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Getting To Great –
Merger Integration & Strategic Alignment
A case study from Cingular Wireless

The largest cash-transaction merger in the USA to date posed significant execution
challenges for Cingular Wireless in its $48 billion purchase of AT&T Wireless. With studies
by leading consultancies indicating that a majority of mergers fail to deliver intended
results, with mergers of equals failing twice as often, Cingular needed ﬂawless execution
to turn two very good companies into one great company and achieve wireless industry
leadership.
Highly-Customized Experiential Learning
BTS interviewed some 16 senior executives at Cingular, including the COO, CFO and CMO,
developing the customized solution in 8 weeks. The centerpiece of the initiative was a
business simulation which featured Cingular’s four strategic imperatives, key initiatives
and 3-year plan goals. The simulation enabled leaders to explore what great execution
looks like and to practice successful execution by focusing on the execution capabilities of
the company’s managers in key areas across the business. Eight years of experience with
Cingular, as well as its predecessor and parent companies, SBC and BellSouth, enabled
BTS to develop the solution with a short lead-time and highly focused on how leaders
contribute to merger success.
The Solution – A Simulation Enabling Leaders to Practice Successful Execution of
Cingular’s 3-year Merger Plan
Solution: A 2-day workshop with 2-hour e-learning prerequisite
The solution, “Getting To Great”, created an intensive, discovery-based experiential
learning event to drive strategic alignment and accelerated execution of business plan.
The initiative had the following objectives:
• Understand the company’s goals for industry-leading metrics and learn execution
strategies for effective, results-oriented leadership
• Deepen understanding of the 14 key initiatives that drive execution and achievement of
the company’s strategic imperatives
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• Drive and sustain practices that will achieve merger objectives
• Increase the ability to leverage and maximize resources, with a new competitive
mindset focused on driving growth
• Build an integrated organization that will help us quickly achieve business goals
• Deepen understanding of key metrics behind “reputation” and churn and relationship
of those to subscriber growth, ARPU and operating margin
A Team-based Approach Focusing on Execution Capability
Each of the ﬁve teams in the workshop enters a competition for industry leadership with
quality of execution determining each team’s success. As the ﬁrst step in the competition,
the teams assess their current position and create a 3-year execution plan. This strategic
roadmap comprises speciﬁc, measurable goals on Cingular’s four primary business
metrics, a prioritization of key merger initiatives, and most importantly a prioritization of
execution capabilities in ﬁve functional areas – sales, marketing, network, customer care
and IT.
Successful execution requires leaders on each team ﬁrst focus on the capability of their
company’s front-line managers to execute on the 3-year plan. They must raise the bar
on the right capabilities in the right places, committing to concrete leadership actions to
build speciﬁc factors in Cingular’s performance management competency model. Teams
discover that three of the seven proﬁciencies represent ‘core competencies’ most critical
to the company’s merger and strategic success, based on senior executive interviews. The
teams whose leadership actions create profound strengths in the core competencies for
each functional area to achieve competitive advantages and superior results.
Each participating leader committed to a personal action plan, drawing line of sight
from the company’s merger objectives to their day-to-day work. These plans focused on
concrete actions leaders would take to raise the bar in key management competencies in
their team back on the job. BTS followed up with leaders to track the progress and results
of the plans. Results showed increased focus on key on high-priority areas
and changes in behavior that supported success merger execution.
The initiative also included a feedback mechanism to senior management on key
challenges Cingular faced in executing on the 3-year business plan. At the CEO’s staff
meeting on Mondays following each week of workshops, senior executives reviewed the
“brutal facts” shared by participating leaders.
The success of the initiative for vice presidents and directors led the company to cascade
it to the next band of managers. Some 6,000 mid-level managers participated in 2007 in
events of 150 participants.

“The biggest challenge for us was to get our target audience through the program in a
reasonable timeframe. As one would expect during a merger, the level of activity is
extremely high. Getting leaders to commit 2 days of their time during this period was a
challenge. BTS delivered the program with such high energy and deep knowledge of our
business that it created very positive word of mouth. Our leaders’ willingness to
recommend it to their peers rose very high and helped us drive a high level of
participation in a relatively short period of time – some 1,000 leaders in six months.”
		

		

- Jim Bowles,
Ed.D, VP-Workforce Development, Cingular Wireless
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About BTS
BTS focuses on the people side of strategy, working with leaders at all levels to help them
make better decisions, convert those decisions to actions and deliver results. At our core,
we believe people learn best by doing. For 30 years, we’ve been designing fun, powerful
experiences™ that have profound and lasting impact on people and their careers. We
inspire new ways of thinking, build critical capabilities and unleash business success. It’s
strategy made personal.
For more information, please visit www.bts.com.

www.bts.com • Copyright © 2016 BTS

