Guest editorial: The architecture of
accountability: algorithmic autonomy
and the discipline of stewardship

Introduction part I: The Blueprint of complicity

For decades, the competency paradigm has served as a dominant boundary condition in
leadership theory. Predicated on the assumption that organizational outcomes are the
determinative outcomes of personal agency and interpersonal dynamics, models such as
transformational leadership (Bass, 1985) and leader—member exchange (LMX; Graen and
Uhl-Bien, 1995) have tended to bracket a leader’s interpersonal traits from the performance
realities of the architectures leaders authorize. As a result, these frameworks can be structurally
underspecified for the present moment: the rise of the algorithmic agent as a primary
organizational actor whose effects are mediated through scale, opacity and automated

optimization.

Grounding our inquiry into sociotechnical systems (STS) theory (Trist, 1981), this volume
treats leadership in the AT era as an emergent property of interaction between social actors and
technical infrastructures. We argue that a traditional unit of analysis in organization
development (OD), the leader’s mindset, no longer suffices on its own when algorithmic
architectures function as consequential organizational actors. Following Drucker’s (1954)
framing of management as a social organ responsible for institutional performance, we move
beyond a primarily utilitarian inquiry into how leaders use Al to improve productivity and
instead examine how organizational responsibility is operationalized, or surrendered, through

the architectures that leaders authorize.

The urgency of this critique is no longer theoretical; it is being adjudicated in real time
(Grabenstein, 20264, b). As seen in the 2026 landmark trial in Los Angeles, Meta’s CEO was
confronted with alleged systemic outcomes of Instagram’s architecture, sharpening what this
volume terms the performance gap between stated values and observable results (Tan, 2026).
mirror test” offers a governance-relevant ethic for this gap: ethics requires that a
leader’s actions remain compatible with the person they can live with seeing “in the mirror”
each morning (Drucker, 1999/2005). When leaders authorize systems of infinite reach yet
represent the resulting harms as operationally intractable (too complex, too diffuse or too
difficult to govern), the managerial posture shifts from stewardship to authorization without

.

Drucker’s

effective oversight, leaving a social organ unmanaged at scale.

The Kaplan Paradox as a structural breach

We anchor this inquiry in the “Kaplan Paradox”: a condition in which a leader’s systemic
liability expands in direct proportion to algorithmic reach, even as operational transparency,
and thus perceived managerial control, diminishes. The paradox is sustained by shadow text:
layers of algorithmic operation that are functionally inaccessible to the human agent. When
leaders authorize opaque architectures through a digital “click-to-approve” autonomy, they
define an automated reality while remaining legally and socially tethered to its outcomes.
As Griffin (2025) demonstrates, this “black box” can mask the deliberate ethical agency of
developers — agency that management has a professional duty to govern. In agency-theoretic
terms, leaders remain principals even when decision rights are delegated to technical agents;
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delegation changes monitoring and incentives, not responsibility for outcomes (Eisenhardt,
1989). By failing to embed the ecosystems of responsibility advocated by Stahl (2023), leaders
enter a governance mode that resembles an ethical exception (Agamben, 2005), in which
normal expectations for explanation, auditability and duty of care are suspended in practice.
Reliance on delegation that is not readily auditable constitutes a structural breach of the duty of
care, rendering leadership responsible for systemic malfunction, even when leaders
experience diminished operational visibility.

The architecture of accountability: a diagnostic audit
The papers in this part provide the diagnostic and statutory components required to repair this
professional breach.

(1) The audit (Seema; Khassawneh): Governance begins with the diagnostic identification
of systemic “cracks” in which the machine becomes a site of human harm.

(2) Therule-book (Al Harrasi; Billsberry): Correction requires a fundamental remapping
of organizational authority, reconceptualizing the leader’s role not as a manager of
behavior but as a manager of authorization logic.

(3) The SOPs (Henderson; Sposato): Stewardship is transformed from a vague leadership
trait into a measurable, auditable organizational reality through standard operating
procedures (SOPs) for system maintenance.

(4) Material externalities (Aratjo; Sadiku-Dushi): The audit must finally account for
ecological denial. The CARE Governance Framework functions as a technical hard
wall, operationalizing the evaluation of material costs and providing the structural
resolution required for sustainable stewardship.

Introduction part II: The control room (the manual override)

If Part I provides the diagnostic audit of the “Kaplan Paradox”, Part II turns to the rigorous
technical labor of the active steward, managing not only people but also the integrity of the
systems through which power is exercised within the organizational control room (Drucker,
2010). Within this frame, we explicitly reject the managerial sedative — the assumption that
empathy or culture alone can resolve the Kaplan Paradox. Empathy without systemic
maintenance is not governance; it is performance.

Although Drucker did not live to see the Al era, his core claim remains germane: managers
are responsible for designing institutions to produce specific results and for maintaining the
legitimacy of those results through disciplined practice (Drucker, 1954, 1973). Extending this
legacy, we shift the unit of analysis from a conventional human-in-the-loop (HIL) model to a
machine-in-the-human-loop (MIL) architecture, in which algorithmic agents are treated as
subordinate within a shell of human stewardship (Shneiderman, 2022), maintaining that shell
requires more than leadership style. It requires algorithmic discretion as a digital evolution of
street-level discretion: practical judgment applied to mitigate the rigidity and externalities of
rule-bound systems under real-world conditions (Lipsky, 1980).

In this control room view, the leader must serve as the conscience of the architecture.
Refilling the managerial vacancy created by automated delegation requires three stewardship
postures derived from Drucker’s functionalist ethics:

Mirror test. The mirror test operates as a hard constraint against the “I didn’t know”
defense: if a leader authorizes an agent that acts in ways the leader would not personally
endorse, the leader has failed in self-management (Drucker, 1999/2005).

Feedback analysis. Feedback analysis operationalizes accountability as a method: leaders
must declare the system’s intent, compare expected outcomes with actual results and
intervene, via manual override, when the two diverge (Drucker, 1999/2005).
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making the future rather than inheriting it by default (Drucker, 1954, 1973). In this sense, the Organization
“don’t poke the bear” posture is not prudence but abdication: leaders cannot be passengers in Development
machines they built but refuse to drive (Woffard, 2022). Journal

When managers do not assume this architectural responsibility, a vacancy forms: a vacuum
of integrity in which both steward and user are reduced to cogs within a system whose defaults
become destiny (Trist, 1981). The papers in this part examine the mechanisms by which
organizations can reclaim agency through the technical labor of algorithmic discretion, re-
establishing the manual override as a professional duty rather than an optional intervention.
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Reclaiming agency: the manual override

Management discipline in the Al era is defined by the manual override. We define algorithmic
discretion as the digital evolution of street-level discretion required to mitigate the inherent
rigidity of automated rule sets.

(1) Alcrafting: (Zu) identifies the leader’s mandatory technical right to adjust algorithmic
outputs to fluid social realities and

(2) Logic-audit safety valve (Sharma) operationalizes human intuition not as a soft
feeling, but as the active steward’s final, high-stakes check against systemic collapse.

The human sensor layer
To govern the machine loop, the steward requires constant telemetry.

(1) Distributed agency: (Biswas) provides a framework for orchestrating a hybrid
network that serves as a sensor layer for cultural friction and

(2) Creative self-efficacy (Aljuhmani) operationalizes human creative engagement as a
systemic diagnostic; a drop in engagement serves as a telemetry signal that the
architecture has become misaligned.

Together, they signal precisely when the architecture requires an active override.

The global bill: from literacy to liability

The greatest vulnerability of the system architect is operational opacity. As Zuboff (2019)
warns, the ultimate cost of algorithmic governance is the erosion of the right to the future tense,
the human capacity to act with intent.

(1) Digital literacy as ethical liability (Jiang): establishes literacy not as a technical skill
but as a macro-level benchmark for ethical liability. Literacy is the only mechanism
capable of piercing the invisibility of the Kaplan Paradox; without it, stewardship is
rendered impossible, and complicity shifts from accidental to negligent.

(2) National financial stability (Hasnat): frames governance as a jurisdictional
requirement. Without it, both the steward and the user forfeit their capacity for
directed agency, surrendering the future to the default settings of an unmanaged
system.

Conclusion

Together, this two-volume collection moves beyond the traditional boundaries of the
competency paradigm to establish a formal architecture of accountability. By integrating the
diagnostic rigor of an institutional audit with the functional requirements of the active steward,
these papers provide a theoretical and practical roadmap for reclaiming agency within
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machine-mediated organizations. This transition, from managing interpersonal behavior to
governing authorization logic, is not merely a technical adjustment; it is a fundamental
evolution of the leadership duty of care.

The Kaplan Paradox reminds us that as algorithmic reach expands, the vacuum of integrity
created by automated delegation can no longer be filled by managerial sedatives or
performative ethics. Instead, it requires the rigorous, technical labor of algorithmic discretion
and the operational reality of the manual override. Ultimately, the control room is defined
throughout this special issue as not only a technical mechanism of absolute authority but also a
site of professional responsibility requiring the discipline of practice, where the machine is
brought back under the stewardship of the human hand and the institutional conscience.

Christine Haskell
Carson School of Business, Washington State University, Pullman, Washington, USA
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