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Abstract 

 

As organisations embark on digital transformation (DT) strategies to improve 

customer service, employee propensity to adopt technology will be critical to its 

success. The purpose of this paper is to explore acceptance levels in frontline 

employees and line managers towards DT by integrating the resistance to 

change scale with the technology acceptance model. A mixed method design 

was employed, measuring the constructs and exploring employee perceptions 

of DT. An employee sample (n = 72) completed the questionnaires, revealing 

no statistically significant relationship between the constructs. The relationship 

between perceived ease of use and role title was found to be statistically sig-

nificant. Interview responses identified employee emotions to be a key factor in 

explaining this, stemming from poor communication, engagement and training. 

The implications and suggestions for future research will be discussed in this 

paper.  
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Digital transformation (DT) in the workplace: The impact on frontline 

employees and line managers 

 

1. Introduction 

Recent research by The Expert Group on Future Skills Needs (EGFSN, 

2018) suggests the acceleration of digital transformation (DT) will significantly 

disrupt the workplace in Ireland, with duties of some roles being changed, and 

others even being displaced, including frontline workers in customer service 

positions. Frontline workers are those who communicate directly with custom-

ers and provide a satisfactory experience (Sharma et al., 2017). For DT to be 

successful, organisations must adopt a structured strategy capable of address-

ing the challenges DT will present, including training and development, organi-

sational change and leadership styles (Wade et al., 2017). The Organisation 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2016) suggests frontline 

workers will be required to undergo retraining during DT, and it will also provide 

an opportunity for organisations to upskill leadership regarding the competen-

cies and behaviours required to make DT a success (Kolbjørnsrud et al., 2017). 

Leadership style can be a key contributor to positive DT outcomes (Sow & 

Aborie, 2018), with servant and transformational styles both found to benefit the 

process, especially when they are aligned (Divya & Suganthi, 2018). 

 

Organisational change should be in symmetry with the DT process, and em-

ployees should be engaged with the change plan from the beginning 

(Kolbjørnsrud et al., 2017). Employees can sometimes resist change and cre-

ate a barrier to the implementation of new technology being a success, how-

ever, the adoption of change models like Lewin’s change theory can support 

organisations undertaking change programmes (Mullins, 2016). The resistance 

to change scale (RTCS) can be used to provide insight into the dispositional 

reasons employees resist change - an important precursor for organisations, 

as those employees with an inclination to resist change tend to have a negative 

effect on organisations who are implementing change (Oreg, 2003). The tech-

nology acceptance model (TAM) explains user behaviour when introduced to a 

new technology or technological process and contains two constructs: per-

ceived ease of use (PEOU) and perceived usefulness (PU) (Davis, 1989). 



N00182578 

9 

 

1.1. Purpose of the Research 

The objective of this research was to build on the body of knowledge within 

organisational psychology and examine how it can be used in conjunction with 

theoretical scales to support an organisation adopting a DT strategy. A gap was 

identified in literature surrounding the impact DT has on frontline staff and line 

managers, seen as those vulnerable to DT, and key to its success (OECD, 

2016). Line managers are those responsible for managing and supervising 

members of staff (Liu, 2017). Employee resistance to change (RTC), a key bar-

rier to successful DT (Frey & Osborne, 2013), is investigated by the paper to 

understand employee behaviour and decisions. In summary, the purpose of this 

paper was to explore how frontline employees and line managers feel about 

DT, and identify organisational psychology interventions that may support the 

DT process. Definitions of key technological terms can be found in Appendix A. 
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2. Literature review 

2.1. The Impact of DT in the Workplace 

Global 2019 business expenditure on DT reached some $1.2 trillion, an in-

crease of 17.9% on 2018 (International Data Corporation, 2019), this despite 

the fact that 70% of DT programmes fail to meet their objectives (Bucy et al., 

2017). A study by the EGSFN (2018) found one in three jobs in Ireland are at 

high risk of being disrupted by digital technologies, and job losses are predicted 

to hit 46,000 by 2023, with customer service roles at highest risk of being dis-

placed by robotic process automation and chatbots. Chatbots are being used 

by businesses to engage with customers in a less time consuming and more 

efficient manner compared to human interaction, with the chatbots having the 

ability to respond to customer needs through software embedded natural lan-

guage generation capabilities (EGFSN, 2018). Virtual assistant (VA) is another 

name used for chatbot technology and both use language to communicate and 

achieve an objective (Sousa et al., 2019). Employees can be expected to resist 

technologies that are being implemented which may diminish their responsibil-

ities and impact their potential career and earnings growth (Frey & Osborne, 

2013).  

 

Beaudry et al. (2013) point out that tasks typically undertaken by low skilled 

employees, for example frontline customer services staff, are now being carried 

out by employees of a higher skill level due to the impact of digital transfor-

mation, in some cases driving low skilled employees out of the labour market. 

High attrition rates and work-related stress are already prominent among front-

line employees (Elmadag & Ellinger, 2017). Tasks and responsibilities that re-

quire creative and social intelligence are unlikely to be reallocated to automa-

tion due to technological bottlenecks. Social intelligence is defined by Albrecht 

(2006) as the ability to get along with other people and have them cooperate 

with you. Technological bottlenecks may be good news for frontline customer 

services employees as judges of the Loebner Prize who compare chatbots con-

sidered to be human-like, are sceptical of chatbot social intelligence and com-

mon-sense capabilities (Frey & Osborne, 2013).  

 

2.2. Organisational Psychology 
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Organisational psychology is the arm of psychology that studies human be-

haviour in the workplace and applies psychological principles to address com-

mon workplace issues such as training and development, recruitment, perfor-

mance measurement, organisational development, workplace motivation and 

reward (American Psychology Association, undated). Smelser and Baltes 

(2001) expanded on the workplace issues organisational psychology ad-

dresses, by including leadership and workplace change. For this research, the 

paper will review the areas of training and development, organisational change, 

as well as leadership. 

 

2.3. Training and Development 

Recent research suggests frontline customer services employees are at high 

risk of facing the burden of further training and potential occupational retraining 

during digital transformation (OECD, 2016). Leadership can play a key part in 

this change process, yet leaders themselves may be sceptical of change, in-

creasing the risk of change being unsuccessful, but this can be mitigated by 

organisations providing education and training to leaders that will develop their 

skills and support the change programme (Kolbjørnsrud et al., 2017). The ac-

countancy firm Price Waterhouse Cooper (PWC, 2018) argue that younger em-

ployees are potentially going to benefit from digital transformation should they 

acquire the relevant skills and training, and mature employees will need to en-

sure they have the skillset to adapt to a digital workplace. Employee training in 

these roles is significantly lower compared to those employees in roles at me-

dium and low risk of DT disruption, which may impact the development of young 

employees who have traditionally started in entry level roles and progressed to 

positions that utilise their cognitive and social skills (OECD 2018).  

 

Meaningful training in new technological systems will increase the chances 

of frontline employees and management embracing digital transformation 

(Kolbjørnsrud et al., 2017). It has been suggested that companies should be 

incentivised by governments to prepare employees for job digital transfor-

mation, and in turn employees should be rewarded for developing their skillset 

through retraining, making them more employable in the digital era (EGFSN, 
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2018). New roles that do not currently exist will be created through digital trans-

formation, and these jobs will be the result of the efficiencies new technologies 

will realise, boosting productivity and wealth in organisations (PWC, 2018). 

These new roles will include positions in customer service, where it is antici-

pated duties will become specialised compared to current roles, with some re-

quiring academic qualifications (EGFSN, 2018). In their major study, Luthans 

et al. (2007) proposed that training could play a significant role in building Psy-

chological Capital (PsyCap) in organisations going through technological 

change, and it has also been found to improve levels of jobs satisfaction (Sen 

et al., 2017). 

 

 

2.4. Organisational Change 

It is not just education and training where businesses will need to support 

employees during digital transformation. They will also need to help workers 

transition through the change, potentially revaluate income support for employ-

ees and aid those who are displaced due to automation (PWC, 2018). This is 

consistent with the findings of Mullins (2016), who argues that organisations 

can support employees going through technological change by building a cul-

ture of trust, developing collaborative team spirit and rewarding those who suc-

cessfully adapt to change. Establishing employee trust can have a positive im-

pact on Organisational Justice, and in particular interactional justice during the 

times when interpersonal relationships are formed (Colquitt, 2011). 

Kolbjørnsrud et al. (2017) propose organisations engage with employees from 

the start of the technological change process so learning is collective, for digital 

transformation to be a success. Engaging with employees can mitigate em-

ployee grumbling, as it allows employees discuss their feelings and emotions 

with management (Laumer et al., 2014). Even when organisations do have 

change programmes in place, employees can sometimes overestimate their 

capability to resist change, and when they do agree to adapt they can get 

bogged down in self-doubt (McKinsey, 2016). Mullins (2016) proposes several 

reasons employees resist change, including threats to job security, employee 

personal perceptions of the world, and forced change to employee routine and 

habits.  
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When organisations are successful in persuading employees to overcome 

RTC and develop skills to optimise capability, the employee must change psy-

chologically to be effective, as if they are up-skilled, while still in the initial mind-

set of resistance they can become passive acceptors and resigned to their sit-

uation (McKinsey, 2016). According to Burke (2011), the Lewin Change Theory 

can support organisations overcome these psychological barriers by following 

its three-step model of unfreeze, change and refreeze. Lewin’s model is not 

without its critics, with its limitations explored by Bartunek and Woodman (2016) 

which include it making assumptions around change linearity, the fact that or-

ganisations are never frozen due to the relentless pace of change, and that 

Lewin offers no insight on how relationships between change agents should be 

managed. On the other hand, Bakari and Hunjra (2017) have found how 

Lewin’s model remains relevant to organisational change today as it continues 

to support leaders going through continuous change.  

 

2.5. Leadership Style 

For digital transformation to be successful, it is imperative a leadership strat-

egy is in place that can support the technological change (Sow & Aborie, 2018). 

Failure to have a strategy that can account for employee resistance and suspi-

cion towards DT can see adoption fail before the programme has begun, em-

phasising the importance of management style, particularly when it comes to 

frontline managers who were found to be least accepting of new technologies 

in comparison to other managers (Kolbjørnsrud, Amico, & Thomas, 2017). 

Larjovuori et al. (2016) found a servant leadership style can have a positive 

impact on employees during digital transformation. Servant leadership is char-

acterised by Mittal and Dorfman (2012) as demonstrating egalitarianism, moral 

integrity, empowering and developing others, empathy, humility and creating 

value for the community. It can also enhance motivation and boost psycholog-

ical empowerment of employees (Hakanen & van Dierendonck, 2013). Re-

search by Divya and Suganthi (2018) proposes that servant leadership can re-

duce employee stress and contribute to enhance positive workplace outcomes 

in comparison to other leadership styles. The findings of their study would have 

provided a broader insight into the value of servant leadership had they adopted 
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other mediators beyond employee stress and burnout. Significant research val-

idating servant leadership and workplace engagement in the field of positive 

organisational psychology has found servant leadership can be directly associ-

ated with DT, although it is not clear what elements of the leadership style pro-

duce successful outcomes during change (Larjovuori et al., 2016). 

 

Combining leadership styles can have a positive impact on DT, as evidenced 

when aligning servant leadership with transformational leadership, resulting in 

positive employee outcomes (Divya & Suganthi, 2018). The key difference be-

tween transformational leadership and servant leadership is that transforma-

tional leadership is concerned with what is good for the organisation, whereas 

servant leadership focuses on creating value for the community (Mittal & Dorf-

man, 2012).  

 

Transformational leadership is composed of the following four dimensions: 

a) idealised influence - the qualities employees attribute to the leader and the 

personal behavioural characteristic of the leader, b) inspirational motivation - 

having high performance expectations and articulating a powerful and positive 

vision, c) intellectual stimulation - promotes critical and creative thinking and 

encourage new ways of working, and d) individual consideration - displays gen-

uine compassion towards employees and spends time developing their skills 

(Arnold, 2017). In an empirical study, Berghaus and Back (2016) found leader-

ship styles move towards a transformational style during digital transformation, 

which can bring about increased trust and enthusiasm towards technological 

change.  

 

2.6. Resistance to Change 

A psychological contract is established when an employee commences work 

with an organisation, yet when the organisation implements changes, employ-

ees can perceive this as an infringement of the psychological contract and react 

negatively, which can undermine the change (Schein, 1979). Oreg (2003) 

demonstrated individuals who are disposed to resist change are likely to have 

a negative attitude towards change and will not voluntarily work with the organ-
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isation to implement change. Resistance from employees can sabotage organ-

isational change, and it is the role of leadership to reduce resistance and pro-

vide the resources that can increase the psychological factors that positively 

effects change (Menon & Prabhu, 2016). Even when change is in an em-

ployee’s interest, certain individuals decide to resist the change, and it is the 

objective of the RTCS to explore the decisions behind this resistance (Oreg, 

2003). The RTCS is defined as being “designed to tap an individual’s tendency 

to resist or avoid making changes, to devalue change generally, and to find 

change aversive across diverse contexts and types of change” (Oreg 2003, p. 

680). Oreg’s research is supported by that of Judge et al. (1999),who looked at 

positive self-confidence and risk tolerance.  

 

Menon and Prabhu (2016) describe RTC as a natural phenomenon that 

threatens the security, self-esteem, competence, social interaction and status 

of employees. Recent research by Oreg (2018) challenges the widespread the-

ory that organisational change is good and resistance is bad, by demonstrating 

that resistance to change can provide benefits to organisations, particularly 

when it comes to completing routine tasks. A limitation to Oreg’s study is that it 

did not involve active workers, consisting of job seekers. In research validating 

Oreg’s RTCS, Stewart, May, McCarthy, and Puffer (2009) argue their study 

does not provide the same validity outside of America and the Western world 

due to political, economic and cultural factors linked to national history that can 

increase employee suspicion of organisational change. As the present research 

is taking place in a western country, the RTCS will be used as part of the study, 

although the limitations are noted. 

 

2.7. Technology Acceptance Model 

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) proposed by Davis (1989) plays 

a fundamental role in explaining user behaviour when employees are intro-

duced to new technology and systems. The TAM is adapted from the Theory of 

Reasoned Action (TRA), with the main difference between the two being the 

removal of the attitude construct from the TRA (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Per-

ceived Usefulness (PU) and Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) are considered by 

Davis (1989) to be key factors in explaining employee behaviour. 
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Davis (1989, p. 320) defines PU as: “the degree to which a person believes 

that using a particular system would enhance his or her job performance” and 

PEOU as “the degree to which a person believes that using a particular system 

would be free of effort”. By drawing on this concept of PU and PEOU, Davis 

(1989) suggests the constructs can be used by business practitioners to antic-

ipate whether a new technology or system is likely to be accepted, and if it is 

not, then various interventions could be identified to enhance employee ac-

ceptance, for example user testing, training and greater education. 

 

TAM has been criticised for its lack of discovery around user behaviour and 

for not exploring the reasons behind decision making in technology resistance 

(Bagozzi, 2007). Other criticisms of TAM are its inability to use data surfaced 

from other systems that may provide insight to PEOU and PU, as it relies on 

self-reported data, and it also excludes variables such as economic and demo-

graphic factors (Ahmad, 2018). Researchers have been developing TAM since 

it was first published and the new models now include (a) TAM 2, which pro-

vides more information as to the reasons users find systems useful; (b) TAM 3 

introduced computer anxiety and behavioural intention which aligned to PEOU 

and PU respectively to moderate user experience. PEOU to PU was also mod-

erated by user experience and (c) Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 

Technology (UTAUT) uses the following four predictors of user behaviour and 

behavioural intention; performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influ-

ence and facilitating conditions. Four additional variables are also present in; 

gender, age, experience and voluntariness of use (Lai, 2017).  

 

Despite the criticisms and alternatives, TAM remains popular among aca-

demics and is still commonly applied in order to understand the rationale behind 

how users accept and use technology (Chutter, 2009). A recent study by Lim 

(2018) argues that TAM should be a model to support the understanding of user 

interaction with technologies. Lim (2018) further proposes that TAM will require 

integration with other frameworks that capture user behaviour factors such as 

social, security, personal and behaviour control.  
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2.8. The Present Study 

Upon reviewing the literature for the present paper, it was assumed an em-

ployee’s acceptance of a new technology or technological process would be 

influenced by their natural tendency to resist change. From an organisational 

perspective, this study intended to gain an insight into the psychological factors 

behind the decision to accept or resist DT by frontline employees and line man-

agers. Thus, the research question proposed was: 

 

RQ1: How accepting are frontline workers and line managers towards DT? 

 

To ascertain if RTCS and TAM can provide insight into group behaviour and 

perceptions around DT, the following hypotheses were proposed: 

 

H1: There will be a statistically significant relationship between a group’s 

tendency to resist change and the perceived usefulness (PU) of VA. 

 

H2: There will be a statistically significant relationship between a group’s 

tendency to resist change and perceived ease of use (PEOU) of VA. 

 

H3: There will be a statistically significant relationship between a group’s 

PEOU and PU of VA.  
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Design 

This study employed a mixed method design, using online questionnaires 

and interviews to test the three variables: participant role type (IV), the TAM 

(DV), and the RTCS (DV). An online questionnaire was used as it, a) is an 

uncomplicated approach to obtain data from participants, b) is applicable and 

accessible to a wide range of people, and c) has the potential to offer high vol-

ume and quality data (Robson, 2002).  

 

Interviews were chosen as, a) they are a flexible way of receiving information 

about the research questions b) they allow the interviewer pick up on body lan-

guage, and c) they can provide valuable and insightful information (Robson, 

2002). To protect the confidence and integrity of the organisation and partici-

pants, the research did not record demographic data. 

 

3.2. Participants 

The research was conducted within the Customer Operations function of a 

large Irish multinational organisation undergoing digital transformation. The role 

titles were customer service agent and team leader, and participants were 

members of the selected organisations customer services department. In total, 

122 participants were invited to take part in the research (29 line managers and 

93 customer service agents). Convenience sampling was the method used to 

contact the participants. A total of 72 participants took part in the research, 56 

frontline employees and 16 line managers. The demographic of the participants 

was diverse, which was helped by the selected organisation having its customer 

services department operating out of two locations - Ireland and Malta. All par-

ticipants were fluent in the English language. 

 

3.3. Procedure 

A) Questionnaire 

Data protection and IT security clearance was approved before research 

could begin (see Appendix B). Participants were initially contacted through the 

in-house Skype messaging platform. To save time, this was executed by setting 

up groups of twenty participants at a time to gauge interest in participating in a 
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study about the impact of digital transformation on frontline employees and line 

managers. Each participant was advised the questionnaire would take approx-

imately ten minutes to complete. Participants who volunteered to take part were 

added to a password protected Microsoft One Drive file and were later con-

tacted through their organisation’s email address with a link to the question-

naire. Each participant was provided with information over Skype on the chatbot 

technology the TAM was measuring known as VA, and advised of the deadline 

for completion. Two identical information sheets (see appendix C),consent 

forms (see Appendix D), questionnaires (see appendix E, F & G) and debriefs 

(see Appendix H), were created for frontline participants and for line manage-

ment. During Skype group conversations, participants were asked to complete 

the questionnaire at a time of their convenience and not during peak work 

hours. A small pilot study took place before the questionnaire went live with six 

colleagues, asked to examine the questionnaire for inconsistencies, grammat-

ical errors and to test the report features. Minor grammatical errors were found 

as part of this process and changes were made before the final questionnaire 

was published. The pilot validated the ten-minute completion time, and the re-

port data worked as expected. 

 

B) Interviews 

Semi structured interviews were held with six participants (three line manag-

ers and three customer service agents), who were conveniently selected based 

on availability. The Skype messaging service was used to contact participants, 

and Microsoft Outlook to send calendar invites. This process was used to 

schedule two pilot interviews to test the design, question clarity and duration. 

Both led to slight changes to questions and took 40 minutes on average. The 

interviews took place on the selected organisation’s premises, and in-house 

video conferencing software was used to host interviews with Maltese partici-

pants. Each participant was provided with full information on the session (see 

Appendix I) along with an informed consent form in advance of the interview 

(see Appendix J). Once the forms were collected the interviews took place 

where participants were asked to discuss five open ended questions in the con-

text of digital transformation; a) RTC, b) employee training, c) employee en-

gagement, d) leadership styles, and e) fears towards DT. Upon completion, a 
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debrief (see Appendix K), and time for questions were allowed. The average 

interview duration was 45 minutes. 

 

3.4. Materials 

Endeavouring to answer the research question, this study undertook an em-

pirical approach by using the TAM (see Appendix F & G) to understand em-

ployee perceptions around usefulness and ease of use towards a new technol-

ogy or technological process. The RTCS (see appendix E) was used to capture 

the reasons why some employees decide to resist change. The questionnaire 

was developed using Microsoft Forms and began with information on the re-

search project, then went through informed consent, highlighting the confiden-

tial nature and anonymity of participation. The first questionnaire was the RTCS 

(Oreg, 2003) scale using a six point Likert scale. It ranged from Strongly Disa-

gree to Strongly Agree (consisting of 17 items), and the second questionnaire, 

TAM (Davis, 1979) using a seven point Likert scale ranging from Strongly Dis-

agree to Strongly Agree (consisting of 28 items). The RTCS Cronbach Alpha 

score is 0.92 (Oreg, 2003) and the TAM Cronbach Alpha score is 0.98 for PEOU 

and 0.94 for PU (Davis, 1989). In the current study the Cronbach Alpha score 

was 0.827 for RTC, 0.946 for PU and 0.834 for PEOU (see Appendix L) 

 

A debrief was the final part of the questionnaire, which gave an outline on 

the research, contact details of the researcher and a message of gratitude. All 

data was analysed using SPSS version 26 software that was provided by IADT. 

Each interviewee was emailed with a soft copy of the consent form. The voice 

recording application on an iPhone and an iPad were both utilised to record the 

focus group sessions. The objective of the focus group was to gain a deeper 

insight into how the participants perceived RTC, employee training, employee 

engagement, leadership styles and their fears towards DT. 

 

3.5. Analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data. First, Otter audio 

transcription software was used to transcribe the recordings. The output files 

were then read and edited twice while listening to the recordings to ensure com-

plete accuracy. The files were then uploaded to the MAXQDA software program 
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that assists with the analysis of qualitative research. The content was coded 

using the software and categorised. The codes and categories were read sev-

eral times, and an independent coder was used to compare content to support 

validity. Through this process, themes were established, which were named 

and operationalised. This process follows the phases proposed by Braun and 

Clarke (2006).  

 

3.6. Ethics 

This assignment was approved as Ethics A (see Appendix M) by the Depart-

ment of Technology and Psychology Ethics. Participation in the research was 

completely voluntary. Data sourced was captured on encrypted digital technol-

ogy and was password protected where possible. Data shared with the super-

visor was done using password protected files and all data will be destroyed 

after 12 months.  

 

All participants received full information on the research carried out and were 

provided with informed consent, along with debrief material. Contact details of 

the researcher and research supervisor were also provided. Participation was 

completely voluntary and no participants were rewarded for taking part in the 

research. 

 

The researcher was cognisant that they held workplace seniority over the 

participants, and this was mitigated against by advising participants in the con-

text of the research that they are a student looking for voluntary help on a re-

search project. The researcher maintained professional standards throughout 

the duration of the study. The researcher was aware of the pitfalls of ‘insider’ 

research such as: a) discomfort for both participant and researcher during in-

terviews, b) errors made during the research will have to be lived with when the 

study concludes or c) the disclosure of confidential information could impact 

future working relationships (Robson, 2002). 

 

The decision not to record participant demographic data was made when a 

risk emerged that could have put the confidentiality and anonymity of some 
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participants in jeopardy. Cultural sensitivities within the organisation were also 

factored into the decision.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



N00182578 

23 

4. Results 

4.1 Quantitative 

 

Table 1 

Multiple Linear Regression Descriptive Statistics 

 

Mean N  SD 

Role 

Title 

1.2222 72  .41866 

RTC 3.25000000000245 72  .456793461092976 

PU 4.19543650792659 72  1.25012175638512 

PEOU 3.37698412699405 72  .788974598620506 

 

Multiple linear regression (see Appendix N) was used to assess the effect of 

role type group (frontline staff and line management) on RTC, PU and PEOU. 

Hypothesis 1 stated there would be a significant statistical relationship be-

tween groups’ tendency to resist change (RTC) and perceived usefulness (PU) 

of Virtual Assistant (VA). Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient 

through SPSS software (Version 26) was used to investigate relationships be-

tween the variables. RTC and PU resulted in r = -.114, n = 72, p = .171, there-

fore rejecting the hypothesis. 

 Hypothesis 2 stated a significant statistical relationship would exist between 

a group’s RTC and perceived ease of use (PEOU) of VA. RTC and PEOU were 

r = .157, n = 72, p = .094, thus rejecting the hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 3 stated that there would be a significant statistical relationship 

between PU and PEOU. PU and PEOU results were r = .175, n = 72, p = .071, 

again rejecting the hypothesis. 
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The analysis suggested role type had a significant effect on PEOU (β = .498), 

with PU (β = .190) being least effected by role type. PEOU (t = 4.67, p<.001) 

was shown to be statistically significant between both roles. RTC (t = -1.85, p 

=.07) and PU (t = 1.8, p = .08) were not shown to be statistically significant 

between roles. An independent samples t-test was then conducted to compare 

PEOU between frontline staff and line management. There was a statistically 

significant decrease in scores between frontline staff (M = 3.20, SD = .77) and 

line management (M = 4.01, SD = .49), t (38.09) = -5.121, p < .001 (two tailed). 

The magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference = .82, 95% CI: 

-1.14 to -.49) was large (eta squared = .26). 

Table 2  

PEOU T-test descriptive statistics 
 

Varia-
ble Role N Mean 

Std. De-
viation 

Std. Er-
ror Mean 

PEOU Frontline 56 3.19515 0.76574 0.10233 

Line Manag-
ers 

16 4.01339 0.49088 0.12272 

 

 

4.2 Qualitative 

Frontline staff 

Each participant was asked the same five questions relating to DT: a) indi-

vidual perceptions, b) training, c) organisational openness, d) employee sup-

port, and e) fears. The content analysis revealed a theme that seemed to be 

triggered by three different sub themes, which can be found in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Frontline staff interview analysis 

Theme. 

Emotions. Participants had strong feelings towards how DT was being im-

plemented. “Very frustrating” (Participant A) was used to describe technology 

launches over recent months. The feeling of frustration was a common theme 

throughout the interviews: “very frustrating for customers as well at times” (Par-

ticipant C) was stated when discussing the external impact of DT.  

“Extremely annoying” (Participant C) was used to describe recent interac-

tions with the Virtual Assistant, driven by the participant’s perceived limitations 

of the technology. During new technology rollouts “things can feel overwhelm-

ing” (Participant B) as performance expectations remain the same for frontline 

staff. 

Sub themes. 

Communication. Participants believe communication around DT can be im-

proved by the organisation. The belief is an over reliance on email and dropping 

documents on desks exists. Due to the nature of the role, the participants said 

it is not always possible to acknowledge this type of communication, which can 
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lead to a culture of “figuring it out for yourself” (Participant A). Communication 

with management is limited to when “something is about to happen” (Participant 

C) or a “survey is taking place” (Participant B). Some email communications 

were said to be “condescending” (Participant B). 

Training. Participants disclosed they are not always trained on new technol-

ogy releases or technological processes. This has led to “learning on the fly” 

(Participant B), and not being trained on some new releases “feels brutal” (Par-

ticipant A). “Dropping by your desk with a handout is not real training” (Partici-

pant A). “We are being left to learn from each other” (Participant C) was used 

to describe their perception of the organisations approach to training. Not hav-

ing the required knowledge feels “stressful” (Participant A and Participant C). 

 

Employee Engagement. “We mostly hear about what is going on from each 

other” (Participant B) was detailed when speaking about how open the organi-

sation is when it comes to DT. Explaining changes during monthly meetings 

would “get people on-board” (Participant A). It was noted most changes impact 

the customer in some way, and as frontline staff “know most about customers” 

(Participant C) the organisation should “seek and respect their opinion” (Partic-

ipant C) before making changes. The way it is now, “most agents feel taken for 

granted” (Participant A). 

Line managers 

Participants were asked the same five questions relating to DT, a) their com-

fort in dealing with employee resistance, b) training, c) employee engagement, 

d) leadership styles, e) fears. Four specific themes were captured during the 

content analysis, as found in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Line manager interview analysis 

 

Themes. 

Capability. All participants felt comfortable engaging with employees during 

times of digital transformation, even when employees were resisting change. “I 

feel very comfortable engaging with employees during digital change, as it is 

an enjoyable challenge for me to engage with new ideas and approaches” (Par-

ticipant B). Participants felt competent in dealing with the challenges of working 

in a fast-paced environment:“I know I have the skills to get to the bottom of 

things, and work with employees to overcome any hurdles” (Participant A). 

Teamwork. Participants felt they were part of a strong team that supported 

them during challenging times. “Most of the support comes from within the team 

whereby we all support each other. We have regular huddles and create com-

munication groups to keep each other in the loop” (Participant B). Participants 
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bought into this ethos on an individual level “I am a team player, and I believe I 

lead by example” (Participant C).  

Knowledge. Knowledge gaps were identified by the participants. This was 

at an individual level:“I attended leadership training three years ago this year, 

so there probably is room for improvement, even if it is just refreshers every 

now and then” (Participant C).It was also prominent when speaking about their 

team members:“Training for agents never seems to be mission critical” (Partic-

ipant B). “Sometimes training is overcooked for small things and undercooked 

for big things” (Participant A). 

Planning. Participants often felt unprepared and not ready for technology 

releases due to a perceived lack of planning:“There have been recent examples 

of poor planning which has impacted the team” (Participant C);“...do more 

around preparation and education of employees on the run up to rollout of 

changes” (Participant B); “We tend to be late to the party and then our role 

becomes that of a foot soldier delivering the message to agents and customers 

without any insight or input to a plan” (Participant A). 
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5. Discussion 

The purpose of the present study was to explore how accepting line manag-

ers and frontline employees are towards DT. Based on the findings, line man-

agers are more accepting of DT than frontline employees. While this can be 

attributed to the stress linked to the role of frontline employees (Elmadag & 

Ellinger, 2017), the themes identified during the research suggest there are 

multiple factors involved. The results of the interviews did support the question-

naire findings, suggesting organisations going through DT may be able to use 

RTC and TAM as support levers. 

Previous research by Laumer et al. (2015) also examined RTC and TAM 

variables, suggesting individuals with a tendency to resist change will demon-

strate lower PU and PEOU. The findings of the current study are consistent with 

the findings of Laumer et al. (2015). A central aim of the current study was to 

explore whether a significant statistical relationship exists between RTC and 

TAM. This was not supported when it came to Hypothesis 1 or Hypothesis 2. 

Interestingly, Laumer et al. (2015) do highlight the importance of training, 

change management, communication and engagement when it comes to tech-

nology adoption in the workplace. Like the current study, there are limitations 

to the research, in that it took place in one organisation using one technology, 

in one point of time (Laumer et al. 2015). 

Hypothesis 3, which stated a statistically significant relationship would exist 

between PU and PEOU, was not supported. This contradicts the findings of 

previous research undertaken by Hallikainen and Laukkanen (2016), that found 

a highly significant connection between PEOU and PU. This could potentially 

be explained by the participants being customers, as opposed to employees in 

the current study. On the back of their findings, Hallikainen and Laukkanen 

(2016) recommend organisations should put more effort into making technology 

systems that are low effort and easy to use. This research is limited, as it took 

place within one organisation in a single country, and the participants were all 

experienced users of the technology, meaning new users were not included 

(Hallikainen & Laukkanen, 2016).  
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5.1 Theoretical Implications 

Frontline employees demonstrated outspoken emotional responses to DT, 

and outlined what can be improved to make them more accepting of future 

technology releases. This response is consistent with research by Laumer et 

al. (2014), who found employee negativity to be a key element of early techno-

logical change driven by usability. Laumer et al. (2014) identify two practical 

steps organisations can implement to guard against employee negativity: a) 

introduce systems that allow employees share feelings and emotions about the 

new system, and b) implement forums where employees and management can 

have constructive conversations about the value of new systems. Limitations of 

the study include the absence of research between gender and employee neg-

ativity, and research focused on one organisation and one technology only 

(Laumer et al., 2014). 

Organisations can support employees suffering emotional strain by embed-

ding Psychological Capital (PsyCap) practices to its culture, which in turn can 

cultivate positive workplace attitudes and support the wellbeing of employees 

(Muse et al., 2008). PsyCap can play a key role when organisations are going 

through technological change, as its four components foster positivity through-

out the process: a) self-efficacy - increases trust and reduces fear of change, 

b) optimism - brings a positive attitude towards change, c) hope - helps workers 

handle change, and d) resilience - in an evolving climate, employees will face 

challenges head-on (Menon & Prabhu, 2016). A study by Sen et al. (2017) 

found an increase in PsyCap during technological change had a positive impact 

on employee stress levels and job satisfaction. The study is limited as it was 

predominantly made up of married males (Sen et al., 2017). 

Employee perceived fairness during organisational change can have a sig-

nificant effect on burnout, job satisfaction, stress, commitment to the role and 

attrition (Parker et al., 2011). In the present study, frontline employees were 

vocal in addressing the areas of communication, engagement and training need 

to improve. Yean and Yusof (2016) propose that Organisational Justice can 

benefit organisations by enhancing employee trust, increasing employee per-

formance, and improving employee attrition. Organisational Justice consists of 

three dimensions - distributive, procedural and interactional (Colquitt, 2001). 
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Interactional justice can help support employee engagement and communica-

tion by building relationships using a) interpersonal justice - that describes the 

level of respect perceived by employees, and b) informational justice - which is 

employee perception around communication and engagement. The research 

does contain limitations related to potential bias during construct development, 

and self-report variables utilised the same source, which again raises questions 

of bias. 

5.2 Practical Implications 

In research exploring new technology using TAM, Ebardo (2018) argues 

user training enhances PU and PEOU, and the quality of training can also pos-

itively influence PU and PEOU. Adequate training was found to be critical to the 

success of new technology being adopted by users. Limitations of the research 

include its application just one institution and its mainly student demographic 

(Ebardo, 2018). The findings of Ebardo (2018) are consistent with those of 

Huang et al. (2012) who researched emerging technology usage using TAM, 

and found employees who received adequate training before technology imple-

mentation will increase PEOU and decrease employee resistance. The re-

search also found organisations who share knowledge, resources and oppor-

tunities to employees will also increase PEOU and decrease employee re-

sistance. Limitations to the research did exist in that it only focused on one 

technology, and the research took place during one point in time (Huang et al., 

2012). 

Boston Consulting Group (2018) point out that for DT to be a success the 

organisations employees must be engaged, with leadership from executive 

level to frontline leaders playing a key role. A suggestion by Guinan et al. (2019) 

is to promote the idea of creating psychological safe zones as a platform to 

share information, feedback, ideas and training with employees. The customer 

knowledge that frontline employees possess should be nurtured by organisa-

tions as part of technology and product development, as it can lead to higher 

employee engagement and build customer relationships, potentially increasing 

sales (Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018). Employees engaged in DT are more likely to 

invest their time in creating new ideas within the workplace, even outside of 
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work time (Schwaferts & Baldi, 2018). A weakness of the research carried out 

by Schwaferts and Baldi (2018) is it was specific to organisations in a single 

country. 

Hicks (2019) warns organisations that embark on DT without having employ-

ees on board will fail to meet their objectives. It has been found that communi-

cation at the early stage of DT can not only have a major positive effect on 

employee acceptance of technology, but also on society’s acceptance of DT 

(Klewes, 2017). Organisations can drive communication by investing in a cen-

tralised communication platform where organisational news, strategic updates, 

training documents and general information can be shared (Hicks, 2019). Re-

search by Wolf et al. (2018) identifies transparent employee communication as 

a key driver in successful DT, as it enables employees to understand the or-

ganisation’s objectives and allows time for the employee to process the 

changes. 

In the present study, line managers highlighted their personal strength 

around capability, and their team’s togetherness. Organisations rolling out DT 

processes should retain and employ those who possess the competencies and 

capabilities to successfully manage the change processes, while also investing 

in training programmes that will build the competencies required for DT 

(Butschan et al., 2018). Giving managers a voice when it comes to the training 

strategy can provide a sense of ownership, adding value to the DT process. 

Capability for teamwork is another key factor in DT, as it helps foster reliable 

team workflows that add value to the organisation during the digital change, 

with teamwork seen as an employee’s ability to efficiently collaborate with peers 

to solve complex issues (Butschan et al., 2018). A limitation of the study is that 

it focused on one industry in one country (Butschan et al., 2018). 

 

5.3 Limitations 

This study has a number of limitations, which provide useful starting points 

for future research. Foremost of them is the fact the participants were confined 

to a single organisation, and generalisability is limited. Participants were ques-

tioned on just one technology during one period of time, which coincided with a 
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large technology release as part of the organisation’s DT strategy. It is possible 

that some of the participants were suffering from change fatigue (Camilleri et 

al., 2018).  

Participant demographic data was not recorded as part of this research, 

which is a limitation. The convenience sampling method used has been linked 

with unspecified biases (Robson, 2002). The research solely focused on post 

launch data, and did not explore pre-launch information, which is a limitation of 

the study. The study uses TAM to investigate technology acceptance, and up-

dated variations of the model do exist which may have impacted the findings of 

the study. 

 

5.4 Strengths and Future Research 

The research objective was to ascertain how accepting frontline workers and 

line managers are towards DT, with the technology focus being on a chatbot 

tool. This research has filled an identified gap in literature, and furthermore, the 

study design enables it to be replicated for non-chatbot research, as other 

emerging technologies are rolled out commercially. Additional roles beyond 

frontline staff and line managers can also be explored using the study design.   

The study was undertaken by an insider researcher who had access to the 

technology being researched and the participant sample base. The organisa-

tion is at the forefront of emerging technology adoption, which was valuable for 

communicating with participants through several tools and channels. The re-

searcher was also under no restrictions from the organisation when it came to 

contacting potential participants. 

Future research should expand on this study, using a larger, multi organisa-

tional and randomised sample to gain a broader representation of how accept-

ing frontline staff and line managers are towards DT. A consideration for such 

a study would be the phase of DT each organisation is in, as it could impact the 

results. Greater qualitative research could deliver new insights around technol-

ogy acceptance and resistance to change. 
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Another suggestion for future research is to capture demographic data from 

participants, which may lead to richer findings. The inclusion of pre-implemen-

tation questionnaires from participants to add greater weight to findings could 

be a consideration for future research. The inclusion of this information could 

shed greater light on the statistically significant data found in this research. As 

the field of data analytics evolves at pace, a much larger data set could yield 

more comprehensive results. 

This research utilised a mixed method design as it helps corroboration be-

tween the quantitative and qualitative data, thus increasing validity of the re-

search topics (Kelle, 2006). Without a mixed method design, it is unlikely the 

link between PEOU and the theme of frontline employee emotions would have 

been discovered. This is a noteworthy strength of the research. 
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6. Conclusion 

This study is a significant step in the direction of investigating the impact DT 

has on frontline employees and line managers. It was hypothesized that a sig-

nificant statistical relationship would exist between the independent variable of 

role type, and the dependent variables of RTC and TAM. Although no evidence 

was found to accept the hypotheses, the findings do contribute to knowledge. 

A significant statistical effect was found when role type and PEOU were meas-

ured. The scores for frontline employees’ perceived ease of use of VA were 

significantly lower than that of the line managers. Participant interviews shed 

light on the factors contributing to the difference in scores, with frontline em-

ployees displaying intense emotions driven by a perceived lack of training, com-

munication and engagement when new technologies are released. Research-

ers and organisations will find this information insightful, as it can support the 

development of interventions backed by organisational psychology to enhance 

the usability, training and communication of future technology releases.  

During the line manager interviews, each participant did mention their con-

cerns around the effect DT was having on frontline employees, however from 

an individual perspective they were positive towards DT, although planning and 

communication were areas identified for improvement. Each participant articu-

lated comfort when discussing their personal capability of managing change 

during DT, and each commented very positively about their respective team 

mates when it comes to support. From the questionnaire data captured, PEOU 

was the only construct with a significant statistical difference between line man-

agers and frontline employees. The present research outlines how TAM and 

RTC can be leveraged by organisations to measure technology acceptance and 

employee resistance. Based on the findings, employee resistance and technol-

ogy acceptance can be influenced by role type. This finding could be of vital 

importance to organisations, enabling them to prioritise and target specific roles 

when intervention planning. This could lead to faster rates of acceptance and 

return on investment.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Technological terms and definitions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Term Author Definition 

Digital Trans-

formation 

(DT). 

Westerman, 

Calméjane,  

Bonnet, Ferra-

ris, & McAfee 

(2011). 

The use of technology to radically improve the per-

formance or reach of enterprises — is becoming a 

hot topic for companies across the globe. Executives 

in all industries are using digital advances such as 

analytics, mobility, social media, and smart embed-

ded devices — and improving their use of traditional 

technologies such as ERP (enterprise resource 

planning) — to change customer relationships, inter-

nal processes, and value propositions. 

Artificial Intel-

ligence (AI). 

Kok, Boers, 

Kosters, Van 

der Putten, & 

Poel. (2002). 

Computer systems that think like humans, act like 

humans, which think rationally, and act rationally. 

Chatbot. McKinsey 

Global Institute 

(2017).  

An artificial intelligence (AI) system that can com-

municate with human users, particularly when they 

are integrated with messaging apps. 

Robotic Pro-

cess Auto-

mation 

(RPA). 

McKinsey 

Global Institute 

(2017). 

A class of robotics embedded in software that can 

replicate human actions which require interaction 

with other software systems.  
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Appendix B: Data security and data protection approval 
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Appendix C: Information sheet for frontline employees and line managers 
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Appendix D: Consent Form 
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Appendix E: RTCS Questionnaire part 1 
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RTCS Questionnaire part 2 
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Appendix F: TAM – PU 
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Appendix G: TAM - PEOU 
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Appendix H: Questionnaire debrief 
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Appendix I: Interview information sheet 
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Appendix J: Interview informed consent 
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Appendix K: Interview debrief 
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Appendix L: RTC, PU and PEOU Cronbach Alpha scores 

RTC 

 

PU 

 

PEOU 
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Appendix M: DTPEC Approval 
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Appendix N: SPSS Multiple regression output 
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Appendix N (continued) 

SPSS Multiple regression output 
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Appendix N (continued) 

SPSS Multiple regression output 
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Appendix N (continued) 

SPSS Multiple regression output 
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Appendix O: SPSS PEOU Independent t-test output 

 

 


