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THE CULTURE ISSUE

CULTURE IS THE SECRET 
SAUCE IN THE RECIPE 
FOR A SUCCESSFUL POST 
MERGER INTEGRATION
by Britta Gross Director, Human Capital and Lisa Klausmann Manager, Human Capital 
both at Deloitte Consulting Switzerland

As the dust settles on the excitement of an integration or the closing of a deal, for 
many leaders the reality emerges of the challenges that lie ahead. Often leaders 
prioritise the practical aspects of integration, such as financial reporting, shaping 
new organisation structures and aligning customer segments and markets. But 
what really happens after “Day 1”? How can we accomplish a successful Post 
Merger integration? 

According to Deloitte`s Consulting M&A 
survey, 60% of all mergers fail due to 
errors in the approach or the execution, 

whereas most of the obstacles in terms of a 
successful integration are people or culture 
related. But is the human element of such a 
transition predictable? How do we shape a 
corporate culture that leads to success?

Of course driving an M&A activity means doing 
your homework. In terms of human resources  
this means preparing individuals to have all the 
relevant information that’s needed for the famous 
“Day 1”. You need to enable them with the 
necessary skills and knowledge as well as aligning 
HR-processes and frameworks to ensure the 
quality of the companies HR-landscape. However, 
focusing on Day 1 priorities will probably not 
enable employees from different environments  
to shape a common corporate culture.

In a practical sense, cultural integration is 
getting more and more important in the cases 
where M&A activities take place to enhance 
knowledge rather than purely focusing on asset  
or stock transactions. For instance, when a Life 
Science company acquires a very niche firm to  
call the leading expert of immunochemistry plus  
a research team of their own. Or, closer to home, 
when a multinational consulting company acquires 

a boutique advisory firm to gain market shares and 
expert knowledge in a specific area. In other words, 
especially when it comes to acquisitions related  
to increasing a company’s expertise, it is essential  
to have an approach in place to ensure employee 
retention and to guarantee that critical human 
resources stay on board.

Based on long-term and best-practice 
experiences, we identified some attributes that 
have a substantial impact on the integration of 
teams and the merging of different cultures. This 
could have a significant potential to affect the 
bottom line and the ability to capture future value. 
For instance, during a time when rapid decision-
making is imperative, different decision-making 
styles can lead to slow decision-making, failure to 
make decisions, or failure to implement decisions. 
Additionally, leadership styles rapidly evolve and 
significantly impact employees throughout the 
integration planning, “Day 1” and integration 
implementation processes. Having these attributes 
in mind, loss of top talent can quickly undermine 
value in an integration by draining intellectual 
capital and market contacts.

As human nature tends to dislike change, 
differing attitudes and aptitudes toward change can 
cause unwillingness, resistance, or passivity when  
it comes to implementation of new strategies and 
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“It is essential to understand cultural 
differences between merging organisations. 
Identifying gaps and incorporating them 
within the newly created corporate culture 
will impede successful integration and 
synergy achievement”
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ways of working. If values and behaviours of newly 
merged units are inconsistent, processes and 
handoffs could break down with each unit’s 
employees becoming frustrated by their colleagues’ 
failure to understand or even recognise how work 
should be done. And last but not least: If people 
who believe they have to achieve goals as a team 
integrate with people whose notion of “success” 
emphasises individual performance, the resulting 
situation is often characterised by personal dislike 
and lack of support for getting the job done.

To protect this typical attributes, it is essential to 
understand cultural differences between merging 
organisations. Identifying gaps and incorporating 
them within the newly created corporate culture 
will impede successful integration and synergy 
achievement. And moreover, identifying critical 
behaviours and habits people need to commit  
to in order to drive the cultural vision forward.

Although culture is a crucial enabler of strategy, 
it starts with leaders and how well they can make 
their messages stick with all the employees (see 
figure 1).

Therefore, a cultural assessment helps to 
identify potential risks for realising the merger 
results as well as the overall M&A strategy. 
Combined with a culture framework critical 
indices to business outcomes can be measured, 
and ultimately provide the objective insights for 
driving the behaviours needed to support the 
business strategy (see figure 2).

In the end, understanding different cultures 
as well as being prepared means mitigating risks 
with desired behaviour changes. Being prepared 
implies identifying similarities and differences 
of cultures to be merged and their fit with the 
future anticipated corporate culture. Subsequently, 
we must be able to translate the cultural vision 
into specific behaviours across levels and functions. 
These specific actions should be integrated into 
talent and business processes to drive business 
outcomes as well as the “right” behaviours that 
can reinforce and sustain the change.

Looking again at the example of a multinational 
consulting company acquiring a boutique 
consulting firm, which might be family owned, 
it seems imperative that the corporate culture 
and mind-set of employees must be aligned. 
Discovering new ways of working is meant to be 
a win-win situation for both sides. Breaking new 
ground together as a team is a chance to leverage 
also from a diversity and inclusion perspective. 
You might have situations where a senior 
consultant who is 50 years old, but with very rare 
and specific knowledge, has to work with a senior 

“Creating a common corporate culture can  
be triggered by doing your homework and 
preparing well. But living common values and 
foster corporate culture will always be made 
by our leaders just as much as our self”
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3. Inclusion represents the degree to which an 
organisation accepts and promotes diversity, 
uniqueness, and bringing one’s “authentic self”  
to the workplace.

4. Shared Beliefs represents the degree to  
which employees demonstrate commitment  
to organisation specific core values / beliefs.

1. Courage represents the degree to which 
employees exhibit courage and resilience when 
confronting adversity, ethical dilemnas, failures  
or opposition.

2. Commitment represents the extent to which 
employees feel a sense of pride and ownership  
to the success and brand of the organisation.

C. External Orientation represents the degree  
to which an organisation emphasises a focus  
on customers and the external environment.

D. Change and Innovation refers to the extent  
to which an organisation emphasises embracing 
ambiguity, change, and risk to drive expansion  
and innovation.

A. Collective Focus represents the degree to  
which an organisation emphasises collaboration, 
teaming, and cooperation in its operations.

B. Risk and Governance represents the degree  
to which an organisation emphasises compliance, 
quality, and structure in its operations.
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manager who is 15 years younger, but focuses 
more on sales and business development. When 
dealing with cultural alignment, we should be 
able to handle and resolve such situations.

On the one hand this may be the chance to 
open new career paths that are different from 
the “classical” consulting career and carve out 
an expert track that can develop rare expertise. 
On the other hand it is still about shaping a 
common culture. Creating a common corporate 
culture can be triggered by doing your homework 
and preparing well. But living common values 
and foster corporate culture will always be 
made by our leaders just as much as our self: 
Helping new colleagues and helping ourselves 
to make professional life valuable and in the 
end driving a companies` success.
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