
© 2024 HFS Research. All Rights Reserved. 1

Dana Daher

Executive Research Leader, HFS Research

HFS RESEARCH FALL SUMMIT

The Rise of the AI workers:
What Happens When Work Decouples from Workers?





What happens when work 
decouples from workers?
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This isn’t the first time it’s 

happened… 
'
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When machines copied faster than scribes

15th century (Gutenberg, 1440s 
onward)

• In the 15th century, scribes controlled the world’s 

knowledge 

• 1440, Gutenberg’s press arrived and shattered 

that monopoly.

• Suddenly, knowledge scaled faster than humans 

could keep up.

• That shift birthed new industries — publishing, 

literacy, education and a new information 

economy.
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When machines spun faster than families

18th century (James Hargreaves, 
1760s onward)

• In the 18th century, textile workers spun thread by 

hand 

• In 1760, the Spinning Jenny was introduced

• Productivity soared, but so did fear.

• Riots broke out across England, factories replaced 

cottages, and “automation anxiety” was born.

• This upheaval laid the foundations for mass 

production, modern economy and social 

movements
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When machines plowed faster than people

19th–20th century

• In the 1800s, half of U.S. workers farmed by hand.

• Then came reapers and tractors, replacing human labor.

• Productivity soared, but so did unrest — smashed 

machines, falling wages, rural anger.

• Millions left the fields for factories, fueling the industrial 

revolution.

• Work moved from muscle to machinery.
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This is not just another efficiency 

revolution. Machines have replaced 

physical work before, but now 

they’re replacing cognitive work.
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The new hierarchy of cognitive decoupling of work 

Assistive 
Agents

Knowledge 
Agents

Action Agents

AI Workers AI Workers – The handoff of accountability.
Full roles become autonomous. AI takes ownership of 
defined outcomes — recruiting, servicing, processing — 
while humans move toward governance and orchestration.
This is decoupling.

Action Agents – The handoff of execution.
AI no longer just recommends; it acts. It runs claims, 
schedules, or approvals end-to-end. Humans step back to 
oversight and exception management.
This is automation.

Knowledge Agents – The handoff of expertise.
AI starts to perform analytical cognition: pattern recognition, 
contextual comparison, and predictive reasoning. Humans 
shift from doing analysis to validation.
This is acceleration.

Assistive Agents – The first cognitive handoff.
AI that supports how we think. These are copilots that 
summarize, organize, and draft — speeding up human 
work but depending on our judgment and relationships.
This is augmentation.



HR Leader

Recruiter 

Candidate Sourcing Agent  

Auto-scans platforms to 

match candidates with job 

roles.

Candidate Evaluation Agent 

Screens CVs and 

assessments for best-fit 

profiles.

Compensation 

Benchmarking Agent  

Recommends salary ranges 

aligned with market data.

HR Business 

Partner 

Policy Advisor Agent  

Drafts and updates HR policies 

based on regulation changes.

Employee Relations Agent  

Analyzes employee sentiment 

issues to flag risks.

Compliance Monitoring Agent 

Scans HR processes for 

legal/regulatory risks and creates 

alerts.

Workforce Analytics Agent 

Tracks attrition, absenteeism, and 

performance data

HR Generalist

Learning Path Agent 

Designs personalized training 

programs by role and skills 

gaps.

Training Delivery Agent – 

Manages e-learning modules, 

quizzes, and reminders.

Skills Insights Agent  

Analyzes workforce skills data 

to highlight gaps and 

recommend reskilling.

Career Development Agent 

Generates suggested career 

paths and mobility 

opportunities.

Payroll Agent 

(AI workers)

Payroll Processing Agent – 

calculates salaries, 

deductions, reimbursements, 

and issues payslips.

Tax & Compliance Agent – 

ensures payroll compliance 

with labor laws and tax codes.

Benefits Administration 

Agent – manages benefits 

enrollments and updates 

automatically.

Audit & Reporting Agent – 

produces payroll reports for 

finance and regulatory review.
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We are already starting to see AI worker in the workforce 

Customer Service AI worker
@ a lending platform

Human equivalent: Call center agent handling 
loan queries 

A lending platform handling 2 million tickets a year had 
overwhelmed call center staff struggling to keep up with 
customer queries. 
An AI customer service worker stepped in to take on the 
repetitive work, verifying accounts, checking loan 
statuses, and resolving routine issues without escalation. 
By handling 80% of cases end-to-end, the AI lifted 
satisfaction from 40–50% to 75% and left human agents 
to focus only on the most complex customer needs.

HR AI worker
@ a Tech services company

Human equivalent: HR staff fielding payroll and 
policy questions

At a large tech services company with 250,000 employees, 
HR teams were buried under payroll and benefits requests 
that often took days to resolve. 

An AI HR employee became the universal front door, 
instantly fielding policy and payroll questions by drawing 
directly from HR systems and rules. The AI cut response 
times from days to seconds and allowed human HR staff to 
redirect their time toward strategy and employee 
experience.

Courtesy of Ema AI
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AI isn’t just joining your team…it’s redesigning it

What changes do you anticipate in organizational structure as agentic AI is implemented over 
the next 3 years?

44%

41%

39%

25%

6%

6%

Flattening traditional hierarchies by reducing layers of management

Creating cross-functional teams focused on human-AI collaboration

Reorganizing departments around AI-enabled workflows

Developing new reporting relationships between humans and AI
systems

No significant structural changes anticipated

Too early to determine

Sample: 545 survey participants 
Source: HFS Research, 2025
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From job titles to joint systems, a role's definition is also 

shifting fast.

What changes do you anticipate in roles and positions as agentic AI is implemented over the 
next 3 years?

45%

36%

35%

32%

25%

3%

2%

Augmenting existing roles with AI collaboration and oversight
responsibilities

Eliminating certain positions as AI systems take over those roles

Restructuring job descriptions to focus on higher-value, strategic work

Redefining skill requirements and competencies across existing roles

Creating entirely new positions agentic AI managers, human-AI
coordinators, orchestration specialists)

Too early to determine

No significant changes to roles anticipated

Sample: 545 survey participants 
Source: HFS Research, 2025
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The human impact: value, fear, and identity

How are employees reacting to 
agent integration into workflows?

37%

11%

52%

Positive Neutral Negative

What workforce concerns are most top-of-mind as visibility 
into work patterns increases with agentic AI?

56%

43% 42%
40%

37%

28%

Fear of being

replaced or

devalued by

agents

Overexposure

of personal or

team-level

performance data

Unclear boundaries

around what

agents should be

allowed to do

Loss of

individual

agency or

control

Misalignment

between human

and agent

decisions

Increased

monitoring and

surveillance of

employees

Sample: 505 Global 2000 Enterprise Decision makers 
Source: HFS Research, 2025
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History shows us fear and resistance 

always come first — but adaptation 

follows.
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The first step is knowing where to reskill, amplify, or replace. 

High cognitive complexity Low cognitive complexity

Low 

Repeatability

Zone of Human Advantage 

Unique, creative, and judgment-heavy work. E.g., CEOs, 

teachers, therapists, diplomats, and R&D scientists.

Double down: invest in leadership, relationships, and 

creative problem-solving. 

Zone of Emerging AI Collaboration 

Work where AI accelerates but humans must frame the context. 

E.g., financial analysts, investigative journalists, medical 

diagnosticians, policy advisors.

Build hybrid workflows: train for AI literacy, orchestration, and 

interpretation. 

High 

Repeatability

Zone of Redesign 

Structured work with repeatable elements where AI 

automates routine and humans manage edge cases. E.g., 

project managers, HR generalists, paralegals

Redesign jobs: break work into tasks, automate what 

can be codified, reskill for oversight and judgment. 

Zone of AI Substitution 

Codified, rule-based work that AI can do end-to-end. E.g., call 

center reps, payroll clerks, data entry staff, schedulers.

Exit or reskill: move people out of these roles before 

automation replaces them. 

Cognitive complexity = how much thinking the work requires. (judgement, creativity, contextual understanding)

Repeatability = how similar the work is every time you do it.
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Employees

• Double down on what 
makes you human. 

• Don’t wait for training, get 
AI-literate now. 

• Shift your mindset from 
replacement to redesign 

• Make curiosity your edge.

• Stop using AI as a blunt 
instrument for headcount 
reduction.

• Redesign jobs, don’t just 
automate tasks 

• Invest in reskilling as 
aggressively as you invest in 
AI 

• Build trust into adoption.

Employers



What happens when work 
decouples from workers? 

The same thing happens in every revolution: work 
changes, workers change,

and society must change with it. 

The only difference this time is that we have the 
chance to design it with intention.
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www.hfsresearch.com

www.hfsresearch.com

hfsresearch

hfsresearch

www.horsesforsources.com

www.horsesforsources.com

www.horsesmouthpodcast.com

www.horsesmouthpodcast.com 

Thank you.

http://www.hfsresearch.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/hfs-research/
https://www.horsesforsources.com/
http://www.horsesmouthpodcast.com/
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