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From possible to responsible: SAP’s case
for what AI at work should become
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SAP brought the HCM analyst and influencer
community together in Sausalito for an interactive,
dialogue-driven day, and the message that emerged
was bigger than any product update: SAP is moving
the Al conversation from what could be created with
Al, to what should be created with Al. That posture
of accountability ran through everything, from how
they ground decisions in research, to who they believe
deserves solutions for complexity, to how they
integrate acquisitions, to how they engaged the room
itself.

The interactive format, established at last fall’s virtual
event, was confirmed here as a deliberate design
choice rather than a one-time experiment. The SAP
team showed up in force, stayed engaged throughout,
and did as much listening as talking. Arguably more.

We walked in thinking we knew SAP. We walked out
with a different view. That is a clear sign of an
effective event.



From could to should

The defining theme of the day was a shift in how SAP frames Al:
moving beyond what could be possible to what should be
possible.

Right now, almost anything can be built with Al. That is precisely
the problem. In the rush to capitalize on being the next big thing in
Al, very few are stopping to question what should be built. What
impact will this have on the workforce? On society? On real
humans whose jobs, livelihoods, and daily experience of work sit
downstream of these decisions? The capability question has been
answered; the accountability question has barely been asked.

Being thoughtful about where to place that power is where
responsibility comes into play, and that is the posture SAP brought
to the day. These are the better questions about Al that many of us
have been wanting to see asked all along. Not just can we, but
should we. Hearing that stated plainly, and seeing it reflected in
how SAP talked about its roadmap, was genuinely impressive.

Technology has to build ahead of the market; that is its job. The
harder discipline is deciding which of the things you could build
are actually worth building, for whom, and at what cost to the
people doing the work. SAP is making that discipline explicit,
and showing the market what it looks like in practice.
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A little less talk, a lot more listening

Research as a compass, not a megaphone

Answering "should we" requires actually understanding the world you are
building for, and this is where SAP's research function stands out.

Vendor research often serves as a marketing mouthpiece: commission a
study, find the stat that supports the launch, repeat. SAP is doing
something different. Dr. Autumn Krauss, Chief Scientist of SAP's Future of
Work Research Lab, walked through how SAP uses research to truly
understand the market and the signals within it. That means their own
research alongside research from across the market, including the work
those of us in this field work hard to produce. The questions driving it are
the right ones: Where is the market today? Where is it headed? Where
are the obstacles, the opportunities, and the chances to rethink and
reinvent?

The distinction worth drawing is between building ahead of the market,
which technology must do, and staying anchored to where people
actually are. SAP is doing both: out-innovating while meeting people
where they are. People at the center of the work conversation as an
operating principle, not a tagline. You cannot answer the "should"
question without that anchor, and SAP has built the function to maintain it.
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Complexity is not just an
enterprise problem

The "should" lens also reframes who deserves these
solutions in the first place.

SAP's long-standing flavor is handling complexity. That has
been true for decades, and there is no indication it is going
anywhere. What is changing is who SAP is solving complexity
for. The largest firms are not the only organizations dealing
with complex workforces, global operations, regulatory
burden, and tangled processes. Complexity shows up well
below the enterprise tier, and SAP made clear it sees that
market and is already serving it.

For buyers who have written SAP off as enterprise-only, that
assumption deserves a fresh look. Complexity, not
headcount, is the better fit signal. This is a positioning shift
worth watching for evidence; the proof will come in
packaging, implementation models, and pricing motions that
meet mid-sized organizations where they are.
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Accountability in practice

Building with the market, not just for it

A vendor serious about "should we" cannot answer that question alone, and
two proof points from the day showed SAP knows it.

Analyst input over analyst coverage. The standard analyst update was
genuinely interactive, with real questions and real dialogue. But SAP went
further, setting aside dedicated time to gather direct feedback from the
analyst community. That is how you extract value from running events like
this, and it was refreshing to be asked for input rather than just coverage.
The SAP team was in the room hearing that feedback directly. Analysts
walked away having learned a great deal while also contributing, and that is
a rare combination.

The forward deployed engineer model. SAP's FDEs are helping
customers get over the Al adoption and value hump by building the Al those
customers need. The smart part: SAP then evaluates whether that work can
be applied across a broader set of customers, solving pain beyond a single
environment. The open question, and one the entire market should be sitting
with right now, is how the FDE function evolves. Does it move organizations
toward self-sufficiency and first-principles thinking, or does it create
dependence on SAP for driving innovation? The conversation framed it well:
how does this shift from fishing for them to teaching them to fish? SAP made
no promises, but the willingness to have the discussion openly is exactly the
kind of accountability the "should" posture demands.
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A smoother experience

Making SmartRecruiters more than just an acquisition

If "should" is more than a talking point, it has to show up in product
decisions. The SmartRecruiters progress is where it does.

SAP has a history of buying good technology that then sits loosely
connected in the stack. The SmartRecruiters acquisition is tracking
differently. The integration into SuccessFactors and the broader
SAP stack is being woven in through data, workflows, agents, and
assistants, with a focus on a seamless experience for all
stakeholders. Could SAP have left it loosely coupled and called it a
portfolio? Sure. But choosing the harder integration path because it
produces the experience people should have is the "should"
posture applied to M&A.

Elements of SmartRecruiters still stand on their own for now,
including Winston, the Al assistant on the recruiting side. With the
dual agents at play between Winston and Joule, we expect this to
become an increasingly cohesive story over time. The direction is
right; the pace and depth of integration are what we will be
watching.
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Key announcements

Autonomous HCM vision

“‘People direct. Assistants orchestrate. Agents execute.” This is the model for autonomous HR
operations with enterprise-grade governance that became the focal point for the rest of the roadmap.
It emphasizes auditability, traceability, and controls by design. And it gives SAP an advantage by
combining deep process & industry knowledge, semantically rich business data, and governance.

Joule Assistants + HCM domain agents

SAP announced a number Joule Assistants and HCM domain agents across core HR processes,
including the Workforce Upskilling Assistant, which connects content activation, learning intelligence,
adaptive delivery and continuous reinforcement. This assistant leans on several agents including
content creation agents, adaptive learning journey agents, scheduling agents and more. Other
assistants address critical areas like recruiting, onboarding, HR service delivery, payroll, time,
performance and more.

People Intelligence in SAP Business Data Cloud

SAP now offers ready-to-run dashboards and HR metrics, proactive alerts, and Joule insights as part
of their people intelligence offering. It combines internal and external contextual data, and enables
users to take action back in SuccessFactors (insight-to-action loop).

Workforce Planning in SAP Enterprise Planning

SAP announced planning capabilities for strategic decisions such as hire vs. upskill, workforce
demand forecasting, and spend vs. demand alignment. This new offering supports scenario
comparisons for workforce mix and automation vs. reskilling trade-offs.
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Our advice to the market

Bring the should question to every vendor conversation.
Demos answer "can we." Your evaluation should also demand
"should we," and vendors who cannot engage that question
seriously are telling you something. The Al you deploy lands on
your workforce, and a vendor's thoughtfulness about that impact
is part of your own accountability to your people.

Revisit your SAP assumptions. |If you have categorized SAP as
enterprise-only, pressure-test that against your own complexity
profile. Complexity, not headcount, is the better fit signal.

Decide your own fishing-versus-teaching posture. The FDE
conversation applies to you, too. Are you building internal
capability and first-principles thinking, or renting innovation from
your vendors? Both are valid choices but make it a choice rather
than a default.
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Our advice to SAP

Keep should at the center, and show your work. The could-to-
should framing is the right one, and the market will hold you to it.
Publish the decisions it drives: the things you chose not to build, the
guardrails you shipped, the trade-offs you made. That is how the
posture becomes proof.

Make the FDE evolution real. The discussion about moving
customers toward self-sufficiency was promising. The proof will be
in how the function actually changes, and the market will be
watching whether teach-them-to-fish becomes practice or stays
aspiration.

Prove the SmartRecruiters integration with shipped connections.
Your acquisition history puts the burden of proof on you.
Demonstrate the data, workflow, and agent connections in
production, not on roadmap slides, and this becomes a
differentiating story rather than a familiar one.
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We are leaders in risk, strategy and people. One company, with four global businesses,
united by a shared purpose to build the confidence to thrive through the power of perspective.
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