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Abstract:

This study examines the role of digital leadership in promoting employees’ innovative work behavior in the
context of the increasing adoption of artificial intelligence (A1) within organizations. Drawing on a review of the
relevant literature and theoretical analysis, the paper proposes a research model to clarify the mechanism
through which digital leadership influences employees’ innovative behavior. In this model, Al readiness is
conceptualized as a mediating variable, reflecting employees’ ability to accept, trust, and apply Al in their work.
Psychological safety is further proposed as a moderating variable that strengthens the transformation of Al
readiness into actual innovative behavior. The study contributes to the literature on digital leadership, technology
readiness, and individual-level innovative behavior in digital work environments. In addition, the proposed model
offers several managerial implications for organizations seeking to develop digital leadership capabilities,
enhance employees’ readiness for Al, and foster a psychologically safe work environment that encourages
innovation. The study also suggests directions for empirical validation in future research.
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I. Introduction

Digital transformation has been profoundly reshaping the ways in which organizations operate, make
decisions, and sustain competitive advantage. Within this process, artificial intelligence (Al) is regarded as one
of the key technologies capable of generating significant changes in managerial practices and innovation activities
within firms. Beyond supporting process automation, data analytics, and decision-making quality, Al also
expands employees’ capacity for creativity, problem identification, and the development of novel work-related
solutions (Davenport & Ronanki, 2018; Raisch & Krakowski, 2021). However, the adoption of Al is not merely
a technical issue; rather, it is closely associated with changes in governance models, human resource capabilities,
and organizational culture (Vial, 2019). Concerns regarding job displacement, adaptation pressure, and a lack of
trust in intelligent systems may become barriers to the acceptance and effective utilization of Al in practice
(Brougham & Haar, 2018).

In this context, digital leadership plays a pivotal role in guiding technological transformation and
facilitating employees’ adaptation. Unlike traditional leadership approaches, digital leadership does not only
emphasize technological competence but also encompasses the ability to formulate a digital vision, foster an
innovation-oriented culture, encourage continuous learning, and support employees in technology-driven work
environments (Cortellazzo et al., 2019). When leaders are able to clearly communicate the meaning and relevance
of Al to employees’ work, provide appropriate resources, and create conditions for employees to experiment with
new technologies, Al may be perceived as a tool that supports creativity rather than as a threat to human roles.

At the individual level, employees’ innovative work behavior is reflected in the generation, promotion,
and implementation of new ideas aimed at improving work practices, products, services, or organizational
processes (Scott & Bruce, 1994). Although digital leadership may create a favorable environment for innovation,
its influence is unlikely to be translated into concrete behavior if employees are not ready to accept and use Al.
Al readiness is therefore considered an important mediating mechanism, reflecting employees’ positive attitudes,
confidence, and capability to integrate Al into their work. At the same time, innovation in Al-enabled work
environments is often accompanied by uncertainty, the risk of errors, and evaluation pressure. Accordingly,
psychological safety becomes a necessary contextual condition that enables employees to ask questions,
experiment with technologies, share ideas, and accept risks during the innovation process (Edmondson, 1999).

The rationale for conducting this study stems from gaps in the existing literature. Although digital
transformation, digital leadership, technology acceptance, and employees’ innovative work behavior have
received considerable scholarly attention, studies that integrate these factors in the context of Al adoption remain
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limited. In particular, few theoretical models have clarified how digital leadership promotes employees’
innovative work behavior through Al readiness while simultaneously considering psychological safety as a
condition that strengthens this transformation process. Based on a review of the literature and theoretical analysis,
this paper proposes a research model to explain the mechanism through which digital leadership influences
employees’ innovative work behavior in the context of Al. In doing so, the study contributes to the theoretical
foundations of digital leadership and innovative work behavior, while also suggesting directions for empirical
testing in future research.

II.  Literature Review And Hypothesis Development
Digital Leadership

Digital leadership is understood as the capability of leaders to guide, coordinate, and support
organizations in adapting to a digital technology-driven environment. Compared with traditional leadership
approaches, digital leadership does not merely focus on managing people and resources; rather, it emphasizes the
ability to develop a digital vision, leverage technology, foster an innovation-oriented culture, and facilitate
collaboration in technology-enabled work environments (Avolio et al., 2000; Cortellazzo et al., 2019). In the
context of digital transformation, leaders play a critical role in linking technological strategies with employees’
behaviors, thereby helping organizations enhance their adaptability to changes in the business environment (Vial,
2019).

As Al is increasingly adopted within organizations, the role of digital leadership becomes particularly
important. Al is not only a technical tool that supports data processing or process automation, but also a force that
reshapes the way employees perform tasks, make decisions, and develop new ideas. By communicating a
technological vision, providing appropriate resources, encouraging experimentation, and supporting learning
processes, digital leadership can help employees perceive technology as a resource that supports innovation rather
than as a threatening factor. Therefore, digital leadership is considered an important antecedent of employees’
innovative work behavior under the impact of Al

Employees’ Innovative Work Behavior

Employees’ innovative work behavior reflects the process through which individuals proactively
generate, promote, and implement new ideas to improve organizational work practices, processes, products, or
services (Scott & Bruce, 1994). According to De Jong and Den Hartog (2010), innovative work behavior does
not only involve the generation of new ideas, but also includes the ability to identify opportunities, seek support,
and realize ideas in actual work practices. Therefore, individual-level innovation should be understood as a
continuous action-oriented process in which employees act not only as initiators of ideas, but also as agents who
promote and implement change.

In response to increasing competitive pressures and digital transformation, employees’ innovative work
behavior has become an important resource that enables organizations to enhance adaptability, improve
operational performance, and sustain competitive advantage. Digital technologies, particularly Al, can expand
access to information, support data analysis, and improve the quality of decision-making, thereby creating
favorable conditions for innovation. However, technological potential can only be translated into actual
innovative behavior when employees receive appropriate guidance, support, and encouragement from leadership.
Based on this reasoning, the study proposes the following hypothesis:

HI: Digital leadership has a positive effect on employees’ innovative work behavior.

Digital Leadership and AI Readiness

Al readiness reflects the extent to which employees possess positive attitudes, confidence, knowledge,
and the necessary capabilities to accept and use Al in their work. This concept can be approached from the
theoretical foundation of technology readiness, according to which individuals’ propensity to adopt technology is
influenced by both enabling and inhibiting factors at the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral levels
(Parasuraman, 2000). In the context of Al, readiness is not limited to the ability to use technological tools, but
also includes perceptions of benefits, trust in technology, and the capacity to adapt to changes brought about by
Al in the workplace.

Digital leadership can enhance employees’ Al readiness through several mechanisms. First, leaders help
employees understand the role of Al in the organization’s development strategy, thereby reducing ambiguity and
increasing awareness of the value of technology. Second, through training, technical support, and the appropriate
allocation of resources, digital leadership contributes to strengthening employees’ capability to use Al. More
importantly, by emphasizing the complementary role of Al in relation to human capabilities rather than viewing
Al merely as a tool for labor substitution, leaders can reduce concerns and resistance toward technology (Raisch
& Krakowski, 2021). When employees are adequately guided and supported, they are more likely to feel confident
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in approaching, experimenting with, and applying Al in their work. Therefore, the study proposes the following
hypothesis:
H2: Digital leadership has a positive effect on employees’ Al readiness.

Al Readiness and Employees’ Innovative Work Behavior

Al readiness plays an important role in promoting employees’ innovative work behavior, as Al provides
various tools that support problem identification, information processing, and the development of new solutions.
Through its capabilities in data analysis, pattern recognition, task automation, and decision-making support, Al
can help employees expand their cognitive capabilities, improve work processes, and enhance the quality of
innovative ideas (Davenport & Ronanki, 2018). However, these benefits can only be effectively realized when
employees possess sufficient knowledge, confidence, and positive attitudes toward the use of Al.

When employees are ready to accept Al they are more likely to proactively experiment with technology,
seek new ways of working, and apply intelligent tools to solve problems. Such readiness enables employees not
only to use Al as a technical support tool, but also to perceive Al as a complementary resource for creativity and
innovation. According to Raisch and Krakowski (2021), Al can complement human capabilities by extending
analytical, predictive, and decision-making capacities. Therefore, a high level of Al readiness may increase
employees’ engagement in innovative work behavior. Based on this reasoning, the study proposes the following
hypothesis:

H3: Al readiness has a positive effect on employees’ innovative work behavior.

The Mediating Role of AI Readiness

Digital leadership may influence employees’ innovative work behavior not only directly, but also
indirectly through the formation of Al readiness. From a theoretical perspective, digital leadership facilitates
employees’ acceptance of technology by communicating a digital vision, providing resources, encouraging
learning, and reducing resistance to change. These factors contribute to the development of employees’ positive
perceptions of Al, while also enhancing their confidence and capability to use technology in their work.

When Al readiness is strengthened, employees are more likely to leverage Al to improve work processes,
develop new ideas, and implement creative solutions. From this perspective, Al readiness serves as a mechanism
that translates the influence of digital leadership into employees’ innovative work behavior. This argument is
consistent with the view that the value of digital technology does not lie solely in the technology itself, but also
depends on human capability to accept, use, and integrate technology into organizational activities (Nambisan et
al., 2017; Vial, 2019). Therefore, the study proposes the following hypothesis:

H4: Al readiness mediates the relationship between digital leadership and employees’ innovative work behavior.

The Moderating Role of Psychological Safety

Psychological safety is understood as the belief that individuals can express opinions, ask questions,
acknowledge mistakes, or experiment with new ways of working without fear of punishment or negative
evaluation (Edmondson, 1999). In Al-enabled work environments, this factor is particularly necessary because
the use of new technologies is often associated with uncertainty, the risk of errors, and learning pressure. When
employees perceive a high level of psychological safety, they are likely to be more open to experimenting with
Al, sharing their experiences in using technology, and proposing improvement-oriented solutions.

Psychological safety may strengthen the relationship between Al readiness and employees’ innovative
work behavior. Even when employees possess knowledge, skills, and positive attitudes toward Al, they may still
hesitate to implement new ideas if they fear failure or negative evaluation. Conversely, when the work
environment encourages experimentation, accepts controlled errors, and respects new ideas, Al readiness is more
likely to be translated into actual innovative actions. Based on this reasoning, the study proposes the following
hypothesis:

HS5: Psychological safety positively moderates the relationship between Al readiness and employees’ innovative
work behavior; specifically, this relationship is stronger when the level of psychological safety is high.

III.  Research Approach And Proposed Research Model

This paper adopts a literature review and theoretical analysis approach to develop the proposed research
model. Studies related to digital leadership, artificial intelligence, technology readiness, employees’ innovative
work behavior, and psychological safety are synthesized, compared, and systematized to clarify the theoretical
foundation for the relationships among the variables in the model. This approach is consistent with the objective
of the paper, which is to develop a theoretical analytical framework to explain the mechanism through which
digital leadership influences employees’ innovative work behavior in Al-enabled work environments. Based on
the theoretical review and the hypotheses developed, this paper proposes a research model in which digital
leadership is identified as the independent variable, employees’ innovative work behavior as the dependent
variable, Al readiness as the mediating variable, and psychological safety as the moderating variable.
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Figure 1. Proposed Research Model
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The proposed research model suggests that digital leadership has a direct effect on employees’ innovative
work behavior, while also exerting an indirect effect through the enhancement of Al readiness. When employees
possess positive attitudes, confidence, and the necessary capabilities to accept and use Al in their work, they are
more likely to proactively propose new ideas, improve work processes, and implement innovative solutions. In
addition, psychological safety is expected to strengthen the relationship between Al readiness and employees’
innovative work behavior. When employees feel safe to experiment, share ideas, and accept risks, Al readiness is
more likely to be translated into actual innovative behavior.

In future studies, this model can be empirically tested using quantitative methods through surveys of
employees working in organizations that are currently adopting, or planning to adopt, Al. The research variables
can be measured using Likert scales and analyzed through SEM or PLS-SEM to assess the direct, mediating, and
moderating effects among the variables.

IV.  Discussion And Implications
Practical Basis of the Proposed Research Model

The rapid development of artificial intelligence in the workplace indicates the necessity of examining
the relationships among digital leadership, Al readiness, and employees’ innovative work behavior. According to
McKinsey (2025), 78% of surveyed organizations reported using Al in at least one business function, an increase
from 72% in the previous year. This suggests that Al is no longer merely an isolated experimental technology but
is gradually becoming an important component of corporate management, operations, and innovation. Similarly,
Microsoft and LinkedIn (2024) reported that 75% of global knowledge workers had used generative Al at work.
In Vietnam, this figure reached 88%, exceeding the global average. These statistics indicate that employees are
rapidly adopting AI, while also creating new requirements for leadership capabilities, training, and change
management within organizations.

However, the level of Al use does not necessarily imply that organizations have effectively captured the
innovative value of this technology. The IBM (2024) report shows that 42% of large enterprises have deployed
Al in their business operations, while 40% remain at the exploration or experimentation stage. This indicates a
considerable gap between awareness of Al’s potential and the capability to integrate Al systematically into
organizational activities. In the case of Vietnam, recent reports also suggest that Al adoption is increasing rapidly,
yet the readiness of both enterprises and employees remains a significant challenge. A report on Al opportunities
in Vietnam indicates that more than 60% of enterprises face difficulties in finding workers with appropriate skills,
while nearly 60% of enterprises perceive themselves as only “moderately ready or less” for Al adoption. These
data further support the argument that employees’ Al readiness constitutes a critical link in the process of
transforming technology into innovative work behavior.

From a theoretical perspective, the proposed research model emphasizes that digital leadership not only
provides strategic direction for digital transformation at the organizational level, but also influences how
employees perceive, accept, and use Al in their work. As Al becomes increasingly embedded in organizational
practices, employees require more than technical tools; they also need guidance on the meaning and relevance of
Al, support in developing technological capabilities, and encouragement to experiment with new ways of
working. Accordingly, digital leadership serves as an antecedent condition that fosters Al readiness, thereby
promoting employees’ innovative work behavior.
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Theoretical Implications

This paper offers several theoretical implications for the fields of digital leadership, artificial
intelligence, and employees’ innovative work behavior. First, the proposed model contributes to extending the
understanding of digital leadership by situating this concept within a work environment increasingly shaped by
Al Rather than viewing digital leadership merely as a capability that supports digital transformation at the
organizational level, this paper emphasizes its role in shaping employees’ perceptions, attitudes, and innovative
behavior at the individual level. This approach is consistent with the view that leadership in digital environments
is not only associated with the ability to use technology, but also involves the capability to develop a digital
culture, foster collaboration, and manage change (Cortellazzo et al., 2019).

Second, this paper contributes to the theoretical foundation of employees’ innovative work behavior by
clarifying the role of Al readiness as a mediating mechanism. Innovative work behavior is understood as a process
through which individuals proactively generate, promote, and implement new ideas to improve organizational
work practices, processes, or products (Scott & Bruce, 1994; De Jong & Den Hartog, 2010). In the proposed
model, digital leadership may provide vision, resources, and a supportive environment; however, these factors
are likely to be translated into innovative behavior only when employees possess positive attitudes, confidence,
and the necessary capabilities to accept and use Al in their work. This argument is consistent with the theory of
technology readiness, which suggests that individuals’ propensity to adopt new technologies is influenced by their
cognitive and emotional states as well as their level of self-confidence (Parasuraman, 2000).

Third, this paper clarifies the role of psychological safety as a contextual condition in the process through
which Al readiness is translated into innovative work behavior. According to Edmondson (1999), psychological
safety reflects the belief that individuals can express opinions, ask questions, experiment, or acknowledge
mistakes without fear of negative evaluation. In Al-enabled work environments, this factor is particularly
important because the use of new technologies is often accompanied by risks, uncertainty, and learning pressures.
Even when employees demonstrate a high level of Al readiness, they still require a psychologically safe work
environment that enables them to experiment confidently, propose new ideas, and transform technological
capabilities into actual innovative behavior.

Overall, the proposed research model contributes to connecting three streams of research: digital
leadership, Al readiness, and employees’ innovative work behavior. The model not only clarifies the direct effect
of digital leadership on individual innovation, but also explains the mediating mechanism and moderating
condition underlying this relationship in contemporary digital work environments. In doing so, this paper provides
a relevant theoretical framework for analyzing employees’ innovative work behavior under the impact of Al,
while also establishing a foundation for future empirical research.

Managerial Implications

From a managerial perspective, the proposed research model suggests that organizations should regard
digital leadership as a strategic capability in the process of Al adoption, rather than merely as a technical
requirement of digital transformation. As the use of Al in the workplace continues to increase, the role of
managers is not limited to selecting appropriate technologies, but also involves guiding how employees
understand, trust, and leverage Al to generate innovative value. Managers need to be able to communicate a clear
digital vision, align technological objectives with innovation goals, and motivate employees to proactively adapt
to changes in their work.

In addition, organizations should place greater emphasis on enhancing employees’ Al readiness.
Evidence on the level of Al adoption indicates that employees are engaging with Al at a rapid pace; however, not
all organizations have corresponding training and support strategies. Therefore, enterprises should implement
practice-oriented Al training programs that help employees understand how to use Al in their daily work,
recognize the limitations of the technology, and develop the capability to collaborate effectively with intelligent
systems. Rather than communicating Al as a tool for control or labor substitution, managers should emphasize
Al as a resource that supports employees in improving performance, developing new ideas, and enhancing work
processes.

Directions for Future Empirical Testing

As this paper focuses on proposing a theoretical model, the research hypotheses need to be tested in
future empirical studies. The model can be examined through surveys of employees working in organizations that
are currently adopting, or planning to adopt, Al in sectors such as banking, retail, technology, education, logistics,
services, and manufacturing. The research variables, including digital leadership, Al readiness, employees’
innovative work behavior, and psychological safety, can be measured using five-point Likert scales.

Regarding analytical methods, future studies may employ structural equation modeling (SEM) or partial
least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to simultaneously test the direct, mediating, and
moderating effects in the proposed model. In addition, control variables such as age, gender, educational level,
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job tenure, experience with Al, and the organization’s level of digital maturity should be incorporated to enhance
the reliability of the empirical findings. Testing the model across different industries may also help clarify whether
the roles of digital leadership and psychological safety vary according to the level of Al adoption in each sector.

V.  Conclusion

This paper proposes a theoretical model to clarify the role of digital leadership in promoting employees’
innovative work behavior under the impact of Al. The model suggests that digital leadership may directly
influence innovative work behavior while also exerting an indirect effect through Al readiness. Psychological
safety is considered a moderating factor that enhances the extent to which Al readiness is translated into actual
innovative behavior. Theoretically, this paper contributes to connecting the literature on digital leadership,
technology readiness, psychological safety, and individual innovation. From a managerial perspective, the study
suggests that organizations should develop digital leadership capabilities, enhance employees’ Al-related skills,
and build an open and psychologically safe work environment that encourages experimentation and creativity.
Future studies may empirically validate the proposed model using quantitative data.
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