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Leadership 2026

Human Judgment at Machine Speed

A board-to-frontline operating system for leading in the age of Al and machine learning

Core definition. Leadership is our ability to convert uncertainty into coordinated action - safely, ethically,
and repeatedly - by combining human judgment with Al scale.

Whatis inside

e A fractal framework that works from the chair of the board to the point of impact.

e A 2026 focus: decision velocity, empathy by design, and responsible Al delegation.

e A practical Return on Leadership (RoL) KPI and dashboard definition.

e Templates: one-way door decision memo, Al delegation map, and a printable checklist.

e Asuggested linkage to business model (value creation/capture) and operating model
(scope/scale/learning).

e One-page Rol dashboard layouts for frontline and R&D contexts.
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Executive summary

In 2026, leadership is less about having the best answers and more about building the best system: a

system that senses reality early, makes high-quality decisions quickly, and delivers outcomes without

eroding trust, safety, or people.

The fractal leadership moves (repeat at every level)

From the board to the frontline, leadership repeats the same six moves. The scope changes, but the

pattern stays stable.

1. Direction 2. Decisions 3. Delivery system
What matters now How we choose and commit How does the work flow reliably
4. Development 5. Dignity 6. Durability
How capability grows How people are treated under Trust, safety, resilience
pressure

Table 1 The six leadership moves (fractal across levels).

Practical 2026 shifts

From hero leaders to system designers: optimise flow, interfaces, and learning loops.

From status meetings to decision forums: reduce overhead; reinvest time into decisions and
coaching.

From Al tool sprawl to governed delegation: approved use cases, auditability, and human
override.

From culture slogans to empathy by design: workload sustainability, speak-up safety, and
respectful problem solving.

From charisma metrics to Return on Leadership: outcomes + system health + capability growth +
trust.

Leadership 2026 in one sentence. Convert uncertainty into coordinated action - using Al for scale

while keeping humans accountable for judgment, ethics, and care.
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1. Why leadership needs a 2026 redesign

Al increases the speed of information and the speed of action. That creates an advantage when
decisions are disciplined, but it also increases blast radius when decisions are opaque or poorly
governed.

The 2026 redesign is to treat leadership as an operating system: explicit decision rights, repeatable
execution flow, measurable system health, and learning loops that improve performance over time.

Fractal leadership: one model across roles

A leadership model is useful only if it works at every layer. The same six moves apply to the chair of
the board, the CEOQ, the VP, the manager, the engineer, and the factory operator. We simply change
the scope: enterprise, portfolio, program, team, or workstation.

What leaders must always own

e Direction: priorities and trade-offs that people can execute.

e Decision architecture: how decisions are made, escalated, and audited.

e Delivery system: how work moves, where it blocks, and how it recovers.
e Development: how capability grows; how coaching becomes normal.

e Dignity: respect under pressure; speak-up safety; humane accountability.
o Durability: safety, risk, integrity, and resilience.

What Al changes (and what it does not)

Al can draft, retrieve, summarise, recommend, and, in some cases, automate. Al does not carry
accountability, ethical judgment, or responsibility for treating people with dignity. Those remain
human duties.

2. Linking Leadership 2026 to the business model and
operating model

Leadership becomes more actionable when it is explicitly connected to how the organisation creates
value (business model) and how the organisation delivers value repeatedly at scale (operating model).
In practice, it makes sense to link to both.

Business model linkage (value creation and value capture)

o Direction: clarifies where we play and how we win (what value we create, for whom, and why).

e Decisions: makes trade-offs explicit (what we stop, what we fund, what we accept as constraints).

e Durability: protects license to operate (ethics, safety, trust), which directly impacts long-term
value capture.

Operating model linkage (scope, scale, and learning)

e Delivery system: defines how work flows (cadence, interfaces, WIP limits, escalation).
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o Development: builds capability so performance compounds (skills, coaching, succession).
e Dignity: designs humane, sustainable performance (respect, speak-up and psychological safety,
workload sustainability).

Practical framing

A valuable way to position this article is: the business model defines what value we intend to create
and capture; the operating model defines how we deliver it at scale; and the Leadership Operating
System is the governance and learning layer that keeps both adaptive in the age of Al.

3. The Leadership Operating System (LOS)

The Leadership Operating System is a practical architecture for direction, decisions, delivery,
development, and trust. It is built from eight components, each with simple artefacts, routines, and

signals.
LOS-1 Purpose and LOS-2 Executable LOS-3 Decision LOS-4 Execution flow
values strategy architecture
Cadence, WIP,
Legitimacy and non- Choices, priorities, kill Rights, thresholds, interfaces
negotiables criteria memos
LOS-5 Talent and LOS-6 Culture by LOS-7 Al delegation LOS-8 Return on
capability design Leadership
Assist vs automate,
Coaching, skills, Standards under governance Measure leadership
succession pressure leverage

Table 2 The Leadership Operating System (LOS): eight components to run leadership as a measurable system.

A lightweight cadence that scales

o  Weekly: decision forum (not status), flow review, blocked work removal.
o Monthly: system health review (delivery, quality, people, risk); Al value and risk review.
e Quarterly: portfolio reallocation; RoL review; strategy refresh and kill criteria checks.

Design rule. If our operating system depends on heroics, it is not an operating system. The goal is
repeatable performance and learning.

4. Board-to-frontline: ownership and Al roles

To avoid either centralisation (slow) or chaos (unsafe), we define clear ownership by layer and specify
what Al can assist, automate, or must never touch.

Chair/Board

e Leadership ownership: Legitimacy, risk posture, CEO accountability, capital allocation logic
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o Alrole (typical): Scenario sensing, portfolio simulations, audit trails for major decisions
e Never delegate: Fiduciary responsibility; ethics boundaries; executive accountability

CEO/Executive team

o Leadership ownership: Enterprise strategy, operating model, culture standards, portfolio
reallocation

e Al role (typical): Signals dashboard (customer, delivery, people, risk); decision memo drafts;
option generation

o Never delegate: High-stakes trade-offs with ethical or reputational impact

VP layer

e Leadership ownership: Execution system, cross-functional interfaces, talent pipeline, decision
velocity with safety

e Al role (typical): Dependency mapping; risk pre-mortems; knowledge retrieval; quality analytics

e Never delegate: Safety-critical sign-offs; architecture accountability; people decisions without
context

Managers

e Leadership ownership: Flow, standards, coaching, removing blockers, local decision quality
e Alrole (typical): Meeting compression; prioritization support; SOP guidance; anomaly alerts
o Never delegate: Disciplinary actions; performance conversations; safety exceptions

Point of impact

e Leadership ownership: Craftsmanship, continuous improvement, safety and quality discipline
e Alrole (typical): Troubleshooting assistants; training support; predictive insights; checklists
o Never delegate: Unsafe actions; bypassing procedures; moral-courage decisions

Practical implications: we delegate more decisions to teams and more work to Al, while tightening
governance in high-impact and high-risk areas.

5. How we decide and what we delegate

A practical 2026 rule: leaders personally decide where impact is high, ambiguity is high, or ethical risk
is meaningful. Everything else is delegated to teams or to Al with thresholds, auditability, and override.

Delegation ladder

e Al drafts: summarise, retrieve, propose.

e Al recommends: options, scenarios, risk checks.
e Al automates: thresholded, audited, reversible.
e Humans decide: high impact, ambiguity, ethics.

Martin Kaasgaard Page 6 of 13



Leadership 2026 | Human Judgment at Machine Speed

Al-assisted decision pipeline

Nou s wNe

Choose with explicit trade-offs and guardrails.

Frame the decision (success, constraints, decision deadline).
Generate options (Al can propose and synthesise inputs).
Pressure-test (pre-mortem, red-team, failure modes).

Commit (owners, milestones, interface commitments).
Instrument (leading indicators and early warning triggers).
Learn (review outcomes and update playbooks).

Quality rule. For any automated decision, we require thresholds, logs, monitoring, and a simple,
immediate human override.

6. Return on Leadership (RoL): measuring leadership as

an asset

Return on Leadership measures the value created by leadership leverage: outcomes achieved, system

health improved, capability grown, and trust protected - minus leadership overhead and drag

(decision churn, rework, and meeting inflation).

RoL pillars and weights

Pillar

Business outcomes

Execution system
health

People system health

Trust, risk, integrity

Martin Kaasgaard

Weight

35%

25%

25%

15%

What we measure
(examples)

Value delivery vs plan;
customer outcomes;
reliability/cost; progress
of strategic bets

Decision cycle time; lead
time; throughput;
blocked work; rework;
stability/incidents

Retention of strong
performers; internal
mobility; learning
velocity; workload
sustainability

Safety; auditability;
compliance; Al
governance; incident
response readiness

Cadence

Monthly review;
quarterly outcomes

Weekly signals;
monthly system review

Monthly, quarterly
pulse trends

Monthly risk review;
quarterly audit
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Anti-gaming principles

e Baseline first (1-2 quarters) before tying RoL to incentives.

e Use trend and improvement rate, not only absolute scores.

o Mix leading and lagging indicators; include quality and safety gates.
e Penalise meeting inflation and rework caused by unclear decisions.

7. The 2026 focus: Human Judgment at Machine Speed

The 2026 leadership agenda is not about more Al tools. It is faster learning and decision-making
without losing empathy, safety, or integrity.

Five moves for 2026

e Decision velocity with guardrails: one-way door memos; two-way door delegation.

e Al as agoverned capability: approved use cases, boundaries, auditability, override.

e Leaders as system designers: optimise flow, interfaces, and learning loops.

e Empathy by design: sustainable workload, speak-up safety, respectful problem solving.
e Rol as a measurable asset: outcomes + system health + people growth + trust.

A 90-day rollout (board to frontline)

Days Focus Concrete actions (examples)

Days 1-30 Establish the operating system. Publish a 1-page strategy and top
3 priorities; define decision rights
and escalation; replace status
with decision forums.

Days 31-60 Instrument and delegate Build a simple sensing dashboard
(delivery, quality, people, risk);
deploy Al for summarisation and
retrieval; define 10 approved Al
use cases.

Days 61-90 Measure and improve Baseline Rol scorecards; run
leadership retrospectives;
remove 20-30% meeting load and
reinvest time into coaching and
improvement.
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Appendix A - Leadership 2026 checklist (printable)

This checklist is intentionally simple. It can be used in any environment (board, R&D, operations) to

verify that leadership is producing clarity, flow, growth, and trust.

OO0 o oo0oogooogooogooagdg

Direction: Our top 3 priorities are explicit and stable for 30 days.

Decisions: One-way vs two-way doors are defined; decision rights are visible.
Decision memos exist for high-impact choices and are easy to find.

Execution flow: WIP limits exist; blocked work is surfaced quickly.

Interfaces: Dependencies and handoffs are owned with clear contracts.
Development: Coaching happens weekly; growth plans exist for key roles.
Dignity: Speak-up is safe; concerns are acted on without retaliation.

Al delegation: Approved use cases and boundaries are documented.
Auditability: Automated decisions have logs, thresholds, and human override.
Signals: We track leading indicators (delivery, people, risk), not only lagging KPIs.
Learning loop: We review what we believed, what happened, and what we changed.
Quality and safety: Stop-the-line authority is clear and protected.

Meetings: Status is compressed; time is reinvested into decisions and coaching.
RoL: Return on Leadership baseline exists and is reviewed quarterly.

Use rule: Review monthly at the leadership level and weekly at the team level. Treat failures as system

design issues, not personal defects.
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Appendix B - Templates

The templates below support repeatable, auditable leadership. They are designed to be copied into
tools (docs, wiki, ticket systems) with minimal adaptation. If you already have a system in place, use
that.

Decision Memo Template (One-way Door)

e Decision title: [short, specific]

e Owner: [name/role]

e Date: [YYYY-MM-DD]

e Decision deadline: [date/time]

e Decision type: One-way door (hard to reverse)
e Scope: [product/program/site]

Context - What is happening, and why now?

Options considered - 2-4 options with pros/cons.

Recommendation - What we choose and why (trade-offs explicitly stated).

Risks and mitigations - Pre-mortem: what could fail, how we will detect early, and mitigations.
Decision guardrails - Non-negotiables (safety, compliance, ethics, budget ceiling, timeline).
Execution plan - Owners, milestones, dependencies, interface commitments.

Instrumentation - Leading indicators; what will tell us we are wrong early.

Reversibility plan - If reversal is possible, define triggers and rollback steps.

Communication - Who must know what, by when.

Lo N R WDNPRE

Al Delegation Map (assist vs automate vs prohibit)

Template table (copy and fill):

Work item/decision Delegation (tick one) Owner Notes/guardrails

[1Assist [] Automate
[ 1 Prohibit

[1Assist [] Automate
[ 1 Prohibit

[1Assist [] Automate
[ 1 Prohibit

[1Assist [] Automate
[ 1 Prohibit

[1Assist []Automate
[ 1 Prohibit
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Policy rules

[1Assist [] Automate

[ 1 Prohibit

[1Assist [] Automate

[ 1 Prohibit

[1Assist [] Automate

[ 1 Prohibit

e Automate only when: thresholds are explicit, auditability exists, monitoring is live, override is

immediate, and the decision is reversible.

e Never automate: safety-critical sign-offs, ethical boundaries, fiduciary accountability, disciplinary

actions, and decisions requiring moral courage.

RoL dashboard definition (metrics and cadence)

Core metric groups (edit per context):

Metric group

Decision velocity

Delivery flow

Quality and stability

People health

Al governance

Outcomes

Martin Kaasgaard

Metric (example)

Time-to-decision
(P50/P90)

Lead time / blocked
time

Defects, incidents,
escapes

Sustainable load
index

Automation error
rate

Value realized

Definition

Days from first escalation to
committed decision

Cycle time and % time blocked
by dependencies

Quality signals appropriate to
the domain

Over time, WIP per person,
pulse trend

Error rate, drift checks, override
usage

Revenue/margin/cost/reliability
outcomes vs plan

Cadence/owner

Weekly - VP/Director

Weekly - Delivery

leads

Weekly/Monthly -
Quality owner

Monthly - People
manager/HR

Monthly - Al product
owner

Quarterly - Finance +
leadership
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Appendix C - One-page Rol dashboards (R&D and
frontline examples)

These layouts keep the same RolL logic (outcomes + system health + people health + trust) while using
metrics that are meaningful and influenceable locally.

R&D RolL dashboard (architecture and product development)
RolL pillar Core metrics (examples)

Business outcomes (35%) Milestone predictability; value delivery vs plan;
cost/performance targets; customer impact

Execution system health (25%) Lead time for change; WIP per engineer;
dependency health; decision cycle time; rework
ratio

People system health (25%) Maker-time protection; coaching cadence; skills

coverage; retention/mobility; speak-up climate

Trust, risk, integrity (15%) Architecture quality index; verification maturity;
requirements stability; defect escape rate

Frontline RoL dashboard (factory/field)

Rol pillar Core metrics (examples)

Business outcomes (35%) FPY/right-first-time; OEE or field productivity; COPQ;
on-time delivery

Execution system health (25%) Andon/response time; flow efficiency; constraint
hours; standard work adherence

People system health (25%) Skill certification coverage; overtime/fatigue risk;
improvement participation; retention/absenteeism

Trust, risk, integrity (15%) Safety incidents + near-miss reporting; containment
compliance; audit findings closure

Threshold starter bands (tune locally)

R&D (starter bands)
e Milestone predictability: Green within +/-10%; Amber 10-25%; Red >25%.
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e WIP per engineer: Green <=2; Amber 3-4; Red >4.

e Verification maturity: Green >=95%; Amber 85-95%; Red <85%.

e Requirements volatility (after baseline): Green <=2%/month; Amber 2-5%/month; Red
>5%/month.

e Defect escape rate (severity-weighted): Green <=5%; Amber 5-10%; Red >10%.

Frontline (starter bands)

e FPY: Green >=98%; Amber 95-98%; Red <95%.

e OEE: Green >=80; Amber 65-80; Red <65.

e On-time delivery: Green >=95%; Amber 90-95%; Red <90%.

e Andon response time: Green <=5 min; Amber 5-15 min; Red >15 min.
e Qvertime (share of total hours): Green <=5%; Amber 5-10%; Red >10%.

Gating rule (recommended). If safety or critical quality thresholds are breached, RolL cannot score
green regardless of delivery volume.
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