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Introduction

In 2000, ABC Manufacturing merged with part of XYZ Communications and formed ABZ

communications. This merger initiated a period of major change, with every manager being re-

interviewed for his or her job, and, as a result, some employees were given jobs in the other half of

the business. However, in the main the two separate parts continued to operate in a semi-

autonomous fashion.

Following from this (and as part of a general cost reduction exercise) it was decided to transform the

Personnel (or Human Resource (HR) as it was renamed) organisation and set up a separate

company to provide HR services. This new organisation would be heavily Internet focused and would

provide employee details on an Intranet system, which would be accessible, and updateable, by

employees. This type of organisation is, reputedly, the first of its kind. Previous attempts to redefine

HR resulted in outsourcing where a contract was given to a different service provision company with

no transfer of personnel.

Rather than outsource the work (i.e. give a contract to a totally separate company to provide the

service) it was decided to look for a partner company with whom to form a joint venture company.

This company would have a remit to provide HR to ABZ communications initially, develop a web

based HR system (The People Portal) and then to sell its services the general marketplace in the

medium term (i.e. within five years) as a revenue generator for the two companies.

According to Langan-Fox and Tan (1997) there has been a relative lack of investigative research

undertaken on how cultures change over time or when they are in transition. This study is one

attempt to redress that lack and to investigate how the formation of a totally new service provision



organisation generates a culture of customer service based on different organisational cultures whilst

in the midst of major change.

The purpose of this study is to examine the initial perception of people on transfer to a new company

and to then gauge their perceptions one year later. As acculturation is the process by which new

members join existing organisations and become integrated within that organisation’s culture, I

wondered what the impact would be of taking two separate organisation culture and integrate them

into a new culture, which is significantly different from either of the two original cultures.

The Sociality corollary states that to the extend we construe the construction process of another we

may play a social role involving that other person, it is by acculturation that we can begin to negotiate

shared meaning and understand other people’s construction processes. But what influence does the

new organisational structure and change management play in the delivery of a new organisational

culture and still maintain a level of service provision? How do the employee’s move from existing

corporate constructs (Balnaves & Caputi 1993) to the new culture required in the new organisation?

Background

Figure 1 Harmony timeline to Feb 2002
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A financial services provision consultancy (Interchanges) was identified as being the prime partner

and so after approximately nine months of discussion “Harmony” was formed. The formal launch date

of the new company was 1st May 2001. Prior to that time, once the board of ABZ communications

had agreed to the proposal, about December 2000, pre-launch briefings to all HR staff and

negotiations between Interchanges and the HR directors regarding who would transfer took place.

Post the 1st May, it was “carry on as normal” whilst the service specification and terms of reference

were established.

Originally the intention was to form an organisation that would take over most of the HR

responsibilities and develop electronic HR capabilities. The only people who would remain in ABZ

communications would be a few managers who would act as “owners of the contract” between

Harmony and ABZ communications and, effectively, police the service provision from Harmony.

However, this raised some concerns within the management committee of ABZ communications (e.g.

having non ABZ communications people sitting on Management committee’s) and as a result

approximately 450 people transferred into Harmony and 250 stayed in ABZ communications. This

raised some problems in it’s own right with, initially, Harmony people reporting to ABZ

communications people and a lack of clarity of both organisational structure and reporting lines as

well as of common identity and culture formation.

After the initial merger between ABC manufacturing and XYZ communications, the HR function was

re-organised into a three-tier organisation. The first level was that of the “Client Facing” HR person,

their role was to deal with all the transactional and day-to-day HR issues. Next came the specialist

area’s, these were Learning and Development, Remuneration and Benefit and Recruitment. Finally

there were some “World wide experts” whose role was strategy development and detailed trouble

shooting.

The organisational structure of Harmony was to be slightly different. The Specialist areas were kept

the same and the “world wide experts” renamed as “black belts” who will be six sigma specialists and

have a similar role to that pre Harmony. The largest change however is with regards to the client



facing group. Here the “People Portal” (this is the electronic web based HR tool) and a call centre will

replace the role of the client facer. Initial point of contact for any HR issue will be via the call centre,

where possible the call centre staff will either resolve any issues or questions or pass into the

specialist area for action and resolution. Retained HR will act as owners of the contract and will

become the internal strategy and Organisational Development focus of ABZ communications.

Figure 2 Proposed organisational structure
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role and jobs were identified as within the service specification or extra and a “Service Definition”

document was created which would define exactly what Harmony was contractually obliged to deliver.

Once this Service Specification was agreed, any work had to be clearly identified within one of the

task definition blocks. Harmony would not turn any work away, however if there was doubt as to

whether the work was above that defined in the Service Definition, then a request via the Customer

Service Manager should be submitted and the work scoped out, costed and agreed before starting.

This meant that Specialists could no longer develop a training course etc. and then “sell” it to the

organisation. All work must be as the result of a request from ABZ communications!

After the organisation launch, Harmony initiated a series of two day Induction event with a six week

one day follow up. These events were designed to bring together the whole organisation and help

people make new connections and learn from each other. Feedback from those retained with ABZ

communications was that these induction events were seen as positive and an aid to

communications.

Harmony also issued regular Newsletters, initially in paper format and latterly via the internet. These

contained updates on progress and information about some of the processes to be adopted.

However, about six month into the process of change the Newsletters stopped and the web pages

have not been updated since mid 2001!

The vision is to become the benchmark HR provider and supplier of choice whilst providing a low cost

service. The core values espoused by Harmony underpinning this vision are around providing

excellent customer service, a “can do” and risk taking attitude (although this clashes with some more

recent emails talking about “naming and shaming”!) personal development, coupled with having fun.

Harmony has adopted an internal Interchanges change management document (Interchanges 1999)

as the framework for change. This document focuses on the people issues and uses Tuckman’s

(1965) team development process as the main developmental model for Harmony (see fig 3).

Assessment of progress towards fully functioning teams is via a “Championship Team Survey”. The





Figure 4 Harmony’s change framework

Figure 5 Tuckman and Harmony aligned

Method

Because the Repertory Grid technique is unique in obtaining data about the individuals’ perception of

any given situation and the ability to elicit constructs that are meaningful to the individual (Langan-Fox

and Tan 1997), I decided to utilise this approach for the collection of data.

Repertory Grids were undertaken with twenty HR professionals in various positions and at different

locations across ABZ communications Retained HR staff and Harmony. In addition interviews were

conducted with two managers from Retained HR and three managers from Harmony (all ex-ABZ
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communications) to understand the rationale behind some of the decisions and the change process

adopted. I have been unable to secure an interview with the Managing Director of Harmony, who is

an ex McKinsey employee to discuss the strategy adopted, however I am hoping to be able to

interview him before the end of the project.

The respondents’ age’s ranged from early twenties to mid fifties, with twelve from Harmony and eight

from Retained, although subsequently some of the Retained respondents have since moved into

Harmony. Nine of the respondents were male and eleven female.

Whilst anonymity was given to respondents, I maintained a list of who completed which grid to enable

me to present back constructs elicited at Phase 2 of the study.

Harmony today

Retained Today

HR a year ago

Harmony year from now

Retained year from now

Ideal HR

Me now

Me year ago

Me ideal

Table 1 Grid Elements

Table 1 shows the constructs used. These were selected to give a variety of pictures of respondents’

construal of their situation. By looking at their perception over time we can see how

Harmony/Retained is perceived in relation to HR in general and map Phase two onto their current

perception and identify any changes (and explore why these changes have occurred). Also by

looking at themselves we can get a picture of how psychologically comfortable they are with their role

and place within the organisation. It was decided at the outset not to include laddering as part of the

Rep Grid sessions for Phase one of the study.



Standard groups of three for comparison purposes was used, with respondents asked to identify

which two were similar and different from the third. Similarities were assigned to the left hand pole,

difference the right and all elements were then rated on a nine point scale with 1 equal to the left hand

pole and nine the right. Analysis was undertaken using GridLab© version 1 software.

Results

Of the twenty grids one was unusable for analysis purposes due to the nature of its completion (i.e.

The elements were not scored, multiple constructs elicited against the first two triads) and another the

recipient used the same construct (role clarity – or lack of) for most of the triads – but gave different

ratings across the elements!
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Figure 6 Representative Harmony grid

Figure 7 Representative Retained grid

Fig 6 and 7 shows a representative Harmony and Retained grid. The key themes that came up were

around clarity of vision, direction, goals, organisational structure, policy and procedures and roles and

responsibilities. In the main, both Retained and Harmony were perceived to be at the submerged

pole of the constructs.
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