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Abstract

The digital era marks a critical inflection point in the evolution of talent

acquisition, driven by the convergence of generative artificial intelligence (AI),

autonomous AI agents, and skills-based workforce architectures. This study examines

how these digital transformations are reshaping talent acquisition practices and their

implications for sustainable talent management across organizations. Adopting a

qualitative secondary data analysis methodology, the research synthesizes insights

from leading industry reports published between 2023 and early 2026, including

Korn Ferry, Deloitte, Mercer, Gartner, and Employ Inc. Findings indicate that a

significant majority of talent leaders plan to integrate AI into recruitment processes,

while predictive analytics in hiring can reduce unwanted turnover by up to 50%.

However, only a small proportion of organizations are adequately prepared to

manage the transition, highlighting a significant in gap governance and capability. In

response, the study proposes the Human–AI Talent Orchestration (HATO)

framework, which integrates digital recruitment infrastructure, analytics, employer

branding, and ethical governance to align talent acquisition with long-term

sustainability goals. The findings offer important implications for HR leaders and

policy-makers in designing resilient, inclusive, and future-ready workforce strategies

in an AI-driven environment.
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INTRODUCTION

The digital era represents a decisive inflection point in the evolution of



talent acquisition. While 2024 and 2025 marked a phase of experimentation with

artificial intelligence (AI), the early phase of 2026 signals its deep integration

into organizational processes, fundamentally reshaping how firms identify, assess,

attract, and retain talent. The convergence of generative AI, autonomous AI

agents, and skills-based workforce architectures is not merely enhancing

recruitment efficiency but also transforming the very foundations of Human

Resource Management (HRM).

This transformation is evident in global workforce trends. According to

recent industry reports, 84% of talent leaders plan to deploy AI in recruitment

processes, while over half are preparing to integrate autonomous AI agents into

talent acquisition work-flows. These developments indicate a structural shift in

how organizations design and manage their workforce strategies.

Source : https://media.springernature.com/lw1200/springer-static/image/art%3A10.1007%

2Fs00146-025-02434- 3/MediaObjects/146_2025_2434_Fig1_HTML.png

However, the rapid adoption of AI in talent acquisition does not

automatically translate into sustainable talent management. While digital tools

improve efficiency and scalability, they also introduce new challenges related to

governance, ethical decision-making, and workforce inclusivity. Notably, only

11% of organizational leaders report being well-prepared to manage the transition

to AI-driven HR processes, highlighting a significant capability, and gap in

governance. This gap is further compounded by declining global employee

engagement and growing concerns about workforce sustainability. As

organizations invest heavily in AI-driven recruitment systems, the critical question

is not whether to adopt these technologies, but how to integrate them in ways

that strengthen long-term organizational resilience, employee well-being, and

talent retention.

Against this backdrop, the present study aims to examine the
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transformation of talent acquisition in the digital era and its implications for

sustainable talent management. Drawing secondary data from leading global

workforce reports, the study identifies key trends, challenges, and opportunities

in digital talent acquisition. Furthermore, it proposes the Human–AI Talent

Orchestration (HATO) framework as an integrative model to align AI-driven

recruitment practices with sustainability objectives. Despite the growing body of

literature on artificial intelligence in recruitment and sustainable talent

management, a significant gap remains in integrating these two domains into a

unified analytical framework. Existing studies largely examine AI adoption in talent

acquisition from an efficiency or technological perspective, while sustainability

research focuses on long-term workforce outcomes such as retention,

engagement, and capability development. However, limited research connects how

AI-driven talent acquisition practices. Holistically influence sustainable talent

management outcomes. Furthermore, governance challenges, ethical risks, and

organizational capability gaps in implementing AI-driven recruitment systems

remain underexplored. This study addresses these gaps by synthesizing

contemporary industry insights and proposing an integrative Human–AI Talent

Orchestration (HATO) framework.

OBJECTIVES

• To critically examine the current state of digital transformation in

talent acquisition, with a focus on emerging technologies and skills-

based hiring practices.

• To analyze the impact of digital talent acquisition strategies on

sustainable talent management outcomes, including retention,

engagement, and workforce quality.

• To systematically identify key barriers and governance challenges

affecting the effective and ethical implementation of digital talent

acquisition practices.

• To develop an integrative framework linking digital talent

acquisition with sustainable talent management and organizational

effectiveness.

LITERATURE REVIEW

•  Digital HRM : From Automation to Orchestration

Nababan & Saputra (2026), explore the transformation of Strategic Human
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Resource Management in the digital era, highlighting the shift of HR from

administrative to strategic roles. It examines how digital technologies influence

key areas such as employee engagement, organizational agility, and data-driven

decision-making. The study emphasizes the importance of developing digital

competencies and continuous learning among employees. It also identifies HR

analytics and innovation culture as critical success factors. The findings suggest

that aligning HR strategies with digital transformation enhances organizational

performance and sustainability.

Díaz-Martínez et al. (2026), highlight the role of the Internet of Things

in promoting corporate sustainability within the Industry 4.0 framework. It

examines how digital technologies contribute to environmental, social, and

economic performance through resource efficiency, energy optimization, and

circular. The study highlights the integration of IoT with Green Human Resource

Management to foster a sustainable organizational culture.

While these studies highlight the strategic role of digital HRM, they

primarily focus on internal organizational processes.

•  Generative AI and Agentic Recruitment

The most significant development in digital talent acquisition since the

last wave of ATS adoption is the emergence of generative AI and, more recently,

autonomous AI agents in recruiting workflows. Generative AI tools, such as

large language models capable of producing natural language outputs, including

job descriptions, candidate communications, interview questions, and assessment

feedback, are already in widespread use. Employ Inc.’s 2025 Recruiter Nation

Report found that writing job descriptions (41%), candidate communication (41%),

and recruitment marketing (39%) are now the top AI use cases among talent

acquisition teams, while traditional candidate matching has declined as a primary

application, having dropped fifteen percentage points from the previous year as

more sophisticated applications mature.

Autonomous AI agents represent a further evolution. Unlike AI tools

that require human prompts, agentic AI systems perform tasks and make

decisions with minimal or no human intervention across end-to-end recruiting

workflows. 52% of talent leaders are planning to integrate AI agents into their

recruitment teams These systems can manage candidate sourcing, initial

screening, scheduling, and stakeholder communication autonomously freeing

human recruiters to focus on high-judgment activities such as final assessment,

offer negotiation, and cultural evaluation.

Keeler et al. (2026), this study explores the use of Generative Artificial
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Intelligence-enhanced stimuli in Organizational Behavior research. It develops a

typology of generative AI-enhanced stimuli and examines their application in

experimental studies. Using a scoping review approach, the study analyzes

research trends and methodological considerations. It highlights the impact of

such stimuli on research outcomes and ecological validity. The findings provide

insights into theoretical, practical, and ethical implications. The study also

suggests future research directions for integrating AI-driven tools in

organizational research.

•  Skills-Based Talent Architecture

Parallel to the AI-driven transformation of recruitment tools, a conceptual

shift is underway in how organizations define and organize talent itself. The

skills-based talent architecture movement — which prioritizes individual skills

and competencies over job titles, educational credentials, and hierarchical roles —

is gaining significant institutional momentum in 2016. Mercer’s 2024/2025 Skills

Snapshot Survey found that 55% of organizations now map skills directly to

jobs, up from 47% in 2023, and that 38% maintain a single enterprise-wide skills

library, up from 30% over the same period. The mean percentage of jobs with

skills mapped has grown to 72%, reflecting rapid maturation in skills-adoption

practices. This shift has profound implications for talent acquisition sustainability.

When hiring decisions are anchored in skills rather than credentials, organizations

unlock access to larger and more diverse candidate pools, reduce structural

inequalities embedded in credential-based screening, and make more accurate

predictions about job performance and career longevity. In the technology sector,

AI literacy will become ‘comparable to digital literacy a decade ago : expected,

but no longer a differentiator on its own’, illustrating how rapidly the skills

landscape can shift and why acquisition strategies must be forward-looking rather

than reactive.

Tiwari, M. K. (2025), this study explores the role of Artificial Intelligence

in transforming recruitment practices within human resource management. It

examines how AI enhances efficiency by improving candidate screening,

shortlisting, and quality of hire. The study highlights the shift of HR roles from

administrative tasks to strategic functions. Using the Technology Acceptance

Model, it analyzes HR professionals’ perceptions toward AI adoption. The

findings reveal concerns related to bias, transparency, and ethical governance.

The study emphasizes the need for balanced human–AI collaboration in

recruitment processes.

Qin et al. (2025), this study explores the role of Artificial Intelligence
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and big data in transforming talent analytics within human resource management.

It examines how data-driven approaches enable organizations to make informed

talent decisions and improve organizational performance. The study categorizes

talent analytics applications across talent management, organizational

management, and labor market analysis. It highlights the growing importance of

real-time decision-making using data science techniques. The findings emphasize

the potential of AI-driven analytics in enhancing HR effectiveness. The study

also identifies key challenges and future research directions in talent analytics.

•  Sustainable Talent Management: The Human Capital Imperative

Sustainable Talent Management (STM) has been defined in the scholarly

literature as the management of human resources in ways that ensure the

long-term supply and development of talent while simultaneously advancing the

well-being of individuals, organizations, and the broader societal context in which

they operate (Ehnert, 2009; Kramar, 2014). The concept of sustainability acquires

additional urgency from several converging pressures: demographic shifts

reducing the working-age population in many developed economies, AI-driven

automation eliminating entry-level roles that historically served as leadership

pipelines, and a growing disconnect between organizational investment in AI

tools and organizational capability to deploy them effectively.

Kandukuri, V. (2023), this study explores talent acquisition and Talent

Management practices in large organizations and SMEs. It examines the evolving

challenges in talent search and retention across different organizational contexts.

The study highlights the issue of higher attrition in SMEs compared to larger

firms. It emphasizes the importance of sustainable HR practices and alignment of

talent management with business goals. Using secondary data, the study

identifies key factors influencing employee stability and performance. The

findings suggest that effective talent management practices are crucial for

reducing attrition and ensuring organizational growth.

Groenewald, E. (2024), this study explores the complexity and strategic

importance of Talent Management in achieving organizational success. It

examines key dimensions such as talent identification, assessment, development,

and retention. The study highlights limitations of traditional evaluation methods

in addressing modern skill requirements. It emphasizes the need for innovative

and technology-driven approaches in talent management. The findings also

underline challenges like high turnover and competition for skilled employees.

The study identifies emerging trends, including digitalization, diversity, and

remote work, shaping future talent practices.
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The link between talent acquisition and long-term sustainability is well-

established in the Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964) and the Resource-Based

View of the firm (Barney, 1991). Evidence from practitioner research reinforces

this theoretical grounding : Hire’s 2025 Talent Retention Report found that

companies offering upskilling opportunities report 94% higher retention rates,

while MSH’s 2026 recruitment analysis suggests that predictive analytics in hiring

could reduce unwanted turnover by up to 50% — a finding with transformative

implications for workforce sustainability and total talent cost management.

Kantabutra, S. (2024), this study explores sustainability performance

management in the context of global challenges addressed by the United

Nations through development goals. It examines the complex nature of

sustainability issues and the need for an integrated management framework.

The study highlights key components such as organizational culture,

sustainability strategy, and corporate practices. It emphasizes the importance

of linking these elements to achieve effective sustainability outcomes. The

findings suggest that continuous feedback mechanisms are essential to address

dynamic sustainability challenges.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory research design based on

secondary data analysis to examine the transformation of talent acquisition and

its implications for sustainable talent management in the digital era. Given the

rapidly evolving nature of artificial intelligence (AI) and digital HR practices, the

study synthesizes insights from credible and recent sources published between

2023 and early 2026, including global industry reports from Korn Ferry, Deloitte,

Mercer, Gartner, and Employ Inc., as well as relevant peer-reviewed academic

literature. The selection of sources was guided by criteria of relevance, recency,

credibility, and global applicability to ensure a comprehensive understanding of

emerging trends. A thematic analysis approach was employed to systematically

identify and interpret key patterns across the data, focusing on areas such as AI

adoption in recruitment, employer branding and candidate experience, skills-based

talent architecture, governance and ethical challenges, and sustainability

outcomes. Through iterative synthesis and comparative analysis, the study

establishes conceptual linkages between digital talent acquisition practices and

long-term workforce sustainability. Based on these insights, the Human–AI Talent

Orchestration (HATO) framework is developed using a conceptual integration

approach, drawing on established theoretical foundations including the Resource-

Based View, Human Capital Theory, and the Technology Acceptance Model.
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While the use of secondary data enables broad analytical coverage, limitations

related to variability in data sources and the absence of primary empirical

validation are acknowledged.

FINDINGS : THE DIGITAL TALENT ACQUISITION LANDSCAPE

Source : https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/6484144ee6dda9d4b9ab7f57/677274ebfb5a

224c2c625aeb_677274db241078a06436f903_The20Role20AI20Talent%2520

Management.webp

•  AI Adoption : Scale, Scope, and Strategic Positioning

The most definitive finding from the data corpus is the scale and

strategic centrality of AI adoption in talent acquisition. The Korn Ferry (2026)

Talent Acquisition Trends Report, one of the largest surveys of its kind, indicates

that 84% of talent leaders worldwide plan to use AI in their hiring processes in
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2026. This reflects a significant acceleration compared to earlier adoption trends

and suggests that AI in recruitment is moving from early experimentation toward

mainstream deployment. Employer expectations regarding AI’s role are also

evolving qualitatively. According to Employ Inc.’s (2025) Recruiter Nation Report,

nearly two-thirds of recruiters are increasing their investment in AI-driven

recruitment tools during the 2025–2026 period. More importantly, the nature of

AI applications is shifting. Candidate matching, which was the dominant use

case in 2024, has declined by 15 percentage points. In contrast, the use of AI for

job description writing, candidate communication, and recruitment marketing has

increased substantially. This trend indicates that organizations are moving

beyond using AI for screening and sorting candidates—primarily efficiency-

driven functions—toward leveraging AI to enhance the overall candidate

experience and employer branding, reflecting a more strategic orientation.

Insights from HR Symposium research further distinguish between established

and emerging AI use cases. Established applications, such as resume parsing,

applicant tracking system (ATS) optimization, and initial screening, continue to

deliver incremental value. However, emerging applications—including generative

AI-driven interview intelligence, voice-enabled AI screening, and recruiter AI

agents are expected to fundamentally reshape recruitment processes, rather than

merely optimize existing models. This distinction is critical for organizations

developing talent acquisition strategies for 2026 and beyond, as the tools

adopted today may not necessarily define future competitive advantage.

Case Example : Unilever’s AI Driven Talent Acquisition Transformation

A leading example of AI in talent acquisition comes from Unilever, one

of the world’s largest consumer goods companies. Traditionally, Unilever faced

immense challenges in managing high volumes of applications — receiving

hundreds of thousands of resumes for early career roles, which made screening

and initial interviews time consuming and costly. To address this, Unilever

partnered with AI platforms such as HireVue and Pymetrics to redesign its

recruitment process. The system uses neuroscience based games to assess

candidate potential and AI enabled video interviews to analyze responses and

indicators of key competencies, reducing reliance on manual resume review. As a

result, Unilever reduced time to hire dramatically from several months to just a

few weeks while also saving tens of thousands of recruiter hours and cutting

annual hiring costs significantly. It also reported improvements in candidate

diversity, with a measurable increase in equity of selection outcomes. This case

illustrates how AI can streamline large scale hiring, boost efficiency, improve

Supreet Kaur & Amar Inder S. / Indian Management Studies Journal 29 (2025) 83-103 91



key talent outcomes, and allow recruiters to focus on strategic evaluation rather

than administrative screening.

•  Employer Branding and Candidate Experience in the Digital Era

Alongside advancements in AI infrastructure, digital employer branding

has emerged as a critical lever in sustainable talent acquisition. Recent

recruitment analyses indicate that employer branding investments have

increased significantly over the past five years, reflecting growing recognition

that the quality and alignment of applicants are as strategically important as

the efficiency of the hiring process. Evidence further suggests that a large

proportion of candidates consider employer branding when deciding to apply,

while the quality of the recruitment experience strongly influences offer

acceptance decisions.

These findings align with broader shifts in candidate expectations.

Contemporary workforce trends indicate that job seekers are placing less

emphasis on job titles and greater importance on skill development, career

progression, workplace flexibility, and organizational ethics. Organizations that

clearly communicate development pathways and foster progressive work

cultures are therefore better positioned to attract high-quality talent,

particularly in competitive sectors such as technology and knowledge-

intensive industries.

The candidate’s experience is also being reshaped through

personalization at a scale. AI-enabled systems are increasingly facilitating

individualized candidate journeys that adapt to user preferences, career

trajectories, and communication styles. Advanced tools now provide job

recommendations based on skills and intent rather than keyword matching, while

emerging technologies such as voice- enabled recruitment assistants are

enhancing accessibility and reducing friction in early-stage candidate

engagement. Collectively, these developments indicate a shift toward more

human-centered and experienced talent acquisition strategies.

•  The Skills Revolution and Its Acquisition Implications

One of the most structurally significant developments emerging is the

growing institutionalization of skills-based talent architecture as a dominant

organizing principle for both talent acquisition and management. Recent survey

evidence highlights substantial progress, with most organizations mapping skills

to roles, maintaining enterprise-wide skills frameworks, and integrating skills-based

approaches into workforce planning processes. This shift reflects a broader

recognition that skills— rather than formal credentials or job titles offer on a
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more accurate and flexible basis for evaluating talent. Organizations are

increasingly leveraging skills of data to attract candidates, align talent with

evolving job requirements, and respond dynamically to changing labor market

conditions.

Source: https://media.licdn.com/dms/image/v2/D5612AQEg9eow1wSw7w/article-cover_

image-shrink_600_2000/article-cover_image- shrink_600_2000/0/1702002415069?e=

2147483647HYPERLINK“https://media.licdn.com/dms/image/v2/D5612AQEg9eow1wSw7w/

article-cover_image-shrink_600_2000/article-cover_image-shrink_600_2000/0/

1702002415069?e=2147483647&v=beta&t=oWX6yYZ2C31vmVhDLem0

oueTjNCZUr3v1vr0q08sz7Y”&HYPERLINK “https://media.licdn.com/dms/image/v2/

D5612AQEg9eow1wSw7w/article-cover_image-shrink_600_2000/article-cover_image-

shrink_600_2000/0/1702002415069?e=2147483647&v=beta&t=oWX6yYZ2C31vm

VhDLem0oueTjNCZUr3 v1vr0q08sz7Y”v=betaHYPERLINK “https://media.licdn.com/

dms/image/v2/D5612AQ Eg9eow1wSw7w/article-cover_image-shrink_600_2000/article-

cover_image-shrink_600_2000/0/1702002415069?e=2147483647&v=beta&t=

oWX6yYZ2C31vmVhDLem0oueTjNCZUr3v1vr0q08sz7Y”&HYPERLINK “https://

media.licdn.com/dms/image/v2/D5612AQEg9eow1wSw7w/article-cover_image-

s h r i n k _ 6 0 0 _ 2 0 0 0 / a r t i c l e - c o v e r _ i m a g e - s h r i n k _ 6 0 0 _ 2 0 0 0 / 0 /

1702002415069?e=2147483647&v=beta&t=oWX6yYZ2C31vm VhDLem0oue

TjNCZUr3v1vr0q08sz7Y”t=oWX6yYZ2C31vmVhDLem0oueTjNCZUr3v1vr0q08sz7Y

The implications for sustainable talent acquisition are profound.

Projections indicate that demand for social and emotional skills will continue to

rise significantly in the coming years, particularly as routine and cognitive tasks

become increasingly automated. Notably, talent leaders consistently rank critical

thinking, adaptability, and problem-solving among the most important hiring
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priorities, often above purely technical or AI-related competencies. This highlights

a key paradox: as AI adoption increases, the relative importance of uniquely

human capabilities becomes more pronounced.

From a sustainability perspective, these developments also raise

important concerns. Workforce analyses indicate a decline in entry-level hiring in

recent years, partly driven by automation reducing demand for routine roles.

This trend has potential long-term implications for leadership pipeline

development, as fewer early-career employees gain the foundational experience

required for future leadership positions. Organizations adopting skills-based

acquisition strategies must therefore complement them with robust investments

in internal mobility, mentoring, and continuous learning to ensure long-term talent

sustainability.

SUSTAINABILITY OUTCOMES AND THE GOVERNANCE GAP

Positive Relationships Between Digital Acquisition and Retention

A positive relationship between advanced digital talent acquisition

practices and improved retention outcomes. The use of predictive analytics in

hiring is associated with substantial reductions in unwanted turnover, while

organizations that invest in employee development and upskilling report

significantly higher retention rates. Similarly, hiring strategies that prioritize

cultural fit and skills alignment contribute to improved employee engagement

and long-term workforce stability.

The economic implications of these outcomes are considerable. Research

indicates that employee turnover carries significant costs, particularly at senior

levels, where replacement expenses can far exceed annual salaries. At the same

time, a substantial proportion of turnover is considered avoidable, often resulting

from factors such as inadequate management, limited recognition, and insufficient

career development opportunities. These findings reinforce the importance of

aligning talent acquisition strategies with long-term organizational goals.

Importantly, evidence suggests that retention outcomes are influenced

by factors established during the recruitment phase. Organizations that invest in

employer branding and deliver transparent, high- quality candidate experiences

are more likely to attract and retain employees who are aligned with

organizational values and expectations. As such, effective retention strategies

begin not after hiring, but during the acquisition process itself.

The Engagement Crisis and Its Acquisition Dimensions

Despite the positive relationship between digital acquisition practices
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and retention, broader workforce data reveals a decline in global employee

engagement. This decline has been linked to significant productivity losses and

is largely attributed to reduced engagement among managers, who face

increasing pressures related to technological change, hybrid work environments,

and evolving employee expectations. This engagement challenge has direct

implications for talent acquisition sustainability. Lower engagement weakens

employer brand perception, making it more difficult to attract high-quality

candidates. Additionally, disengaged managers may negatively affect onboarding

and early employee experiences, undermining the effectiveness of even well-

designed recruitment processes. Another emerging phenomenon complicating this

landscape is workforce stagnation, where employees remain in roles due to

economic uncertainty rather than genuine engagement. While this may create an

appearance of stability, it can conceal underlying dissatisfaction and reduced

productivity. These trends highlight the limitations of acquisition-focused

strategies in achieving long-term sustainability, emphasizing the need for

integrated approaches that connect hiring with employee experience and

organizational culture.

The Governance and Capability Gap

A critical finding from the analysis is the significant gap between

organizational investment in AI- driven talent acquisition tools and the

capability to implement them effectively and responsibly. While many

organizations are rapidly adopting AI technologies, only a small proportion of

leader’s report being adequately prepared to manage the associated

transformation, indicating a substantial governance challenge. This gap

manifests across multiple levels. At the practitioner level, HR professionals

often lack the technical expertise required to evaluate AI outputs, identify

potential biases, or configure systems in alignment with organizational values.

At the leadership level, AI strategies are frequently unclear or poorly

communicated, limiting effective implementation. At the regulatory level,

emerging frameworks—such as the European Union’s AI regulations—are

introducing stricter requirements for transparency, accountability, and human

oversight in recruitment systems. The issue of algorithmic bias further

intensifies this challenge. AI systems trained on historical data may

unintentionally reinforce existing inequalities, posing risks to diversity, fairness,

and inclusion. In the context of sustainable talent management, such risks

extend beyond compliance concerns, directly affecting the long-term health

and inclusiveness of organizational talent pipelines.
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THE HUMAN–AI TALENT ORCHESTRATION (HATO) FRAMEWORK

Framework Rationale

The analysis highlights a central tension in digital talent acquisition: the

balance between technological efficiency and human-centered sustainability. While

AI enables speed, scale, and data-driven decision- making, long-term talent

outcomes continue to depend on human judgment, ethical governance, and

organizational culture. Existing digital HRM models primarily emphasize

technology adoption and process optimization. However, they often fail to

integrate these elements with sustainability objectives and governance

considerations. The Human–AI Talent Orchestration (HATO) framework is

proposed to address this gap by providing a comprehensive model that aligns

digital talent acquisition with sustainable talent management. Grounded in

established theories—including the Technology Acceptance Model, Resource-

Based View, and Human Capital Theory—the framework offers a structured

approach for integrating technological and human capabilities in talent systems.

Framework Architecture

The HATO Framework comprises four interconnected layers, each

representing a distinct but interdependent domain of organizational capability:

Figure 1

The HATO Framework.

Source : Authors' Own Elaboration

Supreet Kaur & Amar Inder S. / Indian Management Studies Journal 29 (2025) 83-10396



Digital Acquisition Infrastructure Layer

The operational foundation of the framework, comprising AI-enabled

applicant tracking systems, generative AI tools for job description creation and

candidate communication, autonomous AI agents for sourcing and initial

screening, video interviewing platforms with interview intelligence capabilities,

and skills- based assessment tools. The critical design principle at this layer is

modularity: organizations should build infrastructure that is auditable,

configurable, and interoperable rather than locked into proprietary black-box

systems. The EU AI Act’s August 2026 requirements for documentation, bias

testing, and transparency represent a regulatory floor, not a ceiling, for

responsible infrastructure design.

Intelligence and Analytics Layer

Comprising people analytics platforms, predictive attrition models, skills

inventory management systems, workforce planning tools calibrated to forward-

looking skills demand (including Korn Ferry’s projected 26% growth in social

and emotional skills demand by 2030), and real-time labor market intelligence.

The governing principle of this layer is insight-to-action velocity: the value of

analytics lies not in data accumulation but in the speed and quality with which

insights inform talent decisions. Secondary data consistently shows that

organizations able to translate people’s data into proactive hiring and retention

strategies outperform those that use analytics retrospectively.

Employer Brand and Candidate Experience Layer

Encompassing the full digital employer brand presence — career sites,

social media channels, employer review platform management, and employee

advocacy programs — as well as the personalized, AI-enabled candidate journey

from first brand touchpoint through offer acceptance. With 88% of candidates

reporting that employer branding influences application decisions and 75%

reporting that hiring process quality affects offer acceptance, this layer has a

direct, measurable impact on talent acquisition outcomes. Critically, this layer

must also embody organizational values authentically: candidates in 2026 are

sophisticated evaluators of organizational ethics, flexibility, and development

investment.

Human Oversight and Sustainability Governance Layer

This is the most distinctive and arguably most important element of

the HATO Framework. It encompasses the organizational mechanisms leadership

accountability, algorithmic audit protocols, bias monitoring systems, HR

Supreet Kaur & Amar Inder S. / Indian Management Studies Journal 29 (2025) 83-103 97



practitioner AI literacy programs, and ethical decision-governance frameworks

that ensure the entire talent acquisition ecosystem operates in service of long-term

workforce sustainability rather than short-term efficiency optimization. The Korn

Ferry finding that only 11% of organizational leaders are well-prepared for AI

transition identifies this layer as the most urgently under-developed in most

organizations in 2026. It also connects directly to the downstream talent

management dimensions that determine whether acquisitions become sustained

contributions: onboarding quality, manager development, career pathing, internal

mobility, and continuous learning investment.

Governing Principles of the HATO Framework

The four layers of the HATO Framework operate according to three

governing principles derived from the secondary data synthesis :

• Human Primacy at Decision Junctures : AI agents and analytics

tools handle continuous analysis, sourcing, and coordination;

human practitioners retain decision authority at moments involving

ethical judgment, cultural assessment, and final selection. This

division of cognitive labor reflects Forrester’s prediction that ‘AI

delivers value when it strengthens human judgment rather than

replacing it.

• Ethical Governance as Operational Requirement : Consistent with

the EU AI Act’s designation of recruitment AI as high-risk, the

HATO Framework treats algorithmic auditing, bias testing, candidate

transparency, and regulatory documentation not as compliance

afterthoughts but as operational standards embedded in the Digital

Acquisition Infrastructure and Intelligence layers from inception.

• Sustainability as the Organizing Metric : Traditional talent

acquisition metrics — time-to-hire, cost-per-hire, applicant volume

measure process efficiency. The HATO Framework augments these

with sustainability metrics, quality-of-hire retention at 12 and 24

months, internal mobility rates, workforce skills coverage relative

to forward projections, and employee engagement scores —

ensuring that acquisition decisions are evaluated against the

outcomes they ultimately generate rather than the speed with which

they are completed.

DISCUSSION

This study makes a significant theoretical contribution by integrating
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digital talent acquisition and sustainable talent management into a unified

conceptual framework. While prior research has examined these domains

independently, this study bridges the gap by demonstrating how AI-driven

recruitment practices influence long-term workforce sustainability outcomes. The

proposed Human– AI Talent Orchestration (HATO) framework extends existing

HRM theories by incorporating governance, ethical considerations, and human-

AI collaboration as central components of talent systems in the digital era. The

synthesis of recent secondary data supports three overarching conclusions that

advance both scholarly and practitioner discourse on digital talent acquisition

and sustainable human resource management.

First, the scale of AI adoption in talent acquisition is not merely

incremental; it represents a qualitative transformation in recruiting work. The

emergence of autonomous AI agents as active contributors to recruitment

processes, the widespread use of generative AI in candidate communication and

employer branding, and the integration of real-time skills analytics into hiring

decisions collectively signal a shift from traditional models of talent allocation to

more dynamic systems of talent orchestration. As highlighted in global workforce

research, organizations are increasingly moving from static role-based hiring

toward flexible, data-driven talent ecosystems. This shift reflects not simply

greater efficiency, but a fundamental redefinition of recruitment as a strategic

and continuously adaptive function.

Second, the positive relationship between advanced digital acquisition

practices and sustainability outcomes is sufficiently robust to justify significant

organizational investment. Evidence from multiple sources indicates that

predictive analytics can substantially reduce unwanted turnover, while

organizations that invest in upskilling and employee development achieve

markedly higher retention rates. Additionally, the strong link between candidate

experience and offer acceptance reinforces the strategic importance of front-end

hiring processes. Collectively, these findings support the repositioning of talent

acquisition from a transactional cost center to a strategic function that delivers

measurable long-term value.

Third, and most critically, the analysis reveals a substantial governance

and capability gap in the adoption of AI-driven talent systems. Despite rapid

technological investment, only a small proportion of organizational leaders report

being fully prepared to manage the transition effectively. This gap presents

significant risks, including algorithmic bias, weakened workforce diversity, and

challenges related to regulatory compliance under emerging AI governance

frameworks. More broadly, it highlights the risk that organizations may invest
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heavily in advanced technologies without developing the human capabilities

required to deploy them responsibly and effectively.

The Human–AI Talent Orchestration (HATO) framework proposed in this study

directly addresses these challenges. By integrating digital infrastructure, analytics,

employer branding, and governance mechanisms into a unified model, the

framework provides a scalable approach to aligning technological innovation

with long-term workforce sustainability. It also emphasizes the central role of

human judgment and ethical oversight, positioning them as essential

complements to AI-driven efficiency rather than optional considerations.

CONCLUSION

Talent acquisition stands at a critical inflection point. The convergence

of generative AI, autonomous agents, skills-based workforce architectures, and

digitally mediated employer branding is reshaping not only how organizations

recruit talent, but also how they define and sustain competitive advantage over

time. This study has examined these transformations through a structured secondary

data analysis, drawing on insights from leading global workforce research to

provide a comprehensive understanding of the evolving talent landscape. The

findings reveal a dual reality. On one hand, digital talent acquisition practices

offer significant opportunities to improve hiring quality, enhance candidate

experience, and strengthen long-term workforce sustainability. On the other hand,

these benefits are accompanied by substantial risks, particularly related to

governance, capability gaps, and the ethical use of AI technologies. Without

appropriate oversight, organizations risk becoming technologically advanced yet

strategically fragile, with weakened human foundations underpinning their talent

systems.

The Human–AI Talent Orchestration (HATO) framework offers a

response to this challenge. By integrating technological capabilities with human-

centered governance and sustainability metrics, it provides a structured pathway

for organizations seeking to balance efficiency with long-term value creation.

The framework underscores that the success of digital transformation in talent

acquisition ultimately depends not on the sophistication of technology alone,

but on how effectively it is aligned with human judgment, organizational culture,

and ethical responsibility. For HR leaders, the implications are clear: investment

in AI must be matched by investment in human capability, governance structures,

and organizational culture. For organizational strategists, talent acquisition must

be recognized as a core strategic function, central to building resilient and future-

ready organizations.
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This study is subject to several limitations inherent in its methodological

design. As a secondary data analysis, the findings depend on the quality, scope,

and comparability of existing data sources. Variations in methodologies,

geographic coverage, and sampling frameworks across reports may limit direct

comparability and generalizability.

Furthermore, while the study introduces the HATO framework as a

conceptual contribution, its practical applicability requires empirical validation.

Future research should therefore focus on longitudinal studies that examine the

impact of HATO-aligned practices on workforce sustainability over time.

Comparative cross-national research could also provide valuable insights into

how institutional and cultural contexts influence the relationship between digital

talent acquisition and sustainable talent management. In addition, experimental

and applied research is needed to evaluate specific governance mechanisms,

including algorithmic auditing, bias mitigation strategies, and human oversight

models within AI-driven recruitment systems. As regulatory frameworks for AI in

employment contexts continue to evolve, further research examining organizational

responses to these developments will be critical for both academic advancement

and practical implementation.
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