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Human Resource Management in Al-Era
Organisations

In the early 1920s, a bold, astute, and progressive team managed a large factory in Cicero,
lllinois, that produced electronic components. This was the Western Electric Company’s
Hawthorne Works, which employed more than 30,000 workers. The sprawling complex was
one of the largest manufacturing plants in the United States. As in most factories, senior
managers spent much of their time striving to improve efficiency. It is not known exactly
how the management team met Professor George Elton Mayo, a psychologist and
professor of industrial research, but the ‘chemistry’ was right and the Hawthorne Works
became the site of a series of experiments that gave birth to the profession of Human
Resource Management.

For almost a decade, researchers acted as experimental anthropologists. They were deeply
embedded in the factory’s workrooms and, even today, their highly detailed notebooks
have much to teach us. One insight was particularly significant. It was that the emotional
relationship between managers and workers mattered far more than anyone had realised.
In one famous experiment, researchers decreased the lighting level in a workroom, making
it more difficult to perform skilled work. Contrary to expectations, as illumination
continued to decrease, efficiency improved until workers in the experimental group could
barely see what they were doing.

Later, a highly influential book and academic papers on the Hawthorne Works were
published, sparking what many described as the ‘Human Relations Movement'. In the UK,
members of the Institute of Labour Management (later renamed the Institute of Personnel
Management) eagerly studied these findings. A specialised body of knowledge developed,
combining insights into how best to manage organisations and employees while meeting
legislative requirements and ensuring efficiency and effectiveness.

HUMAN RELATIONS MANAGEMENT UNTIL TODAY

For over a century, Human Resource Management (HRM) has played a central role in all but
the smallest organisations. The realisation that the talents, motivation, skills, disciplines,
and mindsets of those who work in organisations are a core strategic dynamic capability
underpinned the development of a specialised professional discipline.

Historically, many large organisations’ efficiency and effectiveness depended on people
performing roles to predetermined standards. Routines needed to be specified, skills
identified, training delivered, and rewards determined. Managers needed to combine
empathy with discipline and find ways to optimise available talent. Different types of
organisations, such as professional services, project-based enterprises, complex routine
bureaucracies or creative ventures, needed different forms of specialised personnel
management.

This was a major task, but HR professionals examined global best practices and selectively
implemented innovative tools and techniques relevant to the human dimension of
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organisational effectiveness. In bureaucratic organisations, HR was perceived as an engine
of organisational order.

FUTURE HUMAN RELATIONS MANAGEMENT

Over the next decade, Artificial Intelligence (Al) and related 21st-century technologies,
especially robotics, will drive a profound socio-technical reset across enterprises of all sizes,
from the smallest to the largest global corporations. Commercial and non-commercial
organisations will be equally affected, although the pace and degree of change will vary by
industry and by organisational type. Administrative procedures that were historically
central to HR will be increasingly automated, but detailed information on efficiency and
effectiveness will be far more readily available, often almost instantly. Changes in socio-
technical systems will reduce the number of humans required, but remaining human roles
will require high levels of competence and personal dynamic capability.

As Francis and Woodcock document in their 2026 book ‘Surviving and Thriving in the Al Era’,
the emergence of Artificial Intelligence (Al), autonomous software agents, and Industry 4.0
technologies will trigger a profound socio-technical reset that is already reshaping some
organisations and will increasingly transform almost all.

As machine intelligence and Al agents automate routine administrative, analytical, and
supervisory tasks, traditional ‘task monopolies’ held by human managers will dissolve.
Machine intelligence will revolutionise efficiency by performing routine administrative
tasks, such as candidate screening, basic compliance checks, and real-time operational
analytics, instantly and at near-zero marginal cost. Machines will increasingly replace
humans for bureaucratic work. In addition, previously expensive or unachievable tasks, like
developing individual profiles on thousands of individuals, will create new landscapes of
opportunities. The need for agility will increase as all areas of endeavour become more
dynamic.

Almost all organisations need to be understood as socio-technical systems, but Al-era
technologies increase the competence, complexity, and centrality of ‘technical’ systems.
This will affect the role of HR professionals, who need to become selective users of waves of
technological innovations and understand, in depth, the potential functions and
dysfunctions of the ‘technical’ dimension of Al-era organisations. HR will need to specialise
in optimising socio-technical interdependencies.

More generally, far from rendering HR obsolete, this technological shift liberates the
function from its traditional bureaucratic burden. Many organisations will reduce
headcount, but those remaining will have more demanding, consequential roles, deciding
what matters and how to allocate resources (i.e., non-routine activities).

Sustainable forms of differentiation will be increasingly important. This is because Al-era
technologies are largely generic and cannot provide strategic competitive or comparative
advantage. This depends on the capabilities of human individuals and teams. An
increasingly important function of HRM in the digital age will be an ‘Elite Human Resource
Developer Facilitator’.
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To remain competitive, organisations will need HR leaders to act as Socio-Technical
Architects, orchestrating hybrid networks of human brilliance and machine precision while
fusing strategic innovation with the agility required—a synergy that Francis and Woodcock
term innogility.

ORGANISATIONAL AND PERSONAL DYNAMIC CAPABILITIES

Many changes needed are ‘more of’ or ‘do better’ rather than ‘do new.’ Already, many HR
people possess considerable agency and are dedicated to meeting the needs of the human
side of the enterprise (i.e. they possess ‘entrepreneurial zeal’). They will also be skilled in
organisational design and may be familiar with aspects of managing innovation and
facilitating the requisite agility.

As David Teece's Resource-Based View (RBV) of the firm shows, long-term competitive or
comparative differentiation stems not from following standardised algorithmic
suggestions, but from unique human capacities that deploy, contextualise, and transcend
them. Consequently, HRM in Al-era organisations will expand across three strategic
imperatives:

(1) Acting as Custodian of Human Purpose and Ethical Foresight
While algorithms excel at pattern recognition, optimisation, and predictive calculation,
they lack moral imagination, empathy, and ethical discernment. Machine intelligence can
calculate what is statistically probable, but human leaders must determine what is
desirable, equitable, and just. HR serves as the organisational conscience, ensuring that
technological deployment aligns with a clear ‘North Star’ —the foundational business
concept, organisational values, and societal responsibility.

(2) Serving as Curator of Socio-Technical Intelligence
Rather than acting as an information middleman, HR curates organisational intelligence.
This entails synthesising inputs from multiple sources—predictive Al analytics, customer
sentiment, employee well-being metrics, and stakeholder ethics—into a coherent strategic
direction. HR ensures that technology serves human flourishing and organisational vitality
rather than causing alienation or cultural paralysis.

(3) Architecting Social Architecture and Facilitating Unlearning
A primary impediment to organisational transformation is entrenched mental models,
legacy habits, and bureaucratic inertia—often called agility blockages. HR's overarching
purpose includes designing and delivering a "social architecture" that actively unlearns
obsolete routines, dismantles departmental silos, and maintains a psychological safety net,
enabling employees to experiment, innovate, and take calculated risks.

KEY ROLES FOR HRM

To fulfil this purpose, HR professionals will increasingly adopt four active operational
postures within the enterprise.

1. The Socio-Technical Architect
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In modern, dynamic enterprises, work happens across hybrid networks where human
employees interact seamlessly with Al agents, automated workflows, and robotic systems.
The HR manager acts as a Socio-Technical Architect, designing interfaces where human
talent and non-human Al actants complement each other. HR leaders apply this principle
across corporate workflows, delegating rule-based processing to machines while reserving
judgment, negotiation, and creative synthesis for human staff.

2. The Adhocracy Facilitator and Fluid Network Designer

Stable, rigid hierarchies are too slow to navigate volatile, uncertain, complex, and
ambiguous (VUCA) landscapes. As Chapter 14 of Surviving and Thriving in the Al Era
explains, breakthrough performance requires restructuring the organisation around the
(sometimes temporary) logic of the situation. HR managers act as network designers who
configure fluid teams, establish governance rules, and dismantle them smoothly once the
objective is achieved, avoiding bureaucratic calcification.

3. The Forensic Blockage Diagnostician and Unlearning Catalyst

Legacy 20th-century practices can operate as systemic blockages that stifle enterprise
responsiveness. HR managers should act as clinical diagnosticians, using forensic
evaluation tools to surface hidden cultural friction and institutional hesitation; HR also acts
as a "Critical Friend" that facilitates continuous unlearning—helping managers and teams
abandon outdated routines and adopt agile mindsets.

4. The Strategic Talent Partner and ‘Employer of Choice’

The rapid advance of Al accelerates job polarisation, reducing demand for middle-tier
routine knowledge roles while escalating the war for talent possessing rare expertise,
creative brilliance, and socio-technical fluency. To attract and retain exceptional individuals
and high-performing ‘jazz band’ teams, HR must re-engineer talent management. This
means values-driven leadership that positions the organisation as an ‘Employer of Choice’
offering meaningful work, personal growth, and authentic human connection.

4. The Required Skill Architecture: The Three-Layer Cake Model

Mastering these four pivotal roles requires a structured approach to capability
development. Historically, HR departments focused heavily on specialised credentials and
technical HR procedures (the middle layer of traditional capabilities). However, in a fast-
changing digital landscape, technical specialisations carry a rapidly shrinking half-life.

To build a workforce and an HR function equipped for continuous adaptation, HR leaders
can deploy the Three-Layer Cake Model introduced by Francis and Woodcock (2026). This
framework distinguishes between foundational human capacities, role-specific mastery,
and task-specific execution tools. Particularly important in the Al Era are the five core
personal dynamic capabilities shown on the bottom layer of the cake model.
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PERSONAL DYNAMIC CAPABILITIES

Bottom Layer: Core Personal Dynamic Capabilities (The Foundation)

At the base of the cake sit five foundational human capacities—Core Personal Dynamic
Capabilities (PDCs)—that enable individuals to drive proactive change regardless of their
specific job title:

1. Impactful Agency: The personal power, inner grit, and political acumen to influence
constructive outcomes, overcome institutional resistance, and take self-ownership
of organisational renewal.

2. Requisite Agility: The capacity to sense environmental signals, spot fleeting
opportunities, and proactively reconfigure resources while prudently mitigating risk.

3. Entrepreneurial Zeal: A passionate, energetic commitment to find and exploit new
value-creating possibilities that have economic, environmental or human benefits.

4. Adhocracy Leadership: The skill to identify and build the most effective
organisational design for each unit or sub-unit of an organisation optimised for
socio-technical effectiveness.

5. Innovation Competence: The disciplined mastery required to transform raw ideas
into defensible, value-creating assets.

Middle Layer: Role-Specific Capabilities
The middle layer encompasses deep domain expertise tailored to specific roles.

Top Layer: Task-Specific Capabilities
The top layer consists of immediate, practical toolkits deployed to resolve specific
operational challenges.

FUTURE HRM - BROAD AND DEEP: MASTERS IN USING THE 7PS MODEL

HR people will be experts in identifying organisation development needs across seven key
domains to ensure that HR initiatives align with the overarching business strategy:

e Product (P1): What novel goods or services are delivered to internal and external
clients?

e Process (P2): How efficiently and flexibly are operational and administrative
workflows executed?
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e Position (P3): How is the organization positioned within its market and broader
ecosystem?

e Paradigm (P4): What underlying business models and shared mentalities define
"how we do things here"?

e Provisioning (P5): How effectively are vital financial, technological, and human
assets acquired and deployed?

e Platform (P6): How easily do internal and external stakeholders access the
organization's assets and services?

e Proactivity (P7): How rapidly do leaders and teams spot opportunities, make
decisions, and execute change?

The transition of Human Resource Management into a strategic socio-technical engine
represents one of the most significant resets in modern organisational history. As machine
intelligence absorbs routine analytical and administrative burdens, the true competitive
edge shifts to the Human Premium—that non-replicable combination of moral
discernment, relational trust, empathetic leadership, and creative zeal.

HR managers who master the Three-Layer Cake model, embrace the role of Socio-Technical
Architect, and systematically dismantle organisational blockages identified using the 7Ps
model will elevate their standing within the enterprise. By bridging technological precision
with human empathy, HRM ensures Al-era organisations remain not only hyper-efficient
and agile, but also deeply human-centric, purposeful, and resilient amid ongoing
disruption.

IN CONCLUSION

Over the next decade, Human Resource Management will transition from a functional
support office into a core strategic engine. While Al systems manage real-time operational
analytics and automated controls, HR will maintain a monopoly over quintessentially
human qualities: empathy, relational trust, moral imagination, and ethical foresight. By
developing Personal Dynamic Capabilities, dismantling organisational blockages, and
architecting hybrid socio-technical teams, HRM will ensure that enterprises remain not only
hyper-efficient and requisitely agile, but deeply human-centric and aligned with a clear
purpose.

Francis and Woodcock’s book acts as a practical handbook for unblocking organisational
potential. HR can deploy the book’s step-by-step "Al Era Career Workout" through Action
Learning sets. This experiential approach empowers employees to identify and dismantle
internal blockages, practice continuous unlearning, and take direct, proactive responsibility
for their career destinies. HR managers who apply these methods will elevate their own
roles—transforming from administrative process managers into Architects of Intelligence
who successfully merge human brilliance with machine precision.
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