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Key Takeaways
AI  helps  with  structure  and  information,  but  cannot
replace human connection.
Great  coaching  requires  empathy,  accountability  and
emotional insight AI lacks today.
Human coaches listen deeply, ask better questions and
guide self-discovery.

AI career and life coaches are suddenly everywhere.

An HBR study of AI use cases shows ‘therapy’ at the top of the
list, followed closely by ‘finding purpose.’ Almost half of
Gen Z professionals claim they get better guidance from AI
than from their managers.

But should AI really be a substitute for human coaching? The
simple answer is: no, not yet. And maybe not ever.

Tools like ChatGPT may be invaluable assistants in researching
career pathways or building out business scenarios. But when
it comes to full-fledged career coaching, they also come with
significant  drawbacks.  Many  ill-fated  interactions  have
illustrated  precisely  how  AI  guidance  can  be  misguided,
disconnected – and even harmful.

As a certified executive coach and CEO of a people-centered
company, I would never use AI to replace a human coach. Good
coaching  is  as  much  about  the  relationships  built  as  the
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results achieved. Guiding and motivating people — and building
winning  teams  —  simply  isn’t  something  AI  alone  can
accomplish.

In my experience, these are the core human skills that aren’t
replicable — and why people need them to succeed.

Related: The Workplace Skills Every Leader Must Nurture in the
AI Era

1. Deep listening
Listening is a non-negotiable part of coaching — but how you
listen matters. I follow the Co-Active Training Institute’s
three  levels  of  listening  framework  (used  by  Columbia
University) to go beyond the surface-level listening we use in
everyday  conversation  (listening  to  respond  versus  more
concentrated communication).

At level three, you’re attuning to the whole person – not just
their words, but also their tone, body language and even their
pauses – aspects of communication that go well beyond the
reach of AI.

2.  Asking  questions  instead  of
providing answers
Many people assume business coaching is about giving expert
advice (and AI doesn’t hesitate here). But the best coaches
help people discover their own solutions, acting as a guide
rather than a director. They draw on their experiences and
intuition to frame open-ended questions that hit the right
nerve at the right time.

More importantly, they encourage people to do their own self-
discovery work more effectively than any automated follow-up
message ever could.
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Related: Think Managers Are Disposable? Think Again — The
‘Great Flattening’ Is Making Them More Essential Than Ever

3.  Avoiding  judgment  but  pushing
accountability
ChatGPT4 quickly became the ultimate ‘yes man,’ and while
validation can feel good (users asked for it back when this
feature was removed from ChatGPT5), it doesn’t always drive
personal  growth.  Great  coaches  balance  empathy  with
accountability, knowing when to nudge people out of their
comfort zone. I saw this play out in a recent leadership
meeting.

My team presented color-coded scorecards that revealed not
just  where  we  were  succeeding,  but  also  where  we  were
struggling. Their willingness to share both sides of the story
— not just the wins — reflected the kind of accountability
that makes real business growth possible.

4.  Having  difficult  conversations
people feel good about
Safety and accountability don’t always feel compatible, but
the best coaches bring them together. AI won’t call you out
(unless you prompt it to), but a good coach will show you they
care enough to challenge you.

But  here’s  the  critical  thing:  the  best  coaches  may  be
delivering  hard  truths,  but  they’ll  also  monitor  how  the
information is received, and adjust their tone and delivery
style so that the outcome feels not only more palatable, but
also actionable.
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5. Investing in growth
As a leader, effective coaching isn’t just about developing
strategy  and  solutions;  it’s  also  a  process  of  actively
supporting people in setting goals — and helping them work
toward  achieving  them.  When  team  members  see  that  you’re
invested  in  their  growth,  it’s  a  powerful  opportunity  to
develop  loyalty  and  trust,  which  often  results  in  higher
retention and greater collaboration on shared objectives.

Outsourcing that whole process to AI strips away one of the
biggest business benefits of human connection: productivity.

Related:  5  Ways  Leaders  Unconsciously  Sabotage  Their  Own
Success

Finding  a  balance  between  AI  and
human coaching
Despite all these advantages, the reality is that more people
are turning to AI tools like ChatGPT as a substitute for human
coaching.  Even  inside  the  coaching  industry,  norms  are
evolving.

Two-thirds of coaches are now using AI with their clients, and
nearly  half  have  built  their  own  app  or  digital  tool.
Personally,  I  use  AI  nearly  every  day.  It’s  a  remarkable
thought  partner,  and  it  helps  me  frame  issues,  uncover
insights from complex data, and explore solutions.

And I think this is precisely where AI can add value for all
of us seeking career guidance and feedback – as an extra layer
of context and support to augment the work of a human coach.

For example, AI is great in the discovery and data collection
stages of the coaching journey. It can provide a structured
line of questioning, and crunch huge amounts of data like job
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market trends, skills gaps and past performance to provide
precise, actionable feedback.

AI also excels at the admin side of coaching — the scheduling,
progress tracking, report generation and reminders that even
the best human coaches sometimes overlook.

And, unlike a human coach, AI is always on — for those times
between coaching sessions when background or input is needed
in the moment.

But this alone is not enough. Ideally, these AI efficiencies
free up human coaches to focus on the impactful, strategic
work only they can accomplish. It means they’re more available
to  provide  emotional  intelligence  and  empathy  for  complex
career decisions.

And it means they can be more present to pick up on the
multifaceted, non-verbal and emotional cues that AI simply
overlooks.

For me, that’s the true power of coaching — it reaches people
on a deeply human level. AI can streamline processes, distill
data and surface insights, but it can’t build trust, spark
confidence or look someone in the eye and remind them they’re
capable of more than they believe. That’s the work of a leader
— and it will always be more effective when delivered human to
human.

Key Takeaways
AI  helps  with  structure  and  information,  but  cannot
replace human connection.
Great  coaching  requires  empathy,  accountability  and
emotional insight AI lacks today.
Human coaches listen deeply, ask better questions and
guide self-discovery.



AI career and life coaches are suddenly everywhere.

An HBR study of AI use cases shows ‘therapy’ at the top of the
list, followed closely by ‘finding purpose.’ Almost half of
Gen Z professionals claim they get better guidance from AI
than from their managers.

But should AI really be a substitute for human coaching? The
simple answer is: no, not yet. And maybe not ever.
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