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Title and Introduction

Artificial intelligence and automation are increasingly changing how universities and other organisations organise work, support learning, communicate and make decisions. In universities, AI is influencing teaching, student support, academic writing guidance, administration and institutional planning. In wider organisations, it is used in customer service, human resource management, finance, advertising, data analysis and operational efficiency (Sharma and Reddy, 2024; Samishetti, 2025).
These developments create opportunities for productivity, innovation and improved service delivery, but they also raise concerns about job security, employee trust, skills, ethics and resistance to change. The World Economic Forum (2025) identifies technological change and skills transformation as major influences on the future of work, showing that organisations must support employees as roles and expectations change.
This research, titled Leadership, Trust and Adaptation to AI: A comparative study of Universities and Other Organisations explores how leadership shapes employee responses to AI and automation. This is important because successful AI adoption depends not only on technology, but also on leadership communication, training, trust and support during change (Braganza et al., 2021; Emmanuel and Watson, 2025).
Examples include generative AI tools for student guidance, automated admissions systems, AI-supported customer service, robotic process automation in finance and automated HR processes. These examples show that AI is increasingly affecting everyday work across academic, administrative and professional roles.
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The aim of this research is to explore how leadership supports employee adaptation to AI and automation in universities and other organisations. For comparative breadth within a small qualitative study, “other organisations” will focus on selected service-sector organisations, such as public services or service-based SMEs. This will allow exploratory comparison between university and non-university settings.
The research objectives are:
1. To examine how employees and university staff perceive the introduction of AI and automation in their workplaces. 
2. To explore how leadership communication influences employee attitudes towards AI and automation. 
3. To identify leadership behaviours that support employee trust, confidence and adaptation during technological change. 
4. To evaluate how support mechanisms, such as training, protected learning time, coaching and organisational culture, influence employee responses to AI and automation. 
5. To compare, on an exploratory basis, leadership support for AI and automation across universities and selected service-sector organisational settings. 
This topic is significant because AI is reshaping employee roles and skills across many sectors. Morandini et al. (2023) argue that AI increases the need for upskilling and reskilling, while Braganza et al. (2021) show that AI adoption can affect psychological contracts, job engagement and employee trust. Leadership is therefore central to ensuring that AI-related change is ethical, productive and human-centred.
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Existing literature shows that AI and automation are not only technical developments, but also major organisational and leadership challenges. AI changes how employees work, how roles are structured and how people understand their value within an organisation. Therefore, leadership plays an important role in shaping whether employees view AI as a helpful tool or as a threat to job security and professional identity.
In education, Stewart et al. (2026) argue that leaders must be prepared for the age of AI because generative AI is already influencing teaching, curriculum development, institutional inquiry and leadership practice. Their study is useful because it highlights the need for universities to respond strategically to AI. However, it focuses more on leadership preparation than on employees lived experiences of adapting to AI.
Employee trust is another key issue. Braganza et al. (2021) explain that AI adoption can affect psychological contracts, job engagement and employee trust. This suggests that employees may resist AI not only because they lack technical skills, but also because they feel uncertain about fairness, role security and organisational support.
Workforce preparation is also important. Emmanuel and Watson (2025) argue that organisations need to prepare employees for working alongside machines through planning, involvement and training. Similarly, Samishetti (2025) notes that AI and robotics are transforming HR practices, including recruitment, performance management and workforce development. These studies show that AI affects both daily work and wider people-management processes.
Leadership during AI change also requires emotional intelligence. Woods and Jones (2026) argue that leaders need empathy, ethical awareness, communication skills and adaptability, not only technical knowledge. This is important because employees may need reassurance and emotional support as well as practical training.
Sharma and Reddy (2024) emphasise the importance of structured change management when integrating AI into organisations. Their work is useful because it connects AI adoption with wider organisational change. However, strategic approaches can sometimes underplay how employees personally interpret leadership behaviour, communication and support.
Educational leadership research also supports this point. Reis-Andersson, Lindqvist and Jaldemark (2025) show that school leaders are beginning to consider how AI can support administration, decision-making and leadership practice. However, their focus is mainly on schools, while this study examines universities and selected service-sector organisations.
Skills development is a further theme in the literature. Morandini et al. (2023) argue that AI changes workplace skill requirements and increases the need for upskilling and reskilling. This suggests that leaders must provide training, coaching and time for employees to learn. However, skills alone are not enough. Successful AI adaptation also depends on trust, communication and human-centred leadership (Braganza et al., 2021; Woods and Jones, 2026).
Overall, the literature suggests that effective AI adoption depends on clear communication, employee involvement, training, emotional support and trust-building. The main research gap is that much existing research focuses on strategic, technical or educational leadership perspectives, while less attention is given to how employees and university staff experience leadership support during AI and automation change. This study addresses that gap through qualitative interviews exploring leadership, communication, training, trust and adaptation.
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This study will use a qualitative methodology because it aims to explore employees’ experiences and perceptions of leadership during AI and automation change. It will mainly use primary data, collected through semi-structured interviews with university staff, employees and managers who have experience of AI or automation in their workplace. Where access is granted, limited secondary data, such as organisational AI guidance, training materials or change communication documents, may also be reviewed to support the interview findings.
The research philosophy will be interpretivism, as the study focuses on subjective meanings and lived experiences. Employees may respond differently to AI depending on their role, previous experience, workplace culture and relationship with leadership. Creswell and Creswell (2023) explain that qualitative research is suitable when researchers want to understand how individuals make meaning from their experiences.
An inductive approach will also be used. This allows themes to emerge from the data rather than testing a fixed hypothesis. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) suggest that inductive research is useful for developing understanding from participants’ views. This is appropriate because the study explores how leadership support is experienced in real workplace settings.
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A small-N comparative qualitative design will be used across two settings: a university and a service-sector organisation that has recently introduced AI or automation. This will allow an exploratory comparison between higher education and another workplace context.
The main data collection method will be semi-structured interviews. These are suitable because they provide structure while allowing participants to explain their experiences in depth. Patton (2015) argues that qualitative interviews are useful for understanding participants’ perspectives, making them appropriate for exploring trust, communication, confidence and concerns about AI.
The interviews will examine how participants understand AI and automation, how leaders communicated change, what support was provided and whether leadership reduced fear or resistance. Where possible, limited non-participant observation, such as an AI training session or staff briefing, may also be used.
Relevant documents, such as training materials, FAQs or internal AI guidance, may be reviewed if access is granted. Using interviews alongside observation and documents can strengthen the study by comparing evidence from different sources.
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The target population will include university staff, employees and managers who have experience of AI, automation or digital tools at work. This may include lecturers, administrative staff, student support staff, HR employees, finance staff, customer service employees and team leaders.
The study will aim to include approximately 12 to 18 participants, with around 6 to 9 participants from each setting. This is suitable for a small qualitative study because the focus is on gaining detailed understanding rather than producing statistical generalisations (Creswell and Creswell, 2023; Patton, 2015).
Purposive sampling will be used to select participants with relevant experience of AI, automation or digital workplace change. This approach is appropriate when the researcher needs information-rich participants who can provide meaningful insights (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Snowball sampling may also be used to identify further suitable participants within each organisation. If access is limited, the comparison between settings will be presented as exploratory.
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The interviews may include questions such as:
1. How has AI, automation or digital technology affected your work? 
2. How did leaders or managers communicate these changes? 
3. What support or training was provided? 
4. How did leadership influence your confidence or trust during the change? 
5. What concerns, if any, did you have about AI or automation? 
These questions are designed to encourage participants to discuss both practical and emotional aspects of AI adaptation. They also link directly to the research objectives, particularly leadership communication, trust, training and employee confidence.
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The data will be analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, which is suitable for identifying patterns in qualitative interview data (Braun and Clarke, 2022). This fits the study because it explores how employees experience leadership support during AI and automation change.
The analysis will follow Braun and Clarke’s six phases: familiarisation with the data, coding, theme development, reviewing themes, defining themes and writing the final analysis. Interview transcripts will be read carefully and grouped into themes linked to the research objectives.
Possible themes may include leadership communication, trust, fear of job change, training, emotional support, organisational culture and employee involvement. However, these themes will not be fixed in advance. They will emerge through close engagement with the data, reflecting the inductive approach.
Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2020) will also guide the organisation of findings. Simple summaries and matrices may be used to compare responses from the university and service-sector organisation. Negative cases will also be considered to strengthen the credibility and balance of the analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc233156150]Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations will be addressed throughout the study. Participants will receive clear information about the research purpose, and informed consent will be obtained before interviews take place. Participation will be voluntary, and participants will be told that they may withdraw at any time.
To protect confidentiality, participants’ names and organisations will be anonymised. Data will be stored securely and used only for academic purposes, in line with ethical principles of respect, responsibility and integrity (British Psychological Society, 2021). The study will also follow BERA’s guidance on informed consent, confidentiality and participant protection, which is especially relevant because the research includes a university setting (BERA, 2018).
CIPD (2023) is also relevant because the study may involve sensitive workplace issues such as job security, trust, workload and leadership behaviour. Organisational access will be gained through gatekeeper permission, but interviews will be conducted privately without managers present. Ethical approval will be obtained before data collection, and the limits of confidentiality will be clearly explained.
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The study has some limitations. First, the sample size will be small, so the findings will not be generalisable to all universities or organisations. However, this is acceptable in qualitative research because the purpose is to gain depth of understanding rather than produce statistical generalisations (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
Second, participants’ responses may be subjective and shaped by their personal experiences. Some employees may also self-censor if they are concerned about criticising leadership or discussing AI-related job insecurity. To reduce this risk, the study will emphasise anonymity, confidentiality and voluntary participation.
Third, access to participants may be limited if organisations are cautious about discussing AI and automation. This may affect the range of views included in the study. If access constraints occur, the study will clearly acknowledge this limitation and frame the comparison as exploratory.
A further limitation is that AI adoption is a fast-moving area. Employees’ views may change over time as they become more familiar with AI tools. Where feasible, a brief follow-up interview may be used to capture later reflections after participants have had more time to adapt.
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The project is currently at the proposal stage and will only proceed if approval is granted. At this stage, the title, aim, objectives and research questions are being developed, alongside an initial review of literature on AI, automation, leadership, employee trust, skills development and organisational change.
If approved, the next stage will involve preparing interview questions and completing the university ethics process. This will include participant information sheets, consent forms and a data management plan, guided by BERA (2018), the British Psychological Society (2021) and CIPD (2023).
After ethical approval, participants will be contacted and interviews arranged. The data will then be transcribed, coded and analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke (2022). Cross-case summaries and matrices may also be used to compare the university and service-sector settings, as suggested by Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2020).
The final stage will involve writing the findings, discussion and conclusion, followed by editing and formatting. A Gantt chart outlining the proposed timeline and key milestones will be included in the appendix. This staged plan will help keep the study focused, ethical and manageable (Murray, 2023).
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