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Introduction
This report will be looking at the importance of managing change within supply chain operations, looking specifically at a major change project within the Tata Steel UK supply chain network. The report will explain and evaluate the processes around the changes, look at the change management strategy at Tata and make recommendations for future change projects.
To do this I have received guidance and teaching materials from Dr Irina Neaga from UWTSD, researched through reading material and online sources and also provided details of the Tata steel process from the Tata Steel Colors projects department.
The importance of managing change
Managing change effectively is one of the most critical strategic capabilities for manufacturing organisations today. The sector is undergoing rapid transformation driven by technological advances, market volatility, regulatory shifts and rising customer expectations. Without structured change management, companies risk operational disruption, reduced productivity, quality failures and employee resistance when introducing new processes or technologies.
One of the core drivers of change in manufacturing is the adoption of advanced technologies such as automation, artificial intelligence (AI), robotics, the Internet of Things (IoT) and digital systems that support Industry 4.0. These technologies can significantly improve efficiency and product quality, but their implementation requires not only technical integration but also changes in organisational processes and workforce skills. Effective change management ensures that such transitions happen smoothly, allowing companies to capitalise on these innovations without undermining production stability (ChangeAdaptive, 2023).
Beyond technology adoption, change in manufacturing often stems from process improvements such as Lean manufacturing and Six Sigma initiatives. These aim to streamline workflows, reduce waste and enhance value delivery. If executed without a structured change approach, such efforts may fail or encounter resistance, negating potential benefits. Managing change ensures improvements are embedded systematically, aligning people, processes and technology toward a shared goal (ChangeAdaptive, 2023).
A key aspect of managing change in manufacturing is minimising disruption to production operations. Manufacturing environments operate with tight schedules and minimal tolerance for downtime. Unplanned or poorly managed change can lead to production stoppages, increased defects, safety risks and missed delivery targets. Through structured planning, risk assessment, testing and communication, change management reduces such risks and preserves operational continuity (AvvancedTech, 2023).
Regulatory compliance is another domain where change management is essential. Many manufacturing sectors — from pharmaceuticals to automotive and food — are subject to strict industry standards and government regulations. These evolve over time, necessitating updates to procedures, documentation and quality systems. Effective change management helps organisations integrate regulatory updates into practice while maintaining audit-ready records and avoiding penalties (ChangeAdaptive, 2023).
A major component of successful change management is employee engagement and communication. Manufacturing workforces can be resistant to change, especially when it alters long-standing workflows or roles. Without clear communication and involvement of employees early in the process, change efforts can breed uncertainty and low morale. Involving stakeholders, providing training, and maintaining transparent communication increases buy-in and supports smoother adoption of new systems or methods (WalkMe Blog, 2024).
From a strategic perspective, managing change supports adaptability and competitive advantage. Companies that are adept at navigating change are better positioned to respond to market shifts, economic disruptions, and evolving customer expectations. This adaptability leads to improved organisational agility, streamlined operations and stronger market positioning over time (WalkMe Blog, 2024).
In summary, managing change in manufacturing is vital for successfully integrating technological innovations, improving processes, maintaining production continuity and compliance, and engaging employees. It transforms potential disruption into an opportunity for growth, innovation and competitive advantage. Organisations that invest in structured change management are more likely to achieve their strategic goals, avoid costly mistakes, and sustain long-term performance (ChangeAdaptive, 2023).
Tata Steel UK change to Electric Arc Furnace (EAF) supply
Tata Steel UK is undertaking a major transformation of its Port Talbot steelworks in South Wales by transitioning from traditional blast furnace steelmaking to Electric Arc Furnace (EAF) technology, a shift driven by decarbonisation goals, competitiveness and supply chain resilience.
Unlike blast furnaces, which rely on coke and iron ore, EAF’s melt scrap steel using electrical energy, which enables much lower direct greenhouse gas emissions. According to Tata Steel UK, the new EAF is expected to cut on-site CO₂ emissions by around 90 % relative to the former blast furnace process, equating to millions of tonnes of emissions reduced annually once operational.
The new facility, planned to be one of the largest EAFs in Europe with an annual capacity of around 3 million tonnes of steel. The commissioning of the EAF is scheduled for late 2027 / early 2028, following the phased closure of the Port Talbot blast furnaces and other heavy-end assets. During the interim, Tata Steel UK has arranged to import semi-finished slabs and hot-rolled coil from its global operations to maintain supply continuity to customers throughout the transition period.
Beyond environmental benefits, the switch to EAF technology is intended to strengthen UK supply chain resilience by making greater use of domestically-sourced scrap steel, a resource that previously was largely exported, and reducing dependence on imported iron ore and coke. This aligns with broader national industrial policy goals for sustainable manufacturing and strategic material security.
However, the transition also entails significant operational and workforce changes. The closure of blast furnaces has involved restructuring and consultations with trade unions, with impacts on employment levels and plans to support affected workers. Tata Steel UK has committed to continuing operations at its hot strip mill and downstream facilities to ensure business continuity.
In summary, Tata Steel UK’s shift to an electric arc furnace supply model represents a landmark change for the British steel industry, combining major investment, technological innovation and environmental ambition to redefine how steel is made in the UK for the decades ahead.
Changes in Tata Steel
In the run up to and during this project there are many changes that will be happening at Tata steel UK. All of the changes will be monitored and sponsored by the lead project team, but the individual projects will be handled by local stakeholders throughout all of the regional hubs within the Tata Steel supply chain. The biggest changes which will be looked into in more detail are; sourcing all of the steel required for the operations within the UK manufacturing hubs from other countries and the challenge around importing and distributing throughout the UK network and also verifying that all of the imported steel meets Tata steels specifications and is verified as viable by Tata steels customer base.
Imported steel and the supply chain
The first major issue with the change is during the switch from steel making at the Port Talbot hub being with a blast furnace process to EAF there will be a period, three years, between the shut down of the blast furnaces and the commissioning of the EAF where there will be no heavy end production locally at Port Talbot. This means that to support the UK operations Tata Steel will need to import 3.2million tonnes of crude steel per annum, which will have to be sourced from multiple suppliers around the world as no one supplier has the spare capacity to produce all that is required. This level of operation will be putting a major strain on the UK’s logistics and supply chain operations.
Previously during blast furnace operations Port Talbot raw materials such iron ore and coke were delivered to docks based on site at the Port talbot works, these docks are not capable to receive material such as Hot Rolled Coil (HRC) and Steel slab, so firstly Tata Steel needed look for local docks that could handle the material but also have the capacity that is required. This required the project team to research, evaluate, tender and negotiate with various sites around the UK based on the criteria required for operations. After the process the decision was made to use Newport docks, not only does the site meet the specification for handling and capacity it also is close to and has good rail network to ferry material to the Port Talbot site which was a benefit to the logistics operation.
The next stage and hurdle to overcome was to establish if the import process could still maintain Tata Steel’s current lead time offerings to customers. To trial this it was decided that the Tata Steels Colors operation, on the Shotton site in North Wales, would be used to trial the imported material within their orderbook. The site produces 400 thousand tonnes of finished steel per year, or 12.5% of Tata Steel UK’s operations. The site offers a six week lead time on products order by their customers, which meant from point of order, by the customer, the material need to be ordered by the import supplier, received by Port Talbot operation, have it’s final substrate process (Hot-mill, Pickle line or Cold mill), transported to Shotton site and then finished to customer specifications. It was found that the current lead time offering was not achievable with the length of supply chains involved,  to overcome this Tata Steel Colors had to switch procurement operations around steel supply from Make-to-order (MTO) to a strategic forecasting operation which will try and get ahead of the supply chain and keep stock at various de-coupling points. This process started 3years before the switch off of the blast furnace so that Shottons operations could be supported if required by Port Talbot supply, to start with a trial of a small portion of the orderbook was being supplied by import steel, by the end of the first year Shotton’s entire orderbook was being supplied by import steel with a 90% on time in full delivery performance to customer, 6 months ahead of plan.
With the success of the trial operations at docks and the Shotton site Tata Steel were able to periodically increase the volume of import steel supplying UK hubs, so that by the time the blast furnaces were switched off all UK operations had already been getting import steel supply for five months. This project and the management of the changes were deemed a success.
Customer verification process
Alongside the import steel project there was also a project to make sure that all material supplied by importing from third party suppliers meets Tata Steel standards and also it was decided that customers would also have to verify using material supplied by the various sources. 
The first stage of this was simply introduced every new supplier of steel had there various material forms trialled at each manufacturing unit throughout Tata Steel UK’s supply chain and vigorously tested to ensure that meet specifications required, as is every piece of material previously. As each supplier passed the testing phased they were ticked off for supply and added to the procurement database.
The next part has proven to be more difficult as every time a new supplier was introduced and finished material manufactured samples and test data was then sent to customers to trial and approve. As an example Tata Steel Colors alone offer thousands of combinations of products, to get all of these products approved with all customers that take that product has proven to be a massive operation, as such the verification process right now is not complete. Also some customers have a preconception that steel from some sources equates to poor quality and refuses to accept material produced from some countries.
This has lead to planning teams at the various hubs having to manage stocks to ensure that customers receive only material they have approved, instead of being able to chose any material in their WIP pool’s.
This project was due to be completed before the switch off of the blast furnaces and as of today is not complete. The overrun has impacted the operation and efficiency of supply cain and planning teams throughout the UK chain.
[bookmark: _Hlk221276740]Change management strategy
A change management strategy is a structured framework that guides how an organization prepares for, implements, manages, and sustains change — whether that’s introducing new technology, restructuring processes, or shifting organisational culture. It ensures that changes are implemented smoothly, objectives are met, and negative impacts are minimised by aligning people, processes, and leadership around a clear vision.
The primary purpose of a change management strategy is to provide direction and clarity so everyone understands what the change is, why it is necessary, and how it will be achieved. This clarity helps reduce uncertainty, resistance and confusion among employees, improving adoption and outcomes. A well-designed strategy also contributes to resource optimisation, risk mitigation, and continuous improvement by embedding structured evaluation and feedback mechanisms into the process.
A change management strategy is more than a plan, it’s a roadmap that ensures successful transitions by aligning leadership, engaging people, communicating clearly, providing skills, and continuously improving based on feedback. When executed effectively, it minimises disruption, accelerates adoption, and helps organisations achieve strategic goals with resilience and adaptability (Culture Partners, 2024).
Tata Steel’s management strategy had seven key components for each stage of change these were;
· Clear Vision and Objectives – Tata Steel’s strategy begins with a clearly defined vision and set of objectives that articulate the desired future state and expected outcomes. This vision provides direction, aligns stakeholders, and acts as a motivational anchor throughout the change process.
· Leadership and Sponsorship – The belief at Tata Steel is that effective change requires visible and sustained support from leadership. Sponsors champion the change, allocate resources, resolve conflicts, and ensure accountability. Leaders help foster commitment and credibility across the organisation and throughout the project.
· Stakeholder Engagement - Identifying and engaging key stakeholders early helps build ownership and support. In Tata Steel the begins by involving, not only the project team, but also the people who will be impacted by the change this includes frontline employees, managers, and external partners. By involving these stakeholders from the very start and having their input into the project this leads to reducing resistance and ensures diverse insights are considered.
· Communication Plan - Communication is critical to keep everyone informed and aligned. A comprehensive plan specifies what information needs to be communicated, to whom, how, and when. Open, transparent, and multi-directional communication builds trust and helps address concerns proactively.
· Training and Support - Change often requires new skills or behaviours. Training and continuous improvement support ensure employees are equipped to adapt, reducing anxiety and performance dips. Support can include direct training, workshops, coaching, help desks and mentoring programmes, to ease the key stakeholder through the change.
· Monitoring and Evaluation - Tracking progress through defined metrics and feedback loops is essential. Monitoring helps identify issues early, measure effectiveness against goals, and guide required adjustments. It ensures the change is embedded rather than temporary. Key milestones are set, monitored and evaluated throughout the projects and a final review implemented to not only assess the project performance but also to take key critical data to improve future projects.
· Managing Resistance and Sustaining Change - Resistance is a natural part of change. A sound strategy anticipates resistance and includes mechanisms like stakeholder input, empathy-driven leadership, and support systems. Sustaining change involves reinforcing new behaviours, celebrating wins and embedding changes into organisational culture. Stakeholders are empowered to actively partake in change projects and by encouraging ownership amongst those who will be mainly effected by the change resistance is minimised and local knowledge is gained by the project teams.
Conclusion and Recommendations
Overall Tata steel is very good at managing change, being a large company with many years of experience the knowledge and standard of change projects within the business have clear structure and templates, thanks to the change management strategy in place.
In relation to the two aspects of the EAF project we look at earlier in the report, the import steel and supply chain project was a great success completed well ahead of time and should be looked at as the bench mark for all future change projects. As for the customer verification project, I personally feel that this project tried to bite off more than it could chew. While making sure that imported material met all of Tata Steel UK’s standards was successful and well managed, the introduction of getting customer verification was a step too far. It has subsequently been acknowledged that if Tata Steel UK were happy that material passed all tests at manufacturing units, then from a customer point of view that should have been enough as all material would still be protected by Tata warranties and guarantees’. I would recommend that in future as nice as would be to have all customers on board with the process, maybe it is an unnecessary step and that for future either customers should not be involved or maybe a small select few key major customers should be included as a sample.
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