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“People will forget what you said, people will forget what 
you did, but people will never forget how you made them 
feel.” 
 
Maya Angelou, American Author and Activist 

The 'SIB Students' Economic Forum' is designed to kindle interest in the minds of the younger 
generation. We highlight one theme in every monthly publication. The topic of discussion of this 

issue is Human Capabilities for the AI Age. 
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Artificial Intelligence has moved from the 
periphery to the very centre of human 
life. It recommends what we should 
watch, assists doctors in diagnosis, trades 
in financial markets, composes music, 
writes essays, and even generates art. For 
today’s students, this is both thrilling and 
terrifying. The thrilling part is obvious: 
never before has a generation had such 
powerful tools at its fingertips. But the 
terrifying part lurks in the same sentence 
- if machines can do all this, what is left 
for humans to do? 
 
It is not the first time societies have 
asked such questions. When steam 
engines appeared in the 18th century, 
the Luddites, skilled textile workers in 

England, smashed machines in fear of 
losing their livelihoods. And indeed, 
thousands of jobs vanished. When 
electricity spread across factories in the 
19th century, manual labourers 
wondered if they would be made 
redundant. When computers entered 
offices in the mid-20th century, armies of 
typists, bookkeepers, and clerks 
trembled at the thought of irrelevance. 
 
Yet history followed a familiar pattern. 
Technology destroyed some jobs but  

 

 

 

 

 

created others that were richer, more 
productive, and often more meaningful.  
The steam engine gave birth to railways, 
logistics, and global trade. Electricity 
unleashed the age of manufacturing, 
mass production, and domestic comfort.  
 
Computers eliminated certain clerical 
jobs but opened opportunities in 
software, design, data, and 
communication that no one could have 
predicted. The difference this time, many 
argue, is that AI reaches into the realm of 
cognition itself. Machines are no longer 
confined to repetitive manual labour or 
computational tasks; they are entering 
domains we once considered uniquely 
human - language, art, strategy, even 
creativity. That is why the AI Age feels 
different, more personal, more 
existential. 
 
So, what remains uniquely human? The 
answer is not found in coding skills 
alone. It lies in capabilities that machines 
cannot replicate - creativity, empathy, 
adaptability, collaboration, and 
purpose.  

 



2 

 

These are the qualities that distinguish 
human intelligence from artificial 
intelligence.  
 
Yet even these capabilities are fragile 
unless they are nurtured by structures 
and reinforced by incentives.  
 
Without structures, talent is inconsistent. 
Without incentives, even the best 
structures collapse. Together, 
capabilities, structures, and incentives 
form the foundation on which humans 
can thrive in the AI Age. 
 
Creativity and Empathy: Our Human 
Edge 
 
Creativity is the spark that machines 
cannot summon. An AI model can 
produce images in the style of Van Gogh 
or music reminiscent of Beethoven, but it 
does so by remixing patterns. It lacks the 
lived experience, the sudden leap, the 
imaginative risk that makes human 
creativity unpredictable and powerful. 
 
Consider Einstein, who imagined himself 
riding on a beam of light. That was not 
pattern recognition - it was an 
imaginative leap that reshaped physics. 
Or Steve Jobs, who insisted that 
technology must intersect with the 
liberal arts. He was not optimizing 
efficiency; he was weaving art, design, 
and technology into something 
profoundly new. 
 
Pixar, the animation studio, 
institutionalized creativity through what 
it called “Braintrust” meetings, where 
directors and storytellers openly 
critiqued one another’s work. The 

structure was designed not to punish but 
to liberate creativity. Without such 
environments, even the most 
imaginative ideas remain dormant. 
 
India offers another lesson in creativity: 
Jugaad. This Hindi word, often 
translated as “frugal innovation,” reflects 
a spirit of improvisation under 
constraints. Villagers who adapt diesel 
engines to pump water, entrepreneurs 
who design low-cost medical devices, 
students who find clever hacks for 
everyday problems - all demonstrate the 
human ability to invent in ways 
machines cannot. In the AI Age, the 
world will need both sophisticated labs 
and grassroots ingenuity. 
 
Alongside creativity, empathy remains 
uniquely human. Machines may analyse 
facial expressions and voice tones, but 
they cannot truly feel. They cannot 
experience the warmth of compassion or 
the sting of loss. Empathy is not data - it 
is connection. 

At Tata Memorial Hospital in Mumbai, AI 
tools assist doctors in diagnosing cancer. 
Yet it is the doctor, not the machine, who 
sits with the patient, holds their hand, 
and explains the journey ahead. That 
presence cannot be automated. In 
classrooms, an AI tutor may adaptively 
serve content, but it is the human 
teacher who senses a student’s insecurity 
and inspires confidence. In leadership, a 
dashboard may present performance 
metrics, but it is the empathetic manager 
who motivates a discouraged team. 
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For students, the lesson is clear: creativity 
and empathy are not optional “soft 
skills.” They are competitive advantages. 
In a world where algorithms perform 
analysis, it is the imaginative and the 
empathetic who will create enduring 
value. 
 
Adaptability, Collaboration, and 
Purpose 
 
The AI Age is marked by relentless 
change. Skills that are prized today may 
become obsolete tomorrow. This makes 
adaptability not just useful, but essential. 
 
India’s IT industry offers a vivid case. In 
the early 2010s, automation and cloud 
computing threatened to wipe out 
thousands of jobs. Companies like 
Infosys and TCS responded with massive 
reskilling programs. Engineers who had 
specialized in legacy coding were trained 
in data science, machine learning, and 
cybersecurity. Those who adapted 
flourished; those who resisted were left 
behind. Adaptability was not just a 
professional skill - it was a survival 
strategy. 
 
Psychologist Carol Dweck calls this the 
“growth mindset,” the belief that abilities 
can be developed through effort and 
learning. In contrast, a fixed mindset - 
believing abilities are innate - leads to 
stagnation. In the AI Age, growth 
mindset is indispensable. Students who 
view learning as a lifelong process, not a 
one-time degree, will be the ones to ride 
the waves of disruption. 
 
Collaboration, too, is a distinctly human 
strength. While machines may 
outperform individuals in speed or 
memory, they do not collaborate. 
Humans excel at building teams, telling 
stories, creating rituals, and aligning 
around shared goals. 
 
India’s Chandrayaan-3 mission illustrates 
this. Achieving a lunar landing at a 
fraction of the cost of other nations was 

not only a technological triumph but also 
a testament to teamwork. Scientists, 
engineers, project managers, and 
administrators worked together across 
disciplines, driven by a shared vision. 
That collaboration cannot be automated. 
 

 
Purpose gives direction to these 
capabilities. Humans do not live by 
efficiency alone. We crave meaning. 
Viktor Frankl, survivor of Nazi 
concentration camps, wrote in Man’s 
Search for Meaning: “Those who have a 
‘why’ to live, can bear almost any ‘how.’” In 
a world where AI threatens to reduce 
everything to optimization, purpose 
anchors us. 
 
Consider social entrepreneurs building 
financial inclusion in India through 
digital public infrastructure. Their work is 
not driven only by profit but by the 
purpose of widening access. Or climate 
activists using data and AI to fight global 
warming - they are motivated not by 
quarterly metrics but by the survival of 
the planet. Daniel Pink, in his book Drive, 
showed that autonomy, mastery, and 
purpose are more powerful motivators 
than money. The AI Age will accelerate 
this truth. 
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For students, the call is unmistakable: 
careers guided by purpose will outlast 
those guided only by pay-checks.  
 
Adaptability ensures survival, 
collaboration ensures success, and 
purpose ensures significance. 
 
Role of Structures:  
Scaffolding Human Potential 
 
Capabilities are fragile without 
structures. Many people are creative for a 
week, empathetic when convenient, 
adaptable when forced, and purposeful 
when inspired. But without structure, 
these qualities wither under distraction, 
fatigue, or pressure. Structures are the 
scaffolding that sustain human 
capabilities. 

Routines are one such structure. Morning 
rituals of reflection, dedicated hours for 
deep work, scheduled downtime - these 
are not trivial habits but anchors in a 
chaotic world. They ensure creativity and 
empathy are expressed consistently, not 
sporadically. 
 
Environment design is another. A 
student who studies with a buzzing 
smartphone nearby is fighting a losing 
battle. By contrast, a distraction-free 
library or a self-imposed rule to keep 
devices out of sight makes focus easier. 
James Clear, in Atomic Habits, notes that 
environment shapes behaviour more 
powerfully than motivation. In an AI-
saturated world where algorithms 
compete for attention, designing 
environments that protect focus will be a 
decisive advantage. 
 
Feedback loops make growth 
sustainable. Athletes train with constant 
feedback; musicians practice with 
instructors; businesses thrive on 

customer reviews. Similarly, students and 
professionals must build feedback 
systems: peer study groups, mentorship 
circles, journals, or dashboards that track 
progress. Feedback is the mirror that 
reveals blind spots.  
 
Guardrails against drift are equally vital. 
AI makes life frictionless. With food at a 
tap, entertainment streaming endlessly, 
and assignments completed in minutes, 
convenience becomes addictive. But 
frictionless living often leads to drift - 
days lost to scrolling, potential wasted in 
comfort. Structures create intentional 
friction: deadlines, accountability 
partners, reflection rituals. They remind 
us that growth requires effort. 
 
Organizations have long relied on 
structures. Toyota’s Kaizen system, 
emphasizing continuous improvement, 
made innovation routine rather than 
occasional. In Indian education, 
structures like UPSC coaching or IIT 
entrance preparation rely on disciplined 
study patterns, peer accountability, and 
relentless testing. Students can borrow 
these lessons, building personal 
structures that turn aspiration into 
achievement. 
 
People Respond to Incentives 
 
If structures sustain behaviour, incentives 
direct it. Charlie Munger often said, 
“Show me the incentive, and I will show 
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you the outcome.” People respond to 
incentives, often more than to intentions. 
 
AI itself is shaped by incentives. Social 
media platforms optimize for 
engagement, and so algorithms serve 
outrage and addiction because those 
keep users scrolling. Clicks and watch-
time are rewarded, truth and well-being 
are not. People adapt to these incentives, 
often unconsciously. 
 
Workplaces demonstrate the same truth. 
If organizations reward only quarterly 
profits, employees cut corners, sacrificing 
long-term trust. If they reward 
innovation, creativity flourishes. If they 
value customer satisfaction, empathy 
thrives. If they encourage continuous 
learning, adaptability grows. Incentives 
explain why Wells Fargo employees 
opened fake accounts - because bonuses 
were tied to account numbers, not 
customer trust. Bad incentives create bad 
outcomes. 
 
At the policy level, incentives shape 
industries. India’s Production Linked 
Incentive (PLI) scheme encouraged 
investment in electronics manufacturing 
by rewarding companies for domestic 
production. Carbon credits incentivize 
firms to reduce emissions by attaching 
financial value to sustainability. 
Incentives, carefully designed, can 
redirect entire economies. 
 
At the personal level, students can build 
their own incentives. Reward yourself for 
consistency, not just last-minute 
cramming. Choose peer groups that 
celebrate effort, not shortcuts. Align your 
daily habits with long-term goals like 
health, mastery, and purpose rather than 
instant gratification. Incentives are not 
only external, but they can also be 
internalized. 
 
The 2008 financial crisis offers a 
cautionary tale. Banks rewarded reckless 
lending, traders were incentivized to 
package risky assets, and rating agencies 

were rewarded for complacency. The 
result was systemic collapse. Misaligned 
incentives at scale can devastate 
societies. In the AI Age, ensuring that 
algorithms and institutions are guided by 
incentives aligned with human 
flourishing will be one of the greatest 
challenges. 
 
Bringing It All Together 
 
Capabilities, structures, and incentives 
form a triangle of human thriving in the 
AI Age. Creativity, empathy, adaptability, 
collaboration, and purpose are the 
capabilities. Routines, environments, 
feedback loops, and guardrails are the 
structures. Rewards, recognition, and 
aligned motivations are the incentives. 
When these three converge, human 
potential flourishes. Creativity blooms in 
environments like Google’s “20% time,” 
where structures provide space and 
incentives reward innovation. Empathy 
thrives in healthcare systems that build 
structures for patient-first care and 
incentives that measure satisfaction, not 
just throughput.  
 

 
Adaptability grows when lifelong 
learning ecosystems are in place and 
when incentives make retraining 
worthwhile. Collaboration succeeds 
when team-based workflows are built 
and when incentives reward group 
achievement. Purpose endures when 
institutions remind us of the “why” and 
align incentives with impact. 
Without structure, even the most 
talented individuals drift into distraction. 
Without incentives, even the best 
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structures collapse into ritual. With both, 
human capabilities find expression, 
resilience, and growth. 
 
A Human-Centred Future 
 
The AI Age is not a contest between 
humans and machines. It is an invitation 
for humans to rediscover what makes us 
irreplaceable. Creativity, empathy, 
adaptability, collaboration, and purpose 
are not luxuries - they are survival skills. 
For students stepping into this new era, 
the message is clear: nurture these 
capabilities, build structures that turn 
them into habits, and align your 
incentives so that daily actions serve 
long-term goals. 
 
As Satya Nadella has said, “AI will not 
replace humans, but humans with AI will 
replace humans without AI.” The future 
belongs not to machines alone, but to 
humans who know how to harness them 
while holding fast to their humanity. 
Machines may be smart, but the future 
will still belong to the human spirit. And 
as Peter Drucker reminded us, “The best 
way to predict the future is to create it.” In 
the AI Age, creating the future begins 
with cultivating what is most deeply 
human. 
 
The Limits of AI: Why Machines Can’t 
Replace Human Judgment 
 
Artificial Intelligence dazzles with scale 
and speed, but its brilliance dims in 
ambiguity. Algorithms excel at pattern 
recognition, yet falter when nuance, 
ethics, or context enters the picture. A 
machine can draft a flawless legal 
contract, but it cannot interpret the 
social impact of a clause or anticipate 
how a judgment will resonate in a 
community. That remains the work of 
human lawyers, whose craft is as much 
about fairness as it is about law. 
 
Healthcare illustrates the same truth. AI 
systems already outperform radiologists 
in detecting certain anomalies, but 

diagnosis is only one step. Treatment 
requires weighing a patient’s emotional 
state, financial circumstances, and 
cultural background. Doctors make these 
decisions not simply by reading scans, 
but by reading people. It is empathy 
combined with judgment that makes 
medicine humane. 
 
Economist Amartya Sen framed 
development in terms of capabilities: the 
expansion of people’s freedoms to live 
the kind of lives they value. Efficiency 
alone does not capture dignity, fairness, 
or justice. AI, no matter how advanced, 
cannot assign value to human freedom 
or decide whose dignity matters most. 
That is the task of humans, guided by 
ethics. 
 
For students, the lesson is stark. 
Mastering AI tools is useful, but future-
proofing a career depends on 
developing the capacity to judge, to 
weigh competing values, and to decide 
responsibly. Machines will always be fast; 
humans must be wise. 
 
The Global Race: Nations, Talent, and 
the Human Dividend 
 
The contest over AI is not just between 
humans and machines; it is also between 
nations. Around the world, countries are 
scrambling to position themselves in this 
new era - through regulation, 
investment, and education. The 
strategies differ, but the stakes are the 
same: who will control the technologies, 
talent, and values of the future. 
 

 



7 

 

In the United States, the approach has 
been one of innovation tempered by 
growing regulation. Silicon Valley 
continues to drive breakthroughs in 
generative AI, but policymakers in 
Washington are increasingly wary of risks 
- from disinformation to bias to national 
security. The result is a push for 
“responsible AI,” a term that 
acknowledges both the promise and 
peril of these tools. 
 
Europe has taken regulation even 
further. The EU’s AI Act is the world’s first 
comprehensive attempt to classify AI 
applications by risk and to impose strict 
rules on high-risk systems. The European 
model emphasizes rights, privacy, and 
consumer protection. For Europeans, the 
goal is clear: AI should serve democracy, 
not undermine it. 
 
China, by contrast, has prioritized scale 
and control. Its investments in AI 
research, facial recognition, and 
surveillance technologies are vast. By 
embedding AI deeply into governance, 
manufacturing, and military systems, 
China seeks not just economic 
advantage but also geopolitical leverage. 
Yet this approach raises questions: at 
what cost to freedom, privacy, and 
human dignity? 
 
And then there is India - home to the 
world’s largest young population. More 
than 65 percent of Indians are under the 
age of 35. This demographic dividend 
could be the nation’s greatest strength 
or its greatest liability. The difference will 

depend on how effectively India invests 
in human capabilities. 
 
Policy initiatives like the National 
Education Policy (NEP 2020), the Skill 
India Mission, and the creation of Digital 
Public Infrastructure (such as UPI, ONDC, 
and Account Aggregators) are attempts 
to build both structures and incentives 
for growth. India’s Production Linked 
Incentive (PLI) scheme, by rewarding 
investment in manufacturing, is another 
example of incentives shaping industrial 
capability. These policies are not merely 
economic - they are signals about the 
future of human development in India. 
 
If India succeeds, it could become a 
global leader in the AI Age - not because 
it produces the cheapest labour, but 
because it develops the most adaptable, 
creative, and purposeful workforce. But if 
the country fails to skill its youth, the 
demographic dividend could turn into a 
demographic disaster, with millions 
unemployed or underemployed in an 
economy increasingly automated. 
 
For students, this national context 
matters. You are not only competing 
individually - but you are also part of a 
generation whose collective capability 
will shape India’s position in the global 
race. Nations may compete with 
technology, but the true competition is 
in human talent. Machines will be shared 
across borders, but it is human 
judgment, adaptability, and purpose that 
will decide which societies thrive. 
 
A Final Reflection 
 
The AI Age is therefore not just about 
tools; it is about choices. It is about the 
judgment to know what machines 
should and should not do, the wisdom to 
align incentives with human values, and 
the courage to prepare a generation for 
the responsibilities ahead. 
 
For students, this means embracing a 
dual responsibility. On the one hand, 
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master the tools of the future. On the 
other, deepen the timeless human 
capabilities that no machine can 
replicate. Creativity, empathy, 
adaptability, collaboration, and purpose - 
these are the foundation. Structures and 
incentives - routines, policies, feedback 
loops, and rewards - are the scaffolding. 
But judgment and collective vision are 
the compass. 

The future will not be written by 
machines alone. It will be authored by 
humans who know how to use machines 
wisely, who design systems that reward 
what is noble rather than what is cheap, 
and who insist that progress must serve 
people, not the other way around. That is 
the real race. And it is a race worth 
running. 
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