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1. Introduction 

In an era dominated by artificial intelligence (AI), digital marketing is undergoing 

profound transformation. AI-powered technologies have revolutionized advertising, 

customer engagement, personalization, and analytics, disrupting traditional 

marketing leadership models. Leading digital marketers today face a growing 

demand not only to harness AI's capabilities but to navigate the psychological, 

ethical, and strategic complexities it introduces. As AI systems become increasingly 

integrated into marketing workflows—enabling hyper-personalized customer 

journeys, predictive analytics, and autonomous media buying—marketers must 

adopt new leadership skills rooted in adaptability, resilience, and digital fluency 

(Deloitte, 2024). This shift underscores the urgent need for marketing professionals 

to evolve beyond traditional roles and cultivate leadership that is both technologically 

literate and ethically grounded. 

The adoption of AI in marketing has reached a critical inflection point. According to 

PwC (2024), brands must now choose whether to “matter more” or “cost less”—a 

strategic divide driven by AI capabilities. This dichotomy places digital marketers in 

complex decision-making roles where they must lead teams that manage algorithms, 

maintain brand authenticity, and protect consumer trust. Forbes (2024) highlights 

that internal marketing teams are increasingly relying on generative AI for 

copywriting, A/B testing, and content creation, but these tools still require human 

leadership to ensure ethical alignment and relevance. Thus, the strategic role of 

marketing leaders is not diminished by AI; rather, it becomes more essential in 

balancing efficiency with brand integrity and consumer trust. 

These transformations also raise questions about identity and emotional resilience. 

As automation expands, marketing professionals must reconcile their evolving roles 

and value within AI-centric organizations. The New York Times (2025) reported a 

growing “AI reckoning” in the advertising industry, where senior marketing 

professionals face job displacement or reskilling mandates due to AI disruption. In 

this context, this dissertation aims to critically explore the lived experiences of digital 

marketers navigating AI-led transitions through an autoethnographic lens. By 

centering human narratives in an era of algorithmic dominance, the research seeks 

to foreground the psychological and strategic adaptation required for sustainable 

digital leadership. 



4 | Khizir Ahamed 

 

This study is especially timely as marketing leadership becomes less about creativity 

and more about data literacy, ethical foresight, and managing algorithmic systems. 

Through reflective inquiry, this research seeks to understand how digital marketers 

construct their leadership identities in an AI-dominated era, how they emotionally 

respond to AI disruption, and how they address the ethical dilemmas posed by 

algorithmic decision-making. 

1.1 Research Aim 

This research aims to critically investigate the leadership challenges experienced by 

digital marketers in the evolving artificial intelligence (AI) landscape. By employing 

an autoethnographic lens, the study explores how AI integration in marketing affects 

leadership identity, ethical decision-making, and emotional resilience. The research 

will provide in-depth reflections grounded in personal professional experience while 

also contextualizing individual insights within broader academic and industry 

discourse. 

1.2 Research Objectives 

The key objectives of this research are to: 

Explore how AI technologies are transforming the role of leadership in digital 

marketing. Critically examine the emotional and ethical dilemmas faced by digital 

marketers in AI-powered environments. Reflect on the researcher’s personal 

leadership development and adaptation in response to AI-driven disruption. 

Identify strategies digital marketers can adopt to remain ethical, emotionally resilient, 

and competitive in AI-integrated industries. Contribute to scholarly understanding of 

human-AI collaboration in marketing leadership using an autoethnographic 

methodology. 

1.3 Research Questions 

To fulfill the aim and objectives, the following research questions are proposed: 

Q1: How are digital marketers’ leadership roles being reshaped by the integration of 

AI technologies? 

Q2: What emotional, ethical, and professional challenges do marketing leaders 

experience in adapting to AI systems? 
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Q3: How can autoethnographic reflection reveal the internal transformation of a 

marketing leader in an AI-driven context? 

Q4: What strategies can help digital marketers enhance their leadership 

effectiveness and emotional resilience in the face of AI disruption? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction to AI in Digital Marketing 

Artificial Intelligence has become integral to digital marketing strategies, 

fundamentally transforming how brands engage with consumers. According to 

Almaraz et al. (2023), AI facilitates the automation of content creation, predictive 

customer behavior analysis, and real-time personalization, which enhances 

customer targeting and message delivery. Tools like Google's Performance Max and 

Meta's Advantage+ allow marketers to optimize campaigns by leveraging deep 

learning and behavioral data for hyper-targeted segmentation. This technological 

shift empowers marketers to deliver personalized experiences at scale, reshaping 

the traditional marketing funnel. 

Furthermore, AI's capability to predict customer behavior and provide tailored 

experiences has led to significantly improved campaign performance. As Umeton et 

al. (2023) suggest, the integration of AI into recommendation engines and analytics 

enables marketers to proactively meet consumer needs, thereby enhancing 

customer engagement and increasing conversion rates. This efficiency not only 

reduces marketing waste but also fosters stronger brand loyalty by delivering the 

right message to the right customer at the right time. Such optimization illustrates the 

growing reliance on data intelligence over intuition in modern campaign design. 

As AI tools continue to evolve, digital marketers must adapt to a hybrid skillset that 

combines technical proficiency with strategic marketing insight. Kamboj and Gupta 

(2024) emphasize the growing importance of ethical considerations and data privacy 

when leveraging AI for personalized marketing, urging marketers to strike a balance 

between automation and human oversight in their campaigns. This highlights a 

critical tension in digital marketing leadership: maintaining ethical responsibility while 

embracing disruptive innovation. 
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2.2 AI’s Disruption of Marketing Leadership 

The integration of AI into marketing and leadership practices brings forward a blend 

of technical sophistication and emotional nuance. Emotional regulation plays a 

crucial role in how salespeople interact with customers, influencing both their 

adaptive selling behavior and customer orientation. It enables sales professionals to 

handle diverse emotional situations effectively, thereby tailoring their approach to 

meet individual customer needs Kuo et al., (2023). Such flexibility is vital in AI-driven 

environments where standardized automation must be counterbalanced with human 

sensitivity. 

In the logistics and service industries, emotional intelligence – particularly regulation 

– directly contributes to improved sales outcomes and stronger client relationships. 

This aligns with the evolving demands of AI leadership, where emotional awareness 

and adaptation remain critical despite increasing automation. Aligning with AI-era 

demands, emotionally adaptable leaders are better equipped to manage the 

psychological impacts of algorithmic systems on team dynamics. 

Simultaneously, the broader integration of generative AI into leadership challenges 

traditional paradigms. While AI offers enhanced efficiency and decision-making, it 

also raises complex ethical and emotional challenges for leaders who must now 

navigate trust, transparency, and identity in hybrid human-machine environments. 

Leaders are expected to possess emotional intelligence not only to manage teams 

but also to guide AI implementation in a way that maintains employee trust and 

motivation Tabata et al., (2025). These shifts underscore the “AI-leadership 

paradox,” wherein the pursuit of operational efficiency through AI risks diluting the 

human-centric attributes once central to leadership identity. By prioritizing 

performance metrics over empathy, AI risks diminishing the core values that once 

defined effective leadership in marketing. 

2.3 Emotional and Ethical Dimensions in AI Marketing 

Several studies now emphasize the emotional consequences of AI disruption. AI’s 

constant optimization can make human leaders feel replaceable or “second-tier”. 

Moreover, ethical concerns arise when algorithms unknowingly perpetuate bias, 

violate privacy, or manipulate user behavior without transparency Kumar and Suthar, 

(2024). Marketers are often the last line of defense in such situations, facing 



7 | Khizir Ahamed 

 

pressure to meet KPIs while upholding brand integrity. These dynamics challenge 

marketers to defend brand ethics while navigating performance demands. 

As Walch (2025) notes in Forbes, leadership today must include algorithmic literacy 

— the capacity to understand how AI systems make decisions and how they can be 

guided or corrected. Such fluency enables informed governance, reducing the risk of 

unchecked automation.  

This forms part of what Deloitte (2024) frames as the "AI ethical leadership triad": 

comprehension, control, and accountability. Embedding these principles into digital 

marketing leadership ensures that technological advancement does not come at the 

cost of human values. 

2.4 Autoethnography in Marketing and AI Research 

Autoethnography, a reflective and interpretive method, enables researchers to frame 

their personal experiences as valid academic insights, especially in complex 

domains like AI leadership. Tabata et al. (2025) stress that personal narrative 

techniques can uncover deeper emotional shifts in digital transformation contexts, 

where leaders often confront invisible tensions while adopting AI-driven strategies. 

This approach offers a powerful lens through which hidden tensions in technological 

change can be meaningfully explored. 

Rather than focusing solely on system performance, Stoeckli et al. (2023) highlight 

how autoethnography reveals the emotional toll and identity reshaping experienced 

by marketing professionals adapting to automation. These insights illustrate the 

human depth behind leadership roles often reduced to strategic efficiency. 

Drawing from similar perspectives, Acatrinei et al. (2025) applied autoethnographic 

analysis to investigate ethical tensions in AI-led marketing. Their findings point to the 

persistent role of human reflection in navigating algorithmic systems. In a landscape 

increasingly defined by automation, this form of inquiry reinforces the enduring 

necessity of human-centered leadership. 

2.5 Gaps in Current Literature 

Despite the growing scholarship on AI in marketing, few studies have combined 

leadership theory, emotional resilience, and ethics within a marketing-specific 

context — and even fewer have used autoethnography to explore these dynamics. 
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This dissertation addresses that gap by offering a first-person, critically reflective 

account of navigating leadership in AI-saturated digital marketing spaces. 

It aims to enrich existing models with grounded emotional and ethical insights, 

contributing both to academic literature and professional practice. This layered 

perspective is vital as AI's presence in marketing will only deepen in the coming 

decades, and leadership must evolve accordingly. 

3. Research Methodology 

This study adopts a mixed-methods design, combining personal narrative inquiry 

with external academic and industry validation. Primary autoethnographic reflection 

is paired with secondary data to capture both the subjective depth and the objective 

breadth of digital leadership experiences. Deloitte (2024) highlights the value of 

methodological duality in studying AI-integrated marketing—a balance essential for 

understanding the complexity of this evolving domain. 

3.1 Primary Research (Autoethnography) 

Autoethnography positions the researcher as both participant and observer. Over 12 

weeks, I will document daily leadership experiences using AI tools such as Google 

Ads, ChatGPT, Meta Advantage+, and SEMrush, reflecting on ethical dilemmas, 

emotional stress, and strategic decisions. These narratives will be analysed using 

reflective thematic interpretation to uncover patterns in leadership identity, emotional 

resilience, and ethical negotiation. Tabata et al. (2025) emphasise that integrating 

generative AI into leadership practice requires understanding emotional transitions 

and hidden stressors, making interpretive methods like autoethnography particularly 

suitable in this context. This makes the approach particularly effective for revealing 

internal dynamics that are often invisible in quantitative studies. 

3.2 Secondary Research (Market and Industry Sources) 

Complementing the journal, I will review academic papers, government whitepapers, 

and industry insights from PWC, Forbes, and the New York Times. These will 

contextualize personal experiences within global AI marketing trends, enhancing 

credibility and academic triangulation (Walch, 2025). This integration strengthens the 

academic robustness of the research while grounding it in real-world relevance. 
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3.3 Data Sources 

Primary Data: Reflective journal entries (300–500 words/day), screenshots of 

campaigns, tool usage logs. 

Secondary Data: Peer-reviewed articles, marketing reports (e.g., Deloitte, 2024), 

and digital leadership literature. 

3.4 Analysis 

Thematic analysis will be used to identify leadership-related patterns from the 

journal, while content analysis will validate themes against secondary data. 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

No external participants are involved. However, data confidentiality and emotional 

well-being will be respected. The Ethical Approval Form will be submitted, and 

pseudonyms will replace identifiable client names where necessary. 

4. Expected Findings 

This study anticipates uncovering a set of interrelated findings concerning the 

transformation of leadership identity and practice in digital marketing settings shaped 

by artificial intelligence (AI). The reflective autoethnographic approach is expected to 

reveal nuanced insights about how digital marketers—particularly those in 

entrepreneurial or freelancing roles—confront and adapt to challenges associated 

with algorithmic decision-making, ethical ambiguity, emotional fatigue, and 

performance optimization under constant technological disruption. 

4.1 Evolving Leadership Identity in AI Environments 

It is expected that the research will demonstrate a shift in leadership identity from 

directive roles to adaptive, facilitative leadership styles. As AI systems automate 

functions like ad targeting, keyword optimization, and performance analysis, the 

human leader’s role becomes more strategic, focused on oversight, interpretation of 

AI outputs, and ethical governance. These changes are likely to be more profound 

among individual digital marketers and small business owners who interact directly 

with platforms like Google Ads, GA4, or Meta Ads Manager (The Guardian, 2025; 

Forbes, 2024). Such decentralised AI adoption demands a leadership model 

grounded in critical thinking and ethical adaptability. 
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4.2 Emotional and Ethical Tensions 

The autoethnographic data is likely to highlight emotional conflicts faced by digital 

marketers, including imposter syndrome, ethical dilemmas around algorithmic 

personalization, and the psychological toll of performance analytics. The integration 

of AI into marketing leadership presents emotional and ethical challenges. Leaders 

face stress from reduced transparency and algorithmic ambiguity, which can 

undermine decision-making confidence and increase emotional fatigue.  

These tensions are intensified by ethical concerns surrounding fairness and 

accountability in AI-generated outcomes (Kumar and Suthar, 2024). Moreover, 

marketers must manage the psychological impact of shifting from intuition-driven to 

data-driven leadership, which often leads to identity conflict and emotional strain 

(Sein-Echaluce, Fidalgo-Blanco and Alves, 2023). Addressing these issues requires 

emotional literacy and ethical foresight as foundational leadership traits in AI-driven 

settings. 

4.3 Platform Dependency and Strategic Adaptability 

Another anticipated finding is that digital marketing leadership increasingly depends 

on understanding and adapting to algorithmic platforms. Leaders must be aware of 

how platforms prioritize content, manipulate bidding systems, and alter visibility. This 

dependency may lead to a loss of control over strategic decisions, requiring 

marketers to develop greater flexibility, technological literacy, and ethical awareness 

(PWC, 2024). This shift elevates platform literacy as a core leadership skill in AI-

driven marketing environments. 

4.4 Value of Reflective Leadership Practice 

By integrating self-reflection and moral reasoning into leadership practice, AI-era 

marketing leaders can better navigate ethical dilemmas and organizational 

transformation. Tabata et al. (2025) argue that reflective practices foster adaptive 

thinking, helping leaders manage both technological disruption and emotional 

dynamics in high-AI environments. Emphasising inner awareness and ethical 

grounding may prove essential for sustainable leadership in AI-intense settings. 

These findings are expected to contribute to both academic understanding and 

practical knowledge by offering an insider’s view of leadership transformation. The 

results will be particularly valuable for current and aspiring digital marketing leaders, 
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freelance entrepreneurs, marketing educators, and AI developers working on 

marketing automation tools. 

5. Research Limitations 

While this research promises to deliver unique insights into the leadership 

challenges faced by digital marketers in an AI-driven world, several limitations are 

acknowledged. 

First, the chosen methodology—autoethnography—relies heavily on introspection 

and personal narrative. This may restrict the generalizability of the findings to a 

broader population of marketers. While it enables deep, nuanced understanding of 

lived experiences, the results may not reflect those of marketers from different 

backgrounds or organizational structures. The subjective nature of narrative 

research carries risks of interpretive bias, even when transparency and reflexivity are 

maintained throughout the research process. 

Second, the evolving nature of AI technologies presents a temporal limitation. Tools 

like ChatGPT, Jasper AI, or Meta Advantage+ are rapidly transforming, making it 

difficult to ensure long-term applicability of the study’s conclusions. As discussed in 

(Narayanan, V. 2023), strategic digitization is not static—it is iterative and highly 

responsive to technological advances. This dynamism creates challenges in framing 

research findings within a stable context. 

Third, the researcher’s dual identity as a freelancer and entrepreneur creates a 

unique lens, but also a limitation. The emotional and strategic leadership challenges 

encountered by independent marketers may differ significantly from those in 

corporate or public sector roles. Therefore, sectoral bias is a factor, especially in how 

leadership responsibilities are distributed and interpreted. 

Fourth, there is a geographic and cultural limitation inherent in the research. 

Conducted from a UK-based institution but with cross-cultural influence (e.g., the 

researcher’s experience across the world like- US, EU, UK, KSA, UAE, and 

Bangladesh), interpretations of leadership, ethics, and resilience might vary across 

global digital ecosystems. 

Finally, the data collection—primarily based on self-reflection journals and supported 

by secondary literature—limits triangulation. While efforts will be made to validate 
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personal experiences against industry trends and academic literature, the absence 

of broader participant interviews could affect the robustness of some findings. 

Despite these constraints, the study’s depth and contextual richness can still provide 

valuable contributions to understanding how human leadership adapts to algorithmic 

systems in the digital marketing industry. 

6. Dissertation Timeline 

Activity 
Weeks 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Research Topic Selection             

Finalize Topic             

Prepare Proposal              

Submit Ethical and Proposal             

Got Approval             

Introduction              

Literature Review             

Research Methodology             

Data Collection & Analysis             

Draft & Discussion             

Proofreading/Correction             

Conclude the Research             

7. Conclusion 

This dissertation proposes to explore the leadership challenges faced by digital 

marketers in the AI era, focusing on identity, emotional resilience, and ethical 

decision-making through an autoethnographic lens. As artificial intelligence reshapes 

marketing processes — from automation to algorithmic decision-making — the 

human dimension of leadership becomes increasingly critical yet underexplored. 

By combining primary reflections with industry and academic insights, this study 

addresses a clear gap in literature and practice. While most current research focuses 

on AI’s technical benefits, fewer studies investigate how leaders adapt emotionally 

and ethically in real-time marketing environments. The proposed mixed-method 
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approach, centred on autoethnography, enables a unique and personalised 

exploration of these themes. 

The research is both timely and relevant. Global firms like Meta, Google, Amazon, 

and Deloitte are rapidly deploying AI technologies, demanding new leadership 

competencies. This study aims to offer insights that support professionals, 

entrepreneurs, and sponsors across international markets, including the UK, US, EU, 

and Middle East. 

In essence, the project merges reflective practice with analytical rigour, providing 

practical and theoretical contributions to marketing leadership in the AI age. The 

expected findings will guide not only academic discussions but also real-world 

applications for future-focused digital professionals. 
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