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Jeremy Thorn, an experienced organisational adviser and executive leadership coach to boards and partnerships in many professional fields, offers some tips.
INTRODUCTION

Mergers of practices are happening increasingly, not just in the case of medical practices but in accounting, legal and other professional services too. (First Practice Management alone suggests GP practice mergers are happening around the country at the rate of about one a week.)
Despite some obvious disadvantages, not the least of possible loss of overall control at the top and some inevitable uncertainty for all at the beginning, a merger between two or more compatible practices can offer many significant advantages.  These can include:

· greatly improved efficiencies, through economies of scale, cost-reduction and shared overheads, as well as the potential for much more effective funding for staff, equipment, premises and systems;

· wider career options, with greater development potential, both to attract and retain key members of staff;

· additional ‘one-stop’ patient options, through broader service coverage;

· new partner opportunities, including a possible solution to management-succession problems and even help in aiding some partners’ own exit-strategies, where relevant;

· and often, not just greater security, but also greater influence. Not all medical practices will necessarily value an increased ‘market share’ for its own sake, such as might drive many other businesses’ thinking.  But serious strategic benefits can still be obtained through an increased ‘market footprint’.  The more people a practice touches, inevitably the greater its influence, not just demographically, but politically and even economically.
But of course, mergers can go disastrously wrong too, without very careful planning and advance preparation. The history of organisational mergers is littered with tales of mistrust, miscommunication, insecurity, fear, professional rivalry, unproductive jealousies and wasteful jockeying for position.  And just as the computer industry talks about ‘GIGO’ (Garbage In, Garbage Out), so also may two weak organisations only rarely make one strong one.
For any merger to work well, clarity of fore-thought is essential, to ensure clearly articulated benefits, with very strong leadership and endless communication between all parties at all levels.  And this requires a significant investment in management time, as well as considerable patience - which may not always be in abundant supply in very busy practices!
TEN ESSENTIAL STEPS
The following is not an exhaustive list of how to even-up the odds for a successful merger by two or more GP practices, or any other type of practice, but each step is critical.
1. Be absolutely clear of your objectives
Many mergers are born out of a shared threat, perceived or actual.  Even so, focusing on shared advantages and possible opportunities may actually be far more constructive.  Whatever the motivation, be rigorously clear on why you might want to merge with another, what your criteria for success will look like and, especially, what you can genuinely bring to any new partnership. 
Equally, before you ever engage in any merger discussions, be clear what strengths you might be looking for from another party in return, so that any combined organisation will be stronger after a merger than either side might have been before. Can you separate out your ‘must haves’ from the ‘nice to haves’? And are you able to be really honest about your own possible areas of weakness – whether you ever declare these or not?
My recommendation is that you: 
a) go through a full strategic review of your own practice first <see ‘Does Your Practice Have A Strategy? - Thinking Around Corners’ by the same author> to clarify your goals, vision and values, with a very careful and objective SWOT analysis (of your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats), before ever discussing a merger with anyone else; 
b) make sure you have a very clear inventory of your  practice, concerning your staff, their employment history and skills; services offered, partnership and management structure, support systems, equipment and premises; your geographic coverage, patient demographics and performance; and any other relevant information you may want to present one day to an interested partner, including a list of any existing strategic alliances and specialist interests.


2. Select and empower your merger team
If you are serious about the possibility of a merger, whether as a calculated desire for growth, an opportunist chance or a prepared defensive strategy, this is going to take time and commitment. This can be dangerously diversionary without due care and attention, but even more damaging can be ‘wild goose chases’.  Apart from wasting your time, you may get the reputation for wasting others’.  And with a practice still to run, it is essential you don’t lose sight of this.  You need to allocate your resources accordingly, and that means making some clear tactical decisions.
My recommendation is that you:
a) establish a small working party to represent the practice, fully empowered to take the next steps as agreed, with a clear remit and unambiguous, mandated authority of what they can and can’t do;
b) ensure that this team has a clear figure-head who might speak for the practice overall, but consider adding also other experienced opinion-formers who represent key specific areas of your practice;
c) make sure that this team has all the necessary, complementary skills.  These might include networking, relationship-building, presentation and advanced negotiation skills, both financial and political awareness - and especially communication skills;
d) ensure there are clear reporting lines back to the practice, and don’t let others get in their way meanwhile!

3. Choose your partners carefully
You will know what they say about marriage partners? – that opposites attract, and then spend the rest of their lives wishing the other was more like them?  (I added the last bit myself, but I do observe it to be true!)  So it is in a merger.  There really does have to be some mutual admiration, but make sure you also hold the same values and objectives.
Cultural differences between merging organisations are most often the greatest barrier to success.  So although smaller practices may be successfully merged into larger ones, they are bound to fail if those in a small, friendly and very flexible organisation for example, don’t wish to comply with the larger organisation’s greater process discipline, or vice versa.
My recommendation is that you:
a) do some research: who else does what in your locality, where, with whom, how, and at what level? Who do you most admire, who might you least admire, who might pose the greatest threat, who might offer the greatest advantages?  What do potential partners’ SWOT analyses probably look like?  What are their staff profiles, service range, facilities and patient demographics?  What might you offer them? – what could they offer you?
b) choose carefully in deciding with whom to talk further. And if several other practices in your area might be interested in the possibility of a merger, do be selective.
c) start any covert discussions with wherever your best relationships lie in your preferred partner, at the most senior level.  (And note? – this may often not be at the very top, if past history, professional jealousies or disputes may be an issue!)

4. Engage carefully
Many a potentially great merger (in all walks of life) never got off the ground because neither party wanted to make the first move.  They were either frightened of appearing needy, or too aggressive.  But somebody has to make the first move! 
My recommendation is that you:
a) open a potential dialogue openly, in confidence, with no commitment, but with the full agreement of your partners;
b) take your time, build trust and explore together, with progressively shared information in strict confidence;
c) make sure both side’s partners support what you are embarking on, as time progresses;
d) avoid time wasters!

5. Check each other out
At some stage, you will need to move from an informal enquiry of shared interests and goals to something more substantial.  This is where Step 1 above becomes so critical, because you want the same information from them, in similar confidence.
My recommendation is that you:
a) explore first any reasons, even if historical, why you should not be talking further;
b) agree core information you both need to share to move forwards, with mutually assured confidence;
c) a critical next step: agree to meet together informally first and progressively more formally as a top team, most especially to share each side’s collective goals, objectives, aspirations, vision and above all – values and concerns;
d) consider sharing some top-team psychometric-profiles together <I find MBTI® and FIRO-B® especially useful, complementary and deeply rewarding>;
e) keep all your own side on board as you progress, without breaking any confidences;
f) don’t fudge critical issues!  At some stage, each side is going to have to open up Pandora’s Box of relative strengths and contributions, future roles and responsibilities, premises and resources. There may need to be some ‘horse-trading’ and whoever carries the responsibility for this on each side must have the support of their colleagues back at base. But do be wary of negotiating core principles en masse as a partnership?  It rarely works well.

6. Don’t be proud - seek professional advice
Most especially, if you have never been through an organisational merger before, don’t go it alone!  Mergers are time-consuming enough to manage well.  They are even more difficut to dissolve!
My recommendation is that you:
a) get your accountants on-board with what is happening early on, and if they have no experience of such work <unlikely?> - find others who have;
b) similarly, choose some legal advisers who have a track-record in all such related matters, including Employment Law, TUPE, Partnership Agreements, Property, etc – so probably not your small friendly family law firm who only does domestic conveyancing and probate;
c) be ready to do your ‘due diligence’ with the advice of both the above – and prepare for the other side to do the same;
c) invest in further organisational support, advice and skilled, neutral facilitation.  Merging organisations is difficult, even with the best will in the world.  But never forget? – it is people who make a great organisation, not the financial accounts, tax-law or other legal niceties! 

7. Agree a strategy between both of you
This is a really critical step, and time invested here is never wasted.  Never assume it will all just ‘turn out alright on the night’. It rarely does, without exploring a joint strategy together carefully.  Do you really share a common set of objectives and a vision of what you want to achieve?  Do you have the required skill-sets and resources to achieve them realistically?  Do you even share a common view of how your external world is changing and the challenges you are going to need to meet?  And above all, do you truly share a common set of values?
My recommendation is that you:
a) review your collective strengths and weaknesses openly together at the top, and be prepared both to challenge theirs and have them challenge yours;
b) organise a series of carefully-planned, collective team-building events off-site.  This is where an experienced, neutral and independent facilitator can be invaluable, not just to help develop a new collective strategy, but to explore sensitively at first-hand how key players might all work together in practice;
c) Rome wasn’t built in a day, and nor are top teams - especially when each member may be unsure what their new role may be!  The secret is to bind all members to focus on the greater organisational needs first, before considering individual concerns which will of course need to be addressed in due course.  But not yet.
d) Don’t expect unilateral agreement in one session.  Some may be totally opposed, others just cautious, and some even fickle.  All need sensitivity, but don’t let one dominant member sway the rest, either for or against; so make sure you have a skilled chair and/or a competent facilitator.  It is quite likely that not all will agree to a merger initially, and this may have to be taken up privately, off-line.  But don’t let this take your collective eyes off the bigger picture?


8. Communicate, communicate!
Merged organisations fail far less often because of weak systems, let alone inadequate skills, but because of people – eg, private fears (not just of change, the unknown and the ability to cope worth this, but basic threats to job security); misunderstandings or misplaced ambition; unaddressed grievances or petty jealousies; apparent threats to status and much more.  
Nearly all of these are best addressed by progressively clear and honest communication of the rationale, objectives, values and prospective benefits, and sensitive listening.  May we call this ‘leadership’?
My recommendation is that you:
a) always tell the truth.  If you can’t answer a question for good reason, say so.  The essence of good communication is that it should happen regularly and often, with trust and clarity;
b) expect some internal challenge and opposition – better now than later – and agree as a top-team all possible questions in advance and your thought-through answers.  Off-the-cuff, ‘spur of the moment’ answers may only become hostages to fortune later on;
c) don’t forget to keep your wider external stakeholders and funders informed and on board progressively, as and when appropriate, and most especially, your patients!

9. Start to build the new team
Not all parties involved will necessarily agree to the new world, and they will need careful support; but eventually a new team will have to be formed if a merger is to proceed.  Very often, the most critical issues are i) who will be in charge and ii) what minority/specialist interests will continue to be supported, in line with the wider strategy going forward.
My recommendation is that you:
a) agree key leadership roles between you at an early stage. This may require some short-term solutions to protect some participants’ amour propre, and even some courtesy appointments during a transition period, but early clarity of agreement of who will be in charge of what may save endless and unproductive debate later on.  The worst outcome is that no-one is in charge!
b) don’t allocate key roles for ‘old times sake’ or because of past loyalties.  That’s a hard lesson to learn, but protecting the past will not necessarily secure the collective future.  Some partnerships may consider an election process for key roles, but you can’t beat an honest and objective analysis of the core competencies for each key role, and some form of neutral and objective assessment, at least first.
c) don’t leave any sense of injustice unresolved.  The process of building a new team may inevitably mean making some tough choices and taking some hard decisions.  If there are any disagreements, it is far better to bring these to the surface and deal with them sooner rather than later.
d) keep in mind that any successful team, in any field, needs i) a capable leader and committed followers; ii) shared goals, a collective vision of the future and shared values and standards; iii) time spent regularly together, with open and honest communication between all members; and iv), for preference, some early successes;
e) agree the core principles of any new systems, procedures and ways of working early on <noting 10c below>, picking the best from each side’s existing processes and avoiding any ‘not-invented-here’ inclinations; and then i) support them, with appropriate investment and training and ii) agree at the top that they will be mandatory for all;
f) agree, as not the least of these systems, your performance-management and development processes, which will be essential for a successful organisation in time to come;
g) establish a clear policy on ‘pay and rations’ for all, and agree how to handle equitably those that may fall outside these at the moment;
h) agree the start of some proper financial budgets and some key targets, by which to manage and track the new organisation’s progress.

10. The end is but the beginning
Once a merger has been agreed and executed, it may be tempting to believe all the hard work has been done.  In truth, it has probably only just started.  Many merged organisations take at least two years to bed in well – and in the worst cases, some never do!
My recommendation is that you:
a) bring both teams together at the start and give them time to get to know each other, socially as well as professionally, and where you can, mix them up organisationally to avoid ‘them and us’ problems ;
b) create and agree new job descriptions, roles and reporting-lines unambiguously at the earliest opportunity.  Make sure these are fully understood and be prepared to offer training wherever new skills or systems are required.  (Note that two of the most frequently-given reasons for resisting change are i) ‘nobody consulted me’; and ii) a fear of failure, ‘nobody showed me what to do, or how to do it’.)
c) accordingly, engage all those involved with any new systems and ways of working in the early design-phase wherever you can.  Imposition and coercion, at least without prior involvement, rarely works and inevitably produces alienation.
d) allow some time for those who may <literally> grieve for the past, by celebrating the old ways before moving on to the new.  Experience shows that his ‘transition phase’ is an essential part of any successful change-management programme.  But in all other respects, start as you mean to go on.
e) recognise that it can often be the smallest things that create the greatest problems, often to the surprise of those most senior, so do be sensitive to them.  (Examples I have experienced, that may seem quite trivial but are not to those involved, regularly include where people sit, new travel-to-work difficulties if relocation is involved, car-parking arrangements, time-off in lieu, holiday cover, even who uses which coffee-cups…  Be warned!)
f) keep a close ear to the ground and resolve any problems, concerns and complaints arising, quickly and equitably;
g) consider mapping the new organisational culture formally, at least annually, to track its continuing development and to identify any structural problems, for example with confidential employee-attitude surveys.
CONCLUSIONS
Mergers can offer many benefits to all, but also many pitfalls.  They require goodwill and commitment, of course, but above all:

i) careful planning and preparation;

ii) strong mandated leadership;

iii) capable, sensitive, professional management.

With all best wishes
Jeremy Thorn

Jeremy@JeremyThorn.co.uk   www.JeremyThorn.co.uk 
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Jeremy Thorn’s lifelong passion has been for developing organisations and their people.  He is an experienced Non-Executive Director, Executive Leadership Coach, top-team Workshop Facilitator and qualified psychometrician, for a wide range of organisations and institutions in both the public and private sectors.  
He is particularly well-known within the NHS for his work on Top Team development, Practice Based Commissioning and ‘win-win’ Negotiation Skills development, which he suggests might all be intimately related with due care and understanding.
Author of several prize-winning practical business books and a frequent speaker on a wide variety of challenging business topics internationally, Jeremy is the past founding Chairman of QED Consulting and Managing Director of a large international engineering company, which was one of the first ever accredited to the Investor In People standard and winner of several National Training Awards.

See also in the FPM articles index:


· ‘Mergers and New Providers in general practice. Some Reflections on Current Market Changes’,  Andrew Clark, FPM

· ‘Does Your Practice Have A Strategy? - Thinking Around Corners’, Jeremy Thorn, FPM
And:

· ‘Ten Top Tips on How to Negotiate Better Deals’, Jeremy Thorn, free to FPM readers on application to the author – Jeremy@JeremyThorn.co.uk

· ‘Thirty Traps to Avoid When Negotiating’, Jeremy Thorn, free to FPM readers on application to the author – Jeremy@JeremyThorn.co.uk


· ‘Ten Golden Rules for Persuading Others’, Jeremy Thorn, free to FPM readers on application to the author – Jeremy@JeremyThorn.co.uk


· ‘Managing a Professional Practice’, Jeremy Thorn, FPM


· ‘Attracting and Retaining Good Staff’, Jeremy Thorn, free to FPM readers on application to the author – Jeremy@JeremyThorn.co.uk
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