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Introduction 

The study of Soft Skills has captured the attention of researchers for 
centuries but particularly in the last decades (Massaro et al., 2016, 
Lepeley, 2017, Lepeley & Albornoz, 2013). To a large extent, the growing 
interest in Soft Skills is induced by growing demands for people with 
strong Soft Skills in organizations across the workforce. Worldwide, the 
demand has spurred by exponential attention in recruitment and selection 
processes (Andrews & Higson, 2008) considering that in the short term, 
Soft Skills contribute to improving the social environment in the organi-
zation and overtime affect results related to performance, leadership 
stability, growth and development of forthcoming executives (Heckman & 
Rubinstein, 2001). 

Moreover, in Human Centered Management (HCM; Lepeley, 2017), 
Soft Skills objectively represent a paradigm shift embedded in the prac-
tical deployment of positive human actions required to continuously 
improve wellbeing at work and the workplace as a core condition to 
secure long-term organizational sustainability in the global VUCA (vo-
latile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) environment (Lepeley, 2017; 
Ochoa et al., 2019; Lepeley et al., 2020). 

Increased concern for the Soft Skills of people across industries, sectors 
and nations worldwide is high and urgent; induced by accelerating speed 
of change in technology, and particularly due to the fast inception of 
artificial intelligence (AI) with unpredictable effects on work and people. 

The greatest fear associated with AI is the potential that intelligent 
machines may replace human beings in operational and technical posi-
tions. This situation is reported in institutions in diverse sectors (Li & 
Liu, 2016; El-Namaki, 2018) as new digital applications and associated 
interactions make human control over these tools increasingly complex 
(Cao et al., 2008). Fast change is accelerating the debate about the future 
of work (Chamberlain, 2018; Beck, 2000; Pistrui, 2018) and intensified 
the discussion and the growing possibility of delegating tasks to AI. Such 
a shift is coined by the World Economic Forum as the Fourth Industrial 



Revolution (Schwab, 2016) that will have unique and foreseeable labor 
changes and major social consequences (Armstrong, 2015). It is argued 
that the present debate is fundamental and unavoidable and to be valid 
and reliable must be built on a solid understanding of the implications on 
human work (Bauman, 2004; Scalzo, 2018). 

In the last century, management has been a discipline providing sig-
nificant support to promote economic growth as the engine of change of 
organizations inserted in the Knowledge Economy (Lepeley, 2017). In 
tandem, the widespread use of technology, mobile devices, computing 
power and fast-growing social networks built-in the cloud is fostering 
the replacement of routine jobs by technology across organizations and 
industries. The substitution effect is spreading to occupations previously 
identified as knowledge-intensive work, thus reaching a new form of 
standardization that could be called Digital Taylorism (Piercy & Steele, 
2016). These changes are impacting the work of people making it im-
perative to analyze the extent and effects of AI replacing work and 
particularly managerial tasks in organizations. 

This chapter explores how people use Soft Skills in the workplace that 
at the present time appear to be irreplaceable by AI and overall in or-
ganizations deploying the Human Centered Management model 
(Lepeley, 2017) and ad hoc HC leadership styles. In this context, the 
chapter discusses pertinent questions identifying instances possible to 
replace and displace managerial functions by AI. First, the discussion 
centers on managerial work and practical intelligence (PI); then how 
distinctive activities are aligned with Soft Skills in human centered lea-
dership. The chapter closes with arguments and details justifying why 
identified Soft Skills may not be replaced or displaced by technology. 

Practical Intelligence and the Nature of Managerial Work 

Until now, the introduction of technology in organizations in all sectors 
and industries has focused mainly on the substitution of operative work 
(Brown & Keep, 2018; Elliott, 2018), understood as actions and op-
erations that follow rules expecting results that are mathematically and 
statistically correct (Llano, 1990). The overdue inquiry is this: Can AI 
substitute managerial work? 

In his seminal work The Practice of Management, Peter Drucker 
pointed out that the essential features of managerial work include de-
fining strategy and directing people (Drucker, 2011). In other words, 
both are related to leadership. In this sense, Bardy highlights that leaders 
have social power and they lead when they use this social power in de-
cisions they make, actions they engage in, and the ways they influence 
others (Bardy, 2018). Bardy emphasizes Drucker’s arguments and adds 
that a human centered leader is involved in the execution of every de-
cision. However, leadership tasks are complex because most often 
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neither decisions nor execution follow fixed rules or have certain results 
(Llano, 1990). 

All leadership actions include two functions: making decisions and 
executing them. Whether they involve the decision-maker or are carried 
out by someone else. Both cases are related to important Soft Skills ex-
pressed in the creation of ideas, ability to plan, communication skills, 
social interactions and communicative action, understood as commu-
nication oriented toward shared understanding (Massaro et al., 2016). 
All these Soft Skills are closely related to what is called Practical 
Intelligence. 

Academic interest in the relationship between managerial work in 
organizations and PI has grown recently (Bachmann et al., 2017; Sison & 
Hühn, 2018), in alignment with prudence (phronesis) or practical wisdom, 
as its most important habit and component. According to the Aristotelian 
tradition, practical reason is about knowledge consistent with reality 
(Aristotle, 2014). This means realities that may have different outcomes 
under specific circumstances are embedded in a type of thought oriented 
toward action. 

A practical mind differs from a speculative or theoretical mind in 
terms of the goals pursued. Practical reason aims to transform thoughts 
in reality, thereby modifying reality. In contrast, theoretical reason does 
not intend to impact reality but merely be aware of reality. Thus, one of 
the main responsibilities of managers is to transform reality leading to 
continuous improvement achieving better than expected results (Lepeley, 
2017). One important aspect to remember is that managers constantly 
face and are responsible for solving concrete organizational problems, 
therefore must have strong skills require to find and apply concrete 
solutions. 

Managers are called to provide actions that transform the present 
reality into better prospects, beyond theoretical speculations about 
causes or effects of problems. Practical knowledge is activated by the will 
to act driven by practical, not theoretical, reason. PI empowers managers 
with the ability to optimize decisions and solve practical problems. 

After leaders make decisions, they need to advance into actions where 
they face a second important responsibility: who should carry out that 
decision and how to do it. Here, the most important skills are related to 
effectively managing processes that impact and influence co-workers to 
increase understanding and to reach an agreement about the decisions; as 
well as who, what and how the decision should be executed (Yukl, 2010) 
to comply with leadership duties. 

As managers of people, leaders face complex tasks, overall how to 
exercise power. Based on their inherent responsibilities, leaders have 
power and influence on co-workers who carry out their decisions. The 
power leaders exercise on co-workers is underlined by moral decisions 
and values that reflect on the ethical sense of leadership (Ciulla, 2005). 
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Leadership, and overall the responsibility and influence on co-workers, 
are deeply affected by the use of their Soft Skills and to the largest extent, 
this is the reason why exponential demand for Soft Skills is on the rise 
(Marques, 2013). 

Leadership is always a moral concern that leaders live and express out 
of virtues (Hühn et al., 2018). Especially prudence, where acts of virtue 
require practical wisdom, and rational choice coupled with reasons to 
act in a certain way, given a set of circumstances (Sison et al., 2018). 
Deployment of Soft Skills in leadership promotes and develops funda-
mentals of ethical leadership focusing on character formation (Robles, 
2012) emphasizing abilities such as integrity, communication and flex-
ibility (Marques, 2013) as antecedents of superior performance. 

How Far Can AI Emulate Soft Skills? 

As AI advances applications across disciplines and fields of human ac-
tivity, it is increasingly subject to an increasing number of myths. In the 
first place, it is necessary to find a definition for AI to make sure there is a 
common understanding. 

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines AI as a branch of computer 
science dealing with simulation of intelligent behavior of computers and 
capability of a machine to imitate intelligent human behavior.1 Both uses 
have been fixed for long and since the beginning of computer science. 
Alan M. Turing wondered in 1950 if machines could think. To answer 
this question, he creatively posted the inquiry and formulated rules and a 
hypothesis known as the imitation game (Turing, 1950). In 1956, John 
McCarthy proposed the term artificial intelligence under the auspice of 
Dartmouth University’s Summer Research Project. It was part of a study 
to advance conjectures that every aspect of learning or any other feature 
of intelligence can in principle be so precisely described that a machine 
can simulate it (Moor, 2006: 87). 

The issue of whether machines can perform human tasks continues 
today and it has actually expanded to include tasks that leaders perform 
in organizations. From the mechanical point of view of thinking and 
learning, AI has achieved significant advances. For instance, the so-called 
chatbots are capable of taking orders and resolving customer doubts on a 
variety of questions, and robots are substituting human labor in tech-
nical and operative activities in many ways. Amazon warehouses have 
implemented Amazon Kiva Robotics (Li & Liu, 2016) and at Walmart, 
machines have started to sort out products on shelves (Morgan, 2019). 
However, the initial inquiry remains: can machines replace people? 

To date, AI mainly relies on processes and algorithms executed by 
machine learning systems (Burrel, 2016) using databases and classifying 
according to instructions created by specialist designers. Depending on 
the mechanism used, the results can generate informative answers or 
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provide solutions, such as medical recommendations or routes to a 
destination in Global Positioning Systems.2 AI can also provide re-
commendations based on information human interlocutors upload to the 
cloud, as is the case with autonomous processors Siri and Alexa. Other 
machine learning processes are behind autonomous robots, mechanical 
arms or simple machines used in different industries and factories (El- 
Namaki, 2018) yet some specialists consider them weak forms of AI 
(Searle, 1980). 

The distinction between strong and weak AI refers to the ability of a 
computer program to function without a designer's help. Strong AI is 
comparable to humans’ possession of conscience and capacity for gen-
eral abstract thinking that can perform different types of tasks with the 
same processor. Weak AI relies on human programming to perform its 
functions (Searle, 1980) and commonly specializes in particular func-
tions, such as Google’s computer program called AlphaGo (Scott et al., 
2017). The human brain would be hard-pressed to achieve the level of 
specification, but it is a weak type of AI because children could defeat it 
if they had the ability to play Chinese checkers. To a certain extent, weak 
AI manages to pass the Turing test, but in reality, it is insufficient to test 
because people distinguish when playing with a person or a machine. 
Until now, no program has been developed that can pass the Turing test 
(Armstrong, 2015). Machines can execute programs with stunning ca-
pacity, depth, and accuracy just as long as they work within a specified 
set of functions. 

None of the abovementioned technological possibilities can be com-
pared with Soft Skills. Computer science experts doubt that such a 
comparison can be possible in the future. This may be due to the fact that 
when comparing the capabilities of technology with the Soft Skills that 
Massaro et al. (2016) deem most significant, the superiority of Soft Skills 
over AI is clear. 

Machines cannot create ideas, make culturally appropriate decisions 
for specific circumstances, or draft communication that may be widely 
shared. All these human abilities can be designed and made similar, but 
they remain weak in the face of the human capacity to understand a new 
context, analyze it, creatively consider a solution to communicate it and 
share a vision with another group of people. Thinking about imitation 
from a human perspective, it is not about replacing people with ma-
chines, but about creating spaces for coexistence. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is accelerating the integration process be-
tween technology platforms, processors and remote work. Companies 
have begun to implement new strategies using technology platforms. 
Zoom use has grown from 10 million to 200 million daily users during 
the pandemic (March–August 2020). At the same time, organizations 
have realized that establishing etiquette rules for virtual meetings is es-
sential (Clark, 2020). Yet, although there are autonomous robots that 
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interact with a variety of environments and therefore must be able to 
deliberate in order to achieve objectives, these deliberated actions are 
motivated by external agents who program them with a view toward 
achieving a specific goal. 

To date, no field or industry takes autonomy as an intrinsic motivation 
of robots. This creates significant consequences for the future of work, 
especially in terms of a broad and profound understanding of managerial 
work in organizations (Scalzo, 2018), making proposals for appropriate, 
harmonious interaction between people and technological use far more 
urgent. 

The Future of Work 

The future of work is unimaginable without technology. Current con-
ditions require extensive technological knowledge with high potential 
that this trend will increase in near future. At the same time, studies are 
identifying kinds of work that are important and will be irreplaceable 
and all these jobs have a high component of Soft Skills and are in high 
demand (Anthony & Garner, 2016; Piercy & Steele, 2016). 

Meanwhile, programs focused on promoting Soft Skills in training 
programs in companies and at educational institutions, especially in 
business schools, which were stubbornly reluctant to teach Soft Skills for 
the last decades (Lepeley & Albornoz, 2013, Lepeley, 2016) are now 
emphasizing Soft Skills training and education (Massaro et al., 2016; 
Lepeley, 2017). 

In spite of evidence that technology is and will be a relevant topic in the 
future of work, and regardless of the current pandemic crisis that forced 
companies to increase the use of technology, the consequences of tech-
nology on the future of work cannot yet be fully anticipated. However, it 
may be speculative to say that the future of managerial action would be 
less exposed to risks of being replaced by AI, mainly because those rely 
more heavily on Soft Skills where the role of humans in decision-making is 
irreplaceable. Of course, AI facilitates decision-making but it does not 
replace it. Without human will, ethical decision-making is impossible 
because prudential criteria always originates in human actions and 
depends on the will of person who designs a tool or uses it. 

AI is still far removed from what prudential acts are. At the present 
time, AI can gather information and evaluate it exclusively according to 
human criteria which are predictive, instead of defining elements that 
may contain omissions by design, because of the agent’s failure to con-
sider all relevant circumstances and effects. The distinction between 
theoretical and practical reason is important for eliminating actions 
deteriorating into pure speculation or mindless execution, as AI 
would do. 
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Furthermore, despite the possibility of developing Soft Skills in a 
system, the dedication and service that human work implies, and are 
required to make context-appropriate decisions that include creativity 
and human freedom, cannot be replaced. 

The future of work is unimaginable without humans at its center. And 
this requires a common effort to discover what specifically distinguishes 
human nature (Bertolaso & Rocchi 2020). As technological advances 
intrude further in the human dimension and direction of substitution, 
human beings should aim to secure their space in the future of work 
putting technology in its appropriate place. And this task calls for in-
tensive and extensive research about interactions of Soft Skills and AI. 

Notes  
1 Retrieved from: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/artificial%20 

intelligence  
2 https://www.gps.gov/  
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