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Executive Summary
The purpose of this report is to critically examine how organisational change was managed within Tata Steel UK following the sudden closure of the Morfa Coke Ovens at Port Talbot, set against the wider strategic transition toward low carbon, sustainable steelmaking. The report analyses the effectiveness of the change process using established change‑management and motivation theories, with particular emphasis on Lewin’s Force Field Analysis and Lewin’s Three Step Change Model, alongside relevant organisational behaviour literature.
The findings demonstrate that while the closure of the coke ovens was strategically and operationally necessary due to safety concerns, asset deterioration and decarbonisation pressures, the way the change was implemented exposed significant weaknesses in change management. Lewin’s Force Field Analysis shows that strong driving forces outweighed restraining forces, but insufficient effort was made to reduce employee resistance through early communication, consultation, and phased planning. As a result, the organisation shifted abruptly from a state of equilibrium into disruptive change.
Application of Lewin’s Three‑Step Change Model highlights that the unfreezing stage was largely ineffective, with employees given minimal notice and limited opportunity to psychologically prepare for change. The change stage was reactive rather than planned, placing considerable strain on laboratory management and frontline teams, while the refreezing stage remains incomplete due to ongoing uncertainty around further closures and redundancies. This prolonged transition has prevented employees from establishing a stable new way of working.
The report also identifies shortcomings in employee support, guidance, and motivation. Drawing on Maslow, Herzberg, Mayo, Likert and Kotter, the analysis shows that weakened job security, limited leadership visibility, and reduced participative management undermined morale and engagement, particularly among long‑serving employees. Overall, the report concludes that earlier engagement, clearer communication, participative leadership, and sustained employee support would have significantly improved the effectiveness and acceptance of the change process.
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Introduction  
Tata Steel UK is the country’s largest steel producer and one of the main suppliers of flat steel products in Europe, with downstream businesses that manufacture products for sectors including automotive, construction, engineering, infrastructure, and packaging (Tata Steel UK, 2024). The site’s six laboratories perform essential functions that support the full steelmaking process. Activities include the physical and chemical analysis of raw materials and by‑products, environmental monitoring surveys for the coke ovens, mechanical testing of coil for certification, chemical assessment of molten steel ladles before casting, effluent analysis to ensure compliance with environmental permits, and investigations into customer complaints. 
In 2023, Tata Steel announced a major transformation of its UK operations following a joint investment proposal with the UK Government to deliver the largest upgrade to the UK steel industry in decades, to install Electric Arc Furnace (EAF) steelmaking at Port Talbot as part of a shift toward low carbon, sustainable production. This transition was essential due to the ageing conditions and unsustainable operating costs of the existing heavy‑end assets, including the blast furnaces and coke ovens, which were acknowledged as approaching the end of their operational life (Tata Steel UK, 2025). On 18 March 2024, Tata Steel UK CEO announced that operations at the Morfa Coke Ovens would cease with effect from 20 March, giving employees two days’ notice (Tata Steel UK, 2024). This shutdown was attributed to “significantly deteriorating operational stability” (Tata Steel UK, 2024) and an operational condition that was no longer safe to sustain.
The short notice announcement illustrated a centralised and top‑down decision-making approach, and what had been an anticipated, strategic, future-oriented change became immediate and unexpected. The laboratories’ management was compelled to rely on participative, team‑led coordination with limited strategic guidance from senior leadership, to rapidly develop a Management of Change (MoC), to reassess workflows and keep the shift employees motivated to continue essential process and compliance testing. A significant volume of testing within the Raw Materials Laboratory stopped, leaving employees concerned about job security while still being required to attend work. This illustrates how abrupt change, when poorly supported, can affect psychological security and place additional emotional and managerial strain on frontline teams.









Main Findings
Defining Organisational Change
As technological innovation accelerates, “rapid technological changes create huge opportunities for companies bold enough to seize them” (Bezos, cited in Mullins, 2019), positioning organisational change as a strategic necessity rather than an optional response. Mullins presents change as inherent and unavoidable in modern organisations, driven by global competition, technological development, customer expectations, and wider socioeconomic and political pressures. Hannagan (1995) extends this understanding by positioning change as a core management challenge rather than solely a strategic issue, arguing that managers must balance maintaining control over existing systems with continuously adapting structures and processes in response to change. He emphasises that employees experience change as a transition rather than a single event, often progressing through stages of denial, resistance, exploration, and commitment, as illustrated in his transition model (Fig. 1). This perspective reinforces the critical role of management in providing clarity, stability, and emotional support, as employees may experience loss of security, competence, relationships, and direction during periods of organisational change (Hannagan, 1995). 

Figure 1. Transition Model (Hannagan, 1995). 
Tata Steel’s transition represents a planned, transformational response to decarbonisation pressures, changing customer demand and technological advancement, aligning with points outlined by Mullins (2019) that organisations must proactively adapt to remain viable. However, the unplanned and safety-driven closure of the Morfa Coke Ovens introduced sudden operational disruption alongside long‑term strategic change, giving employees little opportunity to progress from resistance to exploration. Uncertainty increased, resistance intensified, and employee adjustment became more difficult.



Lewin’s Force Field Analysis
Force Field Analysis, first introduced by Kurt Lewin, is a change management tool used to understand the forces influencing and restraining organisational change. Change is conceptualised as occurring within a state of “quasi‑equilibrium,” where progress only becomes possible when driving forces are strengthened, restraining forces are reduced, or both occur simultaneously (University of Cambridge, 2016).
The model’s simplicity and visual structure make it effective for identifying driving and restraining forces, recognising that resistance is a natural aspect of organisational life and may reflect underlying operational or psychological issues (Shrivastava, Shrivastava and Ramasamy, 2017). However, Lewin’s model assumes a stable end state, which limits its effectiveness in contemporary organisations experiencing continuous or overlapping change. In addition, meaningful applications often require broad stakeholder input, which can be time-consuming and difficult to coordinate (Wallbridge, 2022).

Figure 2. Lewin's Forcefield Analysis (Dominic, 2021).

When applied to Tata Steel UK, the organisation can be understood as operating in a state of organisational quasi‑equilibrium, where opposing forces had previously maintained stability (Lewin, 1951). However, increasing pressures associated with the transition to green steel, rising costs, asset deterioration and tightening environmental policies exceeded the organisation’s capacity to maintain this balance, causing the existing equilibrium to collapse and making change unavoidable. This helps explain why the closure was experienced as abrupt and imposed rather than effectively managed, as restraining forces were not sufficiently addressed through communication, engagement or phased planning. Hannagan (1995) argues that resistance to change should not be ignored or suppressed, as doing so can increase uncertainty and prolong behavioural and emotional disruption; instead, resistance should be recognised and managed through clear leadership, communication, and employee involvement. The analysis indicates that although the decision to close the coke ovens was necessary, greater effort should have been made to reduce restraining forces such as workforce anxiety, resistance, negative press, and operational disruption prior to implementation. Earlier communication of the closure could have enabled functions to complete a MoC in advance and address employee concerns before the change occurred.


Lewin’s Three-Step Change Model
Lewin’s Three Stage Change Model explains organisational change as a structured process consisting of three phases: unfreezing, change, and refreezing (Hussain et al., 2018).

Figure 3. Lewin’s Three-Step Change Model (Cameron and Green, 2024).
Unfreeze Stage
The unfreezing stage focuses on preparing employees for change by communicating the need for change, addressing resistance, and developing psychological readiness (Cameron and Green, 2024). Kotter’s (1996) emphasis on creating a sense of urgency and communicating a clear vision highlights weaknesses in Tata Steel UK’s approach. While the strategic need for decarbonisation had been communicated, employees were not adequately prepared for the accelerated closure due to limited senior management communication and consultation, reducing readiness and increasing resistance. Earlier communication regarding the likelihood of closure, alongside clearer explanations of safety and cost factors, and a defined change timeline, could have reduced workforce anxiety and strengthened preparation for change (Cameron and Green, 2024).
Change Stage 
The change stage involves implementing new processes, structures or behaviours while supporting employees through the transition (Mullins, 2016). In this case, the change phase occurred rapidly and under pressure, driven by urgent safety concerns and deteriorating asset conditions. Laboratory management teams were required to respond reactively to sudden disruption to workflows, testing priorities and safety procedures, acting as informal change agents by interpreting decisions, providing guidance, and supporting employees through uncertainty, in the absence of clear strategic direction.
The closure of the Raw Materials Laboratory, due to reduced testing demand, resulted in redundant shifts, management roles, and equipment, alongside the need to manage chemicals under COSHH, decommission assets, and update procedures. Kotter’s (1996) emphasis on enabling action through clear leadership highlights the limitations of this reactive approach. A proactive MoC, supported by visible leadership, clearer guidance and prepared line managers, would have reduced uncertainty and enabled a more controlled progression through the change stage.

Refreeze Stage
The refreezing stage aims to stabilise the organisation by embedding new ways of working and restoring equilibrium (Mullins, 2016). In this case, refreezing has not been fully achieved. The closure of the coke ovens occurred alongside anticipated closures of the blast furnaces and sinter plant, creating ongoing uncertainty around redundancies, workloads, and operational demands. From a refreezing perspective, Kotter’s (1996) final steps relating to consolidating gains and anchoring change help explain why this stage remains incomplete, as continued uncertainty has prevented the establishment of a stable new equilibrium.
Refreezing could have been strengthened through clearer communication from senior management about the future direction and scope of the laboratories, alongside reassurance around job stability and available support. Laboratory staff were left uncertain about the future as workloads reduced following the closure of one asset, with further closures expected. As a result, middle management, despite being uncertain themselves, were required to remain positive and supportive to limit employee anxiety. Lewin’s model assumes the achievement of a stable end state, which limits its usefulness in situations such as Tata Steel UK, where ongoing uncertainty and overlapping changes make it difficult to fully embed and consolidate change.
Employee Support, Guidance and Motivation During Change
Support 
The abrupt closure of the coke ovens caused significant behavioural disruption, destabilising routines and roles within the laboratories, consistent with Mullins’ (1993) statement that sudden organisational change undermines psychological stability and performance. This disruption heightened uncertainty and eroded employees’ sense of job security, aligning with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, where unmet safety needs restrict engagement with higher-order motivations such as self‑development and achievement (McLeod, 2025). 
Kotter’s Eight-Step Change Model highlights the organisation’s insufficient focus on the human dimensions of change, particularly the limited communication of vision, weak engagement and lack of senior leadership support (Kotter, 1996). From a human relations perspective, Mayo’s theory emphasises that motivation is strongly influenced by social factors such as communication, managerial attention, and emotional support (Peek, 2025). However, these were limited at a senior management level, illustrated by the removal of the mental health hub during redundancies, signalling a withdrawal of organisational care at a critical time. As a result, middle laboratory management were required to provide emotional support, reassurance, and stability, despite experiencing uncertainty themselves. Likert’s theory reinforces this critique, suggesting that supportive and participative leadership fosters trust and commitment during disruption (Wang, Hou and Li, 2022). Tata Steel UK’s overall approach more closely reflected authoritative systems rather than participative, limiting employee voice and involvement. Greater alignment with a participative system could have strengthened trust, stabilised morale and supported employee engagement through collective involvement.



Guidance 
The decision to close the coke ovens was made at the senior management level using a Theory X approach, with change imposed through top‑down control and minimal consultation, consistent with McGregor’s view that managers in high‑risk organisations prioritise compliance and output (Channell, 2025). Once implemented, responsibility for guiding laboratory employees through the change was largely delegated to middle laboratory management, requiring them to drive the change locally, explain the reasons behind it and remain positive, despite having limited information themselves.
Laboratory management adapted their approach based on individual employee needs. Some employees responded well to Theory Y‑based guidance, operating with minimal direction and independently identifying skill gaps and development opportunities. In contrast, longer‑serving employees required more structured guidance and closer line‑management support. Guidance was further complicated by a divided workforce consisting of employees who had chosen voluntary redundancy and those intending to remain. Employees planning to leave often expressed negative views about the change, which increased anxiety among the remaining staff and created additional barriers to engagement. Ouchi’s Theory Z suggests that greater collaboration, trust, and shared responsibility between senior and middle management could have reduced uncertainty and improved alignment between strategic decisions and local implementation (Daft, 2004).
Motivation 
Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory distinguishes between hygiene factors, which prevent employee dissatisfaction, and motivators, which enhance engagement and job satisfaction (Channell, 2021). In the Tata Steel UK case, the change negatively impacted both factors: key hygiene factors were undermined by extremely short notice, limited consultation, and unclear communication regarding job security, increasing uncertainty, anxiety and disruption to workflows, safety responsibilities and working conditions. At the same time, motivators were weakened as the abrupt loss of Coke related testing reduced opportunities for achievement, technical contribution, and meaningful work. 
Middle management attempted to sustain motivation by explaining the necessity of the change and highlighting future technological developments associated with greener steelmaking, which some younger employees interpreted as opportunities for skill development and progression. However, longer‑serving employees were less motivated by future opportunities, as many felt established in their roles or chose redundancy, often influencing others by emphasising negative aspects of the change. Greater alignment with Kotter’s approach could have supported motivation by improving communication, building trust, and more effectively involving employees in planning for the future.








Conclusion
This report demonstrates that while the closure of the Morfa Coke Ovens at Tata Steel UK was strategically necessary due to safety concerns, asset deterioration and environmental pressures, the change process was inadequately managed, particularly in relation to employee experience. Consistent with Mullins’ (2016; 2019) presentation that organisational change is not a linear or purely technical process but a socially embedded one, the findings show that insufficient attention was given to behavioural, psychological, and emotional impacts.
Application of Lewin’s Force Field Analysis indicates that although strong driving forces made the closure unavoidable, restraining forces such as workforce anxiety, lack of trust and limited consultation were not adequately addressed before implementation (Lewin, 1951). As Hannagan (1995) suggests, unmanaged resistance can intensify disruption, which was evident in the abrupt nature of the closure and the resulting operational and emotional strain on laboratory teams.
Evaluation using Lewin’s Three Stage Change Model further highlights weaknesses across all stages. The unfreezing stage was ineffective due to insufficient communication and preparation, increasing resistance rather than readiness (Cameron and Green, 2024). The change stage was characterised by reactive problem‑solving, with middle laboratory management acting as informal change agents to sustain operations in the absence of clear senior leadership direction, aligning with Kotter’s emphasis on the importance of enabling action through leadership and communication (Kotter, 1996). The refreezing stage remains incomplete, as ongoing uncertainty over further closures prevented the consolidation and embedding of new ways of working, exposing a limitation of Lewin’s model in environments of continuous change.
From a motivational perspective, the findings align with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, as concerns about job security restricted employee engagement with higher‑order motivators (McLeod, 2025). Similarly, Herzberg’s Two Factor Theory highlights how weakened hygiene factors alongside reduced motivators contributed to declining morale, particularly among longer‑serving employees (Channell, 2021). Mayo’s Human Relations Theory and Likert’s work further support the conclusion that limited participative leadership and reduced organisational support undermined trust and commitment during the transition (Peek, 2025; Wang, Hou and Li, 2022).
Overall, the analysis shows that earlier communication, clearer managerial alignment, and greater employee involvement would have reduced resistance and improved acceptance of change. The report concludes that for future transformational change, Tata Steel UK must strengthen participative leadership, support middle management as key change agents, and maintain consistent communication and support to sustain employee motivation and organisational stability.
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