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How Does Employee-Al Collaboration Affect Leaders’ Perceptions of Employee Effort?
JIN Yanghua'?, ZHU Shanyi', WU Zhenzhen', XIE Jiangpei'
(1. Zhejiang Gongshang University, Hangzhou 310018 ;
2. Zhejiang Financial College, Hangzhou 310018)

Abstract; Artificial intelligence (Al) integration into organizational workflows has transformed employee-Al
collaboration into a routine work practice. Existing research focuses primarily on the performance benefits and
psychological outcomes of Al adoption from the employee perspective. However, less attention is paid to how
leaders, as key observers, interpret this collaboration and form managerial judgments. This paper investigates when
and why leaders perceive employee-Al collaboration as genuine effort, and how this perception shapes performance
evaluations and empowerment decisions.

Attribution theory indicates that employee-Al collaboration carries no fixed meaning of effort. Al reduces the
visibility of traditional effort cues while providing a strong external explanation for outputs, requiring leaders to
decode the motivational meaning of employee behavior. Two leader-side cognitive frameworks govern this decoding
process: impression-management atiribution reflects the extent to which leaders attribute the collaboration to
impression-enhancing motives. Trust in Al reflects the extent to which leaders view Al as a capable and reliable
work resource. These frameworks shape leaders’ perceptions of employee effort, which then serves as a proximal
mechanism linking employee-Al collaboration to performance evaluation and empowerment.

Two complementary studies tested the proposed model. Study 1 employed a scenario-based experiment among
practicing managers to test the moderating roles of impression-management attribution and trust in Al. Study 2 used
a multi-wave , multi-source field survey of leader-employee dyads to replicate these interactive effects and examine
downstream managerial consequences. Results supported the moderated mediation hypotheses: the indirect effects
were more positive under low impression-management attribution and less negative under high trust in Al

This paper makes three theoretical contributions. First, it advances third-party evaluations of Al-related
behavior from distal outcomes such as performance inflation or laziness atiributions to leaders’ perceptions of
employee effort as a critical proximal cognitive process. Second, it develops an integrative dual-pathway framework
that incorporates both motivational cues of impression-management attribution and instrumental cues of trust in Al,
thereby extending attribution theory to the emerging context of employee-Al collaboration. Third, by simultaneously
examining performance evaluation and empowerment, it demonstrates that effort perceptions influence not only the
recognition of employees’ past contributions but also the allocation of future autonomy and developmental
opportunities. Practically, the findings suggest that organizations should help leaders update traditional effort
metrics and cultivate greater trust in Al technologies, so as to foster more accurate recognition of employee
contributions in employee-Al collaboration.

Keywords: employee-Al collaboration; leaders’ perceptions of employee effort; impression-management

attribution ; trust in Al
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