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Abstract

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is reshaping organizations,
decision-making processes, and managerial roles. This
paper synthesizes recent literature and builds a
conceptual framework describing how Al adoption
transforms leadership styles—particularly
transformational, transactional, servant, distributed, and
ethical leadership. It argues that Al augments leaders’
capabilities (data-driven decision-making, predictive
insights) while introducing new demands (Al
governance, ethical accountability, human—Al teaming
competencies). Drawing on recent industry reports and
peer-reviewed studies, the paper proposes a mixed-
method empirical design to test how Al maturity
moderates the relationship between leadership style and
organizational (innovation,  employee
Practical

outcomes
ethical

recommendations for leaders and HR are provided,
along with research avenues and limitations. Key

engagement, compliance).

implications include the need for leaders to develop Al
literacy, ethical stewardship, and new sociotechnical
competencies to remain effective in Al-pervasive
workplaces. (McKinsey & Company)
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1. Introduction

Artificial  Intelligence  (AI)  technologies—from
predictive analytics to generative large language
models—are rapidly being integrated into organizational
processes. This diffusion changes not only operational
workflows but also the leadership competencies required
to guide teams and organizations effectively. Leaders
must now navigate Al-enhanced decision-making
environments, design governance mechanisms for

algorithmic systems, and manage workforce transitions
driven by automation. Contemporary evidence suggests
organizations are redesigning workflows and elevating
Al governance to senior leadership roles, which implies
profound effects on leadership styles and practices.
(McKinsey & Company)

This paper addresses the question: How does Al
adoption impact leadership styles, and what
competencies and governance practices must leaders
develop to thrive? We offer a literature synthesis, a
conceptual framework, and a mixed-methods research
design that journals can consider for empirical
validation.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Al adoption and organizational change

Large-scale surveys and industry reports indicate broad
and deep Al adoption across sectors, with organizations
redesigning workflows and creating leadership roles
focused on Al governance and strategy. These structural
changes influence who makes strategic decisions and
how decisions are informed. (McKinsey & Company)

2.2 Leadership styles overview

Classical leadership theory identifies several prominent
styles  (transformational, transactional, servant,
distributed, and situational leadership). Each style
emphasizes different leader behaviors—visioning and
inspiration  (transformational),  reward—punishment
contingencies (transactional), care and stewardship
(servant), and shared responsibility (distributed). Prior to
Al’s current wave, studies connected these styles to
outcomes such as innovation, engagement, and

performance.
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2.3 How Al interacts with leadership behaviors

Recent conceptual and empirical work suggests multiple
interaction pathways:

. Decision augmentation: Al provides leaders
with data-driven, predictive insights that augment
strategic decision-making. Leaders who can synthesize
Al outputs and human judgment tend to achieve better
outcomes (e.g., faster response to market changes,
improved forecasting). (McKinsey & Company)

. Task automation and role redefinition:
Automation of routine managerial tasks frees leaders to
focus on higher-order, people-centered activities—but

also requires reskilling and role redefinition. (MDPI)

. Ethics and governance demands: Al systems
introduce accountability and ethical risks (bias, opacity,
privacy).  Leaders  must
responsibilities  for

assume governance

sustainable and ethical Al

deployment. (emerald.com)

2.4 Gaps in existing research

Most research to date is conceptual or based on cross-
sectional surveys; there is a need for mixed-method
longitudinal studies that examine causality (e.g., whether
Al maturity changes the effectiveness of specific
leadership styles) and boundary conditions (industry,
firm size, Al type).

3. Conceptual Framework and Propositions

(Moderates

Definitions:

. Al maturity: degree of integration of Al
capabilities into workflows and decision processes (low
— pilot; medium — operationalized; high — strategic
and embedded). (McKinsey & Company)

. Leadership styles: transformational,
transactional, servant, distributed, and ethical
stewardship.

. Organizational outcomes: innovation,
employee engagement, decision quality, and ethical

compliance.

Propositions(exemplars):

P1. Under high Al maturity,
leadership will be more strongly associated with
innovation, because Al-coupled leaders can translate
data-driven insights into strategic vision and mobilize

transformational

teams to execute complex changes. (McKinsey &
Company)

P2. Under low Al maturity, transactional leadership
remains effective for operational control and short-term
performance but may constrain innovation when
automation enables rapid experimentation.
P3. Ethical leadership will become a necessary
antecedent to organizational legitimacy in Al contexts;
its positive effect on trust will be stronger when Al
systems are opaque or carry higher privacy/risk
concerns. (emerald.com)
P4. Distributed leadership (shared stewardship) will
increase in relevance as Al systems require cross-
functional interpretation and governance, making
centralized decision-making less effective. (McKinsey &

Company)

4. Proposed Methodology
4.1 Research design
A mixed-method sequential explanatory design:

1. Phase 1 — Quantitative survey (cross-
industry): large-N survey of managers (N > 400) to
measure leadership style (validated scales), perceived Al
maturity (developed index), and outcome variables
(innovation, engagement, decision quality, ethical
incidents). Multilevel modeling will be used to control
for firm-level clustering and industry effects.

2. Phase 2 — Qualitative case studies (6-8
firms): purposive sample across Al maturity levels to
unpack mechanisms (interviews with leaders, HR,
AI/ML engineers; document analysis of governance
artifacts). Use process tracing to observe how Al tools
are used in decision cycles.

3. Phase 3 — Longitudinal follow-up (optional):
repeat the survey after 12 months to test causal direction
and change dynamics.
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4.2 Measures and instrumentation

. Leadership styles: Multifactor Leadership
Questionnaire (MLQ) for transformational/transactional;
scales for servant and distributed leadership from recent
management literature.

. Al maturity index: composite of (a) Al
integration in  workflows, (b) dedicated Al
roles/governance, (c) frequency and scope of Al use in
decisions. Items adapted from industry surveys and
recent studies. (McKinsey & Company)

. Outcomes: (self-reported and
objective indicators), employee engagement (Utrech
Work Engagement Scale), decision quality (leader and
subordinate ratings), ethical incidents (policy breaches,
complaints).

. Control variables: firm size, industry, leader
tenure, digital literacy of workforce.

innovation

4.3 Analysis plan

. Confirmatory factor analysis for psychometrics.
. Multilevel regression (leaders nested in firms) to
test moderation (Al maturity % leadership style).

. Thematic analysis of qualitative data;
triangulation with survey results.

5. Expected Findings (Theory-driven)
Based on synthesis of the literature and industry reports:

. Al increases reliance on data-driven insights,
raising the value of leaders who can integrate technical
outputs with vision and human judgment (benefit to
transformational leaders). (McKinsey & Company)

. Servant leadership’s emphasis on upskilling and
psychological safety will be critical during role
transitions caused by automation.

. Transactional approaches retain usefulness for
routine Al-augmented operational tasks, but overly
transactional leaders may underutilize strategic Al
opportunities.

. Ethical leadership and governance competencies
will be decisive for risk mitigation and public legitimacy
as Al incurs regulatory and reputational exposure.
(emerald.com)

6. Implications for Leadership Styles
6.1 Transformational leadership

Al augments leaders’ ability to craft data-informed
visions; leaders should be fluent in interpreting Al
outputs and communicating Al-driven strategy to
stakeholders.

Practical actions: develop AI briefing routines, co-
create Al-enabled visions with cross-functional teams.

6.2 Transactional leadership

Remains relevant for managing Al-driven operational
metrics. Leaders should combine automation KPIs with
continuous learning incentives to maintain adaptability.

Practical actions: align reward systems to encourage
productive human—AlI collaboration and retraining.

6.3 Servant leadership

Crucial for safeguarding employee welfare during Al-
driven transitions; fosters psychological safety and
learning cultures.

Practical actions: prioritize reskilling pathways,
transparent communication about Al impacts, and

involve employees in Al-design choices.
6.4 Distributed leadership

As Al systems require combined technical and
contextual knowledge, leadership becomes more
distributed—decision rights shift to cross-functional
teams.

Al-literate  middle
managers and create cross-disciplinary governance
councils.

Practical actions: empower

6.5 Ethical leadership & Al governance

Leaders must adopt stewardship over Al systems—
implementing transparency, accountability, fairness
checks, and compliance with emerging regulations and
norms. UN-level and international recommendations
emphasize governance structures at high levels of
organizations and cross-sector coordination. (Reuters)
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7. Managerial Recommendations

1. Invest in leader Al literacy: training programs
for leaders on Al basics, interpretability, and limitations.
(MDPI)

2. Create Al governance structures: assign
senior oversight, ethics review boards, and audit
processes. (emerald.com)

3. Redesign HR processes: link upskilling and
career pathways to Al adoption roadmaps.
4, Adopt sociotechnical design principles: design

Al deployment with human workflows and ethical
checks in the loop.

5. Promote distributed decision-making: set up
cross-functional Al interpretation teams to decentralize
Al-enabled decisions.

8. Limitations and Future Research

. Empirical constraints: cross-sectional survey
designs risk endogeneity; longitudinal and experimental
designs are recommended.

. Generalisability:  industry and  national
differences may moderate effects; comparative studies
across contexts are needed.

. Rapid technical change: Al capabilities evolve
quickly; continuous research is required to keep
leadership frameworks current. Given the pace of
change in 2024-2025, leaders must monitor regulatory
developments and technological shifts. (McKinsey &

Company).

9. Conclusion

Al is transforming leadership by reshaping decision
inputs, raising governance responsibilities, and
redefining which competencies confer advantage.
Leaders who develop Al literacy, ethical stewardship,
and the ability to integrate Al outputs into human-centric
visioning will likely see improved organizational
outcomes. Future research should empirically test the
propositions presented and track how Al maturity
changes leadership effectiveness over time.
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