A critical analysis of leadership style and approaches to change.

Leadership and organisational change are deeply intertwined, as effective leadership is essential to navigating employees through transitions successfully (Hayes, 2022). Poor leadership during change can exacerbate uncertainty, reduce morale, provoke resistance, and negatively impact employees. Psychological wellbeing, particularly in frontline roles with limited autonomy and high operational demands (Tourish, 2013). Contemporary research emphasises that effective change leadership requires a combination of transactional and transformational competencies, emotional intelligence, and transparent communication to engage employees and achieve organisational objectives (Northouse, 2022; Van der Voet, 2015).
Frontline roles present unique challenges during periods of organisational change. Employees in these roles often operate under physically demanding conditions with tightly scheduled routines, leaving little room for error or flexibility. Disruptions in leadership or operational procedures can create disproportionate stress, especially when employees are relying on work stability to manage personal circumstances such as caregiving responsibilities or mental health (Noon and Blyton, 2013; Watson, 2017). Effective change management must therefore account for the emotional, psychological, and operational impacts on employees, as well as the practical requirements of the workplace.
[bookmark: _Hlk215783062]This essay critically analyses the experiences through the lens of Lewin Three Stage Model (Lewin, 1951), Kotter’s Eighth Steps Process (Kotter, 2014), the DKAR Model (Hiatt, 2006), the Kubler-Ross Change Curve (Kubler-Ross and Kessler, 2005), Transformational and Transactional Leadership Theories (Bass and Riggio, 2006) Leader Member Exchange Theory (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), Psychological Contract Theory (Rosseau, 1995), and additional theories such as Path Goal Theory (House, 1971), Situational Leadership (Hersey and Blanchard, 1977), Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989), Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964), and Organisational Justice Theory (Colquitt, 2001). By integrating these frameworks with personal reflection, this essay evaluates why these changes were challenging, how leadership influenced outcomes, and what best practice approaches could have mitigated these difficulties. 
Between 2018 and 2021, I worked as a cleaner for Mitie Group at Deloitte’s Bristol Offices. During this time, I experienced two significant organisational changes that provided insight into leadership and change management. The first was a managerial transition in which the incoming manager failed to provide professional, consistent, or reliable leadership, causing profound stress and anxiety that impacted my mental health. I had initially chosen this role to provide stability, financial support for my children, and an environment where absence due to mental health would not have a high impact on my colleagues. The managerial transition undermined this security and pushed me to consider leaving, ultimately motivating me to pursue self-employment.
The second change involved the introduction of a geolocation enable mobile app to replace the telephone based clock in system. While I adapted to the technology with relative ease, colleagues struggled with usability, and the perceived intrusion into privacy raised significant leadership, communication, and employee perceptions.
Theories Background
Organisational change has been extensively studied, with models such as Lewin’s (1951) three step framework and Kotter’s (1996) eight step model dominating the field. Lewin emphasised a cyclical process of unfreezing, changing and refreezing, arguing that people must first be psychologically prepared to alter their behaviour. Kotter expanded this into an eight stage sequence, including establishing urgency, forming a guiding coalition, creating and communicating a vision, empowering employees, generating short term wins and embedding change in organisational culture. Both models emphasise communication, leadership and employee engagement.
Leadership theory further enriches the understanding of change processes. Transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978; Givens, 2008) focuses on inspiring and motivating employees, attending to individual needs and encouraging innovation. Transactional leadership, in contrast, relies on clear tasks, rules and performance expectations. Effective change leadership often involves blending these two approaches (Northouse, 2019; Mouazen, 2023).
Other concepts, such as the psychological contract (Rousseau, 1995), employee involvement (Lines, 2004), communication and emotional responses to change (Armenakis and Harris, 2009) are central to understanding employee reactions. The Kübler-Ross Change Curve, originally developed to describe grief (Kübler-Ross, 1969), is now widely applied to organisational change to map emotional stages such as denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. All these theories help leaders understand how individuals move from initial shock or denial towards exploration and commitment (WRC Group, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc215686144]Case Study 1: Managerial Transition
In late 2018, the longstanding manager at Deloitte Bristol left and was replaced without consultation or explanation. Previously, the manager had exemplified a blend of transactional and transformational leadership, through providing clear rotas, consistent oversight, and emotional support when required (Bass and Riggio, 2006). This leadership created a predictable work environment, where employees understood responsibilities and could rely on mutual accountability. Daily routines were structured, and minor issues were addressed efficiently, allowing staff to work without excessive stress.
The incoming manager, however, quickly destabilised the team. Communication became inconsistent and sometimes unprofessional, rotas were unreliable, and basic operational tasks, such as ensuring cleaning supplies or appropriate staff coverage, were neglected. Staff were frequently uncertain about responsibilities or expectations, creating a constant state of stress and vigilance. Personally, this situation had a profound impact on my mental health. I had chosen the Mitie role because it offered stability, financial support for my children, and an environment where absence due to mental health challenges would not affect my colleagues greatly. The unpredictable rotas, inconsistent managerial behaviour, and constant threat of being held responsible for situations outside of my control generated anxiety and frequent rumination about whether I could continue in the role. There were periods were I considered leaving the position entirely. Ultimately, this adversity motivated me to pursue self-employment, creating a business that allowed greater autonomy, control, and mental health stability.
When applying Lewin’s (1951) Three Stage Model to this case study, the unfreezing stage was entirely absent. Staff were not informed about the reason for the managerial transition, nor involved in discussions about expected changes in responsibilities and processes. The change stage was poorly executed. Transactional leadership, clarity of tasks, structured oversight, and accountability were missing, while transformational leadership, support, motivation and engagement were absent. Finally, the freezing stage, intended to stabilise new behaviours and norms, failed completely. Employees were left to navigate a chaotic environment with unclear expectations and limited support. 
Kotter’s (2014) Eight Step Process further illustrates the deficiencies. No sense of urgency or rationale was communicated, no guiding coalition supported the new manager, no vision for team improvement was articulated, and employees were not empowered to participate. Short term wins were absent, consolidation of improvements did not occur, and cultural anchoring was never established. These omissions contributed to organisational instability and emotional strain among staff.
The Kubler-Ross Change Curve (Kubler-Ross and Kessler, 2005) maps the emotional trajectory of the team. Initial denial of managerial incompetence gave way to frustration and anger. Staff attempted bargaining behaviours, such as assuming additional responsibilities to compensate for managerial failures, which led to fatigue and demoralisation as problems persisted. Eventually, acceptance emerged, characterised by lowered expectations and minimal engagement. Personally, navigating these stages while managing my mental health intensified the stress, but ultimately motivated self reflection and a much needed career change.
[bookmark: _Hlk215666425][bookmark: _Hlk215782899][bookmark: _Hlk215782988]Psychological contract Theory highlights the breach of mutual expectations (Rousseau, 1995, Conway and Briner, 2005). Staff expected fair treatment, clear communication, and competent management, which were unmet. This breach eroded trust and engagement. Leader member exchange theory further explains the impact of low quality exchanges, reduced performance, commitment, and emotional safety (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Martin et al., 2005; Martin et al., 2016). Additional theories like Path Goal Theory (House, 1971) and Situational Leadership (Hersey and Blanchard, 1977) emphasise that leaders must adapt behaviours to teams' needs. The manager’s failure to provide guidance, remove obstacles, or adapt to team competence undermined both performance and psychological safety. Contemporary research shows that low quality leadership and misaligned expectations correlate with increased stress, anxiety and absenteeism in frontline employees (Bakker et al., 2021; Kelloway et al., 2012; Nielsen et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Hlk215782505]Organisational justice theory (Colquitt, 2021) also highlights the perceived inequities. Staff perceived procedural injustice due to inconsistent processes and lack of transparency, distributive injustice when workloads were unfairly allocated, and interactional injustice through unprofessional communication. These perceptions magnified stress and eroded trust, demonstrating how leadership failures extend beyond operational inefficiency to emotional harm.






[bookmark: _Toc215686145]Case Study 2: Technological Change.
During the same period, Mitie implemented a geolocation enabled mobile app to replace the telephone based clock in system. The original system was straightforward and reliable, requiring staff to dial a number and enter an employee ID and a site code. The new app required login via smartphone, geolocation activation, and consistent connectivity. Its stated aim was administrative accuracy and operational efficiency.
Although I personally adapted to the app with relative ease, colleagues struggled with usability, raising concerns about privacy, autonomy, and technological competence. At the time, workplace geolocation monitoring would extend beyond working hours or how personal devices could be accessed by the company. Technical failures, including login errors and missed attendance records, exacerbated frustration and resistance. This highlights that technology adoption is shaped not only by functionality but also by perceived fairness, trust, and ethical considerations (Culnan and Bies, 2003; Ball, 2021).
[bookmark: _Hlk215782337]Using Lewin’s model (1951), the unfreezing stage was weak. Employees were not adequately informed about the rationale, benefits, or privacy safeguards of the new system. Kotter’s (2014) model further highlights deficiencies; urgency was poorly communicated, no guiding coalition of early adopters was formed, and employees were not empowered to participate or influence the rollout. ADKAR (Hiatt, 2006) shows that awareness and desire were limited due to privacy concerns, knowledge and ability varied, and reinforcement occurred only after technical problems were resolved.
Employee emotional responses aligned with stages of the Kubler-Ross Change Curve (Bovey and Hede, 2001), including initial shock, resistance, frustration, and eventual cautious acceptance.
[bookmark: _Hlk215782691][bookmark: _Hlk215782750][bookmark: _Hlk215782792]Additional theories further highlight the situation. The Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989) explains that perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness affect adoption. While I found the app manageable, many colleagues perceived it as complicated and intrusive, reducing acceptance. Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964) states that employees weigh the effort required against uncertain benefits, leading to disengagement. Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) suggests that employees evaluate the fairness of organisational actions. Unaddressed privacy concerns and technical failures decrease trust and commitment (Simbula et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2022).
Ethical and psychological dimensions were significant. Being monitored via smartphone at a time when geolocation was uncommon provoked anxiety, privacy concerns, and boundaries between work and personal life. This aligns with research on digital monitoring, which indicates that intrusive technologies can increase stress, reduce satisfaction, and erode commitment (Moore et al., 2017; Ball, 2021). 
Although the app eventually functioned effectively, the implementation demonstrates that technological adoption is not purely technical. Successful change requires communication, ethical consideration, training, participatory rollout, and attention to human factors (Venkatesh and Davis, 2000; Oreg et al., 2018).



Both experiences underscore the critical influence of leadership on change outcomes. The managerial transition shows how poor leadership destabilises operations, reduces morale, and negatively affects mental health. The technological change demonstrates that technically straightforward innovations can provoke resistance even if ethical, communicative, and preparatory considerations are neglected.
Theoretical frameworks provide complementary insights. The theories of Lewin, Kotter, ADKAR, and Kubler-Ross reveal structural, operational, and emotional deficiencies. Leadership theories show transactional competence, transformational support, adaptive leadership, and high quality leader member exchanges are crucial (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; House, 1971; Hersey and Blanchard, 1977). Psychological contract breaches explain decreased trust, motivation, and engagement (Rousseau, 1995; Conway and Briner, 2020). Organisational justice theory highlights perceived inequities, while TAM, Expectancy Theory, and Social Exchange Theory explain employee adoption and resistance to technological change (Colquitt, 2001; Davis, 1989; Vroom, 1964; Blau, 1964).
[bookmark: _Hlk215680743]Frontline employees are particularly vulnerable to mismanaged change. Limited autonomy and reliance on managerial guidance amplify the effects of poor leadership and inadequate communication (Watson, 2017; Noon and Blyton, 2013). Personal resilience can mediate negative outcomes, but organisational support is crucial for sustainable wellbeing and performance (Luthans et al., 2015). These experiences illustrate that even routine operational changes, managerial or technological, require careful leadership, structured change processes, and attention to emotional and ethical factors.

















In conclusion, my experiences at Mitie between 2018 and 2021 demonstrate that leadership is a decisive factor in shaping employees' experiences of organisational change. The managerial transition highlighted the detrimental impact of ineffective leadership on morale, trust, and mental health, while the technological change illustrated how poor communication, lack of consultation, and ethical oversights can provoke resistance and anxiety.
Analysis using Lewin (1951), Kotter (2014), ADKAR (Hiatt, 2006), Kubler-Ross(1969), Leader Member Exchange Theory (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), Path Goal Theory (House, 1971), Situational Leadership (Hersey and Blanchard, 1977), Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989), Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964), Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964), and Organisational Justice Theory (Colquitt, 2021), demonstrates that both changes could have been improved through structured preparation, transparent communication, employee involvement, and competent leadership. Personal reflections emphasise that adversity can catalyse resilience, problem solving, and career development.
Effective organisational change requires attention to operational, ethical, and emotional dimensions. Leaders who implement change with foresight, empathy, and clarity can reduce resistance, support employee wellbeing, and enhance organisational outcomes. Frontline employees, particularly those in routine dependent roles, rely on competent leadership for stability and psychological safety. Integrating Theory, best practice, and employee centred approaches is critical for achieving sustainable, effective change.
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