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For years, HR leaders have navigated the tension
between “soft” cultural initiatives, wellbeing
programs or psychological safety, and “hard”
performance metrics like revenue per

employee or EBITDA.

However, in 2026, data has officially closed that
gap and redefined our perspective on the powerful
connection between culture and performance.

Culture is the operating system that enables
sustainable high performance, and when
that system glitches, it directly undermines
the bottom line.
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CHAPTER 1.0

The strategic disconnect:
Al ambition versus
human reality

A profound “reality gap” exists between leadership
and the employee experience.

All-item favorability

Leaders show an elevated experience at the top; exposing
a 16-point blindspot that could be costly to organizations
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While 77% of CEOs believe Al will define the next business era, many
simultaneously admit their executive teams lack the know-how to drive these
outcomes.! This disconnect is clearly reflected in our leadership research
based on millions of aggregated survey feedback responses, which reveals

a 16-percentage-point gap in favorability between the C-Suite (78%) and
individual contributors (62%). This perception gap widens at every level of the
leadership hierarchy, as those at the top experience an “elevated” version of
company culture that often blinds them to the operational friction felt on the
front lines. This lack of alignment contributes to the RIFs Before Reality, where
CEOs initiate headcount reductions based on predicted Al gains that have not
yet materialized in the actual daily workflow.?

' Gartner. (2025, May). Gartner survey reveals that CEOs believe their executive teams lack Al savviness. Gartner Press Release.
2 Gartner. (2026, January). Future of work trends 2026: Strategic insights for CHROs. Gartner Research.
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This push for efficiency has triggered widespread organizational disruption,
destabilizing operational quality and workflow consistency. Following a year that
saw 1.2 million roles eliminated — a 58% increase from 20243 — the burden on
those remaining has reached a breaking point, with 80% of workers reporting

they lack the time or energy to do their jobs effectively.* Without proper change
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management, mandated Al use has led to the proliferation of workslop, a term
coined by Stanford University and BetterUp Labs to describe low-quality

Al output that degrades standard operating procedures. Their research
indicates these encounters can drain nearly two hours of employee time per
encounter to correct.

1in4
employees feel
overstressed 0
at work

Ultimately, the push for Al efficiency is colliding with the human need for success
in the workplace, threatening the core psychological conditions required for
engagement and sustained performance. Our research reveals a consistent
downward trend across all key indicators of employee experience. While 81% of

employees still enjoy their core tasks, their overall positive sentiment and energy
levels have steadily declined over the last four years, with only 62% of workers
agreeing they are energized by the pace of work, and nearly 1in 4 employees
feeling overstressed at work.

3 Challenger, Gray & Christmas, Inc. (2026, January 8). 2025 Year-end Challenger report. Challenger Gray Insights.
4 Microsoft. (2025, April 23). 2025: The year the frontier firm is born. Microsoft Work Trend Index.
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The new mandate;
HR as the architect of
resilience in the Al era

The next competitive advantage isn't just about technology; it's how your people
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adapt and change. While digital technology and Al models can be bought and
implemented, the collective ability of a workforce to pivot, learn, and grow
through disruption must be nurtured. To build a company that's financially
successful long term, CHROs must lead a human-centric Al transformation,
focusing on what drives employee engagement, performance, and the
willingness to give discretionary effort in an increasingly automated landscape.

CHROs must lead
a human-centric
Al transformation

Leading this transformation requires a fundamental shift in how we view the
relationship between humans and digital technologies. The most successful
organizations are moving away from a narrow focus on technical efficiency to
prioritize digital trust. This means HR must lead the way in ensuring that Al is
integrated into the workflow with transparency and empathy. When

people trust that technology is there to enhance their ingenuity rather than
replace their value, they are far more likely to move from a state of survival to
one of innovation.

Ultimately, the goal is to move beyond “implementing tools” and toward
intentional culture building. This requires HR to establish an environment
where uniquely human capabilities like empathy, curiosity, and complex
problem-solving are amplified by, rather than overshadowed by, Al. By
addressing the current crises in pace and development and fostering a
culture of trust, CHROs secure the human spirit required to turn Al disruption
into a defensible financial advantage.
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CHAPTER 3.0

The high-growth blueprint:
Inside the “Cultural Powerhouse”

In today'’s high-pressure environment, good intentions are no longer enough to
sustain a workforce. Navigating the reality gap between leadership’s Al ambitions
and the employee’s lived experience calls for a specific blueprint. Drawn from the
behaviors of high-growth organizations, this model proves that when you solve
for the human experience, you solve for the bottom line.

In 2025, Culture Amp's People Science research team conducted a latent

profile analysis of companies which revealed a “Cultural Powerhouse” profile.
Companies matching this profile were performing approximately one standard
deviation above average (placing them in the top 16% of all organizations) across
leadership, feedback, and development. It was not surprising that Inc. 5000
companies were overrepresented in that category.
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The research highlights three critical drivers:

e Accountability is the engine: High-growth companies have significantly
higher employee perceptions of accountability. Importantly, this
accountability is not punitive; it is baked into goal-setting and creates a
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culture where employees feel ownership over their work.

» Alignment prevents failure: Companies characterized as “Running on
Empty” (performing two standard deviations below average, placing them
in the bottom 2.3% of all organizations) struggled most significantly with
alignment. Without the infrastructure to cascade goals, organizations cannot
convert talent into results.

o Two-way communication sustains growth: Companies that remained
on the Inc. 5000 list over time distinguished themselves through superior
two-way communication. This feedback loop ensures teams stay in sync
with leadership, preventing the “drift” that kills momentum.
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From fragmentation
to a unified cultural
operating system

The financial data is clear: culture is not a “soft” side effect of business; it is
the operating system that dictates whether your organization scales or stalls.
However, you cannot run a modern operating system on fragmented, legacy tools.

To replicate the Cultural Powerhouse profile of high-growth companies, CHROs
must transition to one coherent system where people, culture, and Al converge.
The 2026 framework identifies three critical capabilities to enable performance:

1. A unified signal: Connect engagement and performance to drive culture.
Stop treating engagement and performance as separate workstreams.
You must integrate them so that culture, goals, and feedback operate in
one system. When these signals represent a single, living profile of your
workforce, leaders gain the clarity to make smarter decisions even under
tight budgets. This integration also reduces Al workslop by incentivizing
quality and impact rather than just speed.

2. An "always-on" intelligence layer.
You can no longer rely on episodic surveys to guide strategy. CHROs must
implement a continuous listening strategy to surface early signals of risk
across the organization. This intelligence layer detects culture dissonance
and burnout before they escalate into attrition, allowing leaders to understand
what is working and what is at risk without prescribing a rigid definition of

culture.? This is a Culture Operating System you can actually steer.

3. Accountability & guidance in the flow of work.
Do not outsource accountability to HR or rely solely on annual reviews.
Accountability must be embedded into the flow of work through a system
that uses Al as a force multiplier. Unlike generic tools that generate noise, an
operating system built on People Science provides leaders and managers
with safe, contextualized guidance on how to lead, prioritize, and drive
accountability in the moment.

2 Gartner. (2026, January). Future of work trends 2026: Strategic insights for CHROs. Gartner Research.
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Build your defensible
advantage with Culture Amp

CHAPTER 5.0

In 2026, the organizations that win will be those that successfully close
the Al reality gap.

Technology may set the pace, but culture sets the direction. If your

Culture Operating System is glitching, driving burnout instead of breakthrough,
you are already paying a “cultural tax” on every Al investment. It is time to
architect a different reality.

Partner with Culture Amp to build the conditions where employee engagement
and performance thrive. Let's install a Culture Operating System that enables
your people to do their best work, consistently and sustainably.
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C Culture Amp

Don’t leave your culture to chance. Culture Amp is the
always-on intelligence layer powered by over 15 years
of People Science research and augmented by Al

Learn more at cultureamp.com
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