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“They left because the tools, in a specific and
unintended way, made the role smaller.”

1. The Quiet Departure

The finance director's dashboard has never looked better. Cycle times down by a third,
error rates halved, the team producing work that would have required twice the
headcount eighteen months ago. The agent stack is doing exactly what the business case
promised. And in the last quarter, three of her five strongest people have resigned.

Their exit interviews are polite and vague — "looking for new challenges," "time for a
change." None mentions compensation. The offers they have accepted are lateral at best.
What the exit interviews do not say, because no one has yet found the professional
language for it, is this: I no longer recognise myself in the work.

This is not the Great Resignation revisited. That wave, cresting in 2021 and 2022, was
about conditions — burnout, remote-work flexibility, managers who treated
pandemic-era loyalty as a given. It responded to conventional levers: better pay, better
policies, better management. The departure pattern now emerging in agent-augmented
functions is structurally different. It does not respond to those levers, because the thing
that is leaking is not satisfaction. It is professional identity.

2. The Arc That Nobody Modelled

The pattern repeats with uncomfortable consistency across functions — legal, finance,
strategy, software engineering, procurement. An organisation deploys agent capabilities
into a knowledge-work function. The first phase is genuinely exhilarating. Practitioners
who spent hours on research synthesis, first-draft production, data reconciliation, or
routine analysis find that work completed in minutes. Productivity metrics spike.
Satisfaction surveys, run too early, register enthusiasm.

Then the arc bends. The practitioner's day quietly reorganises itself around a different set
of activities: reviewing agent output, approving drafts, validating recommendations,
flagging exceptions. The cognitive signature of the work shifts from creation to
verification, from authoring to editing, from solving to checking. For a senior professional
whose identity is built on the accumulated craft of doing the work — the instinct for
where a model breaks, the feel for a client's unspoken concern, the ability to structure
ambiguity into a solvable problem — this shift is experienced not as efficiency but as
hollowing.



LEADERSHIP BOOK SERIES · No. 132 The Retention Crisis Nobody Predicted

© WhereBeyond, 2024–2025 Giovanni Leonardi 3

The hollowing has a specific mechanism. It is not that the work has become easier —
verification carries its own cognitive load, and gets it wrong often enough to matter. It is
that the work no longer develops the practitioner. The feedback loop between effort and
mastery, which is the engine of professional growth, has been disrupted. A junior analyst
who once learned financial modelling by building hundreds of models from first principles
now learns it by reviewing models an agent has built — and the learning is thinner,
because the struggle that encoded the knowledge has been removed.

3. Why Compensation Cannot Reach This Problem

The instinctive leadership response — match the counter-offer, accelerate the
promotion, add a retention bonus — misdiagnoses the condition. We are fluent in
retention as a compensation problem; we are far less fluent in retention as an identity
problem.

The distinction matters operationally. A compensation gap shows up in benchmarking
data. An identity gap shows up in conversations that most organisations are not
structured to have — and in the departure of people who cannot fully articulate why they
are leaving. I have watched senior leaders present exit-interview summaries with genuine
puzzlement: We paid above market. We promoted ahead of schedule. We gave them the
best tools. Why did they leave?

They left because the tools, in a specific and unintended way, made the role smaller. Not
smaller in output — output has never been higher — but smaller in craft. The work that
once defined their professional distinctiveness now arrives pre-drafted. Their years of
hard-won judgement are compressed into approval clicks on outputs they did not create.
The growth path is unclear because the intermediate roles — the rungs they climbed, the
apprenticeship stations where capability was built — have been automated first.

Compensation addresses the question Am I paid fairly for what I do? The identity crisis
addresses a prior question: Is what I do still something I recognise as mine?

The tempting counterargument is that this is simply the adjustment curve that
accompanies any major tooling change — that professionals resisted the spreadsheet,
resisted email, resisted the smartphone, and adapted each time. The analogy is reassuring
but imprecise. Previous waves of tooling automated the administrative substrate of
professional work — the filing, the calculating, the communicating — while leaving the
cognitive core intact. A lawyer who moved from paper research to digital databases was
still doing the intellectual work of legal analysis; the tool changed the speed, not the
nature. Agent augmentation is different in kind because it operates on the cognitive core
itself — the drafting, the analysis, the synthesis, the reasoning. When the tool automates
not the periphery of the craft but the craft itself, the adjustment is not to a new
instrument. It is to a new identity.

The disruption is not to productivity. It is to the mechanism by which professionals
become expert — and by which they experience the work as theirs.



LEADERSHIP BOOK SERIES · No. 132 The Retention Crisis Nobody Predicted

© WhereBeyond, 2024–2025 Giovanni Leonardi 4

4. The Growth-Path Collapse

The most underestimated dimension of this problem is structural, not emotional. In a
traditional knowledge-work function, the career path runs through a series of
progressively complex tasks. A junior consultant learns to build a slide deck before
learning to lead a workstream before learning to manage a client relationship. Each level
requires mastering the one below it. The pyramid has an internal logic: you cannot skip
levels because the skill at each level is prerequisite to the next.

Agent augmentation has disrupted this pyramid from the bottom. The tasks that formed
the first two or three levels of professional development — the research, the drafting, the
modelling, the reconciliation — are the tasks most amenable to automation. The
entry-level professional is now asked to operate at a level of review and judgement that
previously required years of foundational practice.

Some manage it. Many do not — and the ones who struggle are not failing at the new role;
they are failing to become the professional they would have become through the old
development path. This is a pipeline problem with a long fuse. The organisations that are
losing senior talent to identity erosion today will discover, in three to five years, that they
are also short of the mid-level capability they assumed the pipeline would produce.

The pattern I have observed in functions that see this clearly is a deliberate decision to
preserve — or reconstruct — what might be called craft stations: points in the career path
where the professional does the foundational work themselves, not as a productivity
exercise but as a development one. An architecture firm that requires junior architects to
hand-draw structural concepts before the parametric tools produce the buildable
version. A legal practice where trainees draft arguments from statute before reviewing
agent-generated briefs. The output at these stations is slower. That is the point.

5. What Re-Anchoring Actually Looks Like

The leadership response that holds people is neither Luddite nostalgia nor relentless
optimisation. It is a clear-eyed renegotiation of what the role is for — and an honest
acknowledgement that not every role survives the renegotiation.

The organisations handling this well share three characteristics, none of which appears in
a standard retention playbook:

They redefine the role around what compounds humanly. In an agent-augmented
function, certain capabilities appreciate over time and certain capabilities depreciate. The
capabilities that depreciate are those the agents replicate: pattern-matching, first-draft
production, routine analysis. The capabilities that appreciate are those that require
accumulated human context: client relationships built over years, the ability to navigate
organisational politics, the judgement to know when the agent's confident output is
confidently wrong, the capacity to teach and develop others. The roles that retain their
best people are the ones explicitly redesigned around the appreciating capabilities — with
job descriptions, performance criteria, and promotion pathways that reflect the redesign,
not merely a memo announcing it.
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They are honest about roles that will not survive. Not every knowledge-work role can be
re-anchored. Some roles existed primarily to perform the tasks that agents now perform,
and no amount of redesign changes that. The humane response is not to pretend
otherwise — it is to name the transition, resource it properly, and lead it as a workforce
transition rather than managing it as a morale problem. The organisations that handle
this worst are the ones that maintain the fiction of unchanged roles while the work
quietly empties out beneath the title.

They invest in identity infrastructure. Communities of practice, mentoring structures,
professional development that is genuinely developmental rather than
compliance-driven, and — critically — time and space for the kind of work that builds
professional identity even when it is not the most efficient route to the deliverable. This is
not soft management. It is the hard recognition that an enterprise whose professionals do
not identify with their work will lose those professionals — and that replacing them, in a
market where the same hollowing is happening everywhere, is not the straightforward
hiring exercise it once was.

6. The Workforce Transition We Are Not Leading

The deepest failure is one of categorisation. Organisations are treating agent-augmented
retention as a talent-management problem — solvable with better packages, better
managers, better culture initiatives. It is, in fact, a workforce-transition problem — closer
in nature to the structural shifts that accompanied offshoring or the move from
mainframe to distributed computing than to a cyclical turnover spike.

Workforce transitions require a different set of leadership muscles: strategic workforce
planning that models which roles will exist in three years and which will not; investment
in reskilling that is genuine rather than performative; honest communication about what
is changing and why; and the willingness to make decisions about organisational
structure that are uncomfortable in the short term but prevent a capability cliff in the
medium term.

The question is not whether agent augmentation changes the nature of knowledge work.
It already has. The question is whether leadership treats that change as a retention
problem to be managed or a workforce transition to be led. The organisations getting this
right are doing the latter — and they remain the minority.

The retention crisis that nobody predicted is not, in the end, a crisis of departure. It is a
crisis of meaning — and meaning, unlike compensation, cannot be benchmarked,
packaged, or counter-offered. It can only be rebuilt, role by role, by leaders willing to be
honest about what has changed and deliberate about what comes next.


