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CEOC Partner Since 2005 
Mr. Fries joined the New York office in 
1988 and has held various leadership 
positions within Sibson Consulting. He 

has expertise in a wide range of human resource disciplines, 
including leadership and performance management, board 
governance, executive and broad-based pay with special 
expertise in the areas of benefit design. Mr. Fries has led 
numerous acquisitions and spinoffs at the firm, as well as 
played the lead on a number of client acquisitions and as a 
member of the integration team. 

Fred Hencke, Senior Vice President of 
Sibson Consulting / Senior Contributor 
to Sibson’s Mergers & Acquisitions Client 
Service Team 
CEOC Partner Since 2005 
Mr. Hencke is responsible for large, 
strategic opportunities in the corporate 
market and has more than 30 years 

of experience in multiple industries. Before joining Sibson 
Consulting, he was a principal and strategic accounts manager 
across the North American Markets at Buck. Mr. Hencke 
has led more than 20 human resource transformations, 
built more than 200 shared services solutions, and led the 
design, development, and implementation of the first process 
manufacturing and workforce scheduling system.

CEOC: If you’ve been through a 
merger(s) or an acquisition(s), can you 
briefly detail what took place?

Dan: We can answer this question from 
two perspectives that as a company who 
has acquired businesses and learned 
from the process on how to improve it, 
and as a consulting firm that helps our 
clients in both mergers and acquisitions.

In the first situation, we built our business 
and expanded into new geographic 
areas over the last 80 years in part due 
to acquisitions. In some of these earliest 
cases, we acquired skills and services 
we did not already have, and, in others, 
it was simply to increase our footprint. 
We started as a relatively small firm 
in our earliest decades, and so it was 
easy to adapt as necessary to the new 

influences and requirements needed 
to make each acquisition a success. 
Often, the people and the skills were 
complementary, and our staff recognized 
the common mission.

Then, about 20 years ago, we saw 
a shift: we were still able to acquire 
smaller firms as needed, but larger 
acquisitions became a challenge in 
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terms of integration. Up to this point, 
we had managed to fly by the seat of 
our pants, adjust course as necessary 
and reach our desired destination. The 
first acquisition of a significantly-sized 
firm showed us that we needed a well-
thought-out process that anticipates 
issues and has solutions, paths to 
solutions, or contingencies in place. It 
proved to be crucial to have a goal in 
mind—what we hope to have happen, 
whether a financial metric, a people 
metric or both, by a certain date after 
the deal closes.

We have brought all that we learned 
and more to our work with our clients. 
Mid-sized and larger organizations 
should have a 
process in place to 
consider and then 
vet each acquisition 
opportunity, as well 
as a model process 
that can form the 
basis of the go-
forward plan to bring 
the organizations and 
their people together. 
Part of this must be 
some visualization 
of the ultimate goal 
for the acquisition or 
merger.

CEOC: What did you learn through that 
process?

Dan: There are three broad buckets 
to consider in each M&A situation: 
what you can capture from a financial 
perspective on the spreadsheet, what 
outside factors can complicate the 
merger or acquisition, and how you will 
align the now larger talent pool.

The first bucket is the one that usually 
gets the most scrutiny, and that is 
understandable. Due diligence requires 
that you find out early in the process 
about all of the liabilities as well as the 
true value of all of the assets. This type 
of discovery and analysis probably does 
not change much year over year, and 

the skilled attorneys and accountants 
understand this well.

The second bucket is ever changing and 
becoming more complex each year. It is 
to some degree driven by technology, 
which is both helped and hurt by security 
concerns. These concerns include 
incursions by competitors both domestic 
and foreign. Then, add to that malicious 
incursions—hackers, thieves, etc.—and you 
have to realize that doubling the size of 
an organization can multiply the threat.

Last and most overlooked is talent.  
Few mergers or acquisitions calm 
the people on each side. Rather, 
these transactions can detract from 

performance, and 
that disruption can 
last for months or 
longer if employee 
concerns are not 
answered quickly. 

Abating this 
disruption requires 
a combination 
of well-designed 
communications 
conveying accurate 
and confident 
messaging and 
detailed preparations 
to be ready to 

face each challenge. For the average 
employees, areas such as current 
and future compensation, health and 
retirement benefits, career pathing, 
succession planning, and long-term 
organizational planning are all on the 
table and need to move from unknown 
to known. Answers as vague as, “It is 
under consideration,” or “We are looking 
into it” amplify employee fears and 
detract from their performance.

Fred: Let’s delve into this last bucket 
a little deeper. Some key lessons 
organizations often learn are:
 • Initial synergy targets listed in the
merger or acquisition planning often
miss the multiplicative effect of
bringing two organizations together

and generally concentrate only on 
economies of scale and reducing 
redundancies.
 • Policy harmonization (where possible)
is more challenging than it may
appear initially.
 • Data integration can be quite
challenging if either organization
has not utilized good data
management practices along the way.
We have seen planned employee
reductions in force (RIFs) delayed
months because employee pension or
401(k) data needs to be cleansed and
verified first.
 • Converting the acquired company to
the acquirer’s systems and processes
without first understanding and
appreciating the acquired company’s
capabilities could miss opportunities to
improve overall business performance,
market differentiation, or customer
value.
 • The question of centralization versus
de-centralization of operations (e.g.,
supply chain, procurement, etc.) needs
to be addressed thoroughly up-front.
It can be a major source of business
disruption if not handled properly.
 • Job titles and compensation are
often out of alignment between the
two organizations, especially if one
of the organizations has more levels
than the other and used promotions
as a retention strategy. With new
laws in place in many states and
others coming, pay equity can be a
significant hurdle.

CEOC: What do you wish you would 
have known before going through the 
process?

Dan: You never know for sure how a 
merger or acquisition will turn out, and 
wishing for that crystal ball is impractical. 
It also can lead to a feeling that there is 
only so much that you can do—a sort of 
“good enough” attitude—because “fate” 
will intervene for good or for bad.

Because most of these M&A situations 
require secrecy and discretion, it is hard 

“Abating 
disruption requires 

well-designed 
communications 

conveying accurate 
and confident 
messaging.”

—Dan Fries
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to take the true pulse of the workforce 
regarding their feelings and fears of a 
potential transaction. I think that reliable 
and informed data on employee attitudes 
and concerns would be an extremely 
valuable data point both for assessing a 
potential transaction and for informing the 
steps in the integration planning.

The one window that comes close to 
capturing a predictor of the success of 
the integration is organizational culture—
will the cultures of the two organizations 
clash or can they find common ground. 
When we work with a client on a 
potential transaction, we make sure that 
a comparison of the two cultures is 
discussed early in the process.

Fred: If the two organizations’ cultures are 
noticeably different, one of three basic 
approaches or strategies can be used: 
 • Transform the acquired company to
the acquiring company’s culture,
 • Blend the two, or
 • Allow each organization to maintain
their current culture.

None of these approaches is easy, 
and each has its issues. For example, 
effective transformation of the 
acquired company’s culture takes much 
longer than people realize. Blending 
needs to be carefully managed and 
communicated or both groups can feel 
like they have lost something (and, in an 
ideal situation, the best business results 
often results from the two groups feeling 
positive about the transaction). Allowing 
two cultures to exist may only work if 
the acquired company maintains much 
of its independence.

At the end of the day, culture impacts 
how decisions are made, how work 
ultimately gets done, how innovative and 
creative ideas are acted on, whether or 
not people feel incented and supported 

in giving extra effort, and what level 
of risk is acceptable. Bringing two 
organizations together is a seismic event 
relative to culture and should not be 
treated as a “tactic” only; it is much 
more than a box to check.

CEOC: In your experience, what was the 
most difficult part of the process? What 
could have made it easier for you?

Dan: There have been examples where 
a client has called 
us in to help in a 
transaction only 
after much of the 
initial discovery and 
planning discussions 
are far along. It is 
difficult at that point 
to catch up as well 
as to convince the 
client to pause, even 
when we believe a 
crucial consideration 
has been 
overlooked. When 
that situation has 
happened, it almost 
always has been that a deep enough 
dive into the talent considerations had 
not occurred.

The role of human resources is crucial 
for success. We have seen a marked 
increase in the times where HR has a 
seat at the table, and, more recently, 
that the CHRO is either co-leading 
or even leading the process. If you 
acknowledge that talent can make or 
break a transaction, then you should 
also acknowledge that HR is in the best 
position to evaluate and implement the 
talent portion of the transaction. In our 
ideal world, before the first serious M&A 
transaction conversation takes place, 
an organization that cares about the 
success of the transaction needs to figure 
out if its HR function is up to the task.

Fred: Almost as challenging as integrating 
people is integrating processes, technology, 
and governance. Together, these comprise 
where the heavy lifting occurs, and it 
takes time. Sustainable synergies and 
additional value are only possible if these 
areas are addressed properly through 
architecture, design, detailed planning, 
and rigorous project execution. 

The executive leadership team not only 
needs to sponsor these activities, they 

need to actively 
monitor progress and 
proactively assist with 
removing obstacles 
and barriers to 
progress.

CEOC: What is 
the biggest benefit 
you’ve realized as a 
result of a merger or 
acquisition?

Dan: By far, the 
biggest benefit is 
the influx of new 
ideas and skills. It 

is amazing how quickly organizations 
can become shielded or guarded in 
their thinking, especially those firms 
with long, stable histories. These 
organizations should be collecting 
lessons from competing against other 
firms, as well as staying active in their 
peer space. However, bringing together 
two functioning groups with different 
perspectives can jump start new ways 
of thinking or allow the two groups to 
create something better from the best 
parts of both organizations’ experiences.

Fred: Continuing with that thought, 
new ideas and competencies increase 
the value proposition for current and 
future customers. Done well, a merger 
or acquisition should be a win-win for 
customers. That is precisely how the 

“Almost as 
challenging as 

integrating people 
is integrating 

processes, 
technology, and 

governance.”
—Fred Hencke
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transaction should be communicated 
to customers.

CEOC: What’s your number one piece of 
advice you have for other CEOs looking 
to go through a merger or acquisition?

Dan: Never forget about the importance 
of talent and culture on the potential 
success of a transaction. Even when 
the goal may be to re-staff, the current 
employees of the acquired firm likely will 
be in place through the transition, and 
their cooperation will prove invaluable.  
In the process, the acquiring company 
may learn through close observation that 
initial decisions to re-staff may be worth 
reevaluating.

Fred: I would also say that it is important 
to be clear on why you are considering 
an acquisition. Define the attributes of an 
ideal acquisition candidate, and this will 
add clarity throughout the process, as 
well as to help avoid wasting too much 
time on the wrong acquisition.

CEOC: How do you decide if a target 
has potential?

Dan: As we said earlier, there are a 
number of factors. Because we recognize 
that our firm has a very strong culture, 
the culture of the potential acquisition 
is one of the first factors we consider. 
We have walked away from transactions 
where all other factors show promise—
assets, liabilities, skills, etc.—when we 
realized that the cultural shift for them or 
for us would be too great.

Fred: Remember that culture is more 
than just a gut feeling. Does the potential 
target have clear mission and value 
statements, and do they actually live 
them? Words on paper are not nearly 
enough. A balanced approach will also 
speak to client value, long-term growth 
potential, and risk mitigation.
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