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The modern work is characterised by the constant aspect of change. Certain organisational developments rapidly succeed and cause development. Most of them fail, and this leads to loss of finances, demotivation and cynicism (Tang, 2019). It is hardly ever the change itself that determines success or failure; the actual distinction is the leadership. This essay will critically discuss two of my own experiences of organisational change. I will contrast such experiences with best practice models, those of Kurt Lewin and John Kotter. The initial attempt was an effective disaster. It entailed the implementation of an unfamiliar technology in a retail position, in which I was a worker. Leadership of this change was top-down, remote and autocratic. The second experience was a great success. It caused a significant organisational redesign within a voluntary organisation of which I was a team leader. This change leadership was democratic, coaching and transformational. 
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To critically analyse my experiences, the definition of the concept of best practice in change management is important. Academic theory gives models which serve as a guide to leaders. Two of the most general models are Lewin's Three-Stage Model and Kotter's Eight-Step Process (AlManei, et al., 2018). A simple and powerful model was developed by Kurt Lewin to define the process. He proposed that change occurs in three different stages, namely: Unfreeze, Change, and Refreeze. The preparation is the "Unfreeze" stage. The leader is required to overcome inertia and break the prevailing system of doing things, i.e. the old way (Burke, 2023). This step is concerned with the establishment of a sense of urgency, demonstrating to the team why the change is needed. Implementation is the "Change" stage, or, in other words, the moving (Cummings, et al., 2016). It is here that the new processes, systems or behaviours are implemented. The team is characterised by a lot of confusion and uncertainty. Last but not least is the Refreeze stage, which concerns the permanency of the change. New behaviours have to be embedded within the culture of the organisation by the leader, usually through new policies, training, and rewards. The model by Lewin is useful because it is simple (Alqatawenh, 2018).
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Figure 1 Lewin's Change Management Template (Cummings, et al., 2016)
Based on the concepts of Lewin, John Kotter developed a more specific and operational process to be used by leaders. His Process, which is actually 8 Steps, is not a description but an action guide. The actions involve developing a sense of urgency, developing a guiding coalition of supporters and developing a clear strategic vision. Importantly, Kotter puts a significant focus on the actions of leadership. The leader should communicate the vision, enabling employees to take action, eliminate barriers and create interim wins to gain momentum. The last phases are to put these gains together and entrench the fresh practices well in the organisational culture. The model is not a process, but a leadership guide to Kotter (Daft & Lane, 2018). It puts the focus of the strategy on people, vision and communication. We can have a best practice standard provided by these two models. They have now enabled us to critically assess my own personal experiences and have a closer look at the point where the leadership either worked or failed.
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Figure 2 Kotter's 8 Step Change Model (Doppelt, 2017)
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My initial assessment was a classic example of ineffective leadership. I am employed in a high-street bookshop that I will refer to as City Books as a Sales Assistant in 2023. It was a small chain which owned the company and was trying to modernise its operations. Our simple and reliable tills were replaced by a new and all-in-one Point-of-Sale (POS) and inventory solution, which constituted the nature of the change (Doppelt, 2017). In principle, this new system was a good one. It was created to handle sales, special orders, and inventory simultaneously. Practically speaking, it was a disaster. The leadership approach was autocratic and removed. All of this was communicated to us in one cold memo (Franklin, 2021). There was no meeting. There was no discussion. The memo merely said that a new system will be installed on Monday and that all employees will be expected to use the system. This gave cause for immediate suspicion and anxiety. We were never told the reason why we were changing, merely what we had to do. Our training was a 30-minute video which we were to watch at our convenience, off the shop floor. This dictatorial style caused enormous opposition. The technology was not feared by the staff. We felt too bad to appear incompetent in front of customers (Daft & Lane, 2018). Neither did we feel safe about the fact that this new, so-called efficient system might be just a veiled attempt to spy on us, minimise our hours, or even eliminate jobs (Errida & Lotfi, 2021).
The change at City Books was unsuccessful since the leadership was not taking the human factor into consideration. The new system was buggy. It broke down during operational Saturdays. Reporting such problems to our manager, we were informed that these were our user error. Our feedback was ignored. This dictatorial reaction destroyed any trust we still had. The outcome was predictable (Rosenbach, et al., 2018). Two months in the state of chaos, the staff resigned. Many of us quickly began to use the old, plain till in most of the sales. Only when a manager was present did we use the new POS system. It is a time-honoured type of employee resistance in which individuals seek means of undermining something of which they are doubtful (McCarthy & Eastman, 2021). The company finally acknowledged defeat and removed the whole system. It was truly a major waste of resources. In the comparisons with a theory, this can be seen as a failure. By the definitions of Lewin, the leaders failed miserably to Unfreeze. They had not made an urgency; they had made fear. They went directly to the Change phase, and they were unprepared. Since the team was not unfreezed, we did not refreeze (Manning & Curtis, 2019). We were merely playing at it, and leaving the change to pass. The model of Kotter has an even more obvious failure. The rulers did not succeed in all eight steps. They established no sense of urgency (Step 1), they did not ally employees (Step 2), and they did not preach anything (Step 4). Most importantly, they did not empower us (Step 5). They instead disempowered us by not paying attention to our feedback. This breakdown was occasioned by an absolute transactional and autocratic leadership style (Jalagat, 2016). The leaders had perceived the change as such a straightforward transaction: "We install the system, you use it. They failed to realise that change is an emotional and complicated process.



[bookmark: _Toc212656517]Experience 2: The Successful Change (The Food Bank Restructure)
The second experience I had was the opposite. It was an all-out success, and it attests to the strength of the appropriate model of leadership. This volunteer experience occurred in 2024, when I worked as a Team Leader in my local community food bank. The change in nature was urgent and serious. Within half a year, the demand for our service had gone up 50 per cent. Our rota and food sorting were out of the question. There were strains with volunteers, and we were short of food parcels. Failure to change our entire model of operation meant failure to our society. Most of this change was to be handled by me as the Team Leader. Having heard the information that I had acquired during my retail job, I could not simply enforce a new rota. I employed leadership approaches that were democratic, coaching and transformational. First, I created urgency. I conducted a team meeting and displayed the data. I was open and honest. I said, "Here is our demand. Here is our capacity. We fail to satisfy the need. We must come up with a new system collectively. This was the "Unfreeze" stage (Kinicki & Williams, 2020). The next step was to create a guiding coalition. I singled out the most experienced volunteering members and sat down with them one by one. I received their buy-in and requested them to support me in guiding the change.
The empowerment was, however, the most crucial step. My leadership style was democratic, bottom-up. The rota that I have designed is not my own. I divided the team into small groups and asked them, What are your ideas? How would you solve this?" This was the key. They engineered a very bright new sorting and packing system, the pod. The construction of the new rota was made in-house. Since the change was designed by the volunteers themselves, they owned it completely. It was their system, not mine. This is an important element in effective change (Burke, 2023). My role was to act as a coach. I ensured that it was safe to experiment and even to fail (Rosenbach, et al., 2018). When the initial test of the new rota was problematic, we neither panicked nor blamed. We only discussed it as a team and rectified it. My leadership was also transformational. I kept on associating the change (a new rota), which was boring, with our vision (serving our community), which was inspirational. This provided the team with a strong purpose (Rudolph, et al., 2018). We even ratified on our first or so-called short-term win following an effective week, which created momentum. The result was a complete success. The new system became universally adopted. As a matter of fact, volunteer morale improved since they felt listened to, honoured and strong. We were able to achieve a 50 per cent growth in demand. This experience fits the 8 steps of Kotter almost perfectly and demonstrates successful implementation of the Lewin model. This was successful due to a transformational and democratic style of leadership (Northouse, 2020).
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Drawing a parallel between the two personal experiences offers an insightful and incisive learning experience. The food bank change was a success, and the retail change was a failure. However, it was not the change itself that made the difference. The retail change was not more than a new software. The food bank reorganisation was an even more intricate reorganisation of the whole service. The distinction was leadership. The retail managers in City Books understood change to be a technical issue. They employed an autocratic manner and collapsed. They demonstrated that even a mere change can never be successful unless people are taken on the ride. They developed what is referred to as cynicism about organisational change, which predisposes all future projects to failure (Antonakis & Day, 2017). The food bank change, in its turn, was handled as a human issue. I employed a transformational style and was successful. I demonstrated that even a complicated change may be successful when individuals feel empowered. This is a lesson to me on the academic models. The model created by Lewin can help diagnose the retail failure; it is evident that the unfreezing stage was overlooked. But it is too simple. This would not have been sufficient to spearhead the successful change. The model of Kotter is much more practical for a leader since they are a roadmap. I unconsciously adhered to the steps of the food bank that were leadership-centric, and that is why I succeeded. I concentrated on vision, communication, and empowerment. Models can only be as good as the leader who has them. An effective leader does not necessarily need to have a model. Even if one will not be able to stop a bad leader (Cummings, et al., 2016).
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So, my life experience forms a stark contrast. The case studies in leadership were the failed retail change and the successful food bank restructure. It was a pure autocratic top-down leadership style that led to the retail failure. This style overlooked the human element of change. It instilled fear and resistance, and it did not even adhere to any of the principles of the "best practice" of Lewin or the Kotter model. The success of the food bank was supported by a democratic and transformational leadership style. This was an empowerment style that emphasised communication and a shared vision. It also fits the methods described by Kotter. It has been demonstrated that the inclusion of people in a change will make them support it, regardless of whether it will be hard. These two storeys have provided me with an important lesson that I will carry with me in my career. All change depends on leadership. A leader cannot merely administer a change process. They have to guide their people through it. The models are just the map. It is the leader who should create the trust, hear the team and make them want to take steps.
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