Executive Summary

Whole Foods Market (WFM) being unable to adapt to a new business environment in an era of exceptional technological advancement provided and opportunity for Amazon.com Inc (AMI) to acquire a company with a strong brand name in dire need of restructuring.

The different corporate cultures of AMI and WFM produced a range of human resource integration problems at multiple levels of the WFM hierarchy.  WFM employees continue to resist organisational changes imposed on them by AMI affecting their motivation, morale and job performance.  

The inexperience of AMI in managing a physical retail environment and WFM staff carrying the cultural baggage of a traditional grocery store resulted in a strong and continuous resistance to organisational change by WFM employees. 

A strategy to break down WFM employee resistance requires changes to the integration approach by the new WFM management.  The strategy advocates the inception of a cascade model to engage employees, building an environment of openness and trust with the use of technology and change agents.  

The second phase of this strategy is a chartering approach incorporating the GRPI model.  This requires a commitment or buy in, to the change process at all hierarchical levels which can be achieved through the negotiation of expectations. The process ensures that stores and teams have roles, goals and processes aligned to function as a united and efficient entity.
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1.0 Introduction

Structural changes to organizations such as a merger or acquisition add further complexity to constantly changing operating environments.  Managing how human resources adapt to these changes depends on the stage of the company’s development (Chowdhury, 2015).

The acquisition of WFM by AMI provided a multitude of human resource and organisational change issues which needed to be addressed both during and after the acquisition. 

The driver of this management report is the integration process adopted by AMI and its impact on WFM employees.  Specifically, the resistance by WFM employees to organisational changes and the effect this resistance had on their motivation and efficiency.

All companies have their own particular corporate culture which is instrumental in setting the platform on which the company and the people function.  When integrating companies after an acquisition “cultural baggage” (Abdulai and Ibrahim 2016) or shared corporate culture of employees is considered a barrier to the process.  

Before investigating the AMI change management process, it is important to gain clarity of the corporate culture of both companies by understanding their organisational beliefs and management styles (Belasen 2017).

An analysis of the process leading to the WFM employee’s resistance to change is explored in sections 4, 5 and 6.  The effect of such resistance on the efficiency of integration is also examined.  Section 7 gives a retrospective analysis of WFM employee resistance to change and alternative methods for their integration. 

Section 8 of this report provides a model to breakdown the resistance of WFM employees to organisational changes making them receptive to management initiatives.

2.0 Background and Corporate Culture

AMI has focused its business on the development of ecommerce, digital streaming, artificial intelligence and other technology based businesses, making it one of the largest online marketplaces globally (Ali, 2019).  It is viewed as providing a product range which is fast and cheap and can be efficiently delivered to the customer.  

AIM is renowned for being very demanding of its employees maximizing cost savings through employee efficiency which are passed onto the customer making AIM very competitive (Blanding, 2018).

AIM has a history of establishing or acquiring organisations which are closed quickly if they are unable to perform or meet AMI’s expectations.  Amazon Spark a visual shopping platform launched in 2017 closed in mid-2019, Amazon Restaurant Services launched in 2015 closed in 2018, Amazon Storywriter and Amazon Storybuilder also met the same fate after failing to attract critical customer mass.  Other casualties include Amazon Tickets and Quidsi which was acquired in 2010 for $545 million and closed in 2017.  AMI highlighted that is was “never able to make the business profitable” (Green, 2019).

WFM in contrast is a time-honoured USA grocery business established in 1978 with 456 stores in the USA and Canada (Chabound, 2018).  WFM is the largest US- certified organic food retailer in the USA with a very different business approach compared to the mainstream grocery chains.   The company prides itself on selling only high quality, healthy food which is sourced locally and produced ethically (Blanding, 2018). 
 
Some of WFM’s core values are - only selling high quality organic products, creating wealth by growing the company and being seen as a good corporate citizen by supporting communities (Vennamaneni, 2017).

Prior to the acquisition WFM’s organisational structure provided for each stores managers and staff to have a high degree of independence.  This was reflected in the decentralized purchasing model which sanctioned each store to independently source locally produced products which met the company’s core values (Dewey, 2017).

A company by empowering its employees improves morale, expands profitability, team unity and innovation (Mukwakungu, Mankazana, and Mbohwa, 2018).  WFM stores encouraged staff to bond with customers and suppliers providing a greater insight into customer demands and innovative ideas.  The WFM model was highly successful named by “Fortune magazine as one of America’s best companies for 20 consecutive years” (Blanding, 2018). 

WFM’s customer base prior to being acquired was very different to its competitors. WFM promoted itself as a premium brand distributor, ethically sourcing organic and natural products.  The company’s target customers were high income, health conscious and not interested in shopping around for the cheapest price.  The company’s style of marketing and advertising could have been categorised as “old style” using traditional media and limited social media (Vennamaneni, 2017).

In 2012 WFM began to experience increase competition from other supermarket chains who ventured into the organic food market offering products at much cheaper prices. WFM attempted to defend its position in the market by offering the convenience of Apple pay, Instacart delivery system and its cheaper home brand 365 Everyday Value in an attempt to attract new customers.  

While the market size of organic foods continued to increase until 2017, WFM’s market share continued to drop which was reflected in the share price with a 40 % decline (Product Habits, 2019).  Indicating that WFM was stagnating and unable to contend with the rapid changes in the business environment. 

3.0 Motivation for Acquiring World Foods Market

In August 2017 AMI completed the acquisition of WFM organic grocery chain for a total of $13.7 billion all cash transaction.  Arguably the strongest motivation for any company is to increase shareholder wealth through growth (Hovsepyan, 2016).

AMI had been trying to gain traction in the food industry since 2008 with its development of an online fresh food home delivery system AmazonFresh.  However, this venture which started in the USA and subsequently established a presence in Japan and Germany was having difficulty making its global presence felt (Butler and Wood, 2017).

AMI has its roots in ecommerce and has been extremely successful with its online book company Amazon Books.  Amazon Books commenced opening physical bookstores in the USA in 2015 (Slater-Robins, 2015).  While the reason behind this move is opaque it could be construed as a move to ensure domination of a market.  Hence, for AMI to take a similar stance in the grocery market through the purchase of WFM could be a natural progression with store locations being of primary importance to the AMI strategy (Nadar, 2018).  Although to date AMI has not had the same success with online grocery sales as with books. 

The rapidly changing business environment as a result of technological advancements suggests that a primary motivation for acquisitions is due to the “specific capabilities, talent or technology of an organisation” (Kengelbach et al. 2019).  Businesses are having to incorporate a high degree of technology into their business models and consequently the type of businesses a single organization may operate are becoming increasingly diverse.

The acquisition of WFM a boutique supermarket chain with physical locations fits the technology driven diversity concept (Kengelbach et al. 2019).  The addition of a traditional low tech-business adds another layer of complexity to AIM’s operating environment due to the limited experience in managing traditional bricks and mortar businesses.

The WFM acquisition has been viewed in some quarters as an experiment (Butler and Wood, 2017) and suggested that AMI needed new products to sell so it could keep growing to satisfy shareholder demands (Kestenenbaum, 2018).  Additionally, the sale and delivery of groceries online is relatively small and has large potential to grow.  The size of the grocery industry is extremely large in the USA being in the order of US$800 billion (Ladd 2019).  Hence it is of strategic interest and importance to AMI and for this reason alone would attract its interest.  

AMI’s acquisition of WFM appears to be more about learning how the grocery business operates, to understand its customer’s behavior and using this experience to entice consumers to shop online.  The purchase of WFM enabled AMI to access a large volume of consumer data which combined with its own would provide an unparalleled customer base (Nadar, 2018). 

Taking ownership of the Whole Foods private brand product 365 Everyday Value (Petro, 2017) increased AMI’s brand awareness and highlighted its entry into the grocery industry (Ladd 2019).

4.0 Post-Acquisition Cultural Integration

The announcement of the acquisition by AMI produced a negative effect on the publicly listed shares of other major grocery chains in the USA, UK and Germany.  Investors in organisations such as Walmart were clearly concerned about the threat of AMI entering the traditional grocery market (Butler and Wood 2017).  The share price of AMI and WFM both rose on the announcement which was an “unusual phenomenon” (Nadar, 2018).

John Mackey the founder and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of WFM prior to its acquisition remained as CEO post acquisition.  However, his ideas and culture which grew WFM into a major boutique grocery chain were built on his idealism of the benefits of consuming organic foods, supporting local industries and communities via a decentralized approach to purchasing and management (Ladd, 2019).

The pre-acquisition organisational structure of WFM had provided a platform where regional management could supply products which met customer desires in different geographic areas.  Team members in each store through dialogue with customers would also satisfy specific product demands and as such reduced food waste due to expiration of unconsumed products (Smithson, 2018).  
Empowering team members on all levels of the WFM organisational hierarchy by supporting their independence encouraged communication and provided a sense of belonging (Ho, 2020).  The WFM culture was very supportive of teamwork ensuring high morale among employees in line with one of the company’s core values “supporting team member happiness and excellence” (Rowland, 2017).

WFM had started to lose market share in 2013 and continued to be uncompetitive with the likes of Walmart and Costco until the acquisition in 2017.  In 2015 WFM under pressure from investor groups to make strategic changes and take back market share the company decided to open its 365 Everyday value stores to attract “cost conscious shoppers” (DeJesus, 2019).

Post-acquisition, AMI management made further changes to the WFM organisational structure resulting in cost cutting, consolidation of business units, and teams including staff reductions amounting to a total of 1500 employees, or 1.6% of the workforce (PYMNTS, 2018).  These changes had a demoralising effect on staff members, particularly those who had previously been encouraged to build strong relationships with suppliers and customers (O’Connor, 2019).  

4.1 Cultural Impact of Centralised Purchasing

AMI post-acquisition continued with the consolidation which had commenced in the previous year by WFM.  Business areas were amalgamated resulting in further staff reductions and organisational changes.  Arguably, the most significant change was to the decentralized purchasing system of WFM.  AMI demanded that each supplier serviced the requirements of all WFM stores rather than just meeting specific store needs.  This presented a further move away from one of WFM’s core values, “the supporting of local businesses and communities” by providing niche products in specific stores.  The four-tier hierarchical organizational structure which gave WFM individual store management a high degree of flexibility at all levels (Smithson, 2018) began to transform. 

Changing to a centralised purchasing system produced an array of human resource cultural clashes. Employees were judged on new operating parameters which directly impacted them if they failed to meet these functional requirements.  Sales staff who historically spent time with customers complained about the level of administrative duties they now were required to complete.  This resulted in poorly motivated staff with low morale which was reflected in the company not being included in Fortune’s best companies to work for list in 2017 (Blanding, 2018).

The centralised purchasing structure resulted in a reduction in local staff and reduced the range of products offered by WFM stores.  Individual stores were now unable to provide the diversity of products requested by customers (Ladd, 2019).  However, the new purchasing model gave WFM greater buying power through economies of scale and consequently reduced the cost of goods making it more competitive.  The improved purchasing efficiency, cost reduction and streamlining of logistical operations at WFM began to show results with increases in sales volumes (PYMNTS, 2018).  

4.2 Transparency and Organisational Reporting Lines

Changes to WFM organisational reporting lines were implemented shortly after the acquisition, creating a high level of anxiety among senior WFM managers.  Many having to report to AMI executives who were much younger with little or no experience in the grocery industry (PYMNTS, 2018).  This combined with a lack of clear communication to WFM staff by AMI as to the short, medium- and long-term plans for the company further exacerbated the level of distrust towards AMI and its executives

AMI was aware of the WFM employee concerns regarding the future developments of the company.  They attempted to allay these fears by organising “town hall meeting” providing a platform for WFM employees to voice their worries and provide feedback (PYMNTS, 2018). 
 
While the town hall meetings were a positive step to alleviate staff anxiety, employees tend to view issues from their own personal perspective.  They fail to consider the broader and more complex operating environment of the company in its totality, focusing on the local situation (Reeves et al. 2020). The myopic view of local staff resulted from a failure of AMI to fully and clearly communicate the objectives of the new WFM at the employee level (Deshmukh, 2015).  

The anxiety of WFM staff was arguably the driving force behind their move to unionise (Redman, 2018). Concern by employees that AMI is attempting to cut staff and reduce wages and benefits was expressed by staff (Sainato, 2018).  However, it seems the rank and file workers were unaware of the agreement struck prior to the acquisition between WFM CEO John Mackey and AMI CEO Jeff Bezos “where they agreed to cut hundreds of millions of dollars of labour from the WFM stores prior to implementing technology and new labour models” (Redman, 2018).

AMI’s treatment of the WFM employees appears contrary to the traditional management and motivational theories of both Maslow and Herzberg.  It is therefore not surprising that the management at AMI created an environment of low motivation and anxiety amongst the WFM staff.  AMI through its integration process was attacking the hygiene factors outlined in Herzberg’s two factor theory dictating employee dissatisfaction, namely- salary (Sainato, 2019), policy/rules and working conditions (O’Connor, 2019)
 
Employees complained that AMI management only provided details of structural and organisational changes just prior to their deployment providing little time for preparation and further eroding trust between the AMI management and WFM staff.  Amazon Prime discount for example was placed in WFM stores with only 14 days advanced warning and no additional staff to ensure a smooth execution (Sainato, 2018).

The erosion of trust and not communicating a long-term strategy to employees leads to further demotivation of staff.  A 10-year study highlights that 75% of employees resign because they feel unappreciated (Carucci, 2018).  WFM staff were disenfranchised and left out of the change process and consequently were concerned about their job security.

4.3 Adapting to Complex Strategic Change

Older and larger companies like WFM tend to be more complex and consequently find it difficult to adapt to new business environments (Reeves et al., 2020). This is probably one reason why WFM had been losing market share and experienced declining sales since 2013 (DeJesus, 2019).  Therefore, it was not surprising why shareholders were pressuring the WFM board members to adapt to the new and highly competitive business environment.  

WFM had placed great importance on social corporate responsibility, operating a sustainable business model which guaranteed the quality of the organic products the company offered.  WFM was also a strong advocate of fair trade and business transparency. These values were shared by many of its employees and suppliers who had long standing relationships over many years and in some cases decades.  These ideals were often to the detriment of investors who were not considered a priority stakeholder (Ferguson, 2017).  

WFM had been a successful grocery operation from its inception in 1978 however, its management had failed to recognise the structural changes taking place due to the rapid development and use of technology.  Consequently, its lack of innovation and inability to meet the dynamic structural changes of the grocery industry provided an opportunity for AMI.

Changes to the organisational structure and culture of WFM commenced in 2015 but the speed of implementation did not meet shareholder expectations probably due to the resistance to change by employees.  Hence, the acquisition by AMI who acceleration of the change process (Taylor, 2017).

One year after the acquisition in excess of 12 senior managers and senior executives from the bakery, produce sustainability and local food divisions had resigned from WFM. Some of these executives were asked to stay but declined with “one long term employee highlighting the concern that WFM’s distinctive qualities would be lost under AMI’s ownership” (PYMNTS, 2018).

WFM had relied heavily on achieving a high margin for its organic products which was in part due to the corporate culture whereby the store employee’s had strong relationships with customers a distinctive quality of WFM (Danzinger, 2017).  Introduction of heavily discounted organic products by other mainstream grocery chains changed the business landscape for WFM (Hanbury, 2017).
AMI understood this traditional sales model employed by WFM and its staff was outdated in the new tech-driven business environment.  However, during the integration process AMI failed to provide transparency to the WFM employees, and the new management had neglected to be proactive in seeking constructive ideas and comments from the WFM staff (Huhman, 2017).  

Ultimately it is the responsibility of the leaders of an organisation to engage with the employees (Wickham, 2019) and communicate objectives in a motivational fashion (Kramer, 2019).  This was an area neglected by AIM at the beginning of the integration phase, consequently motivation and employee retention issues continued to fester (Sainato, 2019)).   

Employee’s who are actively encouraged by their managers to provide input to the decision-making process feel they are part of the team and become more receptive to change.  They also transition to the new organisation more rapidly because they are psychologically engaged believing they are a valued team member within the new organisation (Huhman, 2017).

4.4 Dynamic Changes to the Whole Foods Model

Changes to the WFM business model had commenced prior to the acquisition as a result of shareholder pressure. These changes were not rapid enough to accommodate the shareholder ambitions and adapt to the changing retail environment.  

After the acquisition AMI quickly introduced its Amazon Prime membership which provided discounts to its members at WFM stores.  There were 38 million Amazon Prime members who were not customers of WFM and 38% of WFM were not Prime subscribers (Nadar, 2018).  There was clearly and opportunity to increase foot-traffic in the WFM stores and online sales.

The introduction of technology driven innovations such as Amazon Prime provided a platform on which to grown WFM.  However, were in complete contrast to the corporate culture and core values of the traditional WFM stakeholders.  The integration process was extremely complex and was made more difficult by the management of AMI not communicating its short-term objectives and long-term strategy (Romano, 2019). 

Over a year after the acquisition employees at WFM still had high levels of anxiety, complaining openly in the media with statements that, “Amazon is trying to turn Whole Foods employees into robots” (Sainato, 2018), “no one trusts Amazon”, (Sainato, 2018; O’Connor, 2019), “fears that Amazon will clean house if sales rates aren’t hit” (Sainato, 2018) expressed the concerns of the WFM staff.  The lack of engagement and communication by AMI management only reinforced the WFM employee’s commitment to the union movement (Sainato, 2018). 

Human resource problems were not limited to the WFM employees, complaints from traditional WFM suppliers were common who expressed that new executives in the organisation were “slow to learn Whole Foods techniques for sourcing and marketing” (PYMNTS, 2018). 

The AMI integration strategy was obviously failing on multiple levels. However, if AMI had established an integration plan encompassing engagement and communication of their strategy the degree of resistance to change would have been reduced. 
5.0 Resistance to Change

The failure to adopt changes within an organisation are often blamed on the resistance of middle managers and employees to embrace change.  Employees would not be resistant to change if the changes were perceived as producing a positive outcome from a personal perspective (Tanner, 2019).  

The resistance to change is complex within any organization, senior executives and leaders should be aware of the natural tendency of resistance or embedded bias to change by employees for a range of reasons (Reece et al., 2020).   “Fear of job security, loss of status, peer pressure, fear of failure, mistrust to poor implementation approach” (Tanner, 2019) are amongst the most discussed.

The embed bias found in both the employees of WFM and their traditional suppliers was highlighted by the number of resignations by WFM executives, hostility towards AMI management, and the continuous reasons why the changes to the business would be unproductive (Reeves et al. 2020).  Conflict was also evident between the AMI CEO Jeff Bezo and the WFM CEO John Mackay (Welch, 2018) further emphasizing the depth of resistance to the AMI changes.

AMI ‘s purchase of WFM was seen by some as an experiment (Jesdanun, 2017) and like many of AMI’s ventures there did not seem to be any detailed integration plan.  This would appear to be contradictory in the context of conventional strategic long-term planning and organisational sensemaking and begs the question – 

“if you don’t understand the mechanics of the thing you’re trying to change, how can you hope to achieve the change you want” (Roe, 2018).

There is little public data about AMI’s strategy for WFM both prior to and after its acquisition Unbeknown AMI may have had a plan which it chose not to communicate publicly in fear of heightened resistance from WFM staff.

The trend for business models has been to move away from the traditional control management style where employees are told what to do, to a more collaborative business environment (Roe, 2018).  AMI however does not appear to embrace this collaborative management style and has focused on providing returns for its shareholders as a top priority. 

The expansive use of technology in logistics has inevitably driven down the cost of products and reduced the number of employees required to operate a business.  AMI has been at the forefront of this innovation motivated by providing increasing returns and growth to its investors.  Therefore, its experience in managing the more complex relationships surrounding human resources within a high-tech logistical environment may be another reason for what seems to be a poorly communicated strategy.

6.0 Change Management at WHM the Good and the Bad

The integration of corporate cultures will always produce organisational challenges because the key actors involved will always be members of opposing cultures, adding complexity to the process (Abdulai and Ibrahim, 2016), as was and still is evident with the WFM acquisition.  

AMI by retaining John Mackay as the CEO of the newly acquired WFM had a stabalising affect, providing a platform of perceived management stability, reducing anxiety and stress among executives and store managers.  While providing AIM with a wealth of management experience in the traditional grocery industry which was missing from the AMI management. 

Despite the CEO’s of WFM and AMI agreeing to specific changes prior to the acquisition (Redman, 2018).  It is clear from the WFM employee’s resistance to the change in corporate culture across many levels of management these agreements were not clearly communicated.

[bookmark: _Hlk33347883]Every organisation has its own specific personality and values which encompass the way the company and employees’ function as a group and as individuals (Farnham 2010, p.47).  WFM corporate culture emphasised a strong sense of social responsibility and community, while the AMI culture was focused on maximizing shareholder value.  This difference in cultures should have been communicated immediately after the acquisition using participatory strategies.  This enables employees to understand changes in methodology and expectations under the new cultural regime.

[bookmark: _Hlk31712643]AMI implemented town hall meetings (PYMNTS, 2018) as a participatory strategy which provided a direct communication link with employees in and open and respectful way (Schweiger, Stouten and Bleijenbergh, 2018).  Enabling employees to discuss their concerns and giving WFM the opportunity to consider employee needs.  However, participatory strategies have the disadvantage of being time consuming. 

The larger the organisation the more time consuming the participatory process due to the number of employees and the need consider all the varying opinions.  WFM at the time of the acquisition had an employee count in excess of 73,000, making the task impractical in the new era of technology driven businesses.  
Traditional change management models are no longer applicable in the new world of employing digital technology where speed and flexibility give organisations a competitive advantage (Ewenstein, Smith and Sologar, 2015).
.
AMI’s acquisition of WFM provided it with access to a different level of the grocery value chain (Wijnhoven et al., cited in Schonreiter, 2017).  A vertical acquisition of this nature requires an integration approach referred to as “Holding” (Haspeslagh and Jemison, 1991; Jansen,2008; Marchand, 2015., cited in Schonreiter, 2017).  Whereby the value of the acquisition was in the risk sharing through diversification and the experience and capabilities of the senior management and executives such as John Mackay the founder and CEO. 

[bookmark: _Hlk31731785]The benefits of partnering with the acquired organisation in a merger or acquisition rather than integrate has been touted as the panacea by reducing “the unintended consequences of integration” (Kale, Singh and Raman, 2009).  The idea of AMI to partner with WFM seems counterproductive as partnering takes time and is a process requiring the discovery of synergies between organisations.  The partnering model appears to be more beneficial to horizontal acquisitions or mergers where both companies operate and compete in the same industry (Wijnhoven, cited in Schonreiter, 2017) and likely to have a greater number of synergies. 

AMI was driven to restructure and reorganize WFM to extract value by exploiting its assets and integrating the logistical and ecommerce components of AMI (Haspeslagh and Jemison, cited in Schonreiter, 2017).  However, the changes which AIM made immediately after the acquisition were not communicated to the managers and lower level employees until the last minute, Amazon Prime being a case in point (Sainato, 2018).  Employees at WFM no longer believed “they were part of the decision-making process” (O’Connor, 2019).  This intensified the lack of trust felt by employees who were not consulted or encouraged to participate in the new and forward-thinking changes.

6.1 Agents of Change

After a merger or acquisition up to ‘70% of companies fail to achieve their goals’ and most organisations blame this failure on the ‘resistance to change by employees’ (Bell, 2014).

Change agents are considered a valuable resource to overcome employee resistance to changes in organisational structures and processes.  The use of change agents at WFM to promote positive change among their peers would have aided in alleviating some employee anxiety.  The adoption of change agents at WFM would have assisted in breaking down the psychological barriers to change or as Lewin suggests in his model the unfreezing stage of the change process (Schein, cited in Chowdhury, 2015).

AMI management communicated the structural changes to WFM employees by having executives pass directives to store managers who in turn passed the changes down the hierarchical structure to the low-level employees.  AMI would have met with less resistance to the changes had they used change agents some of whom could have been managers.  It is important to breakdown employee resistance to change because it is the employees in most instances, who make the change process a success (Chowdhury, 2015).    

Change agents at WFM do not necessarily have to be senior executives or managers but individuals who through their inherent leadership abilities actively or passively promote positive change.  The change agents could have been WFM store managers, team leaders or even low-level employees (Robins and Barnwell, citied in Chowdhury, 2015).  

Conventional models of change management provide a basis for planned change (Lewin, citied in Chowdhury, 2015) however, do not accommodate the dynamic nature of digital technology as is observed as one of the main drivers of growth (Pantano, Priporas and Dennis, 2018) in companies such as AMI . 

The digital revolution has demanded organisations adopt this new technology to remain competitive.  AMI, however, did not recognise the importance of the human element which can have a dramatic effect on an organisation to implement change efficiently and effectively (Farnham, 2010, p.83).  Group behavior can influence that of individuals (Lewin cited in Chowdhury, 2015) so the use of change agents can modify ingrained ideas making team members more accepting to transformational changes.  This is arguably more important when company cultures are at extremes such as observed with WFM and AMI.

[bookmark: _Hlk33282469]7.0 Retrospective view of Employee Engagement.

Change requires proper management and if implemented correctly will lead to a reduction in cost, improvement in quality of service and business efficiency (van Hoek et al. cited in Raza et al. 2017, p. 314).

Poor communication with WFM employees prior to and after the acquisition created a heightened level of anxiety.  Resulting in a loss of trust in management and demotivation of WFM employees, thus moving them further towards unionization (Sainato, 2018).  

The implementation of a proactive change management model by AMI at the onset of integration could have engaged WFM employees and strengthened their acceptance of the cultural and structural changes (Hasanaj and Manxhari, 2017).

[bookmark: _Hlk33261949][bookmark: _Hlk33261251]Organisations where mangers communicate effectively to employees show a higher level of employee retention, customer satisfaction and profitability (Hargie, Dickson and Tourish, 2004, p. 2.).  Organisations may communicate with employees in a variety of ways including face to face meetings, surveys, technology, training and evaluations (Hargie, Dickson and Tourish, 2004, p. 6.).  AMI used very few of these methods of communication on limited scale to share organisational change information to the WFM employees. 

Large organisations with the use of digital technology are now able to positively influence the acceptance to change on multiple fronts to reinforce acceptance of organisational change (Ewenstein, Smith and Sologar, 2015).  Considering AMI built its business model on ecommerce and business-to-consumer (B2C) technology it should have been a process easily planned and established.

7.1 Employee Engagement through Technology

7.1.1 Personalised Messages

Technology can supply information about organisational changes to employees, without having to disseminate information through a slow WFM hierarchical structure. The use of personalised messages such as a simple SMS or inhouse messaging system could have engaged with WFM employees at the early stage of integration communicating details of long-term strategies and near-term initiatives.  Regular updates of the changes to the WFM business model would have opened the channels of communication, breaking down the “them and us” mentality of lower ranking employees (McLeod, 2019).

The lack of communication and rapid inclusion of Amazon Prime into WFM stores caused considerable animosity among WFM staff towards AMI management (Sainato, 2018).  This could have been alleviated to a large extent by AMI management reaching out with a personal message to each WFM employee outlining the advantages of Amazon Prime to WFM stores.  The message could have demonstrated that by broadening WFM’s customer base with the inclusion of Amazon Prime, there was an expectation of increased sales and greater recognition of the WFM brand. 

AMI’s plan of making available new products and services to customers in the WFM stores should have been introduced to all the staff well in advance of the commencement date through the use of a messaging system.  Employees who are engaged, believe they are part of the growth process as the company is showing a willingness to keep them up to date on new events.  Engaging WFM employees in this manner would have reduced the employee’s resistance to accepting new practices. 

Amazon Fresh which replaced the WFM / Instacart delivery partnership a year after the acquisition was and is constantly evolving because of customer demands which drive innovation (Bonner; Pantano; Veryzer and Borja de Mozota, cited in Pantano, Priporas and Dennis, 2018).  The ongoing changes to Amazon Fresh delivery system could have been accommodated in WFM stores more efficiently had AMI provided details of the benefits of Fresh to staff members.  Explaining why changes were ongoing and the benefits of a competitive grocery delivery system. 


7.1.2 Digital Dashboards

Employees resist change because they take the view that it is going to inflict parameters that will make their lives more difficult (Appelbaum et al. 2017).  However, the use of technology to communicate with company employees (Hargie, Dickson, and Tourish, 2004, p.5) not only keeps them updated about new initiatives but can give them access to data representing the improvements due to company initiatives.  

At the beginning of the WFM integration, AMI should have designed and provided WFM employees with access to digital dashboards.  This would allow employees to access data (within the confines of regulatory reporting rules) depicting trends in store sales, new products and services to be offered at all WFM stores.  Thus, keeping employees informed as part of the change process.

Digital dashboards can provide employees with shared visualization of activities at different stores which helps promote competition between stores.  Online forums for each store could also have been setup so employees could communicate with each other in their own store and within their region.  This enables an efficient and constructive sharing of ideas (Lawrence, 1969, p.8).  Ultimately leading to greater efficiency, better service and an improved customer shopping experience. 

Online forums are a valuable tool to assist management in understanding and resolving grievances or staff difficulties in a timely fashion before they start affecting the quality of the employee’s work or producing a toxic work environment.  


7.1.3 Open and Transparent Management

Offering transparency of data and an openness due to online forums would increase the level of WFM employee engagement and strengthen the trust in senior executives. Increasing the level of trust helps employees build a shared commitment to their store and   WFM business.  

WFM staff have a corporate culture which evolves around a traditional grocery store operation (Vennamaneni, 2017) ingrained in their psyche.  Introducing a personalised technology based system promotes employee receptiveness to the dynamic nature of ecommerce and AMI innovations.  Employees can experience first-hand the benefits of technology from personal experience.

There is a greater degree of acceptance to change when employees see the successful improvements to their store’s performance as a result of change.   Pride in what the employees have achieved collectively results in a team, or employees of a store being more open to changes in organisational processes.  Improvement in one store which has accepted changes often motivates other stores as results can be observed and compared via their digital dashboard.

Producing a monthly store leaderboard for each region or state, highlighting sales and performance promotes competition and pride between the store employees.  Employees are highly motivated with a greater commitment to the team.  Engaging and empowering employees on all levels of the WFM hierarchy with the use of technology driven, human resource protocols would support the cultural change process. 

Establishing the leaderboard to encourage competition between stores, should be viewed as a medium-term goal offering a year-end bonus to the store which produces the largest improvement in sales and / or efficiency.  This would supply an additional incentive to employees and solidify their commitment to WFM.

Employees, being kept informed of positive results due to store innovations would have a sense of pride and are motivated, as they see themselves as part of the positive change process.

7.2 Identifying and Using Change Agents

[bookmark: _Hlk33253154]The use of change agents with support from management is essential to having a successful integration of employees into a new business environment (Eskerod, Justesen, and Sjøgaard, 2017, p. 578).  The Human Resource department of AMI while unfamiliar with the mechanics of a traditional grocery chain should have identified change agents at WFM prior to the acquisition.  The required skillset for agents of change are not industry specific.  Change agents have a universally accepted set of desirable characteristics such as “being highly motivated to change” (Eskerod, Justesen, and Sjøgaard, 2017, p. 578).

The use of change agents should have commenced immediately after the acquisition of WFM to help increase acceptance of the impending changes.  Change agents would have supported changes and communicated the benefits of the new initiatives to their peers.  Furthermore, change agents could also reveal the opportunities to employees for personal development through technological learning within the new organisation.  Thus, helping to modify the behaviour of employee groups or teams within each store making them more receptive to cultural changes (Barratt-Pugh and Bahn, 2014, p. 741).
7.3 Changing Corporate Behaviour

The application of a personalised digital dashboard combined with the use of change agents at the early stage of the integration process would have reduced the level of employee anxiety associated with change.

During any organisational change, integration of employees, communication and teamwork will all occur, “on condition that the change process is efficient and effective” (Srbinoska, 2016, p.210).  AMI showing willingness to be open and transparent about its near-term objectives and the changes necessary to achieve them should have been communicated clearly to all WFM employees. 

The use of both ecommerce and change agents goes to reinforcing the concept of a shared commitment by employees to achieve a common goal, breaking down the resistance to change.  The use of digital technology to demonstrate the progress being made by WFM to regain market share, gives momentum to the changes that have been implemented. 

8.0 Future Strategy for WFM Employee Engagement.

The unhappiness and low motivation of WFM employees has continued since the acquisition. There has been little or no interest by the new management at WFM or AMI to try and change the policy for managing employees, which is still based on the AMI command and control management style (Sloane, 2020).   Media outlets regularly report on problems associated with employee dissatisfaction (Sainato, 2018; Redman, 2018; PYMNTS, 2018).

There is urgency to address employee concerns highlighted in the media as these may affect the growth of WFM and AMI.  One consequence of ignoring these issues may result in major investors reconsidering their strategies resulting from a perceived poor employee engagement record (Pantheon, n.d.).  

8.1 Short Term Strategy for WFM

Investors are extremely sensitive to organisational Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) polices, which includes employee engagement, business sustainability, and workforce diversity, when making investment decisions.  Governments, pressure groups and regulators through legislation or activism ensure organisations take a responsible approach to ESG issues (Eccles and Klimenko, 2019).  

Companies not addressing these issues have found the ramifications detrimental to business sustainability.  Hence, there is growing urgency for AMI management to reconsider how it engages with the WFM employees.

Nestle, Forever 21, GAP, Nike and Zara are a few of many companies who have not met with investor or consumer ESG expectations.  Hence, they were financially and morally pressured to revisit their manufacturing practices due to investor and consumer pressure (Wisestep, n.d.).

WFM employee’s unwillingness to accept change due to a lack of transparency and poor communication by senior management should be confronted urgently.  These issues are not mutually exclusive to employees, other stake holders such as investors have also highlighted their frustration with AMI management (Halzack and Ovide, 2019).  The technology driven AMI has demonstrated it is unfamiliar with operating physical stores and managing frontline staff who interface with customers (Butler and Wood, 2017)

A strategy to reduce employee anxiety, nurture their motivation and acceptance of a new cultural ecosystem is of primary importance.  However, this now will take more time and resources than if it had been implemented in June 2017 but can still be effective with a clear strategy.

[bookmark: _Hlk33276315]Employee concerns at WFM are not dissimilar to those expressed by other workers at other AMI owned companies.  Changes need to be implemented at all levels of WFM ensuring a consistent and humanised approach to managing employees through engagement and cultural intervention (Katzenbach, Oelschlegel and Thomas, 2016). 

8.1.1 Cascade Strategy and Chartering Approach

WFM management should commence a new approach to overcome employee resistance to change with a cascade strategy.  Engaging employees by using a range of techniques to deliver information and provide inspiration (Doty, 2020).

The cascade strategy should begin with the execution of a personalised dashboard giving updates about store innovations, graphics depicting sales volumes, customer traffic and staff movements.  Supplying transparency and a more open approach to employees through the sharing of information and data would start the change process.  Change agents would support this effort to reinforce positive ideas and acceptance to organisational innovation.  

Employees, however, are likely to greet these engagement changes with a degree of skepticism due their experience post-acquisition.  They will also be holding onto the “cultural baggage” (Abdulai and Ibrahim, 2016) of a traditional WFM grocery business taking longer for the new engagement strategy to have a positive influence.

The cascade strategy is effective in building a sense of belonging with employees.  However, a chartering strategy is necessary for employees to fully buy into the WFM organisational changes.  

A chartering strategy based on the GPRL model, focusses on setting goals, roles, processes, and interaction with employees (Raue et al., 2013). This would ensure clarity of responsibilities and tasks at all levels of the WFM hierarchy.  The strategy operates on the concept that commitment is a choice agreed by the employee through conversation.  Problems may occur with this strategy if there is a lack of clarity or ambiguity at one level of management which will create problems at lower levels (Raue et al., 2013). 

Store managers and their department heads must take a “chartering approach” providing clarity to each team member, ensuring they know their specific responsibilities, what decisions they can make independently and who is supporting their position (Doty, 2020).

Managers and team leaders through conversations with their direct reports can effectively breakdown resistance to change by empowering them as part of the change process.  Chartering should not be considered a short-term or one-off strategy.  It is the basis on which continual discussion and commitment by employees to ongoing changes within and organization can be achieved.  Without an ongoing strategy for employee engagement through discussion and negotiation resistance to further changes will arise.   


8.1.2 Medium Term Strategy for Human Resources

Medium-term strategies to maintain employee engagement and drive cultural flexibility would require the WFM Human Resources department undertake a yearly policy review.  The focus would be to ascertain the “economic value and / or consequences of the current employee policy and practices” (Bjorkman and Soderberg, 2006) at WFM.  Then subsequently conducting a comparative analysis of the outcomes with the human resource policies and practices of Kroger, Trader Joes (Bhasin, 2019) and Walmart (Ciment, 2019) arguably WFM’s main competitors.

The results of this exercise should be used to identify any human resource policies or practices which are not aligned to the current grocery industry environment.  Understanding that changes are ongoing it is important to instill flexibility and acceptance of change by employees through continuous of communication.

9.0 Conclusion

AMI embarked on a complex journey into the unknow when it purchased WFM.  AMI did not fully comprehend the difficulty of integrating a people driven business encompassing purchasing and front-line customer service into a technology company.  

The human element is extremely important when operating a retail store, employees are the face of the business.  “How you sell something is just as important as what you sell” (Rapp, 2017).

WFM employee resistance to change was caused by anxiety, brought about by concerns of job security and working conditions resulting in a loss of motivation and an unwillingness to accept any new AMI innovations.  The primary cause of this resistance was due to AMI’s people management approach of command and control with little or no communication to its stakeholders.

AMI has been a highly successful and profitable organisation through the exploitation and adaption of technology, where speed and efficiency are the drivers of the business model.  WFM employees were resistant to the change process being imposed on them as the felt alienated from the process due to AMI’s failure to communicate effectively the strategy for WFM.  

The “us and them” human resource issue with WFM employees still exists and requires resolution to improve organisational efficiency.  Understanding that the management of a physical retail operation is very different from that of a technology driven logistic company.  Therefore, consideration must be given to ensure a multilevel communication system using a cascade model and chartering approach providing a platform for transparency and trust breaking down resistance by employees to change. 

  


 






 









“promote vitality and well-being of all individuals by supplying the highest quality, most wholesome foods available” (Whole Foods Market, 2013).
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