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Al agents promise an autonomous, future-ready HR function, but
solution capability confusion increases pilot failure risk. This
research offers CHROs seven essential reality checks for their Al
agent journey. Applying these checks ensures investments deliver
intended, measurable business outcomes.

Insights at a Glance

CHROs face the challenge of navigating an HR technology landscape where the promise
of autonomous, future-ready HR via Al agents is tempered by an immature market, rife
with “Al agent washing” and overhyped expectations.

Gartner’s position: Treating Al agents as a “ready-to-use” solution hinders HR's strategic
credibility and incurs massive sunk costs.

CHROs must execute seven crucial reality checks to discern authentic Al agent
capabilities and guarantee business value. Meeting these realities is essential for CHROs
to successfully connect their Al agent aspirations with concrete business results. These
seven reality checks include:

1.  Agentic Al washing: Distinguish true agents from assistants and modernize HR tech
architecture for successful integration.

2. Realistic use cases: Target dynamic, medium-complexity use cases while avoiding
high-stakes legal or reputational risks.

3. Hidden costs: Calculate the total cost of ownership (TCO) rigorously, including
potential consumption overages and data preparation costs.

4. Vendor roadmaps: Rigorously test vendor claims for autonomy and evaluate
interoperability to avoid limited, siloed solutions.
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5. Infrastructure gap: Modernize system APIs, clean data for Al readiness, and
implement strict governance guardrails.

6. Human side of the equation: Redesign roles, identify new skills, and carefully define
the cultural role of Al agents.

7. Single-agent interface: Prepare for multiagent systems and build product
management teams to manage ecosystems.

Issue

Over the past 12 to 18 months, vendors have aggressively marketed Al agents, creating
substantial hype and inflating HR organizations’ expectations about the solutions’
benefits. These expectations often exceed the current maturity of the solutions, which,
despite vendor development, are still progressing and are not yet fully mature.

Furthermore, despite the rapid adoption of Al use cases by HR functions, the value
realized remains modest. As of December 2025, one-third of CHROs report no to minimal
value from their organization’s Al investments. The majority (49%) report moderate value,
with only 18% reporting significant to transformational value.

Executive leaders identify the top barriers to realizing Al value as fundamentally technical:
poor data quality (53%) and the inability to integrate with legacy systems (52%). Both of
these areas are critical to the successful implementation of Al agents in HR. ?

Experiment with one or two Al agent use cases, but only if executed strategically;
otherwise, risk failing to realize meaningful value.

Impact

Al agents are poised to fundamentally reshape HR, moving beyond simple automation to
autonomous action. This transformation shifts the focus for HR professionals from task
execution to the strategic designing, building, supervising and maintaining of these Al
solutions. Such a shift necessitates a redefinition of HR roles, demanding new
competencies, Al governance and ethical oversight and fundamentally changing how HR
delivers its services. However, for CHROs to be successful in their Al agent journey, they
must face the seven reality checks highlighted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Seven Reality Checks for the CHRO’s Al Agent Journey

Seven Reality Checks for the CHRO's Al Agent Journey
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These seven reality checks are primarily for CHROs planning to consume HR technology
vendors’ prebuilt Al agent solutions. However, CHROs planning to build or blend solutions
with enterprise Al capabilities can collaborate with IT to perform similar checks with the
lens of their enterprise capabilities.

More Detail

Reality Check 1: Agentic Al Washing

CHROs should beware of vendor “agentic Al washing”; most vendors are rebranding
existing virtual assistant and chatbot products as agentic Al to capture buyers’ attention.

Situation: True Al agents can operate semiautonomously or fully autonomously on
multistep processes and perceive their environment, a key distinction from chatbots and
assistants, which still rely on human instruction. It is critical to recognize this difference;
otherwise, organizations risk overpaying for less capable Al assistants and chatbots and
setting incorrect expectations (such as headcount reductions), particularly with the CEO.
Beyond market confusion, HR must prioritize internal readiness for Al agents. Since HR
workflows span multiple systems, Al agents need cross-platform execution capability.
Fragmented data and disconnected HR systems will hinder agent effectiveness without
significant IT and HRIT development.
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Key Questions

Ask your HR tech leader: Are we investing in true semiautonomous or fully
autonomous Al agent capabilities, or are these just rebranded chatbots and
assistants? What are the financial pros and cons of each for our function?

Ask your CIO: Does our current HR tech architecture allow for autonomous Al agents
to execute HR workflows across multiple systems and data?

Start Doing the Following

Focus on differentiating capabilities between Al agents and assistants to avoid
buying vaporware.

Collaborate with IT and HRIT to define opportunities for the use of Al agents given
your tech architecture. Determine what needs to be done to increase success as
more Al agent solutions are introduced into the HR function.

See related research:

Al Agent Essentials for CHROs
Analyst Take: Anthropic’s Claude Cowork Exposes HR's Al Readiness Gaps

Agentic Al Benchmarks Across the Enterprise and HR

Reality Check 2: Realistic Use Cases

Deploying Al agents at either extreme is a mistake: attempting to solve complex and high-
stakes HR issues introduces legal risk, while using Al agents for routine checklists wastes
effort and resources.

Situation: Al agents work best in a “sweet spot.” For example, don't apply expensive Al
agent solutions for rigid and linear tasks like routine checklists or employee address
changes. Robotic process automation (RPA) can perform these tasks more cost-
effectively. At the same time, don't use Al agents for high-stakes use cases like complex
employee relations case management as solutions are not mature yet and can lead to
unacceptable reputational and legal risks. However, as the market matures, emerging
ways of building Al agents may reduce these risks in the near term. The sweet spot for Al
agents is a task that is too dynamic for basic automation but has a manageable cost of
error and technical feasibility. Focus on use cases where the agent acts as an assistant,
such as in candidate recruitment or employee and manager self-service requests.
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Industry Example from Hollstadt Consulting

Hollstadt Consulting partnered with Sense to implement its Voice Al platform, internally
branded as “Sunny,” to automate the company’s initial first-round screening process.
After a candidate applies, the platform automatically initiates an Al-led interview using a
customized set of screening questions. Recruiters receive a detailed transcript and
summary results, allowing them to quickly sift for the most qualified individuals without
reviewing thousands of profiles. Hollstadt's Al-led interviews eliminated 754 hours of
manual résumé review and phone screen work within 90 days. Sunny is scalable,
screening 1,200 applicants in just two days. Hollstadt experienced a candidate
completion rate of 74%, and candidates provided an 82% positive sentiment score.
Every applicant receives personalized feedback, eliminating the traditional “black hole”
of recruitment.?®

Key Questions

Ask your HR subfunctional leads: Which tasks or workflows need dynamic decision
making that a rule-based automation solution can’t handle?

Ask your risk and legal leader: When it comes to using Al agents, what are our “no-

go” zones due to legal and regulatory requirements for human judgment?

Start Doing the Following

Focus on sweet-spot use cases that are complex enough but not high-stakes enough to
cause legal and risk issues for you.

See related research:

Elevate HR Processes With Al Agentic Workflows
Al in HCM Suites: Evolution, Use Cases and Pricing

Emerging Value of Al Agents in Recruiting

Reality Check 3: Hidden Costs

Launching Al pilots without a clear TCO will silently drain your HR budget; CHROs who fail
to tie Al scaling conditions to hard metrics will incur crippling hidden costs from complex
integrations.
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Situation: HR functions often launch Al pilots without clear value propositions or a
defined TCO. Focus pilots on hard metrics (e.g., time to fill, first-contact resolution) and
scale only if these are met. While core HR tech still uses per employee per month (PEPM)
pricing, HR tech vendors are shifting to consumption-based models (tokens and credits)
for some of their agent products, a trend that may broaden across the HR tech market.
This shift introduces hidden costs like overages from complex processes or integrations,
which can undermine ROI.

Key Questions

Ask your CFO: How should we budget for consumption-based pricing models when
our usage can potentially fluctuate?

Ask your vendor. What are the current and future pricing models for off-the-shelf Al
agents and customized Al agents? How do they provide transparency and reporting
to actively manage costs?

Ask your CIO and HR tech specialists: How much will it cost to build and manage
APIs? Are our processes streamlined to prevent overconsumption of tokens? How
much will it cost to get our data agent-ready?

Ask your HR operations leader: Which pilot success metrics (e.g., X% reduction in
Tier 1 tickets) do we need to meet to justify scaling the solution?

Start Doing the Following

Move beyond technical proofs of concept to “business value pilots” defined by
metrics like resolution time or self-service adoption.

When building the case, rigorously factor in the TCO, including hidden costs for data
preparation and potential token overages over a multiyear horizon.

See related research:

Getting Started With Al Agents in HR
12 Al Value Metrics for CHROs to Drive Enterprise Transformation

Al in HCM Suites: Evolution, Use Cases and Pricing
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Reality Check 4: Vendor Roadmaps

Overreliance on prebuilt, off-the-shelf Al agents is a strategic trap,; outsourcing your
roadmap to vendors will permanently confine HR’s Al transformation to siloed platforms
and immature Al agent capabilities.

Situation: The HR Al agent market is broadly segmented into two categories. One
segment consists of prebuilt, off-the-shelf HR Al agents integrated directly within existing
tech vendor solutions (such as Oracle, SAP, Workday, etc.). The second segment involves
no-code agent builders (like Microsoft Copilot Studio, ServiceNow, Glean, etc.), which
empower citizen developers to create, deploy and manage Al agents without requiring
coding knowledge. However, relying exclusively on prebuilt, off-the-shelf solutions creates
a dependency on the vendor’s product roadmap (which may be slow), the potential
confinement of agents to their respective platforms (siloed), and limitations in the
maturity or “agentic” capabilities of the vendor’s solutions.

Key Questions

Ask your vendor: Can you demonstrate your Al agents’ ability to act autonomously
across all the systems that your workflows traverse?

Ask your CIO: Does your enterprise have the internal capability to build custom
agents, or do you have to rely on prebuilt off-the-shelf solutions from your HR tech
vendors?

Ask your HRLT: Will we be able to successfully change our ways of working in areas

where we deploy Al agents in HR so that the product is successful?

Start Doing the Following

Evaluate your vendor solutions on vendor vision; security, compliance and
responsible Al; connectivity and interoperability; development and customization;
performance, evaluation and value analytics; and pricing and licensing.

Rigorously test vendor claims for Al agent autonomy to ensure it is more than a
glorified chatbot.

See related research:

7 Factors to Assess HR Al Agent Capabilities

Framework for Evaluating Al Capabilities in HCM Suites
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Reality Check 5: Infrastructure Gap

Deploying Al agents before closing the “infrastructure readiness gap” is a recipe for failure;
CHROs who deploy agents in unconnected systems with poor data will hinder
transformational ROI due to a lack of scalability.

Situation: Al agent implementation and effectiveness often face an “infrastructure
readiness gap.” HR systems may lack the APIs necessary for agents to take action,
resulting in these Al agents being stuck in closed systems and not being able to act
across systems. While HR data is often too fragmented or not Al-ready, poor data quality
leads to agents both making bad decisions and hallucinating, destroying user trust.

Key Questions

Ask your CIO: Are our current systems modernized with APIs to allow agents to read
and write data and execute workflows across the different systems?

Ask your data privacy or Al governance team: Do we have “off-topic” filters and role-
based access controls to prevent agents and users of agents from accessing
employee data when they aren't meant to?

Start Doing the Following

Partner with IT to modernize legacy systems using API-centric strategies so that Al
agents can traverse multiple systems that the workflow is spread across.

Work with IT to contextualize enterprise Al governance into HR to ensure there are
strict guardrails, mitigate employee data privacy breaches and prevent noncompliant
automated actions by Al agents.

Invest in cleaning and contextualizing data to create “Al-ready” datasets, and
implement mandatory “human-in-the-loop” checkpoints for all high-stakes actions.

See related research:

3 Steps to Establish Al-Ready HR Data
How to Build a Lightweight Organizational Structure for Al Governance

Address 5 Gaps to Unlock HR Al Agent Success

Gartner, Inc. | G00850368 Page 8 of 12




Gartner

Reality Check 6: Human Side of the Equation

Treating Al agents as digital employees is a cultural trap; CHROs who fail to proactively
redesign roles and explicitly manage Al agent terminology will sabotage their ROl and inflict
damage on organizational culture.

Situation: Within three to five years, HR roles will evolve from delivering human service to
building and maintaining Al agent solutions that deliver HR services on behalf of humans.
HR will need two main role groups: technologists who build solutions and employees who
understand user needs, collaborating to meet business goals. This necessitates
redesigning roles and addressing new skill set needs. In addition, an active debate exists
on whether to label Al agents as “digital employees” (potentially on org charts) or “Al
toolmates” (seen as work resources). Organizations must understand the implications of
their choice on employee engagement, trust and culture. CHROs should view Al agents
not as a simple headcount replacement but as a means to redesign and co-create new
roles.

Key Questions

Ask your HRLT:

What tasks and workflows require semiautonomous or fully autonomous Al agents,
and what does that mean for humans involved in that workflow?

What are the cultural implications of us calling Al agents “digital employees” versus
“Al toolmates”?

How do we plan to refactor future jobs, skills, and the change management journey
to co-create these roles with current employees to drive successful change?

What are the future skills requirements in an HR function that plans to implement Al
agents? How do we mitigate the risk of skills atrophy?

Start Doing the Following

Collaborate with HR leaders and their teams to determine which tasks in a workflow Al
agents are most likely to affect. Then, work with employees to co-create future roles,
identifying new skills and driving effective change management for maximized Al
adoption.

See related research:
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Essential HR Skills for Success in the Al Era
How to Start Assessing Agentic Al's Impact on Skills and Jobs

How We Talk About Al at Work Matters

Reality Check 7: Single-Agent Interface

The pursuit of a “one-agent” HR interface is currently unrealistic and overhyped. Achieving
this requires managing complex technical architecture, a capability many HR functions
currently lack.

Situation: Many HR functions desire a single “one-agent” interface (e.g., in Teams or
Slack) for all requests. However, current Al agent capabilities lack the maturity for
complex, cross-system workflows, meaning agents remain specialized and narrow-
scoped for accuracy. The market is moving toward multiagent systems, where an
“orchestrator” coordinates these specialized tools just like an air traffic controller at an
airport. A major obstacle to the “one-agent” strategy is interoperability; different agents
use incompatible protocols. Over the next one to three years, compatibility will improve
via partnerships and off-the-shelf plug-ins, but true seamlessness is still developing. The
long-term vision (more than five years) is an “internet of agents,” where agents are plug-
and-play modules like mobile apps. Until then, CHROs must manage a fragmented
ecosystem layered with orchestration.

Key Questions

Ask your CIO: What is our strategy for “agent orchestration” across different vendor
platforms?

Ask your HRIT leader. How do we transition our operating model to horizontal
product management according to key life cycles?

Start Doing the Following

Even if initially aiming for a single customer-facing agent, prepare for future
multiagent systems and Al agent orchestration. Be aware this area is immature, and
expect complications.

Evolve teams to manage digital HR solutions, focusing on the product management of
agent ecosystems. These teams must ensure the horizontal integration of workflows
and systems so that Al agents can execute tasks across platforms, delivering results
through a single overarching agent (often in Microsoft Teams or Slack).
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See related research: Prepare for the Future of Al Agents in HR.

Evidence

12025 Gartner Q4 Al and HR Function CHRO Survey. This survey was conducted to gain
insights into CHRO perspectives on the current state of Al within their organizations and
HR functions as well as to collect up-to-date information on HR functional transformation.
The research was conducted online from 17 November to 16 December 2025 and
contains responses from 110 heads of HR with representation from various geographies,
industries and functions. Disclaimer: The results of this survey do not represent global
findings or the market as a whole but reflect the sentiments of the respondents and
companies surveyed.

22025 Gartner Executive Leadership Team Effectiveness Survey. This survey was
conducted to understand executive leadership team effectiveness, role expectations, C-
suite transitions, Al readiness and enterprise Al strategy. The survey was conducted
online from 31 October through 9 December 2025 and contains responses from 197 CxO
roles (excluding CEOs), executive vice presidents, senior vice presidents, and vice
presidents, with representation across various regions and industries. Disclaimer: The
results of this survey do not represent global findings or the market as a whole but reflect
the sentiments of the respondents and companies surveyed.

3 Beyond the Black Hole: How Hollstadt Consulting Used Voice Al to Deliver a

Candidate-First Hiring Experience, Sense.

Disclaimer: The organization (or organizations) profiled in this research is (or are)
provided for illustrative purposes only, and does (or do) not constitute an exhaustive list
of examples in this field nor an endorsement by Gartner of the organization or its
offerings.
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