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Introduction
Fiona Eastwood started her career with Merlin Entertainments as marketing director which then led onto her role as marketing director, following this she became chief operating officer (COO) and then moved onto her current role now as chief executive officer (CEO). Eastwood has been the CEO of Merlin Entertainments for 1 year however she has been part of the company for ten years Linkedin(Eastwood). She plays a vital role within the travel and tourism industry as she now leads “the second biggest attractions business worldwide after Disney” (Terry, 2025). She oversees over 140 attractions including 33 theme parks. Some of the major parks include; Alton Towers resort, Thorpe Park, Legoland, Chessington land of adventure, as well as some major attractions in places like London and Blackpool such as; Madame Tussauds, the London Eye, the London Dungeon, Shrek’s Adventure etc. She also oversees parks in the Germany, legoland in Denmark and there is also a dungeons in the Netherlands. Eastwood has faced many challenges and changes during her career in Merlin including; the Smiler incident, the Covid-19 pandemic, changes with disability passes, new attractions for families and kids and also a new Universal park which she is managing.

The purpose of this report is to explore how Eastwood approaches ongoing challenges with Merlin Entertainments and helps to manage and improve the culture of the organisation.


Main Body
Leadership and Change Management
Current Change
Eastwood started her career with Merlin as global marketing director. “She joined the company shortly after the Smiler incident” (Farrington, 2025) which occurred on 2 June 2015. This was a public incident which was broadcast on the news all over the world. The crash occurred due to ride operators sending an empty train  which they failed to notice had stalled. Following this the ride operator overrode the operating panel as they misinterpreted the output which then resulted into the empty stalled carriage according to the new site  riderater(2015). "16 guests were injured from this incident with two guests having their legs amputated. This lead to Merlin being fined and pleading guilty to breaching health and safety laws".

Another major event which Eastwood has faced as part of her career is the Covid-19 pandemic, during this time her position was chief operating officer (COO) of Merlin. This deadly disease which had its outbreak in 2020 put the whole world into a lockdown with companies not being able to work, including Merlin. 

Following the Covid-19, a lot of companies went bankrupt and were unable to reopen however Merlin overcame this. The customer base were excited to reattend, but there were still a lot of members of the public were apprehensive to attend crowded spaces following the ease of Covid-19 restrictions.  The customer demand following the virus increased after measures were put into place such as face masks and social distancing so that guests could attend the parks in a safe manner.. This meant that Eastwood had to work hard in order to make the companies money back, keep the company afloat and also bring back the customer demand. during the pandemic the decision was made to further restrict the maximum capacity allowed into their attractions “in addition to our employees undergoing daily non-invasive temperature checks, we also require our guests to participate in such checks” says Merlin(2020).


One of the current ongoing challenges that Fiona herself has said is her “biggest competition”(Eastwood 2025) is the amount of time people now spend on their phones. “Going to a theme park used to be a perfect day out” says (Farrington, 2025) as the screen time usage has taken a massive rise throughout the past couple of years. 

During Eastwoods time as CEO of Merlin she oversaw the opening of Legoland in Shanghai which is the largest Legoland park in the world. She has also announced upcoming attractions such as themed rides and lands in parks which are focused on attracting families such as the Bluey ride in Alton Towers and a “Paw Patrol land at Chessington World of Adventure coming in Spring 2026” says Chessington Land of Adventures. (2026). 

Another major issue which Eastwod is currently dealing with as her role as CEO of Merlin would be the Ride Access Pass. There has been controversy around Merlin only allowing those with a physical disability to use the pass, out ruling those with autism, ADHD and anxiety. “More than 25,000 people signed an online petition urging the company to reverse the plan” (Witherington 2026). This change is said to be put into place due to the high pressure the ride access pass is under, with people saying that there are longer disability queue lines than the main queue for rides. The new limitations on the pass are to help benefit those who truly need it, the passes became overused and given out to a very large number of people resulting in the queues being oversaturated. They attempted this change to better the experiences for the guests. However after public outrage and petitions they went back on this statement and attempt at change. Currently this problem is still ongoing however it can be seen that Eastwood is listening to guests and their community to try to find a solution for this major underlying issue.




Strategic Leadership Responses
The Pandemic
Eastwood used her leadership skills to keep Merlin Entertainments afloat during the covid pandemic. Eastwod(2023) states “in some ways we were fortunate that we had operations across China” Fiona said that she was more prepared than most for what was to come due to her having facilities in China. She also had Government support which was a huge help with re-opening the parks and facilities. During the pandemic Eastwood made the decision to continue to  invest into Merlin, opening six new parks which benefitted Merlin in the aftermath. “Two of the new parks opened were Legolands in New York in 2021 and in Korea in early 2022” Insidermedia(2023).When Merlin was allowed to re-open their facilities Eastwood bounced back stronger than ever. 

Alton Towers Incident
Nick Varney(2016) who was CEO when this incident occurred said “they were determined to never repeat the devastating accident”. This incident cost the park £500,000 a day due to the park being closed says Andrews(2025). Merlin claimed full responsibility for the incident and stated that there will be a full compensation put in place for the injured. Following the crash the number of visitors to Alton Towers dropped massively meaning Merlin had to invest in new attractions and reducing staff numbers to continue to make a profit. Merlin made the decision to take away 98 jobs out of its 2500 staff in order to keep the park up and running. Multiple safety measures was also put into place following the incident which included thorough training for the staff, an extra level of authorisation so that rides cannot be manually overridden without authorisation and also CCTV cameras have been put into place. 

Merlin Entertainments has a good organisational structure as the leaders know they have to take accountability and are responsible for their actions. For example with the Smiler incident, Nick Varney the CEO at the time took full responsibility for what happened sending letters to the injured and also fully compensating them. He also pleaded guilty in court to breaching health and safety. However this incident does show a lack of authority on the rides as the manual override should have gone through a senior staff member before taking place. Since this incident Eastwood has become CEO and put in safety measures to ensure that this situation does not happen again. One of the safety measures are a senior member on the rides for important decisions to go through. This defines roles in the workplace allowing employees to know their roles and responsibilities. 

Leadership Style
The leadership style for Merlin could be classed as a machine view with a clear chain of command, rules put into place and levels of authority.  This allows staff to know who to go to if something goes wrong. However it can make decision making slower. (reference)

Merlin works within teams as each park has their own teams(rides, management, food and beverage etc). This is beneficial as they can work together when solving problems. It also means each individual has a specific set of skills. Eastwood as a leader has created effective teams that work well together in each of her parks. Eastwood does this well as she has a diverse workforce which could been challenging wen managing teams as there are communication barriers, different cultures which could create conflict, it is also a fast paced environment. Eastwood manages this well by setting clear roles and responsibilities, finding people with the right skills(ride operators, engineers, hospitality, cleaners etc).

According to Tuckman(reference) there are 5 stages when a group forms; forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning. A good leader helps navigate their teams through these stages.

Eastwood is a leader rather than a manager meaning she is responsible for guiding not controlling, she has trust with her team and therefore motivates them. As a leader she inspires and guides her teams towards a vision allowing for fail and offering support in order for her employees to move forward and improve. Eastwood could be seen as a democratic leader which allows for team involvement, shared responsibility, collaboration, slower decision making and empowerment. She is transformational focusing on inspiring staff allowing for change and growth and creativity. 

For example during the covid-19 pandemic Eastwood continued with her transformational leadership style in order to keep her staff motivated to keep them in the company. They also have an internal business space to update workers in Merlin all across the globe, they post updates and what are changing within the company. As well as this they have a system called STAR where both staff and guests can send a ‘star’ to a staff member as an acknowledgment of achievement. This is a good way to keep each other motivated in a workplace setting. She continued to inspire them by continuing with her investments in the company and opening new parks, this allowed hope for employees that the company would not go bankrupt and that they would not lose their jobs. However she had a different leadership approach during the smiler incident which at the time she was marketing director of the company she was more inspirational; trying to stay positive in a bad situation, being supportive and empathic, providing wellbeing and providing a clear future vision to overcome the incident.

Culture
Merlin could be considered as being a role culture in referral to Handys culture types. This means that they have strict rules and clear job descriptions. This allows the staff to have clear expectations however there may not be much flexibility and space to change. In terms of culture, Merlin also run the Merlin Magic Wand charity where if people donate £3 when they make a Short Break booking it is giving money so that they can gift Short Break stays for families who need it - whether they cannot afford it or to spread joy to families impacted by terminal illness, or many other things. The Merlin workforce also take diversity and inclusion very seriously to ensure everyone feels welcome at the workplace.
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