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The AI Easy Button Is a 
Ticking Clock  

Why the companies using AI to avoid hiring Gen Z are quietly manufacturing the most 
expensive leadership crisis of this decade and what to do before the bill arrives. 

 

By Al Turano  ·  Co-Founder, Career Northstar ·  2026 Issue 15 

 

0 1  ·  T H E  S I T U A T I O N  

The Decision Every Boardroom Is 
Making Right  

Here’s the conversation happening in boardrooms across every industry right now. A senior 
employee, who is experienced, credentialed, expensive, gets handed an AI tool. Suddenly 
they’re doing the work of 1.5 people. Three open requisitions get closed. The CFO smiles. 
Everyone calls it a win. 

And for the next three years, it is a win. The numbers look great. Productivity is up. Headcount 
is flat. The quarterly report is clean. 

 

 “The easy button feels like strategy. It isn’t. It’s a short-term trade against 
the long-term viability of the organization.” 

 
The problem is that senior employee is 52 to 62 years old. In five to seven years, they retire or 
get recruited away, or step back. And what walks out the door with them isn’t just a salary line. 
It’s decades of client relationships, institutional judgment, tacit knowledge, and the cultural 
credibility that clients actually buy. None of it was ever written down. None of it was ever 
transferred. And now it’s gone. 
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This is the leadership gap being quietly manufactured right now, in real time, at companies 
across every industry. Companies making this decision today won’t feel the consequences until 
it’s far too late to course-correct cheaply. 

 

0 2  ·  T H E  N U M B E R S  

The Three-Scenario Math  

The conventional assumption is that keeping your senior person and giving them AI tools is 
obviously cheaper than hiring a Gen Z employee and building a succession model. We ran the 
numbers using 2025 data from BLS, SHRM, ZipRecruiter, and Gallup. The reality is more 
nuanced. The following is for illustration purposes. 

Scenario 1  ·  Senior Person and AI Only 

This is what most companies are doing right now. Give the experienced, expensive senior 
person an AI tool and watch productivity climb. It works for 3 to 5 years. The senior employee’s 
fully loaded annual cost sits at approximately $159,000. No junior hire. No succession plan. No 
knowledge transfer. When they leave, everything they know leaves with them. 

 

Scenario 2  ·  Senior and Junior and AI (No Exit Plan) 

This is the scenario companies are afraid of. They can see the combined cost, approximately 
$255,000 per year running both employees, and they balk. This is precisely why most 
organizations skip directly from Scenario 1 to the talent cliff. They see the short-term cost and 
never see the long-term payoff. Without a deliberate exit plan, both employees run indefinitely 
and the organization gets the cost of two without the succession benefit of one. 

 

Scenario 3  ·  Senior and Junior and AI with Planned Senior Exit After Year 2  ★ 

This is the right answer. Hire the junior employee. Run both for two years. It’s long enough for 
real knowledge transfer, not a rushed handoff. The senior employee mentors, documents, and 
codifies what they know. Then the senior exits with dignity: full severance, accrued PTO payout, 
and COBRA coverage. From Year 3 onward, the junior, now enabled, AI-fluent, and carrying 
institutional knowledge, runs at approximately $96,000 per year (and adjusts annually). The 
organization is stronger. The cost is decisively lower. And the knowledge stays. 
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ANNUAL COST BY SCENARIO  ·  2025 BENCHMARKS 

COST CATEGORY 
SCENARIO 1 Senior 
+ AI Only 

SCENARIO 2 Senior 
+ Junior + AI (No Exit 
Plan) 

SCENARIO 3 ★ 

Senior + Junior + AI 
→ Planned Exit Yr 2 

Senior Base Salary $115,000 $115,000 $115,000 

Junior Base Salary — $68,400 $68,400 

Senior Benefits + PTO 
(~30%) 

$43,346 $43,346 $43,346 

Junior Benefits + PTO 
(~31%) 

— $24,051 $24,051 

AI Tools — Senior/yr $720 $720 $720 

AI Tools — Junior/yr — $720 $720 

Recruiting + 
Onboarding (Yr 1) 

— — $6,820 

Mentor Time Cost (Yrs 
1–2) 

  — — $7,920 / yr 

Knowledge Capture 
Credit 

$0 $0 −$8,000 

YEAR 1 COST ~$159K ~$253K ~$261K 

YEAR 2 COST ~$159K ~$253K ~$271K* 

YEAR 3+ RUN RATE ~$159K/yr ~$253K/yr ~$96K/yr 

* Year 2 includes planned senior exit package: severance (~$33,269 at 15 weeks), accrued 
PTO payout (~$6,635), and COBRA bridge (~$2,238). Total exit cost: ~$42,142. 
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CUMULATIVE 7-YEAR COST  ·  WHERE SCENARIO 3 WINS DECISIVELY 

YEAR SCENARIO 1 Senior + 
AI 

SCENARIO 2 Both, No 
Exit 

SCENARIO 3 ★ 

Succession Model 

Year 1 $159,066 $252,537 $260,957 

Year 2 $318,132 $505,074 $532,099 

Year 3 $477,198 $757,611 $628,316 

Year 4 $636,264 $1,010,148 $724,533 

Year 5  ★ Break-

even vs S1 

$795,330 $1,262,685 $820,750 

Year 6 $954,396 $1,515,222 $916,967 

Year 7 $1,113,462 $1,767,759 $1,013,184 

 

$100K+ 

Saved vs. Scenario 1 by Year 7 

Scenario 3 beats the status quo by Year 5 on a cumulative basis and 
saves over $100,000 versus keeping the senior person alone through 
Year 7 with institutional knowledge preserved and a fully enabled next-
generation leader in place. 

 

Year 1 and Year 2 cost more in Scenario 3. That is the honest truth and it should be stated 
plainly to any leadership team. You are running two salaries simultaneously and paying a 
planned exit package at the end of Year 2. But the break-even against Scenario 1 arrives in 
Year 5. From Year 3 onward, the organization runs at $96K per year instead of $159K. The 
savings compound every year after that. 

The break-even vs. Scenario 1 is approximately Year 4.6. That is the number to put in front 
of your CFO. 

And here is what no spreadsheet can capture: when the senior person exits with no succession 
plan, everything they know exits with them. Scenario 1 carries that hidden cost in perpetuity. 
Scenario 3 eliminates it permanently. 

 



C A R E E R  N O R T H S T A R    |   careernorthstar.net 

Al Turano, Co-Founder · Career Northstar · www.careernorthstar.net       Page 5 

0 3  ·  T H E  W A R N I N G  

The Leadership Gap  

Here is what the five-to-seven year timeline actually looks like when companies choose the 
easy button at scale, which is what is happening across American business right now. 

 

Now Senior employees are supercharged with AI 

Productivity metrics look excellent. Hiring freezes on junior and mid-level roles. Gen Z 
candidates are passed over. The quarterly numbers look clean and leadership feels 
vindicated. 

 

+3 
yr 

The pipeline is empty. There are no successors. 

Millennials and Gen Z were deliberately excluded from the knowledge transfer that would 
have prepared them for leadership. They have technical skills but no institutional context. 
They cannot fill what they were never prepared for. 

 

+5 
yr 

The senior layer begins to exit, planned or not 

Retirements accelerate. The knowledge those individuals carried, along with client trust, 
business judgment, institutional memory, is gone. It was never documented. It was never 
transferred to the next generation. AI cannot reconstruct what was never captured. 

 

+7 
yr 

The talent cliff arrives. The scrambling begins. 

Companies attempt to buy from the outside what they should have been building from the 
inside, and at a price that makes today’s Gen Z hiring costs look like a rounding error. 
External senior hires command premium salaries. They bring no institutional knowledge. 

 
The current leaders making this decision will, in many cases, be gone before the bill arrives. 
They are trading the long-term viability of the organization for short-term efficiency. That is not a 
talent strategy. That is a liability being transferred to whoever leads next. 

 

📄 
F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G  ·  P M I . O R G  

How The Intergenerational Model Works in Practice 

Career Northstar, Bridget Krauss and Jessica Kascheres authored a detailed 
examination of this intergenerational model for PMI.org. The document shows how 
deliberate cross-generational knowledge transfer works in real organizations, with real 
outcomes. Published two years before this conversation became urgent. 

Read the Article Here 

 

 

 

https://www.careernorthstar.net/_files/ugd/74e193_adae3aadce5c4f3ca13368a1b9ddd17f.pdf
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0 4  ·  T H E  T E C H N O L O G Y  T R A P  

AI Isn’t a Talent Strategy. It’s an Enabler.  

Every boardroom in America is having the same conversation right now: “We don’t need to solve 
our talent problem. AI will solve it for us.” 

This is the most dangerous idea in business today. Not because AI isn’t powerful. It certainly is 
and getting better by the day. But because technology has never once in history replaced the 
need for organizational design, leadership development, and deliberate people strategy. It has 
only ever amplified whatever was already there. 

 

⚠️ AI + hollow leadership pipeline = a faster version of the same decline 

 

⚠️ AI + no succession plan = institutional knowledge that retires when people do 

 

⚠️ AI + no knowledge transfer = an organization that cannot learn from itself 

 

✓ AI + strong people foundation + deliberate succession =  a genuine force multiplier 

 
The analogy is straightforward: a Formula 1 car given to someone who never learned to drive. 
The car is extraordinary. The outcome is not. The car is blamed but was never the problem.  

Generative AI and agentic AI are genuinely transformative technologies. They will reshape how 
organizations operate, how knowledge is captured, and how decisions get made. But they are 
tools. And tools require people who know how to use them, processes designed around them, 
and goals that direct them. Without those foundations, AI delivers efficiency into a vacuum and 
a vacuum accelerates decline as effectively as it accelerates growth. 

 

 “Stop asking how we use AI to do more with fewer people. Start asking 
how we build the organization that AI can make extraordinary.” 

 
That is a different question. And right now, almost nobody in the talent conversation is asking it. 
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0 5  ·  T H E  F R A M E W O R K  

The Right Sequence 

The organizations that will have a decisive competitive advantage in the next decade are not the 
ones with the most advanced AI. They are the ones who got the sequence right. 

 

1 

Process 

Clear organizational goals, documented workflows, and structures that survive any one 
person’s departure. Knowledge that lives only in someone’s head is a liability, not an asset. 

 

2 

People 

The right talent, in the right roles, with a deliberate plan for succession and cross-generational 
knowledge transfer. This is the foundation. Without it, everything built on top is fragile. 

 

3 

Technology 

AI tools that amplify the people and process already in place. Not a substitute for them. When 
the foundation is solid, AI doesn’t just improve efficiency. It compounds it. 

 
The symbiosis model that makes this real is not complicated. Your senior Gen X and Boomer 
employees have the judgment, the client relationships, and the institutional context. Your Gen Z 
talent has the AI fluency, the digital agility, and the runway. AI tools connect and amplify both. 
Together they are more than the sum of their parts but only if they are deliberately brought 
together with a structured knowledge transfer plan and a clear succession horizon. 

The companies that build this model intentionally in the next 24 months will have a competitive 
advantage that cannot be bought when the talent cliff arrives. The ones that don’t will spend the 
following decade buying from the outside what they should have been building from the inside 
and at a cost that will dwarf any short-term savings made today. 
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Ready to Build the Organization AI 
Can Make Extraordinary? 

Career Northstar helps leadership teams design the business and people strategy, 
succession model, and knowledge transfer framework that turns AI from a temporary fix into 
a lasting competitive advantage. We work at the intersection of talent, technology, and 
organizational design, because that intersection is where the real work happens. 

 
• Succession Planning: Deliberate, structured transitions that preserve institutional 

knowledge before it walks out the door. 

• Intergenerational Strategy: Building the senior–Gen Z symbiosis model that works for 
your industry, culture, and timeline. 

• AI Enablement Design: Ensuring your people and process foundation is in place before 
and while you scale AI adoption. 

 

Start the conversation with us to get you started:  
Email: AL@Careernorthstar.net 
LinkedIn: @Careernorthstar 
Instagram: @Careernorthstar 
YouTube: @Careernorthstar-t7m 
Web : Careernorthstar.net/subscribe 
 
 
 
 

 
 

D A T A  S O U R C E S  —  2 0 2 5  

ZipRecruiter 2025 
Gen Z avg. starting salary: $68,400 

BLS ECEC Dec 2025 
Benefits = 29.9% of total private industry comp 

SHRM 2025 
Avg. cost-per-hire, entry-level: ~$4,700 

LHH Severance Report 2025 
Manager avg. 12–13 wks; 72% increase since 2020 

Gallup / Applauz 2025 
Replacing senior employee: 100–200% of salary 

KFF 2025 Benefits Survey 
Employer health premiums +5–6% YoY 

Zylo / Microsoft 2025 
Copilot ~$30/user/mo; AI tool costs rising 

PMI.org — Bridget & Jessica, Career Northstar 
Intergenerational model in practice 

 
All financial figures are illustrative estimates based on 2025 published benchmarks and should be adjusted for your organization’s 
specific industry, region, role type, and exit terms. Senior salary modeled at $115K reflecting a mid-market experienced employee 
with 15 years of service. This content is intended as a strategic framework for organizational discussion, not as legal, financial, or 
HR compliance advice. © 2025 Career Northstar. All rights reserved. 
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