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StitchCo’s efforts to modernise its production system using automation and a move towards distributed leadership demonstrate the failure of organisational change due to the lack of planning, communication and culture alignment with the changes being made. The company started with a rigid hierarchical Taylorist system and attempted to move towards a more flexible model, but the approach taken viewed the transition as a technical upgrade, rather than a complete transformation of the organisation. To help prepare its employees for the transition to distributed leadership, StitchCo must adopt a solid framework for change management, redesign its organisational culture and correctly implement distributed leadership. When all these components are in alignment, there will be reduced uncertainty, increased performance and an increased capacity for long-term organisational success. (Phillips & Klein, 2023; Waddell et al., 2016)

Organisations need to provide their employees with more than just tools and information about how to operate them when they make significant changes. Classical Change Theorists place an emphasis on how organisations guide their employees through the stages of a change process. Ackerman’s (2023) work has been used to distinguish between the stages of development, transition, and transformation. Ackerman (2023) believes that transformational changes, such as the introduction of automation, also require cultural changes along with changes to how the identity of the organisation and the behaviours of its employees are viewed. StitchCo failed to identify its change as being a transformational change and therefore missed the opportunity to consider the emotional impact that employees would feel when losing the established routines of their jobs, as well as their fear of job security and need for new skills or capabilities. Had management recognised the impact this would have on employees' sense of identity, they would have been able to design a more supportive approach, which included gradual changes and increased employee involvement. (Ackerman, 2023)
Nadler’s (2024) Congruence Model supports this theory by demonstrating that an organisation’s performance can improve when their strategy, structure, tasks and people are in alignment with one another. StitchCo changed their tasks through automation and changed their focus to flexibility and data-driven management, but did not change the way they aligned their structure, culture or people systems with this new strategy. Employees were unclear as to what was expected of them, competition increased among employees, and ultimately, the organisation was no longer aligned with itself. If StitchCo had a systematic approach to managing the change process, they would have examined all facets of their organisation's system (e.g. training, performance metrics, communication structures, and cultural norms) and ensured that these were all aligned to the new digital environment) (Nadler, 2024).
Kotter's model for leading change highlights the following steps that StitchCo missed:
· no strong guiding coalition to lead the change.
· no clear vision communicated to employees.
· no short-term wins noticed that would have given energy and motivation to create momentum. 
Leaders must create urgency, give employees power, and consolidate improvements to make changes stick (Waddell et al., 2016). Furthermore, StitchCo consulted with unions, but had difficulty maintaining open and regular communication, allowing room for speculation and resistance to build. An effective guiding coalition (e.g. supervisors, union reps, experienced employees) could have assisted in communicating the purpose of the automation, alleviating fear, and facilitating shared ownership of the results (Waddell et al., 2016).

Leadership failures were the primary cause of the breakdown of the change initiative at StitchCo. Rather than supporting employees, the Production Manager refused to assist when teams had conflicts and believed that distributed leadership meant that he should not interfere with the conflict. This is a classic example of a leader misinterpreting a leadership model. Distributed leadership is not the elimination of leadership but rather the of providing direction, enabling collaboration, and providing support during periods of transition. By leaving teams without support, governance, and systems to help resolve conflicts, the managers of StitchCo compounded inter-group competition, making it worse. Managers should have coached teams, establish boundaries, and assist employees in creating systems to resolve conflicts.

For distributed leadership to be successful, the company must have a supportive culture. A company must integrate a company's culture with its management control system to achieve better performance (/Wijethilake et al., 2023). The long-standing piecework culture of StitchCo supports individualism, competitiveness, and speed. Because StitchCo put in place team-based performance targets without addressing the culture of the company, increased conflict occurred. People in the organisation were conditioned to focus on their personal production results and not on the performance of teams. Without a supportive culture, distributed leadership cannot be achieved because workers have no trust and sense of collectivism. Consequently, StitchCo will need to restructure its culture in such a way as to support teamwork, the ability to learn, and the ability of employees to work collaboratively within groups across all departments. The leaders of StitchCo must be role models for the new culture and must change their control systems to support this new culture (Wijethilake et al., 2023).

Cultural transformation is critical for organisations in VUCA environments. Amis and Greenwood (2021) believe that organisations operating in VUCA environments must reconcile the change that accompanies growth with the need to value and respect the current culture of an organisation. The employees of StitchCo placed a high level of value on the manual skills, quality craftsmanship, and autonomy it took to successfully produce the work required to meet piecework targets. When StitchCo discarded its culture, it created a threat to employees’ identities and caused them to resist the changes (Amis & Greenwood, 2021).

Change cannot occur without ongoing support and adjustment. Change within an organisation is sustainable when there is a continuous cycle of learning, thinking long-term and employee participation involved in the organisation. Instead of just implementing technology and expecting immediate results, businesses should implement phased change programs that create pilot testing, collect employee feedback, and adjust the systems. The idea of “distributed leadership” would allow for teams to leverage the experiences of others in identifying challenges, sharing information, and providing solutions collaboratively. This iterative process enables adaptability to occur and trust to develop while minimising resistance. (Mouazen et al., 2024)

Another factor of success in changing an organisation is through communication. Phillips and Klein (2023) state that change management without practical tools is an incomplete approach. Communication is one of the most effective tools, along with a Stakeholder Mapping process and Regular Updates. In this case, lack of communication was the primary reason for fear, frustration, and absenteeism in their employees. Employees need to understand the reason for the change, how it will affect them personally, and the support they will receive throughout the transition. Thus, one of the ongoing components of successful communication should be the ability for employees to speak about their concerns, as well as to provide suggestions on potential solutions, thus creating an atmosphere of psychological safety necessary for learning and collaboration to occur. (Phillips & Klein, 2023).

As indicated by Brynjolfsson and McAfee (2014), technology creates two distinct structural challenges to be managed; structure related and skills related. As a means of managing these, Brynjolfsson and McAfee point out that digital transformation represents a fundamental shift in the way work is performed by creating different skills necessary for success and in reforming the way tasks are performed. Nadler (2024) supports this position by emphasising that successful upgrades (i.e., technology) should be accompanied by redesigning the organisation and reskilling the employees who will be using the technology. In this instance, the company did not prepare employees by providing adequate training for using the new machinery and did not adjust employees’ roles to accommodate the new technology. As a result, employees were placed in an environment that was stressful because they did not have adequate preparation to be able to perform successfully in their new jobs. By creating a structured training and job redesign framework, and by utilising the concept of distributed leadership and being aligned with a cultural shift, employees would feel prepared as opposed to overwhelmed when it comes to performing in their new roles (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Nadler, 2024).

As this case study illustrates, it is imperative to have alignment between the change management process, organisational culture, and leadership practices when working to modify the way work is accomplished within an organisation. StitchCo has experienced the negative effects of introducing automation into the workplace while failing to prepare employees adequately for the transition. In order for StitchCo to effectively prepare employees for the introduction of automation into their business, they need to utilise a structured change management framework that provides support for the establishment of a guiding coalition; conveying a clear and compelling vision for the future direction of the organisation; aligning culture, structure, and management accountability; providing training to prepare employees; supporting employees’ emotional transition; empowering employees through structured participation; and reframing an employee’s existing value systems to embrace new technologies.

If StitchCo implements all these components, their organisation will be able to become more resilient, collaborative, and adaptable, thus allowing them to realise the anticipated benefit of automation: greater flexibility and enhanced productivity. Without a sustainable change framework in place, StitchCo technological investments will continue to be undermined by employee resistance and a misalignment within the organisation
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