Leading a Team Through a Merger or Acquisition
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Why the human side is so often underestimated

Mergers and acquisitions are usually planned with significant rigour around financial, legal and
operational integration, and comparatively little around the human and cultural dimension, even
though research consistently identifies this as one of the leading causes of integration failure.
Leaders operating during this period carry a disproportionate influence over whether the deal's
value is actually realised.

What teams are actually experiencing

Uncertainty about roles, status and job security tends to dominate people's attention during
integration, regardless of how the deal is framed publicly. Productivity commonly dips during this
period, not from lack of effort, but because a significant share of people's cognitive and emotional
energy is consumed by processing the change itself. Leaders who expect business as usual during
integration are often working against this reality rather than accounting for it.

What helps leaders navigate it well

Communicate more than feels necessary, and repeat it. In the absence of information, people
generate their own narrative, usually a more anxious one than the reality. Regular updates, even
when there is genuinely little new to share, are more reassuring than silence.

Be honest about what is not yet known. Pretending certainty that does not exist damages trust
once the truth emerges. Saying clearly "this has not been decided yet, and here is when we expect
to know" is more credible and more respected than false reassurance.

Actively bridge the two cultures rather than assuming one will simply absorb the other. Even when
one organisation is formally acquiring the other, treating the acquired team's ways of working as
automatically inferior tends to generate resentment and the loss of exactly the talent the deal was
meant to retain.

Protect your team's ability to do focused work. Where possible, shield the team from some of the
noise and shifting priorities that often accompany integration, giving them a stable, clear set of
near-term priorities even while larger questions remain unresolved above them.

The leader's own experience

Leaders themselves are often navigating significant uncertainty about their own role during
integration, while being expected to project stability for their team. This is genuinely difficult, and
worth acknowledging honestly with a trusted peer, mentor or coach, rather than assuming the
discomfort should not exist because of seniority.

The strategic stakes
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The financial logic of a deal is only realised if the combined organisation actually functions well
together. Leaders who manage the human side of integration deliberately, rather than treating it as
secondary to the operational plan, materially affect whether the deal ultimately succeeds.
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