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The way in which StitchCo tried to modernise their manufacturing functions with advanced technology was within an organisational environment rooted heavily in a historical piecework culture. Employees for many years looked at their value from manual craftsmanship and personal production and were rewarded based on individual speed rather than collective contributions. When automation and performance analytics were brought into the picture, employees had difficulty understanding how to fit into this new environment because their identities were so tied to what they had done in the past. Many of the challenges that StitchCo faced competition, absenteeism, resistance and frustration, were not just because of lack of training or technology failures; they were also very much due to emotional displacement. Employees believed that the organisation no longer valued their knowledge and skills and that their jobs were at risk. As a result, preparing employees for change requires much more than just technical training; it also requires leadership to develop relationships that honour employees' identities, respect the experience gained through years of hard work, and help employees to cope with emotional changes created by the introduction of automation.
One of the primary issues in this situation is that the introduction of automation has shifted the nature of the psychological contract between the employees and the organisation. The piecework system allowed for easy visibility and predictability for employees to connect their effort with their reward system. Because employees had control of their output, through their skill sets, they felt a sense of ownership over their output. They had direct control over their earnings. With the introduction of automation, this connection (from the employee to the output) was severed because the organisation has transferred control from employee skills to machine capabilities. Consequently, many employees viewed the introduction of automation as a challenge to their independence and authority (Meijers, 2024). While organisational changes may require an employee's mind to adjust and re-align to the new organisation, once that adjustment is not recognised or valued by the organisation, the level of resistance to change will be caused by emotion rather than rationale.
StitchCo workers preferred to revert to a manual system instead of using automated systems that lead to more technological advances over time and will result in higher job security over the long run. The reason why the employees at StitchCo resisted using automated systems was because they believed that their skills were being replaced and not redefined.
To manage these types of transitions, businesses need to practice an inclusive model of leadership that values employee experience, considers the personal stories of employees, and creates an environment where employees are treated with respect throughout the entire process. This form of leadership also provides an environment where employees are comfortable expressing their opinions, asking questions, and sharing their vulnerabilities without the fear of being judged for doing so (Klimek, 2025). At StitchCo, the management was unsuccessful in creating this type of environment. Employees were not included in conversations about the significance of having an automated system; nor were they asked to share how the new automated system would impact their sense of productivity and contribution. For these reasons, communication between management and employees was sparse and one-directional, which left employees with the responsibility of developing their own perceptions about what automated systems are and how they will affect their jobs and work lives. An inclusive leadership approach would have provided employees with opportunities to participate in forums, to be involved in heartfelt conversations with their managers, and to actively listen to their managers regarding how automated systems would change and redefine their roles within the organisation.
In addition, industrial relations practices not only set the foundation for the way that employees react to technological change but also have a greatly negative impact on the way that employees react. StitchCo engaged in a quick consultative session with their union representatives but failed to continue that communication process in an ongoing manner. Employees felt disconnected from the decision-making process, which caused them to distrust the organisation (Ramlall, 2025). Employees see unions as partners in their success, and because of that, unions are viewed as creating a fair and legitimate form of change. StitchCo should have involved the unions more closely throughout the transition by utilising them as a means of interpreting employee concerns, establishing equitable performance metrics, and communicating to employees that job security would not be compromised because of implementing technology. This action likely would have increased perceptions of procedural justice, which is crucial in an employee's willingness to accept change.
Additionally, a cause of conflict at StitchCo was the quick change in the way team members collaborated. Automation forced workers into a collaboration model to address technical problems, but the long history within the organisation of a focus on individual performance caused mistrust among team members (Ye et al., 2024). An inclusive style of leadership can remedy this situation by fostering interpersonal trust, redefining team objectives, and establishing opportunities for group reflection. To this end, team leaders, with support from management, should promote shared decision-making, acknowledge team accomplishments, and proactively intervene in situations where inter-team conflicts are developing.
Emotions associated with technological change go beyond simply fearing losing a job. Many employees at StitchCo felt frustrated when technical issues interfered with their work or impaired their ability to do their job effectively. This example of emotional stress related to human–machine interaction and job insecurity associated with automation is documented in several studies (Wu et al., 2024). Organisational performance monitoring systems that use analytics to provide information about employee performance create an emotional burden for employees by increasing the stress level and decreasing the trust level associated with their use. Most employees view digital monitoring systems as a form of surveillance, which leads to a feeling of diminished trust among employees and increased stress levels. Additionally, StitchCo did not conceptualise performance analytics as tools for collaboration, learning and growth, but rather as a tool for managerial control. To reduce the emotional burden placed on employees due to the introduction of performance monitoring systems, managers must effectively communicate the reason for performance monitoring and provide transparency of the performance monitoring process. Furthermore, managers must provide support based on data rather than using the data as a punishment tool.
Culture provides the foundation to facilitate change; StitchCo's culture was very hierarchical, individually based and output driven. To facilitate a Digital Workforce, organisations need to develop an organisational culture that promotes collaboration through sharing of information, experimenting and continuous learning. Therefore, organisations must be intentional in creating the appropriate culture to accompany their digital transformation (Korsten et al., 2025). To assist in this transformation, StitchCo can start by re-evaluating its current values and determining how to incorporate the new expectations with the traditional values. For example, instead of having a value statement around craftsmanship that centres on how employees are complete with their manual labour, StitchCo can create a value statement around the craft of excellence that references both manual labour and digital skills with the emphasis on pride in quality and not just speed. Another example is about individual responsibility; instead of framing it as a stand-alone concept, the individual employee should also have responsibility for assisting their teammates as well as maintaining the efficiency of the system that is used to provide the service. By reframing these values, it allows employees to hold on to the current value of craftsmanship and create continuity with their identity while embracing digitalisation.
Improving work design is another element of preparing employees for change. Workplace automation has changed the cognitive and relational work demands, yet StitchCo maintains the same job descriptions and performance expectations established under the old system (Weber et al., 2022). Employees need to be given sufficient opportunity to learn and explore the new role, instead of being pressured to meet new goals and targets immediately. Employees will not be able to achieve the developing mastery that provides the foundation for motivation and confidence. For employees to be able to thrive in a co-managerial role with technology rather than as passive machine operators, they must be given the opportunity to do so.
Additionally, for an organisation to prepare employees for the changes of a new way of doing work, it must create the foundation for a supportive organisational environment. Research by Yao et al. (2025) indicates that when employees in a supportive work environment that showcases empathy, fairness and communication, employees develop greater trust and cooperation with each other. Thus, StitchCo’s cultural change must focus on moving from a focus on discipline and output to a focus on support and employee development. Management visibility, approachability, and responsiveness all contribute to creating supportive work environments. Managers must walk the shop floor to observe employees’ feelings of frustration, and to also celebrate the little wins that make them happy to work at StitchCo. The emotional environment of the organisation can greatly impact how employees view organisational change, and supportive environments are more likely to produce the acceptance of innovative changes.
In conclusion, for employees at StitchCo to successfully transition to using the new automated technology and equipment at work, they need to be given more than just the technical training to use the machines and the machines themselves. Employees must also have their emotional and identity-based disconnections associated with the new technology addressed by StitchCo. An effective change management strategy must include inclusive leadership, improved industrial relations, greater clarity in communication and appropriate cultural changes. If StitchCo implements an integrated group-oriented approach to technology, it will experience a better alignment of technology and improved performance. Without implementing a human-centred approach to change, employees will continue to resist, create conflict and become disengaged from the organisation and its mission to be technologically advanced.
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