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Over the past few weeks, | have had the opportunity to participate in
several Meet the Author events and Barnes & Noble signings. On paper,
the job is simple: show up, bring books, sign them, say thank you, take a
few photos, and go home.

In reality, it has felt like something much more useful, especially when you
write about management in the age of Al.

Because when you put a book called Bots & Bosses on a table in a real
bookstore, the conversation rarely stays on the page. It turns into stories.
Personal ones. Work ones. Messy ones. Sometimes excited. Sometimes
anxious. Almost always honest.

And that is where the real value is.

At the Fairfax, VA. Barnes and Noble in Fair Lakes Promenade, the event
was literally positioned as a front-of-store meet-and-greet, the kind of
setup where you are not waiting for readers to find you; you are meeting
the store as it flows around you.

A week later, at the Barnes and Noble Shops at Stonewall location in
Gainesville, VA, it was an author signing for Bots & Brilliance, and the
conversations had that same familiar pattern: a handshake, a smile, a name
for the inscription, and then, almost immediately, an Al story.
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That pattern has repeated often enough that | now expect it.

People do not just want a signed copy. They want to compare notes about
what is happening at work.

What Surprised Me Most: People Want to Talk About the Human Side of
Al

In business, we talk about Al as if it were a software rollout.

In a bookstore aisle, people talk about Al as if it were a shift in identity.

Managers and individual contributors alike kept circling back to the same
core themes:

Trust. Confidence. Accountability. Fairness. Risk. Pride. Fear. Curiosity.

Those are not technical requirements. They are leadership requirements.

And if you are leading a team through Al-driven change, you already know
this: the hard part is not getting access to tools. The hard part is getting
alignment on how the tools should change work without damaging the
culture.

The Barnes and Noble Effect: A Store Built for Community Makes Better
Conversations Possible

These events work because bookstores are one of the last public places
where strangers can have a thoughtful conversation without an agenda.

Barnes and Noble has been leaning into that community role with a steady
drumbeat of events, both in stores and online, and a broad mix that
ranges from signings to kids Storytime's to special series.

That matters more than people think.

A meet-the-author table is not just retail. It is a temporary gathering point.
People stop because they are already in a learning and discovery mindset.
The setting lowers the temperature. You can talk about high-stakes
change, like Al in the workplace, without it turning into a debate stage.

There is a reason this format is having a moment again.

The Al Stories Readers Shared With Me

| am going to keep these anonymized and blended, because the point is
not who said what. The point is what the pattern reveals.

1. Quiet Al is everywhere

A recurring theme was what | will call quiet Al: people using Al tools in
small, practical ways that are neither formally discussed nor standardized,
and sometimes not even acknowledged within their organizations.



Not because they are trying to hide anything. Because they are trying to
keep up.

They are drafting emails faster. Summarizing long threads. Turning messy
notes into cleaner updates. Creating first pass outlines. Preparing for
difficult conversations. Getting unstuck.

They are also doing it with varying levels of caution, which is where
leadership needs to show up.

2. Managers are caught in the middle

The most common manager tension | heard sounded like this:

| want my team to use Al. | do not want them to use it recklessly. | also do
not want to slow them down with the process. And | do not want to be
responsible for something | cannot explain.

That is not a technology problem. That is a governance and enablement
problem.

Managers want clarity, not lectures. They want a few practical guardrails,
real examples, and the confidence that if they do the right thing,
leadership has their back.

3. People are worried about being replaced, but are more worried about
being left behind

Yes, the fear of job displacement came up.

More often, | heard something slightly different: anxiety about becoming
irrelevant.

People want to stay valuable. They want to be the person who knows how
to work with the tools, not the person the tools work around.

That is why the best management response is not to dismiss the fear. It is
to convert it into capability.

4. Readers wanted "how,” not hype

When readers stopped at the table and told me what they do for work,
many were not looking for grand predictions. They wanted usable ideas.

What should | automate first? How do | use Al without leaking sensitive
information? How do | explain Al output to my boss? How do | keep my
team honest about what Al did versus what they did? How do | make sure
Al doesn't quietly bake bias into its decisions?

Those are sober questions. They are the right questions.

What This Taught Me as an Author Who Writes About Al and
Management

A bookstore signing is a reality check in the best sense.



Online, Al conversations tend to polarize fast. In person, Al conversations
tend to get specific fast.

In person, people are less interested in winning an argument and more
interested in solving a problem. They will tell you what is actually
happening in their organization, including the parts they are not proud of
yet.

That is invaluable feedback if you write about leadership.

It is also a reminder that the best management insights are rarely invented
in isolation. They are collected, pressure tested, and refined through real
human conversation.

That is exactly what these events have been.
If We Met at Barnes and Noble

If you stopped by the table, thank you. If you shared your Al story with me,
| heard you. Those conversations shape what | write next, what |
emphasize, and what | challenge.

And if you have not been to a meet-the-author event lately, consider this
your nudge.

Go. Talk to the author. Share your story. Ask the question you cannot quite
ask at work. You will be surprised by how much clarity you gain in a space
built for curiosity.

If you enjoyed this article, be sure to share and repost!
Remember, the bots are getting smarter, but you're still the boss! ©
Copyright © 2026 John Binks / Bots & Bosses LLC, All Rights Reserved

#BotsAndBosses #MeetTheAuthor #BookSigning #BarnesAndNoble
#AuthorLife #Leadership #Management #Al #Atrtificiallntelligence
#FutureOfWork #ChangeManagement #WorkplaceCulture #AlGovernance
#ResponsibleAl #Innovation #Productivity #LearningAndDevelopment
#0rgDevelopment #DigitalTransformation #HumanCenteredLeadership
#JohnBinks #BotsAnd Bosses
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