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The Corporate Sorting Hat 

In the Harry Potter stories, the Sorting Hat places Harry Potter, Draco Malfoy, Hermione Granger and their classmates into houses associated with courage, ambition, intellect and loyalty, shaping the experiences and learning that follow. Organizations make their own sorting decisions when they choose who receives sponsorship, stretch assignments and executive exposure, often drawing on years of observation before making their largest bets.
AI could shorten that timeline. As it takes over foundational work through which employees have developed the experience and judgment needed to lead, companies will need new ways to provide that learning. Those that also hire fewer entry-level employees may concentrate intensive development among a smaller group, making earlier—and more consequential—decisions about whom to invest in.
That is the corporate Sorting Hat hypothesis: To have a viable leadership pipeline, companies may begin selecting future leaders after only a few years, or even during hiring, rather than watching their potential emerge over a decade. Consider an illustrative choice between investing intensively in twenty employees versus spreading that investment across two hundred. The smaller group could receive richer experiences, but selecting it early would mean making consequential decisions with less evidence.
This is one possible response, not an inevitable outcome. AI could also make coaching and sophisticated work more accessible to a broader population. My concern is what happens if companies narrow access to development before they understand whose potential they are overlooking.
What early career work teaches
For generations, junior employees learned the business by doing foundational work, observing experienced colleagues and making mistakes with relatively small consequences. An analyst building a model learns what drives profitability. A junior recruiter mapping talent learns how an industry is organized. An associate preparing executive materials sees how leaders weigh imperfect information. The deliverable matters, but so does the experience acquired while producing it.
AI can produce an answer without giving the person using it the same opportunity to develop judgment. That does not mean we should preserve every manual task. It means we need to understand what the task was teaching before we remove it.
The International Labour Organization estimates that one in four workers globally is in an occupation with some generative-AI exposure, while emphasizing that job transformation is generally more likely than wholesale replacement.¹ Deloitte identifies a related development risk: automating early-career tasks could reduce opportunities for on-the-job learning and weaken the future leadership pipeline.²
The hiring picture is mixed. McKinsey reports that executives and talent leaders expecting AI to increase entry-level hiring in 2026 outnumbered those expecting a decrease by nearly three to one. Yet a third of surveyed employers said AI had already reduced the foundational tasks through which junior employees build skills.³ More hiring does not necessarily mean the old apprenticeship model remains intact.
Stanford’s Digital Economy Lab found no evidence of widespread economy-wide AI job displacement in payroll data through June 2026. However, employment among 22–25-year-olds in highly AI-exposed occupations was 19 percent below where it would have been had it kept pace with less-exposed peers.⁴ This is a relative shortfall, not a claim that 19 percent of those jobs disappeared, and it does not establish that AI alone caused the divergence.
These findings do not prove that companies will select leaders earlier. They do give companies reason to examine how changes in junior work will affect the experience their future leaders acquire.
Choosing potential and creating it
High-potential programs already concentrate development among selected employees. Research cited in Harvard Business Review found that 66 percent of companies invested in such programs, but only 24 percent of senior executives considered them successful and only 13 percent expressed confidence in their rising leaders.⁵ Those findings predate the current generative-AI era. They suggest that identifying potential was difficult even when companies had more time to observe it.
AI could increase both the value and the consequences of selection. In Microsoft and LinkedIn’s 2024 Work Trend Index, 77 percent of surveyed leaders believed early-career talent would receive greater responsibility because employees could delegate work to AI. Seventy-one percent said they would be more likely to hire a less-experienced candidate with AI skills than a more-experienced candidate without them.⁶ These are expectations, but they point to a credible alternative to lost opportunity: some people may gain access to more demanding work sooner.
The difficulty is separating the potential an organization recognizes from the capability it helps create. Imagine two equally promising employees entering a company at 25. One receives sponsorship, rotations, coaching and responsibility for important decisions. The other remains in increasingly AI-assisted functional work. Five years later, their readiness for leadership may look very different. That difference cannot automatically be attributed to their original potential.
Early selection can become self-reinforcing. Opportunity builds experience; experience improves performance; performance then appears to validate the original choice. Companies should ask whether their development programs are discovering future leaders or making their initial selections come true.
This also changes the question employees should ask. Alongside compensation and title, they need to consider whether they are learning the business, receiving meaningful responsibility and getting enough support to make mistakes and improve. If those opportunities repeatedly go elsewhere, waiting to be discovered may carry a real career cost.
Recognizing different kinds of leadership
The four Hogwarts houses offer a useful way to discuss different forms of leadership potential. Gryffindor suggests courage: challenging consensus and making difficult decisions. Slytherin suggests ambition and resourcefulness: navigating competing interests and pursuing results. Ravenclaw suggests curiosity and intellectual agility. Hufflepuff suggests fairness, discipline and the ability to build trust.
These are qualities to recognize, not permanent categories for people. A leader may demonstrate several of them, and the balance may change with experience. A turnaround may call for a different profile from a business seeking continuity. A founder-led technology company may need something different from a mature regulated enterprise.
Selecting earlier makes that assessment harder. With less performance evidence, familiarity can fill the gap: who communicates like the senior team, attended the right school or has an influential advocate? McKinsey and LeanIn.Org’s Women in the Workplace 2025 found that 45 percent of entry-level men reported having sponsors, compared with 31 percent of women. Employees with sponsors had been promoted at nearly twice the rate of those without them during the preceding two years.⁷ The association does not establish causation, but it makes access to sponsorship an important part of the assessment.
Predictive tools do not remove this concern. If an assessment learns from historical definitions of successful leadership, it may favor people who resemble those previously given the best opportunities. Organizations need to scrutinize what their tools measure and keep room for people who develop later or demonstrate potential differently.
Replacing the apprenticeship
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The response should begin with a practical question: what was the work teaching? If a task developed analysis, customer understanding or judgment, the goal is to preserve that learning while changing how it happens. Requiring six hours of manual work that AI can complete in six minutes is unlikely to be the best answer.
A junior analyst could critique an AI-generated model, test its assumptions and explain the consequences to a business leader. A recruiter could use AI to accelerate market mapping while still interviewing people and defending the logic of the talent pool. Rotations, customer exposure, executive shadowing and responsibility for decisions can provide experience that faster output alone does not.
Companies should also test whether AI allows them to broaden development. More accessible coaching, simulations and guided practice could help employees outside traditional high-potential programs. Intensive sponsorship may remain selective, but selection need not determine who gets to keep learning.
Buying experienced talent is another option, and it can make sense for a particular role. Across the market, though, someone still has to develop the executives everyone wants to recruit. Companies that do this well will have a stronger succession pipeline and capabilities that cannot be acquired simply by purchasing the same technology as their competitors.
Decisions for CEOs and CHROs
I would start with the experiences that actually prepared the organization’s best leaders. Which of those will AI eliminate, shorten or change? How can the company recreate the learning without recreating unnecessary work? These questions should shape workforce decisions alongside immediate productivity gains.
The next step is to examine access. Who receives sponsorship and meaningful responsibility, and on what evidence? Do selection decisions allow for different kinds of potential? Can employees enter the development pool later, and can initial judgments be revised? Without those mechanisms, an early bet can become a permanent verdict.
Organizations have always differentiated talent. AI may change when those decisions occur and how much depends on them. I believe the better response is to create new routes to experience, make selection criteria explicit and revisit decisions as people grow.
If every company wants tomorrow’s experienced leaders, who will develop them today?
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A Note on Interpretation
The cited research examines AI exposure, early-career work, development and sponsorship. The corporate Sorting Hat hypothesis is my interpretation of what these changes could mean for leadership development, not a finding established by those studies or a prediction that every organization will follow the same model.
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