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The Signal

New 2026 evidence shows that employees are not simply “resistant to change.” The quality of transformation experience is now
tightly associated with trust in CEOs and managers, willingness to embrace Al, discretionary effort and long-term commitment.
For communicators, that moves transformation from an internal campaign problem to an enterprise reputation problem.

Trigger: the 2026 Edelman Trust Barometer Special Report: Trust at Work, released 6 October 2026, read alongside Deloitte and
Gallup workforce evidence.

ARTEFACT91 POSITION

A TRANSFORMATION NARRATIVE IS ONLY CREDIBLE WHEN THE OPERATING REALITY CAN SUBSTANTIATE

IT.

That means the operating reality, employee agency and managerial behaviour all have to support what leadership says.

SECTION 01

Why This Clears the Threshold

Edelman’s new Trust at Work study surveyed 10,018 employees across 10 markets between 14 and 31 August 2026. It reports
the first statistically significant year-to-year decline in employer trust since August 2024, while trust in CEOs, managers and co-
workers also fell to record lows in the series. The same research links poor transformation experiences with sharply lower
confidence in leadership and lower appetite for increased Al use. [1][2]

76% — experienced at least one transformation in the past 12 months.

53% — reported Al implementation as a transformation.

33 POINTS — CEO trust gap between employees with a positive and a negative transformation experience (82% vs 49%).
22 POINTS — gap in willingness to embrace more Al between positive and negative experiences (40% vs 18%).

The crucial communications finding is not that transformation is difficult. It is that the employee experience appears to be
functioning as a credibility test for leadership. In PRovoke Media’s reporting on the study, 79% of executives said management
always tells employees the truth, compared with 46% of associates; 78% of executives said management communicates
regularly about organizational matters, compared with 55% of associates. [3]

ARTEFACT91 POSITION

WHEN LEADERS AND EMPLOYEES DISAGREE ABOUT WHETHER THE ORGANIZATION IS TELLING THE

TRUTH, COMMUNICATIONS IS PART OF THE TRUST GAP ITSELF.

Method caution: these are survey associations, not causal estimates. They do not prove that communications alone creates or
repairs trust. They do show that change experience, leadership credibility and employee response are moving together strongly
enough to require integrated governance.

SECTION 02

The Trust System Is Weakening as Change Accelerates

The decline is not confined to the CEOQ. It runs through the relationship system employees use to interpret change: employer,
manager, co-workers and senior leadership.
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FIGURE 1

Workplace trust is falling across the relationship system

CEO 66% O Q 70%
-4 pts
Direct manager 72% QO O 79%
-7 pts
Co-workers 73% QO O 82%
-9 pts
Employer 74% Q QO 79%
-5 pts
60% 65% 70% 75% 80% 85%

02024 02026 Edelman Trust at Work values as reported by PRovoke Media. Percentage-point change shown.

This matters because transformations are experienced locally. Strategy may be announced by the CEO, but employees usually
interpret its consequences through line managers, peers, workload, access to training and whether promises made during the
transition are kept.

DELOITTE — 85% of respondents say workforce adaptability is critical, but only 7% say their organization is leading at helping
people continuously adapt. Its 2026 data also links organizational change with lower wellbeing (68%), heavier workloads (60%)
and feeling less relevant or left behind (58%). [41(5]

GALLUP — U.S. employee engagement was 31% in the first half of 2026. Gallup finds that Al access by itself does not improve
the employee experience; clear expectations, implementation planning and active manager support distinguish stronger
adoption conditions. [6]

MERCER — Employees remain comparatively confident in employers despite economic anxiety, but that commitment is
conditional on whether organizations follow through on communicated plans, internal mobility and development. [7]

Taken together, the evidence points to a practical risk: organizations can have a strategically rational transformation and still
create a reputation deficit if employees experience the change as opaque, imposed or unsupported.

SECTION 03

The Artefact91 Transformation Trust Architecture

The core mistake is to measure change communications by message delivery. The more useful question is whether the
transformation has both substantive legitimacy and communicative credibility.

TRUST-BUILDING TRANSFORMATION — High legitimacy, high credibility. The operating case is real, burdens are
acknowledged, managers are equipped, employees have meaningful agency and updates show what changed. Communication
and action reinforce each other.

CREDIBLE BUT THIN — Low legitimacy, high credibility. Clear, frequent messaging sits on top of weak employee agency, vague
support or unaddressed burden. Short-term reassurance; high spin risk when experience catches up.

UNDER-EXPLAINED VALUE — High legitimacy, low credibility. The transformation may be operationally sound, but silence,
jargon or late communication leaves employees to infer motive and impact. Good decisions lose legitimacy through poor
translation.
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TRUST FRACTURE — Low legitimacy, low credibility. Rumour, resistance and external leakage become more likely because
neither the decision nor the explanation feels credible.

Substantive legitimacy is not employee agreement with every decision. It means the organization can show a coherent rationale,
a credible burden/benefit assessment, meaningful transition support, and a decision process proportionate to the impact.

ARTEFACT91 POSITION

DO NOT ASK COMMUNICATIONS TO MANUFACTURE CONFIDENCE THAT THE TRANSFORMATION PROCESS
CANNOT SUPPORT.

Use communications to make the decision legible, the trade-offs explicit, the support visible and the organization’s learning
observable.

SECTION 04

The Transformation Credibility Test

Before an announcement, executive message, town hall, restructuring note or Al rollout, test the transformation across seven
gates.

1 MATERIAL TRUTH — Can we state what is changing, what is not, and why now without hiding behind transformation
language?

2 BURDEN MAP — Who absorbs additional workload, uncertainty, status loss, relocation, reskilling pressure or role risk?
3 MANAGER READINESS — Do line managers know the facts, decision boundaries, escalation path and what they are
permitted to say when they do not know?

4 EMPLOYEE AGENCY — What can employees influence, choose, challenge or shape? If the answer is “nothing,” are we
explicit about that rather than staging symbolic consultation?

5 SEQUENCE + TIMING — Are people directly affected hearing the news before external audiences, leaks or automated
systems reveal it?

6 EVIDENCE + SUPPORT — Can we point to concrete transition resources: training, workload relief, redeployment,
decision criteria, safeguards, metrics or review points?

7 PROOF + REPAIR — How will we show that commitments were kept, correct inaccurate assumptions and repair trust
when outcomes differ from the original plan?

Escalation rule: if Material Truth, Burden Map or Employee Agency cannot be answered, the problem is not a communications
delay. It is a decision-quality issue that should be escalated before the message is finalized.

SECTION 05

A Transformation Communications Operating System

Artefact91 recommends governing high-impact change through a closed-loop sequence rather than a one-time cascade.

ARTEFACT91 FRAMEWORK

REALITY - IMPACT -~ AGENCY - SUPPORT - PROOF - UPDATE

REALITY — Explain the decision, the evidence behind it and what remains uncertain.
IMPACT — Translate enterprise language into role, team, workload and customer implications.

AGENCY — Define where employees have choice, input, review rights or meaningful influence.
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SUPPORT — Show the resources and protections that make adaptation credible.
PROOF — Track what leadership promised and publish evidence of delivery.

UPDATE — Return with what changed, what did not work and what the organization is correcting.

A 30-Day Readiness Sprint
WEEK 1 — Map active transformations and classify reputational consequence: low, medium or high.

WEEK 2 — Create a transformation promise register: commitments, owner, deadline, evidence and update channel.

WEEK 3 — Run manager simulations using the 10 hardest employee questions, including “what does this mean for my job?” and
“what are you not telling us yet?”

WEEK 4 — Establish a trust pulse tied to decision points, not generic sentiment: clarity, perceived truthfulness, agency, support,
manager confidence and unresolved questions.

What not to measure alone: email opens, town-hall attendance, intranet views, message recall or sentiment. These describe
reach. They do not tell you whether the transformation is becoming more credible.

SECTION 06

What This Changes for Strategic Communications

CRISIS + REPUTATION — Employees can become the first external evidence source during transformation. Leaks, anonymous
forums, union communications, litigation records and social posts can expose gaps between executive claims and operating
reality.

EXECUTIVE REPUTATION — A CEO'’s transformation message is increasingly judged against manager behaviour, reskilling
investment, workload decisions and whether employees see a future for themselves in the strategy.

Al ADOPTION — Resistance should not automatically be diagnosed as an “Al narrative” problem. Edelman’s data show
employees with negative transformation experiences are much less willing to embrace increased Al use.

PUBLIC AFFAIRS — Workforce consequences can become regulatory, political and media issues—especially where
restructuring, automation, surveillance, offshoring or public funding are involved.

DECISION INTELLIGENCE — Scenario planning should include trust failure as an operational branch: what happens if
employees reject the rationale, managers contradict the centre, or the external story moves before the internal facts are stable?

ARTEFACT91 BRIEFING

Artefact91 Point of View

Transformation communications should not be judged by whether employees “received the message.” It should be judged by
whether the organization can sustain credibility as the consequences of the decision become visible.

This is where communications becomes decision infrastructure: translating impact before rumour does, identifying trust debt
before it becomes reputation debt, and forcing leadership promises into an evidence trail that can be tested over time.

ARTEFACT91 POSITION

IDENTIFY TRUST DEBT BEFORE IT BECOMES REPUTATION DEBT.
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Evidence Note

Edelman’s Trust at Work study is an online cross-market survey; results describe reported perceptions and associations, not
causal effects. The briefing does not assume that employee trust is always maximized by avoiding difficult decisions. Layoffs,
restructuring, automation or strategic shifts may be necessary; the governance question is whether organizations can explain and
substantiate those decisions credibly. Artefact91 frameworks are interpretive operating tools derived from the cited evidence and
strategic communications practice; they are not claims made by the source organizations. Figures should be refreshed if
Edelman publishes revised country tables or methodology notes after the launch date.
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