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Introduction
Entering the HR department of a London-based organisation during a period of significant business transformation has presented both strategic opportunity and operational challenge. The surge in employee grievances encountered during the initial month has highlighted critical gaps in the alignment between organisational change initiatives and employee engagement practices. This report addresses three interconnected factors driving this misalignment: business transformation through digital technology adoption, the implementation of flexible working arrangements, and the contemporary HR practices required to support these transitions successfully. 

The context is increasingly familiar across UK organisations. Research indicates that approximately 70 per cent of digital transformation initiatives fail, primarily due to insufficient employee engagement and resistance to change (Boston Consulting Group, 2020). Simultaneously, flexible working has become embedded in employment law through the Employment Rights Act 2023, yet many organisations lack the supporting HR infrastructure to implement it effectively. This report evaluates how contemporary HR practices can address these factors and critically examines how departmental managers can drive urgent implementation to restore organisational cohesion. 

Through an application of Kurt Lewin’s Three-Stage Model (Burnes, 2020) and Kotter's Eight-Step Change Model (Kotter International, 2024), this analysis demonstrates that grievances are symptomatic of deeper systemic issues: insufficient structural preparation for change and inadequate change leadership at line management level. Recommendations prioritise swift, integrated action to create psychological safety and clarity during transformation.


Section 1:
Digital Transformation and Organisational Disruption 
Digital transformation in HR has accelerated rapidly, with organisations adopting cloud-based Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS), artificial intelligence-powered recruitment and performance management tools, and automation of transactional HR processes. However, this technological shift creates immediate friction. Organisations often implement systems without adequate change communication or user training, leading employees to perceive digital tools as surveillance mechanisms rather than efficiency enhancers. In the context of this organisation, the rollout of an AI-powered performance management system without departmental consultation has fuelled grievance submissions, as employees lack clarity about evaluation criteria and algorithmic decision-making processes. 
The specific factors contributing to transformation resistance are threefold. First, automation of routine processes, such as leave management and expense approvals, creates perceived job insecurity among support staff, particularly where redeployment pathways remain unclear. Second, digital systems often reduce human interaction in feedback loops, replacing face-to-face conversations with automated notifications. The distinction between hygiene factors (compensation, working conditions, job security) and motivational factors (recognition, growth, autonomy) is critical here: technology adoption without corresponding recognition or development support often demotivates staff (Simply Psychology, 2023). Third, the pace of digital change frequently outpaces user capability development, creating competence anxiety and learned helplessness among older or less tech-fluent employees. 
Research from RSI Concepts (2024) identifies that organisations with structured change management and upskilling programmes experience 40 per cent fewer performance-related grievances during technology transitions. This organisation's rapid digital rollout without formal capability development represents a clear deficiency. 
Flexible Working and Systemic Support Gaps 
The legislative mandate for flexible working, whilst progressive, has exposed structural inadequacies in many organisations. Flexible working itself is not inherently problematic; research from the Good Employment Charter (2024) demonstrates that flexible arrangements enhance employee engagement when underpinned by four essential conditions: clear role and outcome definitions, adequate managerial trust, digital collaboration tools, and equitable performance evaluation. 
This organisation has implemented flexible working policies but lacks three critical support systems. First, many departmental managers continue to equate presence with productivity, resulting in inconsistent approval processes and informal penalties for home-working staff. Second, digital collaboration infrastructure is incomplete: some teams use Microsoft Teams, others rely on email, and integration with legacy systems is fragmented. Third, performance management systems do not adapt to flexible contexts, using time-based metrics (hours logged, in-office presence) rather than outcome-based evaluation. 
The consequence is that grievances relate to perceived unfairness: some staff secure flexible arrangements whilst others face rejection based on unstated criteria. Employees working flexibly report isolation and career progression concerns, whilst office-based colleagues express resentment at perceived inequity. Qualitative research from Engage for Success (2024) indicates that such perceived unfairness is among the strongest predictors of formal grievance escalation. 
Integration of Transformation Factors 
The critical dynamic is that digital transformation and flexible working, when pursued independently, amplify stress rather than resolve it. Employees experiencing both simultaneously - new systems and new ways of working - require consistent leadership messaging and tangible support. Currently, these initiatives are siloed: the IT department manages system rollout, HR manages flexible working policy, and line managers lack integration guidance or support. This fragmentation explains the grievance surge: employees perceive organisational chaos rather than strategic change. 

Section 2:
Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices to Address These Factors 
To navigate the challenges outlined in Section 1, HR departments must implement contemporary practices that build a resilient workforce capable of adapting to continuous change. An effective framework for evaluating these practices against the change process is Kurt Lewin’s Three-Stage Model (Burnes, 2020). Lewin proposed that successful organisational change must follow three distinct steps: 
· Unfreeze: Preparing employees for change by communicating the need for it and breaking down old habits. 
· Change: Implementing the new systems and behaviours, providing necessary support and communication. 
· Refreeze: Solidifying the new behaviours and processes into the organisational culture and structure to prevent regression. 
This evaluation assesses five key HR practices based on their ability to support the Unfreeze-Change-Refreeze cycle, ensuring that transformation is accepted and sustained. 
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Employee Relations Technology: Building Clarity and Trust 
Employee relations (ER) technology platforms such as HR Acuity (2025) offer real-time grievance logging, trend analysis, and early intervention capabilities. This practice is primarily an Unfreeze tool, as it highlights systemic failures (grievance clusters, inconsistent manager decisions) that communicate the urgency of change and break down the belief that the current state is acceptable. It also supports Refreeze by providing documented, consistent compliance with policy, locking in fairness as a new standard. Implementing ER technology signals to employees that concerns are taken seriously, addressing key resistance points during the initial unfreeze phase. 
Digital Performance Management Systems: Fairness and Transparency in Flexible Contexts 
Digital performance management systems such as those reviewed by RSI Concepts (2024) provide significant advantages in flexible working environments. This practice is essential for the Change phase, providing the new, outcome-based metrics needed to evaluate performance in flexible contexts. By providing continuous, documented feedback and visible goal tracking, it helps managers and employees adopt new behaviours. It supports Refreeze by embedding the new, transparent, and outcome-focused performance expectations into daily operations (RSI Concepts, 2024). A clear, consistently used digital system reduces the ambiguity that fuels resistance during the transition. 
Digital Recognition and Reward Programmes: Activating Motivational Factors 
Organisations including Reward Gateway (2024) and Kudos (2025) have developed platforms that integrate peer recognition, manager appreciation, and rewards integration into enterprise systems. This is a powerful Refreeze mechanism. By democratising and making appreciation visible (Kudos, 2025), it reinforces the new behaviours required by the digital and flexible transformation. It quickly normalises the desired culture (e.g., using the new digital tool, succeeding in a remote role) by celebrating early adopters, thereby securing the change and preventing a slide back to old habits. Integration with flexible working is essential to ensure remote achievements are equally visible and valued. 
Manager Training and Capability Development: Enabling Line Manager Change Leadership 
Research from RSM Netherlands (2024) and the CIPD (2024) emphasises that line managers are critical change agents. This practice is the critical driver across both the Unfreeze and Change phases. Training prepares managers to lead the change process, helping them to "unfreeze" their teams by communicating the 'why' and addressing resistance. During the Change phase, trained managers are capable of providing the necessary guidance, coaching, and role-modelling to ensure new practices (like digital performance and ER tech) are correctly implemented. The CIPD (2024) reports that organisations investing in manager capability during transformation experience significantly fewer grievances related to inconsistent decision-making. 
Flexible Working Support Infrastructure: Creating Systemic Conditions for Success 
Platforms such as Skillcycle (2025) and Wellbeing People (2025) provide integrated support for flexible working implementation. This practice directly facilitates the Change phase by providing the practical tools and resources (Skillcycle, 2025) needed for employees to work effectively in the new environment. It reduces technological and emotional friction, enabling employees to successfully transition to new collaboration methods and remote work norms. By focusing on employee welfare (Wellbeing People, 2025), it ensures that the change is seen as supportive, rather than punitive, which is vital for successful behavioural adoption. 
 


Section 3:
The Manager Implementation Challenge and Kotter's Framework 
The central difficulty facing many organisations is implementation consistency: contemporary practices are well-established, but execution varies wildly based on line manager commitment, capability, and competing priorities. Kotter's Eight-Step Change Model (Kotter International, 2024) provides a diagnostic framework for understanding this variability and designing corrective action. 
Kotter identifies that successful change requires:  
1 establishing urgency 
2 building a coalition of support 
3 crafting vision 
4 communicating vision 
5 removing barrier  
6 celebrating quick wins 
7 consolidating gains 
8 embedding in culture (Kotter International, 2024).  
In this organisation's context, steps one through four remain incomplete: many managers perceive grievances as individual performance issues rather than signals of systemic change mismanagement. The coalition of senior leaders has not collectively acknowledged transformation urgency. Vision for post-transformation organisational culture remains unclear to middle management. Communication of this vision to frontline staff is fragmented and inconsistent. 
Applying Kotter's lens, immediate priorities are: 
· Step 1 - Establishing Urgency: Data from grievance trends, turnover patterns, and anonymous pulse surveys must be synthesised into a clear picture of current-state dysfunction and future-state risk. This requires HR to position itself as evidence-based advisor, presenting analysis to senior leadership establishing that continued mismanagement of transformation will result in talent loss, reduced productivity, and potential tribunal risk. 
· Steps 2 - Coalition Building and Vision Crafting: Senior HR leaders must work with departmental heads and union representatives (if applicable) to co-create a vision of desired post-transformation culture. This vision must explicitly address employee agency: "We are transforming our systems to enhance your capability, not diminish your role. You will be heard, supported, and recognised through this change." 
· Step 4 - Communication: Once crafted, this vision must be cascaded consistently through all leadership layers. Managers require explicit communication of their role: they are accountable for translating organisational vision into team-level actions. Role clarity itself, a fundamental motivational factor, reduces grievance risk. 
Removing Structural Barriers: Manager Empowerment and Resource Allocation 
A critical Kotter step is removing structural obstacles to implementation. Research from the CIPD (2023) identifies that manager implementation failure typically stems not from unwillingness but from structural barriers: competing priorities, insufficient resources, and lack of managerial authority to make decisions. The study confirms that HRM implementation is highly variable based on a manager's leadership style. 
For this organisation, specific barriers are: 
· Managers lack training in new systems prior to rollout, creating implementation anxiety. 
· Managers lack clear authority to approve flexible working requests, leading to inconsistency and grievances. 
· Managers lack time allocation for capability coaching - transformation occurs on top of operational workload. 
· Managers lack access to early grievance intervention support - when issues emerge, they escalate to formal procedures immediately. 
Removing these barriers requires HR to function operationally: delivering just-in-time training to managers before system rollout, providing clear decision matrices for flexible working approvals, temporarily backfilling management time to free capacity for change leadership, and embedding HR business partner support in departments. 
Skillcycle (2025) offers integrated manager support addressing these barriers, providing on-demand training, decision frameworks, and connection to HR advisory support. Investment in such platforms is an investment in manager empowerment and, consequently, in successful implementation. 
Accountability Through Role Modelling and Visible Leadership 
Kotter's research emphasises that change fails when senior leaders advocate for transformation but do not visibly embody it themselves. In this organisation, this translates to a specific accountability mechanism: senior HR and operational leaders must visibly use new systems, work flexibly where possible, and model the behaviours they expect from teams. 
People Management (2025) research on "walking the talk" indicates that organisations where leaders visibly adopt new ways of working experience 52 per cent higher engagement during transformation than those where change is mandated top-down but not visibly embodied. This creates psychological safety: employees observe that new systems and arrangements are genuinely valued by leadership, not compliance theatre. 
For this organisation, specific visible leadership actions include: HR directors conducting performance reviews using the new digital system, scheduling regular remote working days, publicly recognising teams navigating transformation successfully, and taking the first grievance resolution training module themselves. 
Addressing Emotional Resistance and Building Psychological Safety 
Kotter's model emphasises that change failure often stems from emotional resistance rather than logical objection. Employees experiencing grievance-inducing stress during transformation are in a heightened emotional state characterised by uncertainty, loss of control, and reduced trust. Rational communication alone does not resolve emotional resistance; it requires empathetic acknowledgment and restoration of psychological safety. 
Amy Edmondson's concept of psychological safety, individuals' confidence that the organisation will not embarrass, reject, or punish them for speaking up, is critical here (Edmondson, 2018). Organisations with high psychological safety experience significantly fewer grievances because employees raise concerns early, informally, and collaboratively rather than escalating to formal procedures. 
Practical mechanisms include: anonymous feedback channels capturing transformation concerns, manager training in responding to feedback without defensiveness, HR-facilitated town halls where concerns are acknowledged and addressed transparently, and visible acknowledgment of change difficulty by leadership ("This is hard, and your concerns are valid"). These mechanisms signal that the organisation values psychological safety alongside transformation progress. 


Synthesising Implementation: An Integrated Timeline 
Urgent implementation of contemporary HR practices, guided by Kotter's framework, follows a phased timeline: 
· Month 1: Establish urgency through data analysis and senior leadership briefing. Recruit coalition of departmental heads and employee representatives. Begin vision crafting sessions. 
· Month 2: Communicate vision cascade to all managers. Begin manager training in new systems, flexible working decision-making, and change communication. Initiate psychological safety building through feedback channels and town halls. 
· Month 3: Implement digital employee relations and performance management systems. Deploy manager support platforms (Skillcycle). Begin peer recognition programme rollout. 
· Month 4: Consolidate implementation through training completion, quick wins celebration (teams successfully transitioning to new systems), and grievance trend monitoring. 
· Months 5-6: Reinforce new ways of working through ongoing recognition, manager coaching, and embedded HR support. Begin culture embedding through policies, decision-making norms, and hiring practices reflecting new values. 
This timeline is aggressive but achievable with executive commitment and adequate resourcing. The alternative, delayed implementation across practices, perpetuates the grievance cycle and increases transformation risk. 
 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
Synthesis of Findings
The surge in grievances encountered during the initial month is not merely an HR compliance issue but a strategic indicator of systemic misalignment between organisational transformation initiatives and employee engagement practices. Three interconnected factors drive this misalignment: rapid digital technology adoption without adequate change management, implementation of flexible working without supporting infrastructure, and inconsistent line manager capability and accountability. 
Contemporary HR practices - employee relations technology, outcome-based performance management, digital recognition, manager development, and integrated flexible working support - provide proven mechanisms to address each factor. However, these practices succeed only when integrated and implemented with clear managerial accountability and visible leadership commitment. 
Kotter's Eight-Step Change Model provides a diagnostic and prescriptive framework. Current-state analysis reveals that urgency, coalition building, vision crafting, and clear communication remain incomplete. Structural barriers preventing manager implementation - inadequate training, unclear authority, insufficient time allocation, and lack of HR support - must be removed urgently. 
Priority Recommendations 
Immediate (Month 1): 
Commission Grievance Root-Cause Analysis: Analyse all grievances submitted in the past three months to disaggregate by transformation factor (technology, flexible working, management inconsistency, other). Present findings to senior leadership to establish urgency and secure resource commitment for corrective action. 

Establish Transformation Coalition: Convene senior HR leaders, operational department heads, employee representatives, and (if applicable) union officials to co-create transformation vision and implementation strategy. Secure explicit accountability commitments from each leader for their departmental implementation. 
Communicate Vision and Expectations to All Managers: Issue clear communication from the CEO and HR Director outlining transformation rationale, desired culture shift, and manager accountability. Include explicit messaging addressing change difficulty and commitment to employee support. 
Short-Term (Months 2-3): 
Implement Integrated Manager Development Programme: Deliver targeted training covering (a) digital system functionality and change communication, (b) outcome-based performance evaluation across flexible contexts, (c) grievance prevention through empathetic leadership, and (d) psychological safety creation. Prioritise managers responsible for significant transformation areas or with recent grievance complaints. 
Deploy Digital HR Support Infrastructure: Implement employee relations technology (HR Acuity or equivalent), outcome-based performance management system, and manager support platform (Skillcycle). Sequence rollout to ensure manager readiness precedes team implementation. Provide dedicated HR business partner support to departments during launch. 
Activate Digital Recognition Programme: Launch peer recognition platform with visible endorsement from senior leadership. Conduct awareness campaign highlighting how recognition supports transformation success and builds team cohesion. 
Medium-Term (Months 4-6): 
Establish Transparent Flexible Working Framework: Document clear criteria for flexible working approvals, decision-making authority at each management level, and appeals process. Communicate framework to all staff, removing perception of arbitrary decision-making. Audit approvals across departments to identify and address inconsistency. 
Embed Wellbeing and Capability Support for Flexible Workers: Implement integrated support platform (Wellbeing People and Skillcycle) providing mental health resources, remote workstation guidance, digital collaboration training, and remote team cohesion activities. 
Monitor Implementation and Consolidate Gains: Establish quarterly pulse surveys tracking grievance drivers, manager capability, and employee engagement during transformation. Celebrate quick wins and successful manager adoption through recognition and case studies. Address persistent barriers through iterative refinement. 
Expected Outcomes 
Implementation of these recommendations, grounded in established theory and contemporary practice, should result in: 
Reduction in grievance escalation within two months as root causes are addressed and managers gain capability. 
Improved manager confidence and role clarity, evidenced through manager engagement surveys. 
Enhanced employee perception of fairness and organisational support, measurable through pulse surveys and retention metrics. 
Successful stabilisation of digital transformation adoption, with reduced system-related grievances and improved user adoption metrics. 
Cultural foundation for ongoing transformation and sustained employee engagement beyond the immediate transition period. 
The investment required - in training, platforms, and dedicated HR resource - is substantial but dwarfed by the cost of unmanaged grievances: tribunal claims, talent loss, productivity reduction, and compromised transformation outcomes. Viewed strategically, contemporary HR practice deployment is an investment in transformation success and organisational resilience.

Reference List 
Boston Consulting Group (2020) Flipping the Odds of Digital Transformation Success. Available at: https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/increasing-odds-of-success-in-digital-transformation (Accessed: 11 December 2025). 
Burnes, B. (2020) 'The Origins of Lewin’s Three-Step Model of Change', The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science. Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0021886319892685 (Accessed: 11 December 2025). 
CIPD (2023) People managers: An evidence review. Available at: https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/evidence-reviews/2023-pdfs/2023-people-managers-scientific-summary-8431.pdf (Accessed: 11 December 2025). 
CIPD (2024) Line manager support resources. Available at: https://www.cipd.org/en/topics/line-manager-support/ (Accessed: 13 December 2025). 
Edmondson, A.C. (2018) Psychological Safety. Strategy+Business. Available at: https://www.google.com/search?q=https://www.strategy-business.com/article/Psychological-Safety (Accessed: 13 December 2025). 
Engage for Success (2024) How Flexible Work Cultures Boost Employee Engagement. Available at: https://engageforsuccess.org/how-flexible-work-cultures-boost-employee-engagement/ (Accessed: 13 December 2025). 
Good Employment Charter (2024) Flexible Work: Characteristics and Implementation. Available at: https://www.goodemploymentcharter.co.uk/charter-characteristics/flexible-work/ (Accessed: 16 December 2025). 
HR Acuity (2025) Employee Relations Technology: What Is It? Available at: https://www.hracuity.com/blog/employee-relations-technology-what-is-it/ (Accessed: 17 December 2025). 
Kotter International (2024) The 8-Step Process for Leading Change. Available at: https://www.kotterinc.com/methodology/8-steps/ (Accessed: 17 December 2025). 
Kudos (2025) Kudos: The Employee Recognition and Culture Platform. Available at: https://www.kudos.com (Accessed: 17 December 2025). 
People Management (2025) 'Why Walking the Talk Is Key to Being a Good Manager', CIPD Research Briefing. Available at: https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/article/1743839/why-walking-the-talk-is-key-to-being-a-good-manager (Accessed: 17 December 2025). 
Reward Gateway (2024) Shifting to Digital Employee Recognition. Available at: https://www.rewardgateway.com/uk/blog/shifting-to-digital-employee-recognition (Accessed: 17 December 2025). 
RSI Concepts (2024) Performance Management Trends in the Digital Era. Available at: https://www.rsiconcepts.com/blog/2024/02/performance-management-trends-in-the-digital-era/ (Accessed: 17 December 2025). 
RSM Netherlands (2024) Training Line Managers in HR Processes. Available at: https://www.rsm.nl/discovery/2024/training-line-managers-in-hr-processes/ (Accessed: 23 December 2025). 
Simply Psychology (2023) Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory of Motivation. Available at: https://www.simplypsychology.org/herzbergs-two-factor-theory.html (Accessed: 23 December 2025). 
Skillcycle (2025) 16 Virtual Team Building Activities for Remote Teams. Available at: https://www.skillcycle.com/blog/remote-team-building/ (Accessed: 23 December 2025). 
Wellbeing People (2025) Workplace Wellbeing Trends for 2025. Available at: https://wellbeingpeople.com/workplace-wellbeing/5-workplace-wellbeing-trends-for-2025/2024/ (Accessed: 23 December 2025). 



2

image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
% Y Drindod Dewi Sant

. University of Wales
Trinity Saint David

»




image2.png
“~._ UNFREEZING

By

LEWIN’'S CHANGE

MANAGEMENT
MODEL





