
CHROs are navigating unprecedented complexity — including compliance uncertainty, evolving labor mandates, rising workforce 
expectations, and accelerating skills gaps. These pressures require strategic leadership and timely insights to protect organizational 
resilience. SHRM provides research and practical guidance to navigate regulatory change, strengthen talent strategy, and keep 
organization competitiveness.

1 In Brief: AI and automation are transforming HR and business operations while raising legal, ethical, and compliance 
risks. Policymakers at all levels are increasing their focus on AI governance, including bias, transparency, and workforce 
impacts — demanding thoughtful organizational responses. 

Top Action for CHROs: Understand and communicate how AI affects job classifications, skills demands, and wage 
structures. Invest in reskilling initiatives, clarify and accountability for AI-assisted decisions. Adapt HR policies to evolving 
regulations that withstand change while preparing the workforce for transformative technology.
 

SHRM Resource: Artificial Intelligence in the Workplace Resource Hub

Shifting AI Regulations, Ethics, and Workforce Transformation

2 In Brief: Health care inflation, new state mandates, and evolving benefits compliance are creating unprecedented 
pressure. Integrating digital health, fertility, and mental health benefits adds complexity, especially in a multigenerational 
workforce, while rigid policies challenge organizations to balance innovation, affordability, and feasibility. 

Top Action for CHROs: Design benefits that advance well-being, engagement, and culture while managing costs and 
compliance. Regularly assess programs for flexibility, effectiveness, and competitiveness, ensuring they remain feasible to 
administer and responsive to evolving workforce needs. Monitor regulatory and market shifts to streamline administration, 
and maintain a benefits strategy aligned with organizational goals. 
 

SHRM Resource: 2025 Employee Benefits Survey and Total Rewards Resource Hub

Escalating Costs and Design Complexity of Benefits 

TOP 5 WORKPLACE 
POLICY ISSUES
FOR CHROS TO WATCH IN 2026

3 In Brief: Nearly 70% of organizations continue to struggle to fill full-time positions. Aging demographics, declining labor 
force participation rates, economic uncertainty, and restrictive immigration policies are compounding this challenge. 
Persistent vacancies reduce organizational efficiency, increase costs, and limit innovation, threatening long-term 
competitiveness and the employer’s brand. 
 
Top Action for CHROs: Address skills gaps through reskilling, upskilling, and targeted development programs. Leverage 
internships, mentorships, apprenticeships, and other talent pipelines to attract and retain top talent while building internal 
capabilities that support long-term organizational growth.
 

SHRM Resource: 2025 Talent Trends Report, Skills-First at Work Toolkit , and Upskilling Your Workforce Express Request

Mounting Workforce Shortages, Talent Gaps, and Economic Pressures

https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/topics/artificial-intelligence-in-the-workplace
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/research/employee-benefits-survey
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/topics/compensation-benefits
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/research/2025-talent-trends
https://www.shrm.org/foundation/skills-first/toolkit
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/tools/express-requests/upskilling-your-workforce-


5 In Brief: The intersection of work, caregiving, and mental health is an increasingly consequential workforce challenge. 
Rising caregiving demands — particularly those in the “sandwich generation” — are reducing workforce participation, 
while fragmented leave laws add administrative and financial strain. 
 
Top Action for CHROs: Redesign benefits by offering flexible work models and mental health support to retain talent 
and control costs. Destigmatize caregiving and promote positive workplace cultures while advocating for solutions that 
enhance workforce well-being. Engage policymakers to advocate for a more robust care infrastructure, enabling more 
sustainable and inclusive workforce support. 
 
SHRM Resource: Creating a Caregiver-Friendly Workplace Express Request, Benefits and Beyond: Top Ways to Support 
Caregivers, and Supporting Employees with Dependent and Elder Care Responsibilities Toolkit

The Pressing Future of Caregiving and Workforce Well-Being

4 In Brief: Shifting regulatory priorities are changing how laws are enforced. Courts are interpreting these laws in real 
time, placing pressure on organizations to review inclusion and diversity programs, training, mentorship, and broader 
workplace practices. Proactive compliance is critical to avoid risk while maintaining inclusive and high-performing 
workplaces. 

Top Action for CHROs: Conduct comprehensive reviews of policies and programs to ensure alignment with evolving 
laws. Lead initiatives that maintain inclusivity and adaptability while mitigating liability, reinforcing the organization’s 
commitment to lawful and strategic workforce management.

SHRM Resources: Inclusion & Diversity Resource Hub and SHRM’s BEAM Framework Toolkit

Evolving Workforce Compliance in a New Legal Environment

Read the unabridged version of SHRM’s Top 5 Workplace Policy Issues
to Watch in 2026 at shrm.org/chropolicytrends2026 or get regular 
updates on SHRM’s workplace policy initiatives by subscribing to the
HR Policy Briefing newsletter.

In Brief: Forthcoming rulemakings — including on immigration, wage and hour policies, harassment guidance, and other
labor regulations — will reshape employer obligations and risk exposure. Organizational leadership must remain vigilant to
ensure compliance, anticipate potential state-level responses, and apply strategic foresight to maintain operational stability
and workforce resilience. 
 
Top Action for CHROs: Assess how evolving regulations affect workforce structure, benefits, and organizational operations. 
Consider how these changes will impact diverse work arrangements, pay, and compliance. Prepare systems and policies to 
adapt quickly. Provide comments on proposed regulations, and contextualize executive actions for your business. Ensure 
compliance systems are resilient and integrated into long-term strategic planning. 
 

SHRM Resource: Executive Order Impact Zone and ESG, Ethics, & Compliance Resource Hub

Reshaping Workforce Policy Through Executive and Regulatory Actions 

https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/tools/express-requests/creating-a-caregiver-friendly-workplace
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/benefits-compensation/employer-strategies-how-to-support-caregivers
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/benefits-compensation/employer-strategies-how-to-support-caregivers
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/tools/toolkits/managing-work-life-fit-dependent-care-elder-care
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/topics/inclusion-diversity
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/tools/toolkits/beam-framework-toolkit
http://shrm.org/chropolicytrends2026
https://www.shrm.org/advocacy/executive-order-impact-zone
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/employment-law-compliance

