jo B = ]

- the
incremental _@
pathway"

Entrust, Empower, Execute

ST . k

The Rise of Knowledge Worker-Led

Automation
Unleashing the Potential of Knowledge Workers

in Microsoft 365 Organizations

The Incremental Pathway

© 2026
The Incremental Pathway



the
incremental .
pathway” @

Entrust, Empower, Execute

Table of Contents

EXECULIVE SUMMATY weiiiiiiiiiiiiieee ettt e e e ettt e e e e e e e eennnes 1
INEFOTUCTION .ttt ettt st s e s e s e s 1
What is @ KNnowledge WOTrKEr? ...ttt 2
What iS AUTOMETIONT ceniiiiiiiiiieiieeeiee ettt ettt ettt e e e st e s eeesmaeesnaeeseneee s 2
The Automation CONtINUUM ...ccuiiiiiiiiiieeic e s s 2
Shifting Development ROIES......coouii ittt 3
Beyond Tooling: The Real Capability Gap....ccceeieiieiiiiiiiiiiiieeceeeeieeeeeeeeee e 4
Closing the "App ROIDead ZoNe" .......oiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiitcctc ettt 4
Bridging the Gap: Applying Simplified Development Practices .......cccceeveeerniecriieerneecnnnne. 4
Organizational IMPliCatioNS......eiiiiiiiiiieeeeeee ettt e s e 5
Roadmap for Knowledge-Worker Enablement ..o 5
CONCIUSION 1ttt ettt ettt e st eebn e e snaeesnaeesans 5

© 2026
The Incremental Pathway



the

incremental @
pathway” .. The Incremental Pathway

Entrust, Empower, Execute

Executive Summary

Knowledge-worker-led automation is rapidly moving from a niche “citizen developer”
activity to a mainstream operating model inside Microsoft 365 organizations, accelerated
by Copilot, low-code platforms, and easier integration patterns. This paper defines
knowledge workers and automation, maps the Microsoft 365 automation continuum from
everyday Copilot assistance through Power Automate and Copilot Studio, and explains
why capability-building (problem framing, process design, lightweight engineering
discipline, and productive collaboration with IT) matters more than tooling alone. It also
highlights the “App ROI Dead Zone" where many mid-complexity inefficiencies have
historically gone unsolved—and how GenAl is changing the economics—then closes with
practical organizational implications and a staged enablement roadmap to help leaders
unlock productivity gains while maintaining governance, security, and alignment to
enterprise goals.

e Who thisis for: leaders, product owners, and operations teams looking to scale
practical automation in Microsoft 365 without increasing risk.

e Whatyou'll learn: a clear view of the Microsoft 365 automation continuum, the
skills that matter most, and how to avoid the “ROI dead zone” where mid-size
problems stall.

e What to do next: use the enablement roadmap to choose a starting point, then
align guardrails with IT so successful automations can spread safely.

Introduction

The nature of software development is changing globally. Advances in low-code
platforms, Al-assisted coding, and generative design tools are shifting development
activity away from specialized technical teams toward domain experts who understand the
work itself. This decentralization of development is reshaping how organizations innovate
and improve operations.

Within this broader movement, Microsoft is in a leading position. Through the Microsoft
365 ecosystem and the integration of Copilot, the company is uniquely positioned to
enable knowledge workers to automate, build, and extend digital solutions using the tools
they already rely on daily. What was once limited to IT or professional developers is now
accessible to anyone who can describe a process or identify an inefficiency.

This democratization of development represents much more than a technical shift. It is a
structural and cultural change, redefining how roles, responsibilities, and collaboration
function inside organizations. Understanding this evolution is critical to ensuring that
knowledge workers use these capabilities effectively, responsibly, and in alignment with
enterprise goals.

© 2025 The Incremental Pathway Ltd 1
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What is a Knowledge Worker?

A knowledge worker (referred to as "knowledge
workers” or “kworkers” in this paper) is someone whose Automating Workshop
primary value to the organization lies in thinking, Operations at TIP
analyzing, and creating rather than performing routine,
largely manual tasks. They use information to make
decisions, solve problems, and generate insights. In the
modern enterprise, kworkers span roles from analysts
and consultants to project managers, subject-matter
experts, and managers—people who understand the
work deeply and are now gaining the tools to improve

At The Incremental Pathway (TIP),
automation has been used to
streamline workshop
management. Simple Office-
based automations now handle
tasks such as:

and automate it themselves. e creating and sending invitation
and introductory emails
. . e distributing course materials,
Wh at 1S AUtO m atl on ? e managing post-session follow-
Automation is the use of technology to perform tasks or up
processes that would otherwise require manual effort. It e Summarizing and analyzing
allows people to save time, reduce errors, and focus on transcripts and feedback.

higher-value work. Automations can start small and grow
into powerful, connected solutions that streamline how
teams operate.

What once required multiple
manual steps is now consistent,
fast, and largely self-managing,

e Summarize meeting notes and send key points to freeing facilitators to focus on
participants automatically. client engagement and
e Schedule weekly reminders for team updates or improvement.

status checks.

. . |
e Move shared files to the right folder once they are

approved.

¢ Notify a manager when a form or request is completed.

e Update a task list when new information is added by a colleague.

e Compile daily performance highlights and share them with the team.

e Connect project plans with a customer system so updates appear in both places
automatically.

The Automation Continuum

Microsoft 365 now offers a broad continuum of automation and app-building tools that
vary in power, sophistication, and complexity. These tools can be viewed as points along a
development spectrum from the simplest, most accessible tools to traditional
development approaches.

Implication for Knowledge-

Tool or Platform  Description

Worker Development

. Embedded Al in Word, Excel, Builds familiarity with Al-driven task
Microsoft 365 . .
Conilot PowerPoint, and Outlook for support. Encourages workers to think

i
P generating content, analyzing in structured steps and prompts,
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Copilot App

Teams Workflows
and Loop Tasks

Copilot Studio

Power Automate

Intersection with
Traditional App
Development

data, and automating document
workflows.

Custom Copilot experience
surfacing advanced features like
Notebooks and Agents.

Simple automations and task
coordination directly inside
Teams or Loop pages.

Platform for creating and
managing custom copilots,
including conversational topics
and integrations with Power
Automate or APIs.

Comprehensive low-code
automation environment
connecting Microsoft and third-
party services.

Collaboration point between
citizen developers and
professional IT teams for
scalable, governed solutions.

bridging daily work and process
design.

Allows kworkers to provide
document-based context for a
personal project and create
customized Copilot-like experiences
(Agents).

First hands-on exposure to workflow
logic. Encourages use of triggers,
actions, and collaboration in process
improvement.

Moves kworkers toward lightweight
app design. Requires understanding
of data models, connectors, and user
experience flows.

Expands into structured
development. Workers apply logic,
testing, and documentation practices
to ensure reliability and governance
compliance.

Highest complexity level. Kworkers
must align with IT practices such as
environment management,
versioning, and lifecycle governance
to achieve enterprise-grade
outcomes.

Navigating investment across this expanding toolset will challenge most organizations.
Each platform serves a distinct purpose, yet overlaps exist, and adoption often spreads
unevenly across teams. Without a coordinated approach, organizations risk duplication,
security gaps, and fragmented processes. It is therefore critical to think holistically, treating
the Microsoft 365 automation landscape as an interconnected ecosystem rather than a
collection of standalone tools. Clear strategy, governance, and skill development are
essential to realizing the full productivity and innovation potential of knowledge-worker-

led automation.

Shifting Development Roles

Historically, automation was primarily the domain of IT and technical teams. The time, cost,
and formality required to initiate development meant that only large problems with clear,
defensible business cases were addressed. As a result, knowledge workers were forced to
live with, work around, or manually compensate for a wide range of smaller but persistent
inefficiencies that never justified formal investment.

© 2025 The Incremental Pathway Ltd 3
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Today, development responsibility is shifting toward kworkers, who are closer to business
processes and can identify opportunities for improvement. This transition enables faster
innovation but requires new boundaries for collaboration between business and IT.

Within this model, a new role is emerging: the expert kworker. These individuals act as
bridges between business and technology, designing and maintaining automations while
adhering to governance policies.

IT continues to play a crucial role, ensuring data security, scalability, and compliance while
enabling kworkers to innovate safely within defined parameters.

Beyond Tooling: The Real Capability Gap

The primary barrier to effective automation is not the tools themselves but the lack of key
cognitive and design skills. Most kworkers have limited experience with structured
problem-solving, decision-making, and solution discovery.

To make full use of Microsoft 365's automation capabilities, organizations must focus on
developing capabilities such as:

e Problem definition and decomposition

e Structured decision-making

e Process mapping and solution design

o Effective collaboration with IT and automation specialists

Encouraging a product and design mindset allows kworkers to build automations that are
not only functional but scalable and aligned with business objectives.

Closing the “App ROI Dead Zone”

Many business problems have lived in the “App ROI Dead Zone” comprising problems
that are too complex for Excel but too infrequent or with insufficient business value for full-
scale development with traditional technical teams (“IT"). GenAl is shifting the ROI
calculation so that simpler problems can now be solved cost-effectively. Conversational
interfaces, better prompting, and rapid iteration now let kworkers solve mid-complexity
problems directly, closing a gap that once left teams stuck with inefficiency.

Bridging the Gap: Applying Simplified
Development Practices

As kworkers take on greater responsibility for automation, they must begin to adopt
simplified versions of traditional application development practices. Concepts such as
version control, documentation, testing, and change tracking should be applied in
proportion to the complexity of the automation being built. Even lightweight discipline in
these areas increases reliability, transparency, and maintainability.

© 2025 The Incremental Pathway Ltd 4
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Tooling is critical and brings its own challenges, but the real barriers lie below the surface
in problem solving, solution discovery, and collaboration with IT.

Equally important is developing a basic understanding of how IT teams work, including
environment management, governance, and lifecycle practices. When kworkers align their
efforts with these principles, they avoid duplication, reduce support costs, and enable
faster deployment of high-quality automations that integrate cleanly into enterprise
systems.

Organizational Implications

This shift introduces new governance, cultural, and operational challenges. Organizations
must balance freedom to experiment with oversight that ensures compliance and data
integrity.

Key areas of focus include establishing clear guidelines, fostering transparency, and
building a culture that supports safe experimentation. Hybrid collaboration models
between kworkers and IT teams will become standard practice.

Metrics for automation success should extend beyond efficiency to include adoption,
quality, and alignment with strategic objectives.

Roadmap for Knowledge-Worker Enablement

Organizations that wish to fully benefit from this transformation must develop an
intentional roadmap to enable their workforce. This roadmap should progress through the
following stages:

Awareness: Make the full landscape of tools visible and understandable
Skill development: Train workers to think like designers and problem solvers
Support structures: Build communities of practice and provide reusable assets

o=

Maturity path: Develop tiers from beginner to expert automation contributor

This approach fosters self-sufficiency while maintaining alignment with IT governance and
strategic goals.

Conclusion

As automation becomes increasingly integrated into daily work, every kworker gains the
potential to leverage automation to increase their personal effectiveness. The challenge
for leadership is to guide this shift thoughtfully, encouraging innovation, providing
guardrails, and defining what productivity means in a hybrid human-Al workplace.

For leaders, the call to action is to get personally involved: choose a few high-friction
workflows, sponsor time for teams to redesign them, and insist on clear ownership,
guardrails, and measures of success. Before launching tool rollouts or asking people to
“build automations,” pause to identify the real constraints—unclear decision rights,
fragmented data, competing incentives, lack of time to improve the work, or weak
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collaboration between business and IT. Addressing those barriers up front is what turns
experimentation into durable capability and sustained productivity gains.
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