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Abstract:

This study aimed to develop an integrated model explaining the dimensions, components, and mechanisms of digital leadership in guiding
artificial intelligence—driven organizational transformation. This qualitative study used a systematic review and thematic synthesis approach.
The research population included empirical articles, qualitative studies, review papers, and conceptual publications addressing digital
leadership, digital transformation, Al leadership, organizational Al readiness, and Al governance published between 2015 and 2025. Searches
were conducted in Web of Science, Scopus, ScienceDirect, Emerald, IEEE Xplore, SpringerLink, ProQuest, and major Persian academic
databases. Of 684 initially identified records, 42 sources were included in the final analysis after duplicate removal and title, abstract, and
full-text screening. Data were extracted using a researcher-developed form and analyzed through a multistage thematic analysis process. To
assess coding reliability, 20% of the included sources were independently coded by a second researcher, producing a Cohen’s kappa
coefficient of 0.84. Analysis of 1,328 meaning units generated 617 initial codes, 284 refined codes, 146 conceptual codes, 31 subthemes, and
9 main themes. The main themes were Al-based strategic orientation, leaders’ cognitive and digital competencies, organizational architecture
and data governance, digital culture and learning, human capital empowerment and participation, change and resistance management,
innovation and organizational agility, ethical and responsible Al leadership, and transformation evaluation, institutionalization, and
scalability. “Intelligent digital leadership” emerged as the central category integrating the strategic, technological, human, and ethical
dimensions of Al-driven transformation. Digital leadership in Al-driven transformation is a multidimensional organizational capability that
enables sustainable and responsible transformation through three interdependent functions: strategic direction, organizational empowerment,
and ethical regulation.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Acrtificial intelligence (Al) has moved beyond its earlier role as a specialized technological tool and has become a strategic
capability that reshapes organizational decision-making, business models, work processes, human resource systems, service
delivery, and interactions with stakeholders. Contemporary organizations increasingly use Al to analyze large volumes of data,
predict environmental changes, automate repetitive activities, personalize services, and improve the speed and accuracy of
managerial decisions. However, the strategic value of Al does not arise merely from acquiring advanced technologies. It
depends on the organization’s ability to align technological capabilities with strategic priorities, organizational structures,
human resources, data governance, and stakeholder expectations (Zambonino-Torres et al., 2026). Consequently, Al-driven
transformation should be understood as a comprehensive organizational change process rather than a collection of isolated
technical projects.

Digital transformation has also changed the meaning and requirements of organizational leadership. Traditional leadership
models mainly emphasized planning, resource allocation, supervision, and performance control, whereas digital leaders must
additionally interpret emerging technologies, guide experimentation, facilitate cross-functional collaboration, develop digital
capabilities, and manage the consequences of human-machine interaction. Digital leadership therefore refers to an integrated
set of strategic, cognitive, behavioral, technological, and ethical capabilities through which leaders prepare their organizations
for sustainable digital transformation. Research has shown that the positive relationship between digital transformation and
organizational performance is strengthened when leaders create a clear digital direction, support organizational learning, and
integrate technological investment with long-term strategic goals (Viahmood et al., 2024). Similarly, Al can empower
leadership and improve organizational transformation when leaders actively connect technological applications with employee
participation, strategic planning, and organizational capabilities (Abasaheb & Rajagopal, 2023).

One of the central challenges of Al-driven transformation concerns managerial decision-making. Al systems can identify
patterns, generate forecasts, evaluate alternatives, and support complex decisions, but their outputs remain dependent on data
quality, model assumptions, and the context in which they are applied. Leaders must therefore avoid both the uncritical
acceptance of algorithmic recommendations and the complete rejection of Al-supported analysis. Instead, they need to combine

data-driven insights with professional judgment, contextual understanding, and ethical reasoning (Kumar & Shrivastava, 2025).
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This requirement has increased the importance of Al literacy, systems thinking, technological foresight, and the capacity to
interpret algorithmic limitations. Conceptual work on Al-driven leadership similarly suggests that leaders need a hybrid
competence profile that combines digital knowledge, analytical reasoning, strategic judgment, and human-centered decision-
making (Langeveldt, 2024).

The emergence of Al-supported leadership does not imply the elimination of human leadership. Rather, it represents a
reconfiguration of leadership in which Al strengthens analytical, predictive, and coordinative capacities while human leaders
remain responsible for interpretation, accountability, empathy, meaning-making, and ethical judgment (Fengkuo et al., 2025).
The quality of human-Al collaboration is strongly influenced by leadership practices, including communication, trust-building,
task allocation, employee involvement, and the extent to which Al is presented as an enabling rather than threatening force
(Torres et al., 2025). Leaders must consequently establish forms of complementary collaboration in which machines perform
data-intensive and computational tasks while humans retain responsibility for socially sensitive, ambiguous, and value-laden
decisions.

Top management also plays an essential role in Al-enabled business model innovation. The successful use of Al requires
leaders to identify value-creating opportunities, allocate resources, redesign organizational structures, and coordinate technical
and business expertise (Jorzik et al., 2024). Al-driven business models rely on organizational abilities such as personalization,
predictive analytics, intelligent automation, platform development, and continuous learning (Farayola et al., 2023). These
capabilities cannot be developed without sufficient Al maturity, high-quality data, interoperable systems, skilled employees,
and effective governance arrangements. Reviews of Al maturity models indicate that strategic alignment, data infrastructure,
technological readiness, culture, governance, and human capabilities should be developed simultaneously (Salian, 2024).
Moreover, organizational agility and continuous learning are necessary for translating Al investments into project success and
competitive advantage (Tominc et al., 2023).

The human dimension is equally important. Al changes job content, skill requirements, professional autonomy, and the
distribution of responsibilities between employees and technologies. Although Al may increase productivity and improve the
quality of work, it can also generate anxiety about job displacement, intensified monitoring, reduced autonomy, and unclear
accountability (Bagri & Yadav, 2026). In human resource management, Al can enhance recruitment, talent development,
performance assessment, and administrative efficiency, but such benefits depend on transparent policies, workforce
development, and supportive leadership (Basheer, 2026). Employee participation and meaningful work experiences are
therefore crucial for successful transformation. Evidence from digitally transforming banks indicates that leaders can reduce
resistance and improve employee experiences by providing support, meaningful participation, learning opportunities, and clear
communication (Lydiana et al., 2025).

Al-driven transformation also raises serious governance and ethical concerns. Algorithmic systems may reproduce bias,
operate opaquely, violate privacy, or create uncertainty regarding responsibility for decisions. Leadership must therefore
institutionalize fairness, transparency, accountability, privacy protection, and meaningful human oversight (Bean et al., 2025).
Public-sector studies similarly show that effective Al governance requires clear institutional responsibilities, coordination
mechanisms, explainability, and public accountability (Ruvalcaba-Gémez & Benitez, 2025). Human-centered approaches
further emphasize that Al should augment human dignity, agency, inclusion, and well-being rather than reduce organizational

decisions to technical optimization (Batat, 2025; Kosbar, 2025). Despite this growing literature, existing studies often examine
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isolated dimensions such as digital competence, Al adoption, ethical governance, employee reactions, business model
innovation, or organizational performance. A comprehensive model integrating strategic direction, leadership competencies,
organizational architecture, human capital, change management, innovation, ethics, and continuous evaluation remains
underdeveloped. Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a digital leadership model for guiding Al-driven
transformation in organizations through a qualitative review and synthesis of the relevant literature.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative review design based on systematic searching and thematic synthesis. The research
population consisted of scientific articles, empirical studies, conceptual papers, qualitative investigations, and review studies
related to digital leadership, Al leadership, digital transformation, organizational Al readiness, Al governance, human—Al
collaboration, and Al-enabled organizational change. Searches were conducted in Web of Science, Scopus, ScienceDirect,
Emerald, IEEE Xplore, SpringerLink, ProQuest, and major Persian academic databases. The search period covered publications
from 2015 to the end of 2025.

The initial search identified 684 records. After removing 176 duplicates, the titles and abstracts of 508 records were screened.
At this stage, 394 records were excluded because they were unrelated to the research question, focused exclusively on technical
aspects of Al, lacked an organizational leadership dimension, or failed to meet basic scientific criteria. The full texts of 114
records were then assessed. Seventy-two were excluded because they lacked extractable findings, addressed digital
transformation without considering leadership, had inaccessible full texts, demonstrated insufficient methodological quality,
or contained substantial conceptual duplication. The final sample consisted of 42 scientific articles and documents.

Data were collected using a researcher-developed extraction form containing bibliographic information, study context,
research design, definitions of digital leadership, leadership competencies, strategic responsibilities, organizational enablers,
employee-related factors, governance mechanisms, ethical concerns, change processes, and transformation outcomes. The form
was reviewed by three experts in information technology management, organizational behavior, and artificial intelligence. It
was pilot-tested on five studies and revised before final data extraction.

Thematic analysis and qualitative synthesis were used to analyze the data. Relevant meaning units were extracted from the
full texts, coded, compared, condensed, and grouped according to semantic similarity and functional relationships. Coding
continued through several iterative stages, including initial coding, code refinement, conceptual integration, subtheme
development, and main-theme construction. To enhance trustworthiness, 20% of the studies were independently coded by a
second researcher. Cohen’s kappa coefficient was 0.84, indicating satisfactory agreement. Disagreements were resolved
through discussion and re-examination of the original texts.

Findings

The final sample included 42 sources, of which 34 were published in English and 8 in Persian. Thirteen studies were
qualitative, 10 quantitative, 7 mixed-method, 8 review or systematic review studies, and 4 conceptual or theoretical papers. In
terms of publication period, 6 sources were published between 2015 and 2017, 11 between 2018 and 2020, 15 between 2021
and 2023, and 10 between 2024 and 2025. Thus, 59.52% of the selected literature was published from 2021 onward,
demonstrating the recent growth of interest in Al-driven leadership.

The analysis began with the extraction of 1,328 meaning units. These produced 617 initial codes. After removing irrelevant,
overly general, and weakly supported items, 284 refined codes remained. Through conceptual comparison and integration,

these were reduced to 146 final conceptual codes. The codes were organized into 31 subthemes and 9 main themes. “Intelligent
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digital leadership” was identified as the central category that connected strategic, technological, organizational, human, and
ethical dimensions.

The first main theme was Al-based strategic orientation, including environmental analysis, formulation of an Al vision,
alignment with organizational strategy, prioritization of Al opportunities, and development of a transformation roadmap. The
second theme was leaders’ cognitive and digital competencies, including Al literacy, data-driven decision-making, systems
thinking, technological foresight, and awareness of algorithmic limitations.

The third theme, organizational architecture and data governance, included data quality, data ownership, system integration,
agile structures, cross-functional coordination, and formal Al governance mechanisms. The fourth theme was digital culture
and learning, covering experimentation, tolerance of controlled failure, knowledge sharing, continuous learning, and
organizational reflection. The fifth theme, human capital empowerment and participation, consisted of employee reskilling,
involvement in system design, trust-building, role redesign, and development of complementary human—Al work arrangements.

The sixth theme was change and resistance management, including transparent communication, stakeholder engagement,
management of job-related anxiety, support from middle managers, and phased implementation. The seventh theme, innovation
and organizational agility, included rapid experimentation, multidisciplinary teams, flexible decision-making, iterative
improvement, and dynamic resource reconfiguration. The eighth theme was ethical and responsible Al leadership, comprising
algorithmic fairness, transparency, accountability, privacy protection, explainability, and human oversight. The ninth theme
was evaluation, institutionalization, and scalability, including performance measurement, risk monitoring, learning from
implementation, integration into organizational routines, and expansion of successful Al solutions.

The relationships among these themes formed a cyclical model. Strategic orientation initiated transformation; leadership
competencies, organizational architecture, data governance, and digital culture provided enabling foundations; employee
participation, change management, innovation, and learning functioned as process mechanisms; ethical leadership operated as
a cross-cutting governance layer; and continuous evaluation created a feedback loop through which results informed subsequent
strategic decisions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that digital leadership for Al-driven transformation is not a single leadership style or a narrow
technological competence. It is a multidimensional organizational capability that integrates strategic direction, technological
understanding, structural alignment, human participation, ethical governance, and continuous learning. The central role of
intelligent digital leadership lies in connecting these dimensions and ensuring that Al investments produce meaningful and
sustainable organizational value.

The strategic dimension of the model indicates that Al initiatives should begin with organizational problems and value-
creation priorities rather than with technological availability. Leaders must define where Al can improve decisions, services,
operations, or stakeholder experiences and establish measurable transformation objectives. Without strategic alignment,
organizations are likely to accumulate fragmented pilot projects that consume resources without producing durable outcomes.

The competency dimension shows that leaders do not need to become software engineers, but they must understand the
logic, potential, and limitations of Al systems. They should be able to question data quality, challenge unrealistic claims,
interpret uncertainty, and recognize when human judgment must override algorithmic recommendations. This balanced

competence reduces both technological resistance and uncritical technological optimism.

O

Copyright: © 2027 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

J%JW}AW}E}&;}}ATcQﬁM

The model also confirms that transformation depends on organizational readiness. Data governance, integrated systems,
clear responsibilities, agile structures, and multidisciplinary teams are not secondary technical issues; they are fundamental
leadership responsibilities. Similarly, employee participation should be treated as a core transformation mechanism. Employees
possess contextual and operational knowledge that is essential for designing useful Al applications. Their involvement also
improves trust, reduces resistance, and supports the creation of effective human—Al collaboration.

Ethical leadership emerged as a cross-cutting requirement rather than a separate final-stage activity. Fairness, transparency,
accountability, privacy, and human oversight must be considered from problem selection and data collection through model
deployment and outcome evaluation. Organizations that neglect these principles may achieve short-term efficiency while
creating long-term legal, reputational, and social risks.

Finally, the model shows that Al-driven transformation is iterative rather than linear. Leaders must continuously evaluate
technical performance, organizational value, employee experience, customer outcomes, and ethical risks. Successful solutions
should be refined and scaled, while ineffective or harmful applications should be modified or discontinued. In conclusion,
effective digital leadership requires leaders to perform three interdependent functions: directing transformation through
strategic vision, enabling transformation through organizational and human capabilities, and regulating transformation through
ethical governance and continuous evaluation. The proposed model provides an integrated framework for understanding and

guiding these functions across different organizational contexts.
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