Analysis of Organisational Change at Pembroke Refinery


APPROACHES TO INNOVATION AND ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE



Executive Summary
The purpose of this report is to analyse and evaluate an organisational change that happened at Pembroke Refinery. The change occurred following a prolonged and problematic shutdown in 2021 on the cracking & Olefins complex. The shutdown was difficult for several reasons. This included complex work conditions due to super lift for a significant project, underestimation of the work scope and COVID-related labour shortages. The failure of the turnaround led to the dismissal of the previous refinery manager. A new manager was introduced in early 2022, who implemented a transformational leadership style. The shift in focus went from output-maximisation to structured planning, KPI performance and environmental compliance. The report critically examines the effectiveness of the change process through the application of Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis, Kotter’s 8-Step model and the motivational theories of Mullins' motivation and organisational behaviour. It identifies key driving forces and resisting forces and explores the cultural shift in leadership style. The report also evaluates the impact on staff morale, particularly between permanent and contract workers. The change led to measurable improvements, including one of the refinery’s most successful shutdowns in 2024 on the Refining complex. Recommendations include improving contractor engagement, enhancing transitional communication and aligning motivation strategies more closely with workforce needs. 
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Introduction  
Adapting to change is essential in capital-intensive industries such as oil refining. Valero Energy Corporation is a Fortune 500 company and an international manufacturer and marketer of transportation fuels and petrochemical products (Valero, 2025). Pembroke Refinery is in Wales and is Valero’s only UK Refinery. It is a critical part of its global operations. Organisations like Valero must constantly evolve to remain competitive, efficient, and sustainable. This is especially true in high-risk, high-regulation environments (Burnes, 2017). 
This report evaluates the leadership transition and changes following the 2021 turnaround failure. It uses Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis (Lewin, 1947), Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model (Kotter, 2012), and Mullins' organisational behaviour theories (Mullins, 2016) to assess the effectiveness of the change and to recommend improvements. Strong leadership and efficient change management are essential for organisational change to be successful. Direction and vision are provided by good leadership. Implementing new tactics and habits is also made possible by organised change management. Kotter (2012) asserts that without clear leadership and stakeholder alignment, change will not succeed. Lewin’s (1951) model demonstrates the need to strengthen driving forces to overcome restraining forces for a successful organisational change. Mullins (2016) argues that leadership is directly responsible for influencing organisational culture and employee engagement, a key factor in sustaining change. These frameworks provided a comprehensive set of tools to analyse the organisational shift at Pembroke Refinery. 










Main findings
Background of Change at Pembroke Refinery
The organisational change at Pembroke Refinery was caused in part by the failed Cracking and Olefins complex shutdown in 2021. The shutdown significantly overran its planned duration. Originally, the shutdown was scheduled for 8 weeks. However, the shutdown ended up spanning nearly 16 weeks. This was due to several contributing factors, such as underestimated scope, excessive emergent work, and the complexity of a major vessel replacement project on the alkylation unit. This period also aligned with the COVID-19 pandemic, which impacted labour availability and required the refinery to fly in American contractors to support the outage (McLaughlin, 2022). Most of the issues seemed to be associated with the Alkylation unit. As the shutdown progressed, it was clear across the site that planning gaps and resourcing issues played a major role in the delay. 
The refinery manager at the time was known for his ruthless, output-maximising leadership style. However, at the end of the turnaround in June 2021 is where he met his demise as he was summoned over to Valero headquarters in San Antonio, Texas. He was consequently relieved of his position with immediate effect. In the absence of an immediate replacement, operations continued under his principles until January 2022. Under his management, maintenance schedules were often sacrificed for emergent work. This puts extra pressure on the staff to keep the plant running at full capacity. Furthermore, this created a culture where employees were expected to work long additional hours at short notice. This resulted in a great deal of stress for some people (Karasek and Theorell, 1990). 
The arrival of a new manager marked a transformational shift in both leadership style and operational priorities. Influenced by his background in California, he introduced a strong focus on environmental compliance and KPI performance. This included reduced flaring and staying within budget. Overtime was cut back dramatically overnight, and the workforce structure changed to prioritise efficiency and accountability. A new time on tools system was introduced that involved employees swiping onto the unit to provide a new metric. These measures led to disappointment amongst the contract staff. However, the staff employees adapted well to the change. Morale generally improved under the more structured, value-driven leadership (Nadler and Tushman, 1997).
 These changes laid the foundation for long-term success, culminating in one of the refinery’s most successful shutdowns on the refining complex in 2024. The shutdown was completed on time and on budget, which removed the dark cloud surrounding Pembroke Refinery since the 2021 shutdown failure and, in turn, helped boost morale at the refinery (Cameron and Green, 2019).  
Application of Change Management Models
In this section, key observations are made from insights gained from analysing a management change at Pembroke Refinery. Seven key change management models are applied. These include Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis (Lewin, 1947), Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model (Kotter, 2014), and Mullins' (Mullins, 2016) theories of motivation and organisational behaviour.
Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis
Kurt Lewin was a social psychologist who developed the Force Field Analysis model to help understand organisational change. The model comprises opposing forces; one side has driving forces needed to facilitate change, and the other restraining forces that resist the change. For change to happen, the driving forces must outweigh the restraining forces. This tool is used to establish what helps and what hinders an organisation's change and can be used as a guide to the decision-making process. It is invaluable to implement change more effectively (Lewin, 1951). 


Figure 1. Diagram of Lewin's forcefield analysis

Driving forces
2021 Turnaround Failure
The turnaround exceeded the planned duration and went over budget. This created an immediate urgency for structural reform. 
Pressure from Valero Corporate
Headquarters were disappointed with Pembroke Refinery's performance. A change in leadership was required to restore credibility and performance.  
New Manager’s Leadership Style
The new manager brought a structured KPI driven and environmentally aware approach. This was a stark contrast to the previous output maximising culture. 
Desire to Improve Valero Site Ranking
Pembroke Refinery’s rating was low in comparison to the other 13 refineries, which was a motivating factor for leadership and staff to improve performance. 
Improved Morale Among Permanent Staff
The new leadership style brought clearer expectations due to better planning and a less reactive working environment. This led to an improved work-life balance. 
Evidence of Early Wins
The refinery started to hit targets, such as schedule compliance, budget adherence and flaring reduction. This, in turn, reinforced the belief that the new approach worked. 




Restraining forces
Contractor Resistance
The move to reduce overtime was met with resistance from the contract workers. This meant a loss of earnings and caused some to leave and find work elsewhere.
Legacy Culture of Output-First
Longstanding habits were hard to shift. This made the move towards stringent KPI driven leadership hard to accept. 
Loss of Informal Benefits
Workers were used to a culture where overruns and emergency jobs meant extra money in the form of overtime. The contract employees were unhappy about losing this additional money.  
Initial Uncertainty Around New Systems
At first, the new systems, like time-on-tools, weren't always used correctly. Frustration and non-compliance was the result. 
Scepticism Among Long-Term Staff
Some people didn't think the new system would produce better results. While others, accustomed to the former manager's methods of operation, were hesitant to trust that it would work.
The model developed by Lewin in 1947 offers a useful foundation for comprehending organisational forces. However, its simplicity has drawn criticism. Hughes (2010) argues that it can undervalue how dynamic and emerging organisational culture is. Furthermore, during the implementation stage, results may be impacted by informal networks of influence and ongoing change, which are not fully taken into consideration.  






Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model
John Kotter is a renowned leader in change management and a professor at Harvard Business School. His most well-known contribution to organisational change management is the 8-Step Change Model. It develops a simple method for helping people adjust to change. Below is a detailed, step-by-step example of the model. Although not officially used, the strategy of the new manager was quite similar to Kotter's 8-Step Change Model (Kotter, 2012).

Figure 2. Kotter's 8-Step Change Model (Visual Paradigm Online, 2025).

Step 1: Create a Sense of Urgency
The failed 2021 turnaround was more expensive and took longer than expected. This highlighted serious issues with efficiency and cost control, which increased the urgency. As a result, headquarters understood that change was necessary. 
Step 2: Build a Guiding Coalition
A new Refinery Manager was appointed with a mandate to improve performance. This leadership change reflected a broader coalition at the top. The headquarters were committed to driving a new direction. They wanted Pembroke Refinery to mirror the culture and procedures used in American refineries. 
Step 3: Form a Strategic Vision and Initiatives
The new manager introduced a strategic shift. He moved the refinery away from prioritising maximum output and instead focused on meeting KPI’s and staying within budget. This vision guided all the following decisions and changes.
Step 4: Enlist a Volunteer Army
Most permanent staff accepted the new direction with minimal resistance. However, some contract workers were frustrated by reduced overtime opportunities and chose to leave. Overall, the workforce supported the change.
Step 5: Enable Action by Removing Barriers
Process reforms and cultural shifts addressed barriers to change. These included improved planning and schedule compliance and a more disciplined and stringent stance on cost control. 
Step 6: Generate Short-Term Wins
The 2024 turnaround was completed on time and within budget. This early success validated the new approach and demonstrated the effectiveness of the new leadership and process changes.
Step 7: Sustain Acceleration
Following the successful turnaround, the organisation reinforced new working methods and expectations. The staff embraced the changes, showing the new change's momentum.
Step 8: Institute Change
The changes became embedded in the refinery’s culture and day-to-day operations, normalising cost control and performance expectations. 
Kotter’s (2012) model has been critiqued for assuming a linear progression through its stages. Burnes (2017) notes real-world change processes are often more iterative and unpredictable, particularly in high-risk industries. Furthermore, Kotter (2012) does not fully address informal power dynamics or resistance arising from cultural inertia. These limitations should be considered when applying the model in practice.


Mullins and Motivation
Laurie Mullins is a respected academic in management and organisational behaviour. He is best known for his textbook Management and Organisational Behaviour. He highlights that motivation is not one-size-fits-all. He recognises that individual needs and workplace factors shape it. Mullins draws on key theories like Maslow (1954), Herzberg (1959), and Vroom (1964) to show how motivation impacts performance. He suggests that managers must adapt their approach to suit different people and situations. Moreover, he highlights the importance of understanding workforce motivation and organisational behaviour during periods of change (Mullins, 2016).
Mullins discusses Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory, which is particularly relevant here. The new manager's structured leadership style addressed both motivators regarding permanent staff. Achievement and recognition through clear KPI’s and hygiene factors like reduced stress from less overtime. This increased job satisfaction and buy-in to the new direction (Mullins, 2016, p. 232). On the other hand, contract workers experienced a loss in hygiene factors. This was reduced overtime, which had previously increased income and served as an informal reward for effort. As Herzberg (1959) predicts, removing these factors led to dissatisfaction.
Mullins also draws on Vroom’s (1959) Expectancy Theory to show how motivation depends on the apparent connection between effort, performance, and reward. For contract staff, this link was broken. Overtime was no longer guaranteed, and motivation declined (Mullins, 2016, p. 236).
Maslow’s (1959) hierarchy of needs also helps explain the divide. The new management system worked well for permanent staff because it gave them opportunities to meet higher-level needs. These include feeling recognised and having a sense of purpose or personal growth. Conversely, the opposite effect was seen with the contract workers. Due to reduced financial security, less overtime meant their basic needs were affected. These needs are at the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy. It becomes hard to focus on anything else if they are not met. As a result, contract workers felt disengaged (Mullins, 2016, p. 228).
The new leadership also marked a shift in organisational culture. While the old system rewarded long hours and maximum output, the new manager focused on planned work and efficiency. This aligned with long-term objectives. However, it challenged the ingrained expectations of some employees. Mullins believes that good leadership, primarily transformational leadership, helps people get through significant changes without losing morale or direction (Mullins, 2016).
Regarding leadership theory, the organisational change at the refinery can also be understood by comparing transformational and transactional leadership styles. The former refinery manager displayed characteristics of transactional leadership. His approach focused heavily on achieving maximum output and rewarding staff through overtime. On the other hand, the new manager demonstrated a more transformational leadership style. He promoted long-term cultural change by improving planning and encouraging motivation among staff. Bass and Avolio (1994) state that transformational leadership is associated with higher employee satisfaction, engagement, and innovation levels. This aligns with the improvements seen at Pembroke Refinery, particularly the positive shift in morale and performance following the leadership transition.

Recommendations
1. Improve Contractor Engagement
The removal of overtime disproportionately affected contractors. Management could have introduced structured engagement, such as surveys, listening sessions, and fair performance-based incentives. This would have retained talent and minimised resistance (Abdalla et al., 2023).
2. Enhance Communication During Change
Initial uncertainty following the leadership shift was confusing. Future changes should be supported by consistent communication through briefings, email updates, and Q&A forums. Clear messaging reduces anxiety and helps staff understand the rationale behind change (Cameron and Green, 2019).
3. Tailor Motivation Approaches
Different factors motivate permanent and contract staff. According to Mullins (2016) and Herzberg (1959), motivation strategies should be tailored. This could be achieved by using recognition and growth for permanent staff. Moreover, contractors could receive rewards and clarity regarding work expectations (Mullins, 2016).
4. Reinforce Culture Through Leadership Development
The success of the new approach depends on consistency. Supervisors should receive training in change leadership, employee engagement, and performance management. This is currently happening at Valero Pembroke. It will help sustain the cultural shift (Day et al., 2014).
5. Measure Change Outcomes Holistically
Success should be measured beyond just schedule and cost. Metrics such as staff retention, nonattendance, morale surveys, and safety performance can provide a broader view of the change's effectiveness. A balanced scorecard could help track these metrics (Kaplan and Norton, 1996).
6. Institutionalise Post-Change Actions
To ensure long-term sustainability, focus should be on a few post-change actions. These should be structured planning sessions, KPI workshops, and leadership training embedded into routine operations. These actions will help reinforce the new culture and prevent regression into previous habits (Mugenyi et al., 2022).


Conclusion
The organisational change at Pembroke Refinery demonstrates how leadership transformation can reshape operational culture, improve performance, and address long-standing issues. The new manager restored stability and focus by shifting from an output-first mindset to a structured KPI-driven model.
Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis helped show the main reasons for and against the change. The failed 2021 turnaround made the need for change clear. Pressure from the company headquarters and a new leadership approach added to this. Together, they helped overcome resistance. Kotter’s 8-Step Model (2012) was not used officially, but the steps were followed in practice. This helped lead to a successful turnaround in 2024
Mullins' (2016) theories reveal how motivation is context-dependent. While permanent employees benefited from clearer expectations and reduced stress, contract staff were demotivated by the sudden removal of overtime. This illustrates the importance of understanding a diverse workforce's needs during change.
The refinery should concentrate on contractor participation, enhanced communication, and customised motivational techniques to maintain the gains. Training frontline leaders and using a comprehensive approach to monitoring progress will further support the transformation.
Ultimately, this case study illustrates how difficult organisational transformation can be. Structural reform alone is not enough for success. It involves interacting with people and learning about their motivations. The goal is to create a culture that encourages sustained progress.
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LEWIN’S FORCEFIELD ANALYSIS

Kurt Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis model provides a valuable tool for
understanding the dynamics of organisational change by identifying
the driving and restraining forces at play (Lewin, 1947).
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