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2025 was a transformative year for TLC
Lions, and for many of our global clients.
We've delivered experiential learning
programmes on every continent, bar
Antarctica (never say never!), and upskilled
over 120,000 employees worldwide! Our
network of experts grew to 140+ Lions, and
we proudly launched both our Human Skills
Series and the TLC Lions Members Club.

This year, we've redefined leadership with a
human-first approach. Partnering with
senior leaders at the Big Four, shaping
programmes for global law firms, building
management journeys for energy giants,
and helping world-leading pharma brands
amplify their impact through storytelling.
Not projects, but movements - spanning
continents and transforming

thousands worldwide.
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It’s been a privilege to bring our mission to
life in bold, immersive ways - creating
everyday success stories and breakthrough
moments that set our work apart. We also
expanded our Emirates partnership, with
TLC Lions content now training people in
the skies across 85 countries.

Always at the forefront of learning, culture,
and brand, we're not just scanning the
horizon - we're already standing on it.

The Human Edge

As we entered 2025, we predicted trends
that would reshape work. Many have
already come to fruition, redefining how we
operate every day. If 2025 was the great
‘reshape’, 2026 demands that brands
embrace their human edge.

Early 2025 brought some of the most
turbulent global trade and economic
conditions in recent years. This turbulence
isn’t just a sign of the times - it’s a tipping
point, an opportunity, and a warning of
threats ahead. A reboot of the working
world is coming as the paradigm of work
shifts once more.

This moment doesn’t have to be daunting -
if we choose to be ready. As this report
explores, the micro-transformations already
reshaping talent, business, and culture are
signalling what’s ahead: a tech-enabled,
purpose-driven, and unmistakably human
future of work.

This year, alongside our 5 trends for 2026
and 5 strategic moves, we proudly reveal
the top 5 skills we believe will be essential
to thrive in 2026 and beyond. So let’s dive in.
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5 Trends and 5
Strategic Moves

TREND 1

Rise of the Al Super Workers

Al is no longer an optional tool; it’s quickly
becoming a core competency for career
progression and sustainable employability.

Not only do 92% of
companies plan to boost
Al investment in the next
3years'

92%

but workers who are embracing Al in their
workflows are rapidly outpacing their more
reticent peers in securing job opportunities,
higher pay and more rapid progression.

Al-skilled workers benefit from up
to a 56% wage premium, and are 4x
more productive.?

Not only that, but roles embedding Al skills
are also growing 3.5x faster on average
than non-Al-enabled roles.?

While these benefits are far from being
fully-realised across the global workforce
(evidence suggests that the access and
capability necessary to embrace Al is not
equal across society),* Al is actively and
profoundly reshaping how we work and
what kind of work we do.

The future of work emphasises human
augmentation rather than replacement: Al
is increasingly embedded in workflows and
daily tasks, enhancing productivity while
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requiring humans to remain at the centre
of decision-making. Ethical considerations,
critical thinking, and uniquely human
judgment remain essential. The rise of the
Al-enabled workforce is therefore not
about fear of automation, but about
equipping employees to work alongside Al
as thought-partners, blending technology
with human intelligence to drive
meaningful outcomes.

With increased efficiency and the rise of
‘Al Super Workers’, the potential to focus on
meaningful, engaging work over
monotonous and energy-draining tasks is
no longer a dream of science fiction;

it's a reality.




N

YOUR STRATEGIC MOVE

Create Al Sandboxes
and Playgrounds

Here’s an interesting
statistic: Did you know that
80% of Al projects fail?®

80%

The key to this insight is understanding that
the breaking point for Al implementation
often isn’t the tool itself, but a failure to
recognise appropriate use cases and to
create the right environment and culture
for integration.® One of our biggest
learnings through 2025 is that Al adoption
and integration is not about technical skill
so much as it is about mindset. To cultivate
a workforce ready for Al-driven
transformation, organisations must
embrace experimentation, unlearning and
a beginner’s mindset.

The harsh reality is that those who fail to
learn how to interact with and integrate Al
into their workflows, or even work with it
outside of work, will be less prepared to do
so down the line. Many businesses and
employees alike are waiting for the right
tool, pausing while an in-house solution
gets built, or waiting for existing platforms
to be ‘fully ready’. The truth is that Al is
iterative, constantly learning from us as we
learn from it. Readiness is about a
willingness to experiment.

Individuals and businesses alike should
create Al sandboxes - controlled, low-risk
environments or use cases - where
employees can experiment with Al tools
regardless of an enterprise-wide solution.
Emerging evidence shows that a sandbox
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approach can reduce cultural resistance as
well as technical barriers while fostering
capability building and motivation to adopt
among employees.” Often, this also entails
rolling out human-skills focused Al
enablement learning, like our Human Al
Experience, to help talent engage with
rapidly changing technologies.

In the UK, the Financial Conduct Authority
has already partnered with Nvidia to
launch a regulatory-facing Al sandbox,
demonstrating how such structures can
drive innovation in highly regulated sectors
without compromising compliance.?

In parallel, organisations that "press pause”
on Al risk glacial adoption and falling
behind more agile competitors. Our advice?

Frame Al not as a threat, but as an
enabler, amplifying human effort
rather than replacing it.
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TREND 2

Changing Job Architectures

Already prevalent through 2025, 2026 looks
set to continue seeing organisations and
performance management shift away from
rigid, role-based jobs to skills-based
structures, placing skills at the centre of
career pathways, job descriptions, and
development planning. This means
compensation, talent, and L&D functions
will increasingly collaborate, integrate and
align. Some industries, namely financial
services, are ahead of the curve here, with
83% of financial services firms factoring
skills into career development and about
half of those integrating them into
succession planning and compensation.’

The forces behind this trend are numerous,
driven by changes in education pathways
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undertaken by young people before
entering the workforce, as well as
economic and political factors. In Europe,
new regulations are reinforcing and
motivating the shift. The EU’s Pay
Transparency Directive mandates large
employers to disclose pay bands and
progression criteria based on objective,
gender-neutral factors. Companies must
publish initial salary ranges, share
promotion criteria, and eliminate secrecy
clauses.” Crucially, pay tools must use an
analytical, gender-neutral job-evaluation
system." These measures will force firms to
formalise their job architectures, enabling
clearer career frameworks.

For many of our clients, and indeed wider
corporations, this has meant a refocus on
differentiating employees and talent based
on skills instead of roles. This is likely to
increase exponentially through 2026. For
example, while just 14% of financial services
firms currently factor skills into their job
architecture,

plan to do so within the
next year (vs. 38% for wider
industries)."™

41%

This not only creates increased clarity on
pay differentials, but it also has numerous
beneficial residual effects. In fact,
increased transparency and a refocus on
skills are expected to improve career clarity,
retention, and trust.13 This approach also
allows employees to build capabilities that
are directly linked to career growth,
mobility, and long-term potential,
supporting “zigzag” or non-linear

career journeys.
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YOUR STRATEGIC MOVE

Focus on Skills, not Roles

By 2026, organisations must go beyond
traditional job roles, embracing a skills-first
model. This shift enables agility, internal
mobility, and sustained engagement. A 2025
Skills Survey demonstrates that businesses
using a skills-based approach are

1.7x more likely to outperform
financially, 2x more productive, and
1.5x better at retaining key talent.™

Aligning job architectures with
competencies, not titles, also creates
fairness and transparency, empowering
employees to pursue zigzag career
trajectories. By pairing skills with progression
and pay, companies create a more
engaging and dynamic workforce. This
approach aligns with regulatory momentum
and supports flexible, career-oriented L&D.
A 2025 report further reinforces this,
showing that

organisations with skills-based
frameworks are 63% more likely to
achieve better results and 57%
more agile.”®

Strategically, investing in job architectures
centred around skills taxonomies combined
with dynamic upskilling and learning
opportunities ensures the workforce
evolves with purpose, and underlines a
human-centered shift where capability, not
hierarchy, defines progression.
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TREND 3

Culture, Capability & Clarity

Throughout 2025, organisations have been
navigating a tension between compliance,
culture, and high-performance
expectations. This has been especially
prevalent in the United States, where EDI
initiatives continue to evolve or be
disrupted entirely, with companies
balancing genuine value-driven inclusion
against shifting and increasingly restrictive
government policy.

Simultaneously, engagement among
people managers lingers at record lows

I falling to 27% in 2025 on average
vs. 30% in 2024.

Rising demands for high performance with
fewer resources means employee wellbeing
and engagement are suffering. A North
American study shows manager wellbeing
has been in steady decline since 2017,
hitting a record low in 2024.
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Managers are under pressure. With culture
and engagement initiatives strained and
organisations struggling to find their voice
amid geopolitical uncertainty, people
leadership will only grow more complex in
2026.

This underscores the need to treat
management as a core competency, not
just a role. Strategic investment in middle
management is essential — these front-line
leaders carry culture and run the
day-to-day operations of any business.

2026 will be a test for many organisations
and their ability to navigate the numerous
culture and engagement challenges which
uncertain market and geopolitical
conditions bring. Those who come out on
top will be the organisations that double
down on their values and investment in
engaging middle management, creating
positive ripple effects outlined in our report
from earlier this year, Values in a Volatile
World.

YOUR STRATEGIC MOVE

Cultivate a Values
Driven Culture

In a workplace shaped by uncertainty,
political polarisation, and the rise of Al,
clarity has become currency. Employees no
longer tolerate ambiguous cultural
statements or vague commitments - they
expect transparency in pay, progression,
and purpose. This is particularly true in
Europe, where the EU Pay Transparency
Directive will require employers to disclose
pay ranges and ensure equitable treatment
based on skills rather than roles.
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For organisations, this means embedding
fairness and clarity into the very design
of work.

Research shows that 74% of
employees say they’re more
engaged when they trust
their employer,™

74%

yet trust is easily lost when communication
is inconsistent or performative. In the U.S.
and UK, growing skepticism around
corporate EDI efforts has amplified calls for
substance over symbolism, and employees
want to see how values translate into
action. Clear communication about goals,
strategy, and cultural priorities has
therefore become a competitive
advantage.

Forward-looking organisations will treat
L&D as a strategic lever for transparency
and driving a values-first culture. Training
managers to have open conversations

2026 Trends Report



N

about performance and progression,
equipping leaders to communicate about

your values and culture, and equipping both

with the language and skills to tell
authentic stories about your organisation’s
values will help align all colleagues with
your culture. In 2026, the winners will be
those who turn clarity into confidence.

TREND 4

The Coming ‘Grad Quake’

While Al has revolutionised many facets of
the work we all do on a daily basis, and is
starting to reshape the very infrastructure
of many organisations in positive ways,

its emergence has not been without
downsides.

As businesses embrace automation and Al,
organisations are facing a looming
challenge in early-career talent: entry-level
and graduate roles are increasingly being
cut, often replaced in part or in whole by
the same Al tools driving efficiencies
elsewhere in the talent pipeline. One
Stanford / ADP study found a 13% decline in
employment for talent aged 22-25 from
2022-2025 ™

In the UK, entry-level vacancies
have fallen ~33% over the past
2.5 years.?

Among the Big Four, graduate intakes were
reduced by as much as 29% in the most
extreme case.?' This creates generational
imbalances in the workforce, risks
collapsing the talent pipeline, and makes
retention of existing graduates and the
speedy upskilling of new entry-level

talent critical.
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From a talent planning perspective, this
coming ‘Grad Quake’ may force
organisations to rethink their early-career
strategy. On the flip side, if these challenges
aren’t yet appearing in your organisation, it
may also be a tell-tale of your company’s
level of strategic Al adoption. If you’re not
seeing pressure in your early-career
pipeline, it may even indicate a lack of
strategic investment in areas ripe for Al
automation and enablement! The line
organisations must tread between
leveraging Al for operational efficiency and
cost-cutting, and the need to hire, retain
and upskill the next generation of talent will
be a line carefully treaded throughout 2026.
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YOUR STRATEGIC MOVE

Rebuild and Reinvest
in the Pipeline

Successful talent strategies in 2026 must
engage middle and entry-level employees.
While executive education is necessary,
foregoing early-career investment
undermines the future leadership pipeline.
Investment in apprenticeships, learning and
Al-centered training allows junior
employees to move past easily automated
tasks like admin and into knowledge work
faster. Research underscores this urgency.
In the U.S., entry-level hiring collapsed by
23% since March 2020, and the class of
2025’s hiring rate is just 4.8%, 44% lower
than in 2022.22
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This approach will help to mitigate the
“Grad Quake” by giving recent graduates
and entry-level hires a developmental
pathway rooted in both Al fluency and
future skill-building.

Forward-looking companies are responding
by redefining what entry-level work means
in an Al-augmented world. Rather than
treating these roles as transactional, they
are accelerating apprenticeships,
integrating Al tools into junior workflows,
and ensuring early talent contributes to
knowledge work sooner.2® At the same time,
investment in middle management
capability, particularly coaching,
adaptability, and fostering healthy team
cultures, is proving to be the lever that holds
high performance together.

In 2026, organisations that prioritise both
the bottom and the middle of the ladder
will be the ones with resilient leadership
pipelines, higher retention, and stronger
long-term performance.

TREND 5

Learning that Comes to Life

At TLC Lions, we've seen first-hand that the
way people learn at work is changing, and
fast. Gone are the days of 1990s L&D when
employees would sit in a room, watch a
presentation, and take away a few bullet
points. Instead, colleagues are asking for
something deeper: they want to feel skills,
not just be taught them. When learning is
experiential, immersive, applied, and
anchored in real-world scenarios, it doesn’t
just stay in the training room, it lives onin
how people lead, collaborate, and make
decisions every day.
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YOUR STRATEGIC MOVE

We've found again and again with our
clients that the impact is far greater when
skills are lived and applied rather than
simply discussed. For example, supporting
managers in navigating uncertainty
through applied improvisation techniques
which train agility, or exploring how leaders
can drive commercial outcomes through
storytelling, or as we call it, StorySelling.
These aren’t just skill-builds, they’re mindset
shifts that stay with learners. It’s this
experiential approach that moves learning
from being an event to being a continuous
journey embedded into the flow of work.

The organisations getting this right are
treating learning as more than training,
they’re building cultures where growth,
experimentation, and reflection are part of
the everyday and, crucially, integrating
these practical, hands-on experiences into
their learning curriculum. In this new era of
L&D, the winners won't be those who have
the slickest platforms or the longest
catalogues,

they’ll be the ones who know that
human skills + experiential learning
= lasting impact.

Stop ‘Training’
Start Transforming

Traditional training no longer meets the
demands of a rapidly changing workplace.
To stay competitive, organisations must
create ecosystems where employees
practise, experiment, and reflect in real
time. Our most impactful workshops at TLC
Lions have sourced learning outcomes
directly from participants, practised skills
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live through simulations and immediate
feedback, and built emotional connection
through storytelling and purpose-led
connectivity.

We believe L&D should be a pull, not a push.
The answers are in the room, and
experiential learning activates peer-to-peer
learning, practical application and
collaboration to build learning mindsets
that carry on beyond the time in the
‘classroom’.

Forward-thinking companies are moving
away from one-off training events and
towards continuous, applied learning
cultures. This approach builds capability,
confidence, and collaboration, ensuring
skills don’t just sit in a slide deck, but come
alive every day. In this new era of L&D,
impact won’t come from the slickest
platform. It will come from building learning
cultures, where growth, experimentation,
and reflection are woven into the fabric of
every team.
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5 Skills Shaping the Future

Al, new leadership styles, and fresh ways of learning are reshaping work. But trends don’t
deliver results - people do. As we look to 2026, five human skills stand out as the true game
changers. They empower leaders and teams to turn change into opportunity and build
resilient, inclusive, future-ready workplaces. Our Human Skills Series develops these five
essentials in a uniquely powerful, immersive way.

o
2. Coaching Skills
@ ﬁ Unlocking potential through curiosity, listening, and feedback.
N 7 Why? Great people management unlocks purpose and
SKILL 1 potential. How? Embed coaching into everyday so that

high-performance and feedback are a constant state.

A

Adaptability & Agility

Thriving in uncertainty with resilience and learning.
Why? Change isn’t a trend - it’s the norm. How? Use live
change simulations (like our TLC Lions Challenger Labs) to SKILL 2
normalise learning from failure and build agility.

@ Storytelling

ODOQO Inspiring connection through compelling communications.
/MM Why? Storytelling cuts through the noise and creates purpose.
SKILL 3 How? Teach it as a core leadership skill. Encourage sharing

stories of common values and customer impact.

Al Human Skills
Balancing technology with judgment, ethics, and creativity.

Why? Al boosts productivity, but humans make it meaningful.
How? Provide safe Al sandboxes to train critical thinking, beginner SKILL 4
mindset and prompt design (our Human Al Experience).

>

Curiosity

Asking better questions and challenging assumptions.

Why? Curiosity is a competitive edge in a world of constant
SKILL 5 change. How? Reward exploration over perfection and weave
real-world experimentation into learning programmes.
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Here to Shape
the Future of
Work with You

2026 is already shaping up to be a year of
seismic shifts. Technology, regulation,
geopolitics, and Al will continue to reshape
how we live and work at a pace we've
never seen before. But one truth remains:
your people are your greatest source of
competitive advantage.

At TLC Lions, we’re committed to helping
organisations not just keep pace, but lead
with confidence. Our mission is to Humanise
the Working World, empowering people
with the skills, resilience, and mindset to
thrive in complexity. From executive
coaching to immersive workshops, from

TLC Lions

storytelling to strategic cultural change,
every programme we deliver is designed to
spark transformation that lasts.

We'’re always looking two steps ahead to
anticipate the trends shaping the future to
2030 and beyond, acting as your expert
learning partners, supporting you to build a
workplace where your people are inspired,
connected, and future-ready.

If you're ready to turn these insights into
action, we'd love to help you get started.

Let’s create cultures where talent thrives,
leaders inspire, and organisations achieve
more than they imagined.

Be human, always.
Your TLC Lions Team
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About This
Report Partner With Us

The TLC Lions 2026 Trends Report is built on
insights drawn from the TLC Lions global Email us on:
network of leaders, employees, and clients hello@ticlions.com
across more than 300 organisations we
have worked with. Our research combines
data, lived experiences, and practical case
studies gathered through our programmes,
events, and partnerships. The findings
reflect the perspectives of employees,
senior leaders, and HR professionals
worldwide - capturing the shifts already
shaping the future of work.

Or visit us on:
www.tlclions.com

The lead authors of this report include:

Dr Gian Power OBE Ryan Vincent
Chief Executive Officer Advisory Director
gian@ticlions.com ryan@ticlions.com

Ready to take the next step? Let’s talk about how we can help.
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