Leading Managing and Developing People – Exam Case Study 2018

The Future of Work: The Intersection of Artificial Intelligence and Human Resources
Artificial intelligence is transforming our lives at home and at work. At home, you may be one of the 1.8 million people who use Amazon's Alexa to control the lights, unlock your car, and receive the latest stock quotes for the companies in your portfolio.  In the workplace, artificial intelligence is evolving into an intelligent assistant to help us work smarter. Artificial intelligence is not the future of the workplace, it is the present and happening today.
IBM and a number of start-ups are targeting intelligent assistants, also known as chatbots, or computer algorithms designed to simulate a human conversation, to recruit employees, answer HR questions, or personalise learning experiences. A survey of nearly 400 chief human resource officers conducted by the IBM Institute for Business Value found that half of the survey sample recognise the power of cognitive computing to transform key dimensions of HR, such as HR Operations, Talent Acquisition, and Talent Development.
Just as marketers have discovered the power of chatbots to personalise a shopping experience, HR leaders are starting to pilot chatbots to transform the employee experience.
Investment in AI has accelerated from $282 million in 2011 to $2.4 billion in 2015, a 746% increase in five years. In 2016, this continued to increase with roughly another $1.5 billion being invested in more than 200 AI-focused companies in 2016.
AI In Our Lives and In Our Workplaces
Immediacy is one reason why a host of consumer brands are building AI into their products. According to research by Desk.com, more than 22% of millennials expect a response within 10 minutes of reaching out to a consumer brand. The solution: consumer brands are increasingly turning to chatbots to offer 24x7 service, rapidly engage with consumers and answer their questions. For example, Staples now uses machine learning to automate ordering and customer service, engaging customers in real time through their Facebook Messenger app.
But it’s not just millennials who expect instant answers. All of us have become digital consumers. Expect 2017 to be the defining year for conversational experiences online. According to Gartner, nearly $2 billion in online sales were performed exclusively through mobile digital assistants in 2016.
IBM uses Watson to transform healthcare. Watson is able to treat rare forms of childhood diseases such a kidney disease in children under the age of two. Watson can read all the medical literature and quickly connect patterns to provide better ways for doctors to pinpoint treatment options.
Perhaps, that’s why Bernard J. Tyson, CEO of Kaiser Permanente, says, "I don’t think any physician today should be practicing without artificial intelligence assisting in their practice. It’s just impossible (otherwise) to pick up on patterns, to pick up on trends, to really monitor care."
And now, the UK is being graced by its first HR-focused chatbots. Software provider MHR says it developed its bot for clients after noticing how popular internal messaging platforms had become. It wanted a ‘playful personality’ that would appeal to millennial employees.
“Very quickly, answers to frequently asked questions – such as ‘when is the next pay day?’ and ‘how many holidays do I have left?’ – can be built into the chatbot, which means HR can get on with more important strategic tasks,” says Tim Johnson, MHR’s chief commercial officer. The bot works by accessing the existing HR self-service system rather than deploying machine learning. It will soon be able to sync with a calendar or handle an expenses claim, a not-dissimilar service to one offered by Indian firm Acuvate, which says it has an ‘HR assistant’ chatbot ready to launch in the UK.
Johnson says the bot ‘saves’ the equivalent of one HR professional per 1,500 employees. But it won’t be long before such technology is making a grab for more than just the prosaic, self-service aspects of HR. Take CoachBot, an application built by UK start-up Saberr and trialled by organisations including Unilever, the NHS and NFU Mutual. It aims to revolutionise the sort of team-building work traditionally done by an external trainer, by asking team members simple questions about their communication style, work goals and team dynamics.
Having built profiles of each employee, it begins to make suggestions about how to work smarter or handle conflict, linking to L&D content that might help. While Saberr admits a chatbot can’t help address fundamentally broken working relationships, it is confident that letting staff interact individually, at a time that suits them, is an innovative solution.
For employees, chatbots deliver an unmatched level of employee experience, from real time answers for HR questions to personalized learning and development. In addition, they are critically important to the 3.7 million workers, or 2.8% of the workforce, who work remotely at least half time and do not have easy access to an HR department.
For HR leaders, chatbots are well suited to improving talent acquisition and on-boarding processes by increasing speed and providing greater consistency in answering frequently asked HR questions, improving the talent acquisition process, and enhancing the online learning experience.
The billion-dollar question is whether such technology will ultimately enhance or displace HR professionals. Will it mean more empowered and meaningful work for employees? Or will HR follow the customer service route, where the number of roles is already being eaten away at: with an Accenture study claiming 80 per cent of customer queries can be handled by a chatbot, the future of the call centre looks bleak. If you hope to move HR up the ‘value chain’, can you possibly need anywhere near as many people when you get there?
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