City Research Online
City St George’s, University of London

ST GEORGE'S

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

Citation: Almatrodi, I., Li, F. & Alojail, M. (2023). Organizational Resistance to
Automation Success: How Status Quo Bias Influences Organizational Resistance
to an Automated Workflow System in a Public Organization. Systems, 11(4), 191.
doi: 10.3390/systems11040191

This is the published version of the paper.

This version of the publication may differ from the final published version. To cite
this item please consult the publisher's version.

Permanent repository link: https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/30359/

Link to published version: https://doi.org/10.3390/systems11040191

Copyright and Reuse: Copyright and Moral Rights remain with the author(s) and/or
copyright holders. Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study,
educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior permission or charge, unless otherwise
indicated, provided that the authors, title and full bibliographic details are credited, a
hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page and the content is not changed
in any way. For full details of reuse please refer to City Research Online policy.

City Research Online: http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/ publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk



https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/policies.html
mailto:publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/

o systems

Article

Organizational Resistance to Automation Success: How Status
Quo Bias Influences Organizational Resistance to an Automated
Workflow System in a Public Organization

Ibrahim Almatrodi '*(, Feng Li 2 and Mohammed Alojail

check for
updates

Citation: Almatrodi, I; Li, F; Alojail,
M. Organizational Resistance to
Automation Success: How Status
Quo Bias Influences Organizational
Resistance to an Automated
Workflow System in a Public
Organization. Systems 2023, 11, 191.
https://doi.org/10.3390/
systems11040191

Academic Editor: Mitsuru Kodama

Received: 15 March 2023
Revised: 1 April 2023
Accepted: 7 April 2023
Published: 9 April 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

Department of Management Information Systems, College of Business Administration, King Saud University,
Riyadh 11587, Saudi Arabia; malojail@ksu.edu.sa

2 Bayes Business School, City, University of London, London EC1Y 8TZ, UK; feng.li.1@city.ac.uk
Correspondence: ialmatrodi@ksu.edu.sa

Abstract: A number of recent studies have examined the impact of advanced technologies on
organizations. However, many (particularly those in developing countries) still face challenges when
it comes to the adoption of mature technologies and have also continued to repeat many of the
mistakes of early adopters, primarily in relation to automated workflow systems. The current paper
analyses a case study of a public organization in the developing country of Saudi Arabia, with the
aim of understanding its resistance to change brought about by the implementation of a mature
technology, i.e., automated workflow systems. The study undertook semi-structured interviews
with employees to establish the nature of this resistance, identifying their preference for familiar
processes and systems, alongside their unwillingness to embrace the new system. Furthermore, the
study highlighted a number of issues experienced during the implementation of automated workflow
systems, including job security; changes in laws and rules; an inability to understand, and/or trust,
the technology; the perceived risks and costs associated with change; and the transformation of
business processes. It also cited factors related to organizational structure and power, and the
discomfort involved in making difficult decisions. This study, therefore, aims to assist organizations
to create a sound foundation for change prior to the adoption of more advanced technologies.

Keywords: status quo bias theory; automation; resistance; organizational change; case study

1. Introduction

Recent studies have tended to focus on the organizational impact of immature digital
technologies, including Artificial Intelligence (AI), as well as Machine Learning, Robotics,
the Internet of Things (IoT), Big Data and Analytics [1-6]. However, there are also a
number of mature technologies (i.e., automated workflow systems) that have been in place
over a considerable length of time, many of whose issues have therefore been resolved.
In addition, a proportion of developing countries have faced challenges related to the
implementation and adoption of mature technologies by some types of organizations,
i.e., Enterprise Resources Planning (ERP) systems [7,8]. However, as noted by Cline and
Luiz [9], automated workflow system technology can prove beneficial for organizations
investing in IT.

Automated workflow systems automate the flow of documents and information
within an organization [10]. They can improve efficiency and accuracy, in particular by
reducing the need for manual processing, so eliminating errors caused by manual data
entry. Such systems have become increasingly popular over recent years, as organizations
seek to reduce costs while improving their efficiency and quality of service. However, their
implementation has not always proved successful, resulting in a growing body of literature
focusing on barriers to adoption, including organizational resistance [11].
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This research paper extends the current knowledge of Information Systems (IS),
through an analysis of the impact of organizational resistance on automated workflow
systems during their implementation in a single organization in Saudi Arabia. This is
particularly pertinent in light of the recent tendency for developing countries to adopt
workflow management technology [12] to automate their business processes, in order to
fulfil the vision of a paperless organization. In addition, they seek to reduce costs and
the time cycle, while simultaneously improving their productivity and quality of service.
Calls to implement IS have recently led researchers to explore resistance to such technology,
using novel perspectives that have now begun to appear in the literature [13]. This current
study demonstrates how theoretical guidance, based on status quo bias theory, can facilitate
the success of mature technologies, including during their implementation by different
kinds of organizations, particularly in developing countries.

This study examines the ways status quo bias can address the resistance to automated
workflow systems in a public organization in Saudi Arabia. The value of status quo bias
theory lies primarily in explaining resistance to change by identifying why and how users
prefer existing systems over those that are new [14]. Thus, this theory can enhance the
understanding of how decisions are made and why users demonstrate a psychological
preference for those already in place [15]. Most research concerning IS and resistance
tends to outline the sources of resistance, and how it can be overcome, while there remain
only limited studies explaining why and how resistance to change can be influenced by
hesitation to adopt new systems. Thus, as demonstrated in the current study, status quo
theory can offer a view of how and why organizational actors tend to resist automated
workflow systems. Furthermore, status quo bias theory can also extend and improve
the literature on IS by clarifying the impact of the status quo on resistance to change,
in particular by taking into consideration an explanation that can help managers and
organizations improve their understanding of their employees’ decision to resist change, as
well as overcome such resistance.

In addition, this research examines the impact of specific automated workflow systems
on organizational resistance in a developing country. It reviews the current literature
exploring the impact of such resistance on a mature technology (i.e., automated workflow
systems), to establish a theoretical framework based on status quo bias theory. This is
subsequently employed to analyse and interpret the adoption of automated workflow
systems by a public organization in Saudi Arabia.

Therefore, the primary goals set out in this study are to:

1.  Determine how organizational resistance impacts the implementation of automated
workflow systems.

2. Create a theoretical framework, based on status quo bias theory, to assist in inter-
preting how organizational resistance to change can influence the implementation of
automated workflow systems.

3.  Gather data from a public organization, in order to create a case study capable of
analysing and interpreting the impact of organizational resistance to change.

4.  This paper firstly reviews the literature concerning user resistance to automated
workflow systems. Secondly, it develops a theoretical framework based on status quo
bias theory, followed by demonstrating how this can clarify why resistance can arise
to automated workflow systems. Thirdly, there is a discussion of the methodology
employed in this study. Finally, there is an analysis and discussion of the results,
followed by the final conclusions.

2. Literature Review

Technologies, once they have been developed and implemented, generally follow a
life cycle that includes their initial introduction to the market, followed by growth, and
finally failure [14]. Mature technologies tend to be those that have achieved stabilization
in the market [16,17], having been in place over a long period of time, have been able to
resolve many of their issues. These technologies are consequently well established and have
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become both stable and reliable. By contrast, immature technologies are those new to the
market, consisting of emerging technologies, which tend to be: (1) innovative; (2) capable
of rapid development: (3) contain a form of consistency; (4) have continued over a long
period of time; and (5) are capable of exerting an influence. However, they can also prove
vague and ambiguous in nature [18]. Immature technologies have not yet been widely
adopted, with most being either in development or in the process of being tested. They are
therefore generally less stable, or reliable than mature technologies, i.e., virtual reality, Al,
and blockchain.

Furthermore, mature technologies have been shown to face resistance, including
in studies identifying the following: firstly, the relevant reasons for resistance [19-24];
secondly, the ways resistance can occur [25-28]; and thirdly, how it can be overcome [29].
However, there remains a lack of research focusing on the nature of IS resistance to mature
technologies, along with the implementation of guidance for overcoming these challenges
in developing countries.

Automated workflow systems consist of computer-based systems developed to auto-
mate the management of workflow within an organization [10]. These generally employ
software and hardware, as well as other technologies designed to automate processes
and tasks otherwise performed manually. Their goal is to enhance both efficiency and
productivity, and are therefore in the process of being adopted by the majority of industries,
including manufacturing [30], healthcare [31,32], finance [33], and logistics [34]. Further-
more, automated workflow systems examples: (1) Planning (ERP) systems; (2) Supply
Chain Management Systems (SCM); and (3) Customer Relationship Management (CRM).

Advances in Information Technology and computing have raised the prospect of
efficient automation of workflow [32]. Automated workflow systems have therefore ap-
peared in many sectors, including health [35] and education [36]. Moreover, workflow
management systems act to automate business processes by coordinating and controlling
the flow of work and information between different users. They can thus be regarded
as a form of middleware, connecting separate office and legacy applications, allowing
them to coalesce into an enterprise-wide system [10]. In addition, workflow automation
includes recognising sequences of tasks capable of being streamlined through technology
and modern computing, thus offering opportunities to address issues such as quality within
the healthcare system, along with safety and efficiency [32]. Moreover, despite the presence
of resistance in many organizations adopting such systems, workflow process automation
is also beneficial for ensuring effective communication with stakeholders [36], [11]. This
can lead to organizational members fearing that such workflow management can diminish
their ability for decision-making (in particular through allowing administrators to observe
processes and take decisions), while also facilitating monitoring, thus compromising their
privacy [30].

Research into IS resistance has tended to describe the phenomena as complex [19]. A
number of previous studies have found that resisters oppose IS in response to: firstly, a
lack of involvement at the managerial level [20]; secondly, an absence of coalition building
and an awareness of political mechanisms [21]; thirdly, internal factors, i.e., poor system
design, and interactions between the associated issues and the organizational context
of systems use [37,38]; fourthly, an absence of user involvement [22]; fifthly, a lack of
sufficient consideration of political issues [39]; sixthly, a failure to consider power structures,
distribution and organizational culture [40]; and finally, the use of power [41]. Newman and
Noble [42] highlighted the significance of the issue of power for understanding resistance to
IS, particularly in relation to conflict development and resolution, Furthermore, Hirschheim
and Klein [43] associated resistance to change with the following: firstly, a view of systems
development and implementation as a form of a game [23]; secondly, a lack of influence
strategies [15]; thirdly, user resistance arising from a preference for retaining existing modes
of working [44]. In addition, the most recent research has found that resistance to the use
of IT tends to be related to its perceived usefulness and ease of use, along with effective
commitment [45]. Moreover, Khaouli’s [46] study identified the following five factors as
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being responsible for individual resistance to organizational change during automation:
(1) the role of management; (2) employees’ need for engagement; (3) the system’s impact
on jobs; (4) motivation and the work environment; and (5) the implementation process,
including related expectations and experience of stress.

Various existing studies have demonstrated the ways resistance to IS can occur. This
includes Lapointe and Rivard [25], who noted that:

“When a system is introduced, users in a group will first assess it in terms of
the interplay between its features and individual and/or organizational-level
initial conditions. They then make projections about the consequences of its
use. If expected consequences are threatening, resistance behaviours will result.
During implementation, should some trigger occur to either modify, or activate,
an initial condition involving the balance of power between the group and other
user groups, it will also modify the object of resistance, from system to system
significance. If the relevant initial conditions pertain to the power of the resisting
group vis-a-vis the system advocates, the object of resistance will also be modified,
from system significance to system advocates. Resistance behaviours will follow
if threats are perceived from the interaction between the object of resistance and
initial condition”. [25] (p. 461)

In addition, Doolin’s [26] analysis of resistance to the use of clinical IS found that
some doctors tended to challenge the validity of such systems, or used them to argue
the need for additional resources. Furthermore, a number of other scholars (i.e., Laumer
et al. [27] have revealed that personality trait resistance has a significant impact on an
individual’s attitude towards an information system when it is modelled on the following
four dimensions: (1) the establishment of routines; (2) emotional reactions; (3) short-term
focus; and (4) cognitive rigidity. Moreover, the intention to use this system was found to be
determined by the subjective norms that were considered important, mediated by means
of attitudes. Laumer et al. [28] found that a strong influence on user resistance during
IS implementation consisted of its perceived usefulness, as well as the ease of executing
work routines [28]. This indicates that cynicism, as a form of passive resistance, can easily
escalate and feed new forms [47]. Recent research has also revealed that users’ perceptions
of Psychological Contract Breach (PCB) can lead to resistance and feelings of violation,
including due to high user vigilance, and an incongruence of understanding of obligations
between the users and IS [48].

Ilie and Turel [49] identified that influence tends to modulate the perceptions of
users, including any resistance to the system, and ultimately ineffectiveness. Specific
methods of exerting influence over users have proved beneficial for reducing resistance,
although others can inadvertently lead to an increase [49]. Adams et al. [24] highlighted
the importance of recognising methods of reducing resistance in end users, including
appropriate training, along with enhancing workplace culture, and reducing any related
anxiety [50]. Furthermore, Bateh et al. [51] identified the benefits of training leaders to
overcome resistance to change, as well as the use of moral and descriptive norms [29].

Status quo bias theory has proved beneficial for explaining resistance to change by
outlining how users interpret any alterations, leading them to resist new IS by focusing
on the costs of switching, alongside an adverse view of its benefits [14]. This can therefore
play a powerful role in clarifying the use of new IT systems [52] overlooked by many
studies of IS resistance. This theory is therefore primarily useful for understanding why
and how organizational actors choose to resist [53]. In addition, it clarifies the existence of
bias, which forms a powerful interpretation tool to explain resistance to IS [54]. However,
there are only a limited number of studies outlining how status quo bias tends to influence
automated workflow systems in developing countries, which illustrates the need to develop
a new theoretical understanding, in particular one supported by the empirical evidence
of a case study. This aspect can be further developed to clarify the ways status quo bias
theory can explain resistance to change within differing contexts and locations.
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There is currently a broad range of literature focusing on organizational change and
IS, with recent studies covering topics such as (1) the influence of gender diversity on
decision-making [55]; (2) the impact of COVID-19 on the IT sector (particularly the IT
outsourcing industry) [56]; and (3) how ethical values can impact on motives and subse-
quently employee performance [57]. Additionally, a recent study has demonstrated the
influence of leadership on organizational change and digital transformation [58]. However,
few existing studies have documented the impact of IT systems on entrepreneurship [59]
including the importance of organizational readiness in the successful implementation
of digital transformation [60]. This study contributes to those studies that have taken
place following the COVID-19 pandemic focusing on male respondents, due to a lack of
female participants. Furthermore, ethical values also can play a role in user resistance
and bring different insights to the literature on IS, i.e., the use of power for resisting IS.
There have been a number of recent studies taking various approaches, to organizational
change and IS, which have clarified the need for additional research examining the impact
of status quo bias on IS resistance, and (due to differing organizational characteristics)
automated workflow systems within developing countries. Moreover, there remains a lack
of interpretive case studies in this area, which indicates the need for additional case studies
to inform theory and practice, as explored in this current study.

3. Theoretical Framework
3.1. The Use of the Lens of Status Quo Bias Theory

Status quo bias theory posits that individuals have a strong preference for maintaining
the current state of affairs and are thus resistant to change [61]. In addition, the theory
verifies why and how organizational actors prefer to avoid change, in particular, due
to technological innovation. It argues that organizational leaders prefer the status quo,
particularly if their options are limited and the promised change is of questionable merit and
also incurs a degree of cost [62]. Samuelson and Zeckhauser [14] demonstrated that status
quo bias tends to manifest itself in three forms: (1) rational decision-making; (2) cognitive
misperception; and (3) psychological commitment, as discussed in detail below.

Firstly, rational decision-making describes the process of evaluating potential costs
and gains prior to the implementation of a new set of processes. Status quo bias arises
when the costs prove higher than the gains. In the context of rational decision-making,
there are two forms of costs: (1) transition and (2) uncertainty. Thus, some financial
implications can arise (along with the uncertainty of success) during the implementation
and adoption of automation. This can potentially encourage organizational leaders to retain
previous systems and methods of working [63]. There are various forms of transitional
costs, including: firstly, transient costs, which occur when a change is enacted, and secondly,
long-lasting costs derived from change. In this current research, transient costs include
those involved in convincing users to adopt (and accept) new automated systems, alongside
the longer-lasting costs associated with jobs that are lost, or additional work involved in
the implementation process.

Transitional costs can impact the structure of an organization through the removal
(or merging) of departments. If this proves greater than the anticipated gains, it can
lead to status quo bias. Furthermore, uncertainty costs can result in status quo bias in
response to psychological uncertainty or worries concerning the risks related to the planned
automation. In addition, uncertainty costs can result in a lack of psychological commitment,
in particular, whether the automation process is capable of influencing power relations
within the organization, resulting in a new power structure, i.e., power is transferred to
other actors. This can cause uncertainty concerning the benefits of supporting automation,
potentially resulting in a preference for retaining the status quo. The element of uncertainty
cost in status quo bias can emerge when automation increases the risk of a loss of power and
authority, regardless of whether it is supported or opposed. Thus, the move to automation
in a public organization can introduce an uncertainty that impacts employees, particularly
when it comes to their concerns about the resulting benefits.
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Secondly, the cognitive misperceptions inherent in status quo bias imply that any
avoidance of perceived potential loss can cloud decision-making, even when greater losses
may be incurred by the failure to embrace change [14]. Cognitive misperception can also
arise when organizational actors are highly influential but fail to understand the benefits
of automation. This is particularly relevant, due to changes in business processes and
automation potentially prompt opposition and resistance, particularly if employees and
managers fail to understand the potential benefits of any overall gains.

Thirdly, psychological commitment is comprised of sunk costs, social norms, and
the potential loss of control experienced by employees [14]. (1) Sunk costs focus on a
transfer to a new form of working, including adopting new methods. During the process
of automation becoming a reality, there may be new means of working and engaging with
work processes that cause difficulties for employees, due to the need to adapt to unfamiliar
styles. This can therefore lead to a desire to retain traditional working methods. (2) Social
norms relate to behaviours and actions accepted as the norm, which can strengthen or
weaken actors within an organization, thereby creating status quo bias. (3) Loss of control
(or a sense of threat) can be experienced by individuals who have adhered to specific norms
prior to the implementation of automation, which can also result in status quo bias [14].

Figure 1 summarises the main issues according to status quo bias theory relating to
how organizational actors resist change resulting from the adoption of automated workflow
systems. These three issues form, as explained previously, the aspects leading to resistance
(i.e., transition costs, uncertainty costs, cognitive misperception, and psychological com-
mitment). Transition costs arising from the decision to adopt technological systems can
lead to resistance. In addition, resistance can be prompted if there remains any uncertainty
about whether the adoption of technological systems may result in greater costs than
gains for users. Furthermore, a limited understanding of technological systems and their
implications can also result in resistance, as can lower levels of psychological commitment
due to a sense of a lessening of control during the implementation of technological systems.
This theoretical framework guided the data collection and analysis of the current study to
determine the issues associated with each pillar of status quo bias theory.

Organizational actors resist change and mature technology when there
are:

transition
costs

Psychological

Cognitive misperceptions ’
commitment

Uncertainty
costs

Theoretical framework Contribution: How status quo bias can have an impact on resistance to change at the time of
the implementation of automated workflow system.

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework based on status quo bias theory [14].

3.2. The Benefts of the Lens of Status Quo Bias Theory for Interpreting Resistance to Change

The main benefit of adopting the lens of status quo bias theory for this research was
that it facilitated an understanding of why members of organizations tend to prefer their
current systems. In addition, it clarified that they tend to resist change for a number of
reasons, as discussed below:
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1. Organizational employees' resistance to a change of system tends to be commensurate
with the level of the resulting costs i.e., changes in roles and structure. Status quo
bias theory can help identify the issues related to transition costs and the reactions of
employees.

2. Resistance increases when organizational members experience uncertainty concerning
these costs, i.e., during the implementation of automated workflow systems. Status
quo bias theory can help define how such uncertainty impacts resistance to change.

3.  Status quo bias theory can assist in understanding employees’ cognitive mispercep-
tion of new systems, as well as how and why they resist, i.e., as a result of misun-
derstanding the benefits of new systems. It is, therefore, vital to acquire an in-depth
understanding of the views of employees before, during and after any change, in
order to recognise the processes involved in such resistance.

4. Itisimportant to examine the psychological commitment of organizational employees
during times of change, so as to demonstrate how and why resistance can occur. It
can also reveal that encouraging employees’ commitment to an organization can help
them understand (and overcome) resistance to change.

3.3. There Are Also a Number of Further Theories Employed by Research into Information Systems
Exploring Resistance to Change in Organizations, as Discussed Below

3.3.1. Work Systems Theory (WST)

Work Systems Theory (WST) is an alternative method that transforms the understand-
ing of the system-as-technical-artifact to one that perceives organizational actors forming a
segment of various business processes, not simply the use of technology. WST highlights
the outcomes (including the value) of organizations shaped by such systems [64]. Laumer
et al. [28] used WST to study work routines and resistance in a single organization, to
evaluate the implementation of a human resources IS. Their results demonstrate that work
routines can become an object of resistance during IS implementation.

This current research employed status quo bias theory due to its ability to provide a
lens enabling an understanding of the organizational and psychological factors leading
to resistance to change, as WST tends to focus on the design and management of work
systems, as opposed to providing answers for why and how resistance may occur.

3.3.2. Political Variant of Interaction Theory

This theory [39] is used to understand and analyse the ways political behaviour and
dynamics tend to shape organizational decision-making, including how organizational
actors compete for power and influence. According to this theory, resistance to IS tends to
be experienced when individuals or groups resist systems due to an interaction between
characteristics related to both personnel and the system itself. The main drawback of this
theory is that it focuses too narrowly on the power dynamics that may underlie organiza-
tional resistance to IS. However, it should be noted that the issue of power dynamics is one
clarified more broadly by status quo bias theory.

3.3.3. The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) is a model that attempts to take account of
nonvolitional actions by including insights into control over performance as a further
predictor of behaviour [65,66]. This theory aims to clarify the process of decision-making.
Although there can be many reasons for organizational resistance, such as lack of training
or job security, these are not covered by this theory, which rather focuses on examining
attitudes and behaviour. This indicates that status quo bias theory can cover broader aspects
rather than a narrow explanation of organizational resistance during times of change.

3.3.4. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) is considered the most influential and
commonly employed theory for describing individual acceptance of IS. It was adapted
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from the Theory of Reasoned Action [67] and originally proposed by Davis [68] and assumes
that an individual’s IS acceptance is determined by two major variables: firstly, Perceived
Usefulness (PU) and secondly, Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU). In addition, TAM is a widely
used framework for understanding and predicting user acceptance of new technologies.
However, this theory also overlooks a number of organizational factors, i.e., changes in
organizational structure or processes. These can be provided by status quo bias theory in
relation to organizational resistance.

4. Methods

This research followed the interpretive tradition in IS research [69,70]. It adopted an
ontological principle based on constructivist ideology, due to this being considered the
most appropriate method for a study of organizational resistance to automated workflow
systems in a public organization. Moreover, due to focusing on resistance by organizational
actors, this study adopted a social constructivist position. It, therefore, recognises that the
social reality of the influence of status quo bias on organizational resistance to automated
workflow systems can relate to interactions between the actors involved. This facilitated
the interpretation of automation resistance in a public organization [71].

In addition, the researchers applied a qualitative methodology to understand how and
why status quo bias can explain organizational resistance to automated workflow systems
in a public organization in a developing country, i.e., Saudi Arabia. This required data
from a public organization experiencing organizational resistance to automated workflow
systems. The researchers, therefore, examined employees and organizational actors at
different levels within the organizational structure of the case study. The aim was to
identify the behaviours relating to IT, in order to understand both the automation and the
consequent resistance.

The qualitative case study in this research focused on a specific public organization in
Saudi Arabia, consisting of a major public body founded in the 1960s, which was selected
due to its implementation of automated workflow systems across many business processes.
This made it a valuable case study for exploring the transition to automated workflow
systems, including how (and why) status quo bias has created organizational resistance. It
also provided evidence of the challenges brought about by automated workflow systems
in a public organization.

Thus, the researchers targeted this public organization with the aim of enhancing
understanding of the nature of resistance in public organizations in a developing country.
The organization was selected in order to: firstly, explore how organizational actors in a
public organization can resist change and secondly, determine how and why status quo
bias can play a role in resistance to the introduction of a mature technology in an automated
workflow system. This is particularly relevant as public organizations in Saudi Arabia
are currently in the process of digitizing many of their services, including applying for
appropriate government investment. Therefore, this study provides an opportunity to
identify the resistance that can occur in one of its departments. This has the potential to
contribute a better understanding of the factors prompting resistance and how they may be
overcome, thus assisting in the fulfilment of the current plans and targets for the public
sector. The main characteristics of this organization are that it is part of a main ministry
responsible for forming and executing government policies regarding work, labour and
social development affairs in the country. Its leadership has been appointed by the King
and it contains deputies and departments led by managers. In addition, it has different
technological systems platforms that aim to provide services to residents and citizens.

The organization being studied has adopted many different IT systems throughout
its history to serve different purposes, with the most recent being automated workflow
systems, which were introduced in 2016. As these were implemented prior to the date of
the current research, this is a retrospective study. It, therefore, provides an opportunity for
the participants to consider the relevant events in hindsight, and discuss the challenges
they encountered during the implementation process. Furthermore, it considers how
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organizational resistance was manifested and played a role in the success (or failure) of
automated workflow systems from the perspective of status quo bias theory. Therefore, in
order to understand the organizational resistance to automation, the case study undertook
an in-depth examination of both the organization and its actors, yielding a significant
degree of relevant data.

The research process commenced in 2022, thus offering a new oversight of the many
events that had taken place throughout the implementation and development phase. One
of the limitations of non-longitudinal studies is their short-time frame, which is generally
spent in data collection. Moreover, participants in retrospective studies can experience
difficulties in clearly recalling certain events, or may misrepresent them, due to now having
new knowledge [72].

This study employed semi-structured interviews for data collection, as this provided
an opportunity to develop an in-depth understanding of how status quo bias can explain
organizational resistance to automated workflow systems [73]. The data were gathered
in September 2022, over a period of approximately one month. This study followed a
snowball sampling method for data collection. The researchers chose to interview specific
individuals and those holding particular positions within the organization, while also giv-
ing the participants the opportunity to recommend further potential subjects. This process
commenced with an automation engineer heavily involved in the implementation, who
was offered the opportunity to recommend a participant with knowledge of the focus of this
research. This process was then followed with each interviewee [74]. The main advantage
of snowball sampling is interviewing those who are more familiar with the subject of the
research questions and aims. This meant that the interviews were conducted with a sample
population of twelve actors involved in the automation process. These included four
automation engineers, three users, three managers, and two automation consultants. This,
therefore, gave a comprehensive impression of why, and how, organizational resistance can
influence automation in a public organization. The interviews lasted between one and one
and a half hours and offered detailed data to help shape the researchers” understanding
and fulfil the research objectives. The questions were guided by the following schedule,
which was developed to examine the main pillars of status quo bias theory, in connection
with organizational resistance to automation:

The interview questions (See Table 1) were primarily derived from, and guided by,
the main principles of status quo bias theory, as outlined above in the section concerning
the theoretical framework of this study. The first three questions were designed to set the
scene for interviewees, informing them of the following aspects. Firstly, the history of
automation in the organization; secondly, how it was implemented (i.e., the implementation
process); thirdly, how resistance influenced the implementation of workflow systems; and
fourthly, how resistance influenced the success of automated workflow systems. These
four questions were vital for determining the context, in order to assist the analysis of the
questions related to resistance. A number of questions were derived from status quo bias
theory, including: firstly, issues surrounding uncertainty; secondly, the potential loss of jobs;
thirdly, changes of business processes and the impact on organizational structure; fourthly,
the influence of psychological commitment and power relations during the implementation
of workflow systems; and finally, the creation of new forms and styles of working. These
were all derived from the possible impact of this process, as well as examples of uncertainty
costs related to the transition, along with cognitive misperceptions and psychological
commitment potentially leading to resistance to automated workflow systems.



Systems 2023, 11, 191 10 of 22

Table 1. The interview questions.

The Interview Questions

1.  Why was implementing automation an important decision for the organization?

2. How was the automation implemented?

3. What did the participants know about organizational resistance?

4. Inwhat ways did they believe that organizational resistance influenced the automation process?

5. In what ways did they believe, or not believe, that organizational resistance exerted an influence on the success of
the automation?

6. When implementing and adopting automation, was there any kind of uncertainty affecting the success of the technology’s
implementation? If so why, and how?

7. Why, and how, can the potential loss of jobs and work influence the success of automation?

8.  Why, and how, can automating business processes impact organizational structure?

9. Why, and how, does psychological uncertainty, or the view of risk, relate to the new options resulting from automation?

10.  Why, and how, can automation influence power relations, power structure and authority in the organization, as a result of
automating business processes?

11.  How can automation clarify resistance to change within an organization?

12.  How can moving to new form of working, learning new methods and new norms in an organization lead to resistance?

The interviews were conducted in a conversational format, thus ensuring that all
topics were addressed in the appropriate order to obtain the required data. In addition, the
interviewer probed for further details, as necessary.

The analysis (See Table 2) followed Creswell’s [75] systematic six-stage technique
of data analysis. Firstly, the data was formed and prepared, including the transcribing
of the interviews. Secondly, the data was scanned to highlight the key points made
by the interviewees pertaining to the research questions. Thirdly, the analysis involved
coding the interview data, i.e., portioning data into pieces of text, before explaining the
meaning of the specific sections [75]. Fourthly, the interview data were arranged into
categories and classified according to the type of participant. Fifthly, the coding was used to
develop themes for analysis, including elements focusing on how status quo bias theory can
clarify resistance to automation in public organizations. Finally, the researcher interpreted
the meaning of the data by associating the key findings with the existing literature. In
addition, the data were analysed using the qualitative analysis techniques proposed by
Creswell [75], in combination with the theoretical understanding of status quo bias theory,
as discussed in the previous section. This involved clarifying the outcomes according
to definite themes, with the use of theory segmented into an iterative procedure of data
collection and analysis [69]. The data analysis procedure followed in this research contains
a number of advantages, as indicated by Creswell [75], including detailed explanations for
the process of qualitative analysis, which is flexible and easily followed [76].

Table 2. Examples of analysis and interpretation.
Theme Evidence (Examples From Interviews) Support for Analysis and Interpretation
. However, resistfmc? can arise because tl.le .employees Supported by the literature and lens of
Job security in the organization want t.o keep Fhelr jobs ... status quo bias theory
(Software Automation Engineer).
We faced strong resistance to rules on the legal front. .
Changes in laws and rules We also had afguments in terms of interpre%ing the Supported by the literature and lens of

. tat bias th
rules and laws ... (Automation Consultant). status quo bias theory

5. Analysis and Discussion

This research recognises that automated workflow systems have, during their develop-
ment, been subject to considerable resistance, with many previous studies demonstrating
that such resistance tends to take place across multiple contexts [11].
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5.1. How Employees” Resistance Impacted by the Adoption of Automated Workflow Systems
5.1.1. Job Security

Automated workflow systems have prompted resistance for a number of reasons,
including fear of losing jobs, and a reduction in managers” authority, as well as the down-
grading of certain roles. Overcoming such resistance can introduce hidden costs, as it
is vital, in order to ensure the successful implementation of automation, to facilitate the
compliance of employees with organizational change. Thus, fears can be seen to repre-
sent a powerful bias, as individuals prefer to work in a familiar environment and follow
previous work styles. In this study, these fears were found to result in unrealistic and
irrational responses, including the hope of maintaining the status quo against the ‘threat’
of automation, as expressed in the following responses.

“Yes, I think automation can lead to resistance. However, resistance can arise because
the employees in the organization want to keep their jobs. But I think this kind of worrying
about a possible loss of jobs emerges once managers point out that there will be no need
for certain services in the same way as before automation. However, jobs will differ. Yes,
it’s true some jobs will disappear, but other kind of jobs will be created, such as in systems
development, operations, or support. The nature of work will change and require a new
set of skills.” (Software Automation Engineer)

When employees felt that they would gain only limited benefits from automation,
their fears increased, reflecting anxiety related to losing their jobs, which (according to
status quo bias theory) also raised uncertainty concerning the costs, so reducing both
their psychological commitment and support for the project and consequently increasing
resistance.

“Job and work losses can be a result of automation, and thereby influence resis-
tance in the workplace. Thus, many jobs will be automated and there will be
no requirement for people to do specific tasks. However, there will be a change
in the skills and jobs required ... I remember one manager I dealt with while
automating a number of processes in an organization, said: ‘If we automate, what
is the need for managers and employees anymore?’”. (Software Automation
Engineer)

This indicates that resistance to automated workflow systems can be partially driven
by concerns relating to job security. This accords with studies indicating an increased
feeling of anxiety among employees related to the possibility of losing their jobs as a re-
sult of automation [77], which can lead to lower job satisfaction [78] and psychological
well-being [79]. These can all, therefore, impact organizational performance. In addition,
automated systems have the potential to replace human labour, leading to fears of subse-
quent unemployment. In contrast, automation can also lead to increased efficiency and
productivity, creating new job opportunities [80], or allowing existing workers to focus on
more highly skilled tasks.

5.1.2. Changes in Laws and Rules

This study found that resistance to automation tends to emerge when senior managers
and employees attack developers and implementers, suggesting that this development will
fail, due to contravening the rules and laws applied within the organization. This can be
understood in divergent ways by the parties involved in the development and implemen-
tation, as well as in relation to the intended use of automated systems. Thus, rules and
laws proved an important area cited by those demonstrating a status quo bias, particularly
when facing proposed automation within a long-established public organization.

“We faced strong resistance to rules on the legal front. We also had arguments
in terms of interpreting the rules and laws. In addition, the old school did not
like to see any changes, and preferred to continue with the same methods and
approaches at work. We faced difficulties with the infrastructure, as well as the
integration required and its extension. Every party has a view and these are all
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correct, if a suggestion is not strong enough and cannot be supported, it will fail
and face resistance.” (Automation Consultant)

As noted by Kuziemski and Misuraca [81], rules and regulations can influence the
adoption of automated systems, which can be subject to resistance when employees per-
ceive that these are not being followed, or are unfairly applied. Overall, an understanding
of the regulations governing the adoption of automated systems can help demonstrate
why resistance may occur, so informing strategies for addressing and managing this aspect
within organizations.

5.1.3. Lack of Understanding or Knowledge of the Technology

This study found that it was not only the above fears that led employees and managers
to highlight issues with the development and implementation of automation. They also
revealed a lack of understanding of automated workflow systems, including their benefits.
This influenced their conclusion that it was not possible to resolve the issues related to
technology, with a negative impact on their subsequent output. The decision to present
automation in this manner is also a means of evading the organizational costs required
to achieve the operational success of automated workflow systems, resulting in status
quo bias.

“Some resisters try to stress the problems arising from automation and sometimes
out of fear for the future, including the need to learn new skills and tools and
a lack of understanding of the technology. People take an adversarial stance
towards things they don’t know about.” (Software Automation Engineer)

During this research, it became evident that the development of resistance can, at
times, be due to a form of cognitive misperception. Thus, both employees and managers
preferred to maintain the status quo, due to misunderstanding the benefits of automation,
resulting in some managers feeling that their services might, in future, be dispensed with,
particularly when the organization intended to change their job description in accordance
with the new developments. This revealed that their resistance tended to arise as a result of
cognitive misperception.

“As there used to be implementers who fought hard to stop us, and they may have
felt uncertain about the results of automation, we had to explain our intention
and plans clearly.” (Automation Consultant)

This reveals that a lack of familiarity with the technology behind automated systems
can result in employees becoming uncertain about how such innovations may work and
are capable of achieving [82]. This can lead to fear (or mistrust) of the technology, further
contributing to resistance to its adoption. Such misconceptions [83] were found to result
in employees fearing that such technology was likely to prove unreliable, or to replace
them, thus contributing to resistance. This was further compounded by some employees
lacking the knowledge required to employ automated systems in an effective manner,
which resulted in frustration and anxiety that they would be prevented from fulfilling their
jobs efficiently [84].

5.1.4. Lack of Trust in the Technology

The process of automating services in organizations tends to be lengthy, requiring
considerable involvement from developers, implementers, and users, and thus demanding
a considerable degree of financial and workforce resources. This can lead to uncertainty, or
a lack of trust in the technology, therefore highlighting the benefits of retaining the status
quo, and supporting resistance to change.

“There is a level of uncertainty in the adoption of automation, and this uncertainty
exists when employees fear that they might have to follow a lengthy process to
ensure the success of automation, even if they support it. They also fear that the
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organization may replace them with those who already have the skills required
post-automation.” (Software Automation Engineer)

There are several reasons why a lack of trust in technology may influence resistance
to automated workflow systems, in particular the need for employees to be properly
trained and supported [85], in order to prevent them from feeling overwhelmed and unsure
of how to use the technology, resulting in a consequent lack of trust. Thus, employees
may feel that automated workflow systems that require fewer members of staff [86] are
being implemented to replace them, rather than to improve efficiency. In addition, a lack
of trust in technology can arise from resistance to change itself, as well as a preference
for traditional ways of working, resulting in difficulties in introducing new technologies
(including automated workflow systems) [87].

5.1.5. Perceived Risks and Costs Associated with Change

A further issue is that of cost, due to the expense involved in changing organizational
work processes and workflows, both for users and managers, who must adapt to new tools
and working methods. This can cause organizational members impacted by automated
systems to make the decision (as in the current case study) to resist any potential change.
This reveals the need for high-level support to provide the appropriate infrastructure to
overcome attachment to the status quo, along with resistance to change.

“We saw that managers and employees were reluctant to adopt the new work
methods and processes, because they had to adapt to a new situation. So yes,
employees understand that there are costs involved when moving to a new
working setting.” (Automation Engineer)

In the current case study, this resistance manifested itself in the form of both users and
managers opposing all efforts to implement change, in particular by taking the decision
not to support efforts to ensure the success of automation. The highest cost paid for a loss
of status involved training employees to use the new tools and methods, particularly when
some members preferred to uphold the status quo.

“Resistance happens when users, employees, or managers in an organization
refuse to work with the new business processes, due to lacking the required skills,
or in the absence of the necessary infrastructure or tools. The developer and
implementer are required to coordinate with many parties in the organization.
So, they refuse for the reasons just mentioned and say they need training, or
don’t have the skills needed; or that the previous working methods were success-
ful, so there is no need to automate. This can result in many risks.” (Software
Automation Engineer)

In addition, status quo bias can arise (as in the current case study) when there are
psychological uncertainty costs associated with automation. This was demonstrated by
those within the organization who avoided engaging with change (and offered erroneous
involvement and incorrect guidance to help analysts, developers, and implementers in
their work) tending to maintain the previous situation. This presents an example of how
uncertainty can influence status quo bias and decisions concerning automation resistance.
One interviewee provided the following example of how this took place:

“Yes, we saw a kind of psychological uncertainty and risks relating to what
automation brings to the organization. We previously worked with the employees,
but if we asked certain questions they tended to give false answers. Today, the
tools make the decisions instead of them. So, automation reduces the need for
these kinds of decisions to be taken by employees, and the systems perform this
for many tasks at work. Therefore, we raised this with senior management, who
supported us in overcoming this issue.” (Automation Consultant)

This demonstrates how psychological uncertainty costs influenced resistance to au-
tomation. When employees realised that there would be a change in the methods and tools
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used for carrying out their work, they also understood that they would be required to
learn new skills. This led them to resist, but appropriate management of change and the
application-related principles helped to transform such resistance and overcome this status
quo bias.

“Some people resist due to the fear that they can’t learn and adapt to new methods
and skills. We applied change management thinking in the organization, and
delivered training and sent emails and workshops. We also arranged events
with employees, in order to encourage them to support our efforts towards
automation.” (Automation Consultant)

And:

“There is a kind of psychological uncertainty. I noticed someone who used to
work as a supervisor of business functions was using manual tools. When a
decision was taken to automate these processes, he opposed the management’s
vision for over three years. This resulted in conflict between different parties
within the organization and fears of a loss of work.” (Software Automation
Engineer)

And:

“It is possible to learn to use new tools and methods in work, but there is now an
increasing awareness that people have to become better educated. However, there
is still a kind of resistance to learning new skills and tools.” (Software Automation
Engineer)

This study found that employees tended to resist the implementation of an automated
workflow system when they felt it might remove their control over their work or limit
their autonomy [10]. This indicates that employees can prove resistant to using a system
perceived as inflexible, or are unable to adapt to changing circumstances [88]. In addition,
it identified issues relating to the potential disruption of existing processes [89].

5.1.6. Change of Business Processes, Alongside Organizational Structure and Power

Automation is designed to advance business processes within an organization and
improve the effectiveness of its organizational structure. This is apparent in the merging
(and removal) of multiple processes, in order to reduce the level of paperwork. The costs
are considered transient costs, and reveal how the actors feel about moving to the current
use of technologies. Transient costs are essential in times of change, including when
upgrading the methods, tools and structures required to enable employees to adapt to
changes in the running of an organization. However, the current study found that status
quo bias prevented the complete achievement of gains anticipated by both managers and
employees. However, the transient costs at this level were contingent upon transforming
business processes and automating services, resulting in higher levels of changes to business
processes and structures and commensurate degrees of resistance during the period of
transition. Thus, transient costs were found to be higher than gains, leading to some
managers and employees preferring to retain existing methods. However, some automation
champions experienced success in accordance with the power they had accumulated within
the organization, resulting in a consideration of transient costs as resulting from fears of
losing power, status and a change in power relations in the organization. This was not only
relevant for those working in IT but also for individuals demonstrating status quo bias.

“The influence of automation on business processes will be merged, resulting in
the removal of paperwork. There will be automation for archives and services
and databases and categorization.” (Software Automation Engineer)

And:

“It depends on whether the new business processes will require full automation.
You need management that controls what comes first. I believe it will look
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different in future, with the IT department being very powerful once most of
the business processes in the organization have been automated.” (Software
Automation Engineer)

The data suggests that the managers were concerned about the uncertainty costs
associated with automation, resulting in doubts over their psychological commitment.
Automation also led to changes in power relations, which impacted those working in IT,
along with marketing teams and operations gaining power from the project. This led to
higher levels of resistance from managers desiring to maintain their existing power, thus
explaining their status quo bias.

“The IT department and implementers of automation will be the first to benefit
from automation in organizations. Let me give you this example: in banks, there
are branches and the main administration. The opening of accounts, along with
most services, are now automated and take place online. This reduces the power
of branches in favour of the main administration, who still have power over the
banks.” (Software Automation Engineer)

And:

“IT people, support, technical teams and marketing are the new powerful per-
sonnel in an automated organization. They generally benefit from the potential
of automation in the market, and automation will be the backbone for the orga-
nization, which will empower certain personnel with specific tasks.” (Software
Automation Engineer)

This study found that changes in business processes, organizational structure, and
power, can influence organizational resistance to automated workflow systems in the
following ways:

Firstly, in order to be effective, automated workflow systems require significant
changes to business processes. However, employees tend to be resistant to the technology
when not made fully aware of these changes, or when they lack an understanding of how
the new processes will work [90]. This indicates the need for changes to organizational
structure, (i.e., the creation of new roles or the reassignment of responsibilities), with em-
ployees resisting the technology if they believe this may exert a negative impact on their
job security or their status within the organization [11]. In addition, this study found that
automated workflow systems resulted in a change of power dynamics within the orga-
nization, with some employees gaining more, and others less, influence. It became clear
that a number of employees resisted new technology when they considered it was being
implemented to benefit specific individuals or groups at the expense of others [37,44,76].

5.1.7. Discomfort of Making Difficult Decisions

In this study, as highlighted by a number of employees, resistance to change was
overcome through an identification of the organization’s real problem concerning whether
automation could provide a solution, due to organizational actors facing difficult decisions
during the implementation. Thus, a key factor in overcoming resistance and status quo bias
was found to consist of undertaking steps to ensure the support of senior management.

“There used to be resistance to automation, and we confronted this by taking
the business as it is and performing a gap analysis to correctly understand the
problems. We found that specific processes were performed by certain people,
which we changed, after raising the awareness of senior management, in order to
ensure their support. One reason for resistance at the individual level was that
they wished to continue working as they had done previously.” (Automation
Consultant)

The study also found that the main reason for discomfort with difficult choices arose
from fear of making a wrong decision [91]. This led to employees being hesitant to adopt
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an automated workflow system, in response to concerns that they may make mistakes, or
the system could make decisions that are not in the best interests of the organization.

Figure 2 summarises the theoretical framework developed as a result of using the
lens of status quo bias theory for the current case study. This reveals that organizational
actors tend to resist change and automated workflow systems when they fear losing
work. In addition, changes in organizational structure and processes tend to increase the
potential for resistance, because of the effort required to adapt to the new realities, and
the implementation of automated workflow systems may therefore require changes to
regulations. All of these issues infer the need for both actors and organizations to deal with
the resulting transition costs, which can thus enhance a choice to remain with the status
quo. For example, psychological uncertainty can arise from changes to power relations,
along with a lack of trust in the t