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1. [bookmark: _Toc225530550]Introduction 

Mark Hopwood, managing director of Great Western Railway, has been a prominent figure in the UK rail industry significant for over three decades, contributing to the tourism industry through transport services connecting to cities and regional areas. Between 2024 and 2025, UK rail usage reached approximately 1,729 million passenger journeys, representing a 7.2% increase from the previous year (GOV.UK, 2025). Throughout this growing demand, rail operators such as Great Western Railway have faced several challenges, including customer dissatisfaction, fare increases, industrial disputes, overcrowding, and expectations of technological advancements such as electric trains. These challenges reflect changes within the rail industry, requiring adaptability to shifting demands, evolving customer expectations, and pressure for innovation and sustainability. 

This report aims to evaluate the leadership approach of Mark Hopwood  at Great Western Railway during these industry challenges, analysing  the extent to which his leadership supports effective change management,  influences organisational culture, and impact to overall performance, with references to relevant leadership and change management theories. 









2. [bookmark: _Toc225530551]Leadership and Change Management 

The importance of organisational change has intensified in response to technological advancement, climate change, economic shifts, and the increasing expectations of social responsibility. Effective change management therefore requires a holistic approach, combining technical systems with human factors to sustain and enhance service delivery (Paton & McCalman, 2008). These factors are evident within Great Western Railway, where ongoing change driven by technological, environmental, and economic pressures requires leaders such as Mark Hopwood to adopt a balanced approach that integrates operational improvements with people focused strategies. 

In 2015, Great Western Railway undertook a major organisational change through strategic repositioning and rebranding, driven by the need to enhance performance and support innovation, particularly in the adoption of new technology across its rail services. The rebranding involved replacing the former name, First Greatest Western, with Great Western Railway, alongside the introduction of a new logo that that was applied on all trains (BBC, 2015). However, successful rebranding also relies on changing public perceptions of the brand, which can only be achieved through effective internal organisation change rather than solely through visual adjustments (Kotler, p.199, 2009). Mark Hopwood demonstrated an awareness of this, stating the investment was intended to change public perception of the rail industry through improvements such as  faster trains, increased service frequency, expanding seating capacity, and electrification (Low, 2015). The rebranding of Great Western Railway therefore extended beyond visual identity, forming part of a broader strategy that combined brand changes with tangible improvements within the organisation. 
The organisational change was not an easy process, as it was met with resistance from the National Union of Rail, Maritime, and Transport Workers (RMT), following the introduction of driver controlled doors, which reduced the operational responsibilities of guards. This resistance resulted in strike action, alongside ongoing debates regarding the necessity of guards, which contributed to feelings of job insecurity. Consequently, employees felt threatened by the changes, increasing resistance and undermining the effectiveness of the organisational change process (Harvey & Broyles, ch.9, 2010). Mark Hopwood addressed concerns regarding job security by emphasising the importance of flexibility and adaption within the industry. He stated the changes were intended to improve operational efficiency,  while enabling the guards to focus on customer service, and highlighted ongoing support for staff development (First Great Western, 2019). Despite these reassurances, the initial resistance indicates were not addressed the outset of the change process. 

Great Western Railway manages organisational change through its Programme Management Office (PMO), which plays a central role in coordinating and overseeing programmes, projects, and change management frameworks, ensuring alignment with strategic objectives. The PMO adopts a supportive approach, offering guidance and established practices while maintaining moderate governance oversight. Rather than directly interfering with projects, its primary focus is to ensure objectives and projects are consistent with the organisations missions and values (GWR, 2025). 
The PMO’s change and stakeholder management follows a structured process, beginning with raising awareness of the proposed change and developing an understanding of its benefits. This is followed by implementation and demonstration of the change, before reinforcing and sustaining it through organisational practices. A clear parallel can be drawn between the PMO’s structured process and Kurt Lewins changing as three step model, where the stages of awareness and understanding reflect the unfreezing, implementation and demonstration represent the change stage, and reinforcement corresponds to refreezing, embedding the change within the organisational culture (Cummings, Bridgman & Brown, 2015).

2.1 [bookmark: _Toc225530552] Examples and Case Studies 

[bookmark: _Toc225530553]Example 1: South Western Railway (SWR) Performance Improvement 

In 2020, Mark Hopwood was appointed managing director of South Western Railway (SWR) to address service related issues and improve organisational performance. From the outset, he demonstrated a clear and transparent vision, supported by a performance improvement plan focused on reducing delays, introducing new and refurbished trains, and empowering staff to enhance service delivery (Holden, 2020). 
These initiatives led to measurable improvements in operational performance. Train punctuality improved through the removal of temporary speed restrictions, the introduction of new trains, and enhanced signalling in collaboration with Network Rail. In addition, the recruitment and training of additional guards and drivers increased workforce capacity, reducing delays and cancellations. 
This success can be explained through John Kotter’s (2012) 8 step change model, particularly the stage of developing a clear vision and strategy. The communication of this vision helped reduce resistance and created a shared understanding of organisational goals, enabling effective implementation of change. 

[bookmark: _Toc225530554]Example 2: Great Western Railway (GWR) Electrification 

In 2021, Mark Hopwood advocated for rail electrification in South Wales despite ongoing concerns, highlighting the benefits of Hitachi bimode trains in terms of performance and environment impact, as they are less polluting, and more efficient when operating in electric mode. When addressing the Welsh Affairs Committee, he drew on his extensive experience within the rail industry to express confidence in its future and emphasised the need for increased investment in infrastructure (Business Live, 2021).
John Kotter’s theory can be linked to Mark Hopwood’s communication style, as his approach reflects the initial stage of creating a sense of urgency by highlighting opportunities and making the need for change visible. This also demonstrates elements of transformational leadership through inspirational motivation, as communication of  a clear, future oriented vision encouraged support for change (Bass & Riggio, p.16, 2006). 


3. [bookmark: _Toc225530555]Leadership style, Culture and People 

Autocratic leadership is characterised by centralised decision making, with minimal employee input, which may reduce engagement and limit autonomy. In contrast, democratic leadership promotes participation and collaboration, fostering greater innovation and organisational effectiveness (Gbadebo & Adedeji, 2025). Mark Hopwood demonstrates elements of both leadership styles, as the introduction of new ideas and innovations generated employee concerns, while their implementation required collaboration with stakeholders and the mitigation of these concerns to ensure effective operations. 
Categorising Mark Hopwood’s leadership within autocratic or democratic styles would be overly simplistic. Instead, his approach is  more accurately characterised as transformational leadership, as demonstrated through the rebranding of the organisation and wider change initiatives. His focus on vision and strategic direction drives both organisational and cultural change. Although these changes may initially generate employee concern, his emphasis on communication, staff development, and stakeholder collaboration helps to align employees with shared organisational values, thereby enhancing both productivity and innovation (Peng et al., 2020). 
Organisational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and behaviours that influences how individuals within an organisation act, interact, and work towards common goals (Carlstrom & Ekam). Great Western Railway’s organisational culture was rooted in established traditions and long standing working practices, which contributed to resistance to change as new initiatives challenged existing norms. 
Over time, as these changes were implemented, leadership efforts such as communication, staff training, and stakeholder collaboration supported a gradual shift in organisational culture. Employees began to adapt to new roles and responsibilities, allowing the changes to become embedded within everyday practice. This ultimately contributed to the development of a more flexible and change oriented culture, strengthening organisational performance and cohesion. Overall, these successful integrations demonstrated the importance of effective leadership, a supportive organisational culture, and employee engagement in facilitating sustainable organisational change. 
4. [bookmark: _Toc225530556]Strategic Recommendations for Leadership 

Mark Hopwood’s leadership approach could be strengthened by placing greater emphasis on relationship building during organisational change. Successful change depends on the strength of organisational culture and relationships, requiring leaders to actively engage and collaborate with employees to develop a shared understanding (Fullan, 2020). In the case of Great Western Railway, employees were not fully prepared for the changes introduced, contributing to uncertainty and resistance. Earlier engagement and clearer communication could have reduced uncertainty and avoided issues such as job insecurity among guards. 
This aligns with John Kotters change model (2012), particularly the stages of  creating urgency followed by building a guiding coalition. Establishing urgency helps to highlight the importance of change, while forming a coalition ensures that the process is led by committed and motivated individuals, increasing the likelihood of effective and sustainable implementation. 

A further recommendation is for Mark Hopwood to demonstrate short wins while supporting employees through training and practical engagement with the change process. Providing  employees with opportunities to practice new process would enhance their understanding and enable them to offer feedback based on direct experience. This approach would help to build confidence, as employees can observe tangible progress and feel more secure in adapting to new roles and responsibilities (Carnall, pg. 72, 2014). 
In reinforcing visible progress and employee involvement, this approach once again aligns with Kotter’s emphasis on generating short term wins, supporting the effectiveness of leadership during periods of change. Showcasing these early successes can also help to maintain momentum and reinforce commitment, fostering a more engaging workforce. 



Projects can provide significant value to organisations, although they must be strategically aligned rather than for their own sake (Gladden, pg.6, 2018). Mark Hopwood should strengthen his use of an organisational project management by ensuring that all change initiatives are carefully evaluated before implementation. This includes considering the stakeholder interests, potential constraints, associated risks, and long term organisational sustainability. 
A more structured and analytical approach to project delivery would enable more informed decision making, ensuring that initiatives are not only beneficial in theory but also practically feasible in practice and effectively resourced. This is particularly relevant in the case of rail electrification in South Wales, where proposals were accompanied by practical challenges, including existing speed restrictions, financial costs for local authorities, and ongoing uncertainty regarding profitability. 




















5. [bookmark: _Toc225530557]Conclusion 

In conclusion, Mark Hopwood’s leadership approach is centred on developing a clear long vision for the organisation and driving change to achieve future strategic. He manages changes through organisational initiatives, aiming to integrate these developments into the organisations culture over time. This enables organisational goals and objectives to be translated into practical actions, allowing people to gradually adopt and embed new ways of working. 
While resistance may emerge during the early stages of change, evidence from the case studies suggest that effective leadership and continued support play a crucial role in embedding these changes successfully. These approaches have contributed to improvements in GWR’s performance and service delivery, particularly on operational efficiency. This highlights the value of combining clear strategic direction with structured implementation while managing change. 

In the light of these findings, Mark Hopwood’s leadership approach could be further strengthened by improving communication across Great Western Railway to encourage greater collaboration and a more adaptable organisational culture. This could involve transparent decision making and clearer communication of strategies. Strengthening relationship building within the workforce would also be beneficial, as it can foster trust, improve teamwork, and contribute to a more supportive and cooperative working environment. Implementing regular feedback mechanisms and support systems would allow leadership to monitor how staff are responding and identify signs of stress and resistance. This would help ensure that employees are not overwhelmed by the pace or scale of change, ultimately contributing to higher morale. 
Overall, these recommendations would support the organisation in maintaining its progress while ensuring that future changes are implemented in a more inclusive, balanced, and sustainable manner, strengthening long term resilience and enhancing its ability to respond effectively to future challenges within the rail industry. 


[bookmark: _Toc225530558]Reference list 

Carnall, C.A. and By, R.T. (2014) Managing change in organizations. Sixth edition. Harlow, England: Pearson
Gbadebo, A. (2025) “LEADERSHIP APPROACHES AND WORKFORCE ENGAGEMENT: ANALYZING THE LIMITS OF AUTOCRATIC, DEMOCRATIC, AND LAISSEZ-FAIRE MODELS IN MODERN ORGANIZATIONS,” International journal of entrepreneurial knowledge, 13(2), pp. 117–136. Available at: https://doi.org/10.37335/ijek.v13i2.343
CARLSTRÖM, E.,D. and EKMAN, I., 2012. Organisational culture and change: implementing person-centred care. Journal of Health Organization and Management, 26(2), pp. 175-91. 
Peng, J., Li, M., Wang, Z., & Lin, Y. (2021). Transformational Leadership and Employees’ Reactions to Organizational Change: Evidence From a Meta-Analysis. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 57(3), 369-397.
Bass, B.M. and Riggio, R.E. (2006) Transformational  leadership. 2nd ed. Mahwah, N.J: L. Erlbaum Associates. Available at: https://doi.org/10.4324/9781410617095
Fullan, M. (2020) Leading in a culture of change. Second edition. Hoboken, New Jersey: Jossey-Bass.
Kotter, J.P. (2013) Leading change. Boston, Massachusetts: Harvard Business Review Press.
Kotler, P., Pfoertsch, W. and Michi, I. (2006) B2B brand management. Berlin ; Springer. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-540-44729-0.
Paton, R. and McCalman, J. (2008) Change management : a guide to effective implementation. 3rd ed. Los Angeles ; SAGE.
Harvey, T.R. and Broyles, E.A. (2010) Resistance to change : a guide to harnessing its positive power. 1st ed. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Education.
Cummings, S., Bridgman, T., & Brown, K. G. (2016). Unfreezing change as three steps: Rethinking Kurt Lewin’s legacy for change management. Human Relations, 69(1), 33-60.
Fullan, M. (2020) Leading in a culture of change. Second edition. Hoboken, New Jersey: Jossey-Bass.
BBC News. (2015) First Great Western unveils rebranded Great Western Railway trains. Available at: First Great Western unveils rebranded Great Western Railway trains - BBC News (Accessed: 25/03/2026)
First Great Western Info. (2019). 	Qn.5 for Mark Hopwood: Are the jobs of train guards secure?. Available at: Qn.5 for Mark Hopwood: Are the jobs of train guards secure? (Accessed: 23/03/2026)
GOV.UK. (2025) Rail Trends 2025. Available at: Rail Trends 2025 – GOV.UK  (Accessed: 22/03/2026)
GWR. (2025) GWR PMO STRATEGY. Available at: GWR Word Template  (Accessed: 25/03/2026) 
Michael, H. (2020) Mark Hopwood joins South Western Railway as Managing Director. Available at: Mark Hopwood joins South Western Railway as Managing Director
Jonathan, L. (2015) First Great Western becomes Great Western Railway in massive rebranding exercise. Available at: First Great Western becomes Great Western Railway in massive rebranding exercise - Berkshire Live (Accessed: 22/03/2026)
Barry, S. (2021). GWR boss calls for electrification to Swansea and faster train speeds in Wales. Available at: GWR boss calls for electrification to Swansea and faster train speeds in Wales | Business Live (Accessed: 24/03/26)
South Western Railway. (2020). Improving our performance - Mark Hopwood update. Available at: Improving our performance Mark Hopwood (Accessed: 24/03/2026)



image1.png




image2.png




