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LEGAL CAVEAT
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report relies on data obtained from many sources, however, and EAB cannot guarantee the accuracy of the
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"EAB Organization”) is in the business of giving legal, accounting, or other professional advice, and its reports
should not be construed as professional advice. In particular, partners should not rely on any legal commentary
in this report as a basis for action, or assume that any tactics described herein would be permitted by applicable
law or appropriate for a given partner’s situation. Partners are advised to consult with appropriate professionals
concerning legal, tax, or accounting issues, before implementing any of these tactics. No EAB Organization
or any of its respective officers, directors, employees, or agents shall be liable for any claims, liabilities, or
expenses relating to (a) any errors or omissions in this report, whether caused by any EAB Organization, or any
of their respective employees or agents, or sources or other third parties, (b) any recommendation by any EAB
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Table of Contents

Introduction. . ... ... . 1
The Four Al Principles Leaders Are Missing . .. .............................. 4
1. Al Is Generative, Not Deterministic . ........... ... ... ... ... ... .. ....... 5
2. Al Collapses the Cost of Production—Not the Cost of Judgment . ......... 5
3. Al Accelerates Systems Faster than Humans Can Adapt. ................ .. 6
4. Al Amplifies Human Differences . ......... ... ... ... . .. . . ... .. .. ... ... 7
What the Productivity Paradox Looks Like Inside Organizations . ............. 8
1. Operational Fluency Outpaces Understanding . ......................... 9
2. Authority Drifts Before Anyone Notices .. ........... ... ... .. ... ... .... 9
3. The Self-Reinforcing LOOp . .. ... ... 10
The Workforce Costs of the Al Productivity Paradox. . . ................... .. 11
The HR Leader Playbook: Designing Human Advantage inthe AlEra ... ... ... 13
From Speed-First Adoption to Human-Enabled Performance .............. 13
How HR Creates Skills Architecture: Five Sequencing Responsibilities. . ... ... 15
Conclusion: Why ThisIs HR's Moment . ......... ... ... .. ... ... .. .. .. .... 18

D
|




| —L

B

L




INTRODUCTION

-
N

The Work Design Problem
Behind Al Productivity

Al is no longer an emerging technology. Across
functions, employees use generative tools to
draft content, analyze data, write code, and
accelerate routine tasks. With adoption rates
high, nearly two-thirds of organizations now
report regular use of generative Al in at least
one business function, with many deploying it
across multiple teams (McKinsey, 2025).

Under mounting budget pressure and board
expectations to do more with less, many
organizations are using Al the way they once
used automation on the factory floor: to
increase output, compress timelines, and
lower costs. Yet those same pressures are
driving premature scaling. Forty-two percent
of companies have already abandoned at least
one Al initiative, an early signal that capital is
being deployed faster than organizations can
design, govern, and absorb Al (S&P Global,
2025). Even so, Al can still appear successful.
Work moves more quickly. Output is higher.
Execution is accelerated. If this sounds
familiar—more work, more analysis, more
deliverables, followed by more review, more
confusion, and more rework—you're not
alone.

What is largely missing from Al assessments

is a harder truth: Faster output does not
automatically produce better outcomes.

When lower-quality work scales, error rates
rise, review burdens grow, and downstream
decisions suffer. Over time, these effects do
not merely erode productivity; they also create
revenue risk.

Revenue Risk: Activity Without Value

Despite widespread experimentation, many
programs stall before delivering value: 42% of
companies have abandoned at least one Al
initiative, and only a small share convert activity
into measurable business impact (S&P Global,
2025). Hidden costs—duplicated work, prolonged
review cycles, and downstream customer fixes—
erode revenue long before dashboards reflect
the damage.

This degradation has become visible enough
to earn a name. In 2025, Merriam-Webster
named slop its Word of the Year, reflecting
growing concern over the flood of low-quality,
Al-generated content—what many now call “Al
workslop” (PBS, 2025). As volume increases,
useful signals get buried, pulling skilled
employees away from creating value and into
reviewing, fixing, and cleaning up work (HBR
2025). Consequently, 95% of GenAl pilots fail to
produce meaningful ROI (MIT Sloan, 2025).

When Output Becomes Slop

In 2025, Merriam-Webster named slop its Word
of the Year, reflecting growing concern over
low-quality, Al-generated content flooding
work systems. Unchecked Al generation doesn't
just waste time—it destroys productivity by
overwhelming human judgment and review
capacity, shifting effort from value creation to
risk mitigation and work correction.


https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai
https://www.spglobal.com/market-intelligence/en/news-insights/research/ai-experiences-rapid-adoption-but-with-mixed-outcomes-highlights-from-vote-ai-machine-learning
https://www.spglobal.com/market-intelligence/en/news-insights/research/ai-experiences-rapid-adoption-but-with-mixed-outcomes-highlights-from-vote-ai-machine-learning
https://www.spglobal.com/market-intelligence/en/news-insights/research/ai-experiences-rapid-adoption-but-with-mixed-outcomes-highlights-from-vote-ai-machine-learning
https://www.spglobal.com/market-intelligence/en/news-insights/research/ai-experiences-rapid-adoption-but-with-mixed-outcomes-highlights-from-vote-ai-machine-learning
https://www.merriam-webster.com/wordplay/word-of-the-year
https://www.merriam-webster.com/wordplay/word-of-the-year
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/merriam-websters-word-of-the-year-for-2025-is-ais-slop
https://hbr.org/2025/09/ai-generated-workslop-is-destroying-productivity
https://hbr.org/2025/09/ai-generated-workslop-is-destroying-productivity
https://mlq.ai/media/quarterly_decks/v0.1_State_of_AI_in_Business_2025_Report.pdf

These organizational patterns are now visible
at the macro level. Recent research from
Stanford’s Digital Economy Lab finds that

Al adoption is generating early, localized
productivity gains among a limited set of
firms and workers, while broad, economy-
wide productivity gains remain limited
(Brynjolfsson, Chandar, and Chen, 2025).
The authors characterize these signals as
“canaries in the coal mine"—early warnings
that investment is scaling faster than
organizations’ ability to generate durable
returns. Others echo these findings, showing

that Al follows a familiar productivity J-curve:

Performance often stagnates or declines at
first as tools spread faster than organizations
clarify decision rights, accountability, and
how work actually gets done (McElheran et
al., 2025).

This tension is not a technology failure. It's
a sequencing failure, where tools are scaled
faster than judgment and governance and

only later force a reckoning with work design.

Al productivity failures are hard to spot
because they improve what organizations
already measure—speed, volume, and
utilization—creating early dashboard wins
and false positives for performance. \What
those metrics miss are the downstream

costs: weaker quality, overloaded reviewers,
ambiguous ownership, and fewer chances to build
lasting expertise, slowing performance as human
evaluation struggles to keep pace with machine
speed (Afroz et al., 2025). Those same blind
spots also mask a growing capability divide,

as workers with deep experience benefit far more
from Al than less experienced peers who lack

the judgment to validate outputs—thus widening
skill gaps precisely where learning once occurred
(HBR, 2026).

Research Snapshot

Micro Gains, Macro Disappointment

Individual workers often report time savings from
Al tools, yet economy-wide productivity growth
remains modest (Humlum & Vestergaard, 2025).

Most enterprise Al initiatives fail to deliver sustained
business impact when workflows and decision rights
remain unchanged (MIT Sloan, 2025).

Even where Al is in use, productivity gains are
uneven: 77% of employees surveyed said Al tools
added to their workload (Upwork, 2024).

Al adoption is outpacing governance and
workforce strategy, creating execution and
revenue risk (KPMG, 2025).


https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/app/uploads/2025/11/CanariesintheCoalMine_Nov25.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/working-papers/2025/adrm/ces/CES-WP-25-27.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/working-papers/2025/adrm/ces/CES-WP-25-27.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2510.24265
https://hbr.org/2026/02/how-do-workers-develop-good-judgment-in-the-ai-era
https://www.nber.org/papers/w33777
https://mlq.ai/media/quarterly_decks/v0.1_State_of_AI_in_Business_2025_Report.pdf
https://www.upwork.com/research/ai-enhanced-work-models
https://kpmg.com/xx/en/our-insights/ai-and-technology/trust-attitudes-and-use-of-ai.html

The core problem, in other words, is that
successful Al-enabled performance depends
on metacognition—whether people can
evaluate Al output, challenge it when needed,
and clearly own the decisions that follow.

The paradox is not that Al fails to produce
productivity gains but that organizations haven't
yet crossed the threshold. Al outcomes are now
constrained less by access to tools and more
by human readiness. This moment marks the
point where Al strategy becomes inseparable
from workforce strategy.

To move toward effective systems design,
organizations need to confront the human
constraints inhibiting Al transformation.
These constraints hinge on:

» How work is defined

» How decisions are made

* Who owns outcomes

* How learning happens over time
These are not IT questions. They are

human-capital questions, and they
demand a different operating playbook.

HR leaders sit at the center of the Al productivity
challenge because they are responsible for the
human systems that protect enterprise value

as Al scales (Seramount, 2026). As stewards
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of work design, capability, and culture,

they are uniquely positioned to see what

Al dashboards cannot—where judgment is
eroding, accountability is blurring, and speed
is crowding out sense-making. With global
Al spending estimated to be over $2 trillion
in 2026, organizations can no longer settle
for pouring money into the technology in the
hopes of accelerating Al productivity; rather,
they must invest in leadership capability and
organizational readiness if they want to see
true value creation (Korn Ferry, 2025).

HR's task is not to slow Al adoption but

to ensure organizations do not mistake
delegated thinking for augmented
intelligence. Without reflection and structural
scaffolding, Al use can quietly automate
human judgment rather than strengthen it.
This paper examines why that trap persists
and how HR leaders can design human
systems that keep speed from replacing
understanding.


https://seramount.com/resources/from-hype-to-impact-what-chros-need-to-know-about-generative-ai/
https://www.kornferry.com/insights/this-week-in-leadership/the-unstoppable-ai-spending-machine

The Four Al Principles
Leaders Are Missing

To understand why Al productivity so often disappoints, leaders must first
confront a more basic reality: Al is not simply another technology layered onto
existing ways of working.

Generative Al is a deeply transformative system. It is reshaping not only how
work gets done but also how people write, decide, learn, create, and interact
in everyday life. Unlike prior productivity tools, Al does not just speed up
tasks or improve information access. It actively participates in cognitive
processes that were once exclusively human.

That distinction matters.

Because generative Al operates inside human thinking and decision-making
loops, it introduces a new set of challenges that are less about technology
performance and more about human-machine interaction. It changes how
work is produced, how authority is assigned, how learning occurs, and where
accountability resides.

Leaders cannot manage Al as if it were just another tool. When they do, they
design systems that reward speed and output while undermining assessment,
learning, and accountability. The four principles that follow show where new
Al capabilities collide with legacy ways of working and why that collision
undermines performance.



Al Is Generative, Not Deterministic

Traditional, deterministic productivity technologies
retrieve or calculate. Al does something else: It constructs
responses.

Large language models (LLMs) generate outputs based on
statistical relationships learned from training data and shaped
by how prompts are framed. Two people can ask similar
questions and receive meaningfully different answers. The
system does not “know” which answer is correct. It produces
what is most plausible based on available data. Knowing
how the model works matters because it shifts how we
decipher where quality comes from.

With deterministic tools, accuracy is largely a property of

the system. With generative Al, quality depends heavily on
human inputs—how problems are framed, what constraints
are applied, and how outputs are interpreted. Organizational
psychologists show that differences in Al results are driven
far more by how people judge and use the output than by
the model itself (Sun et al., 2025). When organizations treat Al
answers as “right” by default, they misplace trust. What looks
precise is often just something that sounds convincing.

Al Collapses the Cost of Production—
Not the Cost of Judgment

Al dramatically reduces the time and effort required to

produce drafts, analyses, summaries, and recommendations.

This is where early productivity gains come from.
But Al does not reduce the cost of judgment.

Employees still have to verify accuracy, contextualize insights,
assess risk, decide what to act on, and take responsibility for
outcomes. As production becomes cheaper, judgment
becomes the bottleneck.

This pattern has become increasingly common. Research
on generative Al in marketing work shows that while Al
significantly increases the speed and volume of content
production, it also raises the demand for human oversight
to ensure quality, relevance, and strategic coherence, skills
that are not yet innate for the current workforce and need to
be taught (Coetzer, et al.,, 2024). As Al-generated outputs are

scaled, practitioners must invest more time in review, revision,

and assessment to prevent dilution of brand voice, loss of
nuance, or strategic misalignment.

Al does not reveal truth.
It constructs responses.

Quality depends on framing,
constraints, and human evaluation—
not on the model alone

What Al Makes Cheaper—and
What It Doesn’'t Make Cheaper

Cheaper: Not Cheaper:

e Drafting e Judgment
e Summarizing e Accountability
e Coding  Risk evaluation

e Analyzing e Decision ownership



https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2026-29702-001?doi=1
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-71412-2_6

Al Accelerates Systems Faster
than Humans Can Adapt

Output increases immediately. Quality remains ambiguous. Governance lags. Cultural
norms evolve slowly. This mismatch creates the appearance of progress in the short term
and instability in the long term.

Economists studying general-purpose technologies (GPTs) have long observed this pattern.
Productivity often dips before it rises because organizations must redesign workflows,
roles, and management practices to capture value (Brynjolfsson, Rock, & Syverson, 2021).
Stanford economist Erik Brynjolfsson describes this dynamic as the productivity J-curve or
what others refer to as the “Al Hype Cycle.”

Traditional Hype Cycle

Peak of Inflated
Expectations
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Gartner currently depicts “Al agents” at the "Peak of Inflated Expectations.” Without
redesigning work and rebuilding human capability, short-term performance dips are
inevitable. In the absence of human systems design, Al spreads faster than organizations
can adapt, accelerating activity without strengthening capability.



https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/mac.20180386
https://www.gartner.com/en/research/methodologies/gartner-hype-cycle

Al Amplifies Human Differences

Al does not standardize performance. It amplifies differences.

Employees with strong metacognition—the capacity for critical thinking, domain
expertise, and confidence in challenging Al output—benefit most, while those
with less experience or authority absorb greater risk when Al is wrong. Research
shows generative Al improves creativity and performance primarily for users who
actively evaluate and refine outputs; for others, it can suppress original thinking by
encouraging early acceptance of fluent but incomplete answers (HBR, 2026).

Over time, this dynamic widens performance gaps. Employees with strong
evaluative skills gain leverage, while others grow either overconfident in Al output or
increasingly resistant to it—amplifying error, inconsistency, and uneven performance
across the workforce.

Why These Principles Matter

Taken together, these four principles explain why Al often feels
productive while quietly undermining performance.
e Generative systems require judgment, not deference.

e Cheap output increases the value—and scarcity—of human
decision-making.

e Speed without redesign exposes weak systems.
e Uneven capability becomes an organizational risk.
When leaders ignore these principles, they default to familiar

responses: Measure speed, reward output, and push adoption
harder. That response magnifies the very problems Al introduces.



https://hbr.org/2026/01/why-ai-boosts-creativity-for-some-employees-but-not-others
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What the Productivity Paradox
Looks Like Inside Organizations

Three Failure Modes

For HR leaders, the principles described in the previous section are not
abstract theory. They explain how generative Al behaves when introduced

into human work systems. Understanding those principles is necessary; seeing
how they translate into practice is where risk becomes visible.

In practice, these principles don’t slow adoption—they distort it,
producing failure modes that look productive while quietly weakening
performance.

Al makes work feel easier and faster almost immediately. That early fluency
creates confidence—among employees, managers, and executives alike. But
as activity accelerates, the underlying systems that sustain performance—
judgment, learning, and accountability—often are weakened. The result is a set
of recurring failure modes that compound over time.



1

Operational Fluency
Outpaces Understanding

The first failure mode emerges when organizations
mistake visible Al fluency for real capability.
Employees learn to use tools quickly—writing
prompts, generating outputs, producing polished
work at speed—but that surface proficiency is easily
mistaken for understanding.

What organizations often label as "Al anxiety” is not
resistance to technology. It is a rational response
to unclear expectations, invisible judgment criteria,
and ambiguous role futures. When employees
cannot tell how value will be assessed in an Al-
enabled system, confidence either collapses or
becomes misplaced.

Operational fluency is easy to observe and reward.
Conceptual understanding is harder to see. It
includes knowing how Al constructs responses,
recognizing when outputs are misleading, and
evaluating quality, risk, and fitness for context.

Because generative Al produces surface-level,
confident, coherent output by default, users can
appear competent long before they are capable of
evaluating what the system produces. Confidence
rises faster than judgment. As reliance increases,
opportunities to build deeper expertise shrink.

At the organizational level, this creates a subtle but
consequential shift: Speed becomes the proxy for
competence, and evaluation becomes optional
rather than expected.

2

Authority Drifts Before
Anyone Notices

The second failure mode emerges when
organizations quietly transfer authority from
humans to systems. As Al-generated output
becomes commonplace, judgment begins to drift,
often without explicit intent or decision.

This shift shows up first in language. Teams

refer to what "“the model decided” or what “Al
recommended.” These phrases signal a deeper
problem: Judgment is being projected onto the
system rather than retained by the human using it.

Hidden use is an early warning sign of this drift. In
one study, nearly half of employees reported keeping
Al use to themselves for fear of being seen as lazy,
risky, or noncompliant, signals of low psychological
safety and insufficient oversight (Security Today.
2025). When Al use moves underground, authority
has already shifted, and organizations invite risk:
Confidential information gets entered into tools
without oversight, decisions go unreviewed, and
compliance issues surface only after damage is done.

When Al output is treated as guidance rather than
input, predictable patterns follow:

» Disagreement feels riskier.
» Accountability becomes diffused.

» Errors surface later, when they
are harder to correct.

» Learning slows because answers
arrive fully formed.

When language assigns judgment to systems
that cannot bear it, governance fails before
policy is ever tested.


https://securitytoday.com/articles/2025/08/18/survey-nearly-half-of-employees-hide-workplace-ai-use.aspx
https://securitytoday.com/articles/2025/08/18/survey-nearly-half-of-employees-hide-workplace-ai-use.aspx
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3

The Self-Reinforcing Loop

These failure modes reinforce one another in a predictable loop:

B Fluency creates confidence.
Al tools are easy to use and produce immediate,
polished results.

B Confidence leads to reliance.
Under time pressure, people defer to Al output rather
than interrogate it.

B Reliance shifts authority.
Al output begins to function as an implicit
decision-maker, not just an input.

B Authority drift weakens judgment.
Evaluation, challenge, and learning decline as answers
arrive fully formed.

Bl Weaker judgment deepens dependence.
As confidence in human evaluation erodes,
reliance on Al increases further.

Each step feels rational in isolation. Together, they produce
organizational fragility.

Crucially, leadership responses often accelerate the impact
of the loop. When early productivity gains stall, the instinct is to
push harder—deploy more technical training and mandate usage.
These actions increase activity but intensify dependence. Without
redesigning work to preserve judgment, learning, and ownership,
speed compounds the very weaknesses it creates.

Al does not eliminate constraints. It relocates them—from production

to evaluation, from generation to judgment. When organizations
respond to judgment gaps with more speed, the loop closes and
becomes self-sustaining.



The Workforce Costs of the
Al Productivity Paradox

When the Al productivity paradox goes unaddressed, its consequences do not
surface evenly or all at once. They accumulate quietly, concentrating pressure
on people, roles, and systems with the least margin for error. This is not just a
performance issue; it is a human systems issue, one that erodes trust, capability,
learning, and well-being long before it appears in financial results.

Trust is often the first casualty. As Al use grows, confidence in how the
technology is governed frequently lags behind adoption. Research shows that
employees’ trust in workplace Al has declined, with many workers expressing
skepticism about Al's reliability and decision-making role or turning to
unsanctioned tools when governance feels unclear (HBR, 2025). What's more, only
46% of people globally say they are willing to trust Al systems, a signal that
adoption may be outpacing confidence in oversight and accountability (KPMG/
University of Melbourne, 2025).

Trust Gaps Are Emerging as Al Scales

Recent research shows that employees’ trust in workplace Al
is lagging adoption. Many workers report skepticism about
Al's reliability and decision-making role, while others turn to
unsanctioned tools when governance and transparency feel
insufficient, an early warning sign that Al use is outpacing
confidence in oversight and accountability (HBR, 2025).

11


https://hbr.org/2025/11/workers-dont-trust-ai-heres-how-companies-can-change-that
https://kpmg.com/xx/en/our-insights/ai-and-technology/trust-attitudes-and-use-of-ai.html
https://kpmg.com/xx/en/our-insights/ai-and-technology/trust-attitudes-and-use-of-ai.html
https://hbr.org/2025/11/workers-dont-trust-ai-heres-how-companies-can-change-that

Unclear accountability compounds the trust
problem. When Al-informed decisions lack

visible human ownership, employees become

less willing to challenge outputs, and managers
struggle to explain how decisions were made. Over
time, confidence shifts away from how decisions
are reached and toward how quickly they are
produced. Deliberation gives way to deference.

Capability gaps widen next. Al does not distribute
its benefits evenly. Research on human-machine
workplace dynamics shows that productivity gains
are concentrated among a relatively small group

of fluent users, effectively creating an internal “Al
fluency gap” (SIAl, 2026). Employees with domain
expertise, confidence, and organizational voice are
more likely to question, refine, and benefit from Al
output. Those with less power or few opportunities
to challenge results absorb more risk when Al is
wrong. Researchers warn that this fluency gap is
quickly becoming a new digital divide, shaping who
advances and who doesn't.

The Al Fluency Gap Is
Becoming a New Divide

Emerging research finds that Al productivity
gains are highly concentrated among a small
group of fluent users. As a result, “Al fluency”
increasingly functions as a proxy for influence
and opportunity—reshaping who advances
and who absorbs risk inside organizations
(SIAL,_2026).

12
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Early-career development is particularly
vulnerable. Al disproportionately affects
early-career employees, not because of lower
resilience but because it compresses feedback,
apprenticeship, and error-correction cycles.
Tasks that once supported learning through

repetition, observation, and guided correction are

now automated or accelerated, reducing visible
pathways for judgment to develop.

Over time, the psychological costs
accumulate. Sustained reliance on Al can
weaken human judgment when answers arrive
before questions are fully formed, eliminating
opportunities for productive struggle and
deep learning. Research on human-machine
relationships shows that workers who report
being most “productive with Al" also report
higher burnout and emotional disconnection,
suggesting a trade-off between short-term
output gains and long-term engagement and
resilience (Upwork, 2025).

Speed Gains Can Carry
Psychological Costs

Workers who report being most “productive with
Al" also report higher burnout and emotional
disconnection, suggesting that short-term output
gains may come at the expense of engagement
and resilience when work accelerates without
corresponding clarity and control (Upwork, 2025).



https://economy.ac/memo/2026/01/202601286939
https://www.upwork.com/research/navigating-human-ai-relationships
https://siai.org/memo/2026/01/202601286939
https://www.upwork.com/research/navigating-human-ai-relationships
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The HR Leader Playbook: Designing
Human Advantage in the Al Era

From Speed-First Adoption to Human-Enabled Performance

By the time organizations recognize the Al productivity paradox, many have already

made a defining choice—often without realizing it.

They have chosen how Al will be used not through a formal strategy but through defaults
embedded in work design, incentives, and leadership behavior. That choice determines
whether Al becomes a source of durable advantage or a source of long-term fragility.

At a high level, organizations are taking one of two paths. The difference between them

is not technology maturity but what organizations choose to protect as Al scales.

The Strategic Fork: Speed-First Al vs.
Human-Enabled Al

Speed-first Al treats adoption and acceleration
as the primary objectives. Success is defined
by how quickly tools are deployed, how widely
they are used, and how much output they
generate. Implicitly, it assumes that quality

will remain stable or improve, that employees
will develop Al judgment as quickly as they
develop tool fluency, and that existing training
and performance systems will translate
seamlessly to Al-enabled work. Judgment,
learning, and accountability are expected to
follow, without being deliberately designed.

Human-enabled Al starts from a different
premise: Al creates value only when human
capability is deliberately designed into the
system. In this model, speed is a result, not the
goal. Judgment, ownership, and learning are
treated as performance assets, not overhead.

Speed-First Al

Human-Enabled Al

Output, o
OPTIMIZES volume, Judgme::[i::leasmn
velocity quality
MEASURES  Usage, activity Capability,
ownership
SCALES Tools Human-machine
systems
Decision
DEGRADEs ~ duality. Fragility
learning,
accountability
PRODUCES Short.'term Compoundlng
gains advantage
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Both approaches use the same technologies.
Only one produces durable performance.

Speed-first adoption is understandable. Boards
expect results. Budgets are tight. Al promises
efficiency. But when speed becomes the main
goal, organizations optimize what is easiest to
measure—volume, velocity, utilization—while
leaving assessment of quality of the work itself
unclear and unsupported.

Human-enabled Al requires a different kind of
leadership. It asks organizations to pause—not
to slow progress, but to sequence progress
correctly.

This is where HR's role
becomes decisive.

Many organizations default to usage
discipline—policies, guardrails, and limits

on how tools are used—as a response to Al
risk. But this is a category error. The core
challenge is not to control usage; it is to
design augmentation. When Al is treated as a
substitute for thinking rather than a support
for judgment, organizations atrophy the very
capabilities they need to govern it.

_I

Why Skills Gaps Are the Real
Scaling Constraint

The most persistent barrier to Al value creation
is not tool access or employee willingness

to learn. It is the absence of a coherent skills
architecture.

Many organizations invest in training without
defining the specific capabilities, judgment
boundaries, and progression paths that
Al-enabled work requires. As a result, learning
activity increases while capability clarity

does not.

Leading organizations are shifting from generic
reskilling programs toward skills architectures
that define what good judgment looks like

in Al-enabled roles, how responsibility is
distributed between humans and systems, and
how capability matures over time. Without

this structure, Al accelerates work faster than
employees can develop durable competence,
creating speed without stability.



How HR Creates Skills Architecture:
Five Sequencing Responsibilities

HR may not own Al technology, but they own the human systems that determine
whether Al strengthens or weakens organizational performance.

The following five responsibilities distinguish organizations that convert Al speed
into sustained performance from those that stall in the productivity paradox.

1 Sequence Literacy 2 Prioritize Judgment
Before Scaling Above Automation
Most organizations develop Al access before Al should inform decisions—not replace them.

building shared understanding. Tool training arrives

. . . . When organizations automate or accelerate
first. Judgment and learning arrive later, if at all.

decisions without clarifying where human
Human-enabled Al reverses that order. judgment is expected, authority drifts silently to
the system. Over time, evaluation is weakened and

Al literacy must go beyond how to prompt or accountability is blurred.

generate output. It must build understanding of

how Al constructs responses, where it fails, and Human-enabled Al makes judgment visible. It
when human intervention is required. Without that establishes clear expectations for when humans
foundation, scaling magnifies error, not capability. must review, challenge, and sign off on Al-assisted

. . work—especially in consequential decisions.
In practice, this shows up when:

* Employees produce fast, polished outputs In practice, this shows up when:

but struggle to explain why they are or are » Al-generated recommendations are treated
not correct. as authoritative or approved without

» Managers reward “good prompts” without documented human review.

asking how decisions were evaluated. » Exceptions are treated as friction rather

 Training focuses on tool use while leaving than signals.

judgment criteria implicit. e Teams move faster but challenge

. .. Al output less.
HR implication:
. N HR implication:
Invest in technological literacy that strengthens

evaluation, not just execution. Treat Al Design decision checkpoints that importantly
understanding as a leadership competency, slow judgment of output. Make evaluation an
not a technical skill. explicit part of performance, not an invisible tax.
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Clarify
Ownership

Every Al-assisted output needs a clear owner.

Speed-first systems produce work quickly but
leave responsibility ambiguous. When no one is
held accountable for outcomes, performance
deteriorates—even if output increases.

Human-enabled organizations assign ownership
explicitly. Al may assist, but humans decide and
own the consequences.

In practice, this shows up when:

e Errors trigger process fixes instead of
accountability conversations.

* No one can clearly answer who is responsible
for Al-informed outcomes.

* "The system” becomes the explanation
when results fall short.

HR implication:

Reinforce that "Al-informed” does not mean "Al-
owned.” Accountability must remain explicitly in

the human domain, especially as speed increases.

Value Trust Above
Optimization
Al should inform decisions—not replace them.

Trust is not built through policy alone. It is built through
consistent, observable practice.

Employees trust Al systems when they can see how
decisions are made, challenged, and corrected. They
distrust systems that move fast but feel opaque or
unchallengeable.

Human-enabled Al regards trust as a prerequisite, not
an outcome. Transparency, explanation, and follow-
through come before optimization.

In practice, this shows up when:

» Employees follow Al guidance they
do not fully trust.

» Shadow Al use increases despite formal policies.
e Transparency lags behind deployment.
HR implication:

Embed norms for explaining how Al is used in decisions.
What leaders model becomes what teams accept.



Promote Learning Above
Efficiency Metrics

The most fragile Al systems are the fastest ones.

When Al removes learning moments without replacing them, capability
erodes. Over time, organizations become more dependent on Al precisely
because their own judgment has not been exercised.

Human-enabled Al embeds learning into workflows and team procedures.
Reflection, feedback, and iteration remain part of the process, even when
speed is tempting.

In practice, this shows up when:

» Review steps are removed to hit output targets.

« Staff in early-career roles lose opportunities for feedback
and correction.

» Teams get faster but less confident explaining their work.
HR implication:

Do not let efficiency metrics crowd out development. What gets removed
in the name of speed often determines long-term performance.

Human-Enabled Al Is Not Slower Al

It is Al-sequenced to strengthen judgment, ownership, and
learning before scaling up speed.
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Why This Is HR's Moment

These responsibilities cannot be delegated to IT, legal, or transformation
teams. They sit at the intersection of work design, learning and
development, and culture.

That is HR territory.

Organizations that treat Al as a technical rollout will continue to see early
gains followed by stalled performance. Organizations that treat Al as a
human-system redesign will convert speed into durable advantage.

The difference is not ambition. It is sequencing
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