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Adaptation is second nature to
agencies. But exactly how do
leaders help staff transition to
digital, or soothe anxiety levels
after a merger? As Tanya Lewis
finds, successful internal changes
evolve from the ground up




client needs, many agencies have gone through some sort of

transformation in recent years. Shifts run the gamut from
integrating digital, to developing new platforms and offerings, to
reorganization and mergers.

These types of changes significantly impact employees, and their
buy-in is clearly critical. Successful change is usually organic—from
the ground up, not in the board room —agency leaders say. Engag-
ing employees in the process, if not letting them plot and drive it
altogether, is key to ensuring changes take root.

To stay ahead of the rapidly evolving healthcare industry and

Digital transition

Four years ago GSW Worldwide began ramping up digital capabil-
ity. It’s now fully integrated, leaders say, with a digital strategist and
digital creation capability embedded on every client team. There
are more than 70 digitally focused employees on staff today, up
from less than five three years ago. Some were recruited, others
trained in-house.

“I’d like to make [digital training] sound incredibly scientific, but
I'd be lying,” says Joe Daley, president, North America operations
of the Ohio shop. “We lived and we learned. I found it made the
most sense to engage around an idea or project and work it
through. As people are drawn into projects, we can expose
them to a broad range of what’s possible.”

iQ Lab, an experimental digital lab that feeds inno-
vation, launched in early 2010. Daley says it emerged
very organically from internal desire to innovate and
clients’ increasing appetite for digital and interest in
using technology to shape customer experience.

“iQ Lab is an effort to institutionalize experimenta-
tion,” he explains. “It’s almost a new digital muscle
as opposed to [develop-
ing innovation] on
weekends or on
top of client
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AbelsonTaylor shows
off its digital touch,
fostered via in-house
traiping programs
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deliverables. We just couldn’t make progress unless we dedicated
it.”

Daley notes that iQ Lab is an investment, not a billable function,
and he says it wouldn’t have launched had it been viewed through
a billable hours lens.

“It’s a reflection of how clients are evolving,” he explains. “Most
are beyond the notion that product commercialization is their sole
purpose. They’re thinking about shaping behavior. They need ideas
that create community and deeper, authentic customer experiences.
That puts pressure —good pressure —on agencies to bring more
thoughtful ideas to bear.”

Dale Taylor, president and CEO of AbelsonTaylor (AT), reports
digital integration was a natural —and necessary —part of employees’
evolution. Capability expanded through acquiring digital talent and
training existing talent. “It’s like an artist has to understand how paint
and canvas work together,” Taylor explains. “If we don’t understand
digital, we can’t provide content. As the world invents a new canvas,
everyone here needs to learn how to paint on it.”

Every creative group handles digital, and 25 developers work with
all teams. Taylor says collaboration has been helped by the fact that
“everyone wants a cool new
way of doing their
job.”
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Top: Team CementBloc toasts unity. Middle: Concentric staff demo
a new offering to colleagues; Lehman-Millet, well-versed in reinven-
tion, pow-wows over lunch; and GSW’s iQLab brings digital muscle
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Seventy employees joined this year (total headcount is 400). Most
have digital chops and infuse expertise throughout the ranks. Taylor
looks for pure tech backgrounds in developers but requires strong
strategic and creative skills for everyone else.

Digital training for account and creative teams began several years
ago. Most programs are taught in-house. Taylor says early training
was more regimented, but it’s mostly on-the-job now.

“The transition to digital has been smooth for some and tough for
others,” Taylor notes. “Ten or 15 years ago,computer design programs
were scary to many [designers]. But almost everyone adapted.”

New offering

In late 2009, Concentric made a significant investment in analytics
capability when it began building a customer integration (CI) team
to implement data-driven tactics across accounts.

Ross Quinn, a direct database marketing veteran, joined in late
2009 as managing partner and CI director. He assembled a team
of five—four new recruits and one existing employee. Partner and
COO Ken Begasse, Jr. says technical skill and adaptability were key
attributes sought in CI team members.

CI capability was introduced in phases. Agency leaders stressed
the function’s importance to the agency and clients.

Quinn spent time with teams across all departments, identify-
ing needs and opportunities. CI started working with a couple of
account teams almost immediately. Begasse says it really helped
people understand the offering’s power, and they naturally began
thinking about how to apply it on other accounts.

“Anxiety levels go up when everything changes abruptly,” Begasse
notes. “We just kept evolving, adding, integrating in bite-sized chunks.
It creates stronger fabric when woven slowly into the way you do
business.”

CI is now woven all client work in New York, and some work
out of the London office. Examples of CI work, industry trends
and tactics are presented at monthly meetings. The CI team also
communicates regularly on Facebook and blogs.

“We don’t stop educating everyone about what we can do because
the CI team has a solution, or is critical to the solution, for every
challenge,” Begasse says.

Reorganization

Founded in 2000, the CementWorks formed three professional agen-
cies and one consumer healthcare agency in 2008. The idea was to
grow horizontally, retaining the intimacy, entrepreneurial spirit, and
hands on senior management that had propelled success.
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Getting a jump on agency M&A
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Nothing focuses the mind like
M&A activity. What are the most
urgent talent issues following a
merger or acquisition? How do
senior leaders communicate with
and rally their people? Experi-
enced executives explain.

What happened: WPP agencies
CommonHealth and Ogilvy Health-
world merged to become Ogilvy CommonHealth Worldwide

When: June 2010

Top employee-related issues: Concerns were primarily related to relo-
cation and how the merger would affect work, teams and clients.

“People trust management, and they thought the merger was a
healthy decision and a great opportunity,” EVP and chief talent officer
Susan DiDonato (a CommonHealth veteran) says.

The senior management team spends time in the New York and New
Jersey offices, which reinforces that each is equally important.
Communications tactics: Town hall meetings were held regularly
before the merger. Chairman and CEO Matt Giegerich spoke candidly
about the vision and the fact that CommonHealth needed a global
network.

Senior leaders (pictured above) reiterated his points and stressed
benefits. Employees were encouraged to ask questions in formal meet-
ings and informal one-on-ones.

“Our executive management team was unified—employees didn't get
a different answer from different people,” DiDonato notes. “If we didn’t
have answers, we told them we didn’t know and we’d let them know as
soon as we did.”

What happened: Ignite Health
acquired sister inVentiv agency

Y Brand

When: May 2010

Top employee-related issues:
Primary concerns included
potential management changes,
relocation implications and career-
growth implications.

“Fear of the unknown is the
biggest obstacle,” Y Brand founder Vince Parry, who was named chief
branding officer of Ignite explains. “Complete transparency is the
answer. Be totally upfront about what you do and don’t know. Be clear
about what you do and don't control. Employees still ask questions or
want to know backstory. | tell them fully what we're doing and why, and
it shuts down fear right away.”

Parry’s being welcomed as an equal member of Ignite’s leadership
was critical to Y Brand employees.

Immediately cross-pollinating people between East and West Coast
offices helped break down barriers (pictured, a recent summer outing).
Permanent (voluntary) relocations continue to foster integration.
Communications tactics: Input from Y Brand senior leaders prior to
inking the deal was key. “| voiced their questions and concerns in nego-
tiations, so they had a hand in developing the deal,” Parry says.

When addressing all employees, Parry emphasized expanded opportu-
nity. SVPs reinforced that message.

Other tactics include town hall meetings, case studies illustrating
benefits of working together and recognition programs that reward
partnering.
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After an unsettling 2009, a plan to reorganize into one agency —
the CementBloc—launched in early 2010.

Jennifer Matthews was named managing partner, and a leadership
team of 11 was established. The team created an integration plan
and a focused message plan and began discussing reasons for the
change with employees (148 at the time).

“We’re known for being intimate, so we started [by communicat-
ing] with small teams,” Matthews says. “The vast majority wasn’t
surprised because we were already working [together].”

Core competencies were evaluated across all levels and disciplines.
Existing talent was measured, and training programs were devised.
No one was laid off.

Operational and training plans were presented at an all-hands
meeting in March, and a cross-functional team revisited and updated
core values eight months later. “Including [the cross-functional team]|
really helped [generate] buy-in and excitement about the future of
the agency,” says partner Barbara Patchefsky. The reorganization
was complete by the end of 2010.

Senior leaders update employees and answer questions, includ-
ing anonymous ones submitted in “Bloc boxes” around the office,
at monthly floor meetings.

“Tough questions sometimes come up in these meetings,” Matthews
notes. “Some people left the agency as a result of the integration —not
a lot, but some. We're as honest as we can be and encourage teams
to speak and share. The intimacy of that format helps employees
feel included and heard.”

Repositioning

Lehman Millet (LM) has navigated three major evolutions since
its 1978 founding as a B-to-B hi-tech agency. Focus shifted solely to
healthcare in 1986, and it tightened to devices and diagnostics busi-
ness in 1996. In 2009, focus was expanded beyond D&D to include
all healthcare companies that are “changing the standard of care.”

President and CEO Bruce Lehman says expanding focus to include
innovative clients outside D&D made sense given shifts in the
healthcare industry, including the rise of targeted therapies and
device combination products, and the agency’s expertise in bringing
transformative products to market.

A core team of senior employees recommended changes and
developed all processes for each evolution. Lehman doesn’t think
it can work any other way.

“We gathered the strategy team, as we do for any client going
through a repositioning, and ran the same engagement for the agency,”
he says. “It wasn’t me [dictating]. It was built into the fabric of the
organization from the beginning.”

After the plan was established, Lehman discussed strategy and
positioning, and implications for business development, professional
development, and talent mix with everyone.

“People weren’t nervous about their jobs—they saw as it as an
opportunity,” Lehman notes.“We didn’t move away from D&D —we
moved towards new things.”

Current headcount is 80, up from 60 in 2009. Lehman recruited
many with high-level pharma expertise, as pharma (including spe-
cialty, oncology, and CKD) represents about 40% of business now.
Though pharma product work differs from D&D work in terms of
thinking, workflow, process and pace, Lehman says it hasn’t dramati-
cally impacted LM’s culture. “The change has created a whole new
horizon of opportunity for employees,” he adds. B



