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Introduction
Management and transformation are major ingredients to the success of any organisation, not to mention a rapid retail outfit such as the United Kingdom. Aldi is a chain of German discount superstores that has expanded rapidly in the United Kingdom since its arrival in the market in 1990s. Its budget business model, efficiency oriented business model and lean organisational structure has made it to challenge the major supermarkets like Tesco and Sainsbury. This essay intends to critically describe two of my personal experiences of organisational change in Aldi and compare them to leadership and change management theories. The essay will look into the application of leadership styles and change models in these experiences and their contribution to the process as well as the outcomes. The process of transitioning between one condition to another to enhance performance or adapt to outside influences can be termed as change and thus, leadership can be seen as the capacity and skill to guide and influence others towards a goal and state that is shared by all parties. The discussion will be organised into an introduction, two central experiences of change, the comparison of the findings, personal reflection and a conclusion.
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Figure 1: Aldi Logo (Marx, 2015)



Leadership and Change in the UK Retail Sector and Aldi
UK retail market is a very dynamic competition. Inflation, labour deficits and consumer behaviour change are just but a few of economic pressures which have compelled retailers to re-evaluate the way in which they do business. In the last ten years, the necessity of efficiency and adaptability has been worsened due to digitalisation and the emergence of online shopping. Aldi has succeeded in proliferating and holding a strong position in such an environment owing to its focus on cost leadership and operational excellence. Its business philosophy focuses on delivery of low-cost, high-quality products, which are gained due to rigorous cost management and a horizontal management team (Marx, 2015). The strategy has enabled Aldi to maintain low prices even when there is uncertainty in the economy including the cost-of-living crisis in the UK. This cost-oriented culture is manifested in leadership at Aldi. Managers are usually supposed to be focused on tasks, productive, and practical in their day-to-day operations. The leadership environment requires managers to work with large volumes of work and inspire teams on the stress. 
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Figure 2: Transactional Leadership (Khan et al., 2015)
The leaders in such lean organisation should strike a balance between efficiency and empathy and flexibility. Khan et al. (2015) defined leadership styles as either transactional, which implies a supervision-oriented approach and performance-oriented leadership, or transformational, an employee-inspiring leadership style and style of developing workers. Both styles are observable in the case of Aldi, however, depending on the circumstances. As an illustration, a transactional style usually takes store leaders who need to maintain order and set rigid targets whereas a transformational style is necessary in case of implementing a new change or encouraging employees in the period of difficult situations. This essay is going to discuss two significant change experiences in Aldi. Firstly, the internal change effort to restructure its operations to enhance efficiency and the second as an effort to transform the digital landscape to modernise operations. These experiences will assist in showing how the theories of leadership and change are applicable to practice in the environment of the UK retail sector.

Personal Experience 1: Organisational Restructuring and Leadership Response
I have encountered a dramatic organisation redesign when working at a Midlands Aldi regional distribution centre in 2022 in the capacity of a store assistant. The purpose of the change was to minimise the management layers so that the process of decision-making should become more efficient and faster. In this process, some of the team leader positions were eliminated as well as the re-sharing of responsibilities. When an employee considers the change, it was a shock and led to being confused about new roles. Although the reorganising process allowed Aldi to enhance its cost-effectiveness and optimality in communication, it caused confusion and demoralisation among workers in the first place. In this reorganisation, the management style adopted by the top managers was very dictatorial. The instructions were provided in the top-down mode, and staff were not given a chance to express themselves and raise any concerns. This kind of style is very similar to the leadership continuum described by Tannenbaum and Schmidt (2017) when the leader has a high level of control over decision-making. The managers were more concerned with the targets and ascertained that operations provided smooth flow. Although this strategy was in line with Aldi efficiency strategy (Marx, 2015), it did not consider how the staff members felt. Conversely, transformational leadership theory implies the leader must inspire and motivate and engage employees using vision and empathy (Anderson, 2017). Another point that Goleman (2016) makes is that emotional intelligence plays a crucial role in leadership, particularly during the change. A more transformational approach in this situation would have contributed in terms of keeping morale up through discussing and reassuring the employees. The absence of participative communications established the gap between the leaders and the employees. Despite its success in delivering short term operating objectives, the restructuring did not work well on enhancing long term commitment on the part of employees. The model of change that Lewin developed (unfreeze, change, refreeze) can be used to analyse this experience (Cummings et al., 2016). During the unfreezing phase, leaders are supposed to equip employees on the change by telling them its meaning and positive impact. Nevertheless, this step was not well managed at Aldi. There was limited communication on why they need to restructure and employees were only informed just before the restructuring was made. The result of this non preparation caused resistance and anxiety among employees. The introduction of new procedures during the change stage proceeded too fast, with little guidance and support. The process of the new behaviours and structures as a norm that previously were unfamiliar, the so called refreezing stage did not have any reinforcement either. This has led to employees not adapting to the new system easily and team work would reduce in the meantime. The model presented by Kotter (eight steps, as mentioned by Cameron and Green, 2019) is more detailed, especially when it comes to developing a vision and motivating workers by means of communication and rewarding them. Aldi managers should have applied the principles of Kotter to enable the transition to go smoother and more accepted. Another argument that continues change management relies on participation, according to McCalman et al. (2015), is that by engaging employees in the process, the commitment among colleagues and the opposition to the change can be minimised. 




Personal Experience 2: Digital Transformation and Innovation Adoption
As of 2023, I was also promoted to shift leader in an Aldi outlet in Manchester where I have been part of a digital transformation initiative that saw the introduction of a new inventory management system. The objective behind the design of the system was the enhancement of stock accuracy, minimisation of waste and streamlining of ordering processes. The role of a shift leader was to provide assistance to team members in getting used to the new technology. To start with, a lot of employees were afraid of the changes that would face the organisation since they were lucky to be used to the old manual system. Nonetheless, the change was ultimately successful and resulted in improved performance of the store through proper communication and training. This change leadership approach was very different as compared to the previous restructuring experience. Store and area managers applied more transformational and collaborative style, which led the staff to enthusiastically accept the new system. According to Anderson (2017), transformational leadership entails inspiring employees with inspirational guidance through vision and support. This strategy was used to establish a good environment in which the employees were made to feel appreciated and assured enough to learn the new system. 
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Figure 3: Digital Transformation (Goleman, 2016)
The leaders explained to them the purposefulness of the change and its benefits in the long term, which facilitated attendance. Goleman (2016) says that understanding may result in the ability of the emotionally intelligent leader to create trust and minimise anxiety. This showed in the manner the managers attended to the initial concerns of employees. Moreover, Mihai and Creţu (2019) outline the aspects of leadership in the digital age that are flexible and need ongoing education, which the managers participating in this project proved. The focus on teamwork and open communication contributed to a better mood and easy adjustment. The experience also indicated the rising power of Industry 4.0, which implies the use of digital technologies is reshaping the manner in which organisations perform (Tien and Minh, 2019). The leaders of Aldi realised that the introduction to digital systems did not necessarily involve only technological aspects but also mindsets. This showed progressive leadership approach that was responsive to current retail issues. Change management wise, there were different best practice concepts that were adhered to in this initiative. Hayes (2022) mentions that effective communication, involvement of employees, and effective training are the keys to successful change. Here, they used constant updates, one-on-one instructions, and practical examples and therefore, the transition appeared less frightening to the leaders.According to Cameron and Green (2019), the leaders need to make employees see the reason of change and demonstrate how it can be applicable to them both personally and professionally. Aldi leaders achieved this successfully by associating a new system with less work and improved time management. Doppler and Lauterburg (2019), also believe that the human side of change is an important area to manage. Resistance can be minimised by leaders who are more people oriented and not process oriented. 

Comparative Discussion: Lessons from Both Experiences
Through a comparison of the two experiences, it is possible to understand how leadership style can impact organisational change success. Directive approach worked in the first case but was not effective to involve employees in a way that would attract them emotionally. However, the second scenario demonstrated that the transformational leadership, which is concerned with communication, empathy, and collaboration, can be fruitful. It serves to confirm the fact that leadership should be consistent with the business strategy, as Marx (2015) claims, but it should also be flexible to meet the needs of the employees. The re-organisation proved that excessive emphasis on cost management and hierarchy may result in disengagement. In the meantime, the digital change demonstrated that engagement in the process can contribute to the creation of ownership and enthusiasm among the workers. According to Sedky (2024), contemporary leaders are also required to incorporate technology in their decision making without losing interpersonal relationship, particularly in a digital economy. The lessons are especially applicable in the UK retail business area, where companies are experiencing the strains of the inflation, technological upheaval and shifting customer behaviours. Leaders need to blend both the discipline and operational flexibility with emotional intelligence. Hayes (2022) adds that such factors as communication, motivation, and training are the most valuable in successful change. The comparison of the two experiences confirms that innovative leadership with effective communication and trust is what results into sustainable performance (Goleman, 2016).

Personal Leadership Reflection and Future Development
Taking these experiences into consideration, I have been able to understand my strengths and weaknesses as a leader. My adaptability and communication skills have also increased especially in aiding other colleagues in digital transitions. Nevertheless, I must admit that my decision-making and influencing skills need to be reinforced so that I would be more decisive when faced with ambiguity. According to Goleman, self-awareness and emotional intelligence play crucial roles in a successful leader (2016), and I would also like to enhance these traits further. I will also get official leadership training and mentoring opportunities in future in order to improve my strategic thinking. With Aldi as well as other stores within the UK grappling with the idea of change, leaders with a balanced response of empathy, clarity and flexibility will be in a good position to emerge successful.



Conclusion
Conclusively, the current essay has addressed two personal change experiences at Aldi based on the leadership theory and practice. The initial experience, which was the restructuring process revealed the ability of directive leadership to lead to efficiency though morale may be compromised. The second, which is the digital transformation allowed, managed to show how transformational leadership could result in engagement and success over the long term. It was observed in the comparison of the two aspects that leadership effectiveness could be determined by balancing between control and communication, as well as empathy. In the UK retail industry, where change is unceasing, the findings spur the relevance of emotionally intelligent and people-oriented leadership. The organisation such as Aldi can also succeed in an expensive economic environment by comprehending and implementing the most effective best practice models concerning leadership and change management.
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