HR AND LEARNING
LEADERS:
How to Harness Responsible AI
for an Engaged Employee Journey

WHITE PAPER

INTRODUCTION
Increasingly, organizations are recognizing the value and importance of optimizing every
stage of the employee lifecycle, from the time they engage prospective candidates through
offboarding. Whether referred to as the employee lifecycle or journey, more organizations
are looking to enable a personalized experience at every stage.
This is driven by consumer-grade digital interactions with Amazon, Facebook, Netflix,
and Google that streamline processes and even anticipate our interests and connect us to
tangential areas of interest.

HR is evolving
to be a digitallyenabled leader of
the transformations
paving the way for
organizational growth
and innovation.

At every stage with an employer, people expect similar experiences. Specifically, they
expect employers to automate and streamline mundane tasks (such as finding out
benefits) and provide anticipatory learning and development experiences.
This expectation is triggering HR and L&D leaders to consider how to make artificial
intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) pervasive throughout the employee journey.
However, it’s not just about streamlining mundane tasks and optimizing costs.
The mandate is to improve skillsets and create high-performing teams in the name of
accelerating innovation and growth amid redefined workforces.
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OVERCOME THE
BARRIERS TO
HARNESSING AI
Increasingly, HR and L&D leaders are calling upon AI to help them digitally transform in
this way.
People want instant gratification, bypassing interactions with other people. At the same
time, organizations need to fast-track business models and innovation. Going beyond
HR and L&D service management, they are enabling conversational platforms and virtual
assistants as the foundation (using Natural Language Processing, AI, and ML).
While AI has been around for years, techniques are evolving, making it possible to
automate tasks and process volumes of data at scale to identify patterns and blind spots
for better decision-making. Key to the effective use of AI and ML are:

• Sufficient data scope and quality to feed the algorithms, and skilled staff to
understand machine output (i.e., an ecosystem).

• Taking measures to respect the data privacy and security concerns of employees.
• Being aware that AI tools reflect the bias of the people who program them.
• Zeroing in on the most relevant use cases rather than take a broad-brush
approach.

When it comes to the first two points above, too often, organizations prioritize data
privacy and security over ensuring sufficient data scope. By keeping data tightly protected
in their system of records, organizations prevent themselves from fully harnessing the
value of their data and the power of all of the other technologies that help drive their
business — for instance, some lock down employee profile records. When employees
can’t update their profiles, they feel a loss of ownership, contributing to a less-thanideal employee experience. At the same time, the organization settles for a thin set of
data that might be outdated when they could be gaining rich, fresh data that provides
better insights into their employees. One best practice is to load minimal data and allow
employees to enter new data over time.
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The third point about bias is of utmost importance. Organizations can inadvertently
introduce or reinforce negative biases in their environments (such as sexism and racism).
While this may seem daunting to address, it’s possible — and easier to do so than
changing people’s inherent biases, as explained in a Harvard Business Review article.
“Realistically, we have a greater ability to ensure both accuracy and fairness in AI systems
than we do to influence or enlighten recruiters and hiring managers. Humans are very
good at learning but very bad at unlearning.”
As Deloitte underscores, “The use of algorithms does not mean the abdication of
responsibility on behalf of those charged with overseeing and making decisions…How
to operationalize the development, use, and risks of combining humans and machines to
make decisions is a central question as human-machine collaboration rapidly grows.”

AI-powered tools
mirror and even
amplify the biases
of those designing
the algorithms.
Wherever you apply
AI, align humans and
machines guided by
governance for the
best outcomes.

With that in mind, an organization’s skilled staff responsible for AI tools can review
all data before entering it into the tool. In a systematic way, they can ensure the data
complies with privacy, security, and ethics standards, and can check and audit all
processes the AI tool executes. For example, staff can take advantage of analytics that
pinpoints how data variables might correlate with sensitive variables such as race,
gender, and age.
So, rather than blindly follow AI output and recommendations, organizations can call
upon their skilled staff to monitor data quality, train the model, and determine whether
the algorithm works as intended. Doing so engenders trust in the workforce when it
comes to the use of AI in the employee lifecycle.
Now let’s explore how to arrive at the most relevant use cases.

HOW TO HARNESS RESPONSIBLE AI FOR AN ENGAGED EMPLOYEE JOURNEY

4

ALIGN WITH THE
EMPLOYEE JOURNEY
With a robust ecosystem in place, it’s time to see where AI can help recruit, onboard,
develop, and offboard employees in the virtual world.
Many HR and L&D leaders get tripped up or overwhelmed by AI because they attempt
to improve the entire employee lifecycle at once. Instead, laser focus on the end goal and
most important use cases. Is the priority to:

• More quickly screen candidates so the business can more quickly fill
open positions?

• Determine who is best suited for the job so the business is better prepared
to compete?

• Streamline and improve the hiring process, so managers feel they are making
better hiring decisions more quickly?

• Rapidly and effectively onboard so the business can more quickly call upon
new talent?

• Foster internal mobility and career growth, so employees feel supported
and engaged?

• Improve the offboarding experience to improve the company’s reputation
in the market?

After identifying the priorities, pinpoint precisely where AI might be able to assist.
Break down the process in question step by step to understand the biggest opportunities
for improvement and identify the potential for AI involvement. Then roll out AI in an
incremental fashion aligned with priorities.
Let’s look at how AI can help in recruiting, onboarding, development, and offboarding.
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AI IN RECRUITING
Screening is the first step to hiring the best people for the job. But it’s a time-intensive
task to identify the right candidates from a large pool. Even with that taken care of,
inefficient scheduling can negatively impact the hiring process and the candidate
experience.
Powerful AI-driven job-matching algorithms can match candidate skills in résumés to
the required skills for a role. By narrowing down options from a large pool of candidates,
AI accelerates and improves the recruitment process.
AI-powered tools also make it possible to more easily and quickly schedule interviews by
standardizing the process. The right AI solution can calculate interview requirements,
check real-time availability for interviewers and resources, and present the recruiter with
the best options. After the recruiter sets the interview, AI can send an invitation to the
candidate and all relevant interviewers and book the appropriate resources.
A consistent interview process is critical for compliance with legal guidelines that ensure
a fair hiring process for all candidates. At the same time, it’s more important than ever
for hiring managers to ask questions that help determine whether a candidate has the
necessary hard and soft skills and competencies.
AI-powered video interviewing tools can:

• Prompt interviewers to ask specific, relevant questions.
• “Grade” the candidate during the interview, for example, “is confident” (though
organizations should be aware of potential bias in these grades).

• Generate a transcript with keywords, making it easy for HR to zero in on key
concepts and skills.
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AI IN ONBOARDING
Onboarding can serve new and even existing employees as talent moves around
internally. In addition to helping new employees move through basic steps like filling out
paperwork, getting assigned equipment, and access to systems and applications, AI tools
can help in three key areas:
1. CLOSE SKILLS GAPS
With AI, organizations can determine how fit someone is for their current job and what
they need to do to close the skills gap. Similar to how it matches suitable candidates to
open roles, AI can automatically identify the skills gaps from the organization’s skills
inventory or automatically curate the required skills based on the skills acquired over
time for similar jobs. This determination provides the foundation for development plans
to close the gaps, giving employees a target during onboarding, which is more valuable
than overwhelming them with a mountain of HR-related information.

Some employees fear
that a machine selects
what job is right for
them, determines
their strengths and
weaknesses, and
decides whether they’ll
be promoted, so be
thoughtful in your AI
approach.

2. SHOW EMPLOYEES A CAREER PATH
For employees interested in a self-serve or self-driven mode to develop in line with their
career, AI can help them understand and address each step along the path and even
support aspirations for movement within their career.
In this case, AI can generate a job-match score along with recommendations to close the
learning gap. Combined with insights from what the employee’s peers are doing or what
predecessors have done to succeed in those job or role moves, AI suggests appropriate
skills to acquire. Empowering employees for the next-level job in their career path or for
an aspirational job they plan to pursue helps retention.
3. ASSIST EMPLOYEE MOVEMENT
To prepare their workforce for anything, organizations are making upskilling a business
imperative. AI can help reskill the workforce with an automatically curated and optimally
crafted learning program that helps employees successfully move into new roles or take
on new responsibilities in their current ones.
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For example, the Career Plan within the SumTotal Core Platform shows an employee’s
readiness to move into another position in the organization. This calculation is
determined based on a configurable set of criteria, including how others have assessed
the employee against the competency model for that job.
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DEVELOPMENT
Development is an ongoing journey: In many organizations, the first 100 days of an
employee’s lifecycle are one critical milestone. Then development follows the person
throughout their tenure with the company.
The key is using AI to create a personalized experience for every employee. The
experience can be based on interests, activities, social parameters, peers, role models, or
high-performing individuals (e.g., how similar people have navigated their careers). By
aggregating anonymous data related to all employees, AI can share how others succeed,
recommending needed skills and competencies.
Furthermore, AI-powered learning can serve up all of the materials and information
needed to help each employee develop in line with their preferences and objectives. It
can even deliver needed training in the moment, as employees require it in their everyday
workflows.
One caution: People get overwhelmed by too many recommendations, making it
essential to rationalize how many and which recommendations to present aligned with
each employee’s journey. To ensure AI makes relevant and useful recommendations,
the organization’s ecosystem can train AI and provide governance and oversight as AI
curates recommendations.

OFFBOARDING
While some elements of the offboarding process should be handled in person, AI can
take care of tasks such as deactivating access to systems, re-provisioning companyissued devices, and rerouting emails. Moreover, AI can assist with activities such as exit
interviews.
AI tools learn as they go. Feed exit interviews into the AI system, and the tool can detect
patterns and provide insights that help the organization build a better culture to reduce
employee churn. For instance, by detecting patterns associated with departing employees,
AI can help the organization identify other employees who might be at an elevated risk of
resigning to take steps to reduce the probability.
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CONCLUSION:
AI CAN IMPROVE THE
EMPLOYEE JOURNEY
As organizations across industries seek to improve their business operations and success
potential, they increasingly turn to AI-powered tools. Many HR and L&D workflows and
approaches have been disrupted by AI technologies that make processes more robust
and efficient. Undoubtedly, AI-powered tools can streamline candidate screening and
scheduling, improve and strengthen the onboarding and offboarding experiences, and
amplify development efforts.
While organizations can automate mundane, repetitive HR and L&D tasks, it’s essential
to recognize the importance of human involvement. The first priority is to ensure the
best — and ethical — use of AI by creating an ecosystem of skilled staff following ethical
guidelines.
Next is making plans knowing that AI will redefine manager, employee, and HR service
management roles. For example, manager coaching doesn’t go away with AI. Instead,
rather than identifying where an employee needs to upskill or reskill, managers can
focus more on being compassionate and empathetic in supporting their employees’
development. In other words, managers can address the areas that a machine can’t,
continuously checking in to support their employees.
Incorporating AI into the employee lifecycle is the opportune time for organizations
to unlock their creativity and refocus on strategy. By offloading mundane, repetitive
tasks to AI, organizations can strategize how AI can elevate their talent strategies and
organizational success.
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To find the right AI tool and vendor — and ensure AI is working in your organization’s
favor — ask vendors these questions:

• What process does your tool help improve?
• How does it help my business use case?
• What data will the tool leverage?
• How will the data be leveraged and model trained to give the right output?
• What skills do we need to train the model? Can my existing staff do it, or do we
need a data scientist on our team?

• In what ways will your organization be invested in our success?
• In what ways can your organization serve as a trusted advisor in guiding us on the
best use of this technology?

• How will you support us in changing our processes to leverage your technology?
To find out SumTotal’s answers to these questions, please get in touch today.
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ABOUT
SUMTOTAL
SumTotal provides a unified, comprehensive Learning and Talent
Development suite that delivers measurable impact across the entire
employee lifecycle. With SumTotal, organizations can build a culture
of learning that is critical to growth, success, and business sustainability.
SumTotal’s award-winning technology provides talent acquisition,
onboarding, learning management, and talent management solutions
across some of the most innovative, complex and highly regulated
industries, including technology, airlines, financial services, healthcare,
manufacturing, and pharmaceuticals.
Skillsoft and SumTotal are partners to thousands of leading global
organizations, including many Fortune 500 companies. The company
features three award-winning systems that support learning, performance,
and success: Skillsoft learning content, the Percipio intelligent learning
experience platform, and the SumTotal suite for Talent Development,
which offers measurable impact across the entire employee lifecycle.
Learn more at sumtotalsystems.com.

SUMTOTALSYSTEMS.COM

