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By 2026, leadership will no longer be defined by hierarchy or control — it will be about orchestration. o ©®
Leaders must align human talent with Al agents, maintain trust in polarized times, and adapt to )
shifting skills and hybrid work.

Recent studies highlight widespread fragmentation, major skill disruptions, low manager
engagement, and promising results from shorter workweek pilots.

The message is clear: future-ready leaders must move beyond control and efficiency—embracing
trust, adaptability, and purpose-driven orchestration to thrive in the hybrid era.

This white paper explores the five forces reshaping leadership, the six shifts every leader must
embrace, and a 90-day roadmap to turn insights into action.

2026 Leadership Signals

48% of employees and 52% of
leaders say work feels fragmented
(Microsoft, 2025).

39% of core skills will change by
2030 (WEF, 2025).

Only 27% of managers are engaged
(Gallup, 2025).

UK 4-day week pilots: 71% lower
burnout with stable productivity.




The 2026 Context — Five

Forces Reshaping
Leadership

h Al Everywhere — Leaders must decide when humans
vs. Al agents take the lead.
Skills Disruption — 39% of core skills will shift by 2030
(WEF, 2025).

74 Trust Turbulence — Polarization drives demand for

transparency and fairness.

o Hybrid Permanence — 3 in 4 employers now operate
— hybrid models (CIPD, 2025).

Regulation & Scrutiny — ISSB, EU CSRD, and ISO/IEC

42001 set new compliance baselines.

Research Analysis

Leaders in 2026 must master the balance between human
judgment and Al-driven decision-making.

Decision success increasingly depends on shared awareness
between managers and digital agents — requiring leaders to
define new rhythms of communication, trust, and
accountability.

Hybrid work continues to test this rhythm, as well-being,
inclusivity, and performance alignment remain daily
challenges. Teams that maintain a steady cadence of clarity
and collaboration enhance their adaptability in real-time.
These findings are consistent with recent Korn Ferry (2024)
insights highlighting that leadership rhythm and clarity
directly correlate with strategic performance and employee
engagement outcomes.

Regulatory shifts such as ISSB standards (EU CSRD, 1SO/IEC
42001) raise the stakes further. Leaders must embed
sustainability, transparency, and governance into their team
rhythms to deliver measurable agility and credibility.

As organizations navigate this rapidly evolving context, the
demands on leadership are shifting from control to
coordination — from individual brilliance to collective rhythm.
The following model outlines six capability shifts every
executive team must embrace to stay agile, human-centred,
and performance-ready by 2026.

Sources: Korn Ferry (2024), Microsoft Work Trend Index (2025), World Economic Forum

(2025), Gallup (2025).

48%

Al & FRAGMENTATION

of employees and 52% of leaders report that
hybrid work has increased fragmentation
and digital fatigue.
(Source: Microsoft Work Trend Index, 2025)

39%

SKILLS DISRUPTION

of core professional skills are expected to
shift or become obsolete by 2030 as
automation and Al reshape roles.
(Source: World Economic Forum, 2025)

27%

MANAGER ENGAGEMENT

of managers are fully engaged in their roles
— a sharp decline tied to unclear
expectations and rising cognitive load.
(Source: Gallup, 2025)



Leadership Capability
Model for 2026 — Six

Shifts N

Building on the five forces, this model translates insights into action—outlining six practical shifts for
leaders navigating Al-enabled, hybrid environments.

Six shifts that move organizations from rigid hierarchies to flexible, skills-based orchestration —
where Al amplifies human effort, managers enable teams, and sustainability shapes every decision.

Orchestrate people and Al —
don’t micromanage tasks.

What this model delivers

Six practical shifts that move organizations from rigid
hierarchies to flexible, skills-based orchestration — .
where Al amplifies human effort, managers enable Key Shifts
teams, and sustainability guides decisions.

Agentic Leadership — Leaders orchestrate people +
Al agents with accountability and auditability.

Trust at Scale — Transparency, clear
communication, and fairness become the default.

Skills-Centric Orchestration — Flexible skills
“clouds"” replace rigid job roles.

Manager-First Culture — Support managers to
boost engagement and capacity.

> Hybrid Fluency & Wellbeing — Balance in-office,

remote, and async work to protect wellbeing.

> Sustainability Integration — Embed ESG and
regulatory standards into daily decisions.

Practical next steps: form an
Al & Skills council, publish top
skills, run an 8-week agent
pilot, and protect 10% of
manager time for coaching
and development.
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Operating System for
Human-Agent Teams

Classify work by stakes, structure, and speed to decide who leads—human or agent. Design

governance that is simple to adopt, easy to audit, and focused on decision clarity. Start with ®
pragmatic rules that guide assignment and escalation so teams can move fast while limiting risk.

Principles & Measurement

Clarity First - Define who leads: human or
agent. Simple rules beat complex frameworks.
Lightweight Governance - Use flexible
oversight that adapts quickly and scales with
growth.

Continuous Adaptation - Feed outcomes
back into the system to refine roles and
accountability.

Research Analysis
Al adoption accelerates, leaders must redesign
operating models that balance speed, risk, and
accountability. Studies show that hybrid task
allocation — where humans own judgment-based
decisions and agents handle repeatable work —
increases efficiency by up to 30% while reducing
error rates in structured tasks (McKinsey, 2025). The
future of leadership will depend on embedding
clarity, governance, and adaptability into every
human-agent workflow.
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Clarity beats complexity —

assign roles, then measure 8 g

results.
@

RACI 2.0 & Task Triage

Clear Ownership - Human = owner, Agent = doer,
Human = verifier for accountability.

Task Triage - Structured or high-stakes tasks —
human lead; repeatable tasks — agent lead.

Risk & Time Balance - Assign first-time or high-risk
work to humans; repetitive tasks to agents.

Explicit Checkpoints - Human reviews at critical
stages to reduce errors and bias.

Sustainability by Design - Align processes, outputs,

and evaluation with ESG standards.

Continuous Feedback - Feed results back into
model governance and future task allocation.



Trust, Wellbeing,
and Culture in a

Hybrid Reality

Trust remains the multiplier of performance in hybrid organizations.

Research Analysis

Studies show that hybrid models succeed when trust and well-being are actively managed.
Gallup (2025) reports that only 27% of managers are engaged, directly impacting team
outcomes. Meanwhile, organizations that invest in wellbeing initiatives report up to 3x higher
employee retention and significantly stronger performance.

Trust Wellbeing Performance

Drivers Supports Outcomes

Manager engagement is declining. Poorly

managed hybrid work leads to:

« Fragmented workflows

« Unclear priorities

+ Reduced team performance across
distributed and co-located teams

Practical actions leaders can take:

« Biweekly 1:1s with direct reports

« Clear async documentation

« Shorter, more focused meetings

* Quarterly workload audits

* UK 4-day week pilots show 71% lower
burnout while maintaining stable
revenue performance.




From Roles to Skills—
90-Day Skills Plan

With 39% of core skills evolving by 2030 (WEF, 2025), organizations must shift from
static role definitions to fluid, skills-first structures. This 90-day roadmap accelerates

capability building and team agility

Days 1-30:

» Foundation Establish a cross-
functional Skills Council

« Conduct a skills inventory to map
current capabilities

« Define priority skill gaps linked to
business goals

Days 31-60:

» Development Launch focused
learning sprints on top-priority skills

« Build shared resources and internal
skill libraries

« Pilot skills-based project allocation in
1-2 teams

Days 61-90:
» Deployment Scale skills-match
project allocation beyond pilot teams
« Enable internal mobility pathways
based on validated skills
* Review outcomes and refine the
skills-first operating model

Organizations that
adopt skills-based
talent strategies are
63% more likely to
achieve stronger

business outcomes,
including faster
innovation and higher
employee retention.
(LinkedIn Global Talent
Trends, 2025)




Sustainability, Risk &
Governance — What’s New

By 2026, the ESG (Environmental, Social, and
Governance) framework will no longer be optional — Figure 1. Global ESG standards shaping 2026 compliance
it will be a board-level imperative. Global standards
such as ISSB $1/S2 (2024), the EU CSRD (2025), and
ISO/IEC 42001 (2025) are raising the bar for
disclosure, assurance, and auditability.

Leaders must integrate ESG metrics directly into
financial KPIs and operational planning to meet

investor, regulator, and stakeholder expectations. V)
Al governance and
Priorities for future-ready leaders: Global baseline for SUSta'naT';ysf/fsurance
sustainability
. . i — [

« Build comparable disclosure frameworks to el =

enable cross-market consistency.
* Ensure assurance readiness through audit-quality

ESG controls. Mandatory corporate
reporting across EU

» Adopt Al-enabled governance to reduce risk and Markets = 35%

accelerate confident decision-making.

Leaders who embed ESG into strategy will gain _
resilience, investor confidence, and regulatory @ 1SSB S1/S2 40% @ EU CSRD 35%

trust by 2026. @ 1SO/IEC 42001 25%
By embedding ESG into strategy now, leaders
will build resilience and gain regulatory trust by
2026.
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Research Analysis

Recent global studies highlight the accelerating shift in leadership
dynamics and workforce expectations. Microsoft's Work Trend Index
2025 reveals that 48% of employees and 52% of leaders feel their
work is increasingly fragmented across hybrid and digital
environments. Meanwhile, the World Economic Forum'’s Future of
Jobs Report 2025 projects that 39% of core skills will evolve by 2030,
emphasizing the growing need for adaptive learning and reskilling
strategies. Complementing these trends, the University of
Cambridge’s Four-Day Week Pilot Report (2025) found a 71%
reduction in burnout rates while maintaining stable productivity —
reinforcing the link between wellbeing, trust, and performance.
Together, these findings underline a clear message: the leaders of
2026 must balance innovation and inclusion with sustainability and

governance to build resilient, future-ready organizations.

Sources: Microsoft (2025); World Economic Forum (2025); University of
Cambridge (2025).

48% 39% 71%

Employees & leaders say work feels Core skills will change by 2030 Lower burnout during UK 4-day week
fragmented pilot
Microsoft — Work Trend Index 2025 World Economic Forum — Future of Jobs Report Autonomy & University of Cambridge — Final Report (2024-

2025)
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