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Sat: Hello everybody my name is Sat Sindhar I’m the MD here at People and with me today 

is my colleague Sam Radford Product Manager at People. In today’s session, we’ll be 

demystifying what machine learning is I’m sure you’ve all heard the term machine learning, 

artificial intelligence. 

 

We’ll also look at what that means for you in HR I think that’s an important aspect, we’ll be 

looking at some of the mountains of data we’ve got in People, and how that can be used to 

drive our models, so you might not know what a model is right now but when we go through 

the machine learning element I’ll explain that. And then finally we’ll take a sneak peek and 

Sam will introduce that into some of the ideas on how we’ll be using machine learning for our 

dashboards and our analytics. 

 

Okay so what is machine learning? Well one of the simplest examples of machine learning 

that you all use every-day is an algorithm that is used to predict what text you’re going to type 

when you send a text message on your phones. 

 

Or if you’re typing an email depending on what email system, you’re using it may second 

guess the word you’re actually using well that’s actually an algorithm that’s used to predict 

that. So, machine learning is the idea that there are these algorithms out there that will be able 

to tell you something interesting, or something interesting with a set of data. 

 

Machine learning is effectively an umbrella term that covers all these different algorithms and 

there is a specific algorithm that’s worth mentioning which is called a classification algorithm, 

we’ll talk about that in a moment. Algorithm are also used within machine learning to specify 

whether it’s supervised or unsupervised, so we’ll take a look at that in a moment as well. 

 

So, if we look at a classification algorithm, then a classification algorithm can do different things 

depending on what data is fed to it.  So, if we take a very simple example of trying to recognise 

handwriting, then a classification algorithm is able to recognise handwriting and come up with 

the right digits, especially if it’s numbers for example.  Well believe it or not the same 

classification algorithm is the one that’s used in you email system to try and determine if the 

email just arrived in your inbox is spam or not. So, it’s just the same algorithm that’s fed with 

different data or more importantly it’s trained with different data, and that allows it to come up 

with different rules to separate that data. 

 

So, you can think of machine learning algorithms falling into two main categories that’s 

supervised learning and unsupervised learning. The difference is very simple but it’s really 

important you understand what that is. 

 

So, supervised learning, well let’s use an example, let’s say you’re in a busy growing 

organisation and you have normally been responsible for all people management and one of 

your roles is managing employees and spotting problems, I’m sure you do that on a daily 

basis. So you decide that you’re going to involve line managers and other team members and 

you’re going to do that because it’s good to delegate, it’s good to allow line managers to take 

control of things and also you want to improve your processors and the time it takes to do 

them. But there’s a problem, you can glance at an employee’s past history and see problems 

or opportunities straight away. But your managers don’t have that same experience that you 
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do okay, so you decide to help your managers and maybe free herself up for a well-earned 

holiday that what you’re going to do is you’re going to write down a set of rules and processors 

that can spot problems or opportunities based on a number of different things like attendance 

for example, engagement you know whether they’re getting thanks or not getting thanks, their 

response is performance review questions. Or other things which you know are normally a 

marker for what the outcome is going to be, good or bad. So, you sit down and you record 

every event for every employee, for the next three months. 

 

 

Okay so everything goes down on a spreadsheet or a piece of paper, so with this you can 

actually now work backwards from the outcome so you’ll be able to see that a good employee 

has all of these events that take place, and an employee that’s not doing so well has all of 

these events, an employee that resigns or leaves has these types of events okay. So, working 

like that you can actually clump with a set of rules and that’s effectively what’s supervised 

learning is. 

 

Unsupervised learning, well the best way to describe that let’s go back to our original example 

with the employees. What if you didn’t actually know what the behaviours were that made an 

employee leave, or you didn’t actually know what behaviours were that made an exceptional 

employee. So, even if you don’t know those behaviours as long as you have some data, it 

turns out you can still do some really exciting stuff with machine learning.  

That’s called unsupervised learning, so an example of that is like giving a sheet of numbers 

to somebody and just saying I really don’t know what these numbers mean but maybe you 

can go and figure out if there’s a pattern or grouping going on, good luck. 

So, what can you do with this data, well for starters we could have an algorithm that 

automatically identifies different segments, maybe we find out that those employees who’ve 

spread their holidays throughout the year are less likely to leave than those that do not. 

Maybe we realise that those employees that have regular one to ones with their line managers 

have higher performance. Okay so there’s interesting and wonderful sets of data, outcomes 

that can be revealed by just looking at the data. 

 

So before I go on I think there’s one thing to clarify, human learning is not the same as machine 

learning. So as a human as an HR professional, you can deal with almost any instruc.. Any 

situation without having any explicit instructions. If you’ve dealt with employees for a long time 

you’ve got an instinct you’ve got a feeling for that employee and the best way to engage them 

and how to motivate them. But the goal of strong artificial intelligence, AI research is to be 

able to replicate this ability with computers. 

 

But current machine learning algorithms aren’t that good yet. They only work on a very specific 

limited set of problems, essentially they’re just statistical models that come up with the most 

likely answer based on the data that's been sent to them so maybe a better term for learning 

in this case would be figuring out an equation to solve a specific problem based on lots of 

example data. Okay, but that doesn’t sound very inspiring, so we’ve named that machine 

learning instead yeah. But don’t be confused with what you see in the Sci-Fi movies, and all 

this amazing artificial intelligence going on the world of machine learning is very limited and 

very different from that today. 
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So over the last six years if you saw my keynote, you’ll see we’ve gone from a few hundred 

customers, to well in excess of five and a half thousand and we will be at seven-thousand 

customers by the end of this year, and we’ve gathered huge amounts of data okay Sam this 

was something you and I were looking at the other day, yeah. 

Sam: Yeah. 

Sat: We have twenty-thousand plus administrators on our platform, doing things everyday, 

hundreds of things. We’ve got five-hundred-thousand plus employees, and this figure is 

actually quite difficult to say, but I’ll try it we have seven-hundred-million work event 

transactions within the platform. Yeah, just a huge number. We’ve got nine-teen-million 

documents, five-million applicant records, yeah.. 

 

Sam: Yeah. 

 

Sat: So, we are actually in a very unique place sitting on this mountain of data, because what 

can we do with it? Well we can use it to train our unsupervised algorithms, looking for particular 

behaviours. So, what we’ll start to do with this data is we will start to answer some interesting 

questions. So the question you have which is well how do other people do it? Well, We’ll be 

able to tell you that because we’ll be able to take this data and anonymise it and build models 

to say well if you want a successful outcome then this is what you should be doing. If you carry 

on doing what you’re doing then it’s going to end up with a bad outcome. Okay, so you know 

some fascinating information there. We’ll be able to provide you with tailor made monthly 

reports on the state of your organisation, we have that data we’ll be able to compare it against 

lots of other things that are going on and present that to you in some of the dashboards which 

Sam I think you’ll be talking about in a moment. 

 

Sam: Yeah. 

 

Sat: Yep, when it comes to recruitment we’ll be able to give you guidance on what’s going to 

work and what’s not going to work, again five million applicants, yeah. So, we’ve got a good 

idea on what type of recruitment strategy works and what type of recruitment strategy doesn’t 

work, yeah. And when it comes to reporting, we’ll start to provide more benchmarking and 

more interesting information. Okay so you may have heard the data scientist, it may well be 

that when you get this particular release of People you want to add the word data scientist to 

your job title because you certainly you will be able to have vast amounts of data and be able 

to make sense of that. Okay I’m just going to pass you over to my colleague Sam, to talk 

through a couple of dashboards. 

 

Sam: Thank you, so as part of the changes to the dashboard we will be completely redesigning 

this, and we want to start presenting insights into the information that is within your system. 

This means you’ll be able to decide on which widgets you want on the dashboard, what order 

you want them to appear in and again this follows a similar style to what we’re doing on the 

mobile app. It allows the user to have total customisation on their home screen. 

 

Sat: So on the new dashboards that we’re working on, our HR admins will be able to decide 

what information they want to appear on that. 

 

Sam: Yeah, whichever is more relevant to them. 
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Sat: Okay and will there be like a menu or for items which are like useful pieces and learning 

information which are benchmarking against different people? 

 

Sam: Yeah we’ll allow quite a large array of different types of widgets on there with different 

sets of data and again it’s the analysis on the data which is most important to the user on here 

so the figures feeding into the dashboard will be really useful, easy to read and with this you’ll 

be able to make some real actionable insights into your organisation.  

 

Sat: yeah and that’s where we’ll put the kind of monthly insight report as well yeah? 

 

Sam: Yes, we have to build it in. 

 

Sat: that’s brilliant, yeah. 

 

Sam: Yeah really good. 

 

Sat: Yeah really looking forward to that. And when will that be then? 

Sam: In the near future so yeah. 

 

(laughter) 

 

Sam:The screen which you’re seeing as well is also an early wire frame of what our designs 

are going towards. 

 

Sat: Well yeah that’s why I was saying it looks like we’re somewhere down the way of getting 

some of these designs out.  

 

Sam: Yeah so we need just a little bit of colour on there then we will be moving forward with 

that. 

 

Sat: Yeah I’m really looking forward to that, thank you Sam. 

 

Sam: Thank you. 

 

Sat: So in conclusion machine learning in Hr is quite easy to understand, you just need to be 

aware of a few terms like, algorithms, supervised and unsupervised, I’m sure this presentation 

has helped and it’s available online as well so you can download it. 

People are actually in a very unique position because we have huge amounts of data that 

we’re sitting on and can use that data to train our models, the key area of unsupervised 

algorithms yeah, and more importantly the new dashboards that we’ll be presenting you with 

won't just provide you with a little bit of information they’ll provide you with real actionable 

insights, things that you can actually go and do within your organisation and know it’s going 

to make a difference. 

Thank you very much for listening. 
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Sam: Thank you. 
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