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AI is already on the shop floor. Demand forecasting, staff scheduling, inventory alerts,

chatbot-handled returns — the tools are here, and more are coming. But here's the uncomfortable

truth for retail: the technology isn't what will separate good managers from bad ones. It never really

was.

As I wrote in *Dirty Data*: "AI will not replace managers. But it will replace the era in which managers

could succeed without understanding data." And: "AI will not fix weak decision-making cultures. It will

scale them."

What AI does is remove the busywork that let mediocre managers hide. When a machine can build

the schedule, count the stock, and flag the reorder, the manager's actual job gets exposed — and it

was never really about the tasks. It was about the people and the judgement calls a system can't

make.

Here's what that split looks like in practice — and, importantly, where it doesn't split cleanly at all.

McKinsey puts a number on what's at stake: organisations with strong managers realise 21

times greater total shareholder return than those with weak ones. The judgement gap isn't a

soft HR concern. It's a shareholder-return concern.

The Bad Manager

• Treats AI tools as optional homework. Ignores the demand forecast, overrides the reorder

suggestion on gut feel, then blames the system when shelves are empty or overstocked.

• Uses AI as an excuse to disengage from people. Lets the chatbot handle every complaint,

never walks the floor, doesn't know their team beyond a name on a schedule.

• Can't explain a decision. When a KPI dips, they have no read on why — no read on the

customer, no read on the team, and no read on the data either.

• Resists change out of fear, not judgement. Not because the tool is wrong for the situation, but

because learning it feels threatening — and they'd rather protect that feeling than admit it.

• Stopped learning years ago. Whatever got them promoted a decade back is still their whole

playbook. They've mistaken tenure for competence.

The Average Manager

• Uses AI tools competently but passively. Runs the reports, follows the recommendations,

keeps operations steady. Nothing breaks, nothing improves.

• Manages people fine, but generically. Standard coaching, standard recognition, no real read on

what motivates each individual.

• Reacts to problems instead of anticipating them. Waits for the dashboard to flag an issue

rather than sensing it from the floor.

• Sees AI and people management as separate jobs. Does the tech part in the office, the people

part on the floor, and never connects the two.

• Learns when told to, not because they want to. Will sit through the training. Won't go looking for

the next thing on their own.
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The Great Manager (AI Era)

1. Judgement over automation. They treat every AI recommendation as an input, not an answer. A

restock suggestion is a starting point — they layer in local knowledge (a school holiday, a competitor

closing, a community event) that no algorithm has. AI handles the "what the data says." The manager

handles the "what the data's missing."

2. Time reinvested in people, not saved for nothing. The hours AI frees up from scheduling and

reporting go straight back into the team — coaching underperformers, developing high-potential staff,

having the conversations that actually change behaviour. If AI saves you three hours a week and you

spend them on email, you've missed the point entirely.

3. Fluency without dependency. They know how the tools work well enough to question them,

catch errors, and explain outputs to their team in plain language. They're not intimidated by the tech,

and they're not blindly obedient to it either.

4. Reads people the way AI reads data. The best managers now apply the same rigour to human

signals that they apply to sales dashboards — noticing disengagement early, spotting who's ready for

more responsibility, sensing customer mood on the floor. This is the skill AI can't replicate and won't

replace: pattern recognition in people, not just numbers.

5. Translates insight into action, fast. AI can tell you conversion dropped on Tuesdays. A great

manager is the one who's already on the floor Tuesday, watching why, and fixing it that afternoon —

not waiting for next month's report to confirm what they should have caught in real time.

6. Never stops being a student. Not formal study, necessarily — but a habit of asking "what don't I

know yet, and who can teach me?" The best managers treat every new tool, every new hire, every

customer complaint as information about a gap in their own understanding. That habit, more than any

single skill, is what keeps them ahead of the curve rather than replaced by it.

The Grey Area — Because People Aren't a Scorecard

It would be tidy to say good managers do X, Y, Z and bad managers don't. Real people don't sort that

cleanly.

A manager can be brilliant with people and genuinely hopeless with a tablet. Is that a bad manager,

or a good manager with a fixable skills gap? A manager can be excellent with the AI tools and still be

cold, political, or checked out with their team. Is that a good manager, or just a good operator? A

manager can be a slow learner on new systems but the fastest read in the building on when a

customer's about to walk out unhappy. Which matters more? Someone might be a great manager on

a good day and an average one under stress — and most retail days are stress days.

There's no single formula here, and anyone telling you there is one is selling something. What's fair to

say is this: the attributes that matter most — judgement, people-reading, willingness to keep learning

— are relatively stable traits. Tool proficiency is not. It's learnable, and it's learnable fast, if the person

is willing. That distinction matters a lot for what you do next with someone who's struggling.
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The Senior Manager Who Isn't a Reader, Isn't Computer Literate
— What Now?

This is the part of the conversation people avoid because it's uncomfortable, so let's not avoid it.

Retail has plenty of managers — often senior, often extremely good at the job for twenty or thirty

years — who didn't grow up with a screen in their hand, aren't confident readers of long technical

material, and have quietly avoided the software rollouts for years by leaning on a deputy or an

assistant to handle "the computer stuff."

Three things are true at once here, and all three matter:

1. Digital literacy is not the same thing as management ability.. Someone who can

de-escalate an angry customer in ninety seconds, who has the trust of every till operator in the

building, and who can smell a stock discrepancy before the report even runs, has real and rare

skill. None of that shows up in a system-login count.

2. But the job is changing whether that's fair or not.. If the role increasingly requires reading a

dashboard, interpreting an AI-generated forecast, or training staff on a new tool, someone who

genuinely cannot do that — and won't learn — will eventually be unable to do the job as it's now

defined. That's not a character judgement. It's a mismatch between the role and the person, and it

needs to be named honestly rather than managed around forever.

3. "Won't learn" and "hasn't been taught properly" are very different problems, and most
companies don't bother to tell them apart.. A lot of what looks like technophobia in an

experienced store manager is actually a training system built for digital natives — fast-paced

e-learning modules, jargon-heavy interfaces, no one willing to sit with them for an hour. McKinsey

found that middle managers "can be the most burned-out employees in an organization — but

they are often the last to get a coach," and that training, when it does arrive, is "far too often

monthly or annual 'check the box' exercises." Give an experienced manager a patient teacher and

a reason to care, and most of them learn faster than people expect. The ones who genuinely won't

try are rare — but they exist, and pretending otherwise isn't fair to their team either.

The honest path is: assess the person, invest properly in getting them there if the will is present, and

have a straight conversation if it isn't — rather than letting them quietly under-perform for years while

everyone works around it.

And a word on the reflex to "just train everyone on the tools": there's no stable standard to train to.

That McKinsey piece was written in 2023 — three years ago, which in AI terms is a different era.

Product life cycles now move so fast that a tool can be dead before the training programme built

around it even surfaces. Lotus 1-2-3's Windows version arrived in late 1991, four years after Excel for

Windows, into a market already lost — dead before it arrived. Today's AI tools turn over faster still.

Tellingly, McKinsey's own prescription for middle-manager capability — executing strategy, solving

complex problems, communicating effectively, coaching direct reports — contains zero tool

proficiency. What endures is judgement and the willingness to keep learning, not proficiency with this

quarter's interface.
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What Does "Computer Literate" Actually Mean for a Retail
Manager?

This gets used as a vague label, which makes it useless as a hiring or development bar. Here's a

concrete standard — five tasks that, if a manager can do them without help, is a fair line for "proficient

enough for the AI-era store floor":

1. Read and act on an AI-generated report.. Open the weekly sales/stock dashboard, identify

the one number that matters most, and explain in one sentence what they'll do differently because

of it.

2. Override a system recommendation and document why.. Change an AI-suggested order

quantity or schedule and leave a clear note explaining the real-world reason — this proves

judgement and tool fluency together.

3. Troubleshoot a basic input error.. Recognise when a report looks wrong (a stock count that

can't be right, a schedule with a gap) and know the first two steps to check before escalating it.

4. Communicate a system output to someone else, in plain language.. Explain a chatbot log,

a forecast, or a KPI dashboard to a staff member with zero technical background, without reading

jargon off the screen.

5. Learn a new tool from a short walkthrough without a shadow.. Given a five-minute demo of

a new feature or app, use it unsupervised the same day — even imperfectly. This tests learning

agility rather than existing knowledge, and it's the single best predictor of whether someone will

keep up as tools keep changing.

Notice none of these require coding, or even much typing speed. They test judgement applied

through a tool — which is exactly the era we're in.

Will AI Actually Reduce Retail Staff? An Honest Answer

Short answer: it will change the shape of the workforce more than it shrinks total headcount

everywhere — but yes, in some roles and some stores, it probably will reduce numbers, and it's worth

being straight about that rather than pretending otherwise.

We've been here before. When computers were first introduced in the 1980s, management never

took the excess capacity of the staff the machines replaced and found higher-value positions for

them. In some cases managers were penalised for thinking outside the box; quite frankly, most never

had the lateral thinking to find new value for those employees in the first place. That will repeat itself

today: the efficient, defensible move in any single quarter is to cut headcount where AI has removed

manual work. The move that actually protects the business long-term is to identify the real constraint

— usually customer experience, trust, and judgement, not data processing — and reinvest the freed

capacity there.

As Eliyahu Goldratt argued in *The Haystack Syndrome*, most organisations are drowning in data

but starved of information — the real constraint is clarity, not information. AI in retail mostly solves a

data problem stores genuinely had too much of and not enough insight from. The question is whether

leaders reinvest what AI frees up into the constraint that matters, or simply cut it away. Whether
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companies do that depends far more on leadership discipline than on the technology itself.

My honest view: some reduction in transactional, low-judgement retail roles is close to inevitable over

the next few years — self-checkout, chat-based service, and automated inventory have already been

eating into those roles for a while, and AI just accelerates it. But the manager layer this article is

about is different. The stronger a manager's judgement and people-skills, the less replaceable they

are, because that's precisely the part AI can't do. The risk isn't that good managers get replaced by

AI. It's that mediocre managers, who were coasting on tasks AI now does better, get exposed — and

some of them won't survive that exposure. Not because AI took their job, but because it removed the

cover that was hiding a real gap.

The Bottom Line

AI is raising the floor on operations and raising the bar on people leadership at the same time. It's

making average operational management free — any store can now forecast, schedule, and reorder

well. What it can't do is replace a manager who reads their team, makes the judgement calls the data

can't, and turns insight into action before the report even lands.

The managers who struggle in this era won't be the ones who are bad with technology. They'll be the

ones who were always weak on people and used the old admin workload as cover for it. AI just

removed the cover.

The ones who excel won't be the most technical. They'll be the ones who let AI do the counting so

they can do the leading — and who never stopped treating their own skills as a work in progress.

Sources: McKinsey & Company, "Activating middle managers through capability building" (Emily Field, Bryan Hancock, Marc

Metakis, Donnie Stuart), September 2023. The 21x TSR figure is McKinsey's, cited in that article. Quotations on burnout,

coaching, and "check the box" training are McKinsey's wording.


