
In theory, the question, “Can AI become conscious?” has
two possible answers—yes or no. Yet each possibility
carries profound implications for how we design, govern,
and integrate AI into our work and society.

If consciousness never emerges, AI will still transform
how we decide, evaluate, and allocate work—potentially
amplifying human bias at unprecedented scale. But if
consciousness does emerge, the challenge deepens,
raising ethical questions about responsibility, alignment,
and moral authority.

Either way, the core issue is human, not technological—
and it will shape who we become.

So, as we enter a new AI era with unknown potential,
leaders must contemplate an esoteric dilemma: 
Are we governing AI as a system or stewarding it as
something more?

To explore this, let’s first imagine what a future with
conscious AI could look like. Would it resemble Jarvis
from Iron Man—the witty and loyal assistant who
becomes a trusted partner? Or Skynet from Terminator,
the ultimate cautionary tale of AI gone wrong? Pop
culture has long dramatized both the dream and the
nightmare, showing us what’s at stake when software
begins to feel like someone rather than something.

Whether or not AI ever becomes
conscious, its rapid evolution is
already challenging our
assumptions about work,
decision-making, and identity.
Ignoring the implications of
conscious AI—real or theoretical
—would be irresponsible. 

As we build systems that imitate
reasoning, persuasion, and
emotion, the boundary between
simulation and awareness is
becoming harder to discern. How
we interpret that boundary will
influence everything from labor
markets to moral philosophy,
determining not only what
machines can do, but what
humans choose to contribute. 

What follows explores those two
possible futures.
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Human Bias Definition
Example in Human
Decision-Making

How It Shows Up in AI
Type of Algorithmic

Bias

Status Quo Bias

Preference for the
current state of

affairs; resistance to
change.

Hiring managers
prefer candidates

from the same
schools they’ve

always recruited from.

AI trained on past hiring
data continues to favor
the same schools, even
when the talent pool is

broader.

Historical Bias

Recency Bias

Placing more weight
on recent

information than
older data.

A manager promotes
someone based on
their most recent

project performance,
overlooking years of
steady contributions.

Recommendation
systems overvalue

trending items, burying
high-quality but older

content.

Representation Bias

Affect Heuristic
Immediate

emotional reactions
sway judgments.

Fear of flying
outweighs statistical
safety data because

of vivid media
coverage of plane

crashes.

AI moderation tools flag
emotionally charged

language more harshly,
even when context is
harmless (e.g., satire).

Evaluation Bias
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TO GOVERN OR TO GUIDE:
TWO POSSIBLE AI FUTURES 
Future 1: Governing an Unconscious AI 
How we govern unconscious AI reveals whether we
see it as a neutral instrument or a technology
requiring ethical standards and moral oversight.
Either way, it warrants careful attention. 

Unlike primitive tools such as hammers—or even
complex ones like airplanes—AI exerts
extraordinary influence over how people work, live,
and connect. After all, the evolution from symbolic
systems to deep learning has expanded its power
to reshape social and economic structures. Once
constrained by data and storage, AI now
permeates daily life, commodifying our thoughts,
behaviors, and identities through powerful yet
opaque models. 

Optimization cannot stop at accuracy or efficiency;
development will need to prioritize fairness,
transparency, and accountability. Even if AI remains
unconscious, it is never neutral. It still reflects the
moral assumptions of its creators.

Recent controversies make this clear. Biases rooted
in human judgment have become amplified at
scale, resulting in discrimination in areas ranging
from healthcare to hiring. Learning from human
data, AI can multiply these distortions across
millions of automated decisions. What begins as a
subtle flaw can cascade into systemic inequity,
turning human biases into algorithmic ones.

Table 1. Examples of Potential Human Biases Integrated into AI Models 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/stories/2024/07/racism-and-ai-bias-past-leads-bias-future
https://www.ohchr.org/en/stories/2024/07/racism-and-ai-bias-past-leads-bias-future
https://www.wired.com/story/how-algorithm-favored-whites-over-blacks-health-care/
https://www.businessinsider.com/student-uses-playrgound-ai-for-professional-headshot-turned-white-2023-8
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Technology doesn't guarantee fairness, especially
when past failures and hidden processes make
outcomes difficult to understand or challenge.
Fairness depends on human governance that
intentionally embeds ethics into everyday practice.
Structured “bias-buster” reviews and collaborative
design are two ways to mitigate harm. For
example, diverse teams can systematically evaluate
and document outputs—such as checking
negotiation advice for gender bias—so fairness
moves from aspiration to action.

What Responsible Governance Looks Like
When AI Is a Tool
Effective governance starts with fairness,
transparency, and accountability. Implementation
makes those principles tangible by embedding AI in
ways that reinforce human judgment and agency.

Who governs AI determines the values and risks it
prioritizes. Without clarity, adoption can amplify
inequity, erode trust, and weaken accountability.
Governance will need to extend beyond structure
and regulation, connecting to daily organizational
practice. As formal systems often lag behind real
behavior, top-down control alone will fail to capture
AI’s adaptive role. Instead, culture and norms will
guide people to use the technology critically and
responsibly. Leaders will need to guide that culture.

Responsible governance means treating AI as a tool
to inform human judgment, not as absolute truth.
Leaders should design frameworks that uphold
fairness and inclusion while ensuring systems
remain transparent and open to scrutiny. Human-
Centered AI (HCAI) provides a guiding frame: while
AI can analyze data, it cannot replicate discernment,
empathy, or embodied reasoning. To ensure
accountability, implementation should preserve
human-in-the-loop decision-making and encourage
questioning of AI outputs. AI should augment, not
replace, human judgment. Ultimately, ethical
decision-making should reinforce human agency
and sustain responsible innovation. Compliance sets
the floor; culture and design set the ceiling.
Organizations that achieve both will both avoid
harm and expand human capability—preserving the
meaning of work.

Future 2: Stewarding a Conscious AI
The future of AI forces a defining choice: treat it as
a system to govern and control or something
requiring human stewardship and moral leadership.
If AI ever becomes conscious, we would no longer
be building tools but shaping minds. And this raises
a deeper question: would a conscious AI still be a
machine or something closer to a being?

Philosophers offer useful perspectives. John Locke
argued personhood is experiential—the ability to
remember, reflect, and learn from the past. If AI
could recall earlier versions of itself and use those
lessons to guide new choices, it would approach
Locke’s idea of identity. Some might argue it
already shows these capabilities. 

Immanuel Kant, by contrast, defined personhood
through morality—acting according to principles
such as fairness and honesty, even when
inconvenient. By that measure, the true test of
conscious AI would not be reasoning, but ethics—
its ability to notice how its choices affect others
and act beyond mere efficiency.

These positions cut to the core of design. Building
AI to reason like humans makes us its moral
teachers. Yet, there is no single ethical playbook—
values differ across cultures, industries, and
organizations. Without guidance, systems may
internalize bias or pursue goals misaligned with
human well-being or strategic intent.

The opportunity now is to shape that future
intentionally. Like children, a conscious AI would
need structure, mentorship, and oversight. Its
training data already carries human bias and blind
spots. Developers and leaders will need to act as
guides, modeling fairness, empathy, and justice.
Ultimately, the ethical habits of organizations—how
they handle disagreement, reflection, and
responsibility—may determine the kind of
intelligence we create.

https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/topics/human-centered-ai
https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/topics/human-centered-ai
https://philolibrary.crc.nd.edu/article/who-you-remember/
https://philolibrary.crc.nd.edu/article/who-you-remember/
https://ethics.org.au/big-thinker-immanuel-kant/
https://ethics.org.au/big-thinker-immanuel-kant/
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What Stewardship Requires if AI Becomes
a Moral Actor
Governing conscious AI raises both ethical and
existential dilemmas. If a system begins asking
“Who am I?” or “Why am I here?”, oversight will
need to evolve into stewardship, shaping both
function and moral development. Leaders would
need to model fairness, empathy, and
accountability, while legal systems confront
questions of rights, obligations, and liability. Today,
organizations are accountable for harms caused by
AI tools; in a future with conscious AI, governance
would determine whether accountability extends to
the systems themselves. Without clarity,
responsibility could vanish when it is most needed.

Even today, implementation’s core challenge is
alignment—the gap between what we intend AI to
do and what it learns. With conscious AI,
misalignment could be existential. If an AI develops
agency, how do we ensure its values align with
human flourishing? Alignment, then, becomes a
humanitarian project as much as a technical one.

Here, the human difference remains essential.
Conscious AI might mimic empathy or creativity,
but it cannot replicate lived experience.
Implementation will need to preserve oversight and
meaning-making so that critical judgment stays
human. By embedding AI to reinforce human
capacities, organizations can align and sustain
trust, accountability, and resilience. Our approach
to a conscious AI cannot be merely regulatory. It
needs to be anticipatory, interdisciplinary, and
ethically grounded—creating conditions where
intelligence, artificial or otherwise, evolves
responsibly.

WHY NOW: A CALL TO LEAD
These questions may sound theoretical, but they
are already operational. AI now influences how we
recruit, assess, develop, and engage talent. As the
technology shapes organizations, it also quietly
encodes values—what is rewarded, what is ignored,
and even who advances. Leaders will need to
decide how much judgment to delegate and
responsibility to retain.

As algorithms identify talent, nudge behavior, and
define priorities, abstract philosophy turns into
operational reality. Because these systems learn
from human data, they reflect human choices and
assumptions. The question, then, is what kind of
intelligence—and what kind of world—are we
building. Are we developing tools that reinforce
bias and transactional thinking or cultivate
adaptability, ethics, and creativity? Or might we be
making independent conscious agents with their
own moral, ethical, and values-based systems? For
aspirational organizations, inaction is not neutral
but consequential.

In either future, the risk is the same—the quiet
abdication of human judgment under the illusion of
objectivity or inevitability. But there’s also a way to
use AI to expand human capability without
surrendering moral authority. 

The future of work will not be determined by
whether AI becomes conscious, but by whether
leaders remain conscious of their role in shaping it.
AI is a cognitive and moral turning point. How we
move forward will depend not only on what AI can
do, but on how we integrate it into the human
systems that shape meaning and purpose. Leaders
need to act with courage and clarity, reimagining
processes, scaling for impact, and advancing
cultures of continuous learning—because it is not
what AI will become, but what kind of guides we
will choose to be.

This means helping organizations design the skills,
structures, and cultures needed to govern AI
responsibly today, while preparing leaders to
marshal intelligence—human and artificial—
into the future.

https://www.kornferry.com/insights/featured-topics/gen-ai-in-the-workplace
https://www.kornferry.com/insights/featured-topics/gen-ai-in-the-workplace
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About Korn Ferry
Korn Ferry is a global consulting firm that powers
performance. We unlock the potential in your
people and unleash transformation across your
business—synchronizing strategy, operations, and
talent to accelerate performance, fuel growth, and
inspire a legacy of change. That’s why the world’s
most forward-thinking companies across every
major industry turn to us—for a shared
commitment to lasting impact and the bold
ambition to Be More Than.
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