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The Opportunity
Most merged companies fail to achieve their forecasted results. 
CEOs recognize that the biggest obstacle to successful performance 
is cultural conflict. In a number of cases the conflict is never 
resolved and the business continues to generate lackluster 
performance or the merger is undone.

Why are cultural conflicts so hard to overcome?

Cultures are not meant to work together. Cultures have three 
functions:

•	 Focus everyone and everything on accomplishing a 
	 common vision

•	 Motivate people to achieve that vision

•	 Prevent the organization and its people from changing

Trying to integrate two cultures mobilizes their resistance to 
change and strengthens them.

Efforts to resolve cultural conflict by integrating two cultures 
are borne out of the best intentions. The principle idea is that by 
integrating the two cultures you can demonstrate respect for and 
get the best from each. For people who have personally invested 
in these cultures, honoring and respecting them is very important. 
But trying to integrate cultures highlights the differences in goals, 
values and behaviors. It creates more conflict.

An additional barrier to resolving cultural conflict is the time-
honored notion that true cultural transformation takes 3 – 5 years. 
In fact, cultural transformation can be achieved in a matter of 
months not years. 

Many efforts disengage rather than engage the combined 
workforce in the transformation effort. The process discourages 
rather than energizes people.

For example, generally the transformation effort is assigned to 
a relatively small team of people. These people often rely on 
outside experts to define the integrated culture and provide a 
plan to produce it. The end result is the culture is “announced” to 
people without the chance for them to participate in its creation. 
The fact that it has been structured by outsiders sends the message 
that internal leaders lack the competence to lead the merged 
organization.

It’s been proven that with the right expectations, frameworks, tools 
and the right people in the room, cultural conflict can be rapidly 
resolved. The key is to honor the past but create a vision and 
engage people in building a new culture to achieve it.

How To Leverage It
Here is how to quickly build a new culture that fuels organic 
growth.

1.  Set the goal of creating a new “growth” culture – not  
	 integrating the old

It’s not about integration. It’s about developing a vision that 
changes the competitive game, cutting costs to fund growth 
and engaging people in creating a new culture that will achieve 
the vision.

Setting the goal of building a new “growth” culture invites 
everyone into something new and exciting. Something that nobody 
“owns”. Excitement and equal ownership increase the engagement 
of people across the enterprise and explains why creating a new 
culture can be much quicker than trying to integrate the old.

Despite our best efforts in the hearts and minds of people a merger 
destroys the old cultures. People suffer a loss of focus and identity. 
Offering the chance to engage in building a brand new culture to 
drive organic growth gives employees a new focus and identity. 

Post merger many leaders focus on cost-savings. The entire 
organization looks to quickly improve the bottom line by rapidly 
reducing costs. Necessary of course – but the cutting is often 
accomplished by the setting of broad targets. Everyone is asked 
to cut expenses by 10%. A better strategy is to set the goal of 
reducing and optimizing expenses. This process asks and answers 
two questions. Where can costs be cut without impacting our 
competitiveness? Where can we invest savings to fund the greatest 
growth? In one case, a group of leaders from a global organization 
created a new vision and the critical processes to accomplish 
it. They invested in these by identifying 500 positions to be 
eliminated – several dozen their own! Competitiveness and 
growth rose while expense declined.

Enthusiasm to create a new culture to drive growth can spark 
creativity that yields greater cost-savings than when savings are 
the primary focus.

2.  Engage your whole organization

When your mindset is that culture change takes years and is 
conflict ridden you often make two conclusions: 

•	 You can only assign a small group of people to the tasks

•	 You need outside “objective” experts to assess the challenges 		
	 and recommend the path forward.

When you change your mindset to focusing on building a new 
culture rapidly, you come up with a different set of conclusions:
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•	 You can engage a broad cross-section of people in an intensive 	
	 3 day process

•	 You don’t need “objectivity” since you are not valuing the two 		
	 legacy cultures – you are creating a brand new one

•	 You can rely on the group that defines the new, growth oriented 	
	 culture to inspire and engage the entire organization

With this new set of conclusions, how do you begin? Select 60 
– 80 people from across your organization. Make sure you end up 
with a group of people that fairly represents all aspects of your 
enterprise. Your enterprise is one system, driving organic growth 
requires all parts of the system being fully aligned and engaged.

Most participants will be a couple of levels below senior 
leadership. In most cases, they have an appetite for change–they're 
motivated, capable, and insightful

Be careful not to select only people who agree with you. “Nay 
sayers” often have valuable perspectives. Engaging them in the 
process builds credibility.

Invite these people to participate in creating a new culture that 
will drive sustained, profitable, organic growth. Make sure they 
understand that what they create can’t be hypothetical – it has to 
be an organization capable of funding its own growth.

3.  Hold a future search conference

Future search is a high impact meeting process successfully used 
by complex enterprises across the globe since the early 90’s. It is 
a proven methodology.

Ikea used the process to completely re-create its global supply 
chain. Holiday Inn Express was created by a search conference. 
Fidelity has found so much value in the process it has invested in 
a dedicated facility.

In 2.5 days, the future search process can enable a group to create 
a new vision for its future and a realistic action plan. Participants 
begin implementation the day after the conference is completed.

How is this possible? By adhering to four principles:

•	 Put the whole system in the room. (You’ve done this by inviting 	
	 leaders from all areas of the organization. All perspectives on 		
	 challenges and potential solutions have been brought together.)

•	 Create a shared understanding of the organization’s past and 
	 current state. No view is considered “wrong” or “best”. 		
	 Conflicts and problems are treated as data – not as issues to 
	 be resolved.

•	 Focus on finding common ground and defining the future. 

•	 Participants are responsible for self-management before, during 	
	 and after the conference. Unlike typical strategic workshops 		
	 where facilitators own the quality of the session and senior 
	 executives own implementation. Here participants own both 		
	 the session and implementation. They are fully accountable.

Importantly, the group self-facilitates. Outside experts have 
three roles:

•	 Select and bring the right processes, frameworks and tools 

•	 Coach leaders on how to facilitate the process – rather than be 		
	 the facilitators

•	 Monitor the fast-paced, intensive process and suggest key 		
	 changes along the way

Why hasn’t this process been more widely used? Candidly, most 
leaders find it hard to believe that such a short experience can 
have so great an impact. Yet if you look at some key differences 
from typical transformation processes, the potential becomes 
much clearer.

•	 All the information needed is in the room. No delays to check 		
	 facts that waste time and frustrate people

•	 People develop a shared view of the past without fighting to 		
	 defend or extend old ways into the future

•	 Every part of the organization is enrolled at once. No one feels 	
	 like the new direction is being “announced” to them. They are 
	 engaged in creating both a vision of sustained, profitable, 		
	 organic growth and the plan to get there

•	 There are no hidden obstacles or limitations. Because you have 	
	 the whole system in the room the vision and plan are created 		
	 with full awareness of organization resources and constraints

•	 People publicly and voluntarily build the plan and commit to 
	 carrying it out. A much different dynamic than a small group 
	 of insiders or external consultants communicating a plan and 		
	 the expectation that people will carry it out.

4.  Let people hold their own feet to the fire

Without doubt, what gets measured gets done. Who does the  
measuring can make all the difference. Typically, senior 
executives collect performance measures and give feedback on 
the transformation process. The response of those accountable for 
implementation is to defend themselves rather than accept the 
data and find a way forward.

Allow the search conference group to collect and review the data. 
Hold them accountable for managing the process – including 
confronting disappointments and getting the transformation 
back on track. By doing this you continue to reinforce the entire 
organization’s ownership of a successful transformation.

Enable people by providing them with the opportunity to learn 
new skills required by the new vision. Give them coaching if they 
get bogged down. Most importantly trust them to get the work 
done right.

At the end of the day, you have shown respect and confidence 
for your organization, focused people on driving growth, and 
incubated a new culture of accountable collaboration that will 
spread through your enterprise. All the things needed for a merger 
to outperform expectations.
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