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The shift at StitchCo from a traditional piecework manufacturing model to a fully automated and data-driven production system brought about a great deal of disruption throughout the organisation, which affected employee morale, identity and performance levels. StitchCo believed that simply having the latest technologies would lead to improved productivity levels; however, employees did not have the psychological or structural readiness for a rapid change of this magnitude. The subsequent resistance to and absenteeism from work along with the intradepartmental competition reflected deep-rooted issues within the organisation related to trust, communication and culture. To build change readiness within the organisation, StitchCo must adopt a people-centred, theory-based approach towards creating a comprehensive strategy that: maximises employees' communication, cultivates a culture of renewal and develops leaders who model ethical leadership behaviour focused on supporting the emotional and social needs of employees (Ackerman, 2023). 









The lack of a coherent change story was arguably the most crucial factor impacting the organisation negatively. Employees were never given a clear explanation about the reason for implementing automation, the way the automation aligned with the strategic direction of the organisation or how it would benefit employees in terms of job security and identity. Without this direction, employees perceived the change as a threat to both their jobs and every aspect of their personal lives. Research has shown that to accept changes within the workplace, employees must have clarity of purpose, urgency and a personal understanding of how the changes will impact them. Rather than leaning towards a proactive communication strategy that involved engaging employees in the sensemaking process, StitchCo relied on a top-down notification approach to inform employees of the change. A dialogic method of communication characterised by: the inclusion of all voices in constructive discussions, the establishment of transparent rationale for decisions related to the implementation of changes, and providing opportunities for dialogue between employees and management regarding the decision would have alleviated fear and fostered a sense of psychological safety for employees, thereby enabling employees to perceive automation as a strategic necessity rather than an imposed change (Mdletye, 2025). 
The overall level of weak leadership served to exacerbate the company's uncertainty surrounding the transition to fully automated production systems. StitchCo was attempting to facilitate a transition from hierarchical leadership to a distribution model; however, they completely misjudged how to implement that model properly. Rather than taking the lead in guiding their employees through conflict and technical issues, management stepped away and left employees to fend for themselves. Although distributed leadership does permit the delegation of decision-making responsibilities, management must still provide accountability, establish emotional intelligence, and demonstrate visible involvement throughout the transition process. Without effective leadership, employees may feel abandoned and tensions among employees increase. Studies show the importance of relational leadership (building relationships through empathy, being trustworthy and continually engaging with employees) for helping employees through change. If the leaders of StitchCo employed more relational practices to build confidence in their employees, the resistance from employees towards the new systems would reduce (Arnold, 2017).
In addition to the absence of a leader, cultural disruption played an important role in the resistance to change exhibited by employees. For years, StitchCo's culture emphasised individual output, speed and craftsmanship, which defined how employees viewed themselves and their pride in working for StitchCo. Automating the work performed by employees diminished the importance of these values and made them feel insignificant. Therefore, because of this disruption, cultural transformation must go hand in hand with technological transformation. This alignment between shared values and the new way of working must be defined and fostered at StitchCo. In addition, the culture of StitchCo must redefine how it encourages experimentation and collaborative achievements rather than just speed alone. Employee engagement must be enhanced through treating mistakes as learning opportunities and emphasising adaptability, teamwork and continuous improvement, which are critical in effectively integrating technology within a company (Kumar et al., 2024).
The decline in employee engagement can also be attributed to a lack of safe working environments; inconsistent leadership, and the poor means of communicating. Employee engagement is related to their performance and change-eagerness; employees are more willing to perform at peak levels if they feel valued and supported. StitchCo lacked the means to provide constructive feedback, thereby leaving employees with little opportunity to voice their opinions and participate in resolving issues. When structured feedback, group discussion and employee participation in the decision-making process are incorporated into the work environment, an employee's sense of engagement and ownership of the work is established. Employee engagement increases, as do the instances of employee performance, when leaders visibly support the employees through reassuring responses, being aware of their employees' well-being, and commitment to their employees (Truss et al., 2013).
The failure to provide adequate training created resistance from employees. Employees received a high-level overview of the training but were ill-prepared to carry out machine programming, troubleshooting or team-based workflows. Due to a lack of sufficient training, employees were hesitant and anxious about their newfound tasks. According to academics, training cannot only be effective if it is done on a regular basis, through hands-on practice, and include a component of development. For instance, for StitchCo to enable workers to recast their sense of self as an operator of an automated system, StitchCo must establish long-term training pathways that incorporate mentorship and hands-on learning experiences. By providing comprehensive training, individuals have an increased level of mastery, have lower levels of fear, and have a greater likelihood to embrace change (McKenzie & Callan, 2024).
Upon the introduction of new performance metrics to evaluate team performance, teams inadvertently became more competitive toward one another and blamed one another for reduced outputs and the associated fault rate of machines. During a time where cooperation was necessary, team-to-team collaboration was reduced due to the blame. Competitive work environments result in higher levels of conflict and hampered unity within the organisation (Smith et al., 2010). To encourage collaboration, joint learning, and efficiency in solving problems, StitchCo must re-design its current incentive and performance systems to promote collaborative efforts rather than focusing solely on individual productivity. Collaborative metrics are instrumental in strengthening the collective nature of an organisation and assisting in the long-term sustainability of operations (Smith et al., 2010). 
The fear of job loss increased overall concern of adopting the system. With the drive to automate, workers thought they would be eliminated from the workforce. As such, employees were less inclined to positively support the system. As a result, for employees to be comfortable adopting automation, leaders must communicate their workforce plan to employees and provide employees with reskilling opportunities. In addition, leaders must communicate to employees how automation supports, rather than replaces, the work of humans. By creating a culture of transparency, workers are less fearful and more trusting and are thus more willing to adopt new roles. By establishing retraining pathways, StitchCo will be able to help their employees feel secure in their future and increase their investment in a technological change at StitchCo (Edonomokumor et al., 2025).
Lacking organisational support was a big factor in the challenges employees faced as they dealt with technical difficulties and emotional challenges without manager support. Research has shown that supportive organisational practices such as providing coaching, access to technical experts, and recognition of employee stress help build resilience during change. Employees who perceive organisational support tend to have lower turnover intentions and higher motivation. StitchCo needs to implement specific support systems that provide timely assistance for tech issues and emotional distress to enhance a sense of belonging and security (Ramlall et al., 2025).
Resistance to change at StitchCo is a rational response to a lack of planning and communication. Resistance often reflects feelings of injustice, lack of control or anxiety over competence. Leaders should regard resistance as useful feedback and involve employees in system redesign, as supportive participation promotes ownership, reduces ambiguity and increases commitment. StitchCo might create structures such as consultative committees or employee-driven problem-solving groups to convert resistance into engagement (Phillips & Klein, 2023).
Technological issues also took a toll on morale by creating a culture of blame for machine issues they were unable to control. The culture of blame reduced employee psychological safety, employees were less willing to report problems. In a psychologically safe environment, employees have confidence to seek help and share ideas. To provide this environment, leaders must be receptive to error, focus on learning and not react negatively. This would enhance collaborative troubleshooting and innovation versus defensiveness (Yangailo, 2025).
Leadership adaptability is also lacking at StitchCo. Management applied outdated management techniques despite the complexity of technological change. Adaptive leadership promotes experimentation, learning and flexibility. Leaders must respond to new challenges through changes in communication methods, reallocating support, and adjusting expectations. This will develop trust in leaders and enable the organisation to respond effectively to ambiguity (Matsunaga, 2024).
To develop a long-term vision for cultural sustainability, StitchCo must develop a culture that reflects their digital future. Due to automation, there will be cyclical opportunities for learning and adaptive behaviour. There must be an alignment of organisational values, behaviours and systems to support digital work for the sustained development of an organisation's culture. Leaders must develop new norms within daily operations and communicate consistent expectations to encourages employees to assent to expectations. A resilient and forward-looking culture is key to a sustainable competitive advantage for StitchCo going forward as an increasing automated industry continues to grow (Tu & He, 2025).

To conclude, StitchCo's experience shows that supporting technological change requires clear lines of communication, relational leaders and an ongoing cultural renewal, continual training and supporting structure in place. Integrating all these factors, StitchCo will be able to cultivate a workforce that not only embraces change but is active participants in innovation rather than resisting it.
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