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Introduction 
The primary reason for failure in StitchCo's transformation due to technology was a lack of leadership, emotional support and guidance, and direction for the organisation. Rather than providing guidance, emotional support and direction, leaders stepped away from their role on the production floor and allowed employees to experience a vacuum of uncertainty and abandonment during the automation of the organisation. For an organisation to achieve successful change, there must be a model of behaviour that has developed from effective change management, and leaders must communicate a very clear, compelling vision of the change, as well as help their employees manage the transition to change emotionally. None of these elements were present in StitchCo, so its employees were left unprepared psychologically for the transition to digital technologies (Gistituati, 2025; Deng et al., 2023).
Leadership failure
There was also a failure of leadership at StitchCo to meet the criteria outlined in several leadership theories for major changes, including Lewin's Unfreezing model and Kotter's 8-Step Framework. There was neither cognitive nor emotional readiness for change, and no solid core of supporters was formed to provide support for employees. In addition, due to the lack of vision for automation, the employees did not understand why the change was necessary or what benefits would result from it. Research consistently shows that transformational leadership is associated with increased employee openness, adaptability, and engagement in the context of ongoing organisational transformations, and is based on vision building, inspiration, and support (Babu & Kushwaha, 2024; Barkat et al., 2024).
Leadership did not engage in building a relational connection with their employees, thus further undermining the transformation. When employees faced technological challenges and interpersonal conflict, they received no support or assistance from their leadership. With no guidance, employees were left to create conflict among themselves due to the ambiguities in the expectations of their teams, as well as the added pressure to produce digitally through automation. When leaders are not present, employees view this absence as an indication that their organisation is unconcerned about their difficulties. As demonstrated in research studies, leadership that is emotionally intelligent and empathetic is associated with trust and acceptance and reduces conflict and increases psychological safety, so critical during technological disruption (Marnoto et al., 2025; Ikoputra et al., 2024).
In addition, leadership did not provide employees with an opportunity for participating in the decision-making process regarding how automation would be implemented. Employees had no opportunity to discuss, plan, or test automated systems and, as a result, were not ownership-oriented for automation. The lack of participation in leadership is often associated with reduced job satisfaction, creativity, and resilience, which can occur because of employees feeling empowered and validated as being heard by their organisation. The absence of participative leadership at StitchCo resulted in resistance to change, a desire for misinformation about automation, and a lack of engagement, thereby reducing organisational performance (Toufighi et al., 2024; Nassani et al., 2024).
Moreover, leadership did not foster a culture of continued learning in the organisation, which is essential to implementing digital transformation efforts. Without continuous training, coaching, and hands-on assistance, employees struggled to meet the technical expectations of automation. Transformational leaders typically commit significant resources to develop employees' learning capabilities through skill acquisition to remain active in the organisation and consequently are likely to experience high levels of employee engagement. On the other hand, StitchCo's leadership developed an ever-increasing skills gap, which contributed to the organisation’s operational failures and employees' ongoing frustration (Goel & Singh, 2024; Paudel, 2024).
Conclusion 
Therefore, leadership did not fail at StitchCo due to the implementation of automation; automation failed at StitchCo due to leadership's absence. To ensure ongoing technological transformation, leaders must be visible, relational, participative, and supportive to help employees through their uncertainty. To rebuild workforce trust and capability, leadership at StitchCo must invest in the development of emotionally intelligent, transparent, and empowered leaders.
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