
 
  

Business Strategy Trends To Watch 

Idea In Short

Executives who wait for certainty before revising strategy will fall behind those who move
now. Nine forces, from environmental, social and governance (ESG) accountability to
artificial intelligence (AI)-driven personalization, are converging to reward organizations that
rebuild their operating models rather than patch them. The immediate priority is
straightforward: audit supply chain exposure, data governance and workforce design
against these nine forces within the next two quarters, then reallocate capital toward the two
or three trends most material to your industry. Boards that treat this as a one-time planning
exercise will lose ground to competitors treating it as a continuous discipline. The
organizations gaining share are not necessarily the largest; they are the ones translating
these shifts into funded initiatives with named owners and quarterly checkpoints, rather than
leaving them as slides in a strategy deck nobody revisits.

Every strategy function eventually confronts the same uncomfortable truth: the plan that
worked last year is already losing relevance. Nine forces are converging on corporate
strategy at once, spanning sustainability commitments, technology investment, workforce
structure, supply networks, data governance, customer expectations, event formats,
resource models and corporate partnerships. None of these forces is entirely new, yet the
pace at which they now interact has changed the calculus for executives who once treated
strategic review as an annual ritual. The businesses gaining ground are not the ones with
the biggest budgets; they are the ones that read these signals early and reallocate
resources before the shift becomes obvious to everyone else. What follows is a practical
accounting of the nine trends most likely to determine which companies set the terms of
competition over the next several years and which spend that time reacting to decisions
made elsewhere.

Sustainability Becomes Core Operating Discipline

Environmental, social and governance (ESG) principles have moved from the investor
relations page to the center of how companies design products, source materials and
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structure supply contracts. Investors increasingly price sustainability risk directly into
valuation models and customers, particularly in business-to-business markets, now request
carbon disclosures as a condition of doing business rather than as a courtesy. Companies
that once treated a sustainability report as an annual publishing exercise are discovering
that regulators in the European Union, the United Kingdom and a growing number of United
States states now require verified emissions data tied to actual operations. Supply chain
traceability, once a niche concern for a handful of consumer brands, has become a baseline
expectation across manufacturing, retail and financial services. McKinsey's research on
corporate growth found that companies pairing revenue expansion with credible
sustainability performance outperformed peers who pursued growth alone.

Revenue growth is good. Profitable growth is better. Profitable growth that
advances ESG priorities is best

That framing captures why sustainability strategy has shifted from a defensive compliance
posture to an offensive growth lever. Executives who fund carbon accounting systems,
supplier audits and circular sourcing now treat these as investments with measurable
payback rather than costs to be minimized.1 Companies still treating ESG as a marketing
function, disconnected from procurement and product design, are the ones most likely to
face restated disclosures or supplier disputes when scrutiny increases.

Digital Investment Shifts From Optional To Structural

Artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain and the Internet of Things (IoT) have moved from pilot
programs to structural components of how leading companies operate. The distinction that
matters now is not whether a company has adopted these technologies, since most large
organizations have run at least one AI pilot, but whether the technology is embedded into
core processes that touch revenue and cost. Retailers use AI-driven demand forecasting to
cut inventory carrying costs, manufacturers use IoT sensors to predict equipment failure
before it halts production and financial institutions use blockchain-based ledgers to settle
transactions that once took days in minutes. The companies capturing outsized value from
these investments share a common trait: they redesigned workflows around the technology
rather than layering the technology onto unchanged processes. A logistics firm that adds AI
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routing software to a dispatch process built for manual scheduling captures a fraction of the
available efficiency compared to one that rebuilds dispatch around what the algorithm can
actually optimize. Digital transformation budgets are no longer separate line items reviewed
once a year; they are becoming embedded in how every major business decision gets
made, from pricing to hiring to capital allocation.

Workforce Design Moves Beyond The Office Debate

The argument over whether employees should return to offices has given way to a more
useful question: where does specific work actually get done best. Deloitte's research on the
future of the workplace frames this directly, noting that the ideal workplace is defined by
function rather than by tradition or convenience.

The ideal workplace is not just a physical site dictated by tradition, right, or
necessity, but wherever work is best done

Companies that once mandated blanket in-office policies are now differentiating by role,
team and task, recognizing that a product development team benefits from concentrated in-
person collaboration at certain project stages while a customer support team may operate
more effectively distributed across time zones.2 This shift has real implications for talent
strategy: organizations that design work around outcomes rather than physical presence
gain access to talent pools they could not previously reach, including specialists in regions
where they have no physical office. The trade-off is that hybrid and remote structures
demand far more deliberate management of culture and cross-team coordination than co-
located teams ever required and companies underinvesting in that coordination layer are
seeing measurable declines in cross-functional project speed.

Supply Chains Are Rebuilt For Resilience

Supply chain strategy has shifted from a cost-minimization exercise to a risk-management
discipline and the shift is not temporary. The World Economic Forum's most recent
assessment of global value chains describes an environment of structural volatility rather
than episodic disruption, meaning companies can no longer plan around occasional shocks
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and instead need to design for continuous instability.

Global value chains have entered an era of structural volatility

Three in four business leaders surveyed for that assessment now view resilience investment
as a driver of growth rather than a sunk cost, a meaningful change from a decade in which
supply chain leaders were rewarded almost exclusively for squeezing out inventory and
transportation expense.3 The practical response has taken several forms:

Qualifying alternate suppliers in different geographies before a disruption forces the
search
Reshoring or nearshoring production for components where lead time risk
outweighs labor cost savings
Building inventory buffers for critical inputs rather than running on pure just-in-time
schedules
Investing in supply chain visibility software that flags risk before it reaches the
production line

None of these measures eliminates disruption, but companies that have made these
investments recover from shocks in weeks rather than quarters and that speed difference
increasingly separates market leaders from the companies still catching up on delayed
shipments.

Data Privacy Moves From Compliance To Strategic Risk

Data protection has outgrown its origins as a legal and information-technology function and
become a board-level strategic concern. The scope of what counts as a privacy risk is also
expanding. Gartner's analysis of privacy trends projects that by 2029, most privacy
incidents will stem not from direct exposure of personal data but from AI systems generating
inferences about individuals that those individuals never explicitly shared.

There is a fundamental shift underway from data exposure to insight exposure
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4 That distinction matters because a company can comply with every data protection
regulation on the books and still expose customers to real harm through what its AI models
infer about health, financial status or personal circumstances from seemingly unrelated data
points. Companies that get ahead of this trend are building governance structures that
review not just what data they collect, but what their models are capable of inferring from it
and they are doing so before regulators force the issue through enforcement action. The
reputational cost of a privacy failure now compounds faster than it did even five years ago,
given how quickly customer trust erodes once a breach becomes public.

Personalization Raises The Bar For Customer Trust

Artificial intelligence and advanced data analytics have made individualized products,
pricing and marketing technically achievable at a scale that was impractical a decade ago.
Yet execution quality varies enormously and the gap between companies doing this well and
companies doing it poorly is widening rather than narrowing. PwC's 2025 Customer
Experience Survey found a persistent disconnect between how much loyalty executives
believe their personalization efforts have earned and how customers actually feel about the
brand relationship.

In today's market, customer experience is not just a brand pillar, it is the brand

5 Personalization done well anticipates a customer's actual need and reduces friction, while
personalization done poorly feels like surveillance dressed up as service and customers
increasingly know the difference. Retailers using purchase history to recommend genuinely
relevant products retain customers at meaningfully higher rates than those blasting generic
offers segmented only by broad demographic category. The companies winning this trend
treat personalization as a trust-building exercise with a data ethics layer built in, not merely
a conversion-rate optimization tactic bolted onto the marketing stack.

Virtual Engagement Extends Beyond The Pandemic Era
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Virtual and hybrid event formats, accelerated out of necessity during the pandemic, have
persisted because they solve real business problems that in-person formats cannot. A
company launching a product globally can now reach prospects in a dozen markets
simultaneously without the travel budget, logistics and carbon footprint that a purely
physical launch tour would require. Conference organizers have found that hybrid formats
expand reach without cannibalizing the premium in-person experience that sponsors and
top-tier attendees still value, provided the two formats are designed as genuinely different
experiences rather than a webcam pointed at a stage. Sales organizations have adapted
similarly, using virtual product demonstrations and interactive digital showrooms to qualify
prospects before committing the expense of an in-person visit. The strategic implication is
that event budgets, once allocated almost entirely to physical venues and travel, now split
across a portfolio of formats matched to audience size, deal value and geography.
Companies still running events exactly as they did in 2019 are leaving reach and cost
efficiency on the table.

Circular Business Models Create New Revenue

Circular economy principles, which prioritize waste reduction, material reuse and product
recycling over the traditional take-make-dispose model, have moved from environmental
initiative to genuine revenue strategy. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation, which has spent
over a decade researching circular business models, argues that business sits at the center
of this transition rather than at its periphery.

Business sits at the heart of the transition to a circular economy

6 Manufacturers designing products for disassembly and reuse are discovering secondary
markets for refurbished goods that generate margin comparable to and sometimes
exceeding, new product sales. Fashion and electronics companies running take-back
programs are converting what used to be a disposal cost into a supply source for recycled
materials, reducing exposure to volatile raw commodity prices in the process. This trend
intersects directly with supply chain resilience, since a company that can source a
meaningful share of its inputs from its own reclaimed materials is less exposed to the same
disruptions straining conventional linear supply chains. Regulators in several markets are

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -6-



also beginning to mandate extended producer responsibility, meaning companies that build
circular capability now will face a smaller compliance burden than those forced to retrofit
these systems under regulatory pressure later.

Strategic Alliances Demand Continuous Renegotiation

Cooperation between companies, through joint ventures, licensing arrangements and formal
alliances, has become a faster route to new capability than building everything internally,
particularly in fast-moving technology categories where the cost of falling behind exceeds
the cost of sharing upside with a partner. What separates successful alliances from failed
ones is not the initial deal structure but the willingness to revisit that structure as
circumstances change. Harvard Business Review's research on joint venture performance
found that partnerships restructured to reflect shifting market conditions consistently
delivered stronger financial returns than those left on autopilot after signing.

Partnerships and joint ventures are an important source of revenue and innovation
for many large companies, particularly in areas of emerging technology

7 This finding runs counter to how many executives instinctively manage partnerships,
treating the signed agreement as a fixed asset rather than a living arrangement that needs
the same periodic review as any other strategic investment. Companies pursuing alliances
for access to complementary technology, distribution or regulatory expertise should build
renegotiation checkpoints into the partnership from the outset rather than waiting for a crisis
to force the conversation. The alliances most likely to fail are the ones where neither party
revisits the terms until one side feels shortchanged, by which point the relationship has
usually accumulated enough resentment to make renegotiation difficult.

1The triple play: Growth, profit and sustainability
2Activating the future of workplace
3Global supply chains enter era of structural volatility
4Gartner predicts most privacy incidents will stem from AI-generated inferences by
2029
5The loyalty illusion
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6Circular economy business model for growth and resilience
7Research: Joint ventures that keep evolving perform better

Summary

Strategy in this environment rewards organizations that treat adaptation as an operating
habit rather than an annual event. Sustainability, digital investment, workforce design,
supply chain resilience, data stewardship, personalization, virtual engagement, circular
business models and strategic alliances are not separate initiatives competing for budget;
they intersect and companies that fund them in isolation will underperform those that
sequence them deliberately. None of these nine forces demands a complete reinvention of
the business. Each demands a clear-eyed assessment of where the organization is exposed
and a funded plan to close the gap, owned by someone whose performance review
depends on it. The businesses that treat 2026 planning cycles as an opportunity to embed
these shifts into core operations, rather than bolt them onto existing plans, will be the ones
setting terms for their industries in the years ahead.
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