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2 0 2 5  F O U R T H  Q U A R T E R

As the calendar turns toward 2026, one question looms large: how will you ensure your next leadership team and your 

next leadership hire drives strategy, culture, and growth rather than simply filling a gap? With complexity, transformation, 

and succession pressures mounting, relying on who happens to be looking to join your team is no longer enough. 

The most successful organizations are entering the new year with a deliberate, forward-focused approach: connecting 

with the right candidates, defining what tomorrow’s leadership requires, and recognizing that hiring the next leader 

requires a comprehensive process. The following key areas highlight how to approach executive hiring with clarity and 

confidence as you plan for the year ahead.

K&R EXPERIENCE

Drawing from the hundreds of conversations we’ve had with clients this year, one theme is clear: expectations for 

effective leadership continue to evolve across every function. Regardless of discipline or organizational size, the leaders 

rising to the top share a consistent set of attributes. The capabilities most frequently prioritized include:

1. Adaptive and agile leadership: The ability to pivot 

quickly, make informed decisions with imperfect 

information, and steer teams through constant change.

2. Emotional intelligence: Strong self-awareness and the 

capacity to build trust, inspire teams, and lead with 

empathy in high-pressure environments.

3. AI and digital fluency: A working command of emerging 

technologies and digital tools, enabling leaders to make 

strategic decisions & improve efficiency.

4. Change Leadership: The ability to guide teams through 

transitions, drive alignment around new initiatives, and 

foster adoption while minimizing resistance.
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Specializing in recruiting and developing leaders for organizations that feed the world, Kincannon & Reed places 

leaders who drive innovation and growth across the agriculture and food value chain. The K&R EDGE Leadership 

Solutions team specifically consults with organizations to develop leaders and foster sustainable business growth. 

Addressing global food security through sustainable practices continues to surface critical leadership challenges across 

the food and agriculture value chain. In 2026, leaders face a convergence of forces: rapid AI and automation adoption, 

rising sustainability expectations, tightening talent pipelines, and a more complex risk landscape. Expectations around 

purpose, wellbeing, inclusion, and flexible work are also evolving faster than many organizations can adapt. Technology, 

capital, and policy are necessary but not sufficient—the true differentiator is leadership: who occupies key roles, how 

prepared they are, and whether culture and talent practices enable agility and resilience. 

The following moving targets and their implications highlight where senior leaders must focus to build resilient 

organizations capable of delivering on both performance and purpose:

M O V I N G  T A R G E T S I M P L I C AT I O N S

The food and agriculture sectors are experiencing accelerating 

technological advancements, automation, and digital 

transformation, improving efficiency, resilience, and transparency 

within the value chain.​ 

New roles and capability profiles are emerging, and demand is 

rising for leaders with advanced technical skills and change 

leadership, creating opportunities to attract cross-industry talent 

and upskill future successors.​

Human-AI collaboration now underpins decisions from crop 

management to supply-chain optimization and workforce planning, 

creating significant opportunity and complexity for the talent 

landscape.​

Organizations must intentionally build AI-ready leadership—

prioritizing tech literacy, ethical judgment, and learning agility—so 

leaders can redesign roles, lead teams, and manage the workforce 

impact of automation.​

Multi-layered risk (spanning economic volatility, geopolitical 

instability, climate-related disruption, and AI-enabled cyber 

threats) is reshaping business models and investment decisions 

across the food value chain.

Businesses need integrated human-capital risk strategies that 

stress-test leadership pipelines and critical roles, embed cyber and 

climate risk into leadership accountabilities, and build 

organizational resilience.

Talent and work design have become strategic levers, with 

decisions about hybrid, remote, and site-based roles directly 

shaping access to scarce skills, cost profiles, and the organization’s 

attractiveness as an employer in the industry.

Senior leaders must articulate a clear philosophy for where and 

how work is done, redesign critical roles and operating models 

accordingly, and hold their teams accountable for leading high-

performance, inclusive, distributed environments.

Persistent skill shortages, an aging workforce, and rapidly changing 

technical and AI-related requirements are widening the gap 

between current and future talent needs in food & ag.

Organizations will need to broaden recruitment strategies 

(including non-traditional and cross-industry candidates), 

strengthen partnerships, and invest in continuous development 

aligned to future skills.

Succession pressure is intensifying as founders retire, ownership 

structures evolve, and leadership turnover accelerates across food 

and agriculture businesses.​

Organizations must treat succession as an ongoing strategic 

process, with diverse successor slates, clear development paths, 

and tight links between succession, leadership development, and 

retention for critical roles.​

Expectations around DEI, representation, and fairness are shifting, 

even amid broader societal pushback, with growing scrutiny on 

who leads and who benefits across food systems.​

Retaining credibility and talent requires visible commitments to 

inclusive leadership, diverse pipelines (including women and 

underrepresented groups in agriculture), and equitable 

opportunities across the organization.​

Employee expectations for intangibles like flexible working 

conditions, purpose-driven work tied to sustainability and food 

security, and whole-person wellbeing continue to rise.​

Retaining high performers demands excellent people leadership, 

psychological safety, proactive mental health and wellbeing 

support, and a culture where sustainability, community impact, 

and voice truly shape decisions.
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