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Gaining employees’
confidence after the
tumult of an ownership
change is a delicate task
BY CHRISTOPHER GULY

Ownership or management changes in an organization can lead to anxiety and

uncertainty among employees.
However, it doesn’t have to be that way, according to Susan Hodkinson, chief
operating officer at financial services firm Crowe Soberman.
Earlier in her career, Hodkinson spent five years as senior vice-president of operations for ClubLink Corp., Canada’s largest owner and operator of golf clubs,
when the company expanded its number of properties from seven to 32.
“I spent a lot of time going into small mom-and-pop businesses taken over by
what was seen to be this big corporate giant,” she recalls. “And one thing I learned
quickly was that it was important to develop a humanized relationship and sense of
trust with employees, and show them that I valued — and needed — their expertise as we transitioned the club from a sole proprietorship to a larger organization.”
Hodkinson adopted that approach after accompanying ClubLink’s “corporate
development guy” on a first meeting with a soon-to-be acquired small club. He
threw out “lots of facts and figures and term sheets that frankly freaked the employees out.”
In subsequent meetings with other clubs, Hodkinson flew solo and came
armed — not with piles of documents, but trays of sandwiches she ordered
for a sit-down with employees to find out what they liked about the club
and their concerns, before getting into the “nitty-gritty” of the deal.
One thing Hodkinson learned from those casual encounters was the
“power of nostalgia” during any transition.
“Even if the company wasn’t always perfect, it was ‘home’ for employees.
So when they see something new coming, the familiar becomes even more
inviting to them — and the last thing a successor manager or owner wants to do
is not focus on all the good aspects of the previous business and management, and
alienate existing employees.
“There’s an implication what past management had been doing wasn’t right,
and employees are attuned to that.”
When a business has been sold, one of the main tasks of the new owner — or
manager — is to deal with employee expectations during the transition, according to Toronto-based management consultant Andrew Miller. Depending
on the previous regime, staff can be worried they may not like the new owner
and fear for their job security — or excited because they see the change as a
breath of fresh air, rife with opportunities for their own advancement within a
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company that itself may be embarking on a new direction.
It all comes down to what “culture” the new owners intend to foster, starting with setting the right expectations, says Miller.
“If they want to have an entrepreneurial culture or run the organization like a bureaucracy, they’ve got to outline the kind of behaviours they expect their employees to
exhibit and exhibit those behaviours themselves.”
Before that, though, it is a good idea to tell employees what just happened in their
workplace. Miller did not get that when he worked in PricewaterhouseCooper’s consulting division when it was purchased by IBM in 2002 for an estimated US$3.9 billion in
cash and stock.
“I was among about 135,000 consultants around the world who one day worked for
PwC and the next day worked for IBM,” says Miller, who left the company in 2006 and
established his own firm, ACM Consulting Inc. “Despite all the things we heard about
a merger, it was clearly an acquisition when we all became IBM employees and
very quickly had to get used to new policies and procedures.”
In his view, that was a bad strategy. When there is an ownership change,
employees have the right to know whether it is the result of a merger or an
acquisition, and what to expect. Maybe it will be business as usual — or
maybe it won’t.
Most new owners or managers do not properly manage those expectations, says leadership and workplace communication consultant Merge
Gupta-Sunderji.
“Employees might have expectations that they had great owners before
and expect the same this time around, or that things were pretty awful
before and hopefully they will get better, and ultimately expect the new
ownership or management team to reassure them. But
what often slips through the cracks first is a failure to
communicate,” says Gupta-Sunderji, who runs the
website TurningManagersIntoLeaders.com.
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“If I’m the new owner or part of new management, I’d want
to have a town-hall meeting to get everybody in the same
room and tell them what changes they can expect down the
road. Even if I don’t know the whole strategy, I’d say here’s
what I know and the rest has to be figured out.
“But if I say I can’t announce anything until all the i’s are
dotted and t’s are crossed, people will assume the worst in the absence of information — that everyone’s going to get fired, for instance
— and the rumour mill gets started and takes on a life of its own.”
She says that if information is not forthcoming from the top, employees have a responsibility to try and get it themselves.
“They should ask management questions — something like, ‘Hey
listen, a lot of change is happening, and I’d like to know what you
know.’ Employees should take an active role and not sit back and
wait, and be part of the solution.”
Hodkinson says that in the case of a corporate transition, the new
owners or managers must be transparent in providing employees with
known strategies and timelines regarding future plans as well as informing them about details yet to be decided. However,
promising too much or saying too little “are both mistakes,” she adds.
“The worst thing any acquirer can do is come in and
say, ‘You’re all safe and all have jobs forever.’ If the employer doesn’t know that 100 per cent, they should never say it and leave employees hanging on for a long
period of time only to clean house at a later date.
That’s a horrible strategy — it’s not fair and it’s
unethical, and it also leaves the people you don’t
end up cleaning out not trusting you anymore.
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“One misplaced assurance that you don’t follow through on will result in tons of damage that will take you a long time to recover from.”
Although management and employee priorities may not always align, the new owners
need to explain how they will deal with issues going forward, and as Hodkinson explains,
a human touch always helps.
In situations where an employee might have had a difficult relationship with a previous
manager, Gupta-Sunderji believes that employee might be looking forward to starting
afresh. But that can be jeopardized if the new manager discusses employee “baggage” with
the old manager.
She explains that instead, new owners or managers should sit down with employees
and tell them they are starting on a new page.
“One of the best ways to begin is by asking each employee the question, ‘What are the
top five things that get in the way of you getting your job done?’ Really listen to their
answers and then watch your team come to life, especially if no one has paid attention to
them in the past,” Gupta-Sunderji says.
It’s also important, she says, to show that you appreciate employees and their work —
something often overlooked during a transition.
“The operational focus on getting things done leaves many new bosses forgetting to say
thank you to an employee who stayed late three nights in a row to resolve some client issues or transfer computer systems. That disillusioned employee might feel things haven’t
got any better under the new regime.”

“

“

If I’m the new owner or part of new management,
I’d want to have a town-hall meeting to get
everybody in the same room and tell them what
changes they can expect down the road.
Merge Gupta-Sunderji
Workplace communication consultant
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New management might never resolve all employee gripes, says Miller.
Take the case of a supervisor notorious for bullying employees.
That person’s new manager might look at the big picture.
“If that confrontational and disrespectful manager has the best
performing department or division within the organization, what’s
the detriment of him behaving that way?” says Miller. “It may be
hurting morale, but if it’s not hurting productivity and people aren’t
leaving, why upset the applecart?”
Still, he notes the most common reason employees quit their jobs is because of their bosses. A new owner or manager has to ensure bad behaviour by
bosses — if causing a significant talent drain — is not left unchecked.
“The big concern is where there’s a middle manager who’s not well respected and
liked, and is not performing and his or her boss does nothing about it. That’s when
morale becomes a major issue and can result in that company losing a lot of its top
employees.”
However, Hodkinson will not work with bullies, and has declined to take on one as a
client during her three-decade management career in the professional services sector.
“Employees are an important asset of a business and have to be treated as such,”
she says. “If you are a new owner or manager trying to lay the foundations for a long
and successful relationship with existing employees, you have to see them as a valuable part of the organization.”
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