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The Former Rock Star 

During any business transformation, a person’s perceived 
value at a company can fluctuate. These fluctuations are 

especially dramatic during a merger or acquisition because 
the people in charge tend to change, and the goals, mission, 
and direction of the company can evolve as well. 

In post-deal situations, you might have a leader who was 
well-loved by a CEO, but if that CEO is no longer in charge, 
that leader’s perceived value can dim quickly. Or you could 
have a product development whiz who was valued for driv-
ing your product line, but if there’s a strategy shift after 
the acquisition, that leader may no longer be pulled into 
certain product meetings. This is how someone goes from 
being a Rock Star to a Former Rock Star.

Rock Stars can come from anywhere in the company. 
They can be high up the ladder or high-potential leaders 
on track to advance. They can be sales leaders, marketing 
gurus, or industry specialists. They can be the innovators 
everyone goes to for new ideas or the high performers win-
ning all of the awards at sales banquets.

So how does a Rock Star become a Former Rock Star? 

C H A P T E R
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When big strategy change happens, as is typical post-
M&A deal, the landscape shifts. Suddenly, what Rock Stars 
thought was important and valued at the company seems to 
have changed, and they struggle with redefining their role 
in this new world. This produces some complicated emo-
tions for people not ready for the change. In other words, 
they keep insisting on playing hard rock when everyone 
else has moved on to disco. For Rock Stars who have a hard 
time pivoting, these emotions can be crippling.

If their emotions get the better of them, Rock Stars can 
stay stuck in denial. Their way of doing things worked well 
before; it’s what made them successful. They are reluctant 
to change because their formula is what got them to where 
they are. Why change? Who is to say any other way is bet-
ter? They believe this new way surely won’t succeed. It’s 
just so counter to how they have done things. They want to 
be ready for when everyone finally agrees and goes back to 
the old way of doing things, and then they can say, “I told 
you so.”

The tough part is that their perceived value at the com-
pany was based on the prior success metrics—the old way 
of doing things. Now with strategies shifting, new success 
metrics are being defined. Now those once super-confident 
Rock Stars are having a difficult time adjusting to the new 
metrics for success. The key will be in their ability to pivot 
and adapt their contributions for the new company and its 
new direction. 

A Former Rock Star is usually pretty easy to identify, but 
just in case, here are variations of phrases they might say to 
help you spot them:
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• “I’ve been the top salesperson for the last three 
years (or I launched our last three product suc-
cesses, etc.) Why would I change how I do things? 
You all can do what you want, but I’m sticking to 
what I know works.”

• “I’ve been an integral part of what made this 
company successful. You mean to tell me that my 
approach, which made us a valuable company, is 
no longer valued?”

• “It’s just a matter of time before I am proven right 
and we go back to the old way of doing things. 
You’ll see.”

Here are some actions you may witness that will help 
you identify Former Rock Stars:

• Complains openly that the changes (whatever 
they are) are wrong and a waste of time.

• Sulks in a corner, arms folded, stewing in meet-
ings or won’t show up at all for meetings that fo-
cus on the new way of doing things.

• Becomes reclusive as he sees that he is no longer 
revered.

I interviewed a finance leader at a company who was 
used to being the acquirer. His team was admired in the 
company because the CEO counted on finance to drive their 
acquisition strategy. Then their company was acquired by a 
smaller competitor. The finance leader was blindsided. In 
his mind it should have been the other way around. His be-
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havior was that of a Former Rock Star. He confessed he was 
stuck in denial for a while, and he had a hard time shifting 
his mindset. He even called the former CEO of his compa-
ny to vent about how things were changing. 

Eventually, he realized he could either get on board with 
the new way of doing things or find another job. He recog-
nized the new opportunities in front of him and became 
more accepting of change. For example, there were growth 
areas his team had identified in the past, but they never 
had the time or resources to explore them. Under this new 
company, new leaders might have different interests and 
priorities. Through this shift in mindset he was able to piv-
ot and become a key contributor to the new vision. 

What if you are the Former Rock Star?
How do I break this to you? You need to pivot. I know 

you’re thinking that things will eventually go back to the 

way they were, but they won’t. This M&A deal happened 

for a reason. I may not know the drivers for your deal, but 

I know it was done because it was considered the best vi-

able option for growth. Think about what you were able to 

achieve before and consider how you can contribute your 

expertise to this new company. It can be tough to let go 

of your old approach and identity, but your survival and 

happiness depend on it.

The Rock Star who pivots successfully recognizes that 
the new vision means a new way of doing things or adapt-
ing an expertise to contribute in new ways. M&A requires 
everyone to be open to change. It’s hard, but it’s the way 
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to make M&A actually work. When people resist getting 
on board, they’re going to be miserable as everyone pivots 
around them, and they usually won’t last long. If you can 
help nudge someone toward the new way of doing things, 
you are doing a favor to that person and the company over-
all. 

As clichéd as it sounds, keep one thing in mind: “You 
can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.” 
Whether Former Rock Stars are your colleagues or boss, 
they have to change their mindset on their own—you can’t 
force it. In fact, you don’t want them taking you down 
with them. Former Rock Stars tend to look for allies who 
support them and how they have always done their work. 
Unfortunately, allying with them can damage your image 
post M&A, especially if they have been vocal about their 
displeasure. You need to distance yourself from those who 
can’t get on board with the new direction. 

So what can you do in the short term when working with 
Former Rock Stars? Remember, the success of Former Rock 
Stars will come from pivoting, so you don’t want to do or 
say things that keep them stuck in the past:

• Don’t flatter or indulge their old way of do-
ing things. It just feeds the beast.

• Don’t avoid or ignore them. Show them 
through your behavior that it’s time to move on.

• Don’t kick them when they are down. Now is 
not the time to gloat over their misery. Your most 
important character trait post acquisition is your 
integrity. 
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Beyond just what you say, showing Former Rock Stars 
what success looks like can nudge them in the right di-
rection. Here are three steps I recommend if they’re col-
leagues you like (if you don’t, I assume this requires no ex-
planation). 

1. Acknowledge that how they used to do things 
before was amazingly successful, but the new vi-
sion requires new approaches and new thinking. 

2. Point out ways the approach or method they pre-
viously pursued could be adapted and evolved.

3. Show them how you are modifying your old way 
of doing things to benefit the new vision. Lead by 
example.

If the mindset shift and pivot isn’t happening by step 
three, you need to move on. They aren’t likely to survive 
much longer.

When Former Rock Stars are higher up the career ladder 
than you, this one’s a bit more delicate. It really depends 
on the type of relationship you have. If it’s a good one and 
you think they just need a nudge to pivot, I recommend the 
above three steps. After that, it’s up to them; there’s noth-
ing else you can do. If it’s not a good relationship, and they 
were a “pain in the arse” as a Rock Star then you probably 
really don’t care, right? “What goes around comes around,” 
as they say.

In a strange way, M&A gives people a fresh start and lev-
els the playing field. Everyone has another chance at a first 
impression with new leaders and colleagues, and it shakes 
up the status quo. In general, this is positive. But when peo-
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ple were considered Rock Stars at the original company, 
they might be feeling insecure if they aren’t getting the 
same level of respect and attention. Sometimes these feel-
ings become public, and sometimes people keep it bottled 
up. Have compassion as people adapt to changing roles and 
priorities. This is a hard time for everyone.


