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 Organizational transformations often encounter employees’ 

resistance, creating significant hurdles for the successful implementation of 

digital change. Although existing literature focused on organizational 

leaderships, employees’ resistance and technology implementation but there 

is a lack of in-depth exploration of how individual differ in attitudes at 

different levels of management working in an organization. The purpose of 

this case study was to identify the psychological factors that contribute to 

employee’s resistance and explore the underlying reasons which are 

creating hurdles in technology adoption. Explanatory sequential mixed 

method approach was employed followed by a case study design. The 

participants were employees of three categories; top management, middle 

management and lower management placed at different sections of said 

organization. The target population comprised 835 employees out of which 

two hundred sixty-four participants were selected through stratified random 

sampling technique. Quantitative data were collected through survey 

method followed by Focus Group Discussion. Descriptive statistics and 

ANOVA test was applied to compare three groups of management to reach 

the group within extreme resistance. The results of the quantitative study 

showed higher level of resistance among employees of lower management. 

The pertinent resistance factors exhibited by employees, ranging from overt 

opposition to subtle forms of sabotage; lack of understanding, lack of 

training, different types of fears and lack of motivation. The implications 

highlight the importance of proactive engagement, transparent 

communication, training and fostering a culture of trust and collaboration 

to mitigate resistance and facilitate successful digital transformation 

initiatives. 
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Introduction 

The increasing focus on digital 

transformation is evident in both academic 

circles and within corporates (Markus & 

Rowe, 2023; Müller, et al., 2024). Digital 

transformation has significantly altered 

traditional business models, compelling 

organizations to innovate and adjust to the 

changing environment (Uchechukwu et al., 

2023; Adama & Okeke, 2024). With the 

passage of time there is abundance of 

social, economic, technological, and 

demographic shifts in the society (Brown 

et al., 2020; Gkrimpizi et al., 2024). 

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has 

accelerated the move towards remote work 

technologies like video conferencing, 

collaboration platforms, and virtual private 

networks (VPNs). These digital 

collaboration tools allow teams to work 

together on projects, share documents, and 

communicate in real-time, no matter where 

they are located. As virtual events and 

conferences gain popularity, organizations 

are increasingly utilizing digital 

technologies to engage audience and create 

dynamic online experiences (Alashhab, et 

al., 2021; Mitchell, 2023; Stocker et al., 

2023, Joel, et.al, 2024).  

Digital transformation refers basically to 

rethinking and restructuring business 

processes, products, and services through 

the strategic adoption and integration of 

digital technologies (Naimi-Sadigh et al., 

2022; Adama & Okeke, 2024). These 

technologies encompass a wide range of 

tools, including artificial intelligence, data 

analytics, cloud computing, the Internet of 

Things (IoT) and blockchain. The purpose 

of digital transformation is to enhance 

operational efficiency, improve customer 

experiences, and create new revenue 

opportunities by leveraging the capabilities 

of these advanced digital tools and 

platforms (Matarazzo et al., 2021; 

Mahboub & Sadok, 2023, Adama & 

Okeke, 2024). In these scenarios, digital 

technologies often lead to uncertainty and 

anxiety among employees, some may 

resist the changes driven by digital 

transformation unless they perceive 

personal benefits (Solberg et al., 2020, 

Klein, et al., 2024). The core principle and 

foundation of organizational digital 

transformation is a focus on 'people-

centricity' (Zhang & Hao, 2022; Zhen & 

Ding, 2024). Whereas, the higher 

education institutes blunted work on 

digitalization while facing some challenges 

and reluctance from employees.   

Resistance to organizational 

transformation can be seen as rational and 

logical because employees may believe 

that the costs of the change is greater than 

the benefits (Darmawan & Azizah, 2020). 

The adoption of digital technologies can 

create psychological pressure on 

employees, who are pushed to constantly 

update their digital skills (Harish et al., 

2023). Changes in the work environment 

due to digital transformation impact 

employees' overall perception of their 

work experience and interpersonal 

relationships, leading to varying views on 

digital transformation (Zhang & Hao, 

2022). Employees have different attitudes 

towards digital transformation due to the 

uncertainty of new technologies and 

changing market circumstances. Some 

researchers see digital technology as a 

threat to their jobs, with artificial 

intelligence (AI) and virtual agents 

replacing certain labor roles (Verhoef et 

al., 2021). 

In the past decade, several fields have seen 

extensive publications on organizational 

adoption (Jalo & Pirkkalainen, 2024), the 

impact of digital transformation (Joel, et 

al., 2024), and the influence of new 

knowledge acquired through strategic 

alliances (Siachou et al., 2021). 

Additionally, studies have highlighted 

strategies and practices that effectively 

empower employees during digital 

transformation initiatives (Zhen & Ding, 

2024) and examined the outcomes of 

digital transformation (Wen & Wang, 

2022; Zhang et al., 2022). This 
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revolutionary technological change is 

transforming the world of work and 

impacting managerial practices at various 

levels. HRM must be actively involved in 

addressing the era of digital technology, 

focusing on the “digital workforce,” 

“digital work,” and “digital workforce 

management” (Parry & Strohmeier, 2014). 

Successful digital transformation (DT) is a 

complex, multidimensional strategic 

management process that encompasses all 

areas of an enterprise, including systems, 

IT, operations, and people (Porfirio et al., 

2021; Lokuge et al., 2019; Sawy et al., 

2016). Therefore, Digital transformation 

must address not only technical issues, 

such as redesigning business and 

operational processes (Tabrizi et al., 2019), 

but also strategic management challenges, 

like investing in human resources, 

enhancing organizational competences, 

and promoting organizational change 

(Benitez et al., 2022). 

Studies has demonstrated that the success 

of organizational change largely depends 

on how employees perceive and respond to 

it (Ahmad & Cheng, 2018). In fact, the 

long-term success of change is 

significantly influenced by the employees’ 

willingness to adapt. Early reactions and 

intentions towards change are particularly 

critical (Ahmad et al., 2020; Nabeel, 

2021). The existing literature identifies a 

wide variety of factors contributing to 

individual user resistance. These include 

perceived threats to an employee’s 

position (Bhattacherjee & Hikmet, 2007; 

Kim & Kankanhalli, 2009; Heidenreich, 

2014), inertia from continued use of 

previous systems (Polites & Karahanna, 

2012), technology anxiety (Tsai et al., 

2019), cynicism towards the 

implementers’ goals (Selander & 

Henfridsson, 2012), and lack of resources 

(Wipulanusat et al., 2019). The main 

challenge for human resources is 

equipping employees with IT-related 

competencies to perform effectively post-

digital transformation (Gilch & Sieweke, 

2021). Employees' current skills and 

knowledge often do not align with the 

requirements of digital transformation 

(Fareri et al., 2023). From the employee 

perspective, digital transformation can lead 

to rigorous task monitoring, increasing 

stress, anxiety, psychological strain, and 

reducing job satisfaction and commitment.  

A lack of communication is a broad issue 

encompassing the absence of systems for 

sharing information and data (Pratt et al., 

2020; Zhang & Cao, 2018) emphasize the 

importance of information sharing and 

collaborative communication for supply 

chain collaboration. Mahmud et al., (2021) 

categorize information-related and 

communication-related barriers as key 

obstacles to supply chain collaboration, 

with reluctance to share information and 

poor connectivity being significant factors 

(Oyedijo et al., 2022). High employee 

engagement, characterized by the 

application of emotional, cognitive, and 

behavioral energy to job tasks, directly 

contributes to increased work performance 

and achieving organizational goals (Rich, 

et al., 2010). Additionally, job autonomy 

significantly supports intrinsic motivation 

and long-term sustainable development 

(Zhou, et al., 2019). 

Trenerry et al. (2021) highlight that digital 

transformation (DT) efforts often prioritize 

strategy and business, neglecting 

employee-related factors. In contrast, Ma 

& Guo (2022) emphasize that employees 

are key participants in DT. As DT 

advances production, the demand for 

highly skilled labor increases, requiring 

employees to acquire digital knowledge 

and skills (Xiao et al., 2022; Zhen & Ding, 

2024). Training and job design are crucial 

for enhancing these competencies (Li et 

al., 2021). However, Lanzolla et al. (2020) 

warn of risks at both organizational and 

individual levels, including data security 

breaches due to skill gaps. Porck et al. 

(2020) argue that successful DT requires 

collective efforts and strategic consensus 

across the organization. This paper aims to 
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fill these gaps through a cross-sectional 

analysis involving all management levels. 

Mostly researches and theories concerning 

the initiation, execution, and 

administration of change have been 

conducted within developed countries and 

across various industries. Research on 

resistance to change in developing 

countries are relatively few and in their 

own context. Limited research is available 

in Pakistan on implementation of digital 

transformation and its effects on human 

behavior in educational institutions. This 

situation demands exploration of what are 

the resistance factors creating obstacles 

and changing employee’s behavior to 

adopt digital technology. In this changing 

phenomena Allama Iqbal Open University 

is one of the institutions that are going 

through this process of transformation. 

This institution has a large and unique 

system, supported by its functionality and 

cultural diversity, with students from 

across Pakistan and abroad pursuing their 

education here. It was an original study 

because digital transformation has 

implemented recently in AIOU. In this 

situation, the employees of AIOU are 

facing hurdles and challenges to adopt the 

complication of learning new technology 

because before digital transformation they 

were working manually.  

According to Robbins and Judge (2017) 

“Organizational behavior (OB) is an 

interdisciplinary field that examines and 

oversees human behavior within 

organizations, drawing from disciplines 

such as sociology, psychology, and 

management’. OB is the systematic study 

of the attitudes and actions of the people 

exhibited within organization. It concerns 

with understanding, predictions human 

behavior and influencing human behavior 

in organizations. 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 1  

Digital Transformation system and 

Employees’ Psychological Resistance  

 

As organizational change became so 

pervasive and rapid, it is crucial for 

managers to understand the dynamics of 

change at individual, group, and 

organizational levels. Organizational 

change brings significant challenges for 

both managers and employees, deeply 

impacting individuals within the 

organization (Cornescu & Adam, 2016). 
The success of digital transformation (DT) 

is closely tied to the characteristics and 

capabilities of senior managers or leaders 

(Benitez et al., 2022; Porfirio et al., 2021). 

Employees are also key drivers of digital 

transformation (DT), but DT systems can 

place additional stress on them. This 

highlights the need to examine how DT 

affects employee motivation, autonomy, 

and job satisfaction (Neumann, et al., 

2021). Therefore, leaders need to carefully 

consider the necessity of change within 

their organizations. It is essential to 

evaluate the reasons behind the need for 

change and pinpoint areas that require 

modification. Based on the Organizational 

Behavior (OB) theory, this paper sets out 

to explore the reasons of resistance 

encountered by employees when 

confronted with organizational change 

initiatives through analysis. By 

investigating employees’ experiences, 

perceptions, and responses within the 

specific organizational setting, this study 

seeks to unravel the underlying reasons 

behind resistance and its implications for 
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the success of transformational efforts, in 

the higher education institution of 

Pakistan. Based on the preceding 

discussion following research questions 

were proposed to address the problem. 

Q1: What are the cognitive resistance 

factors of employees changing behavior 

towards technological change? 

Q2: What are the Affective resistance 

factors of employees changing behavior to 

adopt technological change? 

Q3: What are the behavioral resistance 

factors of employees changing behavior 

during implementation of digital 

transformation? 

Q4: How cognitive resistance factors make 

the reasons of employees changing 

behavior to adopt technological change? 

Q5: How affective resistance factors are 

creating hurdles for employees changing 

behavior during implementation of digital 

transformation? 

Q6: How behavioral resistance factors 

effects on employees’ behavior in the 

implementation of digital transformation at 

AIOU? 

Research Methodology 

The study falls in the constructionism 

paradigm to explore the reasons of 

employees’ resistance during 

implementation of digital transformation 

system at AIOU. Constructionism 

incorporates culturally specific knowledge 

and language as a fundamental basis for 

the constructed reality, highlighting its 

social dimension (Young & Collin, 2004). 

When collecting the experiences of 

employees during digital transformation, it 

is natural to involve the interpretation and 

perception of that employee, using their 

own reality. Therefore, a constructionism 

approach was the most suitable choice. 

Research Design 

This research study deeply explored the 

research settings to get an in-depth 

understanding of the experience of 

employees of different departments 

working in higher education institution 

during the implementation of digital 

transformation system. A case study 

design was used focusing employees of 

higher education to explore the reasons 

behind their resistance undergoing digital 

transformation process. The case study 

design could illustrate the empowerment 

strategies employed by the enterprises in 

question (Li et al., 2020) and help to 

unravel the challenges that remain 

insufficiently understood (Mao, 2020). 
This approach was chosen purposefully 

because the study aimed to elucidate 

people's perceptions and behavior’s-based 

data gathered at a specific point in time. 

The adequacy of choosing a qualitative 

single case study design concerning digital 

transformation ought to reinforce the 

connection between the unique and the 

universal, which is “the most discussed 

issue of all” in case studies (Tight, 2017). 

Researcher had taken Allama Iqbal Open 

University (AIOU) as a case study due to 

uniqueness of its functionality. 

Context of the Study 

The Institute selected to study as a case is 

Allama Iqbal Open University (AIOU) 

established in the Islamabad Capital 

Territory in 1974. It is the largest 

university of Asia for distance education 

and second oldest in the world. Its primary 

goal is to meet the educational needs of the 

masses by delivering quality education 

directly at their homes, breaking down 

geographical and time-related barriers. 

Today, the university serves over 1 million 

students per annum, offering a wide 

variety of programs ranging from 

Matriculation to the PhD level. It has a 

large and diverse system of education 

because people from all over the country 

and abroad, representing different cultures, 

and contexts are studying in this 

university. It has fifty-four regional offices 

where staff appointed to cater the needs of 

students enrolled from remote and regional 

non-accessible areas. The employees were 

working through conventional system 

since established of the University but in 
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2019 Digital Transformation System 

(DTS) was introduced and implemented 

first time. The employees were convenient 

and well versed with the old system and 

have some constraints to implement of this 

new system. The working through new 

systems and employees understanding and 

implementing need to explore to see the 

efficiency of the newly introduced system.  

 

Sample of the Study 

The type of participants selected were 

based on quantitative and qualitative 

purposes. At the first stage, for quantitative 

data the target population comprised 835 

employees working in the university at the 

main campus. Two hundred sixty-four 

(N=264) participants were selected from 

three tiers of management: top, middle and 

lower. The employees included in the 

sample were working in different 

departments like administrative, 

admission, examination, services, 

academic and regional services. The 

quantitative sample was based on stratified 

random sampling technique. The detail of 

the study participants along with level of 

management are given in the figure 2 and 

number of employees are given in the table 

1.  

 
Figure. 2 

Detail of Employees of Top Management, 

Middle Management and Lower Management 

 
 

 

 

Table 1 

Detail of the study Sample 
Level of 

Management 

Subset of the 

Population  

Sample 

Size 

Top 

Management 

134 43 

Middle 

Management 

291 92 

Lower 

Management 

410 129 

 

For qualitative data, there was a need to 

explore the reasons of employees’ 

resistance towards digital transformation 

and implementation, for this purpose focus 

group discussions were conducted with the 

employees of lower management selected 

purposively on the basis of quantitative 

results. The focus group discussions were 

conducted department wise with lower 

management employees to understand 

underlying reasons of resistance in 

adoption of digital transformation system. 

There are five focus group discussion 

made: first focus group discussion was 

conducted with four employees of director 

regional services department, second FGD 

was conducted with five employees of 

admission department, third FGD was 

conducted with six employees of 

examination department, fourth FGD was 

conducted with five employees of Treasure 

department and last FGD was conducted 

with four employees of academic 

department. A focus group discussion held 

to investigate the factors contributing to 

employees' uncertainty during the digital 

transformation process. 

Instruments of the Study 

The employees’ resistance and underlying 

reasons of this resistance were measured 

through a questionnaire followed by a 

focus group discussion. The questionnaire 

was conducted on a face-to-face basis and 

focus group discussions were audio 

recorded. Twenty-eight questions (items) 

were used to examine respondents’ 

attitudes towards the existence of 

psychological resistance factors in 

employees. Seven questions were used to 
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measure cognitive factors, twelve 

questions for affective factors and nine 

questions used for behavioral factors. 

Researcher aimed to assess the relevance 

of cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

items by obtaining the opinions of seven 

experts in the relevant field. Researcher 

calculated the S-CVI for each 

category/factor of items: 

Cognitive Items: Out of 12 cognitive 

items, 7 were unanimously agreed upon as 

relevant by all experts. 

Affective Items: From the 34 items, 12 

were selected as relevant in the final 

assessment. 

Behavioral Items: Out of 20 items, 9 were 

identified as relevant. 

By aggregating the results, the researcher 

determined the overall CVI for the study. 

This universal CVI reflects the consensus 

that: 

• 7 out of 12 cognitive items are 

relevant. 

• 12 out of 34 affective items are 

relevant. 

• 9 out of 20 behavioral items are 

relevant. 

The final outcome of the process yielded a 

universal CVI of 0.83, indicating a high 

level of agreement among the experts on 

the relevance of the items. This robust 

agreement strengthens the validity of the 

constructs measured in my research, 

ensuring that the selected items effectively 

capture the intended dimensions of 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

aspects. The process of establishing the 

CVI not only enhances the credibility of 

the research findings but also provides a 

solid foundation for future studies in the 

field. 

The questionnaire was developed after 

rigorous literature review and validated by 

the subject experts. The questionnaire was 

pilot tested to establish instrument's 

reliability. The internal consistency results 

show Cronbach's alpha value of 0.89.    

The FGD questions were validated by the 

five subjects’ experts. They provided 

feedback on the content, relevance to the 

purpose and arrangement of questions. 

Based on their comments and the guidance 

provided by the supervisor, the questions 

were amended and rephrased accordingly.  

The qualitative data were collected 

through focus group discussions with 

employees from lower management. Key 

notes and voice recorder were used to 

ensure accuracy of captured information 

and no vital information was omitted 

during the conduct of interviews. On 

average each interview took 55 minutes 

consuming a total time duration of four 

hours and forty-five minutes. During focus 

group discussions, participants were 

assigned codes to ensure anonymous data 

recording and interpretation. Each group 

and participants were interviewed 

repeatedly until saturation was reached.  

Data was merged at third phase to explore 

underlying reasons of employees’ 

uncertainty undergoing digital 

transformation process. Thematic analysis 

was made to the qualitative data. It 

involved familiarizing myself with the 

data, coding significant parts, grouping 

similar codes into themes, and then 

reviewing, defining, and naming those 

themes.  

 

Results and Interpretations 

Table 3 

Demographic Characteristics 

 
The demographic information of 

respondents shows the diverse culture of 

AIOU employees. There is an equal 

chance and opportunity for everyone to 

experience digital transformation in the 

organization explicitly evidencing its 

uniqueness. In terms of experience, 

participants with different levels of 

experience, representing a diverse range of 
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backgrounds. This representation of data 

gives a glimpse of variance among 

respondents which demonstrates the 

researcher’s intention to include 

participants from varied levels of 

experience. 

 

Table 4 

Employees Psychological Resistance 

towards Digital Transformation (N=264) 
Psychological 

Resistance Mean SD 

Cognitive 2.69 .515 

Affective 2.65 .702 

Behavioral 2.56 .483 

Psychological total 2.63 .509 

Table 4 shows the mean score of the 

cognitive factor (M = 2.69), indicating the 

average level of misunderstanding, stress, 

confusion, and lack of knowledge 

regarding the cognitive factor in the 

sample. The standard deviation (SD) was 

0.515, whereas the mean (M = 2.65) for 

the affective factor, with a standard 

deviation of 0.702, revealed that 

employees were felt nervousness/anxiety, 

low self-efficacy, anger, and experienced 

various fears related to the status quo, 

freedom, and insecurity. The mean score 

was (M = 2.56) with a standard deviation 

of 0.483 for the behavioral factor, 

indicating the average level of employees’ 

reactions to digital transformation, such as 

complaining, arguing, questioning, lack of 

confidence, lack of commitment, and 

demotivation. Results showed that 

employees of top management, middle 

management and lower, management are 

uncertain regarding concept of 

psychological resistance.  Furthermore, 

cognitive factor and affective factor have 

highest mean values, but affective factor 

exhibited the highest standard deviation, 

indicated greater variability in responses. 

Whereas cognitive factors have the highest 

mean score compared to affective and 

behavioral resistance factors, these finding 

shows that employees' have lack of 

understanding and knowledge regarding 

digital transformation (DT). 

Phase-1 

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) test 

was used to determine whether there was a 

significant difference between and within 

the groups. ANOVA was applied for the 

analysis. 

Intensity of Psychological Resistance at 

Levels of Management 

One-way ANOVA and Post Hoc 

Comparison:  

The ANOVA test was applied to determine 

if the resistance of employees differed 

across different management levels. 

Participants were divided into three groups 

(Group 1: top management; Group 2; 

Middle management; Group 3; Lower 

management.  Data shown in table 5. 

 

Table 5   

Analysis of Variance among Employees 

Psychological Resistance 
 

 

Factors 

Top 

Management 

Middle 

Management 

Lower 

Management F 

(2,61) 
P n² 

M SD M SD M SD 

Cognitive  2.58 .337 2.66 0.56 2.75 0.53 1.78 .171 .01 

Affective 2.44 .382 2.40 0.54 2.89 0.80 17.14 .000 .12 

Behavioral 2.52 .326 2.45 0.40 
2.66 

0.56 5.57 .004 .04 

Psychological       2.50       .32 2.48 0.42 2.78 0.58 11.78 .000 .08 

 

Table 5 shows mean, standard deviation 

and F-values for cognitive, affective and 

behavioral factors across different 

management groups. Results indicated 

mean differences across management level 

on cognitive factor with F (2,261) = 1.78, 

P <0.05. Findings revealed that lower 

management exhibited higher level of 

individual resistance factor as compared to 

middle and top management. Result of the 

ANOVA showed a significant difference 

between groups and within groups of 

management in relation to their cognitive, 

affective and behavioral factors. The Post-

hoc Comparisons indicated significant 

between group mean differences of each 

group with other two groups. Result 

indicated significant mean differences 

across levels of management on group 

factor with F (2,261) = 17.14, P <0.05. 

Findings revealed that lower management 

exhibited higher level of affective factor as 
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compared to middle and top management. 

Similarly, result showed that significant 

mean differences across levels of 

management on behavioral factor with F 

(2,261) = 5.57, P <0.05. Findings revealed 

that lower management exhibited higher 

level of behavioral factor as compared to 

middle and top management. The Post-

Hoc comparisons indicated significant 

between group mean differences of each 

group with other two groups.   

 

Phase-II 

To gain a better understanding of lower 

management employees’ resistance and the 

reasons for their uncertainty about digital 

transformation, the second qualitative 

phase was carried out through focus group 

discussions among a pool of respondents 

as a follow-up to the quantitative results. 

The results of the quantitative phase were 

firstly analyzed to find out the extreme 

resistance within groups of management. 

Findings of first phase revealed that 

employees of lower management have 

high level of resistance as compared to 

middle and top management towards 

digital change. Therefore, the researcher 

conducted focus group discussions (FGDs) 

with lower management. 

Respondents were asked to answer five 

open-ended questions designed to capture 

their perceptions and experiences within 

their organizations. These five questions 

were created for lower management focus 

group discussions (FGDs) to explore the 

reasons for employees' resistance during 

the implementation of the digital 

transformation system (DTS). Eight 

themes emerged from the focus group 

discussions. Several probing questions 

helped both the interviewer and 

interviewees explore the reasons behind 

employees’ changing behavior due to the 

implementation of the DTS. A majority of 

employees are encountering numerous 

challenges during the digital 

transformation (DT) process. The emerged 

themes are discussed below. 

 

Reasons of Employees Psychological 

Resistance  

 

The inductive analysis highlighted eight 

key themes indicating different types of 

resistance in adopting digital 

transformation in the university. The 

details of themes emerged, sub-themes and 

evidence are given in the table 6. 

Table 6 

Resistance due to Cognitive factor 
Themes Sub-Themes Evidence (Codes) 

Technical 

issues 

inefficient software 

server 

the software’s 

capacity is less than 

the available data 

 internet speed slow slow server speed  

 apps not user 

friendly 

apps are complicated  

 system hang net link down  

Time taking delay work  technical difficulties, 

deadlines 

 need for relearning employees are 

hesitating to learn 

new things 

 need more effort put more effort into 

learning new things 

Lack of 

knowledge 

lack of information 

adequacy 

not receiving 

complete information 

 

 received selected 

information 

management is 

providing insufficient 

information 

Lack of 

understanding 

misunderstanding having difficulty 

understanding digital 

culture, confusion 

 

Theme 1: Technical Issues 

Employees are facing many 

challenges during the process of 

adopting digital change, 

particularly in terms of emotional 

and practical aspects. 

Organizational transformation 

comes with the essential 

requirement of learning and 

developing new skills as well as 

acquiring new knowledge. Here, a 

major challenge is the lack of 

understanding and knowledge of 

technical issues. Technical 

problems can be unpredictable, and 

employees may not know how long 

it will take to fix them. Employees 

may resist changes by technical 

issues, especially if they have lack 

of required knowledge and skills. 
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In these cases, stress, frustration 

can develop, which can delay 

productivity. ‘I think one of the 

main reasons of user’s resistance is 

technical issues during 

implementation of digital 

transformation system’. (TRE-1) 

Inefficient software can be a 

significant hindrance during any 

organizational transition when a 

company undergoes a 

transformational process. Whether 

it’s a restructuring, adopting new 

workflows, or moving towards 

digitalization. The need for 

efficient tools is necessary. When 

the software they rely on is 

outdated, having less data, it 

exacerbates that tension. One 

interviewee said ‘Organizational 

change is always challenging, but 

inefficient software magnifies the 

difficulties. Organizations should 

treat software as a critical element 

of their change management 

strategy, ensuring it support not 

hinders the transformation 

processes’. (ACA-3) 

Majority of interviewees of 

different departments at AIOU 

perceived that digital apps are 

complicated not user friendly. ‘I 

think digital apps are not user-

friendly that’s why we often feel 

frustrated and get stuck while 

trying to complete tasks’. (DRS-3) 

 

Theme 2: Time Taking  

Another employee of academic 

department explained the impact of 

a network link going down during 

the adoption of digital technology. 

‘Having the network link go down 

during the crucial phase of 

adopting digital technology is 

incredibly frustrating’. (ACA-2) 

Frequent outages during the 

adoption phase can erode trust in 

the new technology. Employees 

may start to question the reliability 

and value of the new systems, 

which can affect their willingness 

to fully embrace the change. 

Effective backup plans and 

contingency measures are essential. 

‘When the network goes down, 

employees are often unable to 

access essential tools, applications, 

or data required to perform their 

tasks. This disruption halts 

workflow and can cause immediate 

delays. (ADM-1) 

One employee of examination 

department said workers may 

worry about their ability to succeed 

under new digital system, leading 

to stress and decreased morale. ‘I 

think modern digital technologies 

often come with a range of 

advanced features and 

functionalities that can be complex 

to understand. We need to put in a 

lot of effort to adopt new 

technology’. (EXA-2) 

 

Theme 3: Lack of Knowledge 

A significant barrier to digital 

transformation is the insufficient 

digital knowledge among 

employees. When employees are 

not skillful in the technologies 

being introduced, it slows down the 

entire adoption process. It leads to 

confusion, mistakes, and 

operational inefficiencies. ‘One of 

the biggest challenges with digital 

adoption is that many employees 

feel left behind due to their lack of 

digital knowledge’. (EXA-1) 

Employees may be experts in their 

roles, but when new technologies 

are introduced, they struggle to 

adapt.  This gap in digital literacy 

creates a division between those 

who can quickly embrace the 

change and those who can’t. It 

often leads to frustration, stress, 

reduced productivity, and even a 

sense of alienation among 

employees. If organizations don’t 
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address this gap with effective 

training and ongoing support, the 

entire digital transformation can be 

spoilt. It’s not just about the 

technology while it’s about 

ensuring that people feel equipped 

and confident to use it. ‘I 

completely agree. One challenge 

that arises from employees’ lack of 

understanding is a gap in skills and 

competencies’. (EXA-2) 

Digital transformation often 

requires new knowledge and skills. 

When employees lack 

understanding, training, and 

support to acquire these skills, it 

can hinder their ability to 

effectively utilize digital tools. 

Theme 4: Lack of Understanding 

Employees’ resistance to change 

can arise because they do not fully 

understand the change and its 

implications. If they do not 

understand the need for change or 

interpret in a different way the 

initiative resistance is likely to 

occur. ‘I think, when employees do 

not fully understand the purpose, 

benefits, and impact of digital 

change, they may be hesitating to 

embrace it. This lack of 

understanding due to incomplete 

knowledge is creating a barrier to 

successful implementation of 

digital transformation system’. 

(ACA-1) 

Providing incomplete or selective 

information during a digital 

transformation process can be 

incredibly damaging. When 

employees don’t have a full 

understanding of why changes are 

happening or how they’re expected 

to use new tools, it creates 

confusion and mistrust. People start 

filling in the gaps with their own 

assumptions, which often leads to 

rumors and resistance to the 

change. ‘I think, clear, transparent 

communication is essential during 

digital transformation processes. 

(ACA-2) 

In the same way, the findings of 

previous studies (Cornescu & 

Adam, 2016; Gilch & Sieweke, 

202; Fareri et al., 2023) point out 

that understanding the digital 

knowledge and providing technical 

skills is necessary before 

implementation of organizational 

change. The study of Gkrimpizi, et 

al. (2024) emphasize that 

understanding of digital 

transformation helps organizations 

align their strategic goals with 

technological developments. This 

alignment is crucial for ensuring 

that digital initiatives support 

overall institutional objectives and 

improve operational efficiency. 

Theme 5: Different Types of Fears 

Table 7 

Resistance due to Affective Factor  

Themes Sub-

themes 

Evidence (Codes) 

Different 

types of 

fears 

fear of 

moving 

from 

known to 

unknown 

feeling of fear when moving 

from a familiar to an 

unfamiliar situation, 

nervousness 

 fear of 

failure 

feeling of disappointment  

 fear of 

mistakes 

fear of making errors 

 fear of 

insecurity 

feeling of insecurity in 

embracing technology 

 fear of 

loss 

Sense of losing freedom and 

control 

Uncertainty increase 

anxiety 

level 

Increasing anxiety due to 

excessive workload and 

pressure 

 Surprises Unexpected challenges in 

technology adoption 

 

When change comes in any organization 

then their employees have different types 

of fears. It’s a nature of human being they 

are feel uncomfortable and anxiety to 

move from known to unknown situation.  

Due to uncertainty and fear employees 

wants a sense of security. Majority 

respondents of different department of 

AIOU perceived that they have feeling of 
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fear moving from familiar to unfamiliar 

state. Fear is a natural reaction when 

shifting from a traditional to a digital 

system, especially for employees who’ve 

been doing things the same way for years. 

There’s often a fear of the unknown 

whether they’ll be able to adapt, if their 

skills will become obsolete, or if they’ll be 

judged for not picking up the new system 

quickly.  

‘The feeling of fear when 

transitioning from a traditional to a digital 

system is quite common, and it’s 

something organizations often 

underestimate. For many employees, the 

traditional systems they’ve worked with for 

years feel familiar and safe. Moving to a 

digital system are bringing surprised and 

creating uncertainty in employees. (EXA-

3) 

Employees explained that we fear making 

mistakes undergoing the digital 

transformation process. ‘I would like to 

add that a lack of understanding and 

knowledge can also lead to errors, and 

mistakes. When employees are not familiar 

with new digital system, they may mistake 

errors that some employees are doing’. 

(TRE-4) 

The majority of interviewees feel a sense 

of loss regarding things like freedom, 

power, and attachment to the old system. ‘I 

believe that when employees move from a 

traditional system to a digital one, there’s 

often a deep feeling of loss especially if 

they’ve been using the old system for a 

long time. It’s not just about learning new 

tools; it’s about losing the familiarity and 

comfort that came with the old ways of 

working’. (EXA-6) 

‘Moving from an old system to a digital 

one often brings a sense of loss for 

employees, loss of familiarity, control, and 

even a sense of expertise. They may feel 

they’re giving up the freedom they had in a 

system they knew inside out, where they 

felt powerful and competent. There’s also 

emotional attachment; people form 

connections with processes and tools 

they’ve used for years’. (DRS-2) 

Theme 6: Feeling of Uncertainty 

When an organization is not ready to 

support its employees during an upcoming 

change, the workers may feel anxiety and 

uncertainty. Many interviewees from 

different departments expressed the 

opinion that their anxiety levels are 

increasing due to organizational 

transitions, workload, and pressure. ‘I 

would say, uncertainty is one of the 

biggest challenges that employees face 

during institutional change, and it often 

leads to increased anxiety. Employees 

worry about their roles, their ability to 

adapt, and the future of the institution 

itself’. (ACA-1) 

The rapid pace of digital change often 

introduces stress, as employees must 

quickly learn new tools and systems. 

Without proper support, this can lead to 

anxiety, especially for those who feel 

unprepared or fear falling behind. ‘The 

constant push to learn new technologies is 

stressful. There’s no time to get 

comfortable with one system before we’re 

expected to move on to the next. It’s 

overwhelming and causes a lot of anxiety’. 

(ADM-2) 

A reaction to digital transformation (DT) is 

a cognitive and behavioral response 

shaped by an individual's ability to adapt 

and their understanding of how to respond 

to the change (AL-Abrrow et al., 2019b; 

Peng et al., 2021). This reaction is heavily 

influenced by how managers introduce the 

change and how others respond to it. 

Negative reactions typically occur when 

the change is anticipated to increase 

workload, create uncertainty, and cause 

fatigue, especially when the change is 

rapid and affects the entire organization or 

large parts of it (Beare et al., 2020; Li et 

al., 2017).  
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Table 8 

Resistance due to behavioral factor 
Themes Sub 

Themes 

Evidence (Codes)  

Employees 

emotional 

reaction  

arguments conflicts, heated 

discussions 

 queries/ 

complains 

frequently sending 

queries/ complains to 

management 

 demotivated hopeless, lack of 

enthusiasm, lack of 

confidence 

 silence hesitance to speak up 

in times of change, low 

participation 

Lack of 

tolerance 

loss of 

control 

sometimes loses 

patience level, inability 

to manage 

 anger annoyance, aggression, 

and frustration 

 lack of 

resources 

deficiency of material 

and human resources  

 

 lack of 

rewards 

lack of rewards for 

extra effort, no 

bonuses for overtime 

work/weekend work 

 health 

Issues 

headache, fatigue, 

absenteeism due to 

stress 

 

Theme7:Emotional Reactions/Responses 

Organizational change can be emotionally 

challenging, and complaints often arise 

from stress and frustration. Poor 

organizational communication created 

tension among employees, leading to 

negative reactions toward the change (Li et 

al., 2021). Many employees argue and 

complain because they are worried about 

the uncertainties that change brings. 

Employees often express frustration with 

poor communication during change 

initiatives. Employees feels that leader 

doesn’t provide enough details about the 

reasons for the organizational change. 

‘We’re in the dark half the time. There’s so 

little communication from management, 

and we’re left guessing how the changes 

will affect us. That’s why we argue 

because we feel ignored’. (EXA-3) 

‘I’ve been doing my job a certain way for 

years. Now they want to change 

everything. It’s frustrating and hard to 

adjust…’. (ADM-5) 

‘A lot of times, employees worry about the 

immediate impact on their workload. They 

argue not because they’re against the 

change but because they feel it’s going to 

make their lives harder without the right 

support’. (TRE-3) 

For many employees, organizational 

change is inherently stressful. Complaints 

often reflect emotional responses to the 

pressure of adapting to new environments 

and systems. ‘People get emotional during 

change because it affects their sense of 

stability. Complaints are often a reflection 

of their stress rather than actual 

opposition to the change itself’. (ACA-2) 

Employees often complain when they feel 

the change process lacks clear direction or 

when roles and responsibilities are left 

ambiguous. Complaints are their way of 

asking for clarity and reassurance. 

‘When employees don’t know exactly 

what’s expected of them or where the 

organization is headed, it creates anxiety. 

Complaints are their way of asking for 

clarity and reassurance’. (EXA-4) 

‘People complain when they feel like 

decisions are made behind closed doors 

without considering the impact on them. 

They just want to be informed and feel 

involved’. (EXA-3) 

Some interviewees of different 

departments of focus group explained that 

‘I prefer silence during this scenario 

because I know authority has power’. 

(DRs-1) 

Theme 8: Lack of Tolerance 

Organizational change can make 

employees feel powerless, especially when 

decisions are made without their input. 

The feeling that they have no control over 

the situation leads to disengagement and a 

loss of motivation. During organizational 

transformation, employees often feel that 

the expectations placed on them increase 

without adequate support. The added 

pressure, without proper training and 

insufficient resources, can lead to burnout 

and a drop-in motivation. ‘They expect us 
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to do more with less, and it’s exhausting. 

The extra workload from the changes 

makes it hard to stay motivated, especially 

when there’s no time to adjust’.  

(ACA-3) 

Employees often feel that they are 

expected to do more with less during 

periods of change, and the lack of 

additional resources leads to stress and 

frustration. Many employees feel that they 

are not given enough time to adjust to new 

processes or expectations. Without the 

time to properly integrate changes, they 

become frustrated and disengaged. ‘They 

expect us to adapt to the new way of doing 

things immediately, but they don’t give us 

any time to catch up or learn properly. It’s 

unrealistic and stressful’. (ADM-3) 

Employees often express frustration over 

the gap between management's 

expectations and the resources provided. 

When management sets high goals without 

supplying the necessary resources, it 

creates a sense of unfairness and 

frustration. ‘They want us to achieve these 

ambitious goals, but they don’t give us 

what we need to get there. It feels like they 

expect miracles without considering the 

reality of what we have to work with’. 

(EXA-6) 

When employees are forced to work 

without sufficient resources, it often leads 

to stress and burnout. ‘We’re constantly 

under pressure to perform, but without the 

right tools or enough people, it feels 

impossible. It’s wearing everyone down, 

and we’re getting burned out’. 

 (ADM-5) 

During digital transformations, employees 

often invest significant effort to adapt to 

new technologies, processes, and 

workflows. When their hard work goes 

unrecognized or unrewarded, it leads to 

demotivation and frustration. ‘We’re 

working harder than ever to adapt to these 

new systems, but there’s no 

acknowledgment and reward for the extra 

effort. It feels like management expects us 

to just keep going without recognizing the 

strain it’s putting on us. (EXA-1) 

‘They rolled out new software, but we 

barely got any training on how to use it. 

Without proper guidance, we’re just trying 

to figure it out on our own, and that’s 

demotivating’. (ADM-4) 

Employees often feel that the expectation 

to learn new digital system should come 

with corresponding rewards, such as 

bonuses, promotions, or even additional 

time off. When such incentives are absent, 

it leads to dissatisfaction. ‘We’re expected 

to upskill and learn all these new 

technologies, but there’s no reward for 

doing so. Why should we push ourselves if 

there’s nothing in it for us in the end?’. 

(EXA-4) 

Digital transformation often results in 

longer working hours, with employees 

needing to handle technical challenges 

alongside their usual responsibilities. This 

extended workload can lead to burnout, 

fatigue, and other health issues. ‘It’s 

exhausting to keep learning new tools and 

systems without a break. We’re expected to 

be constantly adapting, and it’s leading to 

burnout. There’s no time to catch our 

breath.” (ADM-2) 

‘I’m exhausted. Between my regular duties 

and trying to learn new systems, I’m 

working longer hours, and it’s starting to 

take a toll on my health. There’s no 

recognition for the extra hours, and it’s 

draining’. (EXA-5)  

However, majority employees are facing 

lot of hurdles undergoing digital 

transformation process which we have 

discussed above. Recent literature has 

begun to explore the impact of digital 

transformation on employee health 

(Dengler, et al., 2022). Employee’s 

acceptance towards digital transformation 

is crucial during organizational shifts 

(Spieth et al., 2021). Leader need to 

address and resolve issues that are creating 

challenges in the implementation of the 

digital transformation system. 

Quantitative findings of psychological 

resistance showed that means score of 

psychological resistance factors such as 

cognitive factor mean 2.75 and reasons 
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behind cognitive resistance of employees 

are lack of understanding, selected 

information, technical issues and lack of 

knowledge. Majority of interviewees 

perceived regarding lack of understanding 

“Management did not give training before 

implementation of digital transformation 

system. We were working on manual 

system for long time so we need to time to 

understand and adopt digital process. 

Whereas, mean of affective factor is 2.89 

and reason behind affective resistance are 

feeling of uncertainty and different types 

of fears such as fear of moving known to 

unknown, fear of failure, fear of mistakes, 

fear of insecurity, fear of loss of freedom. 

Majority of interviewees have feeling of 

uncertainty due to unexpected change; 

employees’ anxiety level is increasing 

undergoing through digital transformation 

process and unrealistic timelines. Mean of 

behavioral factor is 2.66 and reasons 

beyond employees’ reaction argument, 

complaining are loss of control, frustrated, 

lack of resources, lack of rewards and 

health issues.  

 

Discussion 

The findings of this study provide insights 

into the hurdles that employees of higher 

education institution are facing due to 

digitalization at different levels of 

management. Employee’s resistance (Jalo 

& Pirkkalainen, 2024; Nabeel, 2021; 

Cornescu & Adam, 2016) is the critical 

issue in the adoption of digital technology, 

but their conjoint influence on 

organizational-level adoption of 

technologies has not been quantitatively 

examined in the existing literature. Our 

mixed-methods paper addresses this gap 

by proposing and validating a research 

model that incorporates decision makers’ 

perceptions of expected employee 

psychological resistance during 

organizational transformation and explores 

how psychological factors makes the 

reason of employees change behavior. 

Psychological resistance has cognitive, 

affective and behavioral factors (Virol & 

Adam, 2016). Previous studies identified 

psychological resistance factors according 

to their own context. This study is 

dissimilar from past researches because 

researcher had chosen levels of 

management and identified resistance 

factors and explore the reasons behind 

employees changing behavior in the 

context of Allama Iqbal Open University. 

According to Nadeem, et al., 2024 the 

employee-employer relationship is largely 

evaluated through the psychological 

contract, focusing on fulfilling employee 

expectations while simultaneously driving 

organizational outcomes. The adoption of 

digital technologies may enforce 

psychological pressure on employees, 

compelling them to continuously update 

their digital skills (Harish et al., 2023). 

The findings showed that overall 

resistance was exhibited in lower 

management as compare to top and middle 

management at quantitative phase. This 

study highlights the psychological 

resistance factors such as cognitive (what 

they think about the change? Affective 

(what they feel about the change? 

behavioral (how employees react towards 

change). The quantitative data related to 

cognitive factor shows that employees 

have stress, confusion and misunderstand 

regarding the digital transformation 

system. Employees' existing knowledge 

and skills frequently fail to align with the 

demands of digital transformation which 

create stress and confusion in employees’ 

behavior (Fareri et al., 2023).  

Employees have different types of fears, 

insecurities and anxiety related to affective 

factor. According to Virol & Adam, (2017) 

when change is implemented within an 

organization, it produces different types of 

fears such as, feelings of failure, fear of 

known to unknown, fear of insecurity and 

anxiety;  data demonstrated that employees 

have different fears and doubts undergoing 

digital transformation process and 

behavioral factor (How to react towards 

change?  
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The behavioral factor related data shows 

that employees of lower management have 

these sub-factors such as lack of 

confidence, loss of control and 

demotivation. Perceiving justice positively 

or negatively is one of the coping 

mechanisms against resistance, as it is 

argued that the distribution of resources, 

processes, and procedures significantly 

affects employees' attitudes and behaviors 

in the context of change (Nabeel, et. al., 

2021). Employees’ have different attitudes 

towards digital transformation due to the 

uncertainty of new technologies and 

changing market conditions (Nadeem, et 

al., 2024; Verhoef et al., 2021; Tsai et al., 

2019). Overall results of quantitative data 

shows that employees have uncertainty 

towards digital transformation system. The 

results showed that there were notable 

average differences in psychological 

resistance across different levels of 

management (F (2,261) = 11.78, P <0.05). 

The results showed that middle and lower 

management showed less psychological 

resistance than lower management. Overall 

results of quantitative data shows that 

employees have uncertainty towards 

digital transformation system. 

Qualitative findings explored lot of 

reasons behind employees’ uncertainty 

undergoing digital transformation process. 

Previous researchers were mostly 

conducted on business or health center 

areas according to their context regarding 

explored reasons of employees change 

behavior due to organizational change 

(Joel, et al., 2024; Zhen & Ding, 2024; 

Khaw, et. al., 2023; Azouri, et al., 2022; 

Adam, 2022; Rehman et al., 2021). In the 

light of results, eight themes were emerged 

at qualitative phase that was associated 

with psychological resistance factors. 

Participants of different departments are 

undergoing digitalization process and the 

result of this study was demonstrated that 

employees of lower management were 

uncertain due to various reasons such as 

employees were worries and confused due 

to lack of understanding, lack of digital 

literacy and technical issues. Ma and Guo 

(2022) highlight the central role of 

employees in digital change phenomena. 

As DT progresses in production, the need 

for a highly skilled workforce rises, 

driving employees to develop digital 

knowledge and skills (Xiao et al., 2022; 

Zhen & Ding, 2024).  

The result also highlighted the importance 

of employees feeling because employees 

had different types of fears like move 

towards known to unknown situation, fear 

of mistakes, fear of insecurity and 

increasing level of anxiety. Employees 

hold different attitudes toward digital 

transformation system due to the 

uncertainty surrounding new technologies 

and shifting market situations. Some view 

digital technologies as a threat to their 

jobs, fearing that artificial intelligence (AI) 

and virtual agents may replace certain 

labor roles (Verhoef et al., 2021). To 

strengthen employees’ capabilities, 

effective training programs and job design 

are essential (Li et al., 2021). 

In this scenario employees were frustrated. 

In the consequences, they were loss of 

control over himself/herself and doing 

questioning, arguing and complaining. 

However. Communication gap, lack of 

training and workload are major reasons 

behind employees’ emotional reactions.  

Ultimately, they were loss of patience and 

demotivated. According to Pratt et al., 

(2020) lack of communication is on 

another major issue, involving the absence 

of systems for sharing information and 

data. Employees are key participants and 

hold power in digital transformation, so we 

need to understand their behavior to 

successfully implementation of a digital 

transformation system. 

Conclusion 

The findings of the study suggest that the 

digital transformation creates challenges 

for all level of management especially for 

lower management, thus change has a big 
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impact on individuals. Several studies 

highlighted the significance of initiatives 

for digital change within modern 

organizations. However, the cognitive, 

affective and behavioral reactions of 

employees, who are the recipients of 

change, frequently manifest as resistance, 

especially in Pakistan. This is an original 

study on employee change behavior at 

AIOU. This research paper makes a 

valuable contribution to the field of 

organizational change management and 

information communication technology 

(ICT) by offering insights into the 

dynamics of resistance and providing 

practical strategies for reduce resistance 

and fostering successful change 

implementation in organizations. The 

study also explored lot of reasons behind 

employees’ resistance such as lack of 

understanding, different types of fears, and 

lack of digital skills and insecurity of data 

are very critical factors. One an important 

reason of them is communication gap. If 

the reasons behind the change, its benefits, 

and the expected outcomes are not 

communicated clearly, employees might 

engage in speculation and spread 

misinformation, which could increase their 

resistance. Another reason is lack of 

training during organizational change, it is 

a significant issue that can lead to a variety 

of negative outcomes for both the 

organization and its employees. Without 

adequate training, employees are more 

likely to resist change because they feel 

unprepared or unsure about their ability to 

succeed in the new environment. This 

study suggests that the top management 

should develop proactive strategy that 

encompasses people, process, and 

technology. Moreover, leaders should 

make active efforts to raise awareness 

among employees regarding the 

transformation initiative moreover they 

should give training at all levels of 

management on digital skills and stress 

management before implementing any 

change. It is important to gain desired 

results and need to do is, effectively 

communicate employees to reduce their 

different types of fears and uncertainty due 

to any organizational transformation. 

Overall, the practical implications of the 

paper on employees’ resistance to 

organizational change empower 

organizations to navigate change more 

successfully by fostering understanding, 

communication, digital training and 

engagement among employees. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study provides practical guidance for 

public and private organizations 

undergoing digital transformation. During 

the transformation process, manufacturing 

corporations can empower their employees 

based on the specific goals and needs of 

each stage. The study suggests three key 

practices for these corporations. Firstly, 

this study investigates extreme resistance 

at the management level within a single 

public organization with a limited scope. 

Future research should adopt a multi-case 

study approach or a larger sample to 

validate the findings. Secondly, the 

researcher focused on three factors related 

to psychological factors in the context of 

AIOU. Future research should explore 

additional psychological factors beyond 

the three identified in this study, such as 

emotional intelligence, resilience, and 

stress management, to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of their 

impact on organizational transformation. 

Third, in the twenty-first century, digital 

technology has transformed several 

organizational structures and governance 

models worldwide. Digital transformation 

(DT) has become essential and presents 

new challenges for organizations. As a 

result, it is important to explore the role of 

employee involvement and participation in 

the digital transformation process, 

assessing how inclusive leadership 

practices can improve acceptance and 

engagement among employees. 
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