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Middle Management’s Resistance  
to Digital Change

Abstract

This paper investigates middle managers’ resistance 
to digital transformation initiatives and suggests 
strategies for overcoming such resistance using the 

example of a major Russian transportation company. This 
study employed a mixed-methods approach to assess mid-
dle managers’ values and to identify patterns of resistance 
behavior. The case studies further illustrate the resistance 
of middle managers and how the company under study re-
sponded to these incidents. 

The findings reveal a significant relationship between 
employees’ attitudes toward routine and their resistance 
to digital transformation. Managers with high scores in 

tradition, conformity, security, and power values, as well 
as a strong positive attitude toward routine, were more 
resistant to change. Conversely, those with high scores in 
universalism, self-direction, and stimulation values were 
more open to change. 

By addressing the values and concerns driving mid-
dle managers’ attitudes, organizations can better support 
them in overcoming resistance to digital transformation. 
The study also offers practical strategies for aligning digi-
tal transformation efforts with middle managers’ values, 
thereby fostering a more positive attitude toward change 
and facilitating successful implementation.
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Introduction
The transition to a digital business model has the po-
tential to unlock significant financial rewards and 
growth opportunities for organizations. Despite the 
expanding literature on the management, marketing, 
and operation of digital businesses (Parker et al., 2016; 
Evans, Gawer, 2016), the process of converting an or-
ganization into a digital enterprise requires further in-
vestigation (Ivančić et al., 2019; Warner, Wäger, 2019). 
This complex change process relies on the involvement 
and support of a firm’s staff at all levels, particularly 
middle management. However, middle managers of-
ten exhibit resistance to change, with reasons for this 
resistance varying widely and manifesting in numer-
ous ways.
The scarcity of case studies on how digital transforma-
tion is managed in practice stems from the theoretical 
underpinnings of digital change, which may not always 
translate to practical implementation (Schwarzmüller 
et al., 2018). Moreover, the complexity of organization-
al change, particularly when adapting global digital 
transformation experiences to local contexts, presents 
significant challenges. This necessitates a thorough ex-
amination of the formal and informal institutions that 
shape a local space.
The significance of research on resistance to digital 
transformation spans across various industries, such 
as logistics, higher education and healthcare. Digital 
transformation is a crucial process that facilitates the 
adoption of new technologies and business models to 
enhance efficiency, productivity, and competitiveness. 
However, organizations often encounter resistance to 
change from employees, middle management, and 
other stakeholders. This resistance can impede the suc-
cessful implementation of digital transformation initia-
tives, ultimately affecting the overall performance and 
adaptability of these organizations (Armenakis et al., 
1993; Bagrationi et al., 2021). Understanding the rea-
sons behind resistance to digital transformation and 
how it unfolds across different industries is essential to 
develop strategies that can effectively mitigate such re-
sistance and promote the successful implementation of 
digital transformation initiatives (Burnes, 2015; Coch, 
French, 1948).
Logistics and healthcare are two sectors that exhibit 
striking similarities with regard to digital transforma-
tion: investigating resistance to digital transformation 
is especially vital within service-oriented industries, 
including healthcare, education, and logistics, as the 
digitalization process may encounter greater obstacles 
in these domains when contrasted with traditional in-
dustries such as the manufacturing, medical, and phar-
maceutical industries. Both industries are heavily reli-
ant on the efficient and accurate flow of information, 
as well as the synchronization of processes between 
multiple stakeholders (Agarwal et al., 2010; Ghanbari 
et al., 2017). Digital transformation initiatives in these 
industries can lead to significant improvements in 
service delivery, cost reduction, and enhanced overall 

performance (Bhavnani et al., 2017; Awad et al., 2018). 
However, the successful implementation of digital 
transformation initiatives in logistics and healthcare 
depends on the extent to which employees and man-
agement are willing to embrace change and adapt to 
new ways of working (Battilana et al., 2010; Blake et 
al., 2020).
Investigating resistance to digital transformation in 
various industries, particularly logistics and healthcare, 
is vital for improving the successful implementation of 
digital transformation initiatives. By recognizing the 
similarities between these industries and identifying 
the factors that contribute to resistance, researchers 
can contribute to the development of strategies that 
can effectively address and mitigate such resistance, 
ultimately promoting the seamless adoption of digital 
transformation initiatives across these sectors.
A key factor in facilitating change processes is the role 
of top management in selecting change methods and 
communication strategies. The literature emphasizes 
the importance of vertical change agents, opinion 
leaders, and visible management personnel in foster-
ing change (Rafferty, Simons, 2006; Bouckenooghe et 
al., 2008). Trust in leadership is also highlighted as a 
crucial internal context enabler. As digital transforma-
tion renders leadership roles increasingly complex, top 
management must set the framework for change while 
also defining its means and objectives. In contrast, 
middle managers serve as the face of the firm for most 
employees, translating top management directives into 
actionable orders.
This paper aims to address the need for more real-life 
studies by analyzing a multi-regional transportation 
service provider that successfully overcame middle 
management resistance to digital change. We examine 
the factors contributing to resistance and the manifes-
tations of this resistance, with a focus on understand-
ing individual responses as attempts to protect one-
self from negative influences (Jaffe, Scott, 1998; Dent, 
Goldberg, 1999; Burnes, 2015). By doing so, we aim 
to provide insights into the organizational transitions 
toward digital business models and demonstrate how 
the presentation, negotiation, and acceptance of new 
business principles occur within local contexts (Lamb, 
Currie, 2012).
The case company, a Russian transportation service 
provider, adopted a digital business model in an ef-
fort to improve efficiency and regain market share. The 
transportation industry is well-suited for studying the 
organizational impacts of digitalization, as companies 
often pursue growth through real-time data-driven ef-
ficiency gains, reduced environmental impacts (Ghan-
bari et al., 2017), and improved transportation man-
agement decisions (Porter, Heppelmann, 2015).
In this paper, we present a comprehensive study of the 
company’s regional divisions, considering both quanti-
tative and qualitative data to better understand middle 
managers’ resistance to digital transformation. We also 
classify the forms and causes of this resistance to de-
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self contribute to employees’ resistance (Armenakis 
et al., 1993; Kirkman, Shapiro, 1997; Gstraunthaler, 
2010). Understanding and addressing these organiza-
tional factors can help mitigate resistance and ensure a 
smoother digital transformation process.
Technological-level resistance. This research stream in-
vestigates the role of technology itself in shaping em-
ployees’ resistance to digital transformation. Factors 
such as the complexity of the technology, the degree of 
disruption it brings to existing processes, and the per-
ceived usefulness and ease of use of new digital tools 
can significantly influence employees’ attitudes toward 
digital transformation (Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 
2003). By carefully selecting, implementing, and sup-
porting the appropriate technologies, organizations 
can minimize resistance and ensure a more effective 
digital transformation process.
In this paper, we focus on resistance against digital 
transformation of middle managers. While this focus 
incorporates aspects of individual-level, organization-
al-level, and technological-level research streams, we 
argue that middle managers present a unique perspec-
tive that merits a dedicated research stream (Bagratio-
ni et al., 2021; Bagrationi et al., 2022). As they bridge 
the gap between top-level executives and frontline em-
ployees, middle managers play a crucial role in shap-
ing the success of digital transformation initiatives. By 
examining the specific challenges, opportunities, and 
values of middle managers in the context of digital 
transformation, we contribute to a more nuanced un-
derstanding of resistance and provide advice for orga-
nizations seeking to overcome barriers to change.

The Role of Middle Management in Digital 
Transformation
Middle managers occupy a unique position within or-
ganizations, bridging the gap between top-level execu-
tives and frontline employees. As a result, they play a 
critical role in the implementation and success of digi-
tal transformation initiatives. This section explores the 
specific challenges middle managers face in driving 
digital transformation and the opportunities they have 
to overcome resistance and facilitate change by align-
ing with their values.
Middle managers have a dual responsibility in digi-
tal transformation efforts: they must understand and 
embrace the strategic goals of the organization while 
simultaneously managing the day-to-day operations 
and concerns of their subordinates. As change agents, 
middle managers can effectively communicate the 
benefits of digital transformation, promote a culture 
of innovation, and support their teams through the 
change process (Wooldridge et al., 2008).
However, middle managers may face several challeng-
es when acting as change agents, including a lack of 
understanding of the digital transformation strategy 
and its implications (Balogun, Johnson, 2004), limited 
access to resources and support from top management 

velop more targeted approaches for overcoming these 
obstacles. Moreover, we update the literature review to 
include recent sources that better capture the current 
state of digital transformation in companies. By imple-
menting these revisions, we aim to provide a more 
robust and insightful analysis of middle management 
resistance to digital transformation and strategies for 
overcoming this resistance in practice.
By presenting this comprehensive analysis of middle 
management’s resistance to digital transformation in 
a multi-regional transportation service provider, we 
contribute to the literature on organizational change 
and digital business models. Our findings not only 
provide valuable insights for companies undergoing 
digital transformation but also help pave the way for 
future research in this important area of study.

Literature Review
Resistance to Digital Transformation
The study of resistance to change has evolved over time, 
with early research focusing on the social aspects of or-
ganizational change and more recent literature shifting 
toward the interplay between technologies and organi-
zations, including digital transformation (Sony, Naik, 
2020). Historically, resistance to change was viewed as 
a deviation from the expected mindset of employees, 
with roots in prevailing group norms (Lewin, 1947; 
Coch, French, 1948). However, more recent research 
has recognized that resistance can be a product of the 
social context in which it takes place and may even 
stem from good intentions (Dent, Goldberg, 1999; 
Hauschildt, 1999; Jansen, 2000). Studies have shown 
that employees might support investments in new ma-
chinery but resist organizational changes (Dunican, 
2015; Daniel, Hogarth, 1990). Moreover, resistance has 
been linked to organizational factors, such as poorly 
planned and executed change processes, inadequate 
human resource management, or a lack of competence 
or commitment.
The study of resistance to change has evolved over 
time, moving from a focus on the social aspects of or-
ganizational change to exploring the complex interplay 
between technologies, organizations, and individuals 
(Sony, Naik, 2020). Resistance to digital transforma-
tion – on the other hand – has been identified as a mul-
tifaceted phenomenon, encompassing various aspects 
such as individual, organizational, and technological 
factors.
Individual-level resistance. This research stream fo-
cuses on the personality traits, emotions, and cogni-
tive processes that influence how employees perceive 
and respond to digital transformation initiatives (Oreg, 
2006; Nov, Ye, 2009). By identifying and addressing 
individual-level factors, organizations can facilitate ac-
ceptance of digital transformation efforts.
Organizational-level resistance. This stream examines 
how organizational culture, leadership styles, com-
munication, and the nature of the change process it-
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(Battilana et al., 2010) and resistance from their own 
subordinates, who may perceive digital transformation 
as a threat to job security or organizational identity 
(Dent, Goldberg, 1999)
Yet, in some cases, middle managers may themselves 
exhibit resistance to digital transformation, due to 
various factors such as fear of job loss, perceived loss 
of power, or a lack of understanding of the strategic 
objectives (Bagrationi et al., 2021). This resistance can 
create a ripple effect, as middle managers transmit 
their own resistance to their subordinates, thereby hin-
dering the overall digital transformation process.
Understanding the connection between middle man-
agers’ values and their resistance during digital trans-
formation is a critical area of research for several rea-
sons. As key players in organizational change process-
es, middle managers have a significant impact on the 
success or failure of digital transformation efforts. By 
examining their values, we can gain insights into their 
behavior and decision-making, which can help organi-
zations better navigate the challenges associated with 
digital transformation.
First, middle managers’ values serve as the foundation 
for their attitudes and behaviors during digital trans-
formation. These values guide their decision-making 
and shape their responses to new technologies and 
processes (Hitt et al., 1990; Meglino, Ravlin, 1998). 
By understanding the values that middle managers 
hold, organizations can identify potential sources of 
resistance and develop strategies to address these chal-
lenges.
Second, given their position within the organizational 
hierarchy, middle managers play a crucial role in bridg-
ing the gap between top management and employees 
(Floyd, Wooldridge, 1992). Their values can influence 
how they communicate and implement digital trans-
formation initiatives, potentially affecting employee 
buy-in and the overall success of the transformation. 
Researching middle managers’ values can shed light 
on the factors that contribute to their support or re-
sistance to change, enabling organizations to develop 
targeted interventions and communication strategies.
Third, although the group of middle managers all 
perform comparable tasks, their personality setup 
and their behavioral choices differ from one another. 
Hence, in order to produce a tangible outcome, we ap-
ply a cluster analysis to study middle managers’ values 
and their resistance during digital transformation. By 
examining patterns and relationships among values, 
this approach can identify distinct groups of middle 
managers who may respond differently to digital trans-
formation efforts (Hair et al., 2010). These insights can 
help organizations tailor their change management 
strategies to address the specific needs and concerns of 
different clusters of middle managers, improving the 
likelihood of successful digital transformation.
Taking the aforementioned points into account, this 
research provides valuable insights for organizations 

undergoing digital transformation, enabling them to 
develop more effective strategies to address resistance 
and facilitate a smoother transition to digital processes.

Company and Organizational Change
The company, a leading freight forwarding organiza-
tion in Russia, has been operating for 14 years. Recog-
nizing the growing demand for small-scale transporta-
tion and an increase in online purchases, the company 
sought to transition from its traditional freight for-
warding model to a platform business that directly con-
nects clients and hauliers. This required a significant 
reengineering of existing business processes, changes 
in organizational structure, and the development of 
new competencies. To facilitate this transformation, a 
new Organizational Development Department was es-
tablished, comprising experienced employees and in-
dustry specialists to form a project management team.
The company’s branches were geographically dispersed 
across various regions in the Russian Federation, with 
each branch’s structure and organizational culture 
shaped by its regional manager. The implementation of 
a new information system was intended to streamline 
business processes throughout the entire organization 
and enforce workflow standards, necessitating a uni-
fied approach to communication and marketing with 
customers and hauliers.
To standardize communication and training, the proj-
ect management team created units within regional 
divisions, reporting directly to the head of the project 
management team. This shift led to a redistribution 
of the hauliers base, assigning hauliers to orders for 
uninterrupted order flow. The new performance mea-
surement system and KPIs encouraged employees to 
increase the number of transactions to maintain their 
previous monetary rewards.
Initially, these changes were met with resistance, as 
some managers experienced a decline in their monthly 
salaries. The project management team provided con-
tinuous explanations and support to help employees 
adapt and eventually increase their productivity and 
remuneration. Despite some initial attrition, most em-
ployees eventually adapted to the changes.
Regional directors were replaced with regional manag-
ers who assumed greater responsibilities, and regular 
conferences and training sessions were held to support 
them in managing the new business processes. While 
the new system showed significant growth in some ar-
eas, other areas experienced minimal growth due to 
the coexistence of new rules and old practices.
To address the resistance to innovation and ensure the 
success of the digital transformation, the project man-
agement team conducted training sessions and case 
studies during joint conferences, aiming to reduce 
tensions between central and regional divisions and 
improve the effectiveness of joint actions. By adopting 
a more structured approach and integrating qualita-
tive analysis, the updated article can provide a better 



2023      Vol. 17  No 2 FORESIGHT AND STI GOVERNANCEFORESIGHT AND STI GOVERNANCE 53

the distances between clusters and minimizing the 
distance between observations within each cluster. An 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) validated the obtained 
cluster results.
To ensure the validity and reliability of the findings, the 
study employed data triangulation by collecting infor-
mation from multiple sources. This approach enabled 
the researchers to compare and contrast different per-
spectives on the change process and resistance behav-
ior, enhancing the credibility of the study’s conclusions.

Findings
Cluster 1. The “Bystanders” (N=36).
The Bystanders display a low average score (M=0.10, 
SD=0.10) on routine seeking and a relatively high aver-
age score for attitude toward the Status Quo (M=0.47, 
SD=0.10), indicating that they are generally comfort-
able with the current state of affairs. The process of 
adopting new technologies or practices is seen as chal-
lenging (M=0.50, SD=0.12). This cluster comprises the 
oldest managers (M=35.10, SD=6.70).
As for their values assessed by the SVQ, the bystanders 
display a moderate preference for Conformity (M=0.47, 
SD=0.12), indicating a tendency to adhere to social 
norms and rules. Their high scores for Self-Direction 
(M=0.57, SD=0.12), Achievement (M=0.52, SD=0.13), 
and Security (M=0.58, SD=0.13) reveal middle man-
agers that value personal autonomy, creativity, and 
success in their work while prioritizing stability, safety, 
and predictability in their work environment. 
These findings suggest that this group may be less in-
clined to actively resist or promote digital change, but 
rather adopt a more passive stance in the face of orga-
nizational transformation. A good example of a man-
ager of cluster one came to our attention at one of the 
first meetings with the project management team. The 
head of the logistic department in the central region 
managed a department with good performance, and 
the manager was in good standing with the company’s 
top management. She was building trusting relation-
ships both with representatives of clients and with 
representatives of hauliers, which allowed her, within 
the framework of the old system, to use these relation-
ships, both in the interests of the company, as well as 
for her personal interests. Often, these interests coin-
cided, that is, she could agree with clients to receive 
orders outside the standard distribution schemes. She 
supported the change process and shared top manage-
ment’s view on the potential efficiency gains. Though 
she favored a rather cautious policy of small steps as 
she was worried about the department’s overall rating 
in the company. “Change is good, but in small steps”, 
she frequently said during our interview. The process 
was rolled out though not at all in the manner she had 
favored. As a consequence, the performance of her 
unit was lowered and the manager started to initiate 
and orchestrate resistance among her team members 
as she felt responsible for them. This quickly resulted 

understanding of the challenges and opportunities as-
sociated with middle managers’ resistance to digital 
change in the context of the company’s digital trans-
formation.

Methodology and Research Approach
This study employs a mixed-methods approach, com-
bining quantitative cluster analysis with qualitative 
interviews to explore the relationship between middle 
managers’ values and their resistance during digital 
transformation. 
To gain a comprehensive understanding of the com-
pany’s activities and the change process execution plan, 
the authors started by reviewing internal documents 
and conducting in-depth interviews with various 
stakeholders, including the CEO and project manage-
ment team leader. These interviews aimed at exploring 
how resistance to change manifested through social 
interactions (Humphreys, Brown, 2002). Using pur-
poseful sampling (Gilmore, Gilson, 2007), the authors 
selected interviewees who could provide valuable in-
sights into resistance behavior, social dynamics during 
the change process, and strategies to overcome resis-
tance. In total, twelve members of the organization 
were interviewed. The interviews were framed around 
the change process events, implementation, intra-
group structured antagonism, and resistance behavior. 
The second author led the analysis process, identifying 
underlying forces that triggered resistance to change36 
and organizing the collected statements in relation to 
the change process. An expert panel of sociologists 
and organizational psychologists reviewed the original 
data and provided feedback on the conclusions drawn.
The quantitative component of this research, conduct-
ed by the first author, focuses on two aspects: the anal-
ysis of middle managers’ attitudes toward change using 
an Attitudes Toward Change Questionnaire and the 
assessment of their values using the Schwartz Values 
Questionnaire (SVQ). The Attitudes Toward Change 
Questionnaire was developed based on expert input, 
resulting in four factors: (1) Attitude toward routine 
(Smith, Hitt, 2005; Oreg, 2006), (2) Attitude toward 
status quo (Samuelson, Zeckhauser, 1988), (3) Attitude 
toward the difficulty of mastering innovation (Davis, 
1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003), and (4) Attitude toward 
the inevitability of innovation (Ford et al., 2008). The 
questionnaire contained 12 items that were validated 
through principal component analysis and confirma-
tory factor analysis. 
The SVQ measures 10 basic human values: power, 
achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, 
universalism, benevolence, tradition, conformity, and 
security. The SVQ was used to test additional hypoth-
eses regarding the relationship between employee val-
ues and their resistance to change.
We used k-means to cluster the analysis results of the 
Attitudes Toward Change Questionnaire. Thereby, we 
aimed for higher classification quality by maximizing 
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in a generally negative attitude toward the change proj-
ect throughout her entire department. The lady – who 
spoke with a loud and authoritative voice – worked in 
an open plan office, which ensured every team mem-
ber could hear her opinion. Additionally, she would 
use the company email system to spread her opinion. 
The negative attitude toward change traveled quickly 
into other regional divisions to which she had personal 
ties. Top management took notice of the resistance but 
decided against any action, especially as the manager 
never scaled her actions up or adopted active resis-
tance. In the eyes of top management, she never re-
ally posed a threat to the change process toward a new 
strategy. In her team, however, she held a lead position 
and when she voiced her dissatisfaction, her colleagues 
showed her loyalty and adopted her mindset. Due to 
her experience and standing within the company, a 
lot of time and training was directed to discuss with 
and to convince her that after all, she and her team 
will master the new system. As time progressed, the 
overall rating of the unit increased even above the pre-
vious rating. Once the success of the project became 
clearer and insecurity vanished, she used her influence 
to align her team back with the company’s strategic vi-
sion and she became a central advocator for the firm’s 
change process.

Cluster 2. The “Skeptics” (N=29)
The Skeptics display a moderate average score (M=0.38, 
SD=0.12) on the attitude toward routine and a high at-
titude toward Status Quo (M=0.60, SD=0.13). Their 
preference for maintaining their usual work routines 
and tendency to be content with the present state of af-
fairs might trigger resistance to change. Still, the Skep-
tics display a moderately high preference for Confor-
mity with social norms (M=0.53, SD=0.18), together 
with high scores for Self-Direction (M=0.57, SD=0.17) 
and Achievement (M=0.53, SD=0.15). These manag-
ers value personal autonomy, creativity, and success 
in their work. Therefore, their resistance would take 
place only in an acceptable range. The average score 
for Power (M=0.45, SD=0.15) is moderate, reflecting 
a balanced approach to asserting their authority and 
influence. Their average score for Security (M=0.57, 
SD=0.15) is relatively high, which shows that they pri-
oritize stability, safety, and predictability in their work 
environment.
A manager from the central region with vast experi-
ence in the industry was supportive of the upcoming 
changes to stay competitive. Within his division, the 
majority of work procedures in place were developed 
by him as he led this division from the very moment 
of its foundation. The manager welcomed the push to-
ward a digital platform, but only as long as it did not 
interfere with his established principles of work. The 
manager went a long way to ensure that everyone saw 
him as a change agent, while in fact trying to roll out 
his work procedures throughout the entire company. 
These procedures however contradicted some of the 

imposed changes intended by top management, which 
frequently led to heated debates in meetings. When his 
team members proposed to rearrange the workflow 
in line with top managements’ orders, he resisted the 
change and insisted on his established procedures. The 
division’s performance remained on a fairly high level 
(albeit the growth rate was lower than the company’s 
average), and top management let him prevail. “He 
will have to follow the rules of the new information 
system anyway”, the project management team marked 
on a meeting note. Not all activities were digitalized at 
the same time but rather were transferred to the new 
system step by step. Especially those processes that re-
quired action from the firms’ partners were scheduled 
for a later stage. Hence, the communication processes 
between hauliers and managers were still done tele-
phonically. In the second stage, however, the hauli-
ers’ communication was captured electronically and 
the information system-imposed selection criteria for 
hauliers was made mandatory. The manager, after ap-
proving the “non-priority haulier” (giving contracts to 
hauliers against the logics of the information system), 
was obliged to provide the prioritized haulier with an-
other order within two days. He still circumvented the 
system and ensured that hauliers that were part of his 
network could still continue to do telephone confer-
ences with the unit’s head. The project management 
team flagged this fact as a major weakness and re-
corded numerous attempts of the manager to negoti-
ate preferred conditions for a number of hauliers over 
the telephone. When confronted, the manager blamed 
the bad IT knowledge of the haulier. The manager was 
able to span networks and bring in experiences from 
other organizations with the company’s hauliers in his 
region. He saw these connections as his major asset – 
which he said would benefit the firm. His attempts to 
fence off the control through the IS could no longer 
be ignored and the manager was asked to explain why 
he deviated from the company’s processes. His true in-
tentions to reestablish his way of doing business was 
revealed and trust in him vanished. 

Cluster 3. The “Passive Powerholders” (N=48).
The Passive Powerholders display a low average score 
(M=0.10, SD=0.14) toward Routine seeking, suggest-
ing that they are relatively open to abandoning their 
usual work routines in favor of change. They perceive 
the process of adopting new technologies or practices 
as quite challenging (M=0.67, SD=0.08), but they are 
not particularly concerned about the choice to adapt 
the innovation.
The Passive Powerholders display a high preference for 
Conformity (M=0.58, SD=0.18), indicating a strong 
tendency to adhere to social norms and rules. Their 
scores for Self-Direction (M=0.58, SD=0.15) and 
Achievement (M=0.60, SD=0.18) are also high, sug-
gesting that they value personal autonomy, creativity, 
and success in their work. The average score for Power 
(M=0.43, SD=0.20) is moderate, reflecting a balanced 
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approach to asserting their authority and influence. 
Their average score for Security (M=0.67, SD=0.17) is 
notably high, indicating that they prioritize stability, 
safety, and predictability in their work environment.
A regional manager (Case 7) had mastered the craft to 
optimize the performance indicators and was hence 
doing exceptionally well for herself. She grounded her 
success in the collaboration with “special treatment” 
hauliers. The introduction of a new information sys-
tem was consequently a threat which she expressed at 
each meeting with her peer regional managers. The 
statements made were however abstract and not built 
on factual arguments. When the project management 
team asked her to provide evidence for her claims, she 
refused to collaborate. In order to alleviate the situa-
tion, the manager opened another branch. Striped of 
her personal connections with hauliers and forced to 
deliver results, the manager adopted the rules of the 
new system. Losing her established environment re-
sulted in a loss of security. In order to reconnect, she 
adopted the new paradigm and accepted the new poli-
cies. 

Cluster 4. The “Open-Minded” (N=21).
The Open-Minded cluster shows a low average score 
(M=0.17, SD=0.16) toward Routine seeking, together 
with a low average score toward Status Quo (M=0.20, 
SD=0.10). They perceive the process of adopting new 
technologies or practices as moderately challenging 
(M=0.45, SD=0.20) but not overly daunting and are 
not very concerned with the opportunity to opt out 
of the change process. The Open-Minded cluster dis-
plays a moderate preference for Conformity (M=0.45, 
SD=0.17), indicating a balanced approach to adhering 
to social norms and rules. Their scores for Self-Direc-
tion (M=0.63, SD=0.13) and Achievement (M=0.57, 
SD=0.13) are high, suggesting that they value personal 
autonomy, creativity, and success in their work. The av-
erage score for Power (M=0.48, SD=0.15) is indicative 
of a balanced approach to asserting their authority and 
influence. Their average score for Security (M=0.62, 
SD=0.10) shows their priority for stability, safety, and 
predictability in their work environment, albeit to a 
lesser extent than the more resistant clusters.
Their open mind allows them to see opportunities and 
act accordingly. A manager with great standing in her 
unit – all inter-department activities were established 
by her – as was a set of work principles that most other 
departments adopted – operated in a region with a very 
strong competitor. This kept the development of her 
division down, as the majority of the customers and 
hauliers worked with the company’s competitor. Under 
the established business model, it was not possible to 
change the situation for the better, and hence she be-
came an active supporter of the digital platform. She 
believed the new system would break the close con-

nection between potential clients and the company’s 
main competitor in the region by offering clients much 
more favorable conditions through a greater choice of 
hauliers and more competitive pricing. Moreover, she 
supported the implementation of a new system in her 
branch and arranged training for her team. Thanks 
to her activity, the implementation of changes in the 
branch was made easy and the branch received a new 
impetus for development. The division’s position in the 
region’s market has subsequently strengthened. The 
division’s elevated performance was well perceived by 
top management and the neighboring region’s branch 
was added to the regional managers’ portfolio (head of 
the division where she was head of the logistics depart-
ment). The previous head of the neighboring branch 
who had resisted the change left the company.  
Still, open mindedness can also lead to negative results 
as the opportunities ahead overshadow the one’s own 
lacking contribution to success. A manager in a remote 
region saw the opportunity that the proposed changes 
offered. A manager in a region in the Far East (Case 3) 
felt incapable to qualitatively develop his branch, since 
his region is the region of the “last mile”.1 Competition 
for the few reliable hauliers was very high and incom-
ing traffic was much lower than in the central regions. 
The new system allowed hauliers who have capacities 
on incoming trips to offer this opportunity through the 
company’s platform. After the organizational change, 
the number of transports increased significantly. The 
division was unprepared to act accordingly and make 
use of this opportunity as the operational organization 
proved suboptimal. The manager acted from a periph-
eral position in the network and understood that this 
new opportunity would open up ways to improve his 
position in the social space and embraced the upcom-
ing changes.

Cluster 5. The “Resisters” (N=24).
The Resisters show a moderate average score (M=0.25, 
SD=0.16) toward Routine seeking and an average At-
titude toward the Status Quo (M=0.57, SD=0.12). They 
perceive the process of adopting new technologies or 
practices as highly challenging (M=0.72, SD=0.08) and 
want the option to reject innovation. Should they not 
have the possibility to continue their usual work pro-
cesses, they are likely to show resistance.
As for their values assessed by the SVQ, the Resisters 
cluster displays a relatively high preference for Confor-
mity with social norms and rules (M=0.55, SD=0.15). 
Their scores for Self-Direction (M=0.58, SD=0.15) 
and Achievement (M=0.55, SD=0.13) are high, while 
Power is moderate (M=0.43, SD=0.15). Their average 
score for Security (M=0.63, SD=0.17) is relatively high, 
indicating that they prioritize stability, safety, and pre-
dictability in their work environment. Instead of em-
bracing innovations and organizational change, these 
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1   A term used in supply chain management and transportation planning to describe the movement of people and goods from a transportation hub to a final 
destination. https://www.businessinsider.com/last-mile-delivery-shipping-explained?IR=T, accessed 08.04.2023.
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members are rather cautious and fear unnecessary 
change.
Another manager from the central region with vast 
experience in the industry was supportive of the up-
coming changes to stay competitive. Within his divi-
sion, the majority of work procedures in place were 
developed by him as he led this division from the very 
moment of its foundation. The manager welcomed the 
push toward a digital platform, but only as long as they 
didn’t interfere with his established principles of work. 
The manager went a long way to ensure that everyone 
perceived him as a change agent, while in fact trying 
to roll out his work procedures throughout the entire 
company. These procedures though contradicted some 
of the imposed changes as intended by top manage-
ment, which frequently led to heated debates in meet-
ings. When his team members proposed to rearrange 
the workflow in line with top managements’ orders, he 
resisted the change and insisted on his established pro-
cedures. The division’s performance though remained 
on a fairly high level (albeit the growth rate was lower 
than the company’s average), and top management let 
him prevail. “He will have to follow the rules of new 
information system anyway”, the project management 
team marked on a meeting note. Not all activities were 
digitalized at the same time though but rather were 
transferred to the new system step by step. Especially 
those processes that required action from the firms’ 
partners were scheduled for a later stage. Hence, the 
communication processes between hauliers and man-
agers were still done telephonically. In a second stage 
though, the hauliers’ communication was captured 
electronically, and the information system-imposed 
selection criteria for hauliers was made mandatory. 
The manager, after approving the “non-priority haulier” 
(giving contracts to hauliers against the logics of the 
IS), was obliged to provide the prioritized haulier with 
another order within two days. He still circumvented 
the system and ensured that hauliers that were part of 
his network could still continue to do telephone con-
ferences with the unit’s head. The project management 
team flagged this fact as a major weakness and record-
ed numerous attempts of the manager to negotiate 
preferred conditions for a number of hauliers over the 
telephone line. When confronted, the manager blamed 
the bad IT knowledge of the haulier. The manager was 
able to span networks and bring in experiences from 
other organizations with the company’s hauliers in his 
region. He saw these connections as his major asset – 
which he said would benefit the firm. His attempts to 
fence off the control through the IS could no longer 
be ignored, and the manager was asked to explain why 
he diverted from the company’s processes. His true in-
tentions to reestablish his way of doing business was 
revealed and trust in him vanished.
The head of a regional division in the south was act-
ing in a very competitive environment and he had al-
ready informed top management that the position of 
his division in the regional transportation market was 
weakening. This manager’s special relationships were 

built primarily with hauliers in his region, but also, to 
a lesser extent, with representatives of major clients. As 
the platform was rolled out, clients’ ability to maintain 
special relationships began to decline. In addition, the 
implementation of the system was accompanied by the 
renegotiation of contracts with hauliers and finding 
new clients. 
He suggested a new pricing policy and lower entry re-
quirements to contract in new hauliers. At the same 
time, when the process of implementing changes be-
gan, the branch’s indicators actually began to decline. 
At the regular meetings to discuss the changes, the 
manager gave contradictory explanations for the lack 
of development of his division, often referring to the 
bad implementation strategy of top management or to 
the unwillingness of team members to use it and the 
low motivation of employees in general. This raised 
red flags with the change management team. Over an 
extended period, the situation at the branch did not 
change for the better. The manager continued to blame 
the new IS, often with absurd requests like changing 
the font size of the website. The project management 
team recommended that the CEO replace the head of 
this division, which he did eventually (although the 
CEO resisted this move for a long time as this manager 
was his protégé in the past). After replacing both the 
regional manager and the head of the logistics depart-
ment, the new management more consciously joined 
the updated processes. Four months later (after on-
site training activities), the branch began to return to 
steady growth. A year later, the division’s performance 
only marginally lagged behind the leading region.
In the best case, the energy that these resisters put into 
their actions can be used for the company’s benefit as 
one example shows. A department manager was an in-
formal leader and was highly influential as an opinion 
maker throughout the entire company. She opposed 
the change plans right from the start, but her opposi-
tion became fierce when her unit demonstrated really 
poor performance under the new regime. The manager 
invested a lot of time and energy to find various ways 
to circumvent the procedures of the information sys-
tem, and she proudly shared her success stories among 
members of various regions. In fact, more and more 
employees started to follow her suggestions. The new 
platform limited her freedom to maintain her personal 
connections with the hauliers who demanded higher 
prices for the services they provided in exchange for 
their loyalty.
The change management team had to react, but it was 
unclear how to change her mind. Then, the IT depart-
ment communicated that they closed the blind spots 
that she had revealed. In fact, the IT department was 
working alongside her multiple attempts and found it 
helpful to identify weaknesses of the system. The man-
ager was subsequently promoted to search for weak-
nesses in the new electronic platform. She mentioned 
during the interview how important it was to see that 
the project management team and top management 
appreciated her work and took her comments seri-
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ously. Thereby, she changed her perception and be-
came a central promoter for the new business model. 
This gave her credibility, especially as top management 
started to appreciate the skills that she developed. She 
subsequently received a promotion. 
 
Cluster 6. The “Active Powerholders” (N=26).
The Active Powerholders demonstrate a low aver-
age score (M=0.05, SD=0.10) on routine seeking 
and a high appreciation for the Status Quo (M=0.68, 
SD=0.12), while they show little fear of mastering an 
innovation (M=0.28, SD=0.12). Also, they do not insist 
on having the option to reject the innovation and are 
more open to organizational change. The Active Pow-
erholders cluster displays a relatively high preference 
for Conformity to social norms and rules (M=0.57, 
SD=0.17). Their scores for Self-Direction (M=0.65, 
SD=0.15) and Achievement (M=0.63, SD=0.13) are 
high, suggesting that they highly value personal au-
tonomy, creativity, and success in their work. These 
managers set a strong focus on asserting their author-
ity and influence (M=0.52, SD=0.18), while they pri-
oritize stability, safety, and predictability in their work 
environment (M=0.67, SD=0.10). These values suggest 
that this group is more likely to support digital change 
and actively participate in the implementation of new 
technologies and practices. These are middle managers 
who find ways around the implemented organizational 
change as they can play their powerful positions and 
are flexible in abandoning their established practices.
We found a good case to exemplify the cluster in a divi-
sion head who did not see the need for any changes in 
the work of the branch. Under the old system she en-
joyed a high standing as one of the most effective man-
agers. The regional division was creating a majority of 

its revenue through one client and thanks to this client, 
she was the highest paid head among the regional divi-
sion. The introduced organizational change processes 
now changed this advantage and the KPI system dras-
tically reduced the manager’s remuneration. Moreover, 
the transition to the digital platform and the change 
in the principles of work required this manager to de-
velop relations with other clients of the region, which 
quickly revealed “bottlenecks” in the processes of her 
division. Realizing the importance of a key client for 
the company to which she had a very close connec-
tion, she frequently threatened to leave the company. 
As the top management did not give in to her threats, 
but actually approved her wish to leave, she decided 
to stay on. Nevertheless, she made a lot of efforts to 
maintain the previous work procedures. Due to her 
personal relationship with the CEO and her well-es-
tablished relationship with a priority client, it was de-
cided to increase this division’s own fleet of vehicles in 
the region in order to keep the client. This approach 
also succeeded in ceasing the manager’s resistance. Her 
refusal to take the final step and leave opened up new 
ways to discuss alternative options. And indeed, due to 
her connection with the main client, she could actu-
ally guarantee access to economic capital. In choosing 
a more amicable approach, she convinced top manage-
ment to follow her suggestion and to give special status 
to her department.
Figure 1 summarizes the results for each cluster.

Discussion and Conclusion
This study aimed to explore the resistance to digital 
transformation among employees at a logistics compa-
ny, focusing on their values and attitudes as assessed by 
the Schwartz Values Questionnaire (SVQ). Our analy-

Figure 1. Results
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sis revealed a significant relationship between employ-
ees’ attitudes toward routine, the status quo, and the 
perceived difficulty of mastering innovation, and their 
resistance to digital transformation (Schwartz, 1992).
Employees who scored high on tradition and confor-
mity values tended to have a more positive attitude 
toward routine and were more likely to resist digital 
transformation, as they preferred to maintain existing 
routines and work practices (Schwartz, 1992). Simi-
larly, employees with a positive attitude toward the 
status quo were found to be more resistant to change, 
as they scored high on security and power values and 
preferred stability and control over their work envi-
ronment (Bardi, Schwartz, 2003).
On the other hand, employees who believed that mas-
tering innovation was difficult tended to be more resis-
tant to change, as they scored high on hedonism and 
achievement values, indicating a desire for personal 
satisfaction and success in their work (Schwartz et al., 
2012). Conversely, employees who acknowledged the 
inevitability of innovation and scored high on uni-
versalism, self-direction, and stimulation values were 
more open to change and more likely to embrace digi-
tal transformation initiatives (Schwartz, 1994).
The case examples provided further insight into the 
role of middle managers’ values and attitudes in their 
resistance to digital transformation. The k-means clus-
tering analysis revealed distinct groups of employees 
with differing attitudes toward change, including Pas-
sive Powerholders and Active Powerholders (Balogun, 
Johnson, 2004). This allowed us to identify specific pat-
terns of resistance behavior among middle managers.
To support middle managers in overcoming resistance 
to digital transformation, organizations must address 
the values and concerns that drive middle managers’ 
attitudes toward change. Aligning digital transforma-
tion initiatives with the values of middle managers can 
foster a more positive attitude with regard to change 
and empower middle managers to lead their teams ef-
fectively (Battilana et al., 2010).
Some strategies for value alignment include:
(1) Clearly communicating the strategic goals and 

benefits of digital transformation initiatives to 
middle managers, ensuring they understand their 
role in achieving these objectives and how they 
align with their values (Balogun, Johnson, 2004).

(2) Providing adequate resources, training, and sup-
port for middle managers to help them navigate 
the challenges of digital transformation while 
staying true to their core values (Battilana et al., 
2010).

(3) Encouraging middle managers to engage in open 
dialogue with their subordinates, addressing con-
cerns, and fostering a culture of innovation and 
collaboration that reflects the values of the organi-
zation (Dent, Goldberg, 1999).

Understanding the unique role and challenges of mid-
dle management in digital transformation, as well as 

the values that drive their attitudes toward change, is 
crucial for organizations seeking to overcome resis-
tance and ensure successful digital transformation ini-
tiatives (Kotter, Schlesinger, 2008). By addressing the 
concerns of middle managers and providing them with 
the necessary support to align their values with the or-
ganization’s goals, companies can cultivate a culture of 
innovation and resilience that is critical for navigating 
the digital era (Battilana et al., 2010).
The results of our research carry important implica-
tions for various other sectors, such as higher educa-
tion and healthcare given that successfully implement-
ed digital transformation initiatives are essential for 
organizations to deliver improved outcomes (Autor, 
2015; Goldin, Kutarna, 2016). Understanding employ-
ees’ values and their attitudes toward digital transfor-
mation and addressing resistance to change can sig-
nificantly enhance the effectiveness of such initiatives.
For instance, in higher education, digital transfor-
mation has been transforming teaching and learning 
methods, fostering collaboration, and enhancing the 
accessibility of educational resources. As in logistics, 
employees in higher education institutions may dis-
play resistance to digital transformation due to their 
values and attitudes, which can hinder the successful 
implementation of innovative technologies and prac-
tices (Frey, Osborne, 2013). Our research findings can 
inform strategies to address this resistance, thus facili-
tating the adaptation of higher education institutions 
to the digital era.
Similarly, our research results are particularly relevant 
for the healthcare industries, as these sectors have been 
experiencing rapid digital transformation due to the 
emergence of digital health technologies, personalized 
medicine, telemedicine, and data-driven drug discov-
ery (Agarwal et al., 2010; Topol, 2015). The identified 
clusters of middle managers in our study can provide 
valuable insights into the specific patterns of resistance 
behavior that may emerge in these industries as well.
Understanding the values and attitudes driving the 
resistance of larger groups of employees can help or-
ganizations tailor their change management strategies 
and facilitate the successful adoption of digital trans-
formation initiatives. Building upon our research find-
ings, the identified clusters of middle managers, such 
as Passive Powerholders and Active Powerholders, 
provide invaluable insights into the specific patterns of 
resistance behavior that may emerge during the digita-
lization of healthcare. To ensure the successful imple-
mentation of digital transformation initiatives in the 
healthcare sector, organizations must account for these 
diverse values and attitudes.
For instance, Passive Powerholders may be resistant 
to the adoption of digital health technologies due to 
their preference for established routines and a reluc-
tance to take risks (Frey, Osborne, 2013). In this con-
text, organizations can address the concerns of Pas-
sive Powerholders by providing comprehensive train-
ing programs, emphasizing the benefits of new tech-
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nologies, and involving them in the decision-making 
process to ensure a smoother transition (Agarwal et 
al., 2010).
On the other hand, Active Powerholders may be more 
open to digital transformation but may still harbor con-
cerns about potential job displacement or the ethical 
implications of digital health technologies (Topol, 2015; 
Hollis et al., 2015). To overcome resistance from Active 
Powerholders, organizations can focus on transparent 
communication, demonstrating how digital health tech-
nologies can complement rather than replace human 
expertise, and fostering an environment of trust and 
ethical responsibility (Susskind, Susskind, 2018).
Moreover, our research findings can play a significant 
role in addressing resistance to digital transformation 
in healthcare by promoting interdisciplinary collabo-
ration, which is essential for navigating the complexi-
ties of digital health innovations (Liu et al., 2019; Bhav-
nani et al., 2017). By understanding the diverse values 
and attitudes of employees across various disciplines, 
healthcare organizations can foster an inclusive cul-
ture where all stakeholders contribute to the successful 
implementation of digital transformation initiatives.

For example, the integration of electronic health re-
cords and telemedicine platforms necessitates collabo-
ration between healthcare providers, IT professionals, 
and regulatory authorities (Ma et al., 2020; Blake et al., 
2020). Leveraging our research findings, organizations 
can identify potential areas of resistance and develop 
targeted strategies to facilitate effective interdisciplinary 
collaboration, ensuring the seamless adoption of digital 
health technologies and improved patient outcomes.
Furthermore, the healthcare sector faces unique chal-
lenges in the implementation of digital transforma-
tion, such as stringent regulations, patient privacy 
concerns, and the need for effective interdisciplinary 
collaboration (Ma et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2019; Hollis et 
al., 2015; Blake et al., 2020; Bhavnani et al., 2017). By 
understanding the concerns and values of employees 
in these industries, organizations can develop targeted 
strategies to address resistance and foster a culture of 
innovation and resilience, which is crucial for navigat-
ing the digital era (Srivastava, Shainesh, 2015).

The article was prepared within the framework of the Basic 
Research Program of the HSE University.
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