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AI Summary: Challenges & Uncertainties
Circle of Peers Spring Virtual Timeslot #4:  17th March 2026
Quick recap
The Circle of Peers session explored six critical challenges facing HR professionals in 2026: ethics, global and local politics, generational workplace dynamics, climate change, and artificial intelligence. Through interactive discussion, participants examined how these challenges intersect with organisational culture, professional courage, and the evolving role of HR. The session featured practical examples including managing Afghan refugees in rural communities, detecting AI-generated grievance letters, navigating ethical dilemmas in casino operations, and implementing Claude's CoWork tool that automated 50% of work processes. Participants ranked challenges by priority and identified actionable strategies for HR professionals, emphasising education, transparent communication, ethical leadership, and supporting managers through uncertainty.

Summary
The warm-up period allowed relationship building before formal introductions, reflecting the Circle of Peers emphasis on networking and personal connection.
Circle of Peers HR Networking
Maureen opened the formal session by introducing Circle of Peers' history and format:
· Established: 2007 (approaching 20 years in 2027)
· Format: Mix of face-to-face and online sessions across multiple locations including Isle of Man, London, Dubai, Oman, Rwanda, and Egypt
· Core principle: "Precious time on you" - professional development and peer networking
· Notable connections: Long-standing relationships including Dr. Said Al Darmaki (now Chartered Fellow in Oman) and Stuart (completed 3 qualifications, invited Maureen and Robert to his wedding)
Participants introduced themselves:
· Pierre: HR operations manager at French-language school in New York, currently doing CIPD qualification with Scholefield, first Circle of Peers attendance
· Amy: Former student taking personal time, volunteering at local health practice
· Maisie: HR Manager at Microsoft solutions consultancy in London, studying CIPD Level 7, first attendance
· Charlotte: HR Lead for multi-site special needs school in Lake District, just completed Level 7
· Norman: Works in Sussex Musculoskeletal Service, leads team of 7 health builders with lived experience of musculoskeletal conditions
· Mandy: HR specialist doing consultancy after redundancy, recently rejoined Circle of Peers, considering membership upgrade
· Rachel: Learning and development specialist based in Manchester, creates sketchnotes during sessions using visual thinking methods
· Bebey: HR Officer for Tia Fund International (humanitarian organisation) covering West Africa and East/Central Africa regions from Kigali, Rwanda
· Joseph: Joined from rural Western Province of Rwanda while traveling on official public care committee business
· Sue: Head of Teaching and Learning at North Kent College, doing Level 7 coaching qualification
Maureen emphasised the interactive nature: "This isn't like a normal webinar where you can answer your emails. I'll be giving you input and asking for your thoughts. Interrupt when thoughts occur and challenge the thinking."
She introduced the 2026 theme of challenges and uncertainty, presenting six specific challenges for discussion.
Ethics in HR Practice
The Challenge Presented
Maureen framed ethics as a critical challenge: HR professionals must uphold and model ethics even when others don't, but challenging unethical behavior risks job termination and family security. The question posed: How far do you allow personal ethics to lead where you go?
Key Discussion Points
Multiple Lens Approach (Amy):
· Start by explaining your ethical position
· Present through different lenses: commercial impact, reputational risk, legal consequences
· People often don't understand your position when you're working in a vacuum
· Personal experience: Lost one role due to ethical stand but maintains "I quite like to go to bed at night knowing I've done the right thing"
Leading with Integrity (Mandy):
· HR practitioners must demonstrate integrity in advice and guidance
· First line of defence: "What does the policy say?"
· If policy doesn't support the position, lean toward commercial advice underpinned by ethical/moral conviction
· Example from casino work: Candidate withdrew citing moral objection to gambling due to family history with addiction
Setting Standards (Norman):
· Consistency in ethical position helps people understand your stance
· Critical in healthcare to maintain high standards
· Going to bed with clear conscience is important
Emotional vs. Policy-Driven Leadership (Charlotte):
· Special needs education is vocationally and emotionally driven
· Leaders who moved from classroom roles may lack management skills for equitable treatment
· Ethics and culture overlap positively when both align
· Policy interpretation varies - not every maintained school interprets local authority guidance the same way
· Leading with compassion as organisational value should inform policy interpretation
Small Business Challenges (Pierre):
· In smaller businesses without established culture/policies, ethics becomes more of a personal compass
· Easy to get caught up in leadership objectives and strategy
· Ethics can "take a hit" when you're close to leadership
· Personal ethical junctions are key to recognising when to work on fixing issues internally
Real-World Example (Maureen):
A candidate temporarily seconded to help a leadership team that had "gone rogue" faced blame when providing ethical guidance. Leaders refused ownership of decisions, putting all responsibility on her, demonstrating the risk of being scapegoated for ethical positions.
Professional Resources Highlighted
· CIPD Profession Map Values: Evidence-based thinking supports ethical positions
· Professional Courage and Influencing: Key behaviour for developing ethical influence skills
· External Context (Amy): DEI backlash creates disorientation - one minute following DEI path, next minute C-suite drops it, requiring navigation of personal vs. organisational values
Global Politics and Workplace Dynamics
Global Politics Impact
International Conflicts Affecting Local HR (Maureen's example):
· Pakistani HR colleague in Middle East brought 50 workers from safe countries to Dubai
· Week later, regional attacks occurred - workers and families worried
· HR response: Personal gestures (fruit baskets, flowers for flats) to show care and acknowledge their concerns
Afghan Refugee Integration (Charlotte):
· Rural Lake District (more sheep than humans) received influx of Afghan refugees
· Challenge: Balancing sparse public sector funding with supporting refugee recruitment
· Solutions: Flexibility in recruitment, translator support for massive policy documentation and training
· Positive outcome: Incredibly overqualified individuals joined in roles not requiring credentials, many promoted to larger roles, now thriving and proficient in English
· Impact: Brought diversity to predominantly white workforce
Centralisation and Trust Crisis (Norman):
· British politics increasingly centralised, government lost strategic focus while managing day-to-day minutiae
· Politicians forced to respond to 24-hour news cycle, making announcements "on the hoof"
· One particular president "shoots from the hip all the time" impacting international and local politics
· Local politicians lack financial support to implement what's needed despite knowing their communities best
· Money centralised away from local level
Trust Statistics (Norman/ONS Report):
· UK trust in politicians: 9%
· UK trust in estate agents: 22%
· Trust highest at local government level, lowest at national level globally (with few exceptions)
Metro Mayors Counter-Example (Rachel):
Manchester's Andy Burnham demonstrates that when metro mayors have more powers and access to funds, trust is regained because they can take action - reinforcing that decentralisation can work.
Geopolitical Shifts Affecting HR (Bebey):
· Recent EDI training in region showed geopolitics now leading notice even in developing countries
· Issues previously unnoticed now require people managers to accommodate changes
· Security concerns are paramount - people struggling with safety issues
· Need for flexibility in approaching situations and awareness of financial crisis accompanying security concerns
Political Rhetoric Seeping into Organisations (Amy):
· Brexit and subsequent events saw political sphere behaviours/rhetoric entering organisations
· Acceptance grew that certain opinions and postures were okay to voice
· Challenge: Not about HR's political views, but about values of respect and behaviour toward each other
· Triangulation: Global → local → organisational level impacts on behaviours and values
Generational Workplace Dynamics
The Generational Divide Framed:
· Baby boomers and those "contaminated" by baby boomers (mid-40s, late-30s): When asked to jump, say "how high?"
· Youngest workers (early 20s): When asked to jump, say "why?" and challenge
· Manager's response determines outcome: Delight in challenge vs. spark conflict
Organisational Culture Determines Success (Maisie):
In her organisation, people are open to everybody's opinions and listen, demonstrating that generational harmony depends on culture.
Management Style Critical (Amy):
· Command-and-control companies still exist with hierarchical control
· Dominated by baby boomers or slightly younger generations
· These companies likely don't even think about generational shifts
· Positive note: Growing awareness that younger generations face harder life outcomes and financial responsibilities may facilitate organisational thinking shifts
Innovation Through Diversity (Norman):
· Organisation employs many bright, innovative, flexible young people
· Innovation happens "all over the place"
· Also employs neurodivergent people, creating range of ideas, innovations, communication methods, and service establishment approaches
· Key: People ready and willing to learn from one another based on individual respect
Cultural and Generational Intersections (Bebey):
· Experienced both senior leadership when very young and saw how cultural context influences decisions based on appearance and age
· Individual self-awareness crucial
· Organisational culture must be structured so both generations considered at equal level
· Gen X now occupying more senior leadership roles
· AI changing management approach - relying on tools and skills rather than traditional hierarchy
· Organisations now obliged to embrace change and shift cultural thinking
Young People and Political Engagement (Sue)
· Teaching 16-19 year olds - extremely difficult to get them interested in politics at any level
· Challenge: Getting them to realise social media news isn't necessarily true and algorithms aren't healthy
· Building understanding that democracy is important
· They come with family views - trying to educate them to look at both sides
· When discussing role models, they reference Trump
· Most don't know where Iran is geographically
· In Kent: Rhetoric about "the boats" creating false narratives about impact of people coming over
Historical Comparison (Maureen):
Managed staff development for 5,000-strong YTS (youth training scheme). Pilot training included buying all known newspapers to follow one story through each, broadening thinking. Also used food challenges (frog's legs, snails without telling them) to encourage trying new things.
AI's Impact on Work and Education
Climate Change and Greenwashing
The Challenge Posed:
Companies purporting to be green for sake of it but not actually being as green as they should be - easy tick in the box. Climate supposedly changing, but is it cyclical (we've had ice ages and heat before) or genuine crisis? What about companies' reactions and links to ethics and politics?
Education Sector Example (Sue):
· College claims to be green: taps turn off automatically, light sensors installed
· Contradiction: Over Christmas when students finished, instead of allowing staff to work from home, heated all 4 campus buildings with only 2-5 people per building
· Question: Why not allow remote work to reduce carbon footprint rather than running heating/lighting for empty buildings?
Political De-prioritisation (Pierre):
· Global political disorder originating from country he's living in (USA) has reprioritised government concerns
· Climate ranking lower in government priorities recently
· Disconnection between government priorities and what people care about - many people do care about climate
· Question: How do you check if companies enforce climate policies if government doesn't care?
· Highly similar to politics topic - difference between top and bottom of social structure, truth no longer a priority for many governments
Walking the Talk - University Example (Amy):
· Local university world-leading on climate science, held big climate week
· Students flagged that university banks through Barclays - massive investor in fossil fuels
· Spearheaded whole disinvestment campaign
· Demonstrates: Espousing position and studying it, yet finance department hadn't connected to banking through Barclays
· Shows sensitivity and how direct action/campaigns can emerge from inconsistency
Key Insight: No longer okay to just talk good talk without action - people feel empowered to challenge inconsistencies, which is positive.
Artificial Intelligence - Rapid Transformation
Academic Integrity Solution (Maureen/Carol/Robert):
· CIPD now insists every candidate's work has AI report
· Scholefield created own Academic Integrity Report using Google (staying in Google bubble for security) and Gemini
· Developed in ~3 hours at wine bar by Maureen, Robert, and senior IT professional
· CIPD approved it
· Professor from Essex University said Turnitin offers little value ("useless, gives nothing to go on") but ticks the box
· Scholefield's report positively stated and learning/growing
· Compares and contrasts individual student work over time
· Warning: Soom AI Companion requires hawk-like watching
· Hand-in-hand approach: AI in tandem with advisors who know sources - using combination of both
Claude CoWork - 50% Work Automation (Pierre):
· Claude (Anthropic AI) released CoWork tool that can take control of computer
· Overnight automated 50% of Pierre's work - "made my head spin"
· Within 3 weeks, team fundamentally different
· CEO's positive approach: Not laying off people, but reinvesting saved time into human strengths - development, learning, creativity, innovation
· Positively welcomed by team because of proactive explanation
· Happening very fast, caught Pierre off guard despite being big topic
· CEO wants policy statement: Not seeking AI to replace humans, side-by-side work
· Changes daily, hard to keep track
HR Challenges with AI-Generated Content (Maisie):
· Noticeable increase in complaints/grievances from employees using AI
· Copy-paste AI-generated content into emails - clearly identifiable
· Increasing HR workload
· People using it as employment/legal advice
· Amount increased dramatically in last year
Professional Communication Changes (Mandy):
· Noticed 18 months ago: Strongly structured wording in communications to HR
· Example: Casino operators who barely speak professionally in day-to-day suddenly sending massively professional worded grievances
· Clearly supported by ChatGPT and other tools
Organisational Consistency Needed (Norman):
· Important to have consistency across organisation in which AI model used
· Example: NHS reviewing clinical guidelines through AI checker at 9-year-old reading level (accessible to patients and medical people)
· Use Copilot because comes with Microsoft package NHS uses
· AI use needs acknowledgment in reports
· Need to be upfront about AI use
Education Concerns - Learning Undermined (Amy):
· Strong purist stance: No replacement for doing work yourself, reading yourself, doing references yourself
· Never uses AI because "I'm the one that's learning, not an algorithm"
· Alarmed by lax attitude in learning institutions: "Oh it's great, it can help people learn"
· Sees it as tantamount to cheating
· Part of learning IS learning how to speed read, critical analysis, doing that at pace
· Won't learn critical analysis and constructing arguments if using AI
· Note: Amy achieved distinction in multiple units, lending weight to her perspective
Teaching AI Ethics (Sue):
· Difficult training young people how to use AI effectively and how it can support work
· Can identify AI use - students use words they don't understand (e.g., "fosters" meaning nurtures, not the lager brand)
· Questioning students about word meanings reveals lack of understanding
· Approach: Train ethical use, change assessment methods to verify understanding through conversation
Job Replacement Fears and Reality (Mandy):
· General undercurrent of fear that people will be replaced
· Better understanding emerging: AI cannot operate on its own yet, requires human intervention
· AI is learning from us
· 24 months ago: General theme was it will replace everybody
· Now: People understand it can automate entry-level and administration tasks
· Unfortunately means casualties at entry level
· Better organisational approach: Not about replacing people, but freeing them up to upskill
· Focus on value-adding work that was previously impossible due to being bogged down
· Mature, commercially sensible approach: Reinvent workforce
Entry-Level Career Path Concerns (Amy):
· Built HR career starting at bottom and working up
· If bottom-tier jobs disappear, what are implications for the profession?
· Question of responsibility and correlation to liability: Will people say "I'm not responsible, AI did that work/report"?
· Clear organisational position needed around job responsibilities that still pertain whether or not you use AI
UK Economic Impact (Pierre):
UK was economy most exposed to job destruction last year - highest job suppression connected to AI.
Positive Potential - AI as Thinking Partner (Pierre):
· Philosopher's view: Treat AI like a friend who knows a lot about something, not as expert
· Use as sounding board to bounce ideas and grow thinking through external process
· Increased workload from AI-generated complaints has flip side: Democratises access to information for people who didn't know how to defend positions or use policies/law in their favour
AI-Generated CVs Strategy (Maureen):
Use AI to scan AI-generated CVs, reply: "When you're ready to submit a proper CV, we'll consider you again. Thank you for your interest."
Resource Recommendations:
· Claude by Anthropic - particularly CoWork feature
· Poe.com - hosts multiple LLMs on same platform to try same question across different models
Pierre's Uncertainty Note: "We don't know which way it will go. It's still all to play for. There are many different directions it could take. It's new and big and moving very fast."
2026 Challenges and HR Strategies
Ranking Results
Participants ranked their top 3 challenges. Aggregate priorities:
1. AI/Technology - Most frequently ranked #1
2. Ethics/Lack of Ethical Values - Foundational concern, "underpins everything"
3. Global Politics
4. Local Politics
5. Climate Change
6. Finance/Cost of Living
7. 5 Generations in Workforce
Individual rankings submitted via chat:
· Pierre: AI, Climate, Global Politics
· Multiple participants: Ethics underpins everything
· Various combinations prioritising AI, Ethics, and Politics in top 3
How Organisations Can Address These Challenges
Embrace Change with Transparency (Bebey):
· Be aware of change, have open way of embracing it
· Analyse pros and cons together
· Be transparent about realities
· Always pros and cons to everything
Education and Communication (Mandy):
· Particularly with AI and uncertainties - there's an education piece
· With global and local impact - communication and supporting colleagues through it
· Keep people informed, don't treat it like it's not our business or has nothing to do with us
Bridge Economic and Political Divides (Pierre):
· Increased risk that economy and politics will push leadership in direction people won't follow
· More than ever, bridging these two things essential
· Through
Addressing Global Challenges Professionally
The meeting focused on discussing global challenges and how professionals can address them. Participants discussed topics including AI, global politics, climate change, and ethics/values. Mandy emphasised the importance of education and communication in the workplace, while Pierre highlighted the need for bridging economic and political challenges through education and listening to employee concerns. Amy discussed the CIPD map and ethics, suggesting that future-proofing skills and focusing on wellbeing are crucial. The group agreed on the importance of transparency, communication, and supporting managers during these uncertain times.
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