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Week 30, 2026 (Monday 20 July 2026)

Teams, leadership and behavior in mid-July 2026: difference is the default — the question is

whether the glue holds

Companion read to the podcast. Written for consultants working in a Danish/Nordic context. Every claim links

to its source so you can dig in.

The big picture

The week's thread is difference — and whether teams can turn it into value instead of friction. A brand-new 

Harvard Business Review article (July 15) names the four traps that make leaders waste the diversity they

hired for. The 2026 Edelman Trust Barometer shows why this matters right now: trust across difference is

fracturing inside teams, even as employees say they trust their employer more than any other institution.

Meanwhile the "difference" on your team is no longer only human — McKinsey's map of the agentic

organization describes small human teams steering swarms of AI agents, and Gallup's 2026 data shows the

manager is the switch that decides whether any of it works. We close with a fresh Danish study that corrects a

very Danish misunderstanding: psychological safety works best when the boss also sets ambitious demands.

(Honesty note: Theme 1 and the Edelman data are genuinely current — July 15 and the January 2026

barometer. The McKinsey agentic-organization framing is a late-2025 flagship and Gallup's report is from

spring 2026 — I flag them as the dominant current paradigm, not brand-new July studies. Theme 4's Danish

study is from May 2026.)

Theme 1 — Difference only pays off if you can handle the friction

Many leaders assume that a diverse team automatically produces better ideas. It doesn't. Difference creates

value only when a leader can navigate the friction that comes with different perspectives — otherwise the

diversity you recruited for gets quietly smoothed away.

What's moving. In 4 Hidden Traps of Team Dynamics (HBR, July 15, 2026), Susan MacKenty Brady (CEO

of the Simmons University Institute for Inclusive Leadership), Stuart D. Kliman (a founder and partner

emeritus at Vantage Partners and an alumnus of the Harvard Negotiation Project) and Leslie C. Smith (a

retired U.S. Army lieutenant general and former Inspector General) argue that difference is the raw material

for value — but only if leaders know how to harness it. The piece is adapted from their new HBR Press book, 

All the Difference: Six Leadership Actions to Bridge Perspectives, Strengthen Teams, and Create Value.

The evidence. They identify four common leadership traps that quietly erode trust, collaboration and

performance: certainty (being so sure you're right that you stop listening), inconsistency between words and

actions (saying you welcome dissent while punishing it), emotional reactivity (letting the amygdala answer

first), and self-justification (defending your position instead of examining it). Against these, they prescribe

six leadership actions: cultivate self-awareness, return to respect during conflict, communicate with

candor, seek the full story before drawing conclusions, foster shared ownership, and consistently
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reinforce these behaviors through action. The common denominator: the leader's own behavior sets the

ceiling for how much difference the team can metabolize.

A concrete case. The four-trap pattern is itself the finding — the authors draw on Brady's inclusive-leadership

work, Kliman's negotiation and collaboration practice, and Smith's decades of command, where "self-

justification" and "certainty" are the failure modes that cost lives, not just decisions.

The Danish angle. This is the tricky one for Nordic teams. Low power distance and consensus culture make it

easy to avoid open friction — we reach for "vi finder en løsning alle kan leve med" before the disagreement

has done its work. But smoothing over difference is how you waste it. The trap most Danish leaders should

watch is not certainty — it's inconsistency between words and actions: inviting dissent in the all-hands and

then going quiet on the person who actually voices it. "Return to respect during conflict" is, in fact, the Nordic

sweet spot when we use it deliberately: disagree hard on the issue, stay warm on the person. Lederweb's 8

theories for better team collaboration is a useful Danish companion. (This builds on our Week 26 theme on

friction turning into dysfunction — but where that was about containing friction, this is about mining it.)

What to do Monday. Before your next tense team discussion, privately name which of the four traps you are

most likely to fall into. Then pick one of the six actions and use it on purpose. The leader's trap is the team's

ceiling — so the cheapest lever is your own.

Theme 2 — Trust across difference is cracking — inside your team

Difference is only an asset (Theme 1) if trust survives it. The freshest data on that question is not reassuring.

What's moving. The 2026 Edelman Trust Barometer (published January 2026) finds a workforce that trusts 

close in and distrusts across difference. Employees now trust their employer more than any other institution —

but the same people report they no longer trust colleagues who differ from them.

The evidence. 78% of respondents say they trust their employer to do the right thing — the highest of any

entity in the study — and 81% say their employer is responsible for bridging divides (Ragan). But trust across

difference is fracturing: 70% are unwilling or hesitant to trust someone who differs from them in values,

background, culture or approach to social issues; 42% would rather switch departments than report to a

manager with different values; and 34% say that if their team leader held different political beliefs, they

would put less effort into helping that leader succeed (Human Resources Director). Notably, 35% say a

business could earn their trust by encouraging people to cooperate on solutions without taking a side — acting

as a trust broker rather than a partisan. The report's recommended levers are concrete: conflict-resolution

training and structured opportunities to work with people who hold different values.

A concrete case. The 34% and 42% figures are the case: they mean a measurable slice of any team is already

quietly withdrawing effort from colleagues and leaders they've sorted into the "different" category — before a

single task has gone wrong.

The Danish angle. Denmark's high baseline of societal trust is a real asset, but the "insularity" trend Edelman

tracks is global, and value-sorting shows up even in flat, friendly Danish teams — it just hides better under the

surface of niceness. The flip side is a mandate: with the employer the most-trusted institution (78%), your

team may be one of the last places where people across divides still cooperate at all. That is not a nice-to-have;

it is civic infrastructure, and protecting it is a leadership job.
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What to do Monday. Resist the urge to compose teams by "fit." Deliberately put people who differ on the

same concrete problem, and invest in one piece of conflict-resolution capability (even a shared norm for how

you disagree). You're not just improving this project — you're rebuilding the muscle that Edelman says the

wider world is losing.

Theme 3 — Your next teammate is an agent — and the manager decides whether it works

The "difference" on your team is no longer only between people. It is increasingly between people and

machines that plan and execute work.

What's moving. McKinsey's The agentic organization (Sukharevsky, Maor, Gast and colleagues, September

2025) describes the emerging operating model in which humans and AI agents "work side by side at scale at

near-zero marginal cost." The headline for team designers: a human team of two to five people can already

supervise an "agent factory" of 50 to 100 specialized agents running an end-to-end process such as

onboarding a customer or closing the books.

The evidence. In this model, humans move "above the loop" — steering and validating outcomes rather than

executing every step — and three new roles emerge: M-shaped supervisors (broad generalists who

orchestrate agents across domains), T-shaped experts (deep specialists who handle exceptions and safeguard

quality), and AI-augmented frontline workers (who spend less time on systems and more time with

humans). McKinsey is blunt that the differentiator is human, not technical: culture becomes "the operating

glue and the ethical compass," and the leadership task is to "build trust between humans and agents."

Gallup's State of the Global Workplace 2026 supplies the reality check. Despite the investment, only 12% of

workers strongly believe AI has meaningfully changed how work gets done, and the strongest predictor of

adoption — aside from technical integration — is whether the direct manager actively champions it.

Employees are 8.7× more likely to view work as transformed by AI, and 7.4× more likely to say AI gives

them more opportunities to do what they do best, when their manager actively supports its use (UNLEASH).

Gallup CEO Jon Clifton puts it sharply: "Even the most sophisticated neural network cannot overcome an

indifferent team leader." The catch: the layer that must champion all this is depleted — manager engagement

has fallen from 31% (2022) to 22% (2025).

The Danish angle. Flat, trust-based Danish organizations are unusually well-suited to the "above the loop"

model — steering by outcomes and trust rather than by control is already how good Danish leadership works.

But Denmark's known leadership AI-gap (leaders adopting more slowly than their staff) is exactly the

bottleneck Gallup names. There are bright spots: Aarhus University has trialled a Danish AI tool to help

leaders lead more empathetically (Lederweb). (This is distinct from our Week 25 "AI gap" and Week 27 "work

redesign" themes — here the point is team composition and orchestration: the agent is on the team, and the

manager is the switch.)

What to do Monday. Take one recurring workflow and split it explicitly: which parts require human

judgment (stay above the loop) and which parts an agent could own end-to-end under supervision. And if

you're a manager, use the tool visibly yourself — Gallup's numbers say your team copies your behavior, not

your memo.
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Theme 4 — Behavioral science: psychological safety needs ambitious demands

The most useful behavioral-science finding this month is Danish, and it corrects a widespread misreading of

"safety" as "comfort."

What's moving. A new Danish study, reported in Djøfbladet (May 2026), challenges the idea that

psychological safety is about being nice. The research — a PhD thesis by Anne Malene Jensen (ph.d. in

mental health and management accounting), supervised by Thomas Borup Kristensen, professor at Aalborg

University Business School — finds that psychological safety delivers most when it is paired with ambitious

goals and demands.

The evidence. Jensen's formulation is the keeper: "Målsætningerne giver retning, men fællesskabet giver

ressourcerne til at nå dem" — goals give direction, while the community (the safety) gives the resources to

reach them. Safety here is not the absence of pressure; it rests on mutual respect and the trust that you can

question processes and flag errors without punishment. Remove the demands and safety curdles into coasting;

remove the safety and demands curdle into fear. This maps onto Amy Edmondson's classic "learning

zone" (high safety + high accountability), but the fresh contribution is a Danish quantitative study naming

ambition as the activator. A complementary nugget from MIT Sloan Management Review's Spring 2026 issue:

true team consensus is facilitated by socially central connectors, not high-status individuals — the informal

glue, not the org chart, is where real alignment forms.

A concrete case. The study's own contrast is the case: teams with high safety but soft goals underperformed

the teams that combined safety with genuinely ambitious targets. Coziness is not the goal; it's the enabling

condition for stretch.

The Danish angle. The study is Danish, and so is the misunderstanding it corrects. "Tryghed" gets heard as 

hygge — a warm, low-demand climate — when the evidence says the point of safety is to make hard,

ambitious work survivable. Pair it with the connector finding and the practical move is clear: raise the bar and

route the change through the team's trusted connectors, not just its senior titles.

What to do Monday. Audit your team on two axes at once — psychological safety and standards. If it's warm

but coasting, don't add more safety; add a harder, shared goal. If it's driven but anxious, add safety first. And

when you want a new norm to stick, enlist the person everyone actually listens to, regardless of their rank.

Books & tools to watch

Brady, Kliman & Smith — All the Difference (HBR Press, July 2026): the book behind Theme 1;

the six leadership actions are a ready-made framework for a team offsite.

2026 Edelman Trust Barometer: free to read, and full of client-ready data on trust-bridging inside

organizations.

McKinsey — The agentic organization (11-page article): the clearest current map of human–agent

team design, including the three emerging roles.

Gallup — State of the Global Workplace 2026: the manager-as-AI-champion data (8.7× / 7.4×) is

the single most useful adoption statistic of the year.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The three things to remember

Difference is the raw material — and the leader's own traps set the ceiling. Name your trap

(certainty, self-justification, reactivity, saying-one-thing-doing-another) before you respond, and

mine the friction instead of smoothing it away.

Trust across difference is the scarce resource. Your team may be one of the last places people

who differ still cooperate — build the conflict muscle on purpose, because 34% are already

withholding effort from those they've sorted as "other."

Whether the "other" is a colleague or an agent, the job is the same: build trust across the

difference. Steer AI above the loop and champion it visibly; pair psychological safety with

ambitious demands; and be the behavior you want copied.

Which of the four traps is your team's real ceiling — and who is the connector you'd route your next change

through?

Sources & dig deeper

International research & media - Harvard Business Review, July 15, 2026 — Susan MacKenty Brady,

Stuart D. Kliman & Leslie C. Smith, 4 Hidden Traps of Team Dynamics, adapted from All the Difference: Six

Leadership Actions to Bridge Perspectives, Strengthen Teams, and Create Value (HBR Press, 2026) - 2026

Edelman Trust Barometer — see also Ragan's by-the-numbers summary and Human Resources Director,

"Trust is becoming a workplace issue" - McKinsey — The agentic organization: Contours of the next

paradigm for the AI era (Sukharevsky, Maor, Gast et al., September 2025) - Gallup — State of the Global

Workplace 2026; analysis via UNLEASH - MIT Sloan Management Review — Spring 2026 issue (socially

central connectors and team consensus)

Danish sources & voices - Djøfbladet — Psykologisk tryghed virker bedst, hvis chefen også stiller ambitiøse

krav (May 2026; Anne Malene Jensen & Thomas Borup Kristensen, Aalborg University Business School) -

Lederweb / Væksthus for Ledelse — 8 teorier: Få et endnu bedre samarbejde i dit team; AI hjælper til mere

empatisk ledelse

1. 

2. 

3. 
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