used AI. You might expect their performance to skyrocket. 
Instead, they fell into the "Substitution Trap." When the AI produced a flawed 
analysis, these elite consultants - people with the exact same training as the first 
group - stopped questioning the data. They ignored their own years of experience 
and simply rubber-stamped the AI's mistakes. 

They didn't lose their skills overnight; they just stopped using them. That is pure, 
immediate, learned helplessness in action. They had the exit door wide open, but 
they chose to stay in the cage because the AI made it comfortable. 

The Science: The Biology of the "Passivity Loop".   Growth happens during the 
struggle, not the solution. In my last newsletter, I used the gym analogy: growth 
occurs during the recovery after a heavy set, not from just “thinking” about working 
out, and then asking someone else to do it for you!   

When you remove all friction via AI, three things happen biologically: 

1. Neuroplasticity Stalls: Your brain is an energy-conserving machine. If it 
doesn't have to build neural pathways for complex decision-making, it won't. 

2. Judgment Atrophies: You lose the ability to spot "hallucinations" or errors 
because you no longer master the "first principles" of your own business. 

3. The "Current Self" Wins: You rely on the path of least resistance rather than 
the "Operating System" that makes high performance inevitable. 



Augmentation vs. Substitution: The EQ Line in the Sand. So, where do we draw 
the line? One good example of a place to start is Emotional Intelligence (EQ).  

Self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship management are the core of 
human-centric leadership. Your understanding and application of EQ can be 
augmented by AI, but they must never be replaced by it. 

Take your 1-to-1 meetings.   

● Augmentation: Using AI to help you schedule, summarize your own 
handwritten notes, provide psychological frameworks to help you understand 
a team member’s unique motivators, and even analyze long term trends in 
the conversations.   

● Substitution: Letting AI plan the agenda, write the follow-up messages, and 
draft the performance evaluation. That is voluntarily learning helplessness. 
You are no longer in the room; your "Autopilot" is. 

Or Change Management. 

● Augmentation: Using AI to help you identify different audience segments or 
brainstorm 20 different ways to explain a complex shift in strategy. 

● Substitution: Having AI write a generic message, convert it into different 
channel formats, and then act as a chatbot to answer team questions. This is a 
"weak" leadership model where learned helplessness is guaranteed for both 
you and your team. 

The Solution: The Rule of 3 for Human-Centric AI. 

To avoid de-evolving, you must move from "Outsourcing" to "Augmenting" by using 
these three frameworks: 

1. The "Conscious Plan" Audit: Before you open a prompt, ask: "Am I using this 
to take over my thinking, or to help me learn faster?" Be explicit. Humans 
naturally seek the path of least resistance. Without a deliberate plan, your 
default will always be substitution. 

2. The "Underlying Logic" Audit: For every AI output, you must be able to 
explain the underlying logic. Challenge the AI. Debate it. Ask for references. 
This forces the cognitive friction that keeps your Prefrontal Cortex engaged. AI 
should increase the speed of your learning, not replace the act of learning.  
This is what the BCG consultants should have done!   

3. The "Junior Associate" Framing: Treat AI like a brilliant but green junior 
researcher. You wouldn't hand over your Board presentation or a sensitive 



town hall speech to a new intern without intense personal involvement. Don't 
do it with AI. 

The 2026 Crossroad. They say that as amazing as AI is today, this is the worst it will 
ever be. That means that the potential for both of our future scenarios is magnifying. 

● Scenario A: Leaders use AI to massively augment their skills, empathy, and 
performance. They become "Super-Human" by using tech to handle the 
"weather" so they can focus on the "climate." 

● Scenario B: Leaders outsource their behaviours, rapidly learn to be helpless, 
and lose what it means to be an authentic, impactful leader. 

The Challenge to try this next week: Pick one complex problem - a strategy 
conflict, a team restructuring, or a difficult feedback session - that you would 
normally "run through AI" for an answer, and instead, sit with a blank piece of paper 
for 20 minutes. Force the friction. Write down your "First Principles" first.  If you feel 
the urge to "just check what the AI says," recognize that as your brain trying to take 
the cheap way out. Don't let it. Growth happens in the struggle. 

In 2026, your leadership won't be defined by the efficiency of your tools, but by the 
strength of your cognitive muscles. Are you building an Operating System, or are you 
just a passenger on an autopilot you no longer understand? 
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