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INTRODUCTION
In this essay I will be discussing two of my personal experiences with change and compare them with established models and theories. During the year 2019 I worked for a family run business in Cardiff for their E-commerce department. My office was based in the main warehouse where orders were taken, picked, packed and sorted for delivery. My team consisted of a senior manager (owner of the business), office manager, 2 people in HR, and 3 colleagues. 
The warehouse operates in a fast-changing context where efficiency is essential. Therefore, the initial experience was related to the implementation of new technology and software to enhance the efficiency of online order processing and workflow improvement, and the second experience was that of a manager leaving unexpectedly, leaving everyone demotivated.
To critically examine these experiences, the essay is based on some of the leadership and change management models such as the 8-Step Change Model by Kotter, Unfreeze-Change-Refreeze Architecture by Lewin, Action-Centred Leadership by Adair, Transformational Leadership Theory by Kouzes and Posner, as well as the Kubler-Ross Change Curve. By comparing theory and practice, this essay will assess the role of leadership effectiveness in determining the success or failure of change initiatives and point out key lessons learned about how to manage change in an ever-changing organisational setting.




 
EXPERIENCE 1: INTRODUCTION OF NEW TECHNOLOGY
The new software was aimed at enhancing the accuracy of order-picking, packing, and online fulfilment. Before implementation, the warehouse was using manual systems, and this led to inefficiencies and delays such as losing customers’ order sheets, under stocking due to poor inventory tracking and wrong order picking which all caused delays in order shipments.
Successful leadership was significant in making sure that this change was realised. The process was initiated by the management, clearly explaining why the change was necessary, with an emphasis on the aspect of how the digital transformation would be beneficial in terms of efficiency and job satisfaction. This strategy is consistent with the 8-Step Change Model by Kotter (1996), especially in the initial steps such as the development of urgency, the establishment of a guiding coalition, and the creation of a common vision (Chen, 2024). The management instilled a sense of urgency by making the available operational data reflect inefficiencies and positioning the new system as a needed evolution instead of a wanted improvement. The generation of urgency has been suggested as a crucial factor in the success of change in numerous studies (Mouazen et al., 2024).
The leadership then designed and presented a clear vision of change, which was in line with Steps 3 and 4 of Kotter. There were training sessions, and employees were urged to give their feedback; hence, participation and anxiety were eliminated.
Communication was not one-directional but was interactive as the manager encouraged us to ask questions and communicated the change consistently and this allowed trust and inclusion. This made me feel valued and heard as it meant that my input matters. This aligns with the factual evidence that shows that open communication and participative interaction greatly improve the willingness of employees to technology change (Koske, 2021). When they celebrated small successes like the enhanced accuracy rates in the orders, the management used the Kotters' seventh step, which is to build on short-term wins, which not only encouraged the staff but was a way of instilling a sense of positive attitude of constant improvement.
It was also closely followed by Lewin's (1951) Change Model, which Bell (2025) states is organised into stages of unfreeze, change and refreeze. During the unfreeze phase, the management informed the employees in advance, introducing awareness of inefficiencies and encouraging the employees to keep an open mind to change and explore the technological advances. Leadership was involved in the change stage, where they were offering technical training and mentoring towards capability development. Lastly, in the refreeze phase, the new system was established as normal operating practice backed by regular appraisal and reward systems. This was an organised strategy that reduced opposition and formed an organisational culture that favoured innovation (Zheng, 2024).
As explained by Thompson (2012) the Kouzes and Posner (2009) transformational leadership was very evident during this change. Transformational leaders provide inspiration, motivation, and involvement of their followers using a common purpose and vision. The warehouse manager was able to reflect these attributes because she had built enthusiasm over the new system, she was able to identify personal contributions, and she encouraged people to work together to find solutions. 
In this case, transformational leadership has proven to be one of the key factors that facilitate successful organisational change since it empowers employees, encourages collaboration, and promotes flexibility under unpredictable circumstances (Sahid et al., 2023).
The positive correlation between transformational leadership and the success of organisational change is continually supported by the research because it contributes to the flexibility of employees and innovation (Istiqomah and Burhanuddin, 2022).
In addition, the leadership style used matched the concepts of the Action-Centred Leadership Model developed by Adair (1970), as Norman (2016) describes it focused on the ratio of accomplishing the task, supporting the team, and addressing the needs of individuals. Tasks were made clear by the management, and individual development was supported through training and mentoring.  
Team cohesion was encouraged to build a collaborative environment to support successful change by shared learning opportunities. The management allowed us to train together and encouraged us to help each other with problem solving with the new technology as this would strengthen the team’s ability to work and learn together. It led to the increased efficiency of workflow, minimisation of order errors, and increased employee satisfaction, which are in line with the findings of modern research that associates leadership involvement with a greater technological adoption (Markopoulos et al., 2023).
The experience proved that the leadership based on structured models and transformational behaviours can bring about sustainable change. The change was not viewed as a threat but as a common growth opportunity, and the new system was integrated into the day-to-day practice. This result is supported by the literature and implies that visionary empowerment and communication leadership approaches are associated with increased employee engagement in digital transformations (Chen, 2024).
Overall, during the change process I felt motivated and supported. I am not tech savvy, but I was ready to learn new skills because of the support I received from management. I felt included in discussions and received clear communication throughout from the leadership team, which helped me stay engaged. I was also excited about the workplace improvements that the leadership team strongly believed in. Being part of a well-planned change made it much easier for everyone to adapt to it. Research has emphasised that poor leadership is among the primary causes of failure in change initiatives, and visionary and democratic leadership styles are important to keep the employees engaged and trusting throughout the change (Haruna, 2022).
Helping employees truly understand a transformation’s goals takes more than one-way communication. The survey shows that successful organizations involve people directly and communicate face-to-face. They most often use line-manager briefings—reported by 65 percent of respondents in successful transformations (Mckinsey and Company, 2021)
On top of that Deloitte (2024) state that Between 2016 and 2022, they found more than 600 references to digital-change capability in the business filings it analysed. Of these keywords, 55% increased over time, 31% stayed consistently important, and only 13% declined. This shows that digital-change capabilities remain a key priority for business leaders—and that this priority is continuing to grow.





 
 

EXPERIENCE 2: MANAGER LEAVING
The second change experience in the same warehouse was very different. After the warehouse manager suddenly left, the team went through a difficult and uncertain time. Lack of a definite replacement led to confusion of roles and duties and lowered productivity. We were confused by who to report to, and friction was created when senior colleagues took on the informal roles. The top management team also did not address the change well. The owner of the business had an autocratic leadership style and made decisions on his own without informing the team in the warehouse. The senior manager failed to communicate the situation, consult the staff and allow internal candidates to interview for the vacant position, as compared to the former manager, who had portrayed a transformational and coaching style of leadership that encouraged participation. This absence of consultation further created confusion and decreased morale, which corroborated studies on how an autocratic leadership style is associated with greater resistance and minimised change preparedness during the change in organisations (Burnes, Hughes and By, 2018). There was no leadership communication, which also aggravated the situation as the staff was demotivated and disengaged.
The first steps of the change success, as described by Kotter (1996) Model, is the necessary to create urgency, guide a coalition, develop the vision, and communicate the vision, were completely lacking. This outcome supports the observation by Laig and Abocejo (2021) that skipping the first steps of Kotter’s model reduces people’s preparedness and motivation for change. Similarly, the lack of communication went against Kotter’s fourth step, which highlights the need for open and continuous information sharing (Carreno, 2024).
It is possible to explain the emotional reactions of employees throughout this transition by the Kubler-Ross Change Curve (1969) which identifies denial, frustration, depression, experiment, decision and integration as the levels (Elisabeth Kubler-Ross Foundation, 2025). The first stage was denial, in which the staff believed that the absence was temporary. With the uncertainty continuing, frustration occurred, and then disengagement. At the end a senior colleague who took over as an informal leader, had to guide the team towards acceptance. This experience brings out the emotional aspect of change and the importance of empathetic leadership in dealing with transitions, which is actively debated in the change management literature (McCreedy, 2024).
Applying the views of Lewin (1951), the change process was not successful at the unfreeze stage since there was no preparation or communication to assist the employees in adjusting. The change phase was chaotic and lacked leadership, and refreezing only started once an informal leader stepped up. This highlights the importance of leadership preparation in ensuring that there is stability in the face of a sudden change in the organisation (Kibe and Kihara, 2022).
This experience is also explained by the concept of situational leadership as emphasised by Armstrong (2016), who state that situational leadership involves the flexibility to the context and the maturity of followers. In this case the management did not act fast enough, so the team had no clear direction. The person who stepped up as an informal leader showed initiative and emotional intelligence, despite not having any official power. Research indicates that emergent leadership is temporarily stabilising but, unless acknowledged, it has limited ability to achieve strategic alignment (Canterino, Cirella and Shani, 2018).
Using Adair’s Action-Centred Leadership Model, the informal leader was able to meet the team’s immediate needs but showed weak task performance and did not address individual development or longer-term goals (Adair Leadership Org, 2021). This imbalance reduced overall team effectiveness, and the lack of transformational leadership lowered psychological safety and trust as we felt unsure about the future of the company and our role in it. I felt that I could not speak up as our voices and concerns were not being heard. It has been shown that transformational leadership lowers negative emotional reactions and enhances the resilience of a team in stressful situations (Burnes, Hughes and By, 2018).
Morale and clarity slowly improved when a new manager took over. This supports Kotter’s last step about embedding new approaches in the culture and shows how bringing back strong leadership helps rebuild stability and trust. The leadership restoration literature proves that to restore engagement among the employees, it is necessary to resume communication and clarify the purpose (Bhoi et al., 2025)
This experience shows that when leadership is missing, uncertainty rises, performance drops, and employees feel more stress. It supports the idea that good change management and flexible leadership are key to keeping performance steady during transitions.





CONCLUSION:
The two instances of organisational change show that the key aspects to success or failure are leadership, communication and employee engagement. 
The comparison between the two show a clear difference: the senior manager in the second change used an autocratic style with no consultation and strict decisions, unlike the previous manager’s transformational and coaching approach. This change in style led to instability. It also showed how harmful the absence of leadership and effective communication can be. Transformational leadership behaviours through early communication, training, and inclusion of the employees by the management contributed to trust and motivation among the employees (Chukwuma and Zondo, 2024). 
These opposite experiences confirm that steady leadership and effective communication are unavoidable in the process of organisational transitions (Aprianto, Kumorotomo and Rajiyem 2023). Organisations need to use structured change models, like Kotter’s and Lewin’s, combined with transformational leadership to keep teams motivated and involved. These examples demonstrate that strong leadership is key to successful change. 
Models such as Kotters and Lewins assist in having a good structure, yet success will be subject to leaders who convey vision, empower workers, and bring stability to the performance and morale in the ever-changing contexts like retail (Giorbelidze and Odisharia 2025).
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