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Executive Summary

This article reports on DHR Global's second annual Workforce Trends Report, examining the state of
employee engagement, burnout, and AI adoption as organisations approach 2026. The central argument
is that declining engagement, persistent burnout, and uneven AI communication are converging
challenges that disproportionately affect early-career and entry-level employees. Key findings include a
significant year-over-year drop in self-reported engagement from 88 percent to 64 percent, burnout
affecting 83 percent of workers at some degree, and a pronounced perception gap between C-suite
leaders and entry-level staff on both culture definition and AI communication clarity. The report identifies
professional development as the leading engagement driver, and highlights recognition and flexibility as
the most desired cultural improvements. Regional variation is noted, with engagement lowest in Asia and
AI productivity gains highest there. The report concludes that culture, transparent AI communication, and
workload management are the primary levers for sustaining engagement and retention in 2026.

Key Insights

1. Employee self-reported engagement fell sharply from 88 percent in 2025 to 64 percent in 2026
across all regions surveyed, with Asia recording the lowest rate at 59 percent.

2. A significant perception gap exists between C-suite leaders and entry-level employees: executives
are 2.5x more likely to view company culture as well-defined, and 74 percent of C-suite leaders report
higher engagement from GenAI tools compared to just 27 percent of entry-level staff.

3. Burnout's influence on engagement has grown substantially — 52 percent of workers report burnout
drags down engagement, up from 34 percent the prior year — despite overall burnout prevalence
remaining stable at approximately 83 percent.

Practical Takeaways

• Recognition programs and flexible work arrangements are the most cited employee-desired
improvements to workplace culture, with the share citing lack of recognition as a burnout driver nearly
doubling from 17 percent to 32 percent year-over-year.

• Clear, prescriptive communication about AI's impact on roles and skills correlates with higher
employee engagement from GenAI tools, as demonstrated by the tech sector where 52 percent of
employees report very clear AI communication and 37 percent report significant engagement gains.

Critical Analysis
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Strengths: The report draws on a large global dataset with regional breakdowns across North America,
Europe, and Asia, providing comparative perspective. Year-over-year tracking adds longitudinal value. The
disaggregation of findings by seniority level reveals meaningful hierarchical disparities. Limitations: The
report is self-commissioned by DHR Global, a talent advisory firm with commercial interest in workforce
consulting, introducing potential publication bias. The extraordinary engagement decline — from 88
percent to 64 percent in a single year — is an outlier figure that lacks independent corroboration and may
reflect methodological inconsistencies, sample changes, or question reframing between survey waves. No
sample size, confidence intervals, or margin of error are disclosed in the article. The article's framing
frequently attributes causation where correlation is more appropriate. Recommendations embedded in the
report narrative align closely with DHR's service offerings, which further suggests advocacy rather than
neutral analysis.

Organizational Practice

Organisations surveyed are adjusting learning and development priorities in response to AI (34 percent),
shifting responsibilities toward strategy and critical thinking (27 percent), and creating new roles to oversee
AI systems (25 percent). Some organisations are building recognition programs and offering flexibility as
responses to burnout and disengagement. The tech sector is noted for above-average clarity in
communicating AI's impact to employees.

Strategic Implications

The reported engagement decline and burnout persistence point toward a potential intensification of
retention risk entering 2026, particularly among early-career cohorts. The growing perception gap between
leadership and entry-level employees on both culture and AI communication represents a structural
tension in PMS design — systems calibrated to leadership experience may fail to register or address
frontline disengagement. The fading novelty effect of flexible work and AI tools suggests that these factors,
once differentiating engagement drivers, are normalising into baseline expectations. The correlation
between AI communication clarity and engagement lift in the tech sector indicates that change
management transparency may become an increasingly relevant variable in performance and
engagement measurement frameworks.
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