2026 WORK TREND INDEX ANNUAL REPORT -

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Agents, human agency, and the
opportunity for every organization

As Al and agents take on execution, our own agency expands.
The question is whether organizations are built to capture it.

HERE’'S WHAT THE DATA SAYS

49%

of M365 Copilot
chats support cognitive

work—analyzing,

solving, thinking.

1in 4
workers report
clear and consistent

leadership
alignment on Al.

The opportunity for human potential at work
has never been greater.

People are using Al and agents to expand what they can do and who
gets to do it, and new research shows that’s only accelerating. Call it
the new agency equation: as agents take on more of the execution,
humans increasingly have more agency—more room to direct the
work, make the calls, and own the outcomes. For every firm, the
imperative now is to turn that agency into unprecedented value.

We analyzed trillions of anonymized Microsoft 365 productivity
signals and surveyed 20,000 workers using Al across 10 countries.
We also went deep with the companies in our Frontier Firm Al
Initiative at Harvard Business School, along with leading experts
in AI, work, and organizational psychology. The anxiety around
Al at work is real. But our research shows something else: that a
growing share of workers are using Al in advanced, resourceful
ways. The problem? Most organizations aren't keeping up.

In many cases, people are ready. The systems around them are not.

The constraint for most firms is the gap between what their
employees can now do and what their organizations are built to
support. Our data shows that organizational factors—culture,
manager support, talent practices—account for twice the
reported Al impact of individual effort alone.

Bridging that gap means redesigning the operating model across
employees, leaders, and the organization. The ones already doing
it—Frontier Firms—are pulling ahead fast. Employees are using Al
to lift the ceiling on what they can do. Leaders are rearchitecting
work itself, deciding what humans and AI do. And organizations
are turning into Learning Systems—because the companies that
learn fastest from their own work will be the ones that win.

Here’s what Frontier Firms do differently—and how we can all
take control of what comes next.

86%

of Al users treat Al output
as a starting point—not an
answer—remaining responsible
for the thinking.

Al lifts individual potential.

A privacy-preserving analysis of
more than 100,000 chats in Microsoft
365 Copilot shows that 49% of all
conversations indicate cognitive
work—analyzing information, solving
problems, evaluating, and thinking
creatively—expanding how Al helps
individuals do high-value work. That
shift is already visible in output, with
58% of Al users in our survey say
they're producing work they couldn’t
have a year ago, rising to 80% among
Frontier Professionals.

Human agency is the new
competitive advantage.

When Al users were asked which human
skills are most important as Al takes

on more work, they said two topped
the list: quality control of Al output
(50%) and critical thinking (46%)—
analyzing information objectively and
making a reasoned judgment.

+17 pts

lift in recognized
Al value when managers
actively model Al use.

#1 driver of Al impact

isn’t individual—it’s institutional.
Organizational factors—culture,
manager support, talent practices—
account for more than 2x the Al impact
of individual factors like mindset and
behavior (67% vs. 32%). This means
the defining question is not whether
individuals have the skills, but whether
the organization has built the culture,
management practices, and talent
systems that incentivize and support
new ways of working.

Watch out for the
Transformation Paradox.

A pressure point is emerging where the
pull to perform collides with the push to
transform. 65% of Al users fear falling
behind if they don’t adopt Al fast, yet
45% say it feels safer to stick to current
goals than redesign work. Only 13%

feel rewarded for reinvention. The same
forces speeding adoption also slow it.

Every organizationis a
Learning System.

Agents in the Microsoft 365 ecosystem
have increased 15x year over year and
18x in large enterprises. Frontier Firms
pulling ahead aren't just adopting Al,
they're redesigning how work gets done.
Their work produces output and insights
that gets captured, shared, and built into
how the organization operates. They
function as a Learning System.

Get detailed executive guidance on how to build a Frontier Firm operating model across employees,

leadership, and the organization in our executive how-to guides.

Read the full Microsoft 2026 Work Trend Index Annual Report. Full methodology in the report here.
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