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In today’s market, it is disrupt or be disrupted. Every 
industry is exposed to disruption in some way. In 
the face of these disruptors, organizations have 
two choices: continuously reinvent themselves or 
be left behind. 

The pace of change has not only accelerated but has 
manifested itself in a reduction in tenure on the S&P 
500, with a 77% decrease in average lifespan since 
1920.1 According to some projections, 50% of S&P 
500 companies will be replaced in the next decade.2 

In the public sector, we see similar trends, such 
as the prediction that 50% of higher education 
institutions will close or go bankrupt in the next 
decade.3 Or in healthcare, where we see mergers 
and acquisitions up 14.4 percent year over year.4 
Even government agencies must stay relevant by 
transforming into more efficient organizations to 
stay modern in service delivery and responsive to 
constituent needs. 

Recognizing and adapting to the disruption is 
key to transformation, and HR leaders must play 
a pivotal role in driving this strategy. Driving 
transformation will likely necessitate a closer 
look at processes and technology, but the real 

key to a successful transformation is your people. 
By focusing on and investing in your people, your 
organization will be better set up for sustainable 
performance improvement and the type of cultural 
change that’s necessary to turn disruptive crises into 
transformational opportunities. 

In the following chapters, we will focus on three 
of the more common disruptors: mergers and 
acquisitions, emerging technologies and changes in 
regulatory compliance. It is virtually guaranteed that 
you and your team will experience one or more of 
these in 2020.  

Each chapter will walk through the impact of these 
disruptors – on your people and on your business 
- and give you specific actions to help you attract, 
retain, and develop a team that will thrive in the face 
of disruption. 

Choose the disruptor you are experiencing today:

01 - Emerging Technologies

02 - Regulation Changes

03 - Mergers and Acquisitions

Introduction: Transformation in the Face of Disruption 
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Emerging 
Technologies:  
The Path 
to Digital 
Transformation

Digital transformation has been around for over 50 
years.5 But it appears to have made a resurgence in 
technology news as of late. Vendors and analysts 
are making bigger and bolder claims—but they 
remain similar to the claims made in the late 70s 
and beyond. Why then the resurgence? Research 
shows that the definition of digital transformation 
has changed over the decades.

01



Generations of Digital 
Transformation6 
The term digital transformation was introduced 
in the early 80s with the advent of viable 
computerization. According to Leonard Heilig, 
lecturer and researcher at the Institute of 
Information Systems at the University of Hamburg, 
this shift was a move to the paperless procedure 
generation. In essence, people were taking what 
they did with paper and transferring each step to 
a computerized environment. We then see a new 
movement emerging from the paperless procedure, 
the automated procedure generation (1990-2000s). 
Here, people realized the computer could automate 
routine tasks and optimize procedures.

This now brings us from the 2010s to the 
present. With the rapidly changing technological 
advancements, we are now in the smart procedure 
generation. Computers are learning and beginning 
to make some decisions on our behalf, giving us 
time for more important tasks. This smart procedure 
generation converges nicely with what the World 
Economic Forum is calling the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution,7 a sea change defined by the blurring of 
lines between the physical, digital, and biological 
worlds, where AI, robotics, and the Internet of 
Things mesh with genetic engineering and quantum 
mechanics.8

It's the Strategy!
Arguably, we can’t know when we are in a new 
technological generation or when a new industrial 
revolution is coming. One finding from past 
generations of digital transformations suggests 
that leaders of digitally mature organizations see 
the entire picture: they have a holistic strategy 
that incorporates all of the opportunities for 
technology to assist employees. And yet only 15% 
of organizations have a clear and coherent digital 
strategy.9  Less digitally mature organizations, the 
remaining 85%, have leaders that focus on a single 
piece of software technology. As a result, these 
organizations rarely have a comprehensive digital 
technological strategy.10

5
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Technological 
Adoption  
Challenge

Teller’s Curve
During an interview for his latest book,11 Thomas 
Freidman spoke with Eric “Astro” Teller, the Chief 
of Moonshots at Google X, about the challenges of 
humans adopting new technology. Teller explained 
the technological adoption challenge. As depicted 
in Figure 1,12 it appears that technology is now 
outpacing our ability to adopt it. The question then 
becomes, how can we catch up? 

Figure 2. Closing 
gap between human 
adaptability and 
technology

Figure 1. The rate  
of change between  
humans and technology
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In response to that question, Teller drew another 
line. Figure 213 shows us that humans can catch up 
to technology by both learning faster and governing 
smarter. Learning faster is increasing what we need 
to know to do our jobs in less time. Governing better, 
Teller suggests, happens when governments are 
as innovative as the innovators, putting a premium 
on experimentation and learning from failure as 
they continue to revise and institute new laws and 
policies that take the handcuffs off of innovators 
and keep up with technological advances.

Learning faster and 
governing smarter



7

•  Prepare – Before developing your people strategy, 
look at the overall governance of your organization 
and have a retention plan in place. This requires 
you to rethink your governance as well as create a 
retention plan based on your vision and mission.

•  Communicate – Communication is the most 
important element of a people strategy. As John 
Kotter, Professor of Leadership, Emeritus, at the 
Harvard Business School, suggests, one of the 
main elements in a communications plan is to 
have a message that conveys a sense of urgency.15 
This message should align with the company’s 
reasons for undergoing a digital transformation 
and emphasize that all employees are needed to 

In order to catch up to technology 
through learning faster and governing 
better, organizations must take a 
people strategy approach to digital 
transformation. Although a people 
strategy trumps a digital strategy when 
it comes to executing any successful 
transformation, organizational leaders 
rarely have a prescriptive people strategy 
when undergoing a digital transformation. 
The following ideas can help you prepare 
and execute a people strategy.

Action Steps

achieve success. Think about building a coalition of 
employees to promote the transformation, sort out 
any unexpected changes that may occur and follow 
all of that with a strong communications plan.

•   Develop a Vision16 – This is not the kind of vision 
that senior leadership produces and then places 
on the bookshelf until the next fiscal year. This 
vision must paint the picture for employees of what 
success looks like and how they can all participate 
in achieving it. This includes how the employees 
will be part of the transformation and the metrics 
and previous successes that will demonstrate the 
vision is achievable and within the grasp of the 
entire organization.

Phase 1 – Optimize14 the Environment



Phase 2 – Talent Management
•  Take Stock – We are currently in the smart 

procedure generation. This means that what’s 
needed for digital transformation in 2020 is a new 
set of skills likely missing from your organization.  
Determine your skills gap by assessing current 
staff skills against the skills needed to succeed 
before, during and after the transformation.

•   (Re)Equip – After you document the gap between 
your current skills and your desired skills, it is 
time to fill that gap through the development of 
learning plans segmented by person and role.

Phase 3 – Operate the New Normal
•  Similar to a plane taking off, most of the energy 

required in a transformation occurs in the 
beginning. To that end, we recommend that you 
maintain momentum so as unexpected change 
occurs (and it will), you do not have to start 
over again and exert more energy. Create and 
communicate short-term wins and continue to 
hone the new process and monitor the attrition  
of leaders to avoid the return of legacy behavior.

History tells us that digital transformations 
will continue for the foreseeable future. We 
may not know what the next generation will be; 
however, we know that it will be a new one with 
new opportunities and challenges. History also 
tells us that people enable the success of these 
transformations. We must continue to explore new 
ways to learn the requisite skills faster and adapt 
our governing models to the innovated ways of 
doing business.

8
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Digital Transformation 
Checklist

1.  Optimize the Environment

Determine how the new technology will change 
your organization’s employer value proposition and 
if so, how to bolster the perceived value of your 
organization to potential and current employees by:

   Arming your recruiters with messaging if 
questions arise about the change or around 
reactions that could be perceived as negative.

   Determining the best way to help managers 
interface with each other and front-line 
employees during the change. 

   Determining how to give managers ongoing 
support from leadership and their peers as they 
navigate tough questions with their team.

   Maintaining insight into the sentiment of 
different teams and departments either through 
surveys or on the ground interviewing and visits.

Govern “smarter” to improve the adoption of the 
new technology by:

   Developing workflows or project requirements 
to source or build training and support 
documentation, housed in a central location. 

   Determining how to make trainings/support 
materials, in IT services workflows, available to 
anyone who gains access to the new technology.

Develop a communication plan that will express 
the reasons for undergoing a digital transformation 
and emphasize that all employees are needed to 
achieve success by:

   Building a coalition of employees with social 
capital, skills and savvy to help promote the change 
and consult on the navigation of issues that arise. 
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   Developing internal and external messaging 
that will communicate the positive impact of 
the new technology to affected audiences, 
e.g. customers and/or employees. 

   Determining the right channels to convey 
those messages and accompanying actions.

Develop a vision of the organization that 
defines success once the new technology is 
in place and how employees can participate in 
achieving that success by:

   Building a vision that is reflected in the 
organizations’ goals.

   Gaining alignment by encouraging 
departments, teams, and individuals to align 
their own goals to the adjusted organizations’ 
goals.  

   Encouraging conversations between 
employees and managers to help individual 
contributors see their place and role within 
the change. 

   Providing training and other support for 
managers to have tough conversations, 
where appropriate. 

   Considering creating and publishing a “day in 
the life” of an employee narrative that reports 
on the success of the digital transformation.
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2.  Invest in Talent 
Management

Take stock of current skills within the 
organization and determine new skills needed 
once the new technology is in place by:

   Determining the key skills are required for the 
new technology.

   Using assessments, observational checklists, 
and feedback from managers to determine 
what skills are already in supply and which 
need development.

   Building a plan to attract and hire the right 
talent from key sources. 

   Building a training plan to develop talent and 
deepen bench strength to ensure a healthy 
pipeline of talent will be ready for key roles.

   Determining if there are any SMEs that can help 
lead the development of skills and provide tools 
to share their knowledge. 

   Determining what stretch positions, 
assignments, internal exchanges, and other 
experiential learning will help to develop skills 
more quickly.

   Providing training to help employees 
understand data generated by the new 
technology. This includes assessment of the 
quality of data, what data is needed to tell a 
complete story, and how to interpret the data 
and communicate it ethically. 

   Bolstering decision-making skills, including 
scenarios where data is incomplete or 
conflicting. 
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3. Operate the New Normal
Put into place processes to maintain momentum 
and foster innovation for current and future 
technologies by:

   Providing platforms for employees to 
share best practices of their use of the new 
technology at work. 

   Considering frequent, small pilots to 
experiment with applications of new 
technologies to drive innovation.

   Providing a platform to highlight tech-forward 
thinkers in your company. 

   Forming an idea incubator to gather 
innovative technology ideas from anywhere 
in the company and provided structure and 
resources to investigate the application of 
innovative ideas.

Want to learn more about how 
Cornerstone can help you thrive in 

the face of a digital transformation? 

get in touch



1313

Regulation 
Changes:  
The Impact  
on Talent

Regulatory changes affect how a business operates, 
interacts with customers and clients, the organization’s 
financial wellbeing, and corporate values and culture. 
These changes, in turn, have a direct impact on the 
nature of work, the organizational structure, and the 
ability to sustain and grow a productive, engaged 
workforce. Here we address how regulatory changes lead 
to organizational transformation and the critical steps 
leaders must take to attract and retain talent, motivate 
and reward performance, and embrace compliance.

02
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Business Impacts of Regulatory Changes

New regulations have multiple impacts on businesses and 
industries. However, there are four key areas that are most likely 
to affect employees and how leaders consider talent needs, 
including fundamental changes to how to run the business, the 
customer experience, risk management and compliance, and 
adjustments to corporate values and culture.

Running the Business

Regulatory changes alter how an organization does business, 
e.g., how products are manufactured and marketed, the way 
work is performed, the types of processes followed, and how 
information is shared across the organization. The financial 
impacts can also be significant, as organizations invest in new 
technology, tools, and people resources.

Customer Experience and Expectations

In some regulated industries such as healthcare, 
pharmaceuticals, and financial services, standards are designed 
to protect and improve safety and accessibility for the consumer. 
While this requires changes to products and services, the most 
important aspect of the change is impact to the consumer. 

Risk Management and Compliance

New regulations may require changes to recordkeeping, 
reporting, oversight, audits, and certifications. Risk management 
is so important that it requires additional resources—people, 
technology, and processes—to “protect” the business.  

Corporate Values and Culture

Given that regulations are often born out of necessity to protect 
and defend people, societies, free markets, and the environment, 
organizations operating in regulated industries must also 
incorporate those requirements into their culture. We see this, for 
example, in manufacturing where safety for employees, safety 
for customers, and safe practices for the environment are a part 
of the fabric of everything they do. 
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People Impacts of Regulatory Change
Regulation serves as a lens by which an organization may be 
evaluated by existing and prospective employees. Here we take a 
closer look at how organizations can attract and retain top talent, 
address knowledge and skill gaps, and reward employees for 
performance and compliance in the wake of regulatory changes.

Attracting and Retaining Top Talent

Retaining key employees during a transformation is crucial to 
success. Leveraging the knowledge and experience of these 
employees helps the organization more effectively manage 
change. Equally important is attracting new talent to the 
organization. During times of regulatory change, certain industries 
may look unstable or undesirable to candidates. However, 
organizations have a greater chance of attracting and retaining key 
talent when change is presented as a growth opportunity.

Assessing and Addressing Skill Gaps 

Regulatory changes can affect processes, technology, job 
structure and the very nature of work. Thus, understanding current 
and future states and doing a thorough gap analysis of how 
the business and jobs will change is necessary for success. A 
transformation may take place over years, so a solid workforce 
plan will help organizations plan for people impacts.  

Developing and Rewarding for Performance and Compliance

If regulatory changes are significantly disruptive, employee 
performance may decline. To avoid a long-term decline in 
performance, organizations must address the changes through 
communication, training, and feedback:

•  Learning and development plays a critical role in transformation. 
It helps individuals acquire new skills and is an important way to 
communicate the importance of and the reasons for the change. 

•   Ongoing feedback reinforces new performance expectations. 
Feedback may be from managers or peers and come in the form 
of recognition and rewards.

15
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Here are specific actions 
that address the most critical 
human capital areas affected by 
regulatory changes, including 
attracting and retaining 
talent, managing learning and 
performance, and embracing 
modern compliance.

Action
Steps

Retain Key Talent
Employers must give talent a reason to stay, 
especially during times of transformation. This 
requires identifying and communicating the 
implications of the change to the workforce. 
Consider the follow areas of concern:  

•  What effect will changes have on business 
operations, processes, technology, and financial 
well-being? How will changes affect clients, 
customers, suppliers, and partners? 

•  Are regulatory changes consistent with or in 
conflict with organizational values, culture, 
mission, and vision?  

•  How will changes affect organizational structure? 
Will people resources need to be added or removed 
to meet new compliance requirements? 

•  How will managers communicate changes to 
individuals? 

Attract New Talent
During any significant change, there may be news 
media coverage, protests, political summits, and 
social media activity designed to inform and 
influence decisions by lawmakers. This information 
does not go unnoticed by potential job candidates.

Take into consideration the following impacts:

•  Is your organization’s brand at risk if the 
information regarding regulation is controversial 
or negative?   

•  How can you ensure transparency and accurate 
messaging about the organization’s response to 
change? Can you still position the organization as 
a desirable place to work?  

•  How will this transition create opportunities 
and drive innovation attractive to prospective 
candidates? 

•  Will the organization need individuals with new 
skill sets or expertise to assist with the transition 
and to fulfill new roles in the future? How will you 
attract and engage them?  

Deliver Learning and Manage 
Performance
Leaders must create a clear plan outlining what 
business areas will be affected and how those 
changes will affect the nature of work and the 
structure of roles. Consider the following steps: 

•  Identify a strategy for addressing knowledge and 
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skill gaps. This may result in the need to buy (hire), 
borrow (contract), or build (develop) talent. 

•  Determine the best approach for closing the skills 
gap through building and developing talent.

•  Engage leaders, HR, and learning experts to 
develop a learning strategy that includes clarity 
around competencies and capabilities, the learning 
modalities most effective for achieving those 
goals, and the reinforcement of a learning culture.

•  Create the case for investing in learning by 
illustrating the value of employee development. 
Convey that learning is the key to employee 
engagement and productivity. 

Employees also need to know if expectations for 
performance have changed. Steps to take may 
include the following:

•  Clearly communicate changing expectations. 
Communication needs to come from both 
employees’ direct managers and executive 
leadership.  

•  Ensure performance expectations are reflected in 
goals and competencies.

•  Be clear about expectations. Reward positive 
changes in behaviors and performance. 

Utilize Modern Compliance
Traditionally, compliance has focused on protecting 
employees and information, reducing risk, and 
promoting a culture of respect and belonging. These 
are important goals, but compliance has changed and 
should now include the following: 

•  Recognize and address unconscious bias.

•  Identify ways individuals can feel confident and 
safe to intervene when faced with unethical or 
noncompliant situations, rather than being passive 
bystanders.

•  Empower employees to take ownership of norms and 
build trust within teams.

Summary
Organizational leaders must determine the right steps 
to take in the face of regulatory changes. Modern 
organizations understand that having an engaged, 
productive workforce is foundational for the success 
of the organization. Taking into consideration the 
people impacts of regulatory changes is essential for 
organizations to meet their business objectives in both 
the short and long term and to remain competitive 
within their industry.  
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Regulation Changes 
Checklist

1. Retaining Key Talent 
Identify and communicate the implications of the 
regulation change to the workforce in a way that 
gives your talent a reason to stay by:

   Determining the effect regulation changes have 
on business operations, processes, technology, 
and financial well-being.

   Determining how clients, customers, suppliers, 
and partners will be affected. 

   Determining if the regulatory changes are 
consistent with or in conflict with the values, 
culture, mission, and vision of the organization.

   Determining if the resulting changes affect the 
organizational structure. 

   Determining if people resources are to be 
added or removed to meet new compliance 
requirements.

   Determining how managers will communicate 
these changes to individual employees.

   Determining the best way to portray the new 
vision of operating in the new regulatory 
environment. 

   Helping employees to understand the impact of 
the change and how the business can adjust and 
potentially thrive in the face of the change.

   Providing ways for individual employees to 
understand new regulatory expectations and 
how they perform in comparison to those 
expectations, with plans on how to close the gap. 

   Providing materials that answer frequently asked 
questions, links to relevant resources or training 
where employees can be proactive in managing 
under the new regulations.
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2. Attracting New Talent 
Ensure that your organization’s brand is being 
protected and reflected accurately to potential job 
candidates during regulation change by:

   Evaluating if your organization’s brand, and 
particularly the employment brand, is at risk 
if the information regarding the regulation is 
controversial or negative.

   Ensuring transparency and accuracy of message 
about how your organization is responding 
and/or how culture and leadership support the 
regulation change. 

   Determining how this transition presents 
opportunities and drivers for innovation that will 
be attractive to prospective candidates.

   Determining the need for individuals with new 
skill sets or expertise in the organization to 
assist with the transition and to fulfill new roles 
in the future.

   Determining if you can recruit from industries or 
companies with similar regulatory environments 
that candidates have been accustomed to 
working in.

   Determining the best strategies for creating 
channels from those industries or companies, 
from referrals, active sourcing or other methods.

   Building an onboarding program that introduces 
and explains disruptive regulations. Remember 
that for some regulations or positions, new hires 
may see this as an informative lesson, not an 
alarming change. 
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3.  Leaning into Learning 
and Performance

Take stock of current skills within the 
organization and determine new skills needed 
once the new technology is in place by:

   Identifying a strategy to address any knowledge 
and skill gaps. This may result in the need to 
buy (hire), borrow (contract), or build (develop) 
talent to fulfill that need. 

   Determining the best approach for closing 
the skills gap through building and developing 
talent. 

   Engaging and including leaders of the business, 
HR, and learning experts to work together to 
develop a learning strategy that includes clarity 
around competencies and capabilities, and the 
learning modalities that will be most effective 
for achieving those goals.

   Creating a compelling case for investing in 
learning by illustrating the value of employee 
development and growth. 

   Developing communications to address 
changing expectations. These need to come 
from both employees’ direct managers and 
leaders at the top of the organization.  

   Ensuring performance expectations related to 
the regulation change are reflected in goals and 
competencies.

   Developing a plan to reinforce and reward 
changes in behaviors and performance related 
to the regulation change.
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4.  Utilizing Modern 
Compliance

Focus on compliance that not only protects 
employees and information, reduces risk, and 
promotes a culture of respect and belonging, 
but also utilizes modern compliance concepts 
such as unconscious bias and employee 
empowerment by:

   Identifying ways individuals can feel 
confident and safe to intervene when they 
become aware of unethical or noncompliant 
situations, rather than being passive 
bystanders. 

   Empowering employees to take ownership of 
norms and building trust within teams. 

   Ensuring managers, department heads and 
others are aligned on the methods to identify 
and report uncompliant environments. 

   Using “drip methods” of training, such as 
compliance messaging in small pieces 
communicated over time, and reinforcement 
to keep compliance top of mind. 

   Putting into place plans to reward or 
recognize compliant behavior, like with 
certain teams quickly and proactively 
maintaining safe conditions.

Want to learn more about how 
Cornerstone can help you address 

the most critical human capital areas 
affected by regulatory changes? 

get in touch
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Mergers and 
Acquisitions: 
The Importance 
of the Human 
Factor

In an ongoing quest to increase stakeholder value, 
CEOs often include mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 
in their strategic planning. Unfortunately, most M&A 
deals fail to add stakeholder value. Many M&A deals 
cause a loss in value, in part because organizations 
struggle with human resource issues – such as 
cultural integration and high turnover – during these 
periods of transformation. Besides, the growing 
skills gap threatens to make M&A even more 
challenging and could increase the already high 
failure rates.
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Current trends in M&A 
Mergers and acquisitions is 
a primary strategy for CEO's 
and organizations to create 
stakeholder value. However, 
M&As have not always been 
as popular as they are today. 
In 1985, when R.J. Reynolds 
acquired Nabisco for 4.9 billion 
dollars, it was the largest of only 
2600 global mergers that year. In 
comparison, in 2018, when Cigna 
bought Express Scripts for 69 
billion dollars, it was the largest 
of over 49,000 transactions that 
took place that year.17 Per a 2018 
Deloitte survey, 79% of M&A 
executives responding expect  
the number of deals to increase 
in the year ahead.18

The High Failure 
Rate of Mergers and 
Acquisitions
Considering that over 800,000 
M&A transactions have occurred 
since 2000, it would be easy 
to assume that their popularity 
correlates with an increase 
in stakeholder value.19 In a 
seminal study by KPMG, 82% of 
survey respondents, who had 
recently completed a significant 
deal, believed the deal had 
been a success.20 Follow up 
research studies, which include 
quantitative and qualitative 
measurements, over the past 20 
years, show that between 70-90% 
of all mergers and acquisitions 
continue to fail.21

Why Mergers and 
Acquisitions fail
For a merger or acquisition to 
succeed, two organizations must 
effectively merge and integrate 
their processes, technology, 
and culture. M&As fail for many 
reasons, but multiple studies 
suggest that the primary reason 
is the neglect of human resource 
issues. This neglect can lead to 
absenteeism, high turnover, and 
even sabotage, all of which will 
contribute to the failure of a deal.22

23
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The Human Factor
While senior management tends 
to express confidence about 
the chances of M&A success, 
the rest of the organization 
often feels quite differently. 
Employees commonly feel 
doubt and distrust during an 
M&A23—wondering what will 
happen in the future and how 
it will impact their workload, 
and feeling a lack of trust about 
stakeholder management.24

The impact of the 
talent and skills gap
Having the talent and skills to 
ensure that the leaders of the 
new organization can execute 
its business strategies is critical 
to mergers and acquisitions.  
This consideration is one of 
the reasons that it is so vital 
to ensure you have the right 
talent in place. What makes 
this even more important for 
organizations is the current 
challenges most leaders are 
facing in finding and retaining 
talent with the skills they need.  
The skills gap alone could 
have a significant impact on 
economic output and jeopardize 
organizations growth plans. 
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The following is a 5-step plan 
to manage the human factor 
during an M&A more effectively. 
This plan will help manage the 
emotional and psychological 
responses that employees 
typically feel, reduce unwanted 
turnover, and mitigate the risks 
from the current and future skills 
and talent gaps.

1.   Have a Clear Communication 
Strategy

A lack of communication signals organizational 
leaders’ apathy towards employees' reactions 
and interests, which is a significant contributor 
to missing M&A goals.  Thus, a communication 
strategy should focus on reducing employee 
confusion, uncertainty, and distrust. PWC 
recommends a communication strategy that 
includes timing, message, audience, media, and 
method of delivery.25 The messaging should include 
the reason behind the M&A as well as timing and 
steps in the process. Other strategies include 
welcoming new employees on day one after the 
transaction has closed, celebrating the vision for 
integration and laying out the plan for post-day one. 
After the M&A completes, leaders need to continue 
to communicate around key milestones and to 
reinforce the vision and strategy. 

2. Explore Workforce Planning
Because of the skills and talent shortages 
organizations are facing,26 it is more important than 
ever for leaders to have clear visibility to the critical 
needs and gaps in skills in the new organization. 
Especially with the risk of losing key talent during 
the M&A process, and therefore, must take inventory 
of their people and skills preparing for both the short 
and long term.

3. Manage Performance
The overall intention of performance management 
in the new organization is to establish a high-
performance culture that focuses on executing 
the new strategy, continuous improvement of 
business processes, and to elevate the skills 
and competencies of all employees across the 
organization.  In a merger or acquisition, this 
becomes even more critical because of the 
increased investment and risk associated with the 
transaction and shortened time frame to create 
value.  Therefore, it is leadership's responsibility 
to set clear performance expectations from the 
beginning and to put in place the structure to ensure 
regular feedback and accountability. 

4.  Onboard New Employees 
Effectively

Onboarding during an M&A needs to go beyond 
the typical onboarding process. All employees 
joining the new organization should be viewed as 
candidates deciding whether or not they want to 
join the organization. The length of the onboarding 
process and the activities during the process can go 
a long way in impacting retention. Recommended 
onboarding processes include:

•  Cultural acclimation to reduce uncertainty – This 
is a critical time to acclimate new employees 

Action Steps
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around your culture, to ensure they feel a part of 
the new organization and to reduce some of the 
psychological responses previously discussed.

•  Career development conversations – If 
organizational leaders want to engage and retain 
talent after a deal completes, those leaders should 
begin career development conversations with their 
manager early on in the employee’s tenure.

5. Training
Training is critical to ensure that employees are 
competent in new systems or processes. Employees 

want to feel competent, and the sooner they feel 
comfortable with new systems and processes, 
the more comfortable and productive they will be.  
Besides, training is an opportunity to help drive 
engagement and retention. The opportunity for 
employees to learn new skills, both technical and 
professional, can enhance their commitment to the 
new organization while also helping the leaders 
to close some of the critical skills gaps. Training 
also provides employees with the skills to self-
manage during this transition. Assisting employees 
to learn how to cope and manage change can be a 
critical skill that leaders should consider teaching 
employees during the integration process. 
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1.  Have a clear  
communications strategy

 
Reduce uncertainty by: 

   Establishing a cadence of key in-person 
interactions (i.e. “get to know you” introductions 
between new leaders and departments or teams, 
or regular ongoing all-hands meetings  
to communicate outcomes and change broadly).

   Determining how to communicate outcomes and 
next steps after key milestones are achieved.

   Determining how employee questions and 
concerns will be answered and the role 
managers play in answering these questions.

   Creating “emergency” channels to quickly 
respond to unexpected actions either to the 
business or the workforce.

 
Portray the strategic direction and employee 
value proposition by:

   Communicating the most valuable key drivers 
and data points of the M&A to the workforce.

   Communicating what employees need to do to 
contribute to the strategic direction of the M&A.

   Communicating wins, milestones or 
deliverables to quickly build employee trust.

   Developing assets to enable the “sell” of the 
employee value proposition such as internal 
webinars from HR, a PDF that summarizes 
benefits, or training for managers.

   Communicating any positive changes from the 
M&A to employees.

   Developing a plan to reinforce these messages 
over time and through multiple channels.

Mergers and 
Acquisitions Checklist
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2.  Engage in  
workforce planning

Determine the skills necessary for the integrated 
organization to prosper over the longer term by:

   Determining how to scale skills assessments 
to the new organization quickly. This can be 
done through interviews with managers or 
formalized assessments.

   Identifying key individuals with strategic 
knowledge or skill by identifying employees 
commonly acknowledge as SMEs, or 
individuals who are key to processes, 
information systems or teams.

   Looking at existing data to discover the weak 
points of the business. Determine what further 
sales, operations, marketing or other data 
would help you to identify strengths and gaps.

 
Determine if the right talent is being deployed  
in the right positions by:

   Determining if the acquired company brand  
can be used for recruiting in the short term.

   Determining how to communicate openings 
internally across the two organizations.

   Determining how employees find and pursue 
opportunities internally.

Identify new systems, processes, and skills 
employees will need to do their jobs by:

   Identifying the short-, mid-, and long-term 
changes to systems and processes.

   Identifying human and technological resources 
already available to support the changes.

   Determining the role of managers to help 
support the changes.

   Determining additional assets that will ease  
the pain of changes.
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3.  Manage performance 
early and often

Determine how managers are aligned with 
performance evaluation processes by:

   Determining what training managers need 
to align themselves with new performance 
processes.

   Communicating expectations about raises, 
promotions, and development. 

   Identifying tools to have more meaningful 
performance conversations.

   Determining how you will get feedback  
from managers and employees regarding 
business risks that may arise.

 
Develop a plan for surveying your workforce by:

   Determining how you will track and measure 
employee sentiment and determine key 
indicators that will help you foresee and  
avoid problems.

   Determining how often and by what means  
you gather anonymous feedback. 

   Developing a plan to gather feedback to 
changes you propose to make.
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4.  Onboard new employees 
effectively

Acclimate culture to reduce uncertainty by:

   Determining the key workforce, benefits and 
other employer value proposition points 
that are highly valued by the newly acquired 
employees. This can be done via a survey or 
interview.

   Determining the onboarding experience for 
acquired employees in the first 30, 90, 120, 365 
days after acquisition.

   Developing videos, online classes, introductions 
from senior leaders, and opportunities to 
participate in out-of-office activities to help set 
cultural expectations and “sell” the organization 
to your new employees.

 
Start career development conversations at  
the time of onboarding by:

   Meeting with acquired employees to discuss 
skills they would like to learn or experiences 
they would like to have in the new organization. 

   Communicating with those employees the 
short-term and long-term direction of what 
career development will entail.

   Determining how you will make development 
resources such as training available.

   Determining how you will gain feedback 
from new employees to further or pivot their 
development track already in progress.
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5.  Provide training 
opportunities

Support new processes and technology by:

   Determining the technologies employees are 
expected to use day-to-day.

   Staggering adoption or provided resources, 
subject matter experts to quickly overcome 
barriers for individual employees.

   Determining and introduced compliance 
certifications and security practices.

   Establishing access to training systems, how-to 
guides and other resources.

 
Develop a plan for engagement by:

   Determining the preferred means, format, and 
length of training content.

   Removing barriers for new employees to 
engage with training such as using existing 
technologies they’ve already been trained on.

   Determining how to measure engagement with 
training content.

Self-management

   Determining the training resources you can 
make available on-demand. 

   Developing a wiki or forum area that provides 
resources to answer potential questions.

   Empowering managers with their own decision 
making and response to questions through 
FAQs, “manager support teams”, or manager 
community groups.

Want to learn more about how 
Cornerstone can help you thrive in 
the face of an M&A transformation? 

get in touch

https://hr.cornerstoneondemand.com/letstalk-checklist
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