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REPORT
SUMMARY
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Artificial intelligence is not just supporting how organisations are designed, it is rewriting the
assumptions they were built on. For the past century, organisations have run on specialisation, layers
of management, and decisions made from the top. That model is giving way to something different:
broader roles, flatter structures, and teams built around outcomes rather than functions.

This report draws on research from Gartner, Stanford's Human-Centered AI Institute (HAI), Harvard
Business School, INSEAD, McKinsey, and Deloitte to examine three interconnected structural shifts
that AI will drive in organisations by 2030. It explores what these shifts mean for talent strategy,
career architecture, leadership development, and the future of management and what people leaders
must do now.

The organisations that thrive in 2030 will not simply be those that deploy AI most aggressively.
They will be those that most thoughtfully redesign work, talent systems, and leadership capability
around the combined power of human and artificial intelligence.

THREE STRUCTURAL SHIFTS
From specialist roles to AI-enabled “versatilists”: AI enables breadth at scale, making the long-
sought versatilist finally achievable. Gartner predicts over half the workforce will shift to
versatilist role designs by end of 2028.

Flatter structures and the emergence of human intelligence: according to Gartner, AI
compresses decision layers from six to four by 2028. The human leader's value shifts from
information processing to contextual judgement and ethical accountability.

From functional silos to product-aligned fusion teams: by 2030, outcome-aligned structures
will surpass functional ones as the dominant model. Cross-disciplinary fusion teams that can self-
deliver outcomes replace siloed, matrix-dependent operating models.

HUMAN IMPLICATIONS
The early-career problem: Stanford research shows a 16% employment decline for 22 to 25 year
olds in the most AI-exposed roles, while workers 30+ in the same roles grew 6% to 12%. 51% of
organisations are already reducing entry-level roles.

The meaning and engagement question: Harvard warns that if AI absorbs the tasks through
which people develop mastery, the engagement risk is real. Short-term productivity gains can
trade against long-term disengagement.

Non-linear career paths: the vertical career ladder collapses as hierarchies flatten. Lateral,
portfolio careers replace specialisation-deepening progression, creating a credentialling crisis
and a higher assessment burden on recruitment.

Splitting the manager role: Gartner predicts 20% of organisations will eliminate over half of
middle management roles by 2026. It recommends separating management into project
leadership and people leadership, but notes reward and recognition remain unresolved.



THE LEADERSHIP IMPERATIVE

Change fitness: Harvard defines change fitness as the capacity to continuously adapt and re-
orient as the nature of work shifts, making it the defining leadership differentiator of the AI era,
not an afterthought.

The human-in-the-loop leader: INSEAD argues human-AI duos outperform either human or AI,
alone. The leader's value is contextual intelligence, ethical sensitivity, and relational
understanding, not information processing.

Succession planning: Harvard's prize-winning “Gen AI Playbook” paper calls for explicit
frameworks on human vs. AI decision accountability to be embedded into succession criteria
now.

Self mastery as leadership capability: the paper explicitly names the inner dimension. Leaders
must release identity structures built around expertise and hierarchical position. Self mastery is
framed as a genuine organisational capability.

HR ACTION AGENDA (5 PRIORITIES)

Build change fitness as an ongoing organisational capability

Upgrade skills intelligence infrastructure (real-time, AI-powered)

Redesign early-career roles before the pipeline gap appears

Update succession frameworks for human-in-the-loop leadership

Hold productivity and humanity in equal regard, track both as strategic metrics

The conclusion returns to the human case. What AI requires of people is to elevate their human
potential. More adaptability, breadth, self-awareness, and capacity for judgement. The organisations
that win will invest as seriously in the human side of the equation as the technological one.

CONCLUSION
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That is why we wrote this. We drew on research from the world's leading research institutions and

business schools, including Gartner, Stanford HAI, Harvard Business School, and INSEAD, and found that

the data confirms what we are seeing on the ground, every day, in the organisations we work with. But I

want to say one more thing; the organisations that truly thrive in 2030 will not just be the ones that

deploy the best technology. They will be the ones that develop the boldest humans. 

That thought crosses my mind regularly. I am a

CEO of a national recruitment and executive

talent consultancy. Our entire business model is

built on the premise that human connection, the

ability to understand people, read capability,

build trust, and match the right person to the

right opportunity, is irreplaceable. And yet here

we are, watching the most transformative

technology in a generation reshape every

assumption about work, roles, and organisations

at a pace that is genuinely breathtaking.

Here is what I actually feel: rocket fuel.

A WORD FROM
OUR CEO

I AM NOT AFRAID OF AI,
PERHAPS I SHOULD BE?

Over the past eighteen months, I have personally tripled my output. Not by working harder, but by

working differently, with AI as a thinking partner, a research engine, a first-draft collaborator, and a

capability amplifier. Things that once took months now take hours. Ideas that once stayed in notebooks

now become real. I am enjoying my work more than I have in years. I am having fun.

Stella Petrou Concha
CEO, Reo Group
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The digital era, the past twenty-five years of enterprise technology investment, profoundly changed

what organisations do and what they produce. Cloud computing, mobile, data analytics, and platform

business models reshaped industries and created enormous value. 

But for all of that disruption, the fundamental architecture of the organisation remained largely

unchanged. We still organised around functions. We still built hierarchies. We still designed roles for

specialism. There is an operating system beneath every org chart. Harvard Business School's Professor

Tsedal Neeley believes we are moving from a traditional hierarchy to a collaborative human-AI “duo”

network model of working. 

THE ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURAL
INFLECTION POINT

WE ARE NOT LIVING THROUGH AN UPGRADE.
WE ARE LIVING THROUGH A REORGANISATION.
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THE CORE SHIFT

TRADITIONAL HIERARCHY

AI requires not just a change in tools, but a transformation of work itself.

- PROFESSOR TSEDAL NEELEY, HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL‘‘ ‘‘

HUMAN-AI DUO NETWORK MODEL

For Chief People Officers, HR Directors, and talent leaders, this is the defining challenge of the decade.

The people function has always been responsible for making organisations work through their people.

In the AI era, that responsibility expands to include how the organisation itself is designed and whether

it is built for the world that is arriving.



THREE STRUCTURAL SHIFTS REDEFINING
THE ORGANISATIONAL DESIGN
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Gartner's 2026 research on AI and organisation design identifies three foundational shifts in how

organisations will be built in the AI era. These are not speculative. They are already underway in leading

organisations, and the academic and institutional research supporting them is converging from multiple

independent sources.

3 SHIFTS AT A GLANCE

Specialist to versatilist Silos to fusion teamsSix layers to four

SHIFT 1

In the digital era, roles were designed for specialism. Today, approximately 50% of roles are highly

specialised and a further 27% are moderately so. The logic was sound: specialists are efficient, they

develop mastery quickly, and economies of scale reward concentration.

The problem is that work rarely stays within a single domain. Organisations have spent years trying to

develop “versatilists”, people with deep expertise in one or two areas and sufficient breadth to

collaborate across adjacent functions. Gartner first identified the need for versatilist talent in 2003.

Twenty years later, organisations are still struggling to build them at scale, and for good reason. True

versatility demands the ability to learn and adapt quickly, and not everybody has the behaviours and

capabilities, even the mindset, to do that evenly.

Generative and agentic AI changes this equation fundamentally. INSEAD's Professor Phanish Puranam,

whose “Organizations and Algorithms” research programme is among the most rigorous in this field,

argues that AI can function as a tool, a teammate, or even a template for organising, and that its most

significant structural effect is on the division of labour itself. His 2025 research demonstrates that

human-AI ensembles, where human judgement and AI analysis are combined, can outperform either

humans or AI working alone, even when neither has a clear individual accuracy advantage. This

finding has profound implications for role design: breadth becomes achievable at scale when AI fills the

knowledge gaps that previously only specialists could bridge.

FROM SPECIALIST ROLES TO AI-ENABLED “VERSATILISTS”



AI doesn't just change what leaders do; it changes what leadership is.
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SHIFT 2

AI-INFUSED FLATTER STRUCTURES AND THE EMERGENCE
OF HUMAN INTELLIGENCE

AI can process information, but it cannot sense the room or understand a leader's burden.

- PROFESSOR TSEDAL NEELEY, HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL‘‘ ‘‘

The leader of the AI era isn't made redundant. Their value proposition shifts from processing to

judgement, from information to accountability, from functional expertise to enterprise-wide contextual

intelligence.

But there is a harder question beneath this one. As AI absorbs more of the cognitively engaging

aspects of work, what remains for the people doing it? For people leaders, this is not a philosophical

concern to park for later. It is an engagement and performance risk that must be actively designed

against, now. 

Six layers to four

When AI can process data comprehensively and instantaneously, the leader who derives their

authority from information advantage is already behind. Gartner predicts the average organisation

will compress from six layers of decision making to four by 2028, not because people are being

removed, but because the coordination work those layers existed to perform is being handled by AI.

What remains, and what becomes more valuable, is the human capacity to sense the room. Harvard

Business School Professor Tsedal Neeley puts it plainly:



Silos to fusion teams
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SHIFT 3

Functional structures dominate enterprise organisation today; they are more than twice as likely as

any other model to be the primary organising principle. Today, 53% of employees require three or

more layers of sign-off on their work to ensure alignment. Spans have contracted to seven on average,

partly so that leaders can help teams navigate matrix complexity.

FROM FUNCTIONAL SILOS TO PRODUCT-ALIGNED
FUSION TEAMS

As AI-infused decision-making builds around customer and product data rather than functional

expertise, Gartner predicts that by 2030 product-aligned or outcome-aligned structures will surpass

functional ones as the most prevalent formal structure. 

These give rise to fusion teams: diverse, cross-disciplinary groups that hold all necessary skills internally

and can deliver self-contained outcomes for customers without the need for matrixed coordination.
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THE HUMAN IMPLICATIONS
WHAT HAPPENS TO PEOPLE
The structural shifts described have direct and significant implications for individual people, how

they develop, how they build careers, and what employers owe them as the nature of work changes

around them.

THE EARLY-CAREER PROBLEM

The Stanford Digital Economy Lab's November 2025 paper “Canaries in the Coal Mine”, by Professor

Erik Brynjolfsson et al, is arguably the most important piece of empirical research on AI's workforce

effects published to date.

Analysing ADP payroll data covering millions of workers, the study found that workers aged 22 to 25 in

the most AI-exposed occupations, including software development, customer support, and marketing,

experienced a 16% relative decline in employment following the widespread adoption of generative AI

tools. Workers aged 30 and over in the same occupations saw employment grow by 6 to 12% over the

same period. 

The implication is stark. The tasks that entry-level workers learn from, structured, bounded, codifiable,

are precisely the tasks that AI most effectively automates. This is not a prediction about the future but

a pattern already visible in payroll data across millions of workers. McKinsey's 2025 survey reinforced

the finding: 51% of organisations reported that generative AI was reducing their need for entry-level

roles.

51%
of organisations report generative AI is reducing their need for

entry-level roles.

MCKINSEY, 2025

Crucially, the Stanford research also found that where AI augments rather than automates, where it

amplifies human judgement rather than replacing task execution, employment effects for early-

career workers are neutral or positive. 

The distinction between automation and augmentation is not a technical one; it is a design choice.

Organisations that deliberately design AI deployment to complement junior worker development,

rather than replace it, will protect their future leadership pipeline. Those that do not will find, in five to

ten years, that they have no bench of experienced talent to draw on. 
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CASE STUDY

IBM: REDESIGNING THE JUNIOR ROLE

IBM has taken this seriously. The company announced plans in 2026 to triple its US

entry-level hiring and redesign junior roles around judgement, oversight, and customer

engagement rather than the routine tasks AI now handles. This is the kind of deliberate

design decision that people leaders must now be driving in their own organisations.

THE MEANING AND ENGAGEMENT QUESTION
Harvard Business School Professor Jon Jachimowicz, whose research focuses on motivation and work

meaning, has raised a question that sits at the heart of AI era talent strategy: will AI make work less

meaningful? As AI handles more of the cognitively engaging aspects of work, the analysis, the

drafting, the problem-solving, what remains for the human? And is what remains sufficient to sustain

engagement, identity, and purpose? 

Research on motivation consistently finds that autonomy, mastery, and purpose are the primary

drivers of sustained performance. If AI absorbs the tasks through which people develop mastery, and

if the human role becomes primarily one of oversight and approval, the engagement risk is real and

significant. People leaders who are designing AI deployment without simultaneously designing for the

preservation of meaningful work are, in effect, trading short-term productivity for long-term

disengagement.

The organisations managing this well are those explicitly designing alternative sources of meaning and

recognition. Psychological safety, the sense that people can take risks and be honest without career

consequence, becomes more important, not less, as structures flatten.
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This shift creates a credentialling crisis for the talent market. The hierarchical career ladder has always

functioned as a proxy assessment system. A title and level encode years of performance calibration

and institutional judgement, an imperfect but meaningful shortcut. Strip the hierarchy away, and that

proxy collapses. Genuinely capable people risk being filtered out of processes still optimised for

hierarchical signals, while hiring organisations face a dramatically higher assessment burden.

The future of candidate assessment will require technically grounded evaluation of two distinct

capabilities: skills verification, can this person perform across the breadth their lateral career

suggests, and judgement assessment, can they make sound decisions when AI is doing the analytical

heavy lifting. People leaders must redesign talent frameworks accordingly. But the recruitment

function must evolve in parallel. The organisations and talent partners that develop the fluency to

read lateral, portfolio careers accurately will have a decisive advantage. 

Those that continue to screen on hierarchical proxies will systematically fail to see the most AI-

adapted talent in the market, which, in 2030, is precisely the talent that matters most. 

NON-LINEAR CAREER PATHS

The vertical career ladder depends on the logic of deepening specialisation over time. As organisations

flatten and shift toward outcome-aligned structures, this progression no longer maps onto the new org

design. What replaces it will be more lateral, more project-based, and more portfolio-oriented.

Professionals will build breadth across adjacent domains, paired with judgement and contextual

intelligence developed through experience, qualities that cannot be replicated or shortcut by AI.

The career ladder The portfolio path

FROM LADDER TO PORTFOLIO



One of the most structurally important recommendations to emerge from current research is the

formal splitting of the manager role into two distinct career paths: the project leader and the people

development leader. In functional organisations, these roles are bundled together. In outcome-aligned

organisations with fusion teams, this bundling creates a structural mismatch. The person best placed to

lead a cross-disciplinary fusion team is not necessarily the same person best placed to manage the

career development of multiple discipline specialists simultaneously.

Gartner recommends separating the two paths formally. Project leaders own the delivery of work.

People development leaders, operating through skills chapters or guilds, own the development,

evaluation, and progression of talent within their discipline. This is not a minor title change: it is a

fundamental rethink of what a manager is.

SPLITTING THE MANAGER ROLE

It's also a reward and recognition nightmare. How do you reward these two streams?

THE MANAGER ROLE

PROJECT LEADER
Owns delivery of outcomes

PEOPLE DEVELOPMENT LEADER
Owns development and progression
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Building self mastery as

a leadership capability

The human-in-the-

loop leader
Succession planning

for the AI era

Change fitness as the

defining capability

THE LEADERSHIP IMPERATIVE AT A GLANCE

Harvard's Professor Tsedal Neeley has introduced a concept that deserves to become standard

vocabulary for people leaders: change fitness. She defines it at three levels. At the individual level, it

means the digital fluency and adaptive mindset to work effectively with AI tools, interpret their

outputs, and redesign one's own work. At the team level, it means new collaboration patterns, role

clarity, and decision rights that match an AI-driven context. At the organisational level, it means

modern data foundations, thoughtful governance, and leaders who treat AI as a transformation of

work, not just a software rollout.

The takeaway is: most organisations, if they're honest, don't have enough of these leaders. The

people who rose through the ranks in traditional structures were built for a different game. Spotting

those gaps and building your development and succession plans around them is one of the most

urgent things a people leader can do right now.
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THE LEADERSHIP
IMPERATIVE

If there is a single area where the AI era demands the most urgent and significant investment from

people leaders, it is in the development of a new kind of enterprise leader. The convergence of

research from Harvard, Stanford, INSEAD, and Gartner on this point is striking, and the language is

more urgent than academic research typically allows.

CHANGE FITNESS AS THE DEFINING CAPABILITY



The HBR 2025 prize-winning paper “The Gen AI Playbook for Organizations”, by Harvard Business

School Professors Bharat Anand and Andy Wu, argues that leaders cannot afford a wait-and-see

approach to generative AI. They must have a clear plan for using it in ways that set them apart,

including explicit frameworks for determining which decisions can be handled by AI and which require

human oversight. For succession planning, the implication is direct. Success profiles for senior leadership

roles need to be updated to include: 

The ability to set and oversee AI agent objectives

The judgement to determine when AI recommendations should be accepted, modified, or overridden

The capacity to maintain accountability for AI-informed decisions

The change fitness to lead teams through continuous structural adaptation

Organisations that have not yet embedded these criteria into their succession frameworks are at risk of

falling behind.

SUCCESSION PLANNING FOR THE AI ERA
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THE HUMAN-IN-THE-LOOP LEADER: COMBINED JUDGEMENT

INSEAD's Professor Phanish Puranam argues in his 2025 book “Re-Humanize” that the central question

for organisations navigating AI is not how to make their people more like machines, but how to preserve

and amplify what makes organisations human. His research on human-AI ensembles in decision-making

demonstrates that the best outcomes occur not when AI replaces human judgement, but when they are

deliberately combined, with each contributing what the other cannot.

This framing defines the human-in-the-loop leader. Their value is not in the information processing that

AI now handles at superior speed and scale. Their value is in contextual intelligence: the ability to bring

human experience, ethical sensitivity, relational understanding, and organisational knowledge to bear on

decisions that data alone cannot resolve. This is a fundamentally different capability profile from the

functional expert who rises through a traditional hierarchy. It requires enterprise breadth, comfort with

ambiguity, and what Puranam describes as a deep understanding of what makes organisations humans.



The AI era is not only an organisational redesign. It is a psychological one. Leaders are being asked to

let go of an identity built on expertise and position, to sit with genuine uncertainty about their own

value, and to reinvent their relationship with work in real time.

The organisations that thrive in 2030 will be the ones that take this human dimension seriously,

investing in the self-awareness, adaptability, and resilience of their leaders. This is what self mastery

means: the capacity, well established in the psychology of self-regulation, to understand your own

patterns, manage your reactions, and choose a deliberate response over an unconscious reflex. It is not

a personal-development luxury. And the more grounded a leader is in that inner work, the more boldly

they can wield the powerful tools now in front of them.

BUILDING SELF MASTERY AS A LEADERSHIP CAPABILITY
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WORKFORCE PLANNING
FOR 2030
The research is consistent on one point above all others: the organisations that will lead in 2030 are

those making deliberate structural and capability investments now, not waiting for the technology to

force their hand. What follows is a prioritised action agenda for people leaders, grounded in the

research reviewed in this paper.

01 Assess your gaps across individual fluency, team clarity, and organisational governance,

then act on them. Change readiness isn't a one-time training fix; it needs to be

embedded into how you hire, develop, and evaluate leaders on an ongoing basis.

BUILD CHANGE FITNESS AS AN ORGANISATIONAL CAPABILITY

02 AI-powered skills tools are no longer a nice-to-have. The pace of change has outrun

traditional ways of tracking and planning for capabilities. Organisations that can't see in

real time what skills they have, what they need, and where their people can grow will

struggle to keep pace with what the AI era demands.

UPGRADE WORK AND SKILLS INTELLIGENCE INFRASTRUCTURE

03 The warning signs are already here. Replacing entry-level roles with AI quietly hollows

out your future leadership pipeline, and that problem will become very visible in five to

seven years. Invest in early-career talent now to build tomorrow's bench.

REDESIGN EARLY-CAREER ROLES BEFORE THE PIPELINE GAP APPEARS

04 Get explicit about where human judgement ends and AI begins. By end of 2026, success

profiles for critical roles should reflect the new reality, change fitness, the ability to work

alongside AI in decision-making, and the broader perspective that flatter organisations

demand. Assess your pipeline honestly against this new bar, including the harder

conversations about who is and isn't built to lead in this environment.

UPDATE SUCCESSION FOR HUMAN-IN-THE-LOOP LEADERSHIP

05 When AI deployment strips out the non-monetary rewards of work; autonomy, mastery,

connection, and purpose, the costs show up elsewhere: supervision gets more expensive,

discretionary effort drops, and people leave, even when headline productivity climbs.

Track engagement and wellbeing specifically against your AI adoption, and treat

meaningful work as a strategic priority, not an afterthought.

HOLD PRODUCTIVITY AND HUMANITY IN EQUAL REGARD
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CONCLUSION
THE CASE FOR ELEVATING
HUMAN POTENTIAL
Every major technological shift has triggered the same fear: that machines will replace the human.

Every time, that fear has been half right and wholly misplaced.

Machines do replace tasks. They do not replace our capacity for connection, judgement, creativity, and

meaning. The AI era is no different, except in one important respect. This time, the question is not just

what AI will do to jobs. It is what AI will require of people. And what it requires is more, not less: more

adaptability, more breadth, more genuine self-awareness, more capacity to work with ambiguity and to

make judgements that data alone cannot make.

The organisations that will win in 2030 are not those that simply deploy AI fastest. They are those that

most thoughtfully redesign work, leadership, and talent systems around the full capability of both

humans and AI, and that invest as seriously in the human side of that equation as they do in the

technological one.

For people leaders, that is the defining challenge of the decade, and its defining opportunity. The future

of work was never humans versus AI. It is humans who choose to grow alongside it. The only question

left is which organisations are brave enough to help them.
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This report makes one case above all others. The organisations that win in 2030 will invest as seriously
in their people as in their technology. That is the work we do. Reo Group is a national recruitment and
talent consultancy built on a simple belief: human capability, well matched and well led, is what turns
AI from a cost into an advantage.
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REFERENCES &
KEY SOURCES

Stanford HAI (2026). 2026 AI Index Report. Stanford Institute for Human-Centered Artificial Intelligence.

Brynjolfsson, E., Chandar, B. & Chen, R. (2025). Canaries in the Coal Mine? Six Facts about the Recent
Employment Effects of Artificial Intelligence. Stanford Digital Economy Lab.

Brynjolfsson, E. (2026, February 15). The AI Productivity Take-Off Is Finally Visible. Financial Times.

Stanford HAI / Google DeepMind (2026). AI for Organizations Grand Challenge.

Lightcast / Stanford AI Index (2026). AI Skills Demand in Job Postings — Chapter 4 analysis.

STANFORD UNIVERSITY

Neeley, T. & Ranjan, R. (2025). Generative and Agentic AI as Strategic Partners for Leaders. Harvard Business
School Technical Note 426-038.

Neeley, T. (2025, December). AI Trends for 2026: Building 'Change Fitness' and Balancing Trade-Offs. HBS
Working Knowledge.

Anand, B.N. & Wu, A. (2025). The Gen AI Playbook for Organizations. Harvard Business Review. [2025 HBR Prize
Winner]

Jachimowicz, J. (2025). Will AI Make Work Less Meaningful? HBS Working Knowledge.

Harvard Law School Forum on Corporate Governance (2026). How Boards Can Lead in a World Remade by AI.

HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL

Puranam, P. (2025). Re-Humanize: How to Build a Human-Centric Organization in the Age of Algorithms. INSEAD
Press.

Puranam, P. (2025). The Business Case for Human-Centric Organizing: Implications for AI Adoption. Journal of
Organizational Behavior.

Puranam, P. et al. (2025, March). INSEAD Insights: Human-AI Ensembles in Managerial Decision-Making. INSEAD
Knowledge.

INSEAD / NTT DATA (2026). How AI is Transforming Skills and Work. Joint Research Report.

INSEAD

REOEXECUTIVE.COM.AU (02) 8211 348820

Gartner (2026). How AI Will Change Your Organization Design: What CHROs Need to Know.

Gartner (2025). Human-AI Delegation Framework for Decision Augmentation.

Gartner (2025). 3 Tactics to Prevent GenAI-Driven Skills Loss by Focusing on Early Career Talent.

McKinsey Global Institute (2025). How AI Is — and Isn't — Changing the Future of Work.

McKinsey (2025). New Era of Work Survey: 51% of organisations reducing entry-level roles due to GenAI.

Gloat (2026). AI Workforce Trends 2026 Q2 Update.

Deloitte Insights (2025). Global Human Capital Trends.

GARTNER & INDUSTRY RESEARCH


	FROM HIERARCHIES TO
	HUMAN-AI ENTERPRISES
	WORKFORCE REPORT

	TABLE OF  CONTENTS
	REOEXECUTIVE.COM.AU
	(02) 8211 3488


