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Introduction
The rapid introduction of automation at StitchCo created significant chaos due to the rapid pace of change with little support, and because they underestimated how employees would react on an emotional level. Employees that had been used to a predictable and stable environment for so long were now required to get up to speed with the new technologies and were faced with an uncertain set of expectations to perform at. As a result of these rapid transitions, employees lost their sense of direction and were feeling overwhelmed with anxiety and fear without proper time for transition. Due to the emotional turmoil, higher rates of absenteeism resulted, and employee productivity declined because employees felt disconnected from the company’s vision for the future.
Disruptions to employees’ sense of identity also played a role. Long before automation, employees were used to working in a piecework model where they were recognised and rewarded for their skilled craftsmanship. With automation, the traditional craftsman identified with their manual ability and received less recognition for the craft they originally practised; this was further reinforced with the introduction of data-driven work processes. Employees reported feeling like their value at the company was decreasing and, without strong communication or support, felt like their job security would be at risk due to automation. Research shows that employees need to receive a complete explanation of why changes are being made, the reasons for them, and how they will benefit not only the organisation but the employee as well. Without this clarification, organisations can create a sense of uncertainty and mistrust (Nadler, 2024).

Organisation’s culture 
Historically, StitchCo’s culture has been focused on individual performance and therefore has created a very clear line of authority; employees have been told how to do their jobs via a formalised set of procedures. As the organisation has implemented new digital transformation practices and a culture based on collaborating and supporting each other as they adjust to new technology, a conflict has arisen. For an organisation, like StitchCo, to develop this type of workplace culture requires deliberate actions on the part of all employers to create a workplace where employees can learn, to feel engaged by their company, to feel supported by their company and to feel safe to ask questions and to share their concerns. Research conducted by Wijethilake et al (2023) has shown that in the apparel industry, cultural changes driven by sustainability will lead to employees who are engaged and experienced in adapting to new methods of work. Prior to the introduction of any of the new technology at StitchCo, this workplace culture did not exist. Upon the introduction of the new technology, employees experienced uncertainty as to what the expectations were from their employer and, therefore, they were not prepared for the change in their behaviour.
Significant leadership shortcomings
[bookmark: _Hlk216069872]In addition to cultural issues caused by the transition from manual to automated methods of manufacturing, there were also significant leadership shortcomings. The company was moving from a manual production process to an automated production process without sufficient transformation leaders to create an environment where employees felt inspired, trusted and connected through a common vision. Management focused only on the installation of new machines yet failed to support employees as they transitioned to new behaviours. As a result of a lack of direction or feedback on the new machines, and a lack of visible leadership, employees were filled with fear and uncertainty. While the shared leadership concept, whereby groups of employees engaged in collaborative decision-making and creating solutions together, was introduced but not fully implemented in the organisation, therefore their teamwork and collaborative efforts to solve problems created confusion and conflict between coworkers. According to Wang et al (2014), shared leadership will increase team performance only when clear roles are defined and leaders in the organisation are actively involved with the people they lead.
Challenges
One of the many challenges associated with the move to automation for StitchCo was the lack of on-the-job training and development. Employees were not adequately prepared for the use of the new machines that were installed. According to Olaniyan and Ojo (2008), if employees receive ongoing training and development, they gain competence and become less resistant to change. In the absence of having access to ongoing training and development, employees will feel overwhelmed and shocked when their employer implements an entirely new technology in the workplace. As well, the company did not implement any sort of rewards that coincide with the newly implemented digital processes, which correlates with the lack of ongoing feedback and growth opportunities, leading employees to feel undervalued. Employees that are feeling undervalued will be disengaged and are therefore performing at a much lower level than the levels expected by the employer.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the issues identified above can all be attributed to lack of communication, organisational cultures that did not align with each other, failing to engage employees in leadership during the transition to an automated process, lack of proper training and development and a dramatic reduction in employee motivation. Addressing all these issues will enable employees to feel more prepared, to feel appreciated and subsequently feel more confident in their ability to continue adapting to new technology.
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Impact of Rapid Automation at StitchCo



Employee identities and self-confidence were shattered.



Fear and anxiety grew due to lack of preparedness to meet these changes.



Little consultation led to misinformation and resistance (Mdletye, 2025).













Organisational Culture Misalignment




The organisational culture and the culture established during the digital transformation phase of StitchCo did not match.



StitchCo's previous culture valued routine & individual craftsmanship, but the digital transformation required collaboration and continuous learning.



Organisational cultural maturity is very immature when automation started.



Fear of Irrelevance also drove resistance to change (Leso et al., 2023).













What Went Wrong at StitchCo?



Fear of Redundancy plus loss of identity

Automation introduced too quickly

Craftsmanship was not important any longer

Workers feared becoming redundant (Ackerman, 2023; Yue et al., 2019)













Leadership, Communication & Capability Gaps




Distributed leadership was introduced without appropriate structural support.



The absence of clear direction resulted in Conflict and Confusion.



Insufficient Training for complicated technologies.



Employee motivation has decreased because of a lack of recognition systems (Kaminska, 2022).











Cultural & Leadership Breakdown



Old Culture equal hierarchical and routine-based new expectations equal collaborative decision-making and flexibility

Leaders focused on technology instead of the workforce

There was no shared vision leading to workforce disengagement (Leso et al., 2023; Ausat et al., 2024)











Training plus Motivation 



Training was inadequate for the use of complex Digital Tools

Workers lacked clarity and confidence in using these tools.

Piecework Incentives were ultimately irrelevant.

There was no motivation strategy used to replace piecework incentives (Kaminski, 2022; Peramatzis & Galanakis, 2022).











Core Problems at StitchCo



Problem 1: Rapid adoption of robotics and automation.

Problem Source: Employees weren't prepared for the transition.

Problem Outcome: Workers resisted the changes, and many workers avoided work due to fear of losing their jobs.

Problem 2: Distributed leadership and lack of employee empowerment.

Problem Source: Teams did not have clearly defined roles and responsibilities.

Problem Outcome: Conflict between teams due to overlapping responsibilities and unclear expectations. (Ackerman 2023; Wang et al. 2014).











Cultural Limitations in Digital Transformation



Traditional hierarchy-based approach to job titles.



Workers who are not used to working autonomously.



Collaboration and learning were not part of the culture.



There was no digital culture (Leso et al., 2023).











Communication, Training & Motivation Gaps



Inconsistent messaging generated anxiety.



Training was inadequate for the newly installed machines.



The value of employee motivation was diminished, so rewards had little value (Ali & Anwar, 2021).











Disruption Created by Automation



Long-standing work routines replaced.



Average person overwhelmed and unprepared..



Psychologically not enough room for transition



Absenteeism increased as uncertainty increased (Ackerman, 2023).













Cultural & Leadership Mismatch



Traditionally driven, routine-based culture is incompatible with automation

Between culture and behavior, leaders didn’t provide guidance on how to change behavior

Shared leadership was Implemented, but there was no clear definition

Result of all of this is conflict, competition, and a lack of defined responsibility (.Wang et al., 2014).
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