
APPROACHES TO INNOVATION AND ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE
Heavy end closure in Tata steel – Laboratories perspective


Executive Summary
This report looks at the closure of the heavy end in Tata Steel Port Talbot and in particular the laboratories. The report looks at Lewin’s force field analysis and Lewin’s three step change models to analyse the change process that took place and suggest effective improvements drawing on personal experience through working through the change within the chemical laboratories. 
Findings show that early communication was unclear and dialogue and feedback were not up to standard, however as the process went on communication improved and the vision and business goals for the future became clear. The strong driving forces for change including primarily environmental sustainability and financial stability made it easier for the workforce to accept the change and this helped boost morale and motivate employees especially those that were remaining in the business. This motivation was looked at using Herzberg’s two factor theory and even though the heavy end closure was required for the long term survival of the Port Talbot site a more people driven change approach with stronger leadership would have helped improve motivation and reduced resistance.
Looking at Lewin’s three step model the report shows the unfreezing stage was slow to progress and therefore not fully successful. Changes came a lot sooner than initially communicated so employees did not have much time to adapt to the change and not enough support was provided initially. Similarly with the change phase progress was insufficient with regard to redeployment and retraining, although operations continued and people adapted using some of the support mechanisms that were in place. The refreezing phase again was slow in taking effect as it took a while to clarify what kind of testing would be carried out in the laboratories and who would remain in the laboratories and who would be redeployed. If management had engaged and communicated clearer at an earlier stage this could have helped support a smoother transition.
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3.Introduction  

In this report I will critically examine the management of the heavy end cessation in Tata steel Port Talbot, concentrating specifically on the chemical laboratories where I was working during the time of the closure. For this report I will draw on my personal experience of working in the chemical laboratories while discussing management models and theory’s to support this analysis. The chemical laboratories previous to closure was responsible for live testing of steel and raw materials using a variety of testing techniques such as tumble testing, sizing analysis, abrasion testing, XRF, OES and water testing. Due to economic and strategic challenges and the move to a more environmentally friendly way of making steel a decision was made to close the heavy end and plan for a new initiative of electric arc steel making. This would be a major organisational change affecting numerous factors including social, economic and environmental in Port Talbot and the wider area.
In this report I will use Herzberg’s two factor theory to assess how motivation was affected during the change process, looking at how employees were supported and motivated during this time of significant restructuring.  Lewin’s force field analysis will be applied to identify the key driving and restraining forces associated with the change. Lewin’s three stage model will then be used to evaluate how the change was managed and propose further improvements or learnings on how it could be done differently.










4.Main Findings
4.1 Heavy end closure at Tata Steel Port Talbot
The Tata Steel steelmaking site in Port Talbot operated as an integrated steelworks with a heavy end including, sinter plant, coke ovens, blast furnaces and a basic oxygen steelmaking (BOS) plant. This heavy end produced virgin steel from raw materials and was then transported to the mills and finishing lines based in Port Talbot, Llanwern and Trostre to make the finished product that was then sold to the customer. Margam steelworks was first established in 1917 with two blast furnaces, coke plant and an open hearth steel making shop before eventually moving to the Abbey Works and adding blast furnaces and is where the steelworks still is today (News, 2024). Therefore it is easy to see looking at the long and rich history of the steel works that any major change would cause a ripple through the workforce and the community, and would therefore require excellent change management in order to make the change a success while keeping staff motivated in order to keep productivity high.
The decision to close the end meant an end to virgin steelmaking in the UK and the first time in over 100 years for Port Talbot so this change would understandably would mean significant change for the area. The reasons for this change were a combination of factors including sustained losses, declining markets and environmental pressures meaning a shift to a lower carbon and more sustainable steel making process was required. This significant change meant dramatic implications for employees and the indirect and direct functions in the works including the chemical laboratories. For the laboratories it meant massively reduced volumes of steel and raw material testing, redeployment of staff, loss of specialty testing (sinter, coal and coke), and also redundancy losses. This change of testing for the laboratories was met understandably with numerous questions as to how the department would continue and what it’s future looked like.
Lewin’s force field analysis highlights that there are forces for and against change. Job insecurity, lack of communication, cultural change and loss of specialist skills were some of the restraining forces felt after the decision was made. For Tata and laboratories management the key was to strengthen the driving forces through environmental and economic reasoning.


(AQA, 2018)

4.2 Communication and employee involvement 
Effective change management requires clear communications and employee involvement (Kotter, 2012). In the heavy end closure the communication was largely top down, with decisions communicated after large strategic decisions had already been made, although due to the significance a consultation period was established with employees and union representatives. Due to the initial lack of clear vison and poor communication it was difficult to see from a laboratories perspective what testing would continue or how testing would evolve to support the new plant during it’s transition. Employee and unions were in favour of a more staggered approach to closing the heavy end to ease the company into it’s new era of more sustainable steel making, minimising job losses and loss of skills in one big hit. Research suggest that insufficient employee voice during major restructuring increases resistance and damages trust (Lines, 2004; Burnes, 2004). This lack of engagement and clear communication initially led to low moral and a feeling of disconnect from employees. Data suggests that organisations who prioritise engagement during major changes report significantly better outcomes (Tworld.com, 2025). Unions provided information that sometimes management did not but due to initial disagreements between the unions and senior management regarding the change this information seemed disjointed as there was no shared goal or vision. Once this vision was more aligned communication also become clear and unified and more engagement was then also encouraged from employees.


4.3 Planning and implementation
The closure of the heavy end was a transformational change and for organisations to succeed lots of planning is required both logistically and culturally. Management is required to help by helping employees understand the need for change and getting them to buy into this change. (Cameron and Green, 2009) argue that change fails not on the strategic level but in the implementation detail, particularly when human factors are overlooked. At the early stages employees in the laboratories were unclear on new roles or modified working arrangements, including changes to shift and pay. It was clear that not all staff would be required so the employees had to carry on working with the doubt of redundancy and new career paths arrangements all not made clear. Preparation and planning also changed dramatically due to the early closure of the coke ovens due to safety reasons, therefore even best made plans would have had to been revaluated. This meant it was difficult initially to get buy in from employees as the change that was outlined had not been demonstrated in the timelines set out. This initial buy in would have helped transition into the change an removed friction and resistance, strong management should have helped employees understand the need for change (Miller, 2020).


4.4 Social and emotional impact
The steelworks has a large impact on the local area both economically and socially so the uncertainty of this large change had wider ramifications rather than just on the employees. For laboratories staff their identity was at risk as there were no guarantees that they would continue in their current role or what a new role could potentially be. For the local community the threat of job loosed meant a loss of money in the local economy with numerous business supporting the steel works over the years (food, hospitality, maintenance, engineering). Management had to engage with staff and the local community to provide reassurances and boost morale to support this change. Poorly managed organisational change can severely impact employee motivation and productivity, therefore effective two way communication is required to mitigate resistance and boost morale (Mullins, 2016).
As discussed by Herzberg (1959) there are two factors which influence job satisfaction which are motivation and hygiene factors.

 
Motivators such as reward and recognition, job progression, and more responsibility help build a positive working environment and keep the team focused on achieving goals. Hygiene factors such as salary, correct equipment and suitable working conditions don’t always motivate but can act as demotivators if the correct conditions and working environment are not provided and can lead to a more negative atmosphere in a team (Nickerson, 2025).
Therefore the heavy end cessation would act as a big demotivator if reassurances weren’t given towards the future of the laboratories staff or support offered to those who would have to leave. Initially the communication wasn’t clear but with collaboration between management and the unions (unite, community) a clear vision was given for the future and support offered for those who would be leaving. This led to a boost in morale and a workforce excited and reenergised with respect to future plans.

4.5 Lewins three stage model
Lewins three step change model can be applied to show the different stages of the changes being made at Tata Steel. Even though the three step model was developed as a means of resolving social conflict it has become a very influential approach to organisational change. (Burnes, 2020)


(Joy, 2018)

First the unfreeze stage where the workforce were prepared for the change that was about to happen by communicating what change is about to happen and why the change is required. This is needed to break down barriers for those who are resistant to change and change mindsets averse to change. This early communication was not clear with laboratories staff and there was a lack of engagement, where concerns on redeployment and redundancy where not fully explored or explained. Early engagement and a clear vision and direction would have helped change some of the negative mindsets that had started to set in. Better preparation and explanations of the reasons for the change would have potentially averted some of the resistance to this huge change. (Raza, 2024)
The change stage is next where the organisations start to implement new behaviours and processes. In the case of the laboratories change came quickly with the coke ovens shutting long before schedule due to safety issues and other heavy end plant areas also reducing their work load as they transitioned into cessation. Shift patterns and personnel also changed quickly as the workload was reduced and employees explored training opportunities while under redundancy notice. Most people adapted to change although a more structured support would have been more favourable and helpful for employees emotional and mental wellbeing. A more clearly defined vision cascaded by leadership would have benefited the employees and helped keep motivated laboratories staff. This was helped further into the process where pay incentives were offered if people attained over 95% attendance during the transition period and also further support was given where training and grants were offered to those facing redundancy. This helped raise moral at a time where there was a lot of uncertainty and certainly helped the laboratories in particular to carry on with the work. As proposed by Herscovitch and Meyer (2002) compliance is a focal behaviour that shows employees willingness to undertake actions that are need to implement change. When there is no compliance it shows resistance to change and this can lead to a demotivated workforce, therefore it’s important for leaders to get people on board with the changes and help ‘sell’ this change and help motivate the rest of the workforce (Bakari, Hunjra and Niazi, 2017)
The last phase of Lewins three stage model is ‘refeeze’ where the organisation is looking to lock in and sustain the changes that have been made. Without an effect refreeze stage, change remains psychologically incomplete (Cameron and Green, 2019). For the laboratories initially the refreeze stage was week with the long term vision taking too long to be communicated, this was not helped with union involvement who saw a different vision for the future. This ongoing uncertainty hindered this refreeze stage although as time went on new roles were identified for laboratory staff, and redundancy numbers were all taken up on a voluntary basis which eased unrest and helped raise moral. Looking back stronger leadership and sharing of factual information only in the early stages would have benefited the employees and aided the ‘refreeze’ stage. Also two way dialogue and feedback from employees could have helped eased peoples stress levels and boosted moral. There is an argument that the ‘refreezing’ process can be impractical and that in modern organisations they need to remain more fluid and adapt to different change, however the structure remains relevant and following the principles would have helped the change be accepted a lot sooner (Prosci, 2024).















5.Conclusion 
In conclusion the major change that was being made at Tata Steel Port Talbot was bound to cause some disruption due to the enormity of the changes being made, however a number of improvements could have been made to support employees and embed the changes sooner. Clear communication, better support, more engagement with employees and the community at an early stage would have helped get ‘buy in’ from staff and the community. Also a clearer vision from the start, alongside stronger leadership could have helped the change ‘stick’ sooner and sped up the whole process. Looking at the laboratories perspective which is potentially similar to the smaller functions in Tata Steel, not enough attention, communication or support was given at the early stages perhaps due to the fact that the laboratories function would continue in the new structure. However I think it was overlooked how this big change impacted on workloads, shift patterns and morale amongst laboratories staff, and better engagement and support would have made the transition a lot smoother and averted a lot of stress and apprehension. By more closely applying Lewin’s force field analysis and Lewin’s three step theory across the business Tata could have embedded the change more smoothly, while not demotivating the staff in the Laboratories and the employees across the organisation. As a business and looking particularly at the technical laboratories some of the improvements suggest in the report would be advisable for any future change, this would allow for an easier transition and a more motivated workforce which would definitely benefit in regard to productivity and profitability in the future.
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