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Abstract 

The corporate landscape is undergoing a significant paradigm shift as Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) is rapidly integrated into decision-making, particularly in accounting and finance. This 
shift has triggered a professional identity change, characterized by a tension between AI's 
promise of operational efficiency and the looming uncertainty of job displacement through 
automation. While existing literature documents the technical feasibility and the economic 
impacts of AI adoption, a gap remains in the subjective, lived experiences of the professionals 
who navigate and redefine their value alongside autonomous systems. To address this gap, 
this study investigates how accounting and financial professionals conceptualize and 
experience the human value proposition in an AI-dominated environment. Using a qualitative 
phenomenographic methodology, we conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
twelve key stakeholders, including organizational leaders, practicing finance professionals, 
and educators. Our phenomenographic analysis reveals that the core of professional value is 
shifting from just computational execution and routine tasks to include strategic sensemaking, 
governance, ethical stewardship, and ontological grounding. While AI acts as a powerful 
instrument of computational speed, it remains morally inert and lacks the contextual 
understanding necessary to autonomously validate its own outputs. Crucially, the findings 
expose a structural vulnerability within the profession, theorized in this study as the "Junior 
Paradox". By systemically automating the entry-level tasks that traditionally served as the 
crucible for professional apprenticeship, organizations are disrupting the mechanism of 
"indwelling", the process by which junior professionals acquire vital tacit knowledge through 
manual repetition. This phenomenon risks producing a generation of "hollow experts" who 
possess explicit machine-generated answers but lack the internalized logic, critical intuition, 
and "feeling" required to rigorously supervise algorithmic processes. We conclude that 
education must pivot from teaching operational mechanics to fostering linguistic mastery, 
critical and reflexive judgment, and algorithmic governance. 
 
Keywords: Artificial Intelligence; Professional Identity; Phenomenography; Tacit 
Knowledge; Decision-making; Human-in-the-Loop. 
 
1. Introduction 

The corporate landscape is undergoing a significant technological paradigm shift, 
comparable to the advent of the internet, that is fundamentally transforming professional 
practices by integrating Artificial Intelligence (AI) into decision-making. According to Hu et 
al. (2023), this transformation can be characterized by investment and adoption metrics, that 
is, global AI expenditure was projected to reach $97.9 billion in 2023, with corporate 
adoption increasing by 270% over the preceding four years. This surge has markedly 
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impacted various industries, notably the financial sector, which exemplifies a prominent arena 
of such change (Arsyad et al., 2025). In this context, auditors and accountants are directly 
facing the technological evolution, progressively integrating AI into their routine workflows 
(Benhayoun et al., 2025).  

This evolution, however, is not a technical upgrade of professional tools as it 
represents a disruptive force that requires a re-evaluation of the profession’s core identity. The 
rapid technological ascendance has raised concerns about the traditional forms of the 
accounting and finance professions (Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 2019). The current landscape is 
therefore one of ambiguity, where the promise of innovation is accompanied by the prospect 
of job displacement, compelling the profession to navigate a new, AI-dominated terrain 
(Rawashdeh, 2025). This tension between technological potential and human uncertainty 
forms the central problematic of the present study. 

The core problem this research addresses is the tension between AI’s promise of 
operational efficiency and the uncertainty it creates about the relevance of human 
professionals, a tension that manifests in an oscillating narrative between replacement and 
augmentation. On one hand, AI is positioned as a powerful tool to augment human 
capabilities, enhancing both the quality and efficiency of audits (Benhayoun et al., 2025). On 
the other hand, this optimistic view is countered by concerns over technology-driven 
unemployment and significant task displacement, raising questions about the future of 
professional roles (Rawashdeh, 2025; J. Yang et al., 2024; T. Yang, 2025).  

Flowing from this ambiguity, AI models have demonstrated exceptional capabilities 
for processing large volumes of data, including for tasks such as fraud detection (Kamdjoug et 
al., 2024). However, a documented need for human supervision, ethical oversight, and 
interpretive sensemaking accompanies this computational strength. Scholars have issued calls 
for research into the ethical risks posed by these systems (Agostino et al., 2025) and have 
underscored the necessity for professionals to maintain supervisory functions, interpreting 
algorithmic outputs rather than treating them as infallible “black boxes” (Criado et al., 2020; 
Souza et al., 2025; Tiitola et al., 2024).  

A careful review of the academic landscape reveals that most existing inquiry focuses 
on the technical and economic dimensions of AI, thereby neglecting the subjective lived 
experiences of professionals at the forefront of this transformation. A considerable number of 
studies emphasize the technical feasibility of specific AI applications (Agostino et al., 2025), 
their performance in discrete tasks such as fraud detection (Zhong & Goel, 2024), or their 
macroeconomic impacts, particularly job displacement (Rawashdeh, 2025). 

This technocentric and economic focus, while yielding valuable insights, has 
marginalized the granular, subjective experiences of professionals, thereby creating a 
significant gap in our understanding of the human and job-related implications of AI 
adoption. While a growing body of evidence exists on what technology can do, a gap remains 
regarding the perspectives of the professionals who must work with, adapt to, and ultimately 
define their value alongside these increasingly autonomous systems. In other words, few 
studies have systematically explored the lived reality of how accountants and financial 
managers experience and make sense of this fundamental, and potentially existential, shift in 
their professional world. 

Therefore, this research aims to answer the following question: What are the different 
ways in which accounting professionals experience and conceive of the human value 
proposition in an AI-dominated environment?  
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To investigate this emerging phenomenon, a phenomenographic approach was 
selected. This qualitative methodology is uniquely suited to addressing the identified research 
gap. The literature reveals numerous conflicting conceptions of AI, such as an efficiency tool 
(Benhayoun et al., 2025), a job threat (Rawashdeh, 2025), and an ethical challenge (Agostino 
et al., 2025). Given this conceptual diversity, the research goal cannot be to measure a single 
set of objective variables. Instead, the objective is to systematically identify and map the 
qualitatively different ways in which key stakeholders, such as organizational leaders, 
practicing professionals, and students entering the field, experience and conceive of this new 
reality. Phenomenography enables the empirical exploration of the range of human 
understanding and perception, which is essential for capturing the nuances of a phenomenon 
actively shaped not only by its technical affordances but also by human interpretation and 
sensemaking. 

This study responds directly to calls in the literature for a deeper understanding of the 
new competencies and roles required of accountants in the digital age (Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 
2019). By moving beyond a simplistic “human versus machine” dichotomy, this research 
helps redefine and articulate the specific nature of human value within an increasingly hybrid 
AI-human ecosystem (Agostino et al., 2025). The insights generated will be valuable for 
redesigning professional training, informing organizational strategies for technology adoption 
and human capital development, and ultimately, helping the profession navigate a sustainable 
and value-adding future in an AI world. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. The Reconfiguration of Professional Identity in Accounting and Finance 

While contemporary discourse surrounding AI in accounting and finance is frequently 
framed as a recent revolution, the tension between technological advancement and 
professional roles possesses a deep historical lineage. Early automation efforts set a trajectory 
that moved beyond simple task mechanization toward functioning as a cognitive partner, 
already challenging the profession’s core identity (J. Yang et al., 2024; T. Yang, 2025). The 
evolution from traditional audit practices, which relied on random sampling to infer the state 
of an entire population (Kamdjoug et al., 2024), to the advent of early machine learning 
models that demonstrated competitive classification performance (Hansen et al., 1992), 
signaled a theoretical potential for substitution.  

However, the subsequent emergence of internet-related technologies and Big Data 
created the conditions for the present-day identity crisis. By enabling the analysis of entire 
populations of transactions rather than random subsamples (Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 2019), the 
potential for professional substitution became tangible, moving it from a theoretical 
possibility to a practical and imminent concern, thereby giving rise to the contemporary 
dichotomy between substitution and augmentation. 

The rapid integration of advanced AI capabilities triggered a transitional crisis in the 
professional identity of accountants and auditors. This phenomenon can be theorized through 
the lens of Technological Unemployment Theory, which posits that profound technological 
progress can precipitate job displacement (Rawashdeh, 2025). This crisis has given rise to a 
defining dichotomy that structures current discourse, that is, the view of AI as a tool for 
outright substitution versus its role as a tool for professional augmentation. The substitution 
perspective is supported by evidence that AI automates not only repetitive but also complex 
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cognitive tasks (Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Yang et al., 2024; Yang, 2025), raising concerns 
about the displacement of traditional accounting roles (Rawashdeh, 2025).  

Conversely, the augmentation argument presents a counter-narrative, suggesting AI 
primarily enhances professional capabilities by improving audit quality (Benhayoun et al., 
2025) and enabling sophisticated forecasting and strategic planning (Agostino et al., 2025). 
This transforms the professional’s role from a recorder of historical data or a task executor to 
that of a strategic partner, an AI monitor, or an investigator focused on higher-value advisory 
work (Tiitola et al., 2024; J. Yang et al., 2024). However, this review argues that the pursuit 
of augmentation also poses a threat of substitution because, as the professional role is 
elevated, it demands new competencies, creating a vulnerability in which those who fail to 
adapt become prime candidates for displacement (Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Rawashdeh, 
2025). In addition, the shift towards augmentation creates significant professional frictions 
that intensify the identity crisis. Specifically, AI integration instigates a struggle over the 
profession’s core tasks and cognitive territory, now mediated by technology. This conflict 
arises between domain experts, such as management accountants, and method experts, such as 
data scientists, thus threatening the previously established autonomy and authority of the 
accounting profession (Sinha & Derichs, 2025). The transfer of trust from the human 
professional to the technological system is the primary mechanism that fuels this tension.  

As trust migrates from human-based professional assurance to technology-driven 
models (Agostino et al., 2025), it simultaneously empowers data scientists while undermining 
auditors' traditional, human-centric authority. This reconfiguration of trust toward opaque 
algorithmic processes raises questions about the profession's future legitimacy in a digitally 
mediated economy (Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Souza et al., 2025). 

While the existing literature has documented technological shifts and their objective 
impacts, it has largely overlooked the subjective lived experience of professionals navigating 
these changes, as noted by several scholars (Agostino et al., 2025; Seethamraju & Hecimovic, 
2023). This gap is a component required to understand the social dynamics of the 
technological transition. In other words, the subjective experience of deskilling (Meredith et 
al., 2020) and the need to acquire new competencies to remain relevant (Moll & 
Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Rawashdeh, 2025) remain unexamined.  The critical research frontier, 
therefore, lies in deploying a phenomenographic approach to capture the lived experience of 
accounting and finance professionals. Only by investigating how these individuals perceive, 
interpret, and adapt to the ongoing disruption can we fully comprehend how professional 
identity is being actively reconfigured in the age of AI. 

 

2.2. The Frontier of Human Value: Judgment, Ethics, and Sensemaking 

The deep integration of AI into professional domains such as accounting and auditing 
is driving a transformation that promises unprecedented efficiency while fundamentally 
redefining the locus of professional value. The new locus of professional value lies at the 
boundary where algorithmic capability ends and human responsibility begins. 

As noted previously, modern AI can analyze entire datasets rather than subsamples, 
thereby enhancing scale and precision (Kamdjoug et al., 2024; J. Yang et al., 2024). This 
represents a qualitative leap in cognitive automation, moving from “rule-based weak AI” 
systems that execute predefined procedures to “rule-discovering strong AI” systems that can 
identify novel patterns and generate new knowledge autonomously (J. Yang et al., 2024; T. 
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Yang, 2025). This shift from automation to autonomy in many expert tasks raises questions 
about the role of human judgment. 

Consequently, understanding AI’s limitations is of strategic importance. It can be 
understood that computational power can generate vast quantities of information, but it does 
so without elements of contextual understanding or moral agency. This gap between 
information and wisdom is where the most significant organizational risks are present and 
where we expect human roles to become indispensable. 

A body of research demonstrates that AI systems internalize and amplify human biases 
embedded in their training data (Larsson et al., 2024; Truby, 2020). This process can create a 
societal feedback loop that reinforces and perpetuates existing social biases (Gelling et al., 
2026). The technical challenge is illustrated by the failure of “Fairness Under Unawareness”, 
in which simply removing sensitive data fails to prevent discriminatory outcomes because 
proxy features persist (Cornacchia et al., 2023).  

This deficit is also evident in the technology’s difficulty in supporting interpretable, 
complex judgments (Liu, 2025). AI’s incapacity for moral reasoning or for understanding 
social context renders its decisions opaque and, as some argue, inherently unjust (Truby, 
2020). These deficiencies reveal that AI’s formal rationality, while computationally powerful, 
is socially and ethically inert. This innate moral and contextual blindness in AI reasoning sets 
a boundary condition, establishing a new essential role for the human expert. In this role, the 
operator serves as both a technical validator and a guarantor of social ethics in algorithmic 
processes. We expect that the limitations of AI may have caused human expertise to migrate 
its core function from task execution to higher-order sensemaking and ethical stewardship. 
The professional’s role might be shifting toward a critical interpretation of algorithmic 
outputs, placing the human expert not merely “in the loop” but as the ultimate guarantor of a 
process’s integrity, value, and legitimacy. 

At the same time, the Human-In-The-Loop (HILT) concept is still evolving. Rather 
than a passive monitor, the professional may become an active interpreter and a condition for 
the safe use of AI (Natarajan et al., 2025; Tiitola et al., 2024). This transition is theoretically 
grounded in the distinction between HILT and the "AI-in-the-loop" (AI²L) frameworks 
proposed by Natarajan et al. (2025). While traditional models often relegate humans to 
correcting algorithmic errors, the AI²L paradigm fundamentally inverts this dynamic by 
positioning the human expert at the center of the control structure. In this configuration, the 
AI's function is limited to assisting with perception and providing inferential summaries. At 
the same time, the human professional retains exclusive authority over decision-making, 
utilizing the system to enhance their own inference subsystem rather than surrendering agency 
to it. However, this evolving dynamic tension can still reframe professionals as interpreters or 
filters tasked with explaining the mechanism behind an AI-generated answer (Natarajan et al., 
2025; Tiitola et al., 2024). 

While the theoretical necessity of human-led ethical oversight in an AI-driven world is 
increasingly recognized, a research gap remains in its practical implementation. The 
principles of human accountability may become clearer, but the day-to-day organizational 
practices that bring them to life remain insufficiently understood and underexamined. 

As a consequence, scholars and regulators increasingly call for proactive regulation 
and continuous, ethics-based auditing (EBA) to manage the risks of automated systems 
(Mökander & Axente, 2023; Truby, 2020). However, research into the organizational 
implications and governance challenges of AI remains scarce, with most studies focusing on 
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technical feasibility (Agostino et al., 2025).  While conceptual frameworks for multi-
stakeholder deliberation are being proposed to navigate these ethical complexities (Sinha & 
Derichs, 2025), empirical knowledge is lacking about how crucial ethical supervision and 
sensemaking are understood in practice. This research aims to advance understanding through 
a detailed, qualitative, and phenomenographic study that explores perceptions of ‘ethical 
supervision’ and ‘sensemaking’.  

 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Phenomenographical Approach 

To investigate the varied ways professionals experience and understand AI in the 
workplace, a specific qualitative approach was necessary. This study aims to capture the 
spectrum of perceptions surrounding AI’s integration into professional life, a phenomenon 
that is both recent and subject to diverse interpretations. This section details the chosen 
methodological framework, in our case phenomenography, and justifies its suitability for the 
research objectives, outlining the core principles that guided the study’s design and execution. 

Phenomenography is a qualitative research approach developed initially by Ference 
Marton. Its primary goal is to identify and describe the qualitatively different ways in which 
people experience, conceptualize, and understand a shared phenomenon. The focus of a 
phenomenographic inquiry is not on what people think about a subject in a factual sense, but 
instead on how they comprehend and live through their reality. The method seeks to 
understand the variation in experience from a “second-order” perspective, mapping the 
participants’ lived realities rather than the phenomenon itself. 

The analytical output of this approach is an “outcome space”, a conceptual map 
representing the full spectrum of experiences. This outcome space is defined by a limited 
number of “categories of description”, distinct ways of understanding the phenomenon that 
emerge from the collective data. These categories are logically related and illustrate the range 
of conceptions held by the participants. The integration of AI into the professional sphere is a 
recent phenomenon, with different experiences across organizational roles, industries, and 
generations. A singular, monolithic definition of AI’s impact would fail to capture the 
richness of these varied encounters. Phenomenography is therefore uniquely suited to this 
research, as it enables exploration beyond a simplistic binary of “positive” or “negative” 
impacts. 

This methodological choice enables the research to map the diverse, lived experiences 
of the participants, from instrumental and technical perceptions of AI as a productivity tool to 
more reflective and critical conceptions of it as a transformative or even threatening force. By 
focusing on variation in experience, the study can identify and describe the different ways 
professionals make sense of AI’s role in their work, careers, and decision-making processes. 
This framework provides the theoretical foundation for the practical research design detailed 
in the following sections. 

 

3.2. Research Design and Interview Procedures 

Within an interpretivist and constructivist paradigm, this study employed a snowball 
sampling technique to recruit participants. The process began with a core group of 
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professionals known to the research team who had relevant AI experience in their work 
environments. Following these initial interviews, participants were asked to identify 
colleagues or other contacts who could provide valuable insights into the research topic. This 
referral-based process continued until the research team determined that data saturation had 
been achieved, meaning that new interviews no longer yielded conceptual categories or 
significant variations in experience. 

The primary data collection instrument for this study was semi-structured interviews. 
This format was chosen to gather rich, in-depth qualitative data while maintaining a consistent 
line of inquiry across all participants. The interview guide was structured around five core 
sections, providing a framework for the conversation while allowing the flexibility to delve 
deeper into emergent themes and individual experiences. 

The sections of the interview guide were as follows: (i) Opening Questions: Capturing 
general experiences (4 questions); (ii) Perceptions of AI Culture: Exploring views on AI 
within their professional environment (6 questions); (iii) AI versus Human: Investigating the 
perceived relationship and distinctions (4 questions); (iv) Professional Training and 
Preparation: Discussing skills and adaptation (5 questions); and (v) Final Reflections: A 
concluding section for suggestions and final thoughts (1 question). 

This semi-structured approach ensured that the key research themes were consistently 
covered, while the open-ended nature of the questions enabled participants to articulate their 
unique perspectives and experiences in detail. A standardized protocol was followed for each 
interview to ensure consistency, ethical compliance, and high-quality data capture.  

Each session began with the interviewer introducing the research topic and clarifying 
its academic purpose. Participants were informed that the study aimed to examine where and 
how humans continue to add value to accounting, financial, and managerial processes in an 
era of increasing automation. Following this explanation, the interviewer formally requested 
the participant’s explicit verbal permission to record the conversation for transcription and 
analysis. 

Participants were given explicit guarantees of confidentiality, with interviewers 
assuring them that “everything will be transcribed later and anonymized” and that the research 
team would guarantee “the confidentiality of both your name and your organization”. This 
commitment was central to guarantee a trusting environment in which participants could 
speak openly about their experiences. 

A multimethod approach was used to ensure data integrity. Remote interviews were 
conducted and recorded via videoconferencing platforms, including Google Meet and Zoom. 
For in-person interviews, a mobile phone’s voice recorder was utilized. This protocol 
included backup recording methods to prevent data loss from technical failures. 

 

3.3. Data Processing, Coding, and Analysis 

Once data collection was complete, a multi-stage process was undertaken to 
systematically analyze the qualitative data. This process included transcribing audio 
recordings, validating the transcripts with participants, and conducting a collaborative 
thematic analysis aligned with the study’s phenomenographic framework. 
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The audio recordings from the interviews were first transcribed using the automated 
transcription software Transkiptor. This initial pass provided a baseline text for each 
interview. Following this automated step, each transcript was manually reviewed and 
validated by the research team. This second stage focused on correcting software 
inaccuracies, ensuring precise capture of participant statements, and preserving the nuances of 
speech. Interjections, significant pauses, and non-verbal expressions noted during the 
interview were retained to maintain the richness and context of the original data. 

A critical step in ensuring the study’s validity and ethical integrity was participant 
validation, also known as “member checking”. As promised in the interview protocol, the 
finalized, anonymized transcript was returned to each participant for review. The purpose of 
this step was to allow participants to confirm the accuracy of their statements and to give 
them final approval for the use of their data. This was reinforced by assurances made during 
the interviews. This collaborative approach reinforced participants’ control over their own 
data and strengthened the trustworthiness of the findings. 

A thematic analysis of the validated transcripts was conducted collaboratively by the 
entire research group using MAXQDA. The team first engaged in an open reading of the 
transcripts to identify common topics and emergent themes across the interviews. From this 
initial exploration, a comprehensive coding structure was developed. 

This process yielded 44 distinct codes, which were systematically applied to the data. 
These codes were subsequently organized into eight overarching thematic sets that captured 
the primary dimensions of the participants’ experiences. This structured, collaborative coding 
process provided the analytical foundation for identifying the final “categories of description” 
that constitute the study’s phenomenographic outcome space. 

 

3.4. Ethical Considerations 

This research was conducted in accordance with ethical principles to protect the rights, 
dignity, and confidentiality of all participants. Specific protocols were embedded throughout 
the research design, from the initial recruitment phase through data collection, analysis, and 
storage, to ensure that the study adhered to the highest standards of academic integrity. 

The main ethical protocols in this study include: (i) Informed Consent, where 
participants were thoroughly briefed on the research goals before giving explicit verbal 
permission to be recorded; (ii) Confidentiality and Anonymization, with a strict process 
applied to all transcripts and research data, removing or replacing personal names, company 
details, and any other identifying information with pseudonyms to ensure participant and 
organization confidentiality; (iii) Right to Withdraw and Validate, emphasizing participant 
autonomy by allowing them to review, modify, or redact parts of their transcripts through 
member checking, ensuring data accuracy and participant control; and (iv) Data Security, with 
all data, including audio recordings and transcripts, stored securely on password-protected 
devices, accessible only to the research team for this academic purpose. 

 

4. Results 

4.1. Interviews and Coding Process 
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For this study, a total of twelve interviews were conducted between September and 
November 2025, targeting three primary participant profile categories, each one with a 
specific focus, namely: (i) Leadership-level interviewees: what are the effects of large-scale 
AI implementation on routine decision-making?; (ii) Finance professionals: what impacts can 
be observed in the practice, analysis, and generation of accounting data?; and (iii) Finance 
students and educators: how are they preparing professionally or equipping future 
professionals to align with evolving job market demands? 

Additionally, efforts were made to diversify the participants' organizations and sectors 
of activity across the three proposed axes above. Table 1 provides a detailed breakdown of the 
interviewees' profiles. The pseudonyms were inspired by Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, 
serving as an analogy for the new, and perhaps surreal, reality emerging from the Generative 
Artificial Intelligence tools. 

 

Table 1 – Profile of the Interviewees 

Pseudonym Position Organization 
Educator or 

providing some 
kind of mentoring? 

Age 
Range Gender 

The King of 
Hearts CFO Reinsurance No 30-39 Male 

The Cheshire 
Cat CTO Programmatic Media Yes 30-39 Male 

The Dormouse Administrative 
Partner Law Firm No 30-39 Male 

The Caterpillar IT Director Law Firm No 40-49 Male 

The Queen of 
Hearts Manager Technology Yes 50-39 Female 

Humpty Dumpty Manager HealthTech No 40-49 Male 

The Knave of 
Hearts Manager Commercial No 20-29 Male 

The White 
Rabbit 

Specialist in 
Generative IA Bank No 30-39 Male 

The Mad Hatter Actuarial 
Specialist Reinsurance Broker Yes 20-29 Female 

Alice Financial 
Consultant Insurance No 30-39 Female 

The March Hare Professor University, High School, 
and Preparatory Course Yes 30-39 Male 

The Dodo Professor University Yes 30-39 Male 

 

Subsequently, the interviews were transcribed using Transkriptor software, followed 
by a manual review to validate, refine, and anonymize. As previously stated, speech 
characteristics, such as interjections and pauses, were preserved. The final transcripts were 
sent to the respective interviewees for confirmation of their full use. Table 2 details the time 
spent (duration) on conducting and processing the interviews. 
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Table 2 – Interview and Transcription Duration 
Pseudonym Interview Transcription and Anonimization 

Humpty Dumpty 01:10:47 04:00:00 
The Queen of Hearts 00:59:02 04:00:00 

The Cheshire Cat 00:38:38 01:10:00 
The Dormouse 00:24:29 01:00:00 

The King of Hearts 00:53:35 03:30:00 
The Mad Hatter 00:56:15 04:30:00 

The Knave of Hearts 00:44:56 02:45:00 
The White Rabbit 00:57:16 02:15:00 

Alice 00:45:16 03:15:00 
The March Hare 00:33:23 03:40:00 

The Dodo 00:40:54 02:30:00 
The Caterpillar 00:31:05 04:00:00 

 

For the coding process, the MAXQDA software was used. To date, five out of the 
twelve interviews have been totally coded (Humpty Dumpty, The King of Hearts, The 
Cheshire Cat, The Queen of Hearts, and The White Rabbit), at which point a satisfactory level 
of saturation has already been observed. The coding was performed immediately following 
transcription, based on the recurrence of common themes identified across the interviews. In 
this sense, 44 codes were defined and grouped into eight categories, three of which are central 
to the analysis, while the remainder serve as complementary to the explanations. Figure 1 
below illustrates the coding tree. 

 

Figure 1 – The Coding Tree 
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4.2. The Impacts and Perceptions of AI 

The professional discourse on AI is marked by a perceived duality, in which 
technology is viewed simultaneously as a catalyst for cognitive evolution and a force of 
structural erosion. In that sense, The Queen of Hearts describes AI as “cognitive 
amplification”, an affordance that expands the professional’s vision and capacity to develop 
complex themes through simulated scenarios and rapid ideation. However, this evolution is 
linked to a psychological phenomenon, in which The Queen of Hearts further characterizes AI 
as a “shadow” or “talking to oneself”, acting as a mirror that reflects the user’s own logic to 
them. 

This creates a precarious existential state, as The Caterpillar and The Queen of Hearts 
have posited, in which the professional may succumb to cognitive laziness, or the technology 
may function as gasoline on the fire. In this analytical metaphor, the fire represents the 
accelerated pace of professional output, while the gasoline represents the underlying lack of 
critical judgment or flawed data. Without the corrective mediation of human “feeling” and 
“logic”, AI amplifies human error. This risk of structural decay is echoed by The Knave of 
Hearts, who identifies a potential “atrophy of critical sense”, or a “making people dumber” 
effect, resulting from the excessive delegation of intellectual tasks to automated systems. 

The Cheshire Cat adds a sociopolitical dimension to this duality, warning of the 
potential for mass social shock. Unlike historical industrial shifts that enabled multi-
generational adaptation, the current transition period is brief, creating social friction that 
challenges the foundations of professional identity and labor. This existential tension 
necessitates an analytical shift from technology’s abstract nature toward a grounded 
skepticism regarding its pragmatic market implementation. 

Within the professional sphere, a tension exists between the marketing narrative of the 
“silver bullet” and the technical materiality of implementation. The Cheshire Cat provides a 
foundation of technical skepticism, characterizing the current industry fervor as a “bubble” 
fueled by circular incentives and unsustainable expectations. This skepticism is empirically 
supported by The Cheshire Cat’s reference to data indicating that 95% of AI initiatives yield a 
negative return on investment. Notably, the marginal five percent showing positive ROI is 
strictly confined to routine back-office functions rather than complex, non-routine 
management tasks. 

The Mad Hatter reinforces this by describing the current obsession as a fashion that 
must eventually burst, forcing a return to “parsimony” and “logic”. The participant illustrates 
this need for parsimony through Monte Carlo simulations. While AI can facilitate parameter 
identification for lognormal functions, it remains a “flawed assistant” that requires 
professionals to verify that the output aligns with underlying mathematical and market 
realities. 

This reflects a broader “pragmatic technical friction” noted by The Knave of Hearts 
and The Mad Hatter, who observe that AI frequently yields “unfinished” or “hallucinated” 
results that require substantial human intervention. This creates a divide between the “top 
management optimism” observed by The King of Hearts and The Cheshire Cat, where 
executives often perceive AI as a panacea for efficiency, and the front-line experience, where 
the technology is usually less of a self-sustaining solution and more of a complex, often 
inaccurate, mediator of work. 
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These findings articulate an outcome space that spans a diverse range of professional 
conceptions. At one extreme, The Dodo conceives of AI as a “smarter text editor”, an 
incremental tool as standard as a word processor that enhances operational efficiency without 
fundamentally altering the professional’s core identity. At the opposite extreme, The Cheshire 
Cat views AI as a profound “societal disruptor” capable of permanently fracturing existing 
paradigms of work and value. 

Despite these variations, a theoretical consensus emerges regarding the necessity of 
“domain knowledge” as the ultimate safeguard. The Knave of Hearts and The Queen of 
Hearts argue that without a fundamental grasp of the field's underlying principles, such as 
accounting regulations or risk, the professional becomes an agent “at sea”, unable to judge the 
veracity or utility of the machine’s output. The Dodo emphasizes that the primary skill for the 
future is not technical programming, but a mastery of language and interpretation to navigate 
the machine's “intelligence of language”. Consequently, the impact of AI is not the wholesale 
replacement of the human, but the elevation of human logic and critical analysis as the 
irreducible mediators of technological output.  

 

5. Discussion 

5.1. The Role of AI in Decision-Making: New Frontiers, Reliance, and Collaboration 

The concept of instrumented projection characterizes AI as a high-speed accelerator of 
analytical capacity, effectively extending the professional’s gaze into vast datasets that were 
previously epistemologically inaccessible. This transition is marked by the eradication of 
what The Cheshire Cat describes as a reliance on repetitive, manual, low-complexity tasks in 
favor of complex pattern recognition and simulation. A salient example of this visibility 
expansion is the experience of The Mad Hatter, who uses AI to identify parameters for “1 in 
20-year catastrophes” in insurance modeling, achieving a granularity in Monte Carlo 
simulations that would be impossible through manual labor.  

However, a question arises about the acceleration of these processes, regarding the 
rapidity and detail of algorithmic simulation that do not equate to sapience or wisdom. While 
the tool can project historical data into high-fidelity scenarios, the professional risk lies in 
mistaking the statistical density of the projection for understanding. As the consensus 
suggests, AI “instrumentalizes” the ability to see further into the data without possessing the 
hermeneutic capacity to grasp what that data signifies in a broader social context. 

Consequently, there remains an inalienable locus of decision-making that is 
functionally dependent on human subjectivity, feeling, and accountability. The variation 
embodied by The Caterpillar emphasizes an affective dimension of decision-making, in the 
form of the ability to “sense the room” or feel the “pain” of a client, that might not be 
accessible to the algorithm’s “perfect logic”. While AI provides an automated response based 
on structured inputs, the human professional operates within a sphere of institutional nuance 
and intuition.  

In addition, another distinction is rooted in the structural principles of professional 
ethics and liability. As discussed by The Queen of Hearts and The Knave of Hearts, AI 
systems lack moral and legal agency and believe they cannot be held responsible for actions 
such as causing industrial accidents or offering inaccurate financial advice. Since algorithms 
lack the moral responsibility associated with making final decisions, human agency remains 
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an essential legal and ethical safeguard. The notion of AI's "perfect logic" must be moderated 
by the so-called “human imperfection” of subjective judgment, ensuring that decision-making 
remains embedded within established social and legal frameworks. 

The shift in the professional’s role from a “creator of analysis” to a “curator of 
outputs” introduces a subtle danger of algorithmic induction. This phenomenon involves 
cognitive capture, in which the way AI structures information induces a specific decision 
path, potentially leading to a loss of critical thinking. The Queen of Hearts’s metaphor of the 
AI as a “shadow” suggests that over-reliance can diminish a professional’s autonomy. At the 
same time, The Cheshire Cat warns of a deeper erosion: a generation of professionals who 
may lose the ability to solve problems independently. 

The modern professional's primary competency is thus no longer technical execution, 
but the critical “rebating” of AI-generated insights. As conceptualized by The Knave of 
Hearts, this “rebating” is a dialectical dialogue with the tool, a process of reflexive critique 
intended to reach a point of insight beyond what either the human or the machine could 
achieve in isolation. The professional must maintain a critical distance to prevent becoming a 
mere rubber stamp for the algorithm's predefined logical architecture. 

In summary, as The Dodo argues, technology is never truly off; its existence is defined 
only through “use”, in which both the tool and the human engage in a shared hermeneutic 
cycle. Nonetheless, their roles are distinct, as technology provides the material framework and 
the “projection” of possibilities, while the human expert supplies the “intention” and 
“guidance”. The human's added value in an era of technological enhancement is their capacity 
for reflexive critique, to assign meaning and moral judgment to the machine’s capabilities. 
Ultimately, although AI can project potential outcomes, humans remain the ultimate decision-
makers concerning the necessity, ethics, and accountability of the end goal. AI facilitates the 
projection; humans steer the course. 

 

5.2. The New Human Role: Governance and Oversight 

The strategic delineation of the boundary between human judgment and automated 
processing constitutes a foundational pillar of modern financial and administrative 
governance. Within participants’ responses, human agency is reconceptualized not as a legacy 
component destined for obsolescence, but as the essential teleological agent that confers 
meaning upon technological materiality. The perspectives articulated by The King of Hearts 
and The Dodo suggest that the human remains the ultimate filter for sanity and ethics, serving 
as the intentional arbiter that prevents organizational logic from collapsing into purely 
mechanical and potentially ungrounded execution.  

In this framework, technology represents an instrument of computational velocity. 
However, it requires a human anchor to ensure that automated outputs resonate with 
organizational values and the empirical realities of the market. This paradigm shift 
necessitates an interrogation of HITL architecture, moving beyond a checkbox for regulatory 
compliance toward an acknowledgment of HITL as an epistemological necessity for 
validating organizational knowledge. 

This epistemological necessity serves as the primary defense against the ontological 
void inherent in technology isolated from human intention. The Dodo posits that technology 
is not a discrete entity but is defined entirely by its application, asserting that “the concept of 
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technology is the use”. This theoretical stance finds its physical manifestation in The 
Caterpillar's observations, which emphasize that human sovereignty is maintained through the 
fundamental power to “turn it on and off”. Without this intentionality, the machine remains 
inert. Consequently, the validity of any generative output is strictly contingent upon the user’s 
prior domain expertise—a requirement for “ontological sovereignty” that distinguishes 
informed cognitive offloading from dangerous delegation.  

As The Knave of Hearts observes through the lens of a venture capital professional 
attempting to analyze balance sheets without accounting foundations, the absence of prior 
knowledge renders the user unable to discern truth from sophisticated fabrication. In contrast, 
The Dodo argues that the professional must possess the requisite cognitive framework to 
evaluate whether an output is “good” or “bad”. This prior expertise is the only defense against 
the system’s internal, and often opaque, computational heuristics. 

Navigating the “hallucination horizon” requires the human to act as the final arbiter of 
truth in an environment increasingly characterized by an “illusion of ease”. The Cheshire Cat 
and The Queen of Hearts warn that the seductive speed of generative AI often masks 
structural flaws in logic, encouraging a state of cognitive passivity. The Queen of Hearts, 
drawing from a psychoanalytic perspective, frames AI as a “shadow” or a cognitive 
“amplifier”, a projection of the human user’s own logic and errors. In this sense, the AI does 
not create truth, it mirrors and intensifies the user's intent.  

A rigorous illustration of this dynamic is provided by The Mad Hatter, who utilized 
Gemini to identify complex actuarial parameters for a Monte Carlo simulation. In this 
instance, the human already possessed the expected result and the underlying mathematical 
logic; the AI facilitated the process, but the human specifically validated the lognormal shape 
and mean to ensure the model’s integrity. Such “contextual oversight” is the only remedy for 
what The Caterpillar describes as the machine’s lack of “environment sensing” and “feeling”. 
While the system achieves hyper-velocity in data processing, it remains ontologically blind to 
the non-linear nuances of organizational life that dictate the appropriateness of a specific 
logical path. 

Furthermore, the governance layer becomes indispensable when navigating the 
complexities of cyber risks and compliance. The Queen of Hearts, leveraging her experience 
as a compliance manager within the context of the emerging EU AI Act, identifies an “ethical 
collision” precipitated by the unimaginable speed of technological transformation. This 
environment necessitates a robust human governance layer to manage data sensitivity and 
ethical boundaries that lie beyond the reach of algorithms. The Cheshire Cat observes that 
anything involving “arbitrariness or nuance” is fundamentally incompatible with current 
technological capabilities.  

While AI demonstrates high efficacy in back-office environments characterized by 
controlled variables and structured patterns, it falters when faced with the subjective and often 
arbitrary nature of modern corporate landscapes. Therefore, the human role in governance is 
not a bottleneck of operational friction but a vital safeguard against the “unimaginable speed” 
of errors that could compromise systemic integrity. 

The culmination of this transition is the evolution of the human role from operational 
execution to strategic sensemaking. This involves a deliberate move away from the repetitive, 
manual bookkeeping and operational tasks identified by The Cheshire Cat and The Queen of 
Hearts, toward a state of “Human Augmentation”. In this new professional reality, while the 
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machine handles the operational “doing”, the human’s requirement for critical sense, logical 
reasoning, and strategic interpretation is intensified. 

The Cheshire Cat provides an existential context for this shift, noting that while 20% 
unemployment signifies a crisis, the automation of 75% of the economy's repetitive tasks 
without a transition to sensemaking could result in “40% chaos”. This underscores that the 
stakes of human oversight are not merely professional but societal. Ultimately, as articulated 
by The Caterpillar and The Mad Hatter, the responsibility for “deciding the path” remains an 
exclusively human prerogative. AI serves as a shadow and an amplifier of human intent. Still, 
the strategic direction, that is, the sensemaking that defines organizational purpose, requires a 
human agent capable of navigating the environment with a depth of feeling and ethical 
responsibility that machines cannot replicate. 

 

5.3. The New Age: Education and Future Directions 

The integration of AI into the professional world signifies a profound 
phenomenological change, in which technology is seen as fundamentally reshaping the 
profession and radically redirecting professional intent. Participants see a shift from a focus 
on operational tasks to algorithmic orchestration. This change impacts the value of human 
expertise, transforming practitioners from implementers into strategic architects and editors. 
This transition is critically important, requiring a move from “learning by doing” to “learning 
by supervising”. However, this shift in value creates a structural tension for the development 
of new professionals, which The Knave of Hearts called the “Junior Paradox”. 

The “Junior Paradox” emerges from the systemic automation of the repetitive, entry-
level tasks that have historically served as the vital “apprenticeship” phase of professional 
life. These tasks were never merely administrative burdens; they were the crucibles in which 
tacit knowledge and “professional feeling” were forged. As The Knave of Hearts suggests, 
particularly in fields like accounting and law, the elimination of these foundational 
experiences threatens the very epistemological foundation of senior decision-making.  

If a junior professional delegates the repetitive tasks to an algorithm from the outset, 
they risk developing what The Knave of Hearts called a “hollow” expertise, a state in which 
they are susceptible to being “convinced” by the machine's output without possessing the 
internalized logic required to verify it. This is the “hollow expert” phenomenon, where the 
lack of a technical background leaves the professional unable to detect when the machine is 
wrong because they were never required to perform the task “right” manually.  

This phenomenon can be theoretically framed through the lens of Michael Polanyi’s 
concept of tacit knowledge. Polanyi (1966) posited that we know more than we can tell, 
distinguishing between explicit knowledge, which can be codified and processed by 
algorithms, and tacit knowledge, which is embodied and acquired only through the practical 
act of doing.  

In the traditional professional trajectory, the repetitive entry-level tasks now being 
automated were not merely administrative burdens; they served as the mechanism for 
“indwelling”, a process described by Polanyi where the learner internalizes the tools and 
frameworks of their trade until they function as unconscious extensions of the self. 

The “Junior Paradox”, therefore, represents a disruption of this epistemological 
transfer. By delegating the “doing” to AI, junior professionals are bypassed in the 
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internalization cycle. As noted by The Knave of Hearts and The Queen of Hearts, the result is 
a professional who possesses the explicit outputs, in this case the answer, without the tacit 
dimension, described as the “feeling” of the logic. Without this tacit foundation, the capacity 
for high-level judgment, which relies on intuition and context sensing rather than rule-
following, cannot fully develop, creating a structural fragility in the future of professional 
expertise. 

The Knave of Hearts also characterizes the experience of this shift as a “seatbelt 
effect”, a term synthesized from the source observations regarding those born into an era 
where technology is an omnipresent safety net. While the seatbelt provides security, it can 
also lead to “limited conclusions” if the professional fails to see “the wheels turn” beneath the 
surface.  

According to The Mad Hatter and The Knave of Hearts, there is a profound structural 
risk that, by automating the apprenticeship phase for immediate efficiency gains, we are 
eroding the educational sustainability required to produce the next generation of seniors. 
Without the intuition developed through manual execution, the oversight of AI becomes a 
performance of surface-level checking rather than deep critical validation. This creates a 
looming industry crisis in which the essential oversight skills needed to manage algorithms 
might become atrophied, even as the algorithms they are meant to supervise have grown more 
powerful.  

As both The White Rabbit and The Mad Hatter warn, this atrophying of structured 
reasoning is exacerbated by the transformation of “lifelong learning” from a proactive pursuit 
into a desperate survival mechanism. In the face of machine intelligence’s tireless 
performance, the modern professional is thrust into a state of “permanent anxiety”, a 
relentless “running to stand still” against the threat of obsolescence. Education has ceased to 
be a discrete phase of human development and has become a permanent burden of 
professional adaptation.  

This psychological toll is compounded by what some practitioners identify as an 
“ethics of laziness”, where the convenience of large language models risks atrophying the 
human capacity for structured thought. The tireless nature of the algorithm stands in stark 
contrast to human biological and cognitive limits, creating a market where the professional’s 
identity is increasingly tied to their ability to maintain a “competitive advantage” through 
perpetual upskilling. This perspective is supported by The Cheshire Cat, The White Rabbit, 
The Dodo, and The Queen of Hearts.  

The individual burden of this constant adaptation is a direct symptom of the 
“pedagogical chasm”, the widening gap between traditional academic training and the 
market’s demand for high-level “human augmentation”. Current educational institutions 
suffer from systemic inertia, remaining fixated on “operational execution”, such as manual 
coding or rote accounting, while the market has already moved toward “algorithmic 
supervision”. The new gold standard of professional excellence should be recognized as 
profound subject-matter logic and linguistic mastery, rather than technical syntax.  

As highlighted by The Cheshire Cat, The White Rabbit, The Dodo, and The Queen of 
Hearts, “Interpretation of Language” and high-level literacy are becoming the rarest and most 
powerful skills in an AI-driven economy. “Knowing how to prompt” is not a technical skill; it 
is a manifestation of deep logical armor and the ability to act as a rigorous “critic” of machine 
outputs. 
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To avoid producing “obsolete graduates”, higher education might require a radical 
reimagination. The university must transition from teaching the mechanics of execution to 
fostering the “clinical” ability to verify and direct AI. This requires a move toward the 
“human-in-the-loop” model, where the professional's role is one of high-level editing and 
strategic interpretation. The institution must provide the cognitive tools for professionals to 
move beyond the surface-level “magic” of AI and engage with it through a lens of profound 
subject-matter logic. Only by reclaiming the importance of linguistic logic and critical 
oversight can education hope to reconcile the efficiency of automation with the necessity of 
human expertise, ensuring that the professionals of the future are not merely users of 
technology, but its masters. 

 

6. Conclusions 

This study aims to navigate the changes in the professional identities of accountants 
and financiers in an era marked by the rapid integration of Artificial Intelligence. The 
phenomenographic analysis reveals that the human value proposition is not disappearing but 
is instead undergoing a fundamental migration from the domain of computational execution to 
the realm of ontological anchoring.  

While algorithmic systems demonstrate an unprecedented capacity for instrumented 
projection and analytical velocity, they remain devoid of the moral agency and contextual 
understanding required to endow financial data with meaning. The findings indicate that the 
professional of the future acts as the ultimate guarantor of truth by validating algorithmic 
outputs through a lens of deep domain expertise and ethical responsibility. 

A critical structural implication emerges from this shift, which is identified in this 
research as the Junior Paradox. Drawing on Michael Polanyi's (1966) theoretical framework, 
it becomes evident that the automation of routine entry-level tasks disrupts the traditional 
mechanism of indwelling, through which tacit knowledge is acquired through practical 
repetition. The elimination of these formative experiences creates a risk of generating a 
stratum of hollow experts who possess the explicit outputs of the machine but lack the 
internalized judgment necessary to supervise it effectively, as posited by The Knave of 
Hearts. This disconnection threatens the profession's sustainability because the capacity for 
high-level sensemaking depends on the very foundational practices that automation is erasing. 

Consequently, the integration of the Human-in-the-Loop architecture must be 
reconceptualized not as a transitional regulatory measure but as a permanent epistemological 
necessity (Natarajan et al., 2025). The human agent provides the intentionality that transforms 
sterile data into actionable business intelligence and serves as the bridge between statistical 
probability and organizational reality. The survival of the profession depends on 
acknowledging that while AI can calculate the probable, only the human expert can determine 
the preferable 
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