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Last year, I was shopping at 
The Home Depot, and having a 
bad customer experience. They 
didn't have what I wanted and 
no one seemed interested in 
helping me. 
Checking out, I mentioned to 
the sales associate that the 
store didn't seem the same. His 
reply, being a part-time 
employee and a first-year 
business degree 
undergraduate, took me back: 
"Well, things have changed. We 
have a new CEO who is trying 
to shift the way we do things 
here and it doesn't make any 
sense." 
Wow. If you ever suspected that 
values were critical, here was 
some proof. The Home Depot 
had a new CEO, Bob Nardelli, 
who came to the organization 
from General Electric, where he 
had been one of the top 
candidates for replacing Jack 
Welch. 
GE was a company that claimed 
much of its success came from 
a clear articulation and 
adherence to unique values. 
Ironically, when Nardelli and 
several other top executives left 
GE’s senior ranks to become 
CEOs at other companies they 
brought GE’s unique values with 
them and, in turn, imposed the 

GE values and code of conduct 
on their new organizations. 
Values, however, transcend 
generations and CEOs and are 
nor easily changed without a 
significant emotional jolt. As 
expected, such a jolt usually 
brings a lot of pain and 
confusion. 
The Home Depot had its roots in 
MB Associates. Founders 
Bernie Marcus and Arthur Blank 
knew that product knowledge 
and employee training led to 
customer satisfaction and 
business success. (They 
acquired that knowledge 
through years of selling on the 
recall floor in men's clothing in 
New Jersey, N.Y.) 
Typical employees at The Home 
Depot enjoyed working there 
because they had to know their 
stuff to be successful, and 
customers came to The Home 
Depot expecting that kind of 
experience. 
Nardelli's success at GE was 
linked to his efforts at increasing 
efficiency. He centralized and 
streamlined operations and 
created competition among 
suppliers. He promised to bring 
that same discipline to The 
Home Depot to maximize 
profits. Some months later, he 
was chastised by the board and 
the public for not maintaining 
The Home Depot's high level of 
profits. 
Time will tell if Nardelli will 
ultimately be successful or not. 
But we should recognize what 
happened to The Home Depot 
as a "jolt!" to its values. It 
happens all the time when 
CEOs join companies from 

different cultures. (Especially 
when they are the "disciples" of 
what the popular press has 
turned into cult hero CEOs.) 
Witness the tumult created 
when Carly Fiorina joined 
Hewlett-Packard Development 
Company L.P. as chief 
executive officer. While the 
founders had been known for 
their casual “management by 
walking around” style, 
Fiorina was a media superstar 
who traveled by jet with a large 
security presence. While the 
organization had been divided 
into many autonomous business 
units, Fiorina centralized P&L 
into several mega business 
lines. No wonder that a hostile 
proxy battle, led by one 
founder's heir, erupted over the 
Compaq merger. It was literally 
a clash between value sets. 
Values are deeply held beliefs 
highly impervious to change. 
Consider whether any of your 
own personal values have really 
changed over the years. If so, 
what inspired that change? I 
suspect it was a life-altering 
experience, such as a death in 
the family, an illness, a divorce, 
a serious health issue, or a 
crisis of faith. 
One CEO that I know went 
through such an experience. He 
was a hard driver who expected 
all his senior executives to burn 
the midnight oil, many of whom 
had young families. After his 
own grandson tragically died of 
cancer, he shocked the entire 
top team, especially the support 
staff who would work as late as 
their executives, by 
commanding the administrative 
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staff to go home early on a daily 
basis and do more for their 
families. 
The gravity of what he had gone 
through led everyone to believe 
that he was serious. His follow-
up actions confirmed it. When 
they saw that he now left the 
office before 6:30 every day, 
they knew that one particular 
value of the organization had 
changed, and were able co 
follow suit and make it stick. 
An unwanted value change will 
not occur without a fight. In fact, 
old values tend to return to the 
surface and dominate the "way 
we do things around here" after 
the initial jolt has passed. That's 
the unwritten story beneath an 
awful lot of failed mergers and 
acquisitions. After the wedding 
day, problems set in because 
the people side of the equation 
has not been given as much 
weight as the financial one. 
Recently, I received an e-mail 
from a senior organizational 
development practitioner who 
asked if I could assist him by 
providing "meaningful 
ideas/opportunities to blend 
cultures, work habits more 
quickly and efficiently." His 
company had just merged with a 
smaller rival. Despite the 
strategic fit, and even — on 
paper — the value fit, there had 
been an alarming downturn in 
productivity and teamwork. 
What went wrong? Well, despite 
the overlap in values as they 
were articulated on each 
company's Web site, there was 
a discrepancy in how those 
values were practiced. 
The larger company was stable 
and healthy with a great work 
environment. The smaller rival 
had a lot of hot talent and an 
aggressive style but terrible 
retention problems. It turns out, 
respective employees were 
being wooed with the right 
words and approaches but 

found that to be a false reality 
once the job began. 
According to the Corporate 
Executive Boards 2003 
Recruiting Roundtable, the 
primary driver of high 
performance in new recruits is 
fulfillment of promises made 
during the recruitment process. 
In the case of this merged 
company, employees from the 
smaller rival were used to a 
culture that claimed it trusted 
employees to make decisions 
but actually ruled autocratically. 
When management teams 
joined, employees were 
confused as to whether they 
were being empowered to be 
responsive to customers. 
Things got so bad that people 
kept boxes filled with personal 
belongings next to their desks in 
case the next meeting with the 
senior supervisor led to yet 
another dismissal. 
To make value change a viable 
possibility, consider the 
following: 

1. When companies merge, 
look at the behaviours 
underlying the values —not 
just the words — to 
determine a fit. 
2. Neither companies nor 
people can change 
overnight. Acknowledge the 
change, and celebrate the 
good in old and new ways 
to keep people engaged 
and optimistic. 
3. Have the courage to fire 
those who don't fit the 
desired value set, especially 
at the top. 
4. Due diligence in people 
systems has to include 
competency models, not 
just policies, systems and 
procedures. 
5. Walk the talk — from the 
top down. 
6. It is essential that senior 
managers hold middle 
managers accountable for 

living the values. It is only 
when middle management 
is aligned and committed 
that all levels will believe the 
values as real and 
important. 

Value change is about long-term 
viability not short-term 
profitability. If it's important and 
necessary, plan it out, 
acknowledge the change, and 
live it; The longer view must 
prevail. 
In a blended family the 
integration of a handful of 
people can take years to 
accomplish. How can we expect 
thousands of people to merge or 
change in mere months? I have 
seen success stories, however. 
One firm we are working with is 
successfully navigating a 
merger of six different smaller 
companies because it identified 
similarities and differences in 
values before-hand.  By finding 
common ground, and focusing 
on what is positive and 
meaningful, it is forging a new 
and unique organization.  
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