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Abstract
Artificial intelligence (AI) has moved quickly from a theoretical prospect to a working
tool across financial services, where it increasingly shapes how leaders make decisions
and engage their teams. This Dissertation in Practice examines how business leaders
engage with and perceive an Al coaching tool, grounded in transformational leadership
principles, as they prepare for and conduct employee performance conversations. The
purpose of this study is to explore how leaders perceive, interact with, and consider
applying such a tool in developmental, employee-centered conversations. The aim is to
inform leadership practitioners and human resources professionals as Al coaching tools
enter leadership development, rather than to prescribe a solution. The project is informed
by literature on transformational leadership, the limits of traditional leadership
development, and the emerging use of Al in coaching and performance management. A
qualitative pre/post-intervention design is used to examine how mid- and senior-level
leaders at a large U.S. financial institution engage with a custom generative Al coaching
tool configured around the four dimensions of transformational leadership. Data are
drawn from semi-structured interviews conducted before and after an engagement period
and are analyzed using a hybrid deductive-inductive thematic analysis. The DIP has three
components: a proposal grounded in relevant literature, a submission-ready manuscript
reporting the empirical study, and a practitioner recommendation plan informed by the
study. The document concludes with a reflection and the development of a leadership
philosophy.
Keywords: transformational leadership, Al coaching, performance conversations,

leadership development, financial services
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SECTION ONE: PROPOSAL



SILENT PARTNER: HOW AI SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS

Introduction

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is no longer a distant or theoretical concept; it is
rapidly becoming an essential tool in industries such as financial services, where it
influences everything from credit analysis and fraud detection to strategic decision-
making. Al tools augment human leaders’ interactions with their teams and shape
outcomes. This transformation raises a vital leadership question: How might business
leaders engage with and perceive using an Al-driven coaching tool grounded in
transformational leadership principles? This study sits at the intersection of this tension
where AI’s potential meets the core values of transformational leadership.

Transformational leadership is widely associated with increased employee
engagement, innovation, and long-term performance (Avolio & Yammarino, 2013; Bass,
1985). Researchers and practitioners have recently shown that Al can support and
challenge traditional management practices (Davenport & Miller, 2022). What remains
unknown is how business leaders think about integrating Al tools grounded in
transformational leadership principles into employee performance development. Current
literature rarely addresses this question from the perspective of practicing leaders, those
who are actively navigating the complexities of leadership in Al-enhanced workplace
environments.

Understanding how business leaders might approach Al is critical to better
understanding what is possible before policies are set. Without this knowledge and
perspective, organizations risk implementing Al without contemplating the human
element of leadership, thus undermining the effectiveness of these tools. Organizational

design, HR leaders, and senior executives must understand how business leaders might
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use these tools to augment transformational leadership practices. This Dissertation in
Practice will explore how business leaders are beginning to think about Al integration
into employee performance development. Their insights will be helpful as Al leadership
tools become more prevalent.
Literature Review

The dynamic nature of the global banking sector has highlighted the importance
of transformational leadership for driving innovation, fostering employee engagement,
and improving organizational performance (Burns, 1978; Easa, 2019; Li, 2024).
Transformational leadership, as theorized by influential scholars such as Burns (1978)
and Bass (1985), focuses on motivating followers to transcend their self-interest for the
sake of the leader’s or organization’s vision. Within the competitive, technology-driven
banking environment, leaders must adapt to a shifting regulatory landscape and evolving
customer demands and inspire their teams to embrace continuous improvement and
innovation making transformational leadership a good fit (Avolio & Bass, 1988; Easa,
2019; Li, 2024). Developing transformational leadership skills has historically proven
challenging, primarily due to limitations in traditional learning and development delivery
(Ely et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2016). The recent advancement of artificial intelligence
(Al) offers innovative solutions for leadership development that are scalable, cost-
effective, personalized, and adaptive (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Huang & Rust, 2018;
Khandelwal & Upadhyay, 2021).

This literature review examines the theoretical foundations of transformational
leadership, its relevance and impact within the banking sector, and the emerging role of

Al in leadership development. It first describes transformational leadership within the
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broader leadership literature, describing its unique components. It then explores the
banking industry’s unique challenges, demonstrating why transformational leadership is
effective. Next, the literature review highlights how transformational leadership enhances
employee performance through innovation and engagement. It discusses the current
limitations of traditional leadership development programs and how Al-driven solutions
may overcome these barriers. Finally, it addresses some ethical and practical challenges
associated with Al integration. It concludes that harnessing Al can advance
transformational leadership development efforts in banking.

Theoretical Foundations of Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership theory emerged as researchers tried to understand
leadership approaches that engage followers on moral, emotional, and motivational
levels, differentiating it from earlier leadership views as transactional (Avolio & Bass,
1988; Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978;). Unlike transactional leaders who rely on contingent
rewards and punishments, transformational leaders inspire followers to align with the
leader's vision, surpassing immediate self-interest and fostering creativity, innovation,
and personal growth (Bass & Avolio, 1989; Tichy & Devanna, 1986).

This section focuses on the essential components of transformational leadership,
highlighting how each contributes to effective leader-follower relationships and
organizational success. Bass and Avolio (1994) articulated the four fundamental elements
of transformational leadership, which uniquely enhance leader-follower relationships and
achieve organizational and individual success. The following is a more detailed
description of each component of intellectual stimulation, idealized influence,

inspirational motivation, and individualized consideration.
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Intellectual stimulation is where the leader encourages followers to think
critically, solve problems creatively, and challenge the status quo (Bass, 1985). Leaders
who engage in intellectual stimulation foster a safe environment of innovation, enabling
employees to propose novel ideas and embrace unconventional approaches to problem-
solving (Hater & Bass, 1988). Multiple research studies found that intellectual
stimulation contributes positively to employee satisfaction and creativity, particularly in
knowledge-intensive sectors such as banking (Belias & Koustelios, 2014; Easa, 2019;
Hater & Bass, 1988).

Idealized influence is the leader’s ability to serve as a role model by exemplifying
high ethical standards, vision, and integrity (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Kuhnert & Lewis,
1987; Yukl, 1989). Through their behavior, transformational leaders can gain the trust
and respect of their followers. This can often create an emotional connection that inspires
loyalty and commitment to the leader and the organization (Antonakis, 2012). This
component can be especially critical in banking, where trust and ethical conduct are
paramount to organizational success (Li, 2024).

Inspirational Motivation reflects a leader’s capacity to articulate and
communicate a compelling vision to align the followers’ goals with the leader’s and
organization’s objectives (Bass, 1988; Bass & Avolio, 1989; Conger & Kanungo, 1987).
By setting high expectations and instilling confidence in the follower, transformational
leaders can motivate employees to strive for excellence. Burns (1978) and Chatterjee and
Kulakli (2015) have shown that inspirational motivation fosters team cohesion and
engagement, essential for navigating complex organizational challenges, especially in

dynamic industries like banking.
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Individualized Consideration emphasizes the importance of providing
personalized support and mentorship to employees. Transformational leaders recognize
their followers' unique needs and aspirations, tailoring their approach to facilitate
individual growth and development (Northouse, 2019). Individualized consideration is
one of the most impactful components of transformational leadership but also the most
difficult to accomplish at scale, given the specialized and personalized nature (Komives,
1991). This component promotes employees' sense of organizational belonging and
value, which enhances loyalty and productivity (Huang & Rust, 2018).
Transformational Leadership vs Transactional Leadership

Research supports the positive relationship between transformational leadership
behaviors and outcomes such as follower satisfaction, organizational commitment, and
enhanced performance (Bass, 1985; Judge & Piccolo, 2004). This leadership style has
been examined across public, private, educational, and military organizations with
consistent evidence that it elevates moral values, increases follower motivation, and leads
to superior organizational results (Avolio & Bass, 1988; Keller, 1992).

Comparing transformational leadership with transactional leadership helps
understand the advantages of transformational leadership. While both are rooted in the
exchanges between leaders and followers, they differ in their underlying assumptions,
motivational processes, and long-term impact on organizational outcomes (Avolio &
Bass, 1988; Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978). Transactional leadership relies heavily on
contingent rewards and punishments to influence behavior. In transactional leadership,
leaders clarify performance standards and expectations, monitor follower compliance,

and administer tangible incentives or disciplinary measures based on whether followers
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meet these predefined criteria (Hater & Bass, 1988; Podsakoff et al., 1990). By contrast,
transformational leadership transcends the traditional exchange dynamic by appealing to
followers’ higher-order values, ideals, and intrinsic motivations, encouraging them to
exceed performance expectations and embrace organizational goals as their own (Bass,
1988; Burns, 1978; Judge & Piccolo, 2004).

The transactional approach can fail to inspire deep commitment, creativity, or
adaptability among followers (Conger & Kanungo, 1987; Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987; Yukl,
1989). This style focuses on maintaining the status quo and optimizing operational
efficiency through immediate and tangible exchanges. While transactional leaders are
adept at resolving short-term issues and ensuring clarity in role expectations, they may
not encourage the type of intellectual stimulation, emotional engagement, and personal
growth that fuels sustainable organizational transformation (Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio,
1989; Burns, 1978).

Transformational leadership, on the other hand, is strongly associated with long-
term organizational growth, follower development, and enhanced innovation (Easa, 2019;
Keller, 1992; Li, 2024). By articulating an inspiring vision, demonstrating idealized
influence, and providing individualized consideration, transformational leaders cultivate
an environment where followers feel valued, empowered, and safe to propose new ideas
and challenge processes (Avolio & Bass, 1988; Podsakoff et al., 1990; Tichy & Devanna,
1986). Under transformational leadership, intrinsic motivation emerges as a key driver, as
followers derive satisfaction from contributing to a cause greater than themselves rather
than merely chasing incentives or avoiding punitive measures (Avolio & Bass, 1988;

Burns, 1978; Judge & Piccolo, 2004).



SILENT PARTNER: HOW AI SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS 7

Studies indicate that transformational leaders foster a more substantial
commitment to organizational goals, higher levels of job satisfaction, and more robust
innovation climates than their transactional counterparts (Easa, 2019; Li, 2024).
Transformational leadership is particularly advantageous in complex, rapidly changing
sectors such as banking. Its emphasis on adaptability, learning, and continuous
improvement equips organizations to navigate volatile regulatory environments, evolving
customer expectations, and heightened global competition more effectively than
transactional methods focused on maintaining established performance thresholds (Ely et
al., 2010; Huang & Rust, 2018; Jones et al., 2016).

Transformational Leadership in the Banking Sector

The banking industry is characterized by constant regulatory changes, intense
competition, accelerating digital transformation, and evolving customer expectations
(Abuowda, 2024; Easa, 2019). Traditional leadership approaches that emphasize
compliance, routines, and transactional exchanges often fail to support the agility and
customer-centric focus required in this sector (Bravo, 2024; Li, 2024). Transformational
leadership can better equip leaders and followers within a bank to better navigate these
challenges by fostering a shared vision, encouraging innovation, and developing
employee potential (Burns, 1978; Easa, 2019; Huang & Rust, 2018).

In banking, transformational leaders can model adaptability and resilience,
inspiring teams to continuously improve services, leverage emerging financial
technologies, and respond proactively to market and regulatory shifts (Easa, 2019; Li,
2024; Tichy & Ulrich, 1984). This leadership style resonates with a strategic emphasis on

long-term value creation over short-term gains. Research shows that employees in banks
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led by transformational leaders demonstrate higher levels of engagement, organizational
identification, and readiness to embrace new technologies and processes (Easa, 2019; Li,
2024). Transformational leaders at some banks have encouraged their employees to
explore new digital payment solutions, adopt Al-driven credit scoring tools, or implement
automation to enhance back-office efficiency (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Thompson, 2024b).

Transformational leadership has been linked to positive organizational outcomes,
including higher employee engagement, improved performance, and greater innovation
(L1, 2024). Transformational leaders inspire employees to achieve beyond expectations
by fostering a culture of empowerment and creativity (Easa, 2019). This is particularly
applicable in banking, where leaders and followers must navigate complex regulations,
technological advancements, demanding customers, and intense competition.

Transformational leaders enhance employee performance by fostering an
environment that values collaboration, innovation, and ethical behavior. Research
demonstrates that transformational leadership positively correlates with job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and productivity (Belias & Koustelios, 2014). By aligning
employees’ personal goals with organizational objectives, transformational leaders create
a sense of purpose and fulfillment among their followers.

The banking industry requires leaders who can drive innovation and adaptability
to deal with a complex regulatory landscape, rapid technological changes, and intense
competition. Transformational leaders play a critical role in cultivating a culture of
innovation by encouraging intellectual stimulation and measured risk-taking (Huang &

Rust, 2018; Li, 2024). Banks that adopt transformational leadership principles are more
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likely to succeed with digital transformation initiatives, enhancing operational efficiency
and customer satisfaction (Li, 2024).

Transformational leaders help organizations maintain stability and resilience in
times of crisis or uncertainty. By providing a clear vision and fostering trust, these leaders
enable their teams to navigate challenges effectively and emerge stronger (Bass &
Riggio, 2006). Studies highlight the role of transformational leadership in mitigating the
negative impacts of economic downturns and fostering long-term organizational growth
(Dwivedi et al., 2021; Goralski & Tan, 2020).

Impact of Transformational Leadership on Performance in Banking

Transformational leadership has been shown to positively influence performance
outcomes in banking (Abuowda, 2024; Easa, 2019; Li, 2024). Transformational leaders
can drive sustainable performance improvements by inspiring followers with a
compelling vision and aligning them with strategic objectives. Studies show that
transformational leadership in banking correlates with enhanced financial performance,
higher customer satisfaction, and greater rates of successful product or service innovation
(Easa, 2019; Li, 2024). Such leaders encourage intellectual stimulation, prompting
employees to suggest improvements to lending processes, refine risk assessment
methods, or develop more personalized wealth management solutions (Avolio & Bass,
1988; Podsakoff et al., 1990).

Transformational leadership fosters employee well-being, job satisfaction, and
retention, impacting employee performance (Ely et al., 2010). Followers who feel valued
and challenged by their leaders are more likely to commit wholeheartedly to their roles,

leading to improved metrics such as reduced loan default rates, faster transaction times,
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and more effective customer support (Li, 2024). Leadership behaviors that reflect
authenticity, ethical standards, and social responsibility also enhance a bank’s reputation,
strengthening its market position and stakeholder trust (Li, 2024).
Challenges in Developing Transformational Leadership Skills

The development of transformational leadership skills, though critical for
organizational success, can be challenging to implement. The complexity of
transformational leadership requires a nuanced, adaptive, and continuous approach to
leadership development, one that acknowledges the multifaceted nature of inspiring
followers, fostering innovation, and guiding teams through uncertainty (Bass & Riggio,
2006; Ely et al., 2010). However, traditional leadership development methods often fail
to meet these demands, primarily due to their inability to address personalized needs,
considerable time and financial investments, and difficulty translating theory into
context-specific practice.
Transformational Leadership Skills are Dynamic

One of the fundamental obstacles lies in the fact that transformational leadership
is not a static skill set but rather a fluid, developmental process requiring ongoing
refinement (Ely et al., 2010). Leaders attempting to embrace transformational behaviors
must continuously adapt their communication strategies, emotional intelligence, and
mentoring approaches to the evolving needs of diverse teams. Conventional development
programs, which often rely on standardized agendas and fixed workshop modules, are not
well-suited for this purpose. Because these programs typically employ a one-size-fits-all

model, leaders cannot easily translate generic competencies into actionable skills that
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resonate with their personal leadership styles and their organization's unique culture
(Chatterjee & Kulakli, 2015; Day et al., 2014).

Transformational leadership extends beyond skill acquisition; it involves shifts in
mindset, values, and interpersonal dynamics (Bass & Riggio, 2006; DeRue & Myers,
2014). Transactional leadership may be sufficient in more stable environments by
focusing on performance metrics and rewards; transformational leadership requires a
deeper engagement with the moral, inspirational, and relational dimensions of leading.
Leaders must learn how to cultivate trust, empower followers, foster psychological
safety, and stimulate intellectual curiosity among team members. Traditional
development programs frequently cannot provide the psychological depth or sustained
support necessary for such profound internal changes to take root (Easa, 2019; Ely et al.,
2010).

Differences in Culture across Companies Can Vary Outcomes

Cultural and contextual factors also present significant hurdles. Transformational
leadership can manifest differently across cultural settings, organizational structures, and
industry norms, which standard development programs often fail to acknowledge (DeRue
& Myers, 2014; Gurdjian et al., 2014). For instance, a leadership approach that resonates
in a highly collaborative, flat-structured tech company may not translate seamlessly into a
hierarchical banking organization with deeply ingrained traditions. Traditional programs
rarely incorporate cultural nuance or industry-specific case studies at a sufficiently
granular level, leaving leaders ill-prepared to navigate complex organizational

ecosystems (Easa, 2019; Li, 2024).
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If the company culture lacks ongoing reinforcement and follow-up support,
whatever is learned, the traditional program stays there. The leader often struggles with
bringing the learned concepts into daily leadership practice (Riggio & Tan, 2014).
Realizing the full potential of transformational leadership development requires
continuous feedback loops, reflective exercises, and opportunities to apply new skills to
real-world challenges. Many organizations rely on one-off development sessions or
periodic workshops, with limited mechanisms for learning or behavioral reinforcement.
Without this reinforcement and skill sharpening, these newly acquired leadership
competencies tend to atrophy, creating a gap between expectations and reality in the
workplace (Ely et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2016).
Limitations of Traditional Leadership Development

Technological limitations and logistical constraints have posed additional barriers.
Traditional leadership development methods often involve in-person sessions, physical
materials, and reliance on onsite human trainers or coaches (Gurdjian et al., 2014). These
delivery methods struggle to scale efficiently, particularly in large multinational banks
where leaders are dispersed across multiple geographies. Travel costs, time zone
differences, and scheduling conflicts frequently limit access and participation, further
complicating efforts to cultivate a culture of transformational leaders prepared to meet
emerging challenges (Li, 2024).

As financial institutions face heightened competition, regulatory shifts, digital
transformations, and evolving customer expectations, leaders require development
methods that keep pace with external change (Huang & Rust, 2018; Li, 2024). Traditional

development methods, which may take months to design, schedule, and implement, often
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cannot respond quickly enough to new demands. By the time leaders complete a
traditional program, the competitive and regulatory landscape may have already changed
(Chatterjee & Kulakli, 2015; Ely et al., 2010).

Cost of Traditional Leadership Development Programs

Another challenge is the substantial time and financial investment often required
to develop truly transformational leaders through conventional means. Customized
coaching, 360-degree feedback assessments, and immersive workshops can be expensive
and time-consuming, making them less accessible for organizations with limited
resources (Jones et al., 2016). As a result, many leadership pipelines remain
underdeveloped, especially in fast-paced industries like banking, where rapid changes in
technology, regulation, and customer preferences demand forward-thinking leadership
capabilities (Easa, 2019; Huang & Rust, 2018).

The difficulty of measuring progress and impact can further complicate the
development of transformational leadership skills. Unlike technical competencies, such
as financial modeling or compliance knowledge, transformational behaviors are more
qualitative and relational, making them harder to assess objectively (Riggio & Tan, 2014;
Yukl, 1989). Traditional development approaches may emphasize knowledge acquisition
or discrete skill practice without providing reliable metrics to evaluate growth in
empathy, vision articulation, or team empowerment. Organizations often struggle to
determine whether their investment in conventional leadership development methods
fosters meaningful behavioral change or simply reinforces outdated leadership paradigms
(Chatterjee & Kulakli, 2015; Ely et al., 2010).

Resource Challenges in Traditional Leadership Development
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The significant time and financial investment required by traditional leadership
development programs can present another significant hurdle in effectively developing
transformational leadership skills within an organization. Many firms, especially small
and medium-sized ones, struggle to justify the resources necessary for comprehensive
development programs. The high costs of traditional development methods, including
classroom-based instruction and external coaching, make them inaccessible to many
organizations (Jones et al., 2016).

It is not just significant costs. Traditional programs often demand significant time
commitments from both participants and facilitators. This challenges fast-evolving,
dynamic industries like banking, where operational demands and emergencies frequently
take precedence over more long-term investments and commitments like development
activities. As a result, leaders may find it difficult to engage fully with development
programs, reducing their effectiveness (Belias & Koustelios, 2014). Additionally, the
rigidity of traditional programs also exacerbates these barriers. Many programs follow
standardized schedules that do not account for individual participants' unique needs or
constraints (Northouse, 2019).

Alternative Delivery of Leadership Development

Given the limitations of traditional leadership development methods,
organizations require alternative approaches that better align with the complex
competencies demanded by transformational leadership. Unlike conventional workshops
and seminars, personalized coaching and mentoring programs address the individualized
needs of leaders, enabling them to build on their strengths and align development

initiatives with organizational strategic goals (Huang & Rust, 2018; Ibarra & Scoular,
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2019). Instead of one-size-fits-all programming, mentoring relationships and executive
coaching engagements offer tailored guidance, reflective practices, and continuous
feedback loops, promoting deeper behavioral change than periodic development sessions
can achieve.

Personalized coaching and mentoring programs can also provide a safe space for
leaders to experiment with new behaviors, solicit honest feedback, and refine their
leadership style (Day et al., 2014; DeRue & Myers, 2014). Such programs may integrate
assessments like 360-degree feedback, personality inventories, and emotional intelligence
measures to identify key developmental areas. By combining these insights into
customized developmental plans, leaders can learn to inspire, motivate, and mentor
employees effectively, embodying the essence of transformational leadership (Bass &
Riggio, 2006; Chatterjee & Kulakli, 2015).

Organizations seeking more scalable alternatives have begun to leverage digital
tools and virtual platforms for leadership development (Denning, 2018; Thompson,
2024b; Northouse, 2019). Online coaching portals, interactive webinars, and leadership-
focused mobile applications can deliver content on demand, allowing leaders to learn at
their own pace and revisit materials as needed. By providing asynchronous access to
lectures, case studies, and real-time simulations, digital solutions extend learning
opportunities beyond the confines of traditional classroom environments (Ely et al., 2010;
Gurdjian et al., 2014).

Applying experiential learning techniques, such as role-playing exercises,
simulations, and games, further enhances the transfer of knowledge to practice (Nielsen

& Daniels, 2012; Riggio & Tan, 2014). Through scenario-based learning, leaders
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confront realistic challenges that closely mirror the complexities of their organization. A
banking leader might navigate a high-pressure simulation involving regulatory
compliance, cross-functional collaboration, and stakeholder conflict resolution. Leaders
can apply newly acquired transformational leadership principles and internalize concepts
more effectively, helping to bridge the gap between theory and leadership in practice
(Huang & Rust, 2018).

As organizational cultures evolve, effective leadership development strategies
increasingly emphasize ethical leadership and moral decision-making, in which
transformational leadership excels (Caldwell & Anderson, 2021; Treviio et al., 2003).
Alternative delivery methods, including guided reflection exercises and discussion
forums moderated by expert coaches, encourage leaders to consider the broader
implications of their decisions. In these forums, participants can debate real-world ethical
cases, share insights on values-based leadership, and support one another’s growth in
becoming transformational leaders (Huang & Rust, 2018).

Emerging Applications of Artificial Intelligence in Leadership Development

Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools are increasingly transforming leadership
development, coaching, and performance management by introducing scalable, data-
driven, and personalized alternatives to traditional practices. In leadership development,
Al enhances strategic decision-making by analyzing organizational data and delivering
personalized learning tailored to individual leader needs, supporting lifelong growth
(Pago, 2024). In coaching, Al-driven platforms are redefining development by offering
generative solutions that deliver personalized, context-aware feedback, often surpassing

the specificity and timeliness of traditional coaching (Terblanche, 2024). These tools also
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support wellness and performance by adapting to individual learning styles and
organizational goals. In performance management, Al enables dynamic, real-time
feedback and predictive analytics, replacing rigid annual review cycles with more
continuous, developmental feedback loops (Thirunagalingam et al., 2025; Nayak &
Choudhury, 2024). These platforms can surface recurring issues, identify growth
opportunities, and recommend training based on behavioral patterns and employee
strengths. While these developments hold substantial promise, scholars emphasize that
successful integration requires careful attention to ethical frameworks, transparency, and
preserving human-centered leadership values (Nayak & Choudhury, 2024; Pago, 2024).

Despite this growing body of literature, there remains a significant gap in research
specifically examining how Al tools support leadership development and performance
conversations within the banking sector. Given the highly regulated, relationship-driven
nature of financial institutions, this context presents unique challenges and opportunities
for transformational leadership supported by digital tools, a gap this study seeks to
address.
Transformational Leadership and Best Practices in Employee Performance
Conversations

Effective employee performance conversations are central to leadership
development, employee engagement, and organizational success. From a
transformational leadership perspective, these conversations are more than just a
backward-looking evaluation; they are relational, developmental, and future-focused.
Research has demonstrated that high-quality performance dialogues include clear

expectations, two-way feedback, recognition of strengths, and alignment with long-term
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growth goals (Stone & Heen, 2014; Pulakos et al., 2015). Goal setting, when co-created,
enhances autonomy and motivation, which are key components of transformational
leadership. Leaders who demonstrate individual consideration and intellectual stimulation
during these conversations can cultivate a culture of continuous improvement and
psychological safety. Moreover, consistent, informal feedback discussions are
increasingly seen as more impactful than only annual or semi-annual reviews
(Buckingham & Goodall, 2015). Despite these best practices, many managers struggle to
prepare for or structure these conversations effectively.
Artificial Intelligence as a Transformative Tool in Leadership Development

The emergence of Al presents a new opportunity to reimagine leadership
development by enabling more personalized, data-driven, and scalable approaches. As
organizations grapple with global competition, rapid technological change, and evolving
workforce expectations, Al-driven solutions can help close the gap between aspirational
leadership ideals and actual leadership practice (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Huang & Rust,
2018; Khandelwal & Upadhyay, 2021). By leveraging large language models, machine
learning, and predictive analytics, Al systems can analyze a leader’s communication
style, detect decision-making patterns, and identify improvement areas, offering instant
feedback that traditional methods cannot match (Bravo, 2024). By focusing an Al tool on
supporting the core elements of performance coaching, such as goal setting,
developmental feedback, and employee engagement, it can be aligned directly with
evidence-based leadership strategies that drive employee performance and satisfaction.

Al as a Tool for Guided Reflection
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Transformational leaders engage followers emotionally and intellectually,
inspiring innovative thinking and moral reflection rather than merely enforcing
compliance (Avolio & Bass, 1988; Li, 2024). Al-driven coaching platforms can facilitate
these shifts by delivering individualized guidance on how a leader might better articulate
a compelling vision, provide constructive feedback, or encourage creative problem-
solving among team members (Dasha Al, 2023; Khandelwal & Upadhyay, 2021). In
doing so, Al directly supports the four dimensions of transformational leadership:
idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration.
Al as a Safe Space for Role Playing

Al simulations immerse leaders in complex scenarios replicating high-stakes real-
world banking environment conditions. An Al-driven platform could simulate a scenario
where a financial institution faces a sudden market downturn, regulatory pressure, or a
reputational crisis. The leader’s responses, strategies, and communication choices are
tracked and analyzed in real-time, enabling the system to provide data-driven insights
into their approach (Huang & Rust, 2018; Thompson, 2024a). Leaders can refine their
transformational skills in a safe yet realistic context by observing how to manage the
unknowns, motivate their team, and respond to stakeholder concerns.
Al Allows Continuous Adjustments in Coaching

Al’s capacity to deliver continuous, iterative feedback helps overcome the
periodic nature of traditional development programs (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Khandelwal

& Upadhyay, 2021). Leaders can access on-demand insights whenever they encounter a
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challenge instead of waiting for the next seminar or coaching session. This immediacy
and accessibility foster a culture of learning and improvement (Huang & Rust, 2018).

With proper controls, Al-driven approaches can reduce biases and enhance
fairness in leadership development. Human coaches and mentors may inadvertently favor
certain behaviors or demographic groups. However, well-designed Al algorithms can
mitigate these risks through careful data governance, transparency, and regular audits
(Rai et al., 2019; Trevino et al., 2003). Al can support the inclusive dimensions of
transformational leadership and contribute to a more equitable organizational culture
(Caldwell & Anderson, 2021; Martin, 2019).

Scaling, Cost-Effectiveness, and Accessibility of AI-Driven Leadership Development

Traditional coaching and mentoring models often rely on human expertise and
one-on-one engagement, making it challenging to offer high-quality development
experiences at scale (Jones et al., 2016; Nielsen & Daniels, 2012). By contrast, Al can
serve numerous learners simultaneously, delivering personalized feedback without
incurring additional costs from hiring more coaches or running multiple workshops
(Dwivedi et al., 2021).

Scalability is invaluable for large banking firms with significant domestic and
international operations. Leaders dispersed across multiple geographies and time zones
can access Al development resources on-demand, ensuring a consistent quality of
leadership development regardless of location (Laws, 2024). Such reach is critical as
organizations navigate complex, interdependent markets, facing regulatory differences,
cultural nuances, and rapid technological disruption. Al-driven platforms can integrate

localized case studies, adapt content to different cultural contexts, and provide language



SILENT PARTNER: HOW AI SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS 21
support, creating an inclusive and global leadership development ecosystem (Huang &
Rust, 2018; Li, 2024).

As Al systems learn from user interactions, they refine their recommendations
and become more adept at identifying subtle behavioral patterns, ultimately improving
the accuracy and relevance of their guidance (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Thompson, 2024a).
Al can continuously update its development modules to align with emerging industry
trends, regulatory changes, and technological advancements, ensuring that leadership
development remains current and future-oriented (Denning, 2018; Diversio, 2023;
Harvard Business Publishing, 2024). This dynamic adaptability contrasts sharply with
traditional programs, where content can quickly become outdated.

Historically, individualized coaching and leadership programs were reserved for
senior executives, leaving emerging leaders, mid-level managers, and high-potential
employees with limited developmental opportunities (Day et al., 2014; DeRue & Myers,
2014). AT’s scalable, cost-effective nature allows extending advanced leadership
development resources to a broader workforce segment. By doing so, organizations
nurture a deeper leadership bench, accelerating succession planning and fostering a
pipeline of transformational leaders ready to meet the challenges of tomorrow (Caldwell
& Anderson, 2021; Khandelwal & Upadhyay, 2021).

Possible Limitations for AI-Driven Leadership Development

Although Al-driven leadership development offers many benefits to traditional
leadership development, especially as it relates to transformational leadership, possible
limitations to consider include ethical implications, resistance to Al use, and the risk of

over-automation.
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Ethical and Practical Considerations in AI-Driven Leadership Development

While the application of Al in leadership development holds tremendous promise,
it introduces a range of ethical, practical, and managerial challenges that demand careful
consideration. Data privacy and security concerns are paramount, as Al tools rely on
highly sensitive information, including performance evaluations, communication logs,
and detailed personal development plans (Martin, 2019; Rai et al., 2019). Banking
institutions, already accustomed to stringent regulatory scrutiny, must meet or exceed
applicable legal requirements and industry standards, such as the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) or the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA), to protect
confidential data (Bravo, 2024; Dwivedi et al., 2021). Implementing robust data
governance frameworks that define clear access rights, encryption protocols, and periodic
audits can help safeguard against breaches and misuse, fostering participant trust and
confidence (Diversio, 2023).

Algorithmic bias and fairness represent a critical issue in Al-driven leadership
development, as machine learning models may inadvertently perpetuate historical biases
embedded within their development data (Huang & Rust, 2018; Rai et al., 2019). For
instance, if previous leadership evaluations favored certain demographic groups, the Al
system’s recommendations might unfairly benefit or disadvantage particular leaders.
Addressing this requires diversifying development datasets, conducting regular
algorithmic audits, and involving human oversight to detect and correct bias (Expert
Panel, 2024).

Resistance to Al Integration
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Leaders and employees accustomed to traditional leadership development
methods may resist adopting Al-driven tools, perceiving them as impersonal or intrusive.
This resistance is often exacerbated by a lack of understanding about how Al works and

its benefits. Change management strategies, including leader education and pilot
programs, are critical to overcoming this skepticism and building trust in Al-enhanced
leadership development (Bravo, 2024).

Leaders require transparency around how Al-generated insights are derived and
should retain the right to question, refine, or challenge those recommendations (Baker,
2024; Huang & Rust, 2018). Opaque Al models create uncertainty and suspicion when
users cannot understand the rationale behind specific feedback. Offering explanations
through model outputs, dashboards, or summary reports can help maintain trust and
engagement (Dasha Al, 2023; Thompson, 2024a).

Risk of Over-Automation

Relying too heavily on Al risks diminishing the human-centric elements of
leadership development. Al cannot replicate the empathetic feedback and deep
interpersonal connections provided by human mentors and coaches. Striking the right
balance between Al-driven insights and human judgment is critical to ensuring that
leadership development retains its transformative and relational dimensions (Caldwell &
Anderson, 2021; Li, 2024).

Combining Al-driven feedback with human support is critical to maintaining
contextual relevance. While algorithms can surface patterns and highlight developmental
opportunities, human mentors or HR professionals can help interpret these findings

(Bravo, 2024). A banking leader receiving Al-generated advice on improving
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communication may benefit from discussing these recommendations with a mentor who
understands the client’s expectations. This human interaction preserves the nuance of
leadership development, ensuring that advice aligns with organizational values (Caldwell
& Anderson, 2021).

Leaders and employees, accustomed to conventional development programs, may
be skeptical of technology-driven assessments and wary of perceived surveillance.
Overcoming resistance involves transparent communication articulating the Al tool’s
purpose, safeguards, and benefits. Explaining how Al can offer more timely,
personalized, and actionable guidance can encourage leaders to embrace these new

platforms as augmentation, not replacements for humans.

Future Directions and Research Opportunities

As banking institutions leverage Al for leadership development, numerous
avenues for future research and practice will emerge. One possibility is to conduct studies
that examine the long-term impact of Al-driven coaching on transformational leadership
behaviors, follower satisfaction, and organizational performance. Understanding how
leaders evolve, the durability of behavioral changes, and the downstream effects on
employee engagement, customer satisfaction, and financial metrics can inform the design
of more effective Al-based interventions.

Experimental research can explore how varying feedback types, user interface
designs, and integration strategies affect user trust and engagement with Al-driven
coaching. Researchers can determine which approaches most effectively enhance leader
acceptance and leadership skill development by testing different methods such as face-to-

face interaction, gamification scenarios, and simulations. Findings from such studies
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could help organizations tailor Al-based development programs to maximize impact,
reduce resistance, and foster a positive learning experience that aligns with the values of
transformational leadership.

The future of Al-driven leadership development lies at the crossroads of
scholarship, technology, ethics, culture, and continuous improvement. Through ongoing
inquiry, collaboration, and iterative enhancements, the banking sector can leverage Al to
elevate leadership development, ultimately nurturing leaders who are both visionary and
responsible in guiding their organizations through a complex and rapidly changing global
landscape.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this quality improvement project is to explore how business
leaders might engage with an Al-driven coaching tool designed around transformational
leadership principles to support employee performance conversations. This study will
examine how leaders perceive, interact with, and potentially apply the tool to enhance
their leadership behaviors, with a focus on developmental conversations and employee
engagement. By studying their experiences and reflections before and after engaging with
the Al tool, the project aims to better understand the tool’s influence as a leadership
development aid.

Research Question

How might business leaders engage with an Al-driven coaching tool trained in

transformational leadership behaviors to support employee performance conversations?

Aim Statement
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With the results of this dissertation in practice, I aim to provide leadership
practitioners, organizational designers, and HR professionals with actionable insights into

how Al-based coaching tools might help leaders apply transformational leadership
behaviors in employee performance conversations. The study emphasizes how these tools
can act as reflective partners, encouraging leaders to adopt more intentional,
developmental approaches.

This research will surface early reflections, use patterns, and perceived barriers or
benefits associated with Al-enabled leadership support. Rather than providing
prescriptive solutions, the aim is to inform future leadership development strategies,
especially those integrating digital tools to encourage more human-centered and
transformational approaches to performance management. Ultimately, this project seeks
to contribute to the evolving dialogue on responsible and effective Al adoption in
leadership practice.

Method

This study employs a qualitative approach within a quality improvement project
(QIP) framework to examine how business leaders might engage with and perceive using
an Al-driven coaching tool grounded in transformational leadership principles. The aim is
to explore the potential role of Al in supporting leaders as they conduct regular check-ins
and performance reviews, with an emphasis on fostering transformational leadership
behaviors.

Based on the initial interview, an assessment of the participants’ existing

performance management techniques will help establish a baseline understanding of their



SILENT PARTNER: HOW AI SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS
current coaching practices. A recorded Zoom demonstration will introduce leaders
to the Al coaching tool to highlight its intended use and potential benefits.

The study follows a pre/post-qualitative design. I will conduct a semi-
structured interview with participants to explore their initial perceptions of Al in
the context of leadership development and how they think they might use the tool.
Participants will then independently engage with the Al tool over four weeks.
After the engagement period, a follow-up semi-structured interview will be
conducted to explore how their perceptions and intended use may have changed
due to hands-on experience.

Qualitative data from the pre-and post-interviews will be analyzed using
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which provides a structured yet
flexible approach for identifying patterns and key themes in participant responses.
Ethical considerations, including informed consent, confidentiality, and mitigation
of researcher bias, will be rigorously upheld to ensure the integrity of the research
process.

Context of the Study

This study is in the financial services industry, primarily involving mid-
and senior-level leaders at a major U.S. banking institution. The context is
particularly relevant due to the industry's emphasis on performance, regulatory
scrutiny, and leadership accountability. In these high-stakes environments,
effective leadership behaviors aligned with transformational leadership can
significantly influence employee engagement, development, and team

performance (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Walumbwa et al., 2005).
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The setting is conducive to studying Al-based leadership tools, given the
increasing focus on leveraging technology to drive efficiencies in the financial services
sector. Large US banks place a premium on innovation, performance measurement, and
leadership development, making them a suitable environment for exploring the

integration of Al into leadership practice.
Participants
Sampling Plan

This study will employ a convenience sampling strategy, selecting participants
based on their accessibility and willingness to participate. Convenience sampling is a
commonly used non-probability sampling method in qualitative research, particularly in
exploratory or practice-based studies, where the goal is to generate deep, contextual
insights rather than generalizable data (Etikan et al., 2016; Palinkas et al., 2015). It allows
for the efficient recruitment of information-rich participants with relevant experience,
especially in professional settings, such as banking, where access may be limited and
participation is voluntary (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Given the QIP nature of this study
and its focus on leadership experiences with Al coaching within a specific professional
context, selecting participants from within professional networks ensures that they
possess relevant leadership experience and an interest in an Al based coaching tool.

A key strength of this approach is its practicality and efficiency. It allows for
timely data collection and quick access to participants who meet the study criteria,
ensuring feasibility within the research timeline (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015).
Additionally, existing professional relationships with me may increase participant

engagement and willingness to offer meaningful insights. However, convenience
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sampling may introduce selection bias, as participants may not fully represent the
broader population of business leaders. This limitation, while notable, is

consistent with the nature QIPs, which prioritize context-specific learning over
broad generalizability.

Selection Criteria and Recruitment

I will select participants from a pool of senior and mid-level leaders
responsible for managing direct reports and conducting regular performance
evaluations. The sampling will prioritize individuals with a strong employee
coaching and performance development background. While the focus will be on
leaders within banking institutions, mainly Wells Fargo, leaders from adjacent
industries may also be included to ensure a robust sample size.

I determined the target sample size of 8—10 participants based on several
qualitative research considerations, including the anticipated depth of insight
gained through two rounds of interviews, the relatively homogenous professional
background of participants (mid-to senior-level leaders in a financial services
organization), and the focused scope of the intervention. This range is expected to
balance data richness with feasibility while still allowing for the identification of
meaningful themes across cases (Guest et al., 2006). Inclusion criteria will require

that participants:

e Have direct experience conducting performance reviews and employee coaching.

e Are willing to engage with an Al-driven coaching tool for a period of four weeks.

e Have no prior extensive exposure to Al coaching tools, ensuring fresh

perspectives.
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Recruitment will occur through professional and industry networks, and I will provide

participants with a summary of the study’s purpose, procedures, and ethical

considerations before providing informed consent (Appendix A). Individuals who report

directly to me will be excluded to mitigate potential bias (see Appendix C for the

recruitment email).

Intervention Description

The primary intervention in this study is an Al-driven coaching tool that I created
by using OpenAl’s ChatGPT platform. The tool is designed to support business leaders in
preparing for and conducting employee performance conversations with an emphasis on
transformational leadership principles. Rather than replacing human leadership, the tool
acts as a thought partner, helping leaders prepare to have more meaningful employee
conversations by prompting reflections and then offering customized, theory-driven
guidance.

I developed the Al tool through carefully crafted prompts and instructions, which
"trained" the GPT model in the core concepts of transformational leadership, specifically
the four dimensions: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual
stimulation, and individualized consideration (Bass & Riggio, 2006). I designed the
model to function as a coaching assistant, asking leaders clarifying, step-by-step
questions before offering tailored insights and recommendations.

This back-and-forth design encourages leaders to reflect on context, intent, and
outcomes before receiving Al-generated suggestions. For example, the Al may begin by
asking the leader about the employee’s recent performance, the nature of the feedback

being delivered, and the leader’s goals for the conversation. Based on the input, the Al
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generates coaching language, developmental phrasing, or possible leadership
approaches rooted in transformational theory.

The tool is accessible via a secure, browser-based (or App) ChatGPT
environment and does not require technical setup or integration. Its ease of use
allows leaders to engage with it flexibly, such as during meeting prep,
performance review meetings, or post-check-in reflection.

Participants in the study will be introduced to the tool during an
onboarding session that includes a recorded Zoom demonstration and an
explanation of its structure and intended use. I will also give participants a
prompting guide (Appendix F) to support those unfamiliar with Al tools by
offering ready-made examples and encouraging exploratory use aligned with
leadership conversations. They will then engage with the tool independently for
four weeks. During this time, no monitoring or performance tracking will occur.
While usage will not be monitored in real-time, tool engagement will be assessed
in the post-intervention interview, where I will ask participants how frequently
and in what ways they interacted with the tool (e.g., feedback sessions, check-ins,
goal setting). The focus of the study remains on how leaders perceive and might
potentially apply Al coaching tools in their real-world context, but asking for this
additional information will provide insight in both qualitative and quantitative
terms.

This intervention explores the perceived value, practicality, and potential
impact of Al-enabled leadership support in organizations where leaders may lack

consistent access to coaching or structured leadership development. A screenshot
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of the GPT interface is included in Appendix D The Al tool, titled Transformational
Coaching, is hosted on OpenAl’s ChatGPT platform and can be accessed at:

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-67d38674b5c48191ac1184a993368e9b-transformational-

coaching. This interface is available to anyone with the link and will demonstrate how
leaders are prompted to respond step-by-step before receiving Al-generated guidance
aligned with transformational leadership practices.
Data Collection Procedures

Data will be collected through two rounds of semi-structured interviews
conducted via Zoom, one-on-one with each participant: one before and one after
engaging with the Al coaching tool. This design allows for in-depth exploration of
leadership behaviors, mindsets, and perceptions and any shifts that occur over the four-
week intervention period. The following is a summary of the participant’s experience in
the study.
Recruitment and Eligibility

I will recruit participants through my professional network using a recruitment
email (Appendix C) that introduces the study, outlines participation expectations, and
invites interested individuals to connect. The outreach will be conducted ethically, with
no more than three contact attempts. Eligibility will be determined based on criteria
outlined in the recruitment materials as follows:
Who Can Participate?
e Mid- or senior-level bank leaders with direct reports
e Must have experience conducting performance reviews or coaching

e No prior extensive experience with Al coaching tools
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o Willingness to try a self-guided Al tool and then reflect on the experience

Since I will draw participants from my personal networks and not from a
formal study site, letters of site permission are not required.
Onboarding and Informed Consent

I will invite Interested and eligible participants to attend a brief
onboarding session via recorded Zoom. During this session, I will demonstrate the
Al coaching tool, give guidance on its intended use, provide a prompting guide to
make it more straightforward for a novice, and review the informed consent
process. I will remind participants of their rights, including the ability to decline
to answer any question or withdraw from the study at any time without
consequence.
Time Commitment

Each participant's estimated time commitment is approximately six and a
half hours over four weeks. This includes a 30-minute onboarding session, a 60-
minute pre-interview, four hours of tool engagement, and a 60-minute post-
interview.

Compensation and Voluntary Participation

33

No financial compensation or incentives will be offered. Participation is entirely

voluntary, and the study is intended to support both academic research and professional

leadership development.
Interview Process

Interviews will follow an interview guide (see Appendix B) that aligns with

transformational leadership theory and the purpose of the study. The guide includes core
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questions mapped to the four dimensions of transformational leadership and probing
questions related to leadership self-awareness, Al tool adoption, and perceived
performance impact.
Pre-Intervention Interview

Following the onboarding session, I will conduct a 60-minute pre-intervention
interview via Zoom with each participant. This semi-structured interview will explore
each participant’s current leadership practices, approach to employee coaching, and
expectations for using the Al tool.
Al Tool Engagement Period

Participants will then independently engage with the Al tool for approximately
one hour per week over four weeks. They will be encouraged to use the tool in ways that
align with their daily leadership responsibilities, such as preparing for check-ins or
performance reviews. The tool is self-guided and can be used at the participant's
discretion.
Post-Intervention Interview

After the four-week engagement period, I will conduct a second 60-minute semi-
structured interview with the participants. This post-intervention interview will focus on
their experiences using the tool and any changes they perceived in their leadership
mindset, behavior, or employee interactions.
Transcription and Data Handling

All interviews will be transcribed using Briefly, a secure and reliable Al
transcription platform. Transcripts will be reviewed for accuracy and anonymized before

analysis. I may also capture field notes to note nonverbal cues, reflections, and contextual
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details not evident in the transcripts. All files will be stored locally on a password-
protected, encrypted device to protect Zoom recordings without cloud storage or email
transmission. Access will be strictly controlled, and recordings will be deleted after
transcript validation, ensuring compliance with IRB data security standards.

Question Design and Development Process

The interview guides were designed to gather qualitative data to address the
central research question: How might business leaders engage with and perceive using an
Al-driven coaching tool grounded in transformational leadership principles? The
interview questions were based on transformational leadership theory (Bass & Avolio,
1994), particularly the "Four I’s": idealized influence, inspirational motivation,
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. In addition to the Four I’s, the
interview design also considered related constructs, including leadership self-awareness,
integrating digital tools into leadership practice, and the perceived impact of such tools
on employee performance and engagement. The development of the interview questions
followed a process that ensured alignment and mapping to allow thematic analysis with
the central research question.

A pre-/post-comparison structure was adopted to enable direct comparisons
between participants’ behaviors and perceptions before and after the intervention. Pre-
interview questions were designed to establish a behavioral and perceptual baseline,
while post-interview questions revisited the same areas while also capturing any changes
that occurred over the course of the intervention.

Questions are purposefully open-ended to encourage reflective and detailed

narrative responses. Optional probing questions are also included to elicit elaboration,
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specific examples, and emotional context when appropriate. This design allows
participants to speak freely while ensuring that responses can be analyzed consistently

across cases. The procedures outlined above are organized into a projected timeline for

implementation, shown in Table 1.

Table 1

Proposed Study Timeline

Phase

Description

Timeframe

Participant Recruitment &
Consent

Invite eligible business
leaders to participate;
collect consent forms

Weeks 1-2

Pre-Intervention Interviews

Conduct individual
baseline interviews to
explore current approaches
to employee performance
conversations

Week 3

Al Tool Onboarding

Provide participants with
demonstration and prompt
guide for using the Al tool

Week 4

Al Tool Usage Period

Participants engage
independently with the Al
tool during employee
interactions

Weeks 5-8

Post-Intervention
Interviews

Conduct follow-up
interviews to assess
perceptions, tool use, and
impact

Weeks 9-10

Data Analysis & Coding

Apply hybrid thematic
analysis to identify pre/post
patterns and emerging
themes

Begins Week 10 onward




SILENT PARTNER: HOW AI SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS 37

Note. This timeline provides a structured plan for study implementation. Minor

adjustments may occur based on participant availability and scheduling logistics.

Data Analysis

Data collected through pre- and post-intervention interviews will be analyzed
using thematic analysis. This approach offers flexibility and structure, making it well-
suited to explore how leaders might apply an Al coaching tool to their leadership
practices. It aligns with the study’s focus on transformational leadership development in
professional settings.

The analysis will follow Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase framework. The
process will begin with familiarization, during which I will read and re-read interview
transcripts to become steeped in the content and begin identifying early insights. The next
phase will generate initial codes by reviewing transcripts line by line using a structured

spreadsheet in Microsoft Excel.

A hybrid approach to thematic analysis will be used, incorporating both deductive
codes drawn from transformational leadership theory and inductive codes developed from
participant responses. Deductive codes will reflect the Four I’s of transformational
leadership, ensuring theoretical alignment. Inductive coding will allow the discovery of
unexpected patterns, language, or perceptions directly from the data, supporting a greater
understanding of participant experiences. This combined strategy is appropriate for
applied research settings and supports analytical rigor and discovery (Fereday & Muir-

Cochrane, 2006; Braun & Clarke, 2006). Table 2 is an illustrative example of a



SILENT PARTNER: HOW AI SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS 38
hypothetical coding of an interview with a participant explaining their interaction with

the tool:

Table 2

Sample Participant Quote, Initial Codes, and Developed Theme

Participant Quote Initial Codes Developed Theme

“I started asking more - Shift to open-ended Tool-generated prompts
open-ended questions questions influencing leadership style
during check-ins, like - Application of Al-

‘What support would help | suggested language

you the most right now?’ - Supportive leadership

That came directly froma | behavior

suggestion the tool gave

me.”

Note. This table illustrates the connection between a theoretical participant’s feedback,
the initial open codes derived from their response, and the broader theme developed
during analysis.

Following the coding phase, similar codes will be grouped into potential themes.
These themes will be reviewed to ensure internal consistency and clarity, with
overlapping or weakly supported themes refined or consolidated. Once finalized, each
theme will be clearly defined and named to reflect both theoretical alignment and
participants' lived experiences.

All data will be organized and managed using Microsoft Excel. I will maintain a
coding matrix, a codebook to ensure consistency, and a theme development log to track
analytical decisions. I will use reflexive journaling throughout the analysis to capture

evolving interpretations and critically reflect on personal assumptions to enhance
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trustworthiness. Debriefing with my committee chair and my second committee member
will also challenge interpretations and strengthen analytical rigor. This approach will
ensure that the data are analyzed thoughtfully and systematically, allowing for the
emergence of meaningful insights about the role of Al in performance development
discussions.
Theme Expectations

Based on the study’s design and focus, several preliminary themes are anticipated
to emerge from the pre- and post-intervention interviews. In the pre-intervention
interviews, participants may express themes related to initial skepticism or curiosity
about Al in leadership development, concerns about the impersonality or limitations of
Al-driven tools, and reflections on their current leadership practices during employee
coaching conversations. There may also be themes reflecting limited familiarity with
integrating digital tools into leadership workflows. Following the four-week engagement
period with the Al-driven coaching tool, post-intervention themes are expected to include
greater recognition of the tool’s potential to support transformational leadership
behaviors, perceived improvements in self-awareness and coaching preparation, practical
usability benefits, and reflections on challenges or limitations encountered while using
the tool. Additionally, shifts in participants' perceptions of Al’s role in performance
coaching are anticipated. Identifying these evolving themes will help evaluate how Al-
enabled coaching tools may influence leadership mindsets, behaviors, and openness to

digital transformation in employee development conversations.

Ethical Considerations

Informed Consent and Participant Rights
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To maintain ethical research standards, this study will ensure that all participants
are fully informed about the study’s purpose, procedures, benefits, and potential risks. I
will give participants an information letter explaining these details and a participant bill
of rights (Appendix A). Because the study is a quality improvement project with minimal
risk, I will request a waiver of informed consent. However, I will still give the
participants a clear understanding that their participation is voluntary, they have the right
to skip any questions, and they can withdraw from the study without consequences
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).

I will inform participants that the study explores how business leaders might
incorporate Al tools into their leadership coaching and performance evaluation practices.
Transparency will be a priority to ensure that participants make informed decisions about
their involvement in the research.

Minimizing the Risk of Harm

Since this study focuses on leadership perceptions and Al coaching tools, it
carries a low risk of physical harm to participants. I will take steps to reduce any potential
psychological dangers of harm. Participants will not be required to use the Al tool in
uncomfortable ways, and their reflections will remain confidential.

I have structured the interview questions to avoid probing sensitive personal or
organizational details. Instead, they will focus on leadership practices, Al integration, and
participants’ professional experiences. Leaders will maintain control over how they
engage with the Al tool and what they choose to share in their self-reported reflections.
To further enhance reliability, in the study I will employ semi-structured interview

protocols that minimize systematic errors and improve data consistency (Drost, 2011).
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Privacy, Anonymity, and Data Security

Strict confidentiality protocols will be followed to protect participant
identity and data. I will anonymize all transcripts, and pseudonyms will be used in
all documentation and reporting. I will remove identifying details from Zoom
recordings and delete them following transcription using the Briefly Al
transcription platform.

I will store all data, transcripts, notes, and research documents on a
password-protected laptop with limited access. I will store physical documents
(e.g., printed consent materials) securely and separately from digital files.
Minimizing Risk and Avoiding Deceptive Practices

This study will adhere to principles of transparency and honesty. I will inform
participants about the study’s goals, methodology, and expected outcomes and ensure
that no misleading information or deception is involved in the research process. Leaders
will know that the study explores their perceptions of Al-driven coaching tools and their
potential applications in leadership development. They will also be reassured that their
responses will be used strictly for academic research and will not be shared with their
employers or other external organizations without explicit consent.
Researcher Perspective

As the principal researcher, I bring over two decades of leadership
experience in the financial services sector, including deep involvement in
leadership coaching and talent development. My interest in Al as a scalable
performance development tool comes from practitioner experience and academic

curiosity. This study reflects a desire to bridge that gap. While my experience
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provides valuable context, it also presents potential bias in interpreting participant
responses.

To strengthen the credibility of the findings, the following strategies will be
employed:
e Methodological Triangulation: While the study relies solely on interview data,
the thematic analysis will involve comparisons across multiple participants and
stages (pre- and post-intervention) to identify consistent patterns (Patton, 1999).
e Member Checking: To ensure authenticity, participants will be able to review
and confirm the accuracy of their transcripts and interpretations.
e Reflexivity: I intend to conduct reflexive journaling throughout data collection
and analysis to document personal assumptions, positionality, and potential bias.
Limitations

As with any qualitative, practitioner-led inquiry, this QIP has several inherent
limitations. While the study is designed to provide rich, context-specific insights into how
Al tools might support transformational leadership practices, its methodological choices
and scope naturally constrain broader applicability. The following limitations are
acknowledged to promote transparency:

e Generalizability: As a small, convenience sample drawn from a specific
professional context (primarily within one large bank), it might not be appropriate
to generalize the findings to all leadership environments.

e Self-Reported Data: Participant responses may be subject to social desirability
bias or personal bias, particularly in reflecting on leadership style or openness to

Al
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e Sampling Bias: Given convenience sampling, participants may already have a
positive disposition toward leadership development or Al tools, potentially
skewing perceptions.
e Researcher Bias: As a practitioner-researcher, my background may influence
interpretation.
Despite these potential limitations, the study has the potential to offer contextually
rich insight into how leaders might use Al to support employee performance

development in real-world organizational settings.
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Appendix A

Information Letter

Research Information Sheet

Exploring the Use of AI Tools to Support Transformational Leadership in
Employee Performance Conversations

Introduction

You have been invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this Research
Information Sheet is to help you decide if you want to participate. It is up to you whether
you want to take part. You should only participate if you want to. Participation in this
study is voluntary. If you decide to participate after reading this letter, you can change
your mind and stop participating at any time. If you decide not to participate in this
research or you decide to stop participating before the end of the study, there will be no
penalty to you, and you will not lose any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.

This sheet may include words that you do not understand. Please ask the researcher to
explain any words or procedures with which you are unfamiliar.

Study Summary

The purpose of this study is to explore how leaders might use an Al-driven coaching tool
to enhance their leadership practices, especially around employee performance
discussions. You are being asked to take part in this research because you are a business
leader with direct reports and experience conducting performance reviews. This study is
for research purposes only. Your alternative to participating in this study is not to
participate.

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to attend a 30 minute Zoom
onboarding session to learn how to use the Al coaching tool, two 30 minute Zoom
interviews (one before using the tool and one after using the tool), and 4 weeks of using
the tool for an hour at your own pace.
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We expect that your participation in this study will take six and a half hours over four
weeks.

Risks and Benefits of Participation

This study is minimal risk research, which means that the risks to you by participating in
this study are no greater than the risks you ordinarily encounter in your daily life or
during the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. Risks
of participating in this study include potential discomfort when discussing your
leadership practices. As with participation in any research study, there may be risks to
your confidentiality and privacy because of your participation in this study. The
following measures are in place to help guard against these risks: all interview data will
be de-identified, audio recordings will be deleted after transcription, transcripts will be
stored on a password-protected laptop, and any documents will be securely stored and
accessible only to the principal investigator.

There may or may not be direct benefit to you as a result of your participation in this
study. This study may help researchers learn more about how leaders can use Al to
support their professional development, improve coaching practices, and enhance
employee performance outcomes. It may also inform future efforts to integrate Al tools
into leadership development programs more effectively.

Compensation

You will not be compensated for your participation in this study.

What Will Happen to My Identifiable Private Information and/or Biospecimens?

Although we are asking for name, job title, and responses during recorded interviews it is
unlikely that someone could identify you because all identifiable information will be
removed from transcripts, pseudonyms will be used in all reporting, and audio recordings
will be deleted after transcription. Data will be stored securely on a password-protected
laptop accessible only to the researcher.

The information collected as part of the research, even if identifiers are removed, will not
be used or distributed for future research studies.
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Contact Information

If you have questions or concerns about this study, please contact Rob Callahan 402-880-
4710. If you have questions about research participants’ rights, contact the Creighton
University Institutional Review Board (CU IRB) at 402-280-2126.

By choosing to participate in this study, I acknowledge or am aware that:
e The researcher(s) discussed the study with me and answered all my questions.
e [ can contact the study team or the CU IRB using the contact information
provided above if I have any questions or concerns about the study.
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Bill of Rights for Research Participants

As a participant in a research study, you have the right:

1.

To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the
research.

To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you
begin the study.

To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what
you will be asked to do if you are in the study.

To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study.
To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study.

To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study.

To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your
confidentiality will be protected.

To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research participant.

If the study involves treatment or therapy:
a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have.

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.
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Appendix B

Dissertation Interview Guide: Exploring the Use of Al Tools to Support
Transformational Leadership in Employee Performance Conversations

PRE-INTERVENTION INTERVIEW

Interview Questions:

1.

2.

10.

1.

12.

How would you describe your leadership style in your own words?

When conducting check-ins or performance reviews, what is your primary goal?
How do you try to inspire or motivate your team on a regular basis?

Can you share an example of how you've encouraged someone to think differently or
challenge the status quo?

In what ways do you tailor your leadership approach to individual team members?
How do you measure employee performance and engagement?

How do you think your team would describe your impact on their growth or
performance?

What are you hoping to get out of using the Al coaching tool?

What challenges do you face when trying to lead in a transformational way, and how
do you currently address them?

What does successful leadership look like to you in your current role?

How confident do you feel in your ability to adapt your leadership style to different
team members or situations?

Have you used any digital tools or resources to support your leadership development

before? If so, what was your experience?

Optional Probing Questions:
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1. Can you give me a recent example?

2. How do you usually prepare for these conversations?

3. What feedback have you received from your team in the past?

Table B1

Alignment of Pre-Intervention Questions with Transformational Leadership

Constructs

Question Area

Example Question

Transformational Theme
/ Construct

Leadership Style &
Mindset

How would you describe
your leadership style...?

Self-awareness / Coaching
Style

Performance Focus

What is your primary goal
in reviews...?

Idealized Influence

Team Motivation

How do you try to motivate
your team...?

Inspirational Motivation

Encouraging Innovation

Example of challenging the
status quo...?

Intellectual Stimulation

performance...?

Tailoring Leadership How do you tailor your Individualized
approach...? Consideration

Measuring Performance How do you measure Accountability / Self-
engagement and reflection

Perceived Impact

How would your team
describe your impact...?

Idealized Influence /
Feedback Reception

Expectations from Al Tool

What are you hoping to get
out of using the tool...?

Leadership Development /
Growth Orientation

Barriers to TL

What challenges do you
face leading in a
transformational way...?

Transformational
Readiness / Organizational
Fit

Success Definition

What does successful
leadership look like...?

Vision / Mission Clarity
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Adaptability How confident are you in | Flexibility / Individualized
adapting your leadership...? | Consideration

Digital Tool Experience Have you used digital tools | Openness to Tech / Prior
before...? Exposure

Note. This table presents the interview question areas, example questions used in pre- and
post-intervention interviews, and the associated transformational leadership constructs.

POST-INTERVENTION INTERVIEW

Interview Questions:

1. How would you describe your leadership style in your own words?

2. Has your approach to performance reviews or check-ins changed? If so, how?

3. Can you share a specific moment where you used something from the Al tool in a real
conversation?

4. Have you found yourself encouraging more innovation or critical thinking? Can you
provide an example?

5. Have your one-on-one interactions become more tailored to individual needs? How
so?

6. Have you noticed any changes in employee performance or engagement as a result of
your leadership shifts?

7. Have you received any feedback from your team about how your leadership has
changed?

8. What value did you find in the Al tool for improving employee performance?

9. What advice would you give to other leaders considering using Al to enhance

transformational leadership?
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10. Would you continue using the Al coaching tool in your regular leadership practice?
Why or why not?

11. Were there any barriers or limitations in using the Al tool effectively?

12. How would you describe your comfort level with Al in leadership now compared to
before the intervention?

13. What aspects of the Al tool felt most aligned with your leadership goals?

14. On average, how often did you use the Al coaching tool each week?

15. In what ways did you use the tool? (e.g., preparing for conversations, reflecting on

past feedback, drafting language, generating new ideas, etc.)

Optional Probing Questions:

1. What surprised you about using the tool?

2. How did the conversation go differently than it would have before?
3. What changed for you internally?

WRAP-UP QUESTIONS

Use these to close out either interview if time allows or responses are brief:
1. Looking back over this process, what stands out most to you?

2. Has your definition of leadership shifted in any way?

3. What will you carry forward from this experience?

4. What else would you like to share that we haven’t covered?

Table B2

Alignment of Post-Intervention Questions with Transformational Leadership
Constructs
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Question Area

Example Question

Transformational Theme
/ Construct

Leadership Style &
Mindset

How would you describe
your leadership style...?

Self-awareness / Coaching
Style

Conversation Approach

Has your approach to
check-ins changed...?

Individualized
Consideration

Specific Al Use Example

Share a moment when you
used the tool...?

Reflective Practice / Tool
Integration

Innovation and Critical
Thinking

Have you encouraged more
innovation...?

Intellectual Stimulation

Tailored Interactions

Have your one-on-ones
become more tailored...?

Individualized
Consideration

Impact on Performance

Any changes in employee
engagement or
performance...?

Outcome Perception /
Feedback Loop

Feedback from Team

What feedback have you
received from your team...?

Idealized Influence /
Authenticity

Perceived Value of Al
Tool

What value did you find in
the tool...?

Tool Usability / Alignment
with Leadership Goals

Advice to Others

What advice would you
give to other leaders...?

Peer Insight / Behavioral
Modeling

Continued Use Intent Would you keep using it? | Adoption Intention / Tool
Why or why not? Fit

Al Use Challenges Were there any barriers in | Friction / Learning Curve
using the Al tool...?

Al Comfort Level How has your comfort with | Technology Fluency /
Al changed...? Openness

Alignment with Goals

What aspects aligned with
your leadership goals...?

Vision Congruence / Goal
Setting

Tool Usage Frequency

How often did you use the
Al tool each week...?

Engagement / Adoption
Behavior

Note. This table presents the post-intervention interview question areas, sample
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questions, and the corresponding transformational leadership constructs they aim to
explore.
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Appendix C
Recruitment Email to Potential Participants
Subject: Invitation to Participate: Leadership + Al Coaching Study
Hi [Prospective Participant],

I hope you're doing well. I’'m conducting a research study as part of my doctoral
work at Creighton University and am reaching out to select colleagues, including you, to
participate. The study is titled: “Exploring the Use of AI Tools to Support
Transformational Leadership in Employee Performance Conversations.”

This project explores how business leaders might use an Al-driven coaching tool
to enhance their leadership practices. It is specifically focused on how leaders support,
coach, and develop their teams and how Al might augment that.

What You’ll Be Asked to Do

Join a short onboarding session (hosted by me via Zoom) to see how the Al coaching
tool works. It’s very straightforward, essentially leveraging ChatGPT. Then, use the Al
tool independently for approximately one hour per week over the course of four weeks in
prep sessions, coaching sessions, or just mock sessions. And finally, participate in two
60-minute Zoom interviews (before and after the tool engagement)
o Total estimated time commitment: approximately 5.5 hours over 4 weeks
Who Can Participate?
e Mid- or senior-level bank leaders with direct reports
e Must have experience conducting performance reviews or coaching
e No prior extensive experience with Al coaching tools

o Willingness to try a self-guided Al tool and then reflect on the experience
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The fine print
This study involves minimal risk and has been approved by Creighton University’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB) as a quality improvement project.
There is no compensation for participation, but your contributions will support
meaningful research in leadership development, and you will retain access to the Al tool
after your participation is over.
All data will be anonymized, stored securely, and used solely for academic purposes.
Participation is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time without
consequence.

If you're interested or would like more information, please reply to this message,
and I can set you up on the tool. I’d be happy to answer any questions.
Thank you for considering being part of this project!

Regards,

Rob Callahan

EdD Candidate | Creighton University

robcallahan@creighton.edu | (402)880-4710
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Appendix D

Screenshot of GPT Interface

Transformational Coaching

By Robert Callahan &

Leads interactive check-ins using transformational leadership

principles
Help me plan a What questions How can | inspire Guide me through
transformational should | ask in and challenge a growth-
check-in with my... a performance... my team member... focused employe...

Ask anything

+ O

65



SILENT PARTNER: HOW AI SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS 66

Appendix E

Prompt Library for Participants

Instructions for Participants:

Use the prompts below to get the most out of the Al coaching tool. These examples are
designed to help you prepare for common leadership conversations like check-ins,
feedback sessions, or development talks. You can copy and paste them into the tool or

use them as inspiration.

Guiding with Purpose and Vision (Inspirational Motivation)

o "Help me connect this conversation to our broader team goals."

e "What’s a motivating way to frame our quarterly objectives?"

e "How can I deliver performance feedback while keeping the tone encouraging?"
e "How can I link this person’s role to our long-term vision in a meaningful way?"
o "What can I say to help someone rediscover their excitement for the work we

do?"

Modeling Values and Trust (Idealized Influence)

o "How do I talk about accountability while reinforcing my values as a leader?"
e "What’s a good way to start this conversation if I want to build trust?"
o "How can I address a mistake I made in a way that builds credibility?"
e "What language can I use that demonstrates I’'m walking the talk as a leader?"

e "How do I reinforce our core values during a tough conversation?"
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Encouraging Growth and Critical Thinking (Intellectual Stimulation)

o "What’s a way to challenge this employee’s thinking constructively?"

o "How do I ask questions that spark problem-solving rather than provide
answers?"

o "I want to push someone to think differently about a recurring issue. Can you
help?"

e "What are some good follow-up questions to keep them thinking after the
meeting?"

e "How can I prompt innovative thinking during a routine check-in?"

Coaching the Individual (Individualized Consideration)

e "How do I tailor feedback for someone who’s sensitive but wants to grow?"

e "Can you help me plan a one-on-one with someone who’s quiet but effective?"

o "[ want to balance support and challenge in this coaching conversation—what’s a
good approach?"

o "How can I personalize my feedback so it’s meaningful and motivating?"

e "What’s the best way to support someone who’s new and still finding their

confidence?"

General Leadership Preparation

e "Act like a leadership coach—ask me a few questions to help me prep for a
performance conversation."

e "What are three things I should think about before giving constructive feedback?"
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e "Can you help me reflect on a recent conversation and how I could improve it?"

o "What steps can I take to mentally prepare for a high-stakes conversation?"

o "Help me identify any blind spots in how I lead performance conversations."
These prompts are not exhaustive. Feel free to adjust them based on your team, situation,
and leadership goals. The Al tool is designed to help you reflect, prepare, and

communicate more effectively in your leadership practice.
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Appendix F
IRB Approval Notification

Wednesday, May 21, 2025 at 11:44:24 Central Daylight Time

Subject: Exempt Notice

2005594

Date: Tuesday, May 20, 2025 at 10:44:50 AM Central Daylight Time
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Institutional Review Board
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Rob Callahan
Social and Behavioral IRB

Exploring the Use of Al Tools to Support
Transformational Leadership in Employee
Performance Conversations
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Initial Application
Exempt Review

20-May-2025
EXEMPT 3ib

Thank you for your submission. This memorandum is notification that the protocol
referenced above has been reviewed as indicated in the Federal regulatory statutes at
45CFR46.104(d) and deemed exempt from ongoing IRB review. You are therefore

authorized to begin your

research.

As an exempt study, there is no requirement for continuing review. Your protocol will
remain on file with the IRB as a matter of record. Although your study is exempt from

ongoing review, you and

your research team are not exempt from ethical research

practices and should therefore employ all protections for your participants and their data

which are appropriate to

your research.
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SILENT PARTNER: HOW Al SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE CONVERSATIONS 2
Abstract
Purpose: This study examines how Al coaching tools support transformational
leadership (TL) in employee performance conversations, focusing on their influence on
leadership preparation, reflection, and reported conversational approaches in regulated
financial services.
Design/methodology/approach: This qualitative pre-post intervention study involved 11
banking leaders who completed pre-intervention interviews; 10 completed post-
intervention interviews within the study window after six to eight weeks of access to a
custom GPT-based coaching tool. Data were analyzed using a hybrid deductive-inductive
thematic analysis informed by reflexive principles.
Findings: How leaders engaged with the tool appeared to shape what they took from it,
ranging from increased self-awareness to reported changes in how they prepared for and
framed conversations. Several cases also suggested activation of less-developed TL
dimensions. Two novel mechanisms emerged: "reflective buffer," in which the Al tool
introduced a deliberative pause that interrupted reactive communication, and “domain-
specific category-blindness,” in which even Al-fluent leaders had not previously
imagined Al as a leadership aid until the use case was made explicit.
Practical implications: Al coaching tools may be most effective when positioned as
preparation aids rather than scripts. Personal device integration was crucial for habit
formation, and transparent data governance was a prerequisite for adoption.
Originality: Among the early empirical studies on Al coaching for practicing leaders in
financial services, this research proposes an engagement-pattern typology and identifies

Al as a “silent partner” in leadership preparation. It also introduces the reflective buffer
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and domain-specific category-blindness as qualitative mechanisms relevant to leadership
development in regulated environments.

Keywords: Transformational leadership, Al coaching, performance conversations,
thematic analysis, leader development, financial services

Paper type: Research Paper

Word count: 6,616 words, including references

Plain Language Summary

This study explored whether an Al-powered coaching tool could help banking leaders
prepare for difficult employee performance conversations. Eleven leaders at a large U.S.
bank were interviewed about their leadership approach, then given access to a custom Al
tool for six to eight weeks during the year-end review cycle. Ten completed follow-up
interviews. The study found that leaders used the tool primarily to think through
conversations before they happened, not as a script during the conversation itself. Two
key patterns emerged. First, the tool created what I call a “reflective buffer,” a deliberate
pause that helped the leader step back from reactive impulses and frame feedback more
constructively. Second, even leaders who used Al daily in other parts of their work had
never considered applying it to people management, a pattern I termed “domain-specific
category-blindness.” How leaders used the tool also mattered. Those who integrated it
into their phone and used it regularly reported the clearest shifts in how they prepared for
conversations, while those with limited access primarily described changes in awareness.
The findings suggest that Al coaching tools work best as preparation aids rather than

replacements for human judgment. The findings also suggest that trust in how data are
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handled is essential before leaders in regulated industries will engage openly with such

tools.
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Introduction

Leaders in highly regulated industries face a persistent, daily friction between the
rigid documentation mandated by institutional performance systems and the nuanced,
relational demands of transformational leadership (Bass and Riggio, 2006). This tension
is evident in routine performance reviews, coaching sessions, and remedial conversations.
In regulated financial services, compliance requirements spanning data privacy,
personnel documentation, and supervisory oversight add further complexity to already
demanding leadership contexts (Plotkina and Sri Ramalu, 2024), making these
conversations simultaneously developmental and institutional acts.

The shift from annual reviews toward continuous feedback models (Buckingham
and Goodall, 2015; Cappelli and Tavis, 2016) amplifies these demands by increasing the
frequency and cognitive burden of developmental conversations. Leaders aspiring to
transformational practice must repeatedly enact idealized influence, individualized
consideration, inspirational framing, and intellectual stimulation (i.e., the four dimensions
of transformational leadership; Bass and Avolio, 1994). They do so in conversations that
are simultaneously scheduled, documented, and evaluated, conditions that can reduce
relational encounters to transactional ones.

As Dwivedi et al. (2023) demonstrated, generative Al tools offer a new point of
intervention, which I employ in my study. Unlike traditional leadership development
programs, which are often expensive, time-consuming, and difficult to transfer to specific
conversational contexts, Al coaching tools can provide on-demand preparation support

tailored to individual conversations (Gralmann and Schermuly, 2021; Pago, 2024).
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However, the mechanisms through which such tools might support or undermine
transformational leadership practices remain largely unexplored (Passmore et al., 2025).

Generic, consumer-grade Al coaching applications have proliferated rapidly
(Passmore and Woodward, 2023; Barger, 2025). However, empirical validation remains
scarce for leaders who must operate under strict institutional constraints regarding data
governance, privacy, and confidential personnel management (Plotkina and Sri Ramalu,
2024; Passmore et al., 2025). This study examined how practicing leaders in a specific
organizational context engage with an Al coaching tool during live performance
management activities. The financial services setting provides a highly constrained
testing environment. If Al coaching tools can demonstrate value among leaders already
sensitized to data privacy concerns, the findings may offer provisional insights for less
restrictive environments.

This study addresses two questions: (1) How do experienced leaders currently
approach employee performance conversations, and what barriers do they encounter? (2)
How does engagement with an Al coaching tool influence leaders’ approaches to such
conversations?

Literature Review
Transformational Leadership in Performance Contexts

Transformational leadership theory describes leadership as elevating followers’
motivation and moral development beyond transactional exchange (Burns, 1978; Bass,
1985). This leadership framework identifies four dimensions: Idealized Influence (acting
as a strong role model), Inspirational Motivation (communicating a compelling vision),

Intellectual Stimulation (encouraging critical thinking), and Individualized Consideration
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(providing personalized developmental support) (Bass and Avolio, 1994). Meta-analytic
evidence supports positive associations between transformational leadership and follower
outcomes, such as satisfaction, performance, and extra effort (Judge and Piccolo, 2004).

The shift toward continuous feedback (Buckingham and Goodall, 2015; Cappelli
and Tavis, 2016) has increased the frequency with which leaders must enact these
behaviors. However, implementation research suggested that many leaders struggle to
move beyond transactional feedback to genuinely developmental conversations (Pulakos
et al., 2015). Komives (1991) noted that Individualized Consideration, while theoretically
central, is often the least practiced dimension because of the time and emotional
investment it requires.

Recent research suggests that the relationship between Al and transformational
leadership may be bidirectional. Pre-existing transformational leadership behaviors, such
as encouraging critical experimentation (Intellectual Stimulation), offering personalized
developmental support (Individualized Consideration), articulating a compelling vision
(Inspirational Motivation), and transparently modeling Al use (Idealized Influence), may
predict successful Al adoption within teams. This potentially increases employees’
metacognition about Al and, in turn, increases their trust in agentic Al systems
(Microsoft, 2026). This suggests that transformational leaders are not merely
beneficiaries of Al coaching tools; their foundational leadership skills may act as
prerequisites for integrating these tools into organizational ecosystems.

Coaching Efficacy and the Forming-Transforming Boundary
Szekely et al. (2025) distinguished between “forming” and “transforming”

coaching outcomes; the former involves skill acquisition and behavioral change, while
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the latter enables identity reconstruction and meaning-making. This distinction helps
frame AI’s potential role: the tools may efficiently support the formation of outcomes,
while deeper, transformative work remains fundamentally relational. Recent meta-
analytic evidence supports the effectiveness of coaching for behavioral outcomes (De
Haan and Nilsson, 2023), with relationship quality predicting outcomes more strongly
than specific techniques (De Haan et al., 2013).

Plotkina and Sri Ramalu’s (2024) systematic review of Al coaching chatbots provides
empirical support for this forming-transforming boundary within the technological
context. Their review indicated that current Al coaching tools are effective for defined
tasks such as goal attainment, support for specific psychological conditions, and
structured reflection processes. In contrast, deep, long-term coaching, a genuine working
alliance, and highly individualized approaches remain outside current Al capabilities. The
forming-transforming dichotomy, therefore, highlights the current practical limitations of
large language model capabilities in developmental contexts.

Passmore et al.’s (2025) systematic review of 16 studies involving over 2,300
participants showed that Al coaches can match human coaches in competence on
structured tasks but inherently lack the capacity for deep relational alliances. Day and
Harrison (2007) argued that leader development is fundamentally an identity
development process. Skinner (2020) posited coaching as a facilitated identity
workspace. Whether Al interventions can safely support a structured identity workspace
without encroaching on the necessary relational depth of human coaching remains an
open theoretical question. Al tools may serve as a rehearsal space before harder relational

work, scaffolding practice at the edge of current capability.
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Al Coaching: Navigating the Augmentation Paradox

GraBmann and Schermuly (2021) argued that Al tools can support the formation
of outcomes consistent with specific coaching frameworks, while acknowledging that
identity-level coaching remains the province of experienced human coaches. Terblanche
(2024) suggested that Al can democratize access to personalized development feedback,
thereby addressing scalability limitations.

Recent literature exploring vocational adaptation in coaching revealed that when
Al is introduced, professionals initially engage in protective identity work to defend their
unique human value while simultaneously experimenting with the technology. Over time,
this process shifts their perception of Al from a threat to a collaborative tool (Tee and
Passmore, 2025). Practitioner surveys also suggest that Al can handle many structural
coaching functions, including goal orientation and logical progression of conversation
(Passmore ef al., 2025). Simultaneously, deep empathy and value-based discussions
remain in the province of human leaders (Schweyer, 2026).

Self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) provides an evaluative lens for
Al-supported coaching. Effective interventions support autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, whereas tools that deliver directive scripts undermine intrinsic motivation.
Leaders who feel uncomfortable acknowledging developmental gaps may resist
experimenting with new approaches. In regulated industries, trust extends from
interpersonal dynamics to institutional considerations. Leaders may trust individual
coaches while remaining skeptical of how organizational data are handled (Passmore and
Tee, 2023). In financial services specifically, transparency and robust data protection

function as regulatory mandates rather than operational preferences, shaping the
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conditions under which any technology-mediated coaching tool must operate (Passmore
et al., 2025; Plotkina and Sri Ramalu, 2024).

While prior Al coaching literature has shown promise for goal-oriented and
forming outcomes, less is known about how practicing managers in regulated
environments use Al tools in live leadership work, what mechanisms shape adoption, and
what forms of change appear at different levels of engagement. The current study
addresses this gap by examining real-world Al coaching adoption in a high-constraint
setting, addressing a necessary next step in understanding the practical application of Al
in complex, high-stakes organizational environments.

Method
Research Design

This study employed a qualitative pre-post intervention design with a cross-case
synthesis. Pre-intervention interviews (n=11) established baseline leadership practices
and Al orientation. A six- to eight-week intervention period provided participants with
access to a custom Al coaching tool built on a GPT-based architecture configured for
transformational leadership coaching. Of the 11 participants who completed the pre-
intervention interviews, 10 completed post-intervention interviews within the study
window. Post-intervention interviews (n=10) examined the reported changes and the
effects that participants attributed to the tool.

Participants

Participants were recruited through purposive sampling within a single large U.S.

financial institution. The selection criteria included: (a) current people leadership

responsibilities, (b) involvement in employee performance management, and (c) no prior
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sustained use of Al tools for leadership coaching. To preserve anonymity within a single-
organization qualitative sample, participant descriptors were collapsed into broad analytic
categories rather than reporting exact titles, business lines, or tenure. Table I presents the
participants by leadership level, people-management structure, leadership stage, baseline
Al posture, study-window opportunity structure, and post-interview completion status.

Table I: Blinded participant and intervention characteristics

P le- t (o] tunit
Code Leadership context eopie-managemen Stage Al posture i POST
structure structure
Senior functi l Active direct and indirect
P-01 entorfunctiona ctive |r‘ec andindirec Senior High-ambient Mixed opportunity Yes
leader leadership
P02 Cross-functional No d|re(4:t reports during Senior High-ambient Limited direct- - Ves
leader study window report opportunity
Active direct and indirect Muttiple li
P-03 Senior executive leader ctive |r‘ec andindirec Senior Regular uHipte I\,/e Yes
leadership conversations
P-04 Frontline people leader | Active direct reports Emerging Selective Artifact plus live use | Yes
Mutltiple li
P-05 Senior executive leader | Active direct reports Established Selective uttipte I\,/e Yes
conversations
Mutltiple li
P-06 Mid-level people leader | Active direct reports Established Limited uHipte I\,/e Yes
conversations
Senior functi l Active direct and indirect
P-07 entoriunctiona ctive |r‘ec andindirec Established Advanced Mixed opportunity Yes
leader leadership
Deadline-dri li
P-08 Senior executive leader | Active direct reports Established Selective u:: ine-drivenfive Yes
P-09 Cross-functional No dire(?t reports during Senior High-ambient Nf) postinterview in No
leader study window window
P-10 Frontline people leader | Active direct reports Emerging Advanced Artifact plus live use | Yes
Active direct and indirect Mutltiple li
P-11 Senior executive leader ctive |r‘ec andindirec Established Selective uitipte I\,/e Yes
leadership conversations

Note. Participant descriptors were collapsed into broad analytic categories to preserve anonymity within a single-organization sample.
The leadership stage refers to the level of leadership experience (emerging, established, or senior/experienced). Baseline Al posture
reflects participants’ reported familiarity and frequency of Al use before the intervention: limited = little prior Al use; selective =
occasional or task-specific use; regular = regular use across work tasks; high-ambient = frequent background use across multiple
contexts; advanced = deep or professionally embedded Al use. Study-window opportunity structure refers to the extent to which
participants had live opportunities to apply the tool during the intervention period.

Source: Created by the author.

Intervention
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The intervention involved using a custom GPT-based coaching tool grounded in
transformational leadership principles. The tool was configured to: (a) ask clarifying
questions about conversation context before offering guidance; (b) frame suggestions
using a coaching-oriented language emphasizing leader agency; (c) offer multiple
approach options rather than single prescriptive recommendations; and (d) incorporate
the Four I’s framework as an implicit organizing structure. Participants accessed the tool
on personal devices for six to eight weeks, coinciding with the organization’s year-end
performance review discussion cycle. The tool was intended for hypothetical scenarios,
and participants were instructed to avoid including any actual employee information.
Data Collection

Pre-intervention interviews (45—60 min) followed a semi-structured protocol
comprising 11 questions aligned with the Four I’s framework and Al orientation
dimensions. Post-intervention interviews (~30 min) examined usage patterns, perceived
changes, and feedback on the tool using 15 questions. All interviews were conducted via
videoconference and were transcribed verbatim using Otter.ai automated transcription
software. I reviewed all transcripts against the original recordings for accuracy prior to
analysis. Interviews occurred in early 2026 (PRE) and in late Q1 2026 (POST), with a
post-intervention interval of approximately 6-8 weeks.
Data Analysis

The analysis employed a hybrid approach of deductive and inductive thematic
analysis (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The Four I’s framework (Bass and Avolio,
1994) provided the initial deductive coding structure, while inductive code development

captured unanticipated themes. Consistent with reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and
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Clarke, 2022), the analytic process combined structured coding with interpretive
judgment to identify patterns across cases.

Each transcript was analyzed using a standardized output sheet capturing raw
quotes, deductive codes (the four transformational leadership dimensions), provisional
inductive codes, analytic memos, and richness ratings. A cross-case synthesis matrix
tracked the pre-to-post changes across the participants. I maintained a reflexive journal
documenting analytic decisions. As a senior banking professional with direct experience
deploying Al tools in financial services contexts, my positional influence shaped the
interpretation of themes, particularly regarding conversation avoidance and governance
concerns. The shared industry context may have enabled deeper access to participants’
meaning-making while also risking over-identification with practitioner perspectives.
This positionality was disclosed per the IRB protocol.

Findings

Analysis of 11 pre-intervention and 10 completed post-intervention transcripts

revealed four pre-intervention themes and nine cross-case findings.

Pre-Intervention Themes

Theme 1: Performance conversations as relational trust work. Across participants,
effective performance conversations were relational before procedural. P-06 articulated a
“no surprises” philosophy that emphasized open communication and continuous
feedback. P-04 described an “approachability-first” philosophy grounded in
informational trust. P-09 expressed this through deliberate credit-sharing, ensuring that
employees presented their own wins to senior leaders, a practice they acknowledged

carried personal cost but built genuine ownership. P-10, the junior leader in the sample,
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described investing in the relational knowledge of each team member as the foundation
of credibility, noting that individualized attention was essential precisely because they
lacked tenure-based authority. These varied styles converged on the same premise:
without trust, feedback was less likely to be received constructively, and opportunities for
meaningful growth were reduced.

Theme 2: Continuous feedback aspiration-practice gap. The phrase “no surprises”
recurred as a synonym for continuous feedback, signaling an intent to ensure employees
know where they stand so performance reviews do not disclose new information, echoing
Buckingham and Goodall (2015). However, participants acknowledged a persistent gap
between aspiration and practice. P-10 captured this candidly when reflecting on their first
round of performance reviews, which they described as largely unidirectional,
acknowledging that the monologue format represented a missed developmental
opportunity they intended to correct. Post-intervention interviews also identified a more
specific barrier, conversation avoidance. P-06 described this explicitly, noting that they
delayed difficult conversations not because of a lack of time but because of the cognitive-
emotional burden of framing developmental feedback constructively.

Theme 3: Al as a silent partner. Pre-intervention, participants expressed cautious
optimism regarding the Al tools. P-04 anticipated using Al as a space for reflective
exploration before high-stakes interactions. P-09, the most Al-fluent pre-intervention
participant, envisioned the tool as a language and framing optimizer capable of
minimizing legal risk, improving clarity, and generating insights from a leader's rough
notes. P-10 expressed genuine hope that Al could provide the structured developmental

roadmap they felt they lacked as a new manager. Participants drew clear distinctions
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between preparation support and in-conversation guidance, and they raised authenticity
concerns that later appeared significant in the post-intervention analysis.

Theme 4: Governance and trust as adoption prerequisites. The participants consistently
raised data governance questions before discussing the value of the Al tool. The common
questions included: Who can see my prompts? How is data stored? Could this appear in
personnel files? These concerns extend beyond interpersonal trust (Edmondson, 1999) to
include institutional trust in how organizations handle data, confirming that governance is
a prerequisite for adoption in regulated contexts (Passmore and Tee, 2023).
Post-Intervention Findings: Cross-Case Synthesis

Post-intervention patterns were shaped not only by the frequency of tool use, but also by
leadership context, direct-report opportunity, and baseline Al posture. Participants did not
engage with the tool uniformly. Instead, participants seemed to fall into different patterns
of engagement, and those patterns were linked to different kinds of reported outcomes,
including reframing, changes in preparation and message framing, and, in some cases,
team-level developmental outputs.

Finding 1: Leaders primarily experienced the tool as a preparatory “silent partner”
rather than a script generator. Across the post-intervention interviews, leaders primarily
described the tool as a preparatory aid that helped them think through conversations in
advance rather than as a source of scripts to be delivered verbatim. P-05 captured this
pattern by thinking differently about their approach without yet acting differently;
awareness before action is consistent with Day and Harrison’s (2007) developmental
sequence. P-01 exhibited a parallel metacognitive shift: after minimal tool engagement,

they reported that leadership coaching scenarios now spontaneously occurred as Al use
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cases, despite having previously associated Al exclusively with data analysis and
productivity tasks.

Finding 2: Individualized Consideration emerged as a central mechanism in how leaders
described the tool’s value. Participants frequently described the tool’s value in ways that
aligned most closely with Individualized Consideration, particularly in helping them
tailor communication, anticipate reactions, and prepare for more developmental
conversations. P-05 reported, “I never really thought before about the tone in which I
wanted to phrase things.” P-03 confirmed this pattern from a different angle. While
individualized approaches to employees had always been integral to their practice, the
tool improved their capacity for candor by providing additional scaffolding for framing
challenging feedback, rather than altering the individualized orientation itself. P-10
described in detail using the tool to address a gap identified in the pre-intervention
interview. Having previously acknowledged their inability to articulate developmental
milestones for analysts, they used the tool to build a structured scorecard and roadmap,
which they subsequently deployed in weekly check-ins, replacing what they described as
“motherhood statements” with specific behavioral expectations. In this way, the tool
surfaced tacit knowledge that leaders were already acting on without explicitly naming.
Finding 3: Several cases suggested activation of less-developed transformational
leadership dimensions. In several cases, participants described post-intervention
movement in a transformational leadership dimension that had appeared less developed
in the pre-intervention interview. Both P-05 and P-06 identified Intellectual Stimulation
as their least-developed dimension and later described it as an area of post-intervention

movement. P-06 described this with specific examples, and an unsolicited comment from
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a team member, “Where are these questions coming from now?” suggested that their
questioning style felt different. This single case is best understood as illustrative
corroboration rather than systematic validation.

Finding 4: The tool functioned as a reflective buffer before high-stakes conversations. A
recurring pattern across cases was the use of the tool as a reflective buffer that helped
leaders slow down, regulate initial reactions, and refine their framing before difficult or
high-stakes interactions. P-06 provided the clearest evidence that the tool’s effect was not
only to generate stronger approaches to difficult conversations but also to help prompt
conversations earlier. In these cases, the tool seemed to create a reflective buffer by
giving leaders a pause between their initial reaction and the conversation itself. P-05
confirmed this mechanism, describing how the tool reoriented them from a directive
impulse to a developmental impulse. P-11 extended this finding by using the tool for
emotional regulation before delivering a highly constrained, policy-driven administrative
message. They reported that Al-guided preparation helped the conversation land better
than anticipated. P-01 and P-03 suggested that the friction-reduction mechanism could
also be applied to non-standard conversation types. P-01 used the tool to prepare for
informing a team that they would no longer serve as their people manager, a high-stakes
transition message requiring empathy and continuity framing. P-03 applied it to an
upward-directed conversation with their own manager, navigating a disagreement about
location strategy, a barrier they had explicitly named in their pre-intervention interview
as their area of lowest leadership confidence. P-10 offered a vivid account of the

reflective buffer mechanism, describing how the tool redirected outward-facing
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performance observations back to self-as-manager reflection, prompting developmental

introspection they had not initiated on their own.

Finding 5: Distinct engagement patterns were associated with different reported outcome

profiles. Participants engaged with the tool in different ways, and those engagement

patterns were linked to different reported outcomes, ranging from increased awareness to

shifts in preparation and team-level application.

Table II: Observed engagement patterns and associated reported outcome profiles

interactions integrated
into ongoing
leadership work

management demands

preparation, framing, and
difficult-conversation
handling

Engagement | Defining features Typical contextual Associated reported Boundary
pattern conditions outcomes Condition
Frequent-light | Regular, short Repeated live people- Strongest reported shifts in Requires real

conversations during
the study window

sessions focused on
frameworks or team-
development artifacts

design opportunity

outputs rather than repeated
one-to-one application

Moderate- Use increased over Active management role Reported shifts in Dependent on time

progressive time as confidence and | with willingness to iterate | organization, objectivity, and repeated
prompting improved and emotional regulation engagement

Periodic-deep | Longer, concentrated Cohort, team, or process- | Team-level or system-level May not produce

many observable
one-to-one shifts

challenges rather than
routine habit; in some
cases, included leaders
with high Al
familiarity outside
leadership contexts

weak integration habits

benefits, and in some cases
category reorientation
around leadership-related
use

Deadline- Tool activated around | Limited spare time or Strong preparation benefit, Harder to observe
reactive imminent high-stakes | isolated use context reframing, and selective durable change if use
interactions perspective-taking remains episodic
Reactive- Occasional use Busy leaders with Metacognitive effects, Al familiarity alone
sporadic triggered by specific inconsistent routines or selective preparation did not guarantee

meaningful
integration into
leadership practice

Note. Engagement patterns represent analytic groupings derived from cross-case qualitative comparison rather than statistically

validated categories. Patterns were assigned based on participants’ predominant rhythm and mode of tool use during the intervention
period. Associated reported outcomes should be interpreted as qualitative associations rather than causal or deterministic effects, and
some overlap across patterns was present.

Source: Created by the author.

Table II should be read as a qualitative typology of predominant engagement patterns

rather than as a fixed classification scheme. The typology suggested that frequency alone
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did not fully explain differences in reported outcomes; the pattern of integration also
mattered. P-02, who used internal Al tools an estimated 15-20 times per day but engaged
the research tool only two to three times, illustrates how high ambient Al fluency does
not automatically transfer to a new domain. P-03, in contrast, engaged the tool a few
times per week and reported both shifts in preparation and the broadest adoption vision in
the dataset, suggesting that moderate but consistent engagement in the intended domain
outweighed overall Al proficiency.

Finding 6: The tool supported framework separation between the administrative process
and the developmental conversation. Several participants described using the tool to
disentangle administrative performance requirements from the conversation's more
developmental intent. Rather than altering the formal review process, the tool appeared to
help leaders prepare for a more human, coaching-oriented exchange within institutional
constraints. P-08 expressed this most directly, describing the tool as a “sounding board”
that checked existing judgment against an external standard and facilitated an insight into
“framework separation.” In regulated settings, part of the tool’s value may lie in helping
leaders separate the administrative demands of the process from the conversation's
developmental purpose.

Finding 7: Reported shifts in leadership approach were not always tool-driven and were
sometimes shaped by broader role context and experience. Not all reported shifts in
leadership approach were readily attributable to the tool. Some participants described
changes that also appeared connected to broader role demands, organizational pressure,
or accumulated leadership experience during the study period. The clearest example was

P-07, who described a substantial shift in leadership approach but linked it primarily to
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the realities of scaling a rapidly growing function and navigating complex people
situations rather than to the tool itself. This pattern indicates that the tool may support
reflection and preparation, while also underscoring that leadership change can come from
the broader demands of the role itself. In this sense, the tool should be understood as one
possible contributor to leadership development rather than its sole source.

Finding 8: Emergent use patterns extended the tool beyond one-to-one downward
coaching.

Although the intervention was framed around performance conversations with direct
reports, participants described extending the tool into other forms of leadership work,
including upward influence, lateral influence, team-development design, and second-
level coaching. For example, P-03 described using the tool to prepare for an upward
conversation with a manager, while P-06 extended its use to lateral influence. P-04’s
periodic deep engagement produced a distributed analyst-uplift playbook, representing
the most institutionally robust output in the dataset. A coaching cascade also appeared
when P-11 used the tool to help a manager-level direct report think through how to lead
their own subordinate team. In addition, P-03 described using the tool to test how
alternative phrasing of feedback might be perceived by an employee, effectively treating
the Al as an audience simulator rather than only as a content generator. Taken together,
these examples suggest that leaders naturally extended the tool beyond narrow one-to-one
coaching into multidirectional and team-level leadership work.

Finding 9: Domain-specific category-blindness limited initial uptake even among Al-
fluent leaders. A distinct pattern in the dataset was that several Al-fluent leaders had not

previously considered Al relevant to leadership or people-management work until the
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study explicitly framed it as such. This pattern, termed domain-specific category-
blindness, was especially visible among highly fluent Al users. P-07, whose role was the
most Al-focused in the sample, reported that the study surfaced a use case that had not
previously occurred to them despite deep professional immersion in the technology. P-01
independently described a similar realization, noting that Al had previously been
categorized as a tool for analytics and operations rather than leadership conversations. P-
10, who entered the study with significant prior Al use, described the non-use for
leadership as “a failure of my imagination” rather than a deficiency in Al tools. Once this
framing shifted, some participants described using the tool not only for idea generation
but also as a reflective partner. After it was positioned as a leadership tool, they saw it as
an obvious use case they hadn’t previously considered and were now actively exploring
how to further expand its use for leadership and performance coaching. These accounts
suggest that an observed pattern among the participants in this study, adoption barriers
may stem not only from trust or access, but also from whether leaders can imagine Al as
relevant to leadership work in the first place.
Discussion

Theoretical Implications

In several cases, leaders described movement in the transformational leadership
dimension that had appeared least developed in the pre-intervention interview. This
suggests that these tools may serve as compensatory scaffolds, providing structure where
leaders perceive a relative developmental gap. Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal
development offers a useful model here, as the tool enabled practice at the edge of the

participant’s current capability. Intellectual Stimulation emerged as the primary
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activation domain, possibly because Intellectual Stimulation (requiring question diversity,
frame expansion, and assumption-challenging) is the TL dimension most dependent on
deliberate preparation.

However, a critical question arises regarding this framing. Does prolonged
reliance on Al preparation build the leader’s internal cognitive capacity over time, or
does it create an overreliance on the tool? If a leader relies heavily on an Al algorithm to
generate Intellectual Stimulation questions before every review or performance
interaction, it is not yet clear whether the leader’s capacity for intellectual stimulation
improves or whether they merely become vessels for machine-generated intelligence.
Therefore, a primary objective of Al coaching tools might be to support lasting cognitive
augmentation for the leader, rather than to automate leadership interactions and intellect
(Pago, 2024).

The engagement-pattern typology in Table II adds nuance to Szekely ef al.’s
(2025) forming-transforming distinction by suggesting that outcomes varied not just by
how often leaders used the tool, but also by whether they had real opportunities to apply
it in live performance conversations. The finding that Al can handle many structural
coaching functions while emotional navigation remains human-dependent highlights the
conversation-avoidance finding. Al can effectively shoulder the cognitive burden of
structuring and framing difficult conversations, freeing the leader’s psychological
bandwidth to engage more fully with the employee’s emotional reality during interaction.
In this sense, the tool helps create guardrails within which the leader can operate more

safely, allowing them to be more fully human in the moment.
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The Al-as-silent-partner mechanism, which functions as a reflective buffer that
creates a deliberative pause between leader perception and leader response, represents a
provisional theoretical insight that has not yet been fully addressed in the Al coaching
literature (GraBmann and Schermuly, 2021; Passmore et al., 2025). Its value lies not only
in the quality of the output but also in the pause the interaction creates. Although a
deliberative pause is not always practical, it creates space for reflection and growth in the
next interaction.

Practical Implications

One practical implication is to frame the tool as a preparation aid, rather than a
script. The most effective adoption occurred when leaders treated Al outputs as inputs to
their own synthesis. In this sample, access through personal devices appeared to matter
for sustained engagement. Reducing access friction, particularly by enabling use on
personal phones rather than restricting to work devices, was associated with more
consistent engagement and deeper reported shifts. Work-device restrictions may silently
undermine habit formation before the tool is evaluated. This finding aligns with industry
reports suggesting that most of the value from enterprise Al initiatives derives from
workforce transformation surrounding deployment rather than from the technology itself
(Boston Consulting Group, 2026; Deloitte, 2026).

Governance policies must be explicit before deployment. If a leader harbors even
minor suspicion that developmental prompts might be logged, audited, or reviewed by
Human Resources, engagement remains superficial and defensive. Organizations using
Al coaching in regulated environments should put clear, verifiable limits around how

prompts are stored, accessed, and retained. Without technologically guaranteed
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psychological safety from institutional surveillance, the deep “transforming” coaching
outcomes identified by Szekely et al. (2025) cannot occur.

A related concern is how value alignment is affected when a tool like this is
deployed across an enterprise. If hundreds of leaders within a financial institution utilize
the same underlying GPT-based coaching framework, there is a risk of homogenizing the
organizational leadership voice. While Al can democratize access to coaching
preparation (Terblanche, 2024), it may inadvertently flatten diverse approaches into a
synthesized, standardized style. Organizations should therefore design deployment
frameworks that encourage leaders to challenge and modify Al outputs, preserving their
individual authenticity and maintaining cultural diversity.

Limitations and Future Research

Three limitations shape the claims of the findings. A single-organization, single-
industry sample limits generalizability. The post-intervention sample included 10 of the
11 participants; one participant (P-09) completed only a pre-intervention interview
because scheduling constraints fell outside the data collection window. Their pre-
intervention data contributed to baseline theme development, but not to post-intervention
cross-case synthesis. The pre-post design lacked a control group, and the timing intervals
introduced multiple confounds. My relationship with some participants introduces a
social desirability bias. However, participants’ candid acknowledgment of low usage and
failure to form habits suggests this risk did not preclude honest reporting.

More fundamentally, the findings relied on leader self-reports without systematic
collection of subordinate or peer perspectives, introducing potential social desirability

bias. P-06’s case, in which team members made unsolicited comments suggesting a shift
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in questioning style, offers the strongest external corroboration in the dataset; however,
that evidence was incidental rather than systematically collected across the sample.
Accordingly, the study’s conclusions lean most heavily on cognitive and process-oriented
shifts, specifically the reflective buffer and domain-specific category-blindness findings.
These findings describe changes in leader thinking and preparation rather than externally
verified behavioral change.

Future research priorities include cross-industry comparisons of adoption,
independent collection of employee perceptions, longitudinal tracking of whether
metacognitive awareness translates into observed behavioral change, and experimental
manipulation of device access to test the role of phone integration in habit formation.

Conclusion

Al coaching tools can support transformational leadership during performance
conversations. These mechanisms are more nuanced than the technology adoption models
suggest. Leaders engaged with the tool in different ways, and those patterns were linked
to different kinds of reported change, including increased self-awareness, reported shifts
in preparation and message framing, and, in some cases, team-level developmental
outputs. Several cases also suggested activation of less-developed TL dimensions,
indicating that these tools may function as developmental scaffolds that help surface
growth edges rather than serving as general-purpose enhancers.

The reflective buffer mechanism introduces a newly observed function: creating
space for deliberate, developmental leadership choices before high-stakes conversations.
For practitioners, alignment between tool design and leaders’ existing coaching

philosophy may shape adoption. Al does not replace emotional or relational leadership.
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Instead, a well-designed tool can scaffold the preparation, making human conversations

more authentic.
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SECTION THREE:

PRACTITIONER RECOMMENDATION PLAN



RECOMMENDATIONS FROM CALLAHAN

Introduction

In this Practitioner Recommendation Plan, I turn my scholarly manuscript
on the use of artificial intelligence (Al) in coaching for transformational
leadership during employee performance conversations into practice. My prior
scholarly work addressed an academic audience and the empirical record; in this
section, I address the practitioners whose decisions will determine whether an
enterprise Al coaching tool supports leadership development in corporate and
investment banking (CIB). This section turns the study behind it into guidance for
practice in four parts: it revisits the aim that guided the study, sets out the
practitioner recommendations as a single proposal to pilot the tool studied here,
offers reflections written from my perspective as a practitioner-scholar, and closes
with a statement of my leadership philosophy.

The revised aim explains how conducting the study narrowed my focus,
from a broad interest in Al coaching tools to a specific recommendation for one
audience and setting. That recommendation is the core of the section: I address it
to the human resources (HR) leaders who would own the decision, it concerns a
coaching aid that front-office leaders would use to prepare for employee
performance conversations, and, in keeping with the study's qualitative scope, it
proposes designing a pilot rather than a full rollout. The reflections turn from the
recommendation to what producing it asked of me as a practitioner-scholar, above
all, the discipline of separating what the evidence shows from what I, as the

change's advocate, want it to show. The leadership philosophy closes the section
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with the convictions beneath that discipline, and the standard against which I intend to
lead as this work moves from a bounded study toward a tool I help build.

Aim Statement Revisited

The original aim of this Dissertation in Practice, as articulated in the proposal,
was as follows:

With the results of this dissertation in practice, I aim to provide leadership
practitioners, organizational designers, and HR professionals with actionable insights into
how Al-based coaching tools might help leaders apply transformational leadership
behaviors in employee performance conversations. The study emphasizes how these tools
can act as reflective partners, encouraging leaders to adopt more intentional,
developmental approaches.

Conducting the study confirmed that this was the right aim to pursue. The 11
participating leaders used an Al coaching tool during a year-end performance review
cycle and gave detailed accounts of how it did and did not become part of their leadership
practice. What the work changed was the aim’s reach. The original aim addressed several
audiences at once and spoke of Al coaching tools in general. A qualitative study of a
small group in a single setting supports something tighter. Narrowing the aim gave my
recommendations more practical force.

I focused on tightening three aspects. The first aspect is the audience. The
decisions my recommendations inform belong to the HR leaders who decide whether and
how to deploy leadership-development tools. The front-office leaders who would use the
tool are users, and I treat their experience as input to the decisions HR must make. The

second aspect is the setting. I write the recommendations specifically for CIB, the setting
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my study examined, where regulatory and client-confidentiality constraints shape
which tools a bank can deploy at all. The third aspect is the action. With a small
qualitative sample from a single division, my study can inform the design of a
pilot of such a tool; it cannot set the parameters of a full enterprise rollout. The
following is my revised aim:

With the results of this dissertation in practice, I aim to provide the HR
leaders who decide whether and how to deploy leadership-development tools in
CIB with evidence-based recommendations for designing a pilot of an enterprise
Al coaching tool. The tool is intended to help front-office leaders, as its users,
prepare for employee performance conversations. Grounded in a qualitative study
of how leaders in one bank’s CIB division engaged with such a tool, the
recommendations distinguish what the study supports acting on now from what a
pilot must test before any broader deployment.

Proposed Recommendations
The Coaching Tool

The tool at the center of these recommendations is a coaching aid that
helps a leader prepare for a performance conversation by thinking it through
beforehand. In the study, it took the form of a custom configuration of a
conversational Al assistant, built from detailed written instructions grounded in
transformational leadership content, which a leader opened in a web browser or
phone app and used by typing.

It works by asking questions before it offers guidance. When a leader

brings a situation to it, the tool first asks a series of clarifying questions about the
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employee, the situation, the feedback to deliver, and the leader’s goal for the
conversation. Only then does it offer options: alternative framings, developmental
phrasings, and approaches drawn from the four transformational leadership behaviors of
idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration. This design makes it a preparation partner a leader thinks and brainstorms
with, rather than a source of finished language to read from.

In the study, leaders used the tool on their personal devices, for hypothetical
scenarios only. They entered no real employee information, and their use was not
monitored. The recommendations that follow concern an enterprise version of this same
class of tool, one that a bank would run inside its own environment, where leaders would
eventually work through real situations under appropriate data governance. That shift,
from a personal research instrument used on invented cases to an enterprise system that
touches real personnel information, is why I treat the governance and access questions
raised later as preconditions rather than as details to settle afterward.

What the Study Establishes, Suggests, and Leaves Open

These recommendations rest on my qualitative, pre-post intervention study,
analyzed through a cross-case synthesis design, in which 11 mid- and senior-level leaders
in one CIB division of a large U.S. bank used the coaching tool over eight weeks during
the year-end performance review cycle.

The study establishes a small number of findings with reasonable confidence.
Leaders described the tool working as a reflective buffer: a deliberate pause between a
leader’s first reaction and the response they ultimately chose. Two conditions shaped

their engagement. Transparency about how the tool handled their data determined
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whether they engaged openly, and the availability of the tool on a personal mobile
device shaped how often they used it. Both patterns recurred across cases and
drive the recommendations that follow.

The study also suggests, less firmly, that engagement varied along several
dimensions: how often a leader engaged, how deeply, what prompted them (a
scheduled event or an ongoing habit), and how their role shaped the way they fit
the tool into their work. That variation tracked with what leaders said they took
from the tool. The word said carries weight here: I recorded leaders’ own
accounts of how their preparation changed and did not independently assess the
quality of the conversations themselves. These dimensions are strong enough to
shape a pilot’s design and too unsettled to treat as fixed categories or to justify a
broad rollout on their own.

What the study could not do, given a short window, a single site, and a
small group of volunteers, is show how these patterns behave over time, at full
scale, or among leaders who did not choose to take part. It could not establish
which patterns would prevail across a larger population, how governance and
adoption shape each other over a longer horizon, or whether the reflective buffer
holds once a tool is no longer new. Those are the questions a pilot hopes to
answer.

Design and Run a Pilot of the Tool with Leaders in CIB

My recommendation is straightforward. HR leaders in CIB at a large U.S.

bank should design and run a pilot of the coaching tool described above. A pilot

of this kind would be a small, time-bounded deployment: HR would make the tool
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available to a defined group of front-office leaders for a single performance-review cycle,
roughly eight to twelve weeks, and would support and observe their use so the
organization can learn from it. It would be neither a scaled-down rollout nor a technology
trial. Its purpose is to determine whether the reflective buffer identified in the study holds
up outside its conditions, and to establish and test the conditions under which a fair test of
the tool is even possible.
The pilot sets out to answer four questions:

1. Does the reflective buffer persist once the tool is no longer new?

2. Which of the engagement dimensions matter most at the scale of a full team?

3. Do clear decisions about data governance and device access create the conditions

for real use?
4. Does the tool’s framing as a preparation aid survive the pressure of live CIB

calendars?

The rest of this section answers these questions. It defines who takes part, who
runs it, and how the team recruits participants. It follows the pilot’s sequence: settling the
governance, access, and feedback conditions before launch; framing the tool for leaders
at launch; and observing engagement while the pilot runs. A final part explains how those
pieces work as a single design and how their results would inform any later decision
about wider deployment.

Defining the Pilot and Its Participants

The pilot should draw its participants from the role profile most likely to produce

readable signals, meaning enough performance conversations, in comparable enough

circumstances, that the team can see how leaders engage and whether the reflective buffer
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appears. That profile is a single sector-coverage team, for example, the Financial
Institutions Group (FIG) or the Technology, Media, and Telecommunications (TMT)
group, made up of Managing Directors and Directors. Their year-end evaluations,
mid-year check-ins, and ongoing deal-team feedback create frequent,
comparatively standardized opportunities for performance conversations, which
give the pilot a steady stream of real-world use to learn from. A cohort of roughly
25 leaders is large enough to capture variation across role contexts and small
enough for the HR pilot team to stay in regular contact with each participant.
These leaders would use the tool to prepare for the conversations their roles
already require during the cycle, which is itself a departure from the study, in
which participants worked only with hypothetical cases. Drawing the cohort from
a single bank division, rather than across the enterprise, keeps differences in
culture and operating rhythm between divisions from confounding early signals
about the tool.

Running the pilot is the work of a small HR pilot team. The team onboards
participants, stays in regular contact with them, prepares the materials the pilot
needs, reviews what the pilot shows at set points, and translates technical and
policy details into terms that leaders can act on. The team’s role is to support
leaders in using the tool and to learn from it. It does not assess the leaders. That
line matters for the same reason it runs through the rest of this plan: the moment
leaders sense that their use is being judged, the private space the tool depends on

begins to close.
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How the team recruits the cohort matters as much as who is in it. A pilot meant to
learn whether a typical leader will engage has to guard against self-selection, because an
open call for volunteers draws the leaders already enthusiastic about Al, whose
engagement says more about that prior enthusiasm than about the tool’s value to an
ordinary user. In diffusion terms, those volunteers are the innovators and early adopters at
the leading edge of adoption, not the more pragmatic and skeptical majority that sits past
the gap Moore (2014) called the chasm (Rogers, 2003). A cohort drawn from that edge
cannot tell the organization whether the majority will follow. The approach I recommend
controls for disposition through recruitment rather than screening: the HR pilot team
invites a representative cross-section of the chosen team. It records each participant’s
baseline familiarity with and comfort with Al, so that disposition becomes a variable the
pilot can read against engagement rather than a hidden source of bias. Capping or
balancing the share of self-described enthusiasts keeps the more typical leader, the one
the pilot most needs to observe, inside the cohort.

The same logic that selects this profile also sets which leaders the first phase
holds for later. The reflective buffer helps a leader who already has judgment to slow a
first reaction and reframe it before responding, and that judgment comes from
accumulated practice (Benner, 1984; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). A leader early in their
career has fewer performance conversations in a cycle and a thinner repertoire to draw
on, so a weak result among such leaders would be hard to read: it could mean the tool
does not help, or only that the experience the buffer works on is not yet there. Holding
early-career managers for a later phase keeps the first phase’s signal clean. This is a

scoping choice, not a judgment that newer managers matter less or would benefit less.
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The opposite may well be true, since a tool that supplies the clarifying questions,
a leader has not yet learned to ask, could scaffold judgment that is still forming.
That prospect deserves a test of its own rather than being folded into a phase built
to isolate the buffer. The HR pilot team decides which leaders to invite now and
which to hold for later, applying the criteria above.
Building and Running the Pilot

With the participants and the team defined, the rest of the design follows
the pilot’s timeline, from work done before launch through launch itself to the
weeks the pilot runs. Before launch, HR settles the conditions that determine
whether leaders will use the tool openly at all. At launch, HR introduces the tool
to leaders and frames what it is for. During the pilot, the team observes how
leaders use it and learns from their observations. The three depend on one
another, and a closing part explains how they work as a single design.
Before Launch: Settling Governance, Access, and Feedback

The pilot cannot begin until HR can state what the tool records, who can
see those records, whether leaders may use it on a mobile device, and how the
pilot will and will not use the evidence it gathers. HR has to settle these first
because the tool only works if leaders trust it. Its value comes from giving a
leader a private space to prepare for a hard conversation, and any ambiguity about
who sees their use, or what it will be used for, closes that space before the pilot
can learn anything (Majchrzak & Markus, 2014). Three decisions sit underneath
this, each owned by different partners. Across all three, HR’s job is the same:

engage the partners who own the decision, hold the line on the developmental
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purpose the pilot depends on, and translate their decision into terms a leader can act on.
The three decisions are how to govern the tool’s data, whether to allow mobile use, and
how to log and review use.

The first decision is data governance: what the tool records, how long it retains
those records, who may see them and under what conditions, and how all of this aligns
with the bank’s information barriers and its controls on material nonpublic information
(MNPI). Compliance, legal, and information security own this decision. In the study,
leaders who were comfortable with Al in other parts of their work held back from the
coaching tool when they were unsure how it handled what they typed, and other research
reports the same condition: leaders engage openly only when they trust how the tool
stores and uses their inputs (Passmore & Tee, 2023). HR has to decide whether to settle
and publish these terms before first use or to leave them to be worked out during the
pilot. I recommend settling them first, because a pilot that launches under unsettled
governance measures leads to leaders’ hesitation rather than their use.

The second decision is device access. The study tied leaders’ most productive use
to having the tool on a mobile device, which allowed them to turn to it during the small
breaks in a working day rather than only at a desk. HR has to decide whether to authorize
mobile access at launch or to begin on desktop only. Desktop-only would be simpler to
govern, but it would narrow use to what a workstation allows, which is precisely the
range of use the pilot needs to observe. I recommend authorizing mobile access at launch,
while treating it as a decision that compliance and information security weigh rather than

a foregone conclusion.
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The third decision is how use is logged and reviewed, because what the
pilot records becomes the evidence for every later decision, and because the
record itself tells leaders what the tool is really for. The team’s conversations with
leaders about their use can be developmental, meant to improve the support the
pilot offers, or they can function as a performance review. What the pilot
captures, and who may read it, signals which of the two is true, and that signal
will override anything the launch materials say (Stroh, 2015). If performance
management reads the same records, leaders will treat the tool as a performance-
management input, and the reflective buffer will not survive that. HR’s task is to
make what the pilot captures, who reads it, and what it feeds visibly
developmental, with L&D as its partner in setting how often those developmental
conversations happen.

Because both Al capability and the bank’s risk expectations are likely to
shift within a year, the policy that governs these three decisions should carry a
scheduled review at twelve to eighteen months. That review works best paired
with the engagement review that runs through the pilot, so the team adjusts the
policy to what the pilot is learning rather than to what it foresaw at the outset.
Handled this way, governance becomes part of how the pilot learns rather than a
one-time gate it passes through (National Institute of Standards and Technology
[NIST], 2023).
At Launch: Onboarding Leaders and Framing the Tool as a Preparation Aid

When HR introduces leaders to the tool at launch, the framing they receive

matters most. Before anyone logs in, HR has to establish that the tool is a
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preparation aid that sharpens a leader’s own judgment, not a source of ready-made
language to carry into the room. Part of that framing is what HR asks leaders to do with
the tool: use it to prepare for the performance conversations their roles already require,
which, across a review cycle, means returning to it most weeks rather than turning to it
once. The study is the reason this framing matters. The reflective buffer appeared when
leaders treated the tool as something to think with. Leaders described using it to move
from a directive to a developmental stance before a hard conversation, to raise
developmental points sooner than they otherwise would, and to steady themselves before
delivering a difficult message. The study also showed the cost of the other use. When
leaders leaned on the tool to produce a script, the buffer effect fell away, and a scripted
conversation carries a further risk, that the person on the receiving end reads it as
machine-generated and insincere, which research on Al-mediated communication links to
a loss of trust (Jakesch et al., 2019).

Three things shape how HR designs this onboarding. First, HR should build the
launch materials before launch and draw them from the kinds of performance
conversations CIB leaders have, such as year-end and mid-year reviews, developmental
feedback to analysts and associates, and compensation discussions, rather than generic
leadership scenarios. Built that way, the materials show the tool doing what it is meant to
do: raising questions and offering alternative framings for a real conversation a leader is
preparing for, and the library itself is a deliverable the pilot has to resource. Second, HR
should define success by how leaders prepare and by the quality of the conversations that
follow, not by how often leaders open the tool. A measure built on usage counts tells

leaders that volume is the goal, which pulls them back toward the script use the framing
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exists to prevent (Schon, 1983; Gramann & Schermuly, 2021). Third, the
framing has to come at the very start, because a leader’s first impression of what
the tool is for hardens into the lens through which they read all later use
(Orlikowski & Gash, 1994), and a clarification added later rarely dislodges it.
During the Pilot: Observing and Learning from Engagement

While the pilot runs, the HR pilot team watches how leaders use the tool
and learns from what it sees; that learning is what the pilot is for. At regular
points, the team reviews a small set of indicators: how many of the 25 participants
are using the tool, how many come back to it after their first use, when in the
review cycle they turn to it most, whether a typical session is a quick look or a
fuller working-through, and whether use clusters around known performance-
cycle events such as review deadlines. The point of these indicators is to assess
how leaders in different roles are taking up the tool and to adjust the support the
team provides. The team reads them at the level of the role, not the individual, and
never uses them to rank or assess a leader.

The four dimensions named earlier, how often leaders engage, how
deeply, what prompts them, and how their role shapes their use, are the lens for
reading these indicators and the starting points the pilot helps to refine. They are
not categories for sorting leaders. Treating these dimensions as fixed types would
build in a structure that the evidence does not yet support. Before the pilot begins,
the team must plan and resource what it captures, how it combines those records,
and how it reviews them. The governance decisions made before launch bound

what it can capture at all.
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Assessing Whether the Pilot Is Working

HR needs a way to read whether the pilot is working before the full evidence is in.
HR can read three kinds of signal at this scale: engagement, mechanism, and outcome.
They are most useful read together, as a pattern, rather than as three separate thresholds
where any one settles the question. The HR pilot team would take these readings three
times: after onboarding, at the midpoint, and at the close. Only the closing reading should
inform a decision to scale the tool, redesign it, or stop.

Engagement signals tell the team how leaders are using the tool: whether they
keep returning to it across the cycle, which for these roles means most weeks; whether
their pattern of use fits what their role would predict; and whether their use holds up past
the first few weeks. These signals say the most when read against the four dimensions
named earlier, rather than against a single, uniform target.

Mechanism signals indicate whether leaders are experiencing the reflective buffer
itself. These come from brief, structured check-ins around the midpoint that ask whether
leaders describe the tool as making room to think before a high-stakes conversation,
whether they describe a change in how they prepare, and whether they describe using
what the tool offers as something to think with rather than as a script to read. Where
leaders cannot point to any of these, the framing set at launch is probably not reaching
them, and it would be worth revisiting.

Outcome signals tell the team what the people around a leader notice. The team
can ask direct reports, peers, and a leader’s own manager informally around the midpoint
whether they have noticed any shift in how a participating leader approaches performance

conversations. Observations offered without prompting are the most telling, because they
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are less exposed to the bias that shadows a leader’s account of their own behavior
(Donaldson & Grant-Vallone, 2002). Their presence is real corroboration that the buffer
is producing effects that others can see; their absence is not, on its own, a sign that
the pilot is failing.

How the Phases Work Together

These are three parts of one design, not three separate tracks, and each
depends on the others. Framing without first settling governance tends to produce
shallow engagement, because leaders hold back when they are unsure how their
use will be perceived. Observation without that framing tends to capture script
use, so the patterns it records are misleading. Governance settled but not paired
with observation can leave leaders formally permitted to use the tool while the
conditions for real use go untested. The sequence follows from this: HR settles
governance and access before launch, sets the framing at launch, and observes
throughout.

Read this way, the pilot’s closing assessment returns to the four questions
it set out to answer. Whether the reflective buffer persists once the tool is no
longer new is directly indicated by the mechanism signals, and the outcome
signals corroborate. Which engagement dimensions matter most at the scale of a
team is what the engagement signals, read against those dimensions, begin to
resolve. Whether clear governance and device-access decisions create the
conditions for real use shows in whether leaders engage at all once HR sets those
terms. Whether the tool’s framing as a preparation aid holds under the pressure of

live CIB calendars shows in whether leaders keep treating it as a thinking partner
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or drift toward using it as a script. A pilot that answers most of these in the affirmative is
one an organization could responsibly build on; a mixed or negative pattern would show
it what to redesign, or whether to stop, before it commits to anything wider. That
judgment is what the study, on its own, could not reach, and it is what the pilot is for.

Designing the pilot as a real test of where the study’s findings hold up and where
they break down, rather than a rollout of conclusions it could not yet support, required a
discipline I did not have when I began the program. That discipline, and the others the
work asked of me, are what the reflections that follow take up.

Reflections of a Practitioner-Scholar

The most durable lesson of my three years in this program is that reflection is a
form of inquiry, not a postscript to it (Dickel, 2017). I did not begin that way. Like many
practitioners, I arrived treating reflection as something done after the work was finished,
a summary of what had happened and how I felt about it. The program reframed
reflection as a method, one with distinct modes and disciplines, capable of producing
knowledge and not merely recording it. The weekly reflective writing in my first course,
and the vocabulary for reflective practice I encountered there, gave me a way to examine
not only what I was learning but how I was coming to know it. I have also come to
believe that this kind of thinking is rarely finished in the head; it becomes visible, and
often only becomes clear, in the act of writing it down. By the time I reached my
Dissertation in Practice, that reframing had become unavoidable, because the study had
drawn me into a change I would help bring about. The three reflections that follow are
the ones I most want to carry forward, and each marks a place where the program altered

not what I know but how I hold what I know.
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Earning a Pilot, not a Conclusion

My study was a complete, methodologically sound, and deliberately
bounded piece of research. A limited group of leaders engaged a single coaching
tool over a short window within one organization’s year-end review cycle,
yielding credible, useful findings. They were credible enough that my
organization now wants to resource the kind of pilot I recommend in this section,
and to give me the tools to build and run a fuller version of the tool. I have had to
be careful, in my own mind, not to confuse those two facts. The study stands on
its own as research; the pilot is not a rescue of incomplete work but the
appropriate next step for questions that a single, bounded study was never going
to settle. That distinction is the source of this phase’s significance, and its
difficulty: I am standing close enough to the real thing to shape what gets built,
not analyzing a deployment that happened to someone else.

The honest challenge in that proximity is one I continue to sit with.
Organizational momentum and my own investment in the work create a quiet
pressure to treat my findings as settled and build on them, to let conviction stand
in for evidence, because conviction is faster and more flattering. The growth the
program produced in me is the instinct to resist that pull, and to design the pilot as
a true inquiry: one built to find where my findings hold, where they break, and
where [ was wrong. I have learned to name the boundary between what my
evidence establishes and what I, as the change’s advocate, want it to show, and to
keep that boundary visible so that enthusiasm cannot quietly erase that boundary.

Pope Leo XIV’s recent encyclical on artificial intelligence speaks directly to

18
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people in my position, reminding those who develop such tools that every design choice
reflects a vision of the human person (Pope Leo XIV, 2026, para. 111). I read that the
responsibility that comes with building is not lighter than that of studying, but heavier. It
begins with the discipline of letting evidence lead, even when nothing external requires it.
Learning to Claim Less

A turning point in my thinking was the discovery that rigor often means
narrowing a claim rather than broadening it. This ran against my instincts. My
professional world rewards solutions that scale, frameworks that travel, and conclusions
that apply as widely as possible. My first impulse with the study’s findings was to make
them say as much as they could about as many situations as they could. The program
taught me the opposite discipline. Recommendations aimed at a single class of tool and a
single audience, offered as starting points still to be tested and not as settled findings,
were stronger for that restraint, not weaker.

I learned this less from thinking than from writing. It was in drafting the
recommendations that my own gaps became visible: the places where a claim felt thin,
where the evidence would not quite carry the weight I wanted to put on it, where my
confidence had outrun what I knew. Writing exposed my thinking to me before it
exposed it to anyone else, and what it exposed was that some of what I wanted to assert, I
did not yet understand well enough to assert. The same reorientation surfaced in the
analysis of my study’s data. What I first reached for was a tidy set of fixed patterns, a
structure that felt complete and, I will admit, impressive. What I came to hold instead was
a smaller, more honest set of dimensions, offered as starting points for the pilot to refine,

not as categories that had settled anything. Letting go of the more impressive-looking
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version of my own findings was uncomfortable, and for a moment, it felt like
doing less. I have come to understand that it was the opposite. The willingness to
claim less but more precisely was a real reorientation in how I weigh evidence
and one of the clearest marks of growth I can point to from these three years.
Cura Personalis

The Jesuit idea of cura personalis, care for the whole person, came to life
in an unexpected way during my study. The tool I studied was never meant to
replace human leadership; at its best, it returned leaders to that work. The leaders
described using the tool not to outsource judgment but to prepare to show up
better for the people they manage. One of the most striking things I observed was
the way it turned outward assessment back into self-reflection. A leader might
turn to it to assess someone else and come away having examined their own
approach. That was an unplanned echo of the Ignatian examen, the disciplined
review of one’s own experience that Dickel (2017) describes within the Jesuit
tradition of reflection. It reframed for me what a coaching tool should be for, an
instrument that returns the leader, more prepared, to a fundamentally human act.

This is also where I have had to be most honest with myself, because I am
an advocate for these tools and am working to build one. The same encyclical that
gave me language for care is cautious about artificial intelligence, and I have tried
to sit with that tension rather than around it. What I found was that my own
evidence pointed toward the encyclical’s boundary, not against it: the tool was
valuable to the extent that it deepened human work and lost its value when it

displaced that work. Pope Leo XIV describes technology at its best as supporting
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human care “without undermining human freedom and judgment” (Pope Leo XIV, 2026,
para. 114), and that is the line my findings drew as well. Technology in service of the
person, never over it, is the conviction I most want to carry forward, and holding it
honestly means staying willing to name when a tool crosses that line, even when I am the
one promoting it. More than a finding about a tool, this has become a standard for the
kind of leader I intend to be: one who measures what we build by whether it makes the
people around us more fully themselves.

Across these reflections runs a single thread. The program did not just add to what
I know; it changed how I hold it. I keep the boundary between evidence and conviction in
view, and I hold it with care for the people for whom any of this is ultimately meant. I
came into this work expecting to leave with conclusions. I am leaving instead with a
more durable habit: leading with a question rather than an answer, treating my own
confidence as something to be tested, and trusting that reflection, practiced honestly, is
itself a way of doing the work well. That habit, more than any single result, is what I will
carry into whatever comes next.

Leadership Philosophy Statement

My leadership philosophy rests on one commitment beneath all the others: / lead
to protect the buffer, the deliberate space between pressure and response where
Jjudgment, not reflex, gets to decide. Every demanding environment is built to collapse
that space. The urgent crowds out the important, speed is rewarded over discernment, and
the loudest answer too often wins before the best one is heard. The most valuable thing a
leader can build, for themselves and for the people they lead, is the capacity to hold that

space open under pressure and to act from judgment when everything around them is
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pushing for reflex. It is what enables a team to navigate difficult conditions with
confidence rather than merely survive them. Everything that follows is what I do with
that space, and what I ask my people to do with theirs. Six commitments give it
shape.

Isay “Idon’t know” out loud. The fastest way to lose trust, whether of a
client, a colleague, or a team, is to be confidently wrong. I would rather name the
edge of what I know and go find the answer than fill the silence with a guess.
Asking the honest question is a sign of strength, not weakness, and it is the first
thing I want my people to feel safe doing.

1 build for what compounds, not for what I can extract. The clock may
reset every year, but the people and the relationships do not. The value that lasts is
built over time through steadiness, not captured in a single quarter or a single win.
I make decisions for what will still matter in five years, even when the pressure is
to chase what is in front of me.

[ treat discipline as a form of care. Holding the line on standards, on
quality, on who we are, is not caution for its own sake. Done right, it is how I
leave a team stronger than I found it, long after I am gone. The most durable thing
I can give people is a foundation they get to build on.

I multiply; I do not accumulate. My job is not to be the smartest person in
the room; it is to make everyone in it better, and to give them the tools and the
latitude to make their own people better in turn. I would rather be reflected across

the people I lead than be the hero of any single win.
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I lead from strength. 1 start with what is already strong in a person, a team, or a
system, and build from there. Weaknesses get managed; strengths get results. I want the
people I lead to spend most of their energy on the work only they can do best.

And through all of it, I stay humble. Every time I have watched someone get
ahead of themselves, grief has followed, for them and often for the people around them.
The humility I mean has nothing to do with modesty for show. It is what keeps ambition
from curdling into arrogance and confidence from outrunning what I know.

I did not reason my way to any of this. Two experiences taught it to me, years
apart. The first came early in my career, when I presented a credit to a room of senior
leaders while my peers watched. The senior credit officer kept pushing, question after
question, until he reached one I could not answer. I had a choice between an educated
guess and the truth, and I said I did not know. He stopped, turned to the others, and told
them I had just done the hardest and most important thing a banker can do, admitting the
limit of what I knew. I have practiced it ever since. The space that the credit officer was
testing for is the same space I now try to protect for the people I lead.

The second lesson took longer to understand. Early on, I worked under a leader
whose exacting, authoritative style I chafed against. I read that hardness as a limitation
and judged him to be better at fixing businesses than at growing them. I was wrong about
what mattered. The discipline I had mistaken for rigidity, the insistence on standards I
found heavy-handed at the time, was the very thing that held the business together, and
the team still stands on the foundation it built, years after he left. Time, not my first

impression, showed which was which. The experience taught me to hold my first read of
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people loosely and to let time reveal what a single impression cannot. Claiming
less about people, like claiming less about data, is usually the more accurate
position.

This philosophy is practical before it is academic, though a few ideas have
sharpened it. Stanley McChrystal’s Team of Teams (2015) gave me language for
what I am building toward: a network that pushes capability and judgment to the
edges, to the people closest to the work. It is also how I think about artificial
intelligence at its best, as something that extends human judgment rather than
replacing it, giving every person a reflective buffer at scale that helps them return
to sharper thinking. What I am working toward is the chance to lead leaders of
leaders, multiplying across levels rather than within a single team, and that future
belongs to those who keep learning. I intend to be an Al-aware leader who treats
lifelong learning, in myself and in my team, as the price of staying relevant.

That is my way of proceeding: protect the space where judgment lives,
build for what lasts, raise people up from their strengths, and stay humble enough
to keep learning. My goal is to leave every team and every person stronger than I
found them.

Conclusion

This section set out to do one thing: turn a bounded qualitative study into
guidance a practitioner could act on. The study examined how 11 mid- and senior-
level leaders in one CIB division used a custom Al coaching tool during a year-
end review cycle and supports a single recommendation. HR leaders in CIB

should design and run a pilot of an enterprise Al coaching tool, built on
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transformational leadership content, that helps front-office leaders prepare for
performance conversations. What the study establishes is that the tool can work as

a reflective buffer, and that transparency about how the tool handles its data and its
availability on a mobile device shape whether and how leaders engage, and that this is
strong enough to act on now. What it only suggests about how engagement varies, and
what a short, single-site study could not observe at all, is why the recommendation is a
pilot rather than a rollout. The pilot answers those open questions at a scale the study
could not reach.

The reflections and the leadership philosophy above directly shaped that
recommendation. The discipline of claiming less but more precisely, the care for the
whole person that a coaching tool should serve rather than supplant, and the conviction
that a leader’s work is to protect the space where judgment lives are what kept the
recommendation honest about the line between what the evidence shows and what I, as
the person who wants to build the tool, would like it to show. The affirmed aim, the pilot,
and the philosophy beneath them mark where this work has been, where it stands, and
how I intend to carry it forward, from a bounded study into a deployment I will help

build.
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