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Organizations that use mergers and acquisitions (M&A) as a core method
of growth realize that the integration engine is fueled by human
capital; human resource (HR) professionals must take advantage of
integration tools to ensure that the tank does not run dry. In the
second part of an examination of the procedures organizations employ
during M&A, Dunaway investigates the processes used to assist in the
merging of cultures, the strategic role of relocation, and the
importance of communication.

the IntegrationEngine
B Y G A V I N D U N A W A Y

Because of advancements in medicine, there is
a higher probability that conjoined twins
can be surgically separated without losing
one or both. Consider the integration stage
of a merger and acquisition (M&A) the

opposite of surgical separation—two organizations are
stitched together to become a new organism. While it
may look cold and gray on paper, the mechanics of com-
bining the various living organs within each organization
is no simple task and requires a skilled surgical hand.

“You’re building a human operating system,” said
David Eaton, president and founder of Aperian Global,
Boston, MA, who has been conducting a global M&A
best practices study.

Nowhere is the potential for rejection and failure more
perilous than during the merging of cultures—organiza-
tional or national. According to Eaton, combining cul-
tures is a five-step process (see sidebar on page 42) that
can be supported with certain tools. First, the post-acqui-
sition culture must be determined, then the integration
team can deduce the best path to reach that goal. That
culture may be dominated by either legacy organization’s
culture, or it might be a composite of both corporate cul-
tures, plus a taste of something new.

The integration management office (IMO) or integra-
tion team will interview key players from all sides of the
acquisition and take inventory of assets in a baseline diag-

nostic study. Building this baseline report highlights
strengths while locating potential trouble spots. The team
will ask what aspects are absolutely necessary to retain and
what could be left behind. Cultural mapping also is
employed to understand similarities and gaps in national
and corporate styles. The importance of various cultural
dimensions/orientations is weighed (See sidebar on page
44).

Afterward, the key players within the merger are
informed of the discoveries unearthed during the investi-
gation. The similarities and differences regarding various
critical aspects—business styles, organizational tactics,
reward systems, and so forth—of the acquirer and target
are detailed for both staffs. Subsequently, team members
will examine the reasoning behind the other organiza-
tion’s operating style and culture. This will forge accep-
tance and, ultimately, respect.

The process becomes more complicated when M&A
takes place on a global scale. In addition to differing cor-
porate cultures, the two parties must examine their diver-
gent national cultures—in particular, the aspects that will
come to the forefront during the integration phase
(including language barriers and cultural customs) and
may hinder the long-term success of the merged opera-
tion. However, the same process used to fete out poten-
tial business-culture discordance—cultural mapping—can
be applied to national culture, as well.
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And just like clashing corporate
cultures, sometimes national cultures
are like oil and water when it con-
cerns to business. Eaton cited an
example of a Fortune 500 company
that decided against acquiring targets
in a certain country because the lead-
ership felt the two countries’ cultures
were not a good fit—the Fortune
500 company noted a tendency in
the country toward hierarchies and
status consciousness, which the busi-
ness leaders saw in conflict with the
company’s more egalitarian and indi-
vidualistic culture that stemmed from
its headquarters country and its cor-
porate culture.

In the end, culture is culture,
whether national or business, and the
numerous aspects that define a cul-
ture, from gender roles to politics,
will determine how an organization
operates. According to Eaton, in
using baseline diagnostic studies and
cultural mapping, companies
involved in mergers seek to answer
the question: “How do you optimize
the acquisition to extract and retain
as much asset value as you can, make
it as inclusive an environment as pos-
sible, and make it sustainable in the
fastest amount of time?”

Relocat ion Planning
Eaton has noticed some of the

best integration implementation
planning employs a buddy system—
pairing department managers from
each organization. He cited one
merger where the HR integration
managers from both companies
shared an office for a year forging
agreements on every aspect of the
integration.

“For a year, they lived together,”
Eaton said. “If they couldn’t move
forward, they would pound out more
hours until they could both agree on

a solution…. Function by function,
activity by activity, one at a time.”

However, because it is best if both
parties physically work together
instead of communicating through
various media, someone (or some-
times both employees) will have to
move. Thus, the relocation depart-
ment should be involved early in the
merger or acquisition—in the due
diligence phase or even as a member
of the IMO.

When integrating, organizations
decide on strategy, followed by
structure, and an organizational
chart is developed. The integration

team will apply responsibility map-
ping, which discerns the tasks asso-
ciated with every position on the
organizational chart. Next, a skills
inventory is taken and analyzed in
tandem with the responsibility map
to see where gaps exist—mobility
planning is devised by examining
how to plug these holes. All of this
can be accomplished in the due dili-
gence phase.

“Once you’ve built your organiza-
tional chart and your roles have been
installed post-merger integration, then
you’re going to use expats to fulfill
your integration strategy,” Eaton said.
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Five Steps to Merging Cultures
Eaton has found five stages of development for

individuals or organizations charged with the merg-
ing of cultures during M&A.
11.. Awareness. The integration team will need a 

list of all the major players in the M&A, along 
with profiles that include their aims and styles 
of operation. This can be accomplished through a
baseline diagnostic study, cultural mapping, and
weighing of cultural orientations.
22.. Understanding. Participants within the merger

are informed of the discoveries unearthed during 
the due diligence process to devise their report.
The goal at this juncture is to gain comprehension
of the reasoning behind the other side’s operating
style and culture.
33.. Acceptance. After understanding the workings 

of each other’s cultures, participants move to a
level of respect for how the other’s culture oper-
ates. They may not necessarily like the culture,
Eaton said, but they certainly are able to accept
and respect it. 
44.. Evaluation. Players must decide what set of

styles or culture will work best in the new 
environment. This may be the acquirer’s style, 
the target’s, a combination of the two, something
entirely different, or a combination of both styles
plus a touch of innovation.
55.. Application. Finally, the culture is constructed

and implemented. In addition, sustainability must 
be considered when inserting these agreed-to systems
(operating, performance management, and so on) to
ensure the culture survives. One effective method
Eaton cited is sewing the success of culture 
implementation into the performance management or
rewards system. “It definitely gives the new culture
and its sustainability legs,” he said.
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In many M&As, there is a high
chance that mass quantities of
employees will be relocating—reloca-
tion departments will find that tem-
plates for group moves may come in
very handy during an M&A. The ear-
lier organizations involved in a merger
or acquisition realize if there will be a
change in headquarters locations and
where that location will be, the soon-
er the relocation planning can begin,
especially for the critical talent that is
required at headquarters. Because the
relocation process can be complicat-
ed—especially in cross-border M&A,
which brings expatriate issues into
play—successful serial acquirers allow
a good-sized timeframe for reloca-
tion.

In addition, a target company may
have several offices scattered across a
country, a region, or the globe—
once the acquirer has decided if it
should send employees to those
offices and how many, the relocation
department will have to get cracking.
It is bound to be busy times for the
relocation professional.

“Several planning processes would
be important in the case of reloca-
tion—for example, how to provide
cultural and language training, how
to familiarize potential transferees
about the education and health care
systems at the destinations, and how
to provide support services for at
least the first three months,” said Dr.
Santrupt Misra, director of human
resources (HR) and information
technology (IT) for Aditya Birla
Management, Mumbai, India.

Relocation also is important to the
integration of cultures, national and
organizational, Eaton said. When an
acquirer places employees in the
other target’s location, it builds
empathy and speeds up cycle times of
merging cultures.

Geert Hofstede and the 
Five Cultural Dimensions

Between 1967 and 1973, Dutch anthropologist Geert
Hofstede analyzed a gigantic collection of employee
values scores collected by IBM, Armonk, NY—this
database reflected employees from more than 70 
countries. Through this research and subsequent 
data analysis, Hofstede noticed consistent tenden-
cies regarding the interactions of national cultures
and organizational cultures. He developed a set of
four primary dimensions that distinguish cultures; 
a fifth was later developed.
Power Distance Index (PDI)—the extent to which 

less powerful members of organizations and 
institutions (such as family) accept and expect
power to be distributed unequally. This represents
inequality (more versus less), but defined from
below, not from above. It suggests that a society’s
level of inequality is endorsed by the followers 
as much as by the leaders. Power and inequality, 
of course, are extremely fundamental facts of 
any society and anybody with some international
experience will be aware that ‘all societies are
unequal, but some are more unequal than others.’
Individualism versus collectivism—the degree to

which individuals are integrated into groups within
a society. In more individualist societies, ties
between persons are loose—individuals are expected
to look out for their own and their immediate 
families’ interests. In collectivist societies, from
birth, individuals are meshed into strong groups
(many times extended families) that provide 
protection in exchange for loyalty.
Masculinity versus femininity—the distribution of

roles between the genders.
Uncertainty avoidance index—a society’s tolerance

for uncertainty and ambiguity, or to what extent a 
culture programs its members to feel either 
uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured 
situations. Cultures that avoid uncertainty tend to
install strict laws and maxims, as well as security 
measures; cultures more comfortable with ambiguity
tend to install fewer rules and are more open to
differing opinions. 
Long-term orientation versus short-term 

orientation—values associated with long-term 
orientation are thrift and perseverance; values
associated with short-term orientation are respect
for tradition, fulfilling social obligations, 
and “saving face.”



“When people are living in the
other’s shoes, they become advocates
and liaisons/cultural interpreters back
to their original company,” he said.

Finally, a cross-border M&A can
be an opportune occasion for a com-
pany to send a high-potential
employee on international assign-
ment for career development purpos-
es. M&A mobility can be useful in
accelerating the growth of the next
generation of corporate leaders.

“While there will be two career
development strategies that exist
already in the two legacy organiza-
tions, one of the HR integration
strategies would be to review and
incorporate those goals for global tal-
ent development into the merger
activity,” Eaton said. “Therefore, it
drives the goal of having more quali-
fied global people.” 

Communication = Oil
The history of the target company

may hold critical insight into whether
the M&A will succeed, according to
Misra. If company is the product of a
series of acquisitions, it is likely that
the acquiring company will be viewed
with suspicion no matter what it
does. Lacking knowledge of a rough
past, HR professionals are bound to
become frustrated when their
attempts at communication are met
with silence on the target side. If the
communication drops, the M&A falls
into jeopardy.

In “The Role of Human Capital in
M&A,” by Towers Perrin, Stamford,
CT, and the Economist Intelligence
Unit, London, United Kingdom, a
survey of 132 senior executives
worldwide involved in M&A revealed
that while 47 percent considered
achieving cultural alignment a critical
people issue, 62 percent saw ensuring
effective communication as the most

important human factor for M&A
success. This was far higher than the
38 percent who cited securing the
top talent and the 27 percent who
cited performing thorough due dili-
gence in HR-related areas.

During the merger of the Chinese
offices of B&Q, Eastleigh, United
Kingdom, and competitor OBI,
Wermelskirchen, Germany, Andrew
Farrow, executive vice president,
B&Q China, who was integration
management director, held daily inte-
gration team meetings to cull status
updates, even though some found it
over the top. Farrow already was
stretched thin communicating be -
tween B&Q parent company King -
fish er plc, London, United Kingdom;
B&Q headquarters; and the acquired
OBI offices, attempting to keep all
parties content when they had differ-
ing goals. In addition, retail employ-
ees from each of the 21 OBI stores
acquired (each store had between
300 and 400 employees) were given
the chance to bring questions to the
B&Q board of directors through rep-

resentatives, in what Farrow called
“grassroots communication.”

Communication is the oil that
keeps the integration engine run-
ning; information transferred from
party to party, acquirer to target,
and so on. It is the common thread
through all the various tools and
processes involved in M&A, from
the information gathering and cap-
turing involved in checklists and per-
formance metrics, to knowledge-
sharing in merging cultures, to the
formation of the integration team, to
the dissemination of relocation
assignments.

If communication runs thin or is
watered down, the integration
engine will stall out. But if communi-
cation is rich and flows steadily
through the conduits of an organiza-
tion and the targets it seeks to grow
through, the engine will keep on
running, growing speedier and more
efficient with every acquisition. 
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Twelve Lessons of Integration
After serving as integration management director 

during the merger of B&Q China and the Chinese 
offices of OBI, Farrow composed a list of 12
lessons learned from the ordeal.
11.. Integrate fast—realize synergies and 
efficiencies sooner rather than later.
22.. Dedicate the necessary resources.
33.. Make tough decisions about organizations and 
people quickly.
44.. Restructure and re-recruit top talent.
55.. Set clear short-term objectives; celebrate 
completion of these objectives as you meet them.
66.. Communicate strategically—be open and
forthright.
77.. Allow the acquired company to conduct business—
after all, that is why you acquired it.
88.. Manage the cultural integration carefully.
99.. Focus on what each event means to individuals.
1100.. Keep your sense of humor.
1111.. Be honest with employees on both sides.
1122.. Communicate, communicate, and over-communicate.
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