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BY: JAMES O’GARA

M&A Integration … a  
(Communication) Journey,  
Not a Destination.
Anyone who has been part of an M&A transaction understands the critical nature 
dates and specific events play in the process. There’s the letter of intent, the deal 
close date, public announcement and of course Day 1 — the day these separate 
companies begin the journey of becoming a single, high-performing operating entity.

All these dates are critical. However, C-suite executives need to be reminded that Day 1 
is not the finish line. It’s just the starting line. Day 1 is the first of many days the  
executive team must manage effectively to maximize the return on their M&A investment.



With that said, it’s easy for the C-suite to get tunnel vision around 
dates and events leading up to Day 1 … and lose sight of intentional  
and disciplined communication required to fully integrate two 
newly combined companies.

Executives often are consumed with closing the deal and 
then quickly hand off the rest of the journey to leaders 
across the organization. As a C-suite executive, what you 
must remember is that those leaders who are taking 
the handoff had day jobs before the transaction was  
announced. They were focused on running the existing 
business. The transaction brings a whole new set of 
integration communication responsibilities that someone 
(more likely a team) must own.

M&A integration communication begins the day a letter of intent is 
signed and continues for 12-18 months post Day 1.

>  Who owns the integration messaging strategy  
that will guide the story inside and outside  
the organization?

>  Who owns the communications plan?
>  What about week-to-week execution of internal  

and external communication programs?

Most executive teams fail to reap maximum value from a 
merger or acquisition because they “short” the integration 
communication process.

They make too many assumptions that stakeholders  
understand how this is supposed to work and what is  
expected of them. They underestimate the communication  
that is required to bring two cultures together. They  
underinvest in the disciplined and intentional  
communication that employees, partners and customers 
demand throughout the journey.

Successful integration communication  
strategies require a full-court press on these 
and other fronts. Not the haphazard, “we  
will get to it later or when we have the time,” 
effort and attention many companies  
unknowingly apply in these areas.
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Executives who have been part of M&A transactions without a 
clear messaging and communications strategy have learned this 
the hard way.

They have experienced firsthand the chaos and confusion  
that takes root when a disciplined communication  
strategy is not executed up and down the organization.

To avoid these negative consequences, the C-suite must 
elevate the critical importance of communication. They 
must play an active role in shaping the story that will be 
pulled through the organization and customer experience  
post announcement date. These executives recognize 
that while HR, communications, marketing and  
other leaders have a role to play — a dedicated,  
experienced M&A integration communication team (with 
the expertise, processes and tools to fully integrate the 
companies over a defined period of time) is absolutely  
required for success. They value experts who have been 
through dozens of M&A transactions and bring the 
structure, strategy and tools required to drive effective 
integration communication … inside and outside of  
the organization.

Are you currently planning a merger or acquisition?

Get in front of the communication requirements.  
Create a sustained plan of attack.

Are you experiencing chaos and confusion post-transaction?

It’s not too late. Formulate a clear, consistent integration 
story. Build and start executing a disciplined  
communication plan.

In the end, it doesn’t matter when you  
recognize the critical role integration  
communication plays in M&A success.  
It’s just vital that you do. And then …  

do something about it.

OnMessage has more than 50 years of  

hands-on M&A integration experience across 

75+ transactions and has helped executive  

teams successfully fulfill vital integration  

communication requirements. To learn  

more, visit https://www.itsonmessage.com/

our-areas-of-expertise/m-a-integration/.
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As a C-suite executive, you know that nothing is more 
important during times of change than consistent  
communication and staying on message.

Why? Because when change occurs, humans seek clarity.

However, when your audience hears an inconsistent  
story … doubt and confusion creep into their minds. 
Doubt and confusion cripple organizational performance. 
This is especially true when it comes to mergers  
and acquisitions.

What’s Your M&A 
Integration  
Story (Internally 
and Externally)?

BY: JAMES O’GARA
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A company’s M&A integration story is usually crystal 
clear to executives. And for good reason. Months  
leading up to an M&A transaction, the entire executive 
team eats, sleeps and dreams about the transaction and 
the implications associated with it. They are well-versed 
in the strategic rationale, business value, cultural  
implications and customer impact. However, what most 
executive teams don’t do is translate that knowledge  
into a clear, compelling and consistent story that is 
meaningful and relevant to employees, partners  
and customers.

This creates a very real and significant  
gap between the executive team and the  
rest of the organization. During the M&A  
integration process, it’s easy for leaders to  
“assume” everyone knows what they know.  
But let’s be clear, they don’t.

That’s why having a clear, consistent M&A integration story that 
permeates the newly combined cultures and customer experience 
is so important. A story that translates the “transaction” into 
messages that are relevant and meaningful to employees,  
partners and customers.

It is important to note that executives only get one 
chance to shape the story. And that opportunity comes 
long before the first day the “transaction” is revealed 
to an internal audience. The story must be shaped 
and baked well ahead of this event. The story must be 
formulated from the “point of view” of each audience that 
will be impacted. It must address critical questions and 
provide these stakeholders with a sense of clarity and 
confidence in the path forward.

An M&A integration story usually answers questions like these  
for key stakeholders (employees, partners, customers) …

>  What was the strategic rationale behind this  
transaction?

>  What does it mean to our business and brand?
>  How does it impact me short term?
>  What does it mean long term?
>  What is going to change?
>  What’s not going to change?
>  What are we supposed to communicate to  

employees and when?
>  What are we supposed to communicate to  

partners and when?
>  What are we supposed to communicate to  

customers and when?
>  How does this event impact the vision, mission 

 and values of the company?
>  How does this impact our corporate messaging, 

positioning and value proposition?

These and so many other questions must be answered and then 
used to shape a story that creates clarity inside and outside of 
the organization.

This story must find its way into a sustained, structured 
and strategic communication plan that breaks down 
the story into consumable chapters that are shared with 
stakeholders at specific stages of the integration process. 
Starting on Day 1 and continuing through Day 365.
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An M&A integration story is the most often overlooked 
and underutilized lever in the merger or acquisition  
process. No wonder lack of clear, consistent  
communication is one of the main reasons M&A  
transactions fail to deliver lasting value.

Maybe that is why an article in Europe Business Review 
stated, “A successful merger or acquisition comes from 
carefully combining employee engagement programs with 
a multi-layered strategy built around communication.  
With this at the center of the overarching strategy, 
organizations will have a better chance of bucking the 
merger and acquisition trend.”

As a C-suite executive, make no mistake about it, your M&A  
integration story matters.

How well you answer these questions, crystallize your 
messaging and deliver an intentional story inside and 
outside of your organization will directly impact the ROI 
you will attain from your M&A transaction.

Are you planning or in the midst of a merger 

or acquisition? Combined, our team has  

more than 50 years of hands-on experience 

across 75+ transactions in the M&A space. 

We can guide, instruct and manage strategic  

communication initiatives at critical points 

throughout your integration process.  

Learn more about our M&A integration  

communication services at  

https://www.itsonmessage.com/our-ar-

eas-of-expertise/m-a-integration/.
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There is a reason most companies don’t have a full-time M&A Integration Communication 
Team on staff. The reason is you only need those resources and expertise … when you 
need it. But make no mistake about it … when you need it … you absolutely must have it.

M&A Communications:  
Experienced Professionals 
and Processes Required.

BY: JAMES O’GARA
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With that said, you don’t just snap your fingers and  
assemble an experienced M&A Integration  
Communications Team utilizing existing, internal  
resources. You can’t just pull people from the  
organization and expect them to have the scars, lessons 
learned, expertise and proven processes required to  
design and implement an effective M&A communications 
strategy. Why? Because these people have day jobs. You 
hired them to run specific areas of the business, not to 
be M&A integration communication experts.

No executive in his or her right mind would  
take a multi-million, sometimes multi- 
billion dollar, business initiative and ask  
inexperienced leaders to attack it on a  
part-time basis.

Or task leaders with defining a highly complex and  
intricate strategy when they have no track record of  
success in that area. It would be like asking your  
marketing team to step in and implement your new  
network security system or having your IT team define 
and execute your annual sales and marketing strategy. 

Yet, this is what happens in many M&A transactions. Executives 
scramble to assemble a cross-functional team to define, manage 
and execute a communication strategy in support of the M&A 
integration process. They “layer” M&A communication strategy, 
planning and execution on top of the day jobs of inexperienced 
leaders across the organization. This is a recipe for disaster.

Executives who have gone through mergers and  
acquisitions understand how critical battle-tested M&A 
communications expertise is to a successful integration 
process. They don’t put this highly strategic and visible 
initiative at risk by passing off M&A integration  
communication to leaders who can only address it  
on a part-time basis.

Industry research shows that 75 percent  
of M&A integration challenges are created  
by communication problems. These include
unclear messages, gaps in communication 
and ill-advised communication plans —  
internally and externally.

If you want your integration process to run smoothly and the 
transaction to deliver a maximum return, you need to take your 
communications strategy seriously.

9
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The only way to do that is to engage a partner that has 
the proven resources, expertise, tools and processes  
it takes to ensure the M&A integration process is a  
success. There are four things you need to look for in 
this strategic communications partner.

Battle Scars: If you don’t want to make rookie  
mistakes, make sure your partner has been there  
and done that when it comes to M&A integration.  
You need to benefit from the lessons they have 
learned over multiple transactions. You should  
benefit from the scars they have earned from  
designing and executing integration communication 
strategies that did and did not work in the past.  
You should ask and they should be willing to share 
real war stories that illustrate the lessons they  
have learned.

Repeatable Tools: If they don’t have a toolkit, then they 
have not been there and done that. M&A integration 
communication requires structured and sustained  
execution. The right partner can show you the  
tools and techniques they deploy to engineer and  
manage a disciplined strategic planning and  
implementation process.

Disciplined Processes: Speaking of process, the right 
partner will have defined processes that they use to 
drive discovery, development and execution of the  
integration story and communication plan. They 
should have documented steps to guide leaders 
through each phase of the M&A integration journey. 
Bottom-line, they should be able to show you what  
a successful messaging and communications  
roadmap looks like. 

Negotiation Skills: This last requirement is critical.  
They must have experience working directly with  
the C-suite and functional leaders across complex 
organizations. Why is this important? Because this 
experience will ensure the partner knows how to  
navigate and diffuse political and organizational 
bombs that will crop up throughout the integration 
process. They will be seasoned negotiators, 
mentors and coaches. They will know how to forge 
and foster the executive relationships and buy-in  
that are required to execute a winning plan.

Remember, 75 percent of M&A integration challenges are rooted 
in communication. Communication problems quickly translate 
into business problems — negatively impacting employee  
engagement, organizational performance, customer retention 
and, in the end, profitability.

Don’t put your transaction at risk. Secure the integration 
communication expertise and resources you need to 
drive optimal organizational performance throughout the 
entire M&A integration process. 
 
Are you planning or in the midst of a merger 
or acquisition? Combined, our team has more 
than 50 years of hands-on experience across 
75+ transactions in the M&A space. We can 
guide, instruct and manage strategic  
communication initiatives at critical points 
throughout your integration process.

Learn more about our M&A integration  

communication services at  

https://www.itsonmessage.com/our-ar-

eas-of-expertise/m-a-integration/.
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Culture Isn’t  
Part of the M&A  
Integration Game ... 
It is the Game.

BY: JAMES O’GARA
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Lou Gerstner, former CEO of IBM Corp., once said culture isn’t just 
one aspect of the M&A integration game, “ ... it is the game.”

So, if culture compatibility, assimilation and integration is so critical to 
M&A success – why don’t more executives take it seriously and put it 
at the top of their M&A priority list? And, why is it that …

>  More than 50 percent of executives who execute mergers or  
acquisitions rarely or never conduct formal cultural assessments?

>  Only 4 percent of executives include culture-specific questions in 
their due-diligence checklist?

>  Just 2 percent of organizations contract with an outside firm to  
conduct a “culture gap analysis” or compatibility study?

        
        Source: Pritchett Survey



The truth is, in most mergers and acquisitions, culture 
integration seems to fall to the bottom of the list.  
Assigned as a sidebar project. Delegated to HR or other 
business unit leaders to figure out or stumble through.

This is a recipe for failure. Why? Because, if the two 
workforces don’t figure out how to work well together 
and deliver collective value – the M&A transaction will be 
a bust. Sure, on the surface, the companies may appear 
to have similar business models and strategies. Core  
beliefs may even align. But that’s not what culture  
integration is about. It’s about making people  
(individuals, workgroups, teams) feel like they are part of 
something new. It’s about creating a lasting connection 
between employees and your newly combined company.

Without a concerted, strategic plan for bringing the two  
organizations (people not processes) together – transaction  
value will quickly diminish. There are three things executive 
teams can do to ensure this does not happen:

Get Out in Front of It: Conduct a deep and wide culture 
assessment. Know what makes both organizations tick, 
and identify the gaps/differences that exist. Let the  
employees know that their voice matters and that you 
have a plan for bringing the two cultures together.  
Assess primary concerns and questions. Gather insights 
that will help you communicate with them and keep 
them engaged.

Get the Message Right: Based on the insights gathered from 
your research and assessment, formulate a story that will 
resonate and connect with different dimensions of the 
workforce. A singular vision and purpose is critical, but 
the story must also be aligned with the specific worlds 
different stakeholders live in. For instance – what, how 
and when you communicate to sales may be different 
from the message you send to technical teams. A  
singular consistent message, tailored in a way that is  
relevant to each stakeholder group and delivered at 
intentional times throughout the process, is a critical 
element to successful culture integration strategy.

Strap the Leadership Team in for the Ride: Make sure you 
recognize that this trip will require sustained effort and 
investment. You will need to allocate the resources  
and budget to the culture integration initiative. This 
investment will go toward internal communication  
programs, executive travel, local events, employee 
feedback systems and other efforts that are required 
to manage the culture integration process. Remind the 
team that this will not be a short trip — at least 12 to  
18 months. So, make sure the team is prepared to stay  
the course.
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In the end, your goal is to create a 
high-performing culture.

This can only be accomplished 
when the executive team is  
committed to shaping and aligning 
shared expectations, beliefs and  
behaviors across the newly  
combined company. And this will 
only happen when the C-suite 
makes culture integration a priority 
before, during and long after the 
transaction takes place. 

OnMessage consultants 

guide, instruct and manage 

strategic communication 

initiatives at critical points 

throughout the integration 

process. Combined, our 

team has more than 50 years 

of hands-on experience 

across 75+ transactions in 

the M&A space. To learn 

more about our M&A  

integration communication 

services visit: https://www.

itsonmessage.com/our-ar-

eas-of-expertise/m-a-integra-

tion/.

It’s important to note that mergers 
and acquisitions also represent an 
opportunity to reassess and realign 
your company’s vision, mission and 
values system. This provides everyone 
with the opportunity to start with a 
clean slate and begin operating from 
a new, shared sheet of music.
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