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Executive summary 
Most organizations have an AI adoption problem they cannot see: the people getting the most from AI 
are learning to hide it. Leadership dashboards count licenses and logins. They do not count the analyst 
who quietly stops mentioning AI after her manager dismisses a strong draft as "just ChatGPT." 

The divide is not between people who use AI and people who don't. It is between people who use it 
well, people who use it quietly, and a layer of managers who judge the tool instead of the work. 

The data backs this up. People who rarely use AI rate AI users as lazier (PNAS, 2025). Middle managers 
are the least frequent daily users in management: 23%, against 43% of executives (Slack, 2025). The 
people least familiar with the tool are often the ones reviewing the work. 

This is a leadership problem, not an adoption problem. Microsoft's 2026 Work Trend Index found 
culture, manager support and talent practices account for about twice as much reported AI impact as 
individual mindset. The fix is not another training program. It is a change in what leaders reward: 
accountability for the output, not suspicion about how it was produced. 

What leaders see vs what is happening 
Leaders see adoption numbers. The real story sits one layer down, in how people feel about being seen 
using AI. 

What the leadership view shows What is often happening underneath 

Licenses issued, logins rising Strongest users do the work in personal tools, 
then paste it in 

"Adoption is slow in team X" Team X uses AI but will not say so to their 
manager 

Quality concerns about "AI slop" Low-context, unreviewed output gets noticed; 
well-reviewed AI-assisted work goes unseen 

Training completion rates Skill gaps closed privately, with no one sharing 
what works 

A policy exists People are unsure what is allowed, so they either 
hide use or avoid it 



The cost is double. Leaders lose visibility into real productivity gains, and they lose control over where 
company data goes. 

The evidence: the penalty is real, and it depends on who judges 
The latest data points one way: people expect to be judged for using AI, the harshest judges are the 
least frequent users, and middle managers use AI daily less than any other management tier. 

Source Key finding Sample 

Microsoft & LinkedIn 
Work Trend Index, May 
2026 

Organizational factors (culture, 
manager support, talent practices) 
account for 67% of reported AI impact, 
vs 32% for individual mindset and 
behavior. Only 26% of AI users say 
their leadership is clearly aligned on 
AI. 

20,000 workers, 10 markets, 
Feb to Apr 2026 

Microsoft People Science, 
Nov 2025 

Where leaders role-model AI use: +17 
points realized value, +22 critical 
thinking about AI, +30 trust. 
Psychologically safe employees are 
1.4x as likely to be frequent users. 
Fewer than 30% of managers had AI 
training in the prior six months; only 
56% feel supported. 

1,800 employees incl. 520 
managers, July 2025 

Slack Workforce Index, 
June 2025 

Daily AI use: 43% of executives, 35% of 
senior managers, 23% of middle 
managers. 96% of AI users have done 
tasks they previously lacked the skills 
for. 

5,156 desk workers, 6 countries, 
Apr to May 2025 

Reif, Larrick & Soll, PNAS, 
May 2025 

AI users anticipate, and receive, lower 
ratings on competence and 
motivation. Evaluators who use AI less 
than weekly rate AI-using candidates 
as lazier. The penalty disappears when 
AI is clearly useful for the task. 

4 preregistered experiments, 
4,439 participants 

Slack Workforce Index, 
Nov 2024 

48% of desk workers would be 
uncomfortable telling their manager 
they used AI for common tasks 
(cheating, less competent, lazy). 
Workers comfortable sharing are 67% 
more likely to use AI. 

17,372 responses 



Put two findings together and the pattern is hard to ignore. Infrequent AI users judge AI users most 
harshly (PNAS), and middle managers are the least frequent daily users in management (Slack). The 
judgment is not neutral quality control. It is a leadership and culture issue. 

Three groups inside every team 
Every team now has Accelerators, Hiders and Gatekeepers. Leaders usually only see the first and the 
last. 

Group What they do What it costs the 
organization 

What they need 

Accelerators Give AI real context, 
review every output, 
own the result. Often 
closing a skill gap faster 
than training could. 

Little, if the work is 
reviewed. Risk rises if 
they burn out carrying 
extra load. 

Visible credit and a way 
to teach others 

Hiders Use AI well but 
privately, often in 
personal tools. 

Lost learning, data risk, 
gains never counted 

Clear permission and 
psychological safety 

Gatekeepers Judge AI-assisted work 
by its origin, not its 
quality. Often mean 
well. 

Slows adoption, pushes 
good users 
underground 

Their own hands-on 
fluency, and new 
measures of good work 

Why middle management is the pressure point. Middle managers were promoted for knowing how the 
work gets done. AI changes that faster than their role has been redefined. They are also the tier using AI 
least: 23% use it daily, against 43% of executives (Slack, 2025), and fewer than 30% had AI training in the 
past six months (Microsoft, 2025). Some fear that a report who works faster with AI exposes a gap in 
their own skills. Others are rightly worried about quality and data, but lack a shared standard for what 
"good AI use" looks like, so they fall back on suspicion. 

This is not a character flaw. It is a missing operating model. 

 



The reframe: judge the judgment, not the tool 
The right question is not "Did you use AI?" It is "Can you stand behind this?" 

AI slop and AI-assisted work are different products. The difference is the human effort around the tool, 
not the tool itself. 

AI slop Accountable AI-assisted work 

Generic prompt, no business context Rich context: audience, constraints, source 
material 

Accepted on the first pass Iterated, challenged and edited 

Facts unchecked Facts and numbers verified against sources 

Author can't explain or defend it Author can walk through every claim 

Voice is generic Voice and judgment are clearly the author's 

We never asked whether a strong analyst used Excel, a template or a colleague's review. We asked 
whether the numbers were right. AI deserves the same standard: full accountability for the output, zero 
penalty for the method. 

What senior leaders should do 
Six moves, none of which need a new budget line. 

1. Say it out loud. State publicly that using approved AI tools well is expected, not tolerated. 
Silence from the top reads as suspicion. 

2. Go first. Share how you use AI in your own work, including where it failed. Where leaders role-
model AI use, employees report 30 points more trust in AI and 22 points more critical thinking 
about it (Microsoft, 2025). 

3. Publish a quality standard, not a usage ban. Define what "good AI-assisted work" means: 
context given, facts verified, author accountable. Review work against that. 

4. Equip middle managers before you measure them. Give managers their own hands-on fluency 
and a script for reviewing AI-assisted work. Then make "growing AI capability in my team" part 
of their objectives. The 2026 Work Trend Index found culture, manager support and talent 
practices outweigh individual skill two to one in driving AI impact. 

5. Make Accelerators teachers. Credit people who share prompts, workflows and failures. Turn 
private skill into team capability. 

6. Bring Hiders into the light safely. Provide approved tools good enough that nobody needs 
personal ones, and a no-blame path to disclose past use. 

Measure what changes: time saved on named workflows, quality of reviewed output, and how many 
people openly share their methods. Not just logins. 

 



Five questions to ask this quarter 
• Do my people know they are allowed, and expected, to use AI well? 
• Where is our best AI work happening, and would I even know? 
• When a manager questions AI-assisted work, are they questioning quality or origin? 
• Have our middle managers had the same hands-on time as their teams? 
• What do we reward: effort that looks hard, or outcomes someone can stand behind? 

AI will not replace your people's judgment. But a culture that punishes the people using it well will 
quietly replace your best people's openness. 

The tool is not the risk. Silence is. 
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