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Executive Summary 

Artificial intelligence is transforming work faster than organizations can adapt. While AI accelerates 

productivity, most companies still operate under a 100-year-old labor model built for repetition, 

not reinvention. This brief introduces the People-First AI Framework and Free by 3™ methodologies 

values-based, behaviorally intelligent approach to AI adoption that empowers employees, aligns 

business outcomes, and delivers measurable returns in quality, engagement, loyalty, well-being, 

and retention. Leaders will find a roadmap for moving beyond tech-first strategies toward 

sustainable, people-first transformation because when people and AI thrive together, organizations 

win. 

The Workforce Transformation Gap 

For the first time since the industrial revolution, work is evolving faster than management 

practices. The eight-hour workday and forty-hour week were designed more than a century ago for 

factory floors not for a digital, AI-powered economy. Today, AI collapses weeks into days and hours 

into minutes, yet we still use outdated labor systems built for repetition. This disconnect between 

AI’s speed and outdated work design is the new workforce transformation gap: technology evolves 

rapidly, but work systems remain static, designed for manual labor rather than knowledge work.  

This is not a skills issue, it’s a workplace transformation issue, where companies are re-engineering 

their workforce without re-engineering the work itself. 

According to the World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report 2025 (p. 17), 63 percent of 

employers cite skills gaps as their primary barrier to transformation. Deloitte’s 2025 Global Human 

Capital Trends report (foreword and pp. 8–10) finds that many organizations still rely on legacy 

labor models while technologies like AI accelerate the pace of work change. Together, these 

findings illustrate why future-of-work efforts stall: the systems that govern work have not been 

redesigned for the AI era. 

The People-First AI Framework closes this gap by aligning AI enablement with human 

empowerment. Through our Free by 3™ Methodology, organizations equip employees to co-own 

the AI journey, redesign workflows, the work and workplace, and reclaim time delivering five 

measurable returns: quality, engagement, loyalty, well-being, and retention. 

This brief outlines the gap, the seven core challenges in AI adoption, and a practical roadmap for 

moving beyond tech-first strategies to people-first transformation because when people and AI 

thrive together, organizations win. 

The People-First AI Framework 
 
The Framework: The Seven Core Challenges with AI First  

AI-First breaks down in predictable ways. These seven challenges show where organizations get 

stuck and why People-First AI is now essential. 

 

• AI Relationship -Narrative Mismatch: AI is framed as replacing people, creating mistrust. 

Organizations must rewrite the human AI story. 

• AI Priority- Misaligned Investment: Tech infrastructure gets priority over people. Sustainable 

transformation requires equal investment. 
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• AI Benefits- Unequal ROI: Business cases focus on profit and speed, not workforce value. 

Employees need to see tangible benefits. 

• Adoption Breakdown- Training ≠ Transformation: Organizations check the “training” box but 

skip behavior and change design. Without it, learning doesn’t stick. 

• AI Skills Mismatch- Workforce Misalignment: The current workforce isn’t equipped with roles, 

mindsets, or skills AI now demands, creating vulnerability and resistance. 

• AI Ownership- One-Sided Leadership: When tech leads without a co-lead from the people side, 

AI becomes a cost center, not a strategic asset. 

• AI Strategy-Solution Without a Problem: AI is deployed without a clear business case or defined 

outcome. Strategy must lead technology. 

The AI Vision: A Future by Design 
 
The future of work is not created by tools it’s designed through people. When applied intentionally, 
AI allows us to reimagine time, redesign work, and elevate human contribution. 

To unlock this future, leaders must be clear about the problem, the solution, and the 

transformational opportunity. 

• Problem: AI-first approaches put people second and force modern AI into a century-old 8/40 

labor model is an inherent structural mismatch.  

• Solution: People-First Adoption that empowers employees to redesign work, eliminate 

low-value tasks, automate intelligently, and protect cognitive capacity.  

• Opportunity: A Five-Fold Return quality, engagement, loyalty, well-being, and retention driving 

sustainable transformation and cost reduction. 

This is how leaders move AI from disruption to intentional design. 

The People-First AI Ecosystem integrates the 7 Pillars, a 3-Stage Theory of Change, and measurable 

impact outcomes to guide sustainable AI transformation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Center Ring: The People-First AI Framework  
Middle Ring: The 7 Pillars of People-First Transformation  
Outer Ring: 3-Stage Theory of Change → Impact Outcomes 
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The Methodology: Free by 3™ AI Adoption  

 
Free by 3™ is a values-based, behaviorally intelligent change management AI Adoption methodology 
for driving sustainable workforce transformation. It turns the People-First AI Framework into a 
practical, measurable process.  Each phase integrates AI competency, behavioral change, and 
leadership enablement to ensure both adoption and sustainability 
 
 

The Core Process: The 3-Phase Model 
Prioritize People → Align to Business Outcomes → Realize Wins for All 

 
Phase 

 
 
Objective 

 
Focus Areas 

1. Prioritize 

People 
Build trust, transparency, and safety so teams 
feel empowered not replaced by AI. 

People-first strategy, well-being, 

engagement, and empowerment. 

2. Align to 

Business 

Outcomes 

Link AI initiatives to measurable business and 
people results to ensure adoption and impact. 

Performance alignment, data-driven 

problem solving, workflow automation. 

3. Realize Wins 

for All 
Sustain change through reinforcement, 
feedback loops, and shared success metrics. 

Reflection, continuous learning, 

employee and enterprise benefit. 

 
Together, these phases transform adoption from a technical rollout into a human movement. 
 

The Theoretical Foundation: Free by 3™ Evolving Change Management for the AI Era 

 

Free by 3™ builds upon and evolves traditional change management theory by integrating people-

first design, AI literacy, and modern workforce transformation. While classical models like Kotter 

and ADKAR focused on organizational or individual process-based change, Free by 3™ redefines the 

conversation for the intelligent work era where AI collapses time, expands human capacity, and 

demands a reimagining of what productivity means. 

Grounded in theory, driven by innovation, Free by 3™ advances change management by bridging the 

gap between human behavior and AI adoption. It is ADKAR-informed, extending the model’s logic 

into a system where employees and organizations mutually benefit enterprises gain efficiency and 

performance, while employees gain time, wellness, and freedom. 

At its core, Free by 3™ is a values-based, behaviorally intelligent methodology that operationalizes 

people-first change by aligning human well-being, business performance, and AI enablement into 

shared success metrics. It establishes a new foundation for how modern organizations evolve, one 

that replaces outdated 8-hour/40-hour standards with a flexible, AI-powered model. 
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The Philosophy: Free by 3™ 

The AI ROI and the Missed Opportunity to Redesign the Workday 

Model Limitation Free by 3™ Evolution 

Kotter (1995) 
Leader-centric, top-

down, limited to 

structural change 

Shifts to employee-centered, people-first AI transformation. Reimagine work by 

dismantling the 8-hour day/40-hour week paradigm. Recognizes AI as a force 

that collapses time and redefines productivity. 

ADKAR (2003) 

Lacks technology and 

AI integration; 

focused solely on 

organizational 

benefit 

Integrates AI into the change process; introduces mutual benefit (enterprise + 

employee). Focuses on reclaiming time, freedom, and well-being through 

people-first, AI-powered transformation. 

Free by 3™ 

(Marshall, 

2025) 

 

A values-based, behaviorally intelligent methodology that operationalizes 

people-first change management by aligning human well-being, business 

performance, and AI enablement for shared success. 

 
The largest multi-country study published in Nature Human Behavior examined 2,896 individuals at 141 

companies across six countries and found workers-maintained productivity at 80% of previous workforce 

hours by restructuring workflow and eliminating time-wasting activities WebMD Health Services. 

 

The Impact: Free by 3™ 

 

Impact matters when transformation moves beyond technology to people. Free by 3™ delivers 

measurable gains that redefine success time reclaimed, productivity increased, engagement 

improved, and adoption sustained. 

 

Free by 3™ delivers measurable gains that redefine success: 

• Time Reclaimed: Employees regain up to 10 hours per week. 

• Productivity Increased: Smarter workflows drive measurable performance. 

• Engagement Improved: Employees feel ownership in the AI journey. 

• Adoption Sustained: Behavioral reinforcement turns AI learning into lasting change. 

 

 

Transformation isn’t about technology it’s about people. When organizations redesign the workday 

with AI as an ally, they gain back the essentials: time, trust, and true human capacity. 

The largest study published in Nature Human Behavior showed that a six-month trial of a four-day 

workweek reduced burnout, improved satisfaction, and increased mental and physical health with 

benefits sustained after 12 months (Apollo Technical / WebMD Health Services). 

 

Next Step 

Even as AI promises exponential productivity, most organizations overlook the real return: the 
people side of AI. Through our Free by 3™ Methodology, we help leaders capture the full ROI that 
traditional AI strategies miss  by empowering the workforce to co-own the AI journey. 
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Next Steps 

When employees are equipped and encouraged to identify redundant tasks, streamline workflows, 

and design their own efficiencies, five key returns emerge: 
 

Five Strategic Returns of People-First AI Adoption 
Delivering a Five-Fold ROI through Our Free by 3™ Methodology Empowering the Workforce to Co-

Own the AI Journey. 

1. Quality Return 

Front-line insights accelerate smarter automation, reducing error rates and improving process 

accuracy. Organizations see measurable gains in operational excellence KPIs such as defect 

reduction, cycle time improvement, and compliance adherence. 

2. Engagement Return 

When employees co-own the AI journey, they shift from passive adopters to active innovators. 

This drives higher employee engagement scores, boosts idea generation, and supports 

transformation initiatives tied to innovation KPIs. 

3. Loyalty Return 

Empowerment and transparency strengthen trust and belonging, improving employee Net 

Promoter Score (eNPS) and reducing voluntary attrition. This directly impacts talent stability 

metrics and succession planning. 

4. Well-Being Return 

Reclaiming time and reducing overload improves cognitive capacity and mental health, 

lowering burnout risk. Organizations benefit from improved well-being indices, reduced 

absenteeism, and higher productivity per FTE. 

5. Retention & Efficiency Return 

Meaningful autonomy and balance decrease turnover while enabling cost optimization. 

Companies can responsibly redefine the full-time-equivalent (FTE) model, achieving 

measurable savings in labor cost KPIs and workforce efficiency ratios. 

The result is a re-engineered workday where AI gives time back fueling both productivity, purpose 
and profit. 
 
Stanford research confirms the law of diminishing returns: productivity declines sharply beyond 40 

hours per week, while optimal output occurs closer to 30 hours. This underscores why reclaiming 

time through AI-driven efficiencies is not just a perk it’s a performance imperative. 

 

 

 
Schedule a briefing to learn how Free by 3™ can help your organization reclaim time, strengthen 
workforce well-being, and accelerate sustainable AI adoption. 
Contact us at 973-755-6700 or dee.c.marshall@aitrainingplus.com. 
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