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Executive summary 
This report presents findings from the AI Workforce Adaptation 2026 Benchmark, an industry 
instrument designed to capture how technical professionals are experiencing AI-driven change in 
their work. The instrument collected 104 total responses; 102 respondents consented to 
participate and form the analysis base for this report. Field period: February 19 – March 4, 2026. 

The data describes a workforce that is neither uniformly optimistic nor uniformly anxious, but 
measurably polarized. On a 7-point preparedness scale, 37% of respondents score low (1–3), 
53% score high (5–7), and only 10% sit at the neutral midpoint. This bimodal distribution recurs 
across optimism, confidence in continued relevance, and perceived role change. 

Three patterns emerged from the data and are documented in detail in the sections that follow: 

• Bimodal sentiment. Mean scores on the four core sentiment items cluster between 4.47 
and 4.96, but the underlying distributions are polarized rather than normal. Between 30% 
and 37% of respondents score in the low range on each item. 

• Cognitive load redistribution. 52% of respondents cite cognitive load relief as a primary 
impact of AI on daily work; 13% simultaneously cite increased anxiety from verification 
overhead. Among the cognitive-load-relief group specifically, 11% report both experiences 
at once. 

• Motivation–readiness gap. Individual motivation to grow professionally scores 5.33 — 
the highest single score in the survey. The three organizational readiness items cluster 
between 4.64 and 4.74, producing a measurable gap between what employees report 
wanting and what they report receiving. 

The sample is a non-probability purposive sample weighted toward early adopters. Findings are 
indicative of active-practitioner sentiment and should not be read as representative of the broader 
technical workforce. Methodology, sampling, and limitations are documented in Section 1. 
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1. Purpose and methodology 
1.1 Research purpose 
The AI Workforce Adaptation Benchmark was designed to capture, at a single point in time, how 
technical professionals are experiencing the current wave of AI-driven change in their work. The 
instrument measures five dimensions: individual sentiment (preparedness, optimism, perceived 
role change, confidence in continued relevance); depth of AI engagement and usage patterns; 
organizational readiness and support structures; primary impacts of AI on daily work; and 
qualitative reflections on professional futures. 

1.2 Instrument 
The survey consisted of 20 questions across seven sections: consent and demographics; AI 
usage and frequency; sentiment (four Likert items on a 1–7 scale); adaptation and engagement; 
motivation and organizational readiness (three Likert items plus one stance question); daily 
impact (select all that apply); and one open-text response on professional outlook. Sentiment 
items used a symmetric 7-point Likert scale anchored at 1 (Strongly Disagree) and 7 (Strongly 
Agree), with 4 labeled as Neutral. 

1.3 Data collection 
Responses were collected through a custom-designed benchmark survey distributed across 
multiple recruitment channels: in-person at DeveloperWeek 2026 and AI Forum hosted by Silicon 
Valley AI Hub at Snowflake HQ; via targeted LinkedIn outreach to technical professionals; and 
through direct professional network recruitment. All respondents were purposively targeted as 
technical or technology-adjacent professional populations actively engaged in AI-driven change. 
Field period: February 19 – March 4, 2026. 

1.4 Sample characteristics 
Of 104 total responses received, 102 provided valid consent and are included in this analysis. 
Two responses from participants who declined consent were excluded from all counts and 
statistics reported below. 

 

Characteristic Detail 

Total valid responses 102 (2 declined consent, excluded) 

Field period February 19 – March 4, 2026 

Geographic composition Approx. 85% Bay Area; approx. 15% international 

International locations represented Ireland, UK, France, Poland, India, Austria, Canada 
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Characteristic Detail 

Sampling method Non-probability purposive, multi-site recruitment 

Instrument Custom-designed benchmark survey, 20 questions 
 

1.5 Limitations 
• Respondents were purposively recruited from AI-engaged professional communities and 

events; findings likely reflect earlier-stage adoption dynamics rather than lagging 
segments. 

• The sample is concentrated in the San Francisco Bay Area and its connected Silicon 
Valley professional networks — communities with above-average exposure to AI 
innovation and discourse. Results may differ in other markets. 

• Participation was voluntary. Self-selection means respondents are likely more AI-engaged 
than the broader technical workforce. 

• The international subgroup (n=15) supports directional observations only; geographic 
comparisons should be interpreted cautiously. 

• As a cross-sectional survey, results reflect sentiment during the field period and may be 
revisited in future waves. 
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2. Respondent profile 
2.1 Professional situation 

Role Count % of n=102 

Software engineer / developer 29 28.4% 

Other (self-specified) 20 19.6% 

Student (technical field) 11 10.8% 

Technical lead / architect 11 10.8% 

Founder / startup technical role 11 10.8% 

Engineering manager 11 10.8% 

Currently seeking employment 4 3.9% 

Other specified (TPM, PM, technical writer, etc.) 5 4.9% 
 

2.2 Experience level 
Years of experience in technical roles show a bimodal distribution, with the two largest cohorts at 
opposite ends of the spectrum: 

Years of experience Count % of n=102 

15+ years 31 30.4% 

0–2 years 29 28.4% 

3–5 years 22 21.6% 

11–15 years 12 11.8% 

6–10 years 8 7.8% 
 
58.8% of respondents have five years or less of technical experience; 30.4% have 15+ years. This creates a natural 
cohort contrast documented in Section 6. 

2.3 AI engagement frequency 
Frequency of active engagement with AI tools over the six months preceding the survey confirms 
the sample captures active practitioners: 

Engagement frequency Count % of n=102 

Daily or near daily 72 70.6% 
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Engagement frequency Count % of n=102 

Weekly 23 22.5% 

Monthly 6 5.9% 

Once or twice 1 1.0% 
 

2.4 Depth of AI engagement 
The instrument categorized respondents' deepest level of AI engagement across four tiers. This 
variable is used in segmented findings (Section 6.1). 

Engagement level Count % of n=102 

Level 1: Consumer / Chat (ChatGPT, Claude web UI) 39 38.2% 

Level 2: Integrated Assistant (Copilot, Cursor) 31 30.4% 

Level 3: Custom Builder (custom GPTs, LLM APIs, RAG) 14 13.7% 

Level 4: Agentic Systems (autonomous multi-step 
agents) 18 17.6% 
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3. Individual sentiment metrics 
3.1 Core sentiment items 
Four sentiment items measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly 
Agree) capture distinct dimensions of how respondents experience AI-driven change. 

 

Sentiment item Mean Median Low (1–3) High (5–7) 

AI is significantly changing what it means 
to be effective in my role 4.96 6 30.4% 61.8% 

I feel confident in my ability to remain 
relevant 4.72 5 34.3% 60.8% 

I feel prepared to adapt to AI-driven 
changes in my field 4.55 5 37.3% 52.9% 

I feel optimistic about my professional 
future given AI 4.47 5 36.3% 55.9% 

 

 
Figure 1 · Bimodal sentiment distribution across the four core sentiment items (n=102). Bars diverge from the neutral 

midpoint. 

3.2 Motivation item 
A separate motivation item was included in Section 5 of the survey and is reported here for 
comparison with the organizational readiness items that follow. 
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Item Mean Median Low (1–3) High (5–7) 

AI has increased my motivation to grow 
professionally 5.33 6 12.7% 74.5% 

 
Motivation is the highest-scoring Likert item in the instrument — 0.37 points above the next-highest sentiment item 
and 0.59 points above the highest organizational readiness item. 

3.3 Distribution pattern 
Across all four core sentiment items, the distribution is bimodal rather than normal: respondents 
cluster in the low range (1–3) or the high range (5–7), with relatively few at the neutral midpoint. 
The share of respondents at the neutral midpoint ranges from 4.9% (confidence in relevance) to 
9.8% (preparedness). Between 30% and 37% of respondents score in the low range on each of 
the four items. 

Means in the 4.47–4.96 range are therefore statistical artifacts of aggregation rather than 
descriptions of a typical respondent. The distributions themselves — reported in full in Appendix 
A — are the more informative summary. 

 

"I have my fears that there are not societal plans about what is coming." 
— Q20 verbatim response 

 

"I feel confident. The AI changes everything and at the same time it makes human work 
more precious." 
— Q20 verbatim response 



AI Workforce Adaptation · 2026 Benchmark 

Ksenia Closson  ·  kseniaclosson.com Page 9 

4. Primary daily impacts 
Respondents were asked to select the categories that best describe the primary impact of AI on 
their daily work (Q19, select all that apply). Totals exceed 102 because respondents could select 
multiple categories. 

 

Impact category Selections % of n=102 

Velocity: finish routine tasks much faster 75 73.5% 

Learning: tackling new projects/languages 60 58.8% 

Cognitive load: handles the “boring stuff”, enables 
deeper thinking 53 52.0% 

Quality: higher output than working alone 52 51.0% 

Anxiety: more time fixing or verifying AI output 13 12.7% 
 

 
Figure 2 · Primary impacts of AI on daily work (Q19, select all that apply). 

4.1 Co-occurrence of cognitive load relief and verification anxiety 
Cross-tabulation of Q19 responses reveals a measurable overlap between two categories that 
might appear to be opposites. Of the 53 respondents who selected cognitive load relief as a 
primary impact, 6 (11.3% of that subgroup) also selected anxiety from verification overhead. 
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These respondents experience AI as simultaneously reducing the cognitive burden of routine 
generation tasks and increasing the cognitive burden of quality assurance. The distribution is 
consistent with a redistribution of cognitive load rather than a net reduction. 

 

O V E R L A P  

11% 

of the cognitive-load-relief group also cite verification anxiety 

 

"I build more but sometimes I feel like I learn less." 
— Q20 verbatim response 

 

"It's intimidating every time." 
— Q20 verbatim response 

 

"Increased quality but not saving time." 
— Q20 verbatim response 
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5. Organizational readiness metrics 
5.1 Organizational readiness items 
Three organizational readiness items were measured on the same 7-point Likert scale. The 
instrument provided a “Not Applicable” option for respondents without a current organizational 
context (e.g., students, job seekers), which reduces the valid n for these items below the sample 
total of 102. 

 

Organizational readiness item Mean Valid n Low (1–3) High (5–7) 

Organization is providing sufficient 
support for employees to adapt 4.74 95 31.6% 56.8% 

Organization is adapting effectively to AI-
driven change 4.72 96 32.3% 54.2% 

Leadership demonstrates clear direction 
regarding AI adoption 4.64 94 34.0% 52.1% 

5.2 Motivation–readiness comparison 
The three organizational readiness means (4.64, 4.72, 4.74) sit between 0.59 and 0.69 points 
below the individual motivation score (5.33) on the same 7-point scale. All three readiness items 
show low-range shares between 31.6% and 34.0%. 

 

 
Figure 3 · Individual motivation vs. the three organizational readiness items. Gold bar = individual motivation; navy 

bars = organizational measures. 
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5.3 Organizational stance on AI tools 
Q18 asked respondents to characterize their organization's stance on AI tool usage: 

 

Organizational stance Count % of n=102 

Encouraged: clear policies and provided licenses 73 71.6% 

Permitted: allowed, but respondent self-provisions 19 18.6% 

Ambiguous: no clear policy 8 7.8% 

Restricted: discouraged or banned 2 2.0% 
 

 
Figure 4 · Organizational stance on AI tools (Q18). 

The 18.6% of respondents reporting a “permitted but self-provisioned” stance is worth noting 
alongside the readiness scores: policy permission without organizational tooling is a distinct 
pattern from either active encouragement or restriction. 
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6. Segmented findings 
6.1 Sentiment by engagement depth 
Composite sentiment — the mean of the four core sentiment items per respondent — rises 
monotonically with self-reported depth of AI engagement. The full range from Level 1 to Level 4 
spans approximately one point on the 7-point scale. 

 

Engagement level n Composite 
sentiment 

Level 1: Consumer / Chat 39 4.26 

Level 2: Integrated Assistant 31 4.68 

Level 3: Custom Builder 14 5.05 

Level 4: Agentic Systems 18 5.26 
 

 
Figure 5 · Composite sentiment by depth of AI engagement (n=102). 

The direction of causality is not identified by this data. Deeper engagement may build confidence; 
higher baseline confidence may lead to deeper engagement; or both mechanisms may operate 
simultaneously. A longitudinal design would be required to disentangle these effects. 

6.2 Sentiment by years of experience 
Composite sentiment by years of technical experience shows a non-monotonic pattern, with the 
lowest composite score in the 0–2 year cohort and the highest in the 3–5 year cohort. 
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Experience cohort n Composite Preparedness Optimism 

0–2 years 29 4.40 4.07 4.24 

3–5 years 22 4.99 4.82 4.91 

6–10 years 8 4.72 4.75 4.38 

11–15 years 12 4.92 4.83 4.92 

15+ years 31 4.60 4.65 4.23 
 

 
Figure 6 · Sentiment by years of technical experience (n=102). 

Career entrants (0–2 years) report the lowest preparedness scores in the sample (mean 4.07). 
Veterans (15+ years) show relatively mid-range preparedness (4.65) paired with the lowest 
optimism score among experience cohorts (4.23). The 3–5 and 11–15 year cohorts show the 
highest composite scores. Cell sizes for the 6–10 year cohort (n = 8) are small and results for that 
cohort should be interpreted cautiously. 

6.3 Sentiment by geography (exploratory) 
The instrument did not segment recruitment by geography, but splitting responses by Bay Area 
versus international location reveals a notable pattern on one item. The respondents in this 
comparison meet the same purposive recruitment criteria — AI-engaged technical professionals 
in the same connected professional network — so the comparison is well-matched on who was 
recruited. It is, however, underpowered on sample size (international n = 15) and is reported here 
as exploratory. 
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Sentiment item Bay Area (n=87) International 
(n=15) Difference 

Role redefinition 5.08 4.27 +0.81 

Confidence in relevance 4.72 4.67 +0.05 

Preparedness 4.56 4.47 +0.09 

Optimism 4.46 4.53 −0.07 
 

 
Figure 7 · Sentiment by geography — exploratory comparison. 

Bay Area and international respondents score within 0.1 points of each other on preparedness, 
optimism, and confidence in relevance — a tight alignment consistent with the shared recruitment 
criteria. Against that backdrop, the 0.81-point gap on role redefinition is the one item where the 
two geographies measurably diverge. A reading that fits the data: practitioners at the geographic 
center of AI development perceive a stronger shift in what it means to be effective in their roles 
than equally AI-engaged peers at greater distance from that center, even while reporting similar 
levels of personal preparedness, confidence, and optimism. Given the small international 
subsample, this reading is a hypothesis worth testing in future waves rather than a confirmed 
effect. 
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7. Voices from the field 
Q20 asked: “In one sentence, how has AI changed how you think about your professional future?” 
All 102 consented respondents provided a response; selected verbatim answers are reproduced 
below to illustrate the range of sentiment the quantitative data summarizes. 

Responses are reproduced as submitted, including original spelling and punctuation. Selections 
were drawn to illustrate the polarization pattern documented in Section 3.3; they are not a 
statistical sample. 

 

Expansion and empowerment 

"AI has pushed me to imagine a future where work is less about routine tasks and more 
about creativity, judgment, and the kind of thinking that only humans bring to the table." 

 

"AI is more than a tool but a collaborator in being more efficient in my role as a software 
engineer." 

 

"I feel very empowered with the AI tools that let me grow my knowledge corpora in an 
unprecedented way." 

 

"It is accelerating the pace at which I can iterate — it gives me the freedom to try new 
approaches without the usual time cost." 

 

Ambivalence and redistribution 

"I build more but sometimes I feel like I learn less." 

 

"Increased quality but not saving time." 

 

"AI has accelerated many of the tasks that required manual toil or cognitive labor in my 
area, however there's also a strong feeling of being overwhelmed by the velocity of 
changes in the AI tooling space without having “breathing room” to adequately experiment 
and validate approaches." 
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"Hype, but velocity increases." 

 

Concern and urgency 

"Adapt or become irrelevant." 

 

"I have my fears that there are not societal plans about what is coming." 

 

"It's intimidating every time." 

 

"Anyone in a technology focused role will likely be phased out if they fail to adopt and 
adapt to this AI age that we've entered." 

 

Framing and strategy 

"AI will not replace you. People who use AI will replace you." 

 

"AI may lower the entry barriers in technology, no legacy knowledge required, but will 
access be equal?" 

 

"Stay high in the corporate pyramid — AI will fill a bigger portion of the lower." 

 

"As a knowledge worker, AI requires people to go through a mind shift change." 
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8. Benchmark metric summary 
The following table consolidates all Likert-scale metrics reported in this benchmark for reference 
and future comparison. Means are rounded to two decimal places; all items use a 1–7 scale. 

 

Individual sentiment and motivation 

Metric Mean Valid n 

Motivation to grow professionally (Q14) 5.33 102 

Perceived role change (Q9) 4.96 102 

Confidence in remaining relevant (Q10) 4.72 102 

Preparedness to adapt (Q7) 4.55 102 

Optimism about professional future (Q8) 4.47 102 
 

Organizational readiness 

Metric Mean Valid n 

Organization providing sufficient support (Q16) 4.74 95 

Organization adapting effectively (Q15) 4.72 96 

Leadership clear direction on AI (Q17) 4.64 94 
 

Segmented composite sentiment 

Segment Composite n 

Engagement Level 4 (Agentic Systems) 5.26 18 

Engagement Level 3 (Custom Builder) 5.05 14 

Engagement Level 2 (Integrated Assistant) 4.68 31 

Engagement Level 1 (Consumer / Chat) 4.26 39 

Experience 3–5 years 4.99 22 

Experience 11–15 years 4.92 12 

Experience 6–10 years 4.72 8 

Experience 15+ years 4.60 31 

Experience 0–2 years 4.40 29 
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Engagement pattern summary 

Metric Value 

Daily or near-daily AI users 70.6% 

Weekly users 22.5% 

Velocity cited as primary impact 73.5% 

Cognitive load relief cited 52.0% 

Verification anxiety cited 12.7% 

Organizations with clear AI policies and licenses 71.6% 

Organizations with permitted but self-provisioned use 18.6% 
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Appendix A · Full Likert distributions 
Complete frequency distributions for all Likert-scale items. Percentages reported as share of valid 
n for each item. 

 

Q7 · Preparedness to adapt (n=102, mean 4.55) 

Scale point Count % 

1 — Strongly Disagree 3 2.9% 

2 17 16.7% 

3 18 17.6% 

4 — Neutral 10 9.8% 

5 13 12.7% 

6 19 18.6% 

7 — Strongly Agree 22 21.6% 
 

Q8 · Optimism about professional future (n=102, mean 4.47) 

Scale point Count % 

1 — Strongly Disagree 7 6.9% 

2 13 12.7% 

3 17 16.7% 

4 — Neutral 8 7.8% 

5 20 19.6% 

6 19 18.6% 

7 — Strongly Agree 18 17.6% 
 

Q9 · Role is significantly changing (n=102, mean 4.96) 

Scale point Count % 

1 — Strongly Disagree 6 5.9% 

2 7 6.9% 

3 18 17.6% 
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Scale point Count % 

4 — Neutral 8 7.8% 

5 11 10.8% 

6 19 18.6% 

7 — Strongly Agree 33 32.4% 
 

Q10 · Confidence in remaining relevant (n=102, mean 4.72) 

Scale point Count % 

1 — Strongly Disagree 6 5.9% 

2 7 6.9% 

3 22 21.6% 

4 — Neutral 5 4.9% 

5 17 16.7% 

6 25 24.5% 

7 — Strongly Agree 20 19.6% 
 

Q14 · Motivation to grow professionally (n=102, mean 5.33) 

Scale point Count % 

1 — Strongly Disagree 4 3.9% 

2 4 3.9% 

3 5 4.9% 

4 — Neutral 13 12.7% 

5 23 22.5% 

6 21 20.6% 

7 — Strongly Agree 32 31.4% 
 

Q15–Q17 · Organizational readiness items 

Item Valid n NA Mean Low (1–
3) Neutral (4) High (5–

7) 

Q15 Org adapting 96 6 4.72 32.3% 13.5% 54.2% 
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Item Valid n NA Mean Low (1–
3) Neutral (4) High (5–

7) 

Q16 Org support 95 7 4.74 31.6% 11.6% 56.8% 

Q17 Leadership direction 94 8 4.64 34.0% 13.8% 52.1% 
 


