


Why skills flow is the new 
measure of impact
Many Learning & Development L&D) trend forecasts still read like checklists. 
They name the skills to focus on, then leave it there. That approach misses 
the underlying problem shaping L&D trends 2026 skill movement is the 
missing link between learning and business impact.

In practice, this means insight comes from behavioral data, not from 
prediction. Thatʼs why we examined edX's 20242025 Enterprise enrollment 
data alongside three authoritative global workforce reports, then synthesized 
findings to identify where behavioral signals and research forecasts 
converge.

Because edX works directly with enterprise learners, we see these shifts in 
real time through enrollment patterns that reveal demand signals others miss. 
From that analysis, weʼve found that three flows determine competitive 
advantage this year:

● Discovery (catching signals before they become obvious)
● Validation (assessing capabilities so you know what to deploy)
● Mobility (creating pathways that move people and skills to critical work)

This isn't another "top 10 skills" list. Our discussion centers on one organizing 
principle —flow infrastructure and why that matters for L&D leaders right 
now.
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    The L&D shift: From building skills to
moving them

Read the latest reports from the World Economic Forum WEF, LinkedIn, or 
McKinsey, and you land in the same place: skills gaps persist, even as training 
investment grows.

We pressure-tested that storyline against our latest edX Enterprise enrollment data, 
looking for where learner behaviour and global industry forecasts line up and where 
they donʼt.

Our main insight sits on the “after.ˮ  Whatʼs breaking down is deployment. Skills 
arenʼt moving fast enough into roles, projects, and decisions. That's why skill flow 
becomes the operating model for 2026, and the lens through which to read the skill 
priorities we discuss later.

So, letʼs first take a look at this three-stage operating model:

Discovery signals matter more than assumptions

How do you know which skills to develop when the landscape shifts monthly? Look 
at what learners actually choose. 

From 2024 to 2025, AIʼs share of edX Enterprise enrollments rose from 8% to 12% 
(see table on next page) Although growth cooled from 2022's explosive start, 
demand volumes stayed strong, which wasnʼt a surprising development. What stood 
out was what moved alongside it. Over the same period, Software Development & 
Coding fell from 6.78% to 4.29%, while Marketing climbed from 2.75% to 4.31%.
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https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
https://learning.linkedin.com/resources/workplace-learning-report
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The direction here matters. Learners arenʼt chasing isolated technical depth. Theyʼre 
selecting domain skills where AI already reshapes day-to-day work: 

● Finance, with growing interest in fintech and AI-aware business fundamentals
● Supply chain and operations, where forecasting, automation, and risk 

management now rely on AI-supported tools
● Marketing, where AI already shows up in planning, performance tracking, and 

content creation

This shows that discovery now carries real weight. The WEF projects 39% of skills 
will change by 2030.1 At the same time, McKinsey shows most organizations still plan 
workforce strategy one year at a time.2 When change moves faster than planning 
cycles, discovery through live signals is the only way to see demand early enough to 
act on it.

Source: edX internal data. 20242025. Retrieved Dec 2025. Refers to all enterprise booking data across product lines.

edX Enterprise enrollments 2024  2025
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Validation creates deployment speed

But identifying skill gaps doesn't solve the redeployment problem. For instance, 
knowing you need more data analysts means little if you can't confirm who's ready for 
advanced work versus who needs foundational training first. 

LinkedIn and McKinsey both spotlight a shift from self-reported skills to validated proof. 
Only 36% of organizations qualify as career development champions — the ones 
with mature validation and mobility infrastructure.3 But those that do, see 3.4 times 
higher leadership promotion rates.4 

And this validation challenge grows more urgent as AI reshapes work. If AI can 
generate answers on demand, then "knowing" alone no longer differentiates talent. 
Internal talent marketplaces need trust. You can't redeploy people, plan succession, or 
reskill at scale if skills data is self-declared and unreliable. Validation requires proof of 
application. Programs that tackle real-world business challenges — where learners 
must apply concepts to their actual work context — create observable evidence of 
capability. This shifts skills from theoretical to applied, which gives L&D leaders the 
confidence to move people into suitable roles.

We also see this in enrollment patterns for edX ExecEd, where sustained investment 
from L&D teams signals implicit validation. Leadership development hasn't gone away 
— if anything, organizations recognize the need more acutely now. They continue 
selecting cohort-based programs to build capabilities so leaders can perform better in 
current roles, transition smoothly, and adapt as business needs shift.

Until skills are validated, they remain theoretical — and theoretical skills donʼt move 
anywhere.

MIT Sloan Artificial Intelligence: Implications for Business Strategy

Oxford Artificial Intelligence Programme

MIT Sloan Artificial Intelligence in Health Care

Oxford Executive LeadershipProgramme

Harvard VPAL FinTech

LSE MBA Essentials

Oxford Leading Strategic Projects Programme

Top 10 Executive Education programs 2025

Harvard VPAL Cybersecurity

Yale SOM Women's Leadership Program

MIT Sloan Machine Learning in Business

Source: edX internal data. 20242025. Retrieved Dec 2025. Refers to all enterprise booking data for Executive Education 2025. 

https://business.edx.org/expert-insight/your-talent-strategy-for-closing-skills-gaps/
https://business.edx.org/executive-education/
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/massachusetts-institute-of-technology-artificial-intelligence-implications-for-business-strategy
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/university-of-oxford-artificial-intelligence-programme?index=product&queryID=b3390fc6a5408658e074a300e437b90e&position=5&results_level=second-level-results&term=Artificial+Intelligence+Programme&objectID=course-a69081ed-907a-4755-8779-b1fa7b1e10b2&campaign=Oxford+Artificial+Intelligence+Programme&source=2u&product_category=executive-education&placement_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.edx.org%2Fsearch
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/massachusetts-institute-of-technology-artificial-intelligence-in-health-care?index=product&queryId=19145401d502090f60f4f9ae1771b02b&position=3
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/university-of-oxford-executive-leadership-programme?index=rv_product_summary&queryId=ab44e4caa0f51674ba06ce6f1314e15f&position=1
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/university-of-oxford-artificial-intelligence-programme?index=product&queryID=b3390fc6a5408658e074a300e437b90e&position=5&results_level=second-level-results&term=Artificial+Intelligence+Programme&objectID=course-a69081ed-907a-4755-8779-b1fa7b1e10b2&campaign=Oxford+Artificial+Intelligence+Programme&source=2u&product_category=executive-education&placement_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.edx.org%2Fsearch
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/harvard-university-fintech?index=product&queryID=e8c822ffca3480110330184ba716c061&position=1&linked_from=autocomplete&c=autocomplete
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/the-london-school-of-economics-and-political-science-mba-essentials?index=product&queryId=90395da3445d7896db590edc210954b1&position=1
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/university-of-oxford-leading-strategic-projects-programme?index=rv_product_summary&queryId=f1f7b577f93a46e8dfd5bc8f81093926&position=12
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/university-of-oxford-artificial-intelligence-programme?index=product&queryID=b3390fc6a5408658e074a300e437b90e&position=5&results_level=second-level-results&term=Artificial+Intelligence+Programme&objectID=course-a69081ed-907a-4755-8779-b1fa7b1e10b2&campaign=Oxford+Artificial+Intelligence+Programme&source=2u&product_category=executive-education&placement_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.edx.org%2Fsearch
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/harvard-university-cybersecurity-managing-risk-in-the-information-age?index=product&queryID=f5701ab0fe39329c119fc91b5f404fe2&position=1&results_level=first-level-results&term=Cybersecurity&objectID=course-83d8b90b-40d5-443c-99fd-6ea813c19538&campaign=Cybersecurity%3A+Managing+Risk+in+the+Information+Age&source=2u&product_category=executive-education&placement_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.edx.org%2Fsearch
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/yale-university-women-s-leadership-program?index=product&queryID=f81267c800a661e3314e4712c9bb513c&position=1&results_level=first-level-results&term=Women%27s+Leadership+Program&objectID=course-aafafda6-6bd7-4d61-b0ae-50561e611971&campaign=Women%27s+Leadership+Program&source=2u&product_category=executive-education&placement_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.edx.org%2Fsearch
https://www.edx.org/executive-education/massachusetts-institute-of-technology-machine-learning-in-business?index=rv_product_summary&queryId=5ab443035d605b72d608a3a830a700aa&position=4


Mobility infrastructure prevents skill loss

According to the WEF, 19 out of 100 workers will need reskilling and redeployment into 
new roles over the next five years,5 but most organizations lack structured pathways to 
make those transitions happen.

This creates a serious retention problem. When thereʼs no infrastructure for internal 
movement, employees seeking growth leave, and they take critical capabilities with 
them. LinkedIn's attrition analysis shows business strategy ranks as the skill most likely 
to be lost when employees depart. Strategic planning and sales management follow 
closely behind, all capabilities that demand institutional knowledge and resist quick 
replacement. 

No wonder that 88% of organizations report concern about employee retention, with 
learning opportunities cited as the top retention strategy.6

In that sense, mobility pathways turn retention risk into redeployment opportunity. Skills 
stay in the organization and move to where they deliver value, which preserves both 
talent and business continuity.

edX Academies create structured pathways across eight business-critical domains, from AI to 
Leadership, giving your employees clear routes to advancement before they look elsewhere.

Artificial Intelligence 

ACADEMY

Bring your organization into 
the future by harnessing the 
power …

View academy

Sustainability 

ACADEMY

Upskill your workforce to 
help reach your sustainability
goals …

View academy

Tech and digital  

ACADEMY

Equip your professionals 
across your organization 
with the skills …

View academy

Management

ACADEMY

Equip your managers with 
the most critical functional 
skills an …

View academy

Leadership

ACADEMY

Develop leaders who earn
the trust of their teams 
and drive …

View academy

Supply chain

ACADEMY

Build internal supply 
chain expertise to drive 
organizational …

View academy

Data 

ACADEMY

Our world runs on data. 
Teach your workspace to 
harness it …

View academy

Communication

ACADEMY

Select from a curated 
series of programs built 
to support the …

View academy

edX Academies

Talk to our team about building pathways that keep critical skills in-house.
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https://business.edx.org/expert-insight/7-steps-to-creating-a-professional-skills-development-plan
https://business.edx.org/expert-insight/7-steps-to-creating-a-professional-skills-development-plan
https://business.edx.org/expert-insight/four-tips-to-improve-staff-retention/
https://business.edx.org/academies/overview/
https://business.edx.org/academy/ai/
https://business.edx.org/academy/sustainability/
https://business.edx.org/academy/tech-digital-transformation/
https://business.edx.org/academy/management/
https://business.edx.org/academy/leadership/
https://business.edx.org/academy/supply-chain/
https://business.edx.org/academy/data/
https://business.edx.org/academy/communication-professional-competencies/
https://business.edx.org/contact-us/business/
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    5 skill priorities for strategic movement in 
2026
Discovery, validation, and mobility donʼt run on intent alone. Each one depends on specific 
capabilities to work in practice. The five skill clusters below emerge from our analysis of 
learner behavior and global workforce signals — not because they're trending, but because 
they enable the three flows. 

1. AI integration everywhere

Data, AI, and machine learning specialists are among the fastest-growing roles globally, 
with 87% of employers expecting AI skills to rise in importance by 2030.7 But here's what 
matters for training design: employees don't see AI as a destination. They see it as a way to 
work smarter inside their role.

We see this playing out in real enrollment decisions. Software Development dropped 37% 
at edX Enterprise while AI-integrated Marketing climbed 57%.8 Learners pursue AI 
capabilities within their existing domains because they recognize the shift McKinsey 
describes — AI works as augmentation, not replacement:
● Marketing professionals want AI for campaign optimization
● Finance teams need it for forecasting models
● Operations leaders apply it to supply chain decisions

Sub-vertical ranking: Enterprise enrollment:



Our Python enrollment patterns capture this reorientation in concrete terms, showing 
how learners increasingly perceive AI as reducing the value of manual coding skills 
and making introductory programming courses feel less relevant. Again, demand 
shifts toward AI-augmented development, where human value lies in problem-framing 
and system design rather than syntax mastery. The code itself becomes less 
differentiating.

And watch what happened at the subvertical level. Machine learning and cloud 
computing — both technical specializations — dropped out of the top 10 entirely in 
2025, while AI foundations and generative AI moved in. That shift signals something 
critical: organizations are building AI fluency enterprise-wide, from leadership down to 
frontline roles, spreading capability far beyond technical teams.

Embed AI modules inside domain training, such 
as upskilling programs for leaders, rather than 
treating it as a separate vertical. Validate 
application skills through project-based 
assessments, then map how AI proficiency 
accelerates advancement in current roles.

PRACTICAL TIP

2. Meta-skills reduce obsolescence velocity

Employers hunt for workers who thrive amid constant change. Sixty-seven percent now 
identify resilience, flexibility, and agility as essential, second only to analytical thinking.9 
This isn't about recovery anymore. It's about what McKinsey calls "bouncing forward" — 
using disruption as fuel for advancement.

The scale of the shift is hard to ignore. Thirty-nine percent of current skills will be 
transformed or become outdated in the next five years.10 AI accelerates that velocity, 
creating a state of constant change where the ability to learn, pivot, and relearn becomes 
as crucial as learning about AI itself. Meta-skills counter this by accelerating how quickly 
people absorb new capabilities. Employees already see this connection. Sixty-eight 
percent now say learning helps them adapt during change, up from just 49% in 2022.11

7. 

https://business.edx.org/article/ai-upskilling-leaders-edx-enterprise/


3. 

As our research shows, these mindset-driven capabilities operate best as learning 
accelerators:

● Adaptability and learning agility
● Curiosity and lifelong learning
● Problem framing and sense-making
● Creative thinking
● Motivation and self-awareness
● Emotional regulation under pressure

Treat meta-skills as insurance against uncertainty. Assess 
learning agility independently from technical expertise, 
then build advancement pathways that reward adaptability 
alongside domain depth.

PRACTICAL TIP

3. Strategic human capabilities that pair with AI

Business strategy tops LinkedIn's list of skills lost to attrition, the ability to set goals and 
adjust to market forces. That way, organizations hemorrhage precisely the capabilities AI 
can't replicate: judgment shaped by institutional context, strategic thinking informed by 
market nuance.12

Yet, the data reveals a split. Some human skills plateau: empathy holds steady at 50%, 
service orientation also remains stable.13 Others surge: analytical thinking leads at 69%, 
creative thinking climbs to 57%, and leadership reaches 61%.14 Skills that rise sharpen 
business decisions — framing problems, synthesizing across domains, directing resource 
allocation. They operate at the organizational level, not just the individual one.

For 2026, the implication is clear. AI accelerates analysis but can't set direction, which 
makes strategic judgment the capability that determines whether AI outputs create value 
or waste.15

Validate strategic capabilities through business 
outcomes. Build skill flow that moves strategic 
thinkers toward roles where they shape 
direction, allocate resources, and translate 
market signals into action.

PRACTICAL TIP

8. 
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4. AI intersections create new specializations

Another trend worth watching is this: AI creates intersections that demand 
specialized capabilities beyond the technology itself. For example, cybersecurity 
interest shifts from network fundamentals toward AI-specific threats: adversarial 
attacks, model poisoning, and vulnerabilities in autonomous systems. Itʼs becoming 
increasingly evident that organizations need people who can protect machine learning 
pipelines, not just firewalls.

But securing the technology is one challenge; governing how organizations use it is 
another. Ethical AI governance emerges as companies grapple with algorithmic bias 
and transparency requirements. The sustainability landscape tells a similar story: 
regulatory pressure moves reporting from broad environmental awareness toward ESG 
frameworks specific to AI deployment and tech accountability. A strong majority of 
employers expect these governance skills to grow critical by 2030,16 yet many 
organizations still treat them as peripheral.

These aren't broad domains becoming business-critical. They're specialized 
intersections where AI meets compliance, security, and governance — and where 
capability gaps create real risk.

Strategic intersections worth investing in, therefore, include:
● Ethical AI and algorithmic accountability
● AI security and adversarial defense
● ESG frameworks for tech deployment
● Responsible AI governance structures

Consider mobility paths into these emerging 
intersections as advancement opportunities. 
Assess capabilities through demonstrated 
application in real governance scenarios, then 
position these specializations as competitive 
differentiators before regulatory mandates 
force reactive spending.

PRACTICAL TIP

9. 
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5. Career development as AI adoption infrastructure

And finally, organizations with mature career development practices adopt GenAI 42% 
faster than their peers — 51% versus 36%.17  Itʼs a clear signal that adoption speed isnʼt 
driven by tools alone. The causal chain: 

That context is essential. McKinsey describes AI tools as embedded coaching — 
supporting practice, feedback, and reflection.18 But those benefits only land when 
people can see how new skills change their role or career trajectories.

This is where many midmarket L&D teams often struggle. They firefight immediate skill 
gaps rather than building career infrastructure, even though sustained AI adoption relies 
on it.

Unify career development and AI 
readiness strategies. Use mobility 
programs to create AI skill pathways. 
Measure adoption through role 
transitions and application, not just 
course completions.

PRACTICAL TIP

https://business.edx.org/academy/ai/
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L&D trends 2026 Build flow 
infrastructure, not just 
content libraries

Put all of this together, and the direction is unmistakable. Learning creates 
potential, but value only shows up when that potential travels — into 
decisions, into projects, into roles that matter. This changes how effective 
L&D is defined. The work is less about curating ever-larger libraries and more 
about removing friction between learning and application. 

So, what 2026 really calls for is a different kind of question. Not: what skills 
do we need this year? But: how do we move capability to where it creates 
value?

Explore what skill flow could look 
like in your organization with
edX For Business  >

https://business.edx.org/
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