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Thanks to AI, 
The Superstars 
Will Stand Out 

Even More

While this may be good news
for superstars, it’s problematic 
for companies, because AI-ampli-
fied performance gaps will inten-
sify the workplace tensions and 
resentment that stars can some-
times create, undermining team 
cohesion—and ultimately hurting 
the collaborative work that 
drives business success. Organi-
zations that fail to address this 
may find their best talent harder 
to keep and their remaining em-
ployees harder to motivate.

How expertise amplifies 
AI advantages
Think about your own organiza-
tion. When a new tool arrives 
that promises to make everyone 
more productive—advanced Ex-
cel features, sophisticated cus-
tomer-relationship-management 
systems or powerful analytics 
platforms—who actually masters 
it first? It’s usually the super-
stars who dive deep, discover 
hidden capabilities and find cre-
ative applications no one else 
thought of, while the average 
employees tend to stick to basic 
functions.

AI follows the same pattern as
every other workplace tool: The 
superstars are the first to em-
brace it. What’s more, research 
shows that stars also leverage 
their “domain expertise”—that 
is, their in-depth knowledge of a 
subject or business—to extract 
fundamentally more value (and 
catch more mistakes) from AI 
systems than average perform-
ers.
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Imagine a star consultant 
working on bringing a new prod-
uct or service to market. Instead 
of asking AI to “analyze this 
market” and receiving generic in-
sights, the star uses years of ex-
perience to ask more nuances 
and targeted questions about 
competitive dynamics, regula-
tions and barriers. Stars’ deep 
expertise will lead them to better 
refine the commands or ques-
tions they give AI, rather than 
accepting the first output. This 
results in more useful and accu-
rate results.

In addition, research finds 
that employees with more exper-
tise than their peers are signifi-
cantly better at accepting AI rec-
ommendations when they are 
correct and, more im-
portant, rejecting them 
when they are wrong.

Stars have another 
advantage: They work 
more systematically in 
general, meaning they 
are more organized and 
thoughtful in how they 
approach tasks com-
pared with the average 
worker. Research finds 
that these are exactly 
the kinds of people who 
get dramatically better 
results from AI tools 
than those who just dive 
in randomly. AI tools re-
spond best to clear, 
structured inputs—ex-
actly what stars natu-
rally provide through 
their organized work 
habits.

Extra credit
The way managers treat 
superstars only exacerbates their 
advantages.

The reputation and status of
top performers grant them au-
tonomy and discretion in their 
work, according to my research. 
That means stars are more likely 
to dive in and start experiment-
ing with AI immediately. While 
average employees wait for offi-
cial guidance or follow company-

approved templates for fear of 
making mistakes, stars will test 
boundaries, discover creative ap-
plications and build personalized 
workflows long before their or-
ganizations catch up. If an AI ex-
periment goes sideways, they are 
more likely to get a pass—or at 
least the benefit of the doubt.

Then there is the question of
getting credit. 

Decades of research show 
high-status individuals gain out-
size credit for doing work similar 
to that of low-status employees. 
That suggests that when AI as-
sistance is invisible—which it of-
ten is—observers are likely to fill 
in the gaps based on what they 
already believe about the em-
ployee. Stars will get the benefit 

of the doubt: Their AI-enhanced 
work becomes proof of their su-
perior judgment and strategic 
thinking. Average performers 
face the opposite assumption: If 
the work is exceptional, AI must 
have done it.

This creates a vicious double
bind for average employees. 
They’re already less equipped to 
leverage AI strategically, but 

even when they do manage to 
produce outstanding AI-assisted 
work, they’re unlikely to get the 
career-advancing recognition 
that comes with it. Sometimes 
just the suspicion of AI involve-
ment is enough to diminish how 
others view their contributions.

How to level the field
So, what can companies do to 
prevent AI from turning stars 
into an untouchable class? I sug-
gest three things:

• Encourage everyone to ex-
periment with AI. While stars 
are quietly building personal AI 
workflows, most employees are 
waiting for official guidance that 

may never come. Smart leaders 
should create “AI sandbox” time 
where all employees can test 
tools without fear of making mis-
takes, and establish cross-train-
ing programs that pair average 
performers with early adopters. 
More important, they should in-
vest in AI-literacy training that 
goes beyond basic tool usage to 
include prompt engineering, out-

put evaluation and strategic-task 
delegation. The goal isn’t to elim-
inate stars’ expertise advantage, 
but to teach the learnable skills 
that can level the playing field.

• Spread the knowledge. Since 
AI responds best to clear, de-
tailed inputs, leaders need to 
train average performers to 
adopt work habits that will en-
able them to get the most from 
AI. This means providing tem-
plates for organizing information 
and creating shared collections of 
effective AI prompts, strategies 
and use cases. Rather than let-
ting stars hoard their discoveries, 
make sharing knowledge a stan-
dard practice. When one em-
ployee discovers an effective AI 

workflow, capture it and
spread it across teams
so it becomes something
everyone can use rather
than one person’s secret
advantage.

• Redesign employee-
evaluation systems to
account for AI-aug-
mented work. The bias
that gives stars dispro-
portionate credit for AI-
assisted work will only
worsen if left unchecked.
To fix that, companies
should establish clearer
guidelines about AI dis-
closure. They should de-
velop evaluation criteria
that fairly assess AI-as-
sisted work regardless of
the performer’s existing
status. And they should
train managers to recog-
nize when bias might be
skewing their assess-
ment of an employee’s

performance. Consider imple-
menting “AI transparency” prac-
tices where teams share how they 
use AI tools, making the assis-
tance visible rather than hidden.

Without these systemic 
changes, AI risks creating a two-
tier workforce where a small 
group captures most opportuni-
ties and everyone else falls fur-
ther behind.

IT’S  A FAMILIAR rou-
tine: You send
somebody an invita-

tion—to a party, a lunch, a meet-
ing—and you wait for the reply. 
Yes or no.

Or maybe.
My colleagues and I wanted to

know the psychology involved 
with receiving (and giving) a 

BY JULIAN GIVI “maybe.” Why do people answer 
invitations that way? And how 
do the invitation senders feel 
when they get that response? 

The short answer: They hate it.

The experiments
Our six experiments employed 
over a thousand participants, 
who were asked to adopt the role 
of inviter or invitee. Inviters 
imagined inviting a friend to a 

You may think it’s better than saying ‘no.’ It isn’t. social activity and were asked 
whether they’d prefer to receive 
“maybe” or “no.” Similarly, invi-
tees imagined being invited to an 
activity by a friend and were 
asked whether they thought their 
friend would prefer for them to 
say “maybe” or “no.” 

In some cases, the invitees 
were told they had to choose be-
tween the two options because 
they weren’t sure they could at-
tend; in other cases, it was be-
cause they weren’t sure whether 
they wanted to attend.

Across our experiments, we 
found a consistent asymmetry: 

Invitees underestimated how 
likely inviters were to prefer a 
“no” over a “maybe.” They sim-
ply failed to realize how disre-
spected—and left in limbo—invit-
ers felt with a “maybe.”

Why did this disconnect oc-
cur? One likely reason is what 
psychologists call “motivated 
reasoning.” Motivated reasoning 
occurs when people bias their 
thinking to arrive at a conclusion 
that matches their own desires. 
For invitees, a “maybe” is a bet-
ter response in the present be-
cause it allows them to keep 
their options open. Because it’s 

better for them, they then con-
vince themselves that it is also 
what the inviter wants to hear.

While our studies employed 
invitations in social settings, 
they have similar implications in 
the workplace, where many email 
platforms offer users the ability 
to respond to invitations by indi-
cating “maybe.”

The takeaway
Perhaps the biggest piece of ad-
vice our work offers is to not as-
sume that colleagues would pre-
fer for you to say “maybe” rather 
than “no.” When you tell some-
one “maybe,” it often raises 
more questions than answers: Is 
a conference call with a handful 
of “maybes” worth holding, or 
should it be rescheduled? How 
much food should be ordered for 
a lunch meeting? Do you need to 
invite another member of the 
“maybes” team, so that team is 
covered? By contrast, when you 
give a direct “no,” the inviter can 
move forward with a firm plan, 
knowing exactly what to expect. 

Another piece of advice is to
put yourself in the shoes of the 
colleague who invited you before 
deciding how to respond. In our 
studies, we found that taking the 
perspective of the inviter before 
responding made invitees more 
likely to think that a “no” is pre-
ferred to a “maybe.” This simple 
exercise helped keep motivated 
reasoning at bay.

One other thought for those 
inclined to say “maybe”: Commu-
nicating why you cannot commit 
just yet—perhaps you are wait-
ing to hear back from your boss 
about a meeting at the same 
time, for example—could help 
keep the person who invited you 
from feeling slighted.

Lastly, in the event that you 
do tell a colleague “maybe,” it is 
a good idea to give a definitive 
answer as soon as possible. Re-
gardless of whether your answer 
ends up being “no” or “yes,” hav-
ing an answer allows the person 
to carry on with a plan.

Julian Givi is an associate 
professor of marketing at West 
Virginia University’s John 
Chambers College of Business 
and Economics. He can be 
reached at reports@wsj.com.

Next Time You Are Invited to a 
Meeting, Maybe Don’t Say ‘Maybe’
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