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AI Summary: Challenges & Uncertainties
Circle of Peers Spring Virtual: 24 Feb 2026
Quick recap
The Circle of Peers session brought together HR professionals from around the world to discuss pressing workplace challenges and uncertainties. The primary focus centred on organizational values—how to embed them authentically rather than treating them as empty slogans on reception walls. Participants shared that values must be developed from the bottom up, with genuine consultation, and lived daily through manager behaviour and organizational culture. The group explored ethical challenges in calling out unethical behaviour, especially during economic pressures like the current cost of living crisis. 
Generational differences emerged as a significant theme, with five age groups now in the workforce bringing different expectations around tenure, meritocracy, and work pace. Technology and AI were discussed as both tools and challenges—while they enable faster learning and task completion, there's concern about losing human connection and the critical thinking skills needed to validate AI-generated outputs. 
Participants ranked their top uncertainties, with global politics consistently cited as the most pressing concern, followed by finance, national politics, climate change, and lack of ethical values. The session concluded with agreement that HR professionals should focus on people-centric approaches, transparent communication, and supporting employees through change—areas where they can make tangible positive impact despite broader societal challenges they cannot directly control.

Next steps
Feedback & Planning
· Maureen/Robert: Review questionnaire responses and determine focus areas for upcoming sessions, with strong interest indicated in: 
· AI and technology—practical peer-to-peer discussions on challenges and how to use AI as a learning tool
· People-centric approaches and embedding authentic organizational values
· Maintaining humanity in increasingly automated workplaces
Resource Development
· Maureen/Robert: Consider preparing a visual summary/timeline of Deloitte Human Capital Trends reports (2013-present) showing evolution of predictions about digital transformation, end of formal appraisals (2015), and new organizational design (2016)


Summary
Key Discussion Topics
1. Organizational Values—From Wall Art to Lived Reality
The Disconnect Problem
Maureen opened with a powerful example: visiting an organization where values were prominently displayed behind reception, yet no employee could articulate what they were or how they applied to daily work. This illustrated the widespread problem of values as "word salad"—meaningless corporate jargon that doesn't resonate with or guide employee behaviour.
Key Insights Shared
· Values must be built from the bottom up (Michelle, Time Warner example): When Time Warner acquired IPC Media, they imposed American corporate values on British employees without consultation. Result: zero buy-in, values seen as irrelevant patronizing
· Values must be lived daily by managers (Mandy): The disconnect isn't just about communication—it's about behaviour. Performance reviews, appraisals, and day-to-day decisions must explicitly reference and evaluate alignment with stated values
· Values link to Employee Value Proposition: Organizations attracting thousands of applicants but hiring only 1% (example: Dubai airline needing 60,000 cabin crew by 2030) may need to refine their EVP to attract the right candidates rather than relying on AI to filter masses of mismatched applications
· International organizations face additional challenges (Beatrice, VSO; Bebey, Tear Fund): When working across cultures with volunteers and diverse teams, embedding values like integrity, knowledge, inclusion, and collaboration requires consistent messaging, probation periods for assessment, and recognition that transformation takes time
The AI Recruitment Challenge
Robert shared striking statistics: 90% of employers now use AI filtering in recruitment (CNBC/Harvard Business Review 2025-2026). The concern: AI excels at matching skills and keywords but struggles to assess values alignment. This makes the human element of recruitment—and clear articulation of values—even more critical.
2. Ethics and the Challenge of Speaking Up
When Calling Out Becomes Costly
The group confronted an uncomfortable reality: during the cost-of-living crisis, with job markets flooded (example: Isle of Man gaming company closing entire 15-person HR team), many professionals feel unable to challenge unethical behaviour for fear of losing their livelihoods.
Participant Experiences
· Michelle: Emphasized different "lenses"—what one person sees as unethical, another might view as "slightly dodgy." Strategy: be diplomatic, phrase challenges carefully, but ultimately find an exit route when values fundamentally conflict. "I wouldn't say enjoyable, I'd say it's been an interesting time."
· Lara: Shared frustration of repeatedly calling out behaviour, having managers agree but then do what they want anyway, creating precedent that "it was all alright" and undermining future attempts to maintain standards
The consensus: ethical codes exist (CIPD, EMCC global standards), but applying them in real-world situations with economic pressure requires courage, careful communication, and sometimes difficult personal choices.
3. Five Generations—New Workplace Dynamics
The "Jump" Metaphor
Maureen introduced a powerful framework: Baby Boomers, when told to "jump," ask "how high?" They've conditioned Generation X and even early Millennials to respond similarly. But younger generations ask "why should I jump?"—and managers conditioned by hierarchical baby boomer leadership find this questioning deeply unsettling.
Research-Based Insights
Lea's dissertation findings: Core work values across generations remain remarkably consistent. What has shifted dramatically:
· Tenure vs. Meritocracy: Older generations believe "do your time" (2+ years to prove yourself). Younger workers say "I can demonstrate these skills in 2 months—why wait 2 years?"
· Speed of learning and accomplishment: Michelle noted that instant access to information means tasks that took 2 years to learn in 1997 can be learned in 2 months today. Younger workers aren't being impatient—they genuinely can accomplish more, faster
· Technology as the accelerant: The shift from libraries and landlines to smartphones and AI tools has compressed learning curves. This isn't about generational character—it's about available tools
Solutions Discussed
· Organizational culture and team building (Bebey): Create spaces for intergenerational dialogue, mutual respect, and understanding. Address insecurities (e.g., 21-year-old managing 50-year-old with decades of experience)
· Manager training: Shift from "tell" approaches to collaborative goal-setting. Ask "how should we achieve these goals?" rather than dictating methods
· Rapid intervention needed: The gap is widening and organizations don't have years to wait for natural adjustment
4. Technology, AI, and Maintaining Humanity
The Double-Edged Sword
Technology emerged as both solution and problem. While AI and automation offer efficiency, the group expressed deep concern about losing human connection and critical judgment.
Concerns Raised
· Over-automation in customer service (Maureen): Example of spending 1 hour, 3-6 minutes navigating automated phone systems just to speak with a human. Finance departments push automation to cut costs, but at what cost to customer experience?
· Screen fatigue and health impacts (Mandy): "I never needed glasses until 2021. Now I can't function without them." Life moving from laptop screen to phone screen to TV screen, with digital burnout accelerating
· Loss of water cooler moments: Working from home increases efficiency but eliminates informal human connection—the casual conversations that build relationships and catch early warning signs of struggle
· AI hallucinations and validation needs (Robert): AI requires sophisticated prompting skills and outputs must be verified. Example: Zoom AI Companion produces meeting summaries that require heavy editing for accuracy
Opportunities Identified
· AI as learning tool (Beatrice): Using AI to accelerate professional development and skill acquisition when properly guided
· Data analytics capability: HR professionals now need technical competence in data analytics—leading to rise of specialist people analytics roles. Rob Briner advocates for entire CIPD qualification units on people analytics
· Computer-based training evolution: From CBT (computer-based training) in the 1990s to today's sophisticated online learning—but the fundamental question remains: does completion equal application?
Future Focus Request
Mandy strongly advocated for dedicated Circle of Peers sessions on AI and technology—peer-to-peer discussions on practical challenges, how others are navigating rapid change, and "holding hands" through the transformation together.
5. Global Uncertainties—Ranking the Challenges
Participants ranked five major uncertainties facing HR professionals and organizations:
Ranking Results
1. Global Politics (overwhelming #1 choice) 
· Alex, Lea, Michelle, Beatrice, Lara all ranked this first
· Michelle: "I would just go with a great big headline in capital letters—GLOBAL POLITICS—because the other four just come out of that one"
· Impact: US policy affects UK politics, Ukrainian war diverts government attention, trade implications, climate policy reversals, shifts in diversity/inclusion consensus, immigration restrictions affecting labour supply
· Beatrice (Kenya): "Are these human beings in leadership?" expressing dismay at global superpower behaviour
2. Finance and Cost of Living
· Mandy: "Your pound is just not stretching as far... the biggest change in a very, very long time"
· Link to inability to challenge unethical behaviour—survival needs trump principles for many
3. National/Local Politics
· Lea: UK government's tax decisions on Gibraltar's gambling industry will push people to unregulated markets, causing harm
· Employment law changes in UK (2026-2027) represent "the biggest change I've not seen in my career time" (Mandy)
4. Lack of Ethical Values
· Bebey (African lens): Ranked this #1, noting how lack of ethics in leadership cascades through finance and politics
· Viewed as foundational—when leadership lacks ethics, all other problems worsen
5. Climate Change
· Robert's historical perspective: "Long-term, the largest challenge is by far climate change because it's going to impact everything else. But most people are unfortunately in life understandably focused on short to medium term"
· Alex: Huge concern but feels distant from immediate HR practice
Rachel's Additional Political Concern
Beyond policy, there's an attitudinal shift undermining previous consensus on diversity/inclusion, women's reproductive rights, and immigration. Example: UK demographics show far fewer young people entering workforce, yet anti-immigration rhetoric threatens to strangle labour supply critical to NHS, adult social care, hospitality, and other sectors.
6. The Path Forward—Where HR Can Make a Difference
What We Can't Control
Lara articulated the group's growing realization: "Maybe we have to take a bit of a step back and say maybe we can't fix it. Politics are what they are, cost of living's going up... is it more about helping people where we can, supporting them through those changes?"
What We Can Do
· Embed people-centric values authentically (Michelle, citing People Management magazine article arriving that morning): McKinsey research shows people-focused companies are 4x more likely to outperform peers. "We need people to be people... to truly believe and not play lip service"
· Transparent, honest communication (Beatrice, VSO restructuring example): During redundancies and restructuring due to global politics affecting funding, consistent messaging across all regions, clear rationale for decisions, and honest updates helped people navigate painful changes
· Retain humanity in automation: Push back against over-automation that removes all human contact. Advocate for balance between efficiency and connection
· Support people through change: "That's our job, we're the people people" (Lara). Provide support mechanisms, be open about struggles, lead by example with organizational values
· Create intergenerational learning opportunities: Don't wait years for natural adjustment—actively facilitate mutual understanding and respect across age groups
· Develop technical competence while preserving human judgment: Learn AI tools and data analytics, but maintain critical thinking to validate outputs and catch errors
Proposed Future Session Themes
Strong interest in dedicating future Circle of Peers sessions to:
· AI and technology—practical, peer-to-peer problem-solving
· Embedding authentic values and people-centric approaches
· Visual timeline of Deloitte Human Capital Trends (2013-present) to understand how predicted changes are manifesting
Participant Reflections
Michelle: "The world just feels like a horrible place sometimes... if we could get that people being people and treating other people as people and human beings... there's so much that's so awful, but if we could get that..."
Mandy: "I genuinely think the solution lies within these people. Bringing back the humanity into that, and I think we're losing significantly, we're losing touch with that in the jovial excitement of what technology brings us."
Lea: "It's reminded me how important it is to get different thoughts... the world's superpowers are quite scary at the moment, and they have an impact on all of us."
Alex: "Every day you just watch, so what is going on with the world... I think values is where our strength as people professionals... that's where we can step in and try and change how things are at the moment."
Historical Context Provided
Robert's perspective: "The post-war consensus was a rather positive historical aberration. What we're seeing is not particularly new. It's common to the behaviour of most of human history across centuries and millennia. People unfortunately undervalued the huge amount of sacrifice of the Second World War and have thrown out the bodies, the institutions, and the ways of behaviour all too easily."
This sobering reminder placed current challenges in context—while they feel unprecedented, they reflect historical patterns. The post-WWII era of international cooperation and consensus was unusual; reversion to nationalist, self-interested politics is historically more typical, though no less concerning.
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