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L ed by partners Dino Sciulli, 
Nancy Vice and Mike Rao, DS 
Benefits Group is an industry-

leading provider of group benefits, 
organizational development and HR 
services. Recently, the company was 
named one of the Best Employers in 
Ohio. Rao, who has dedicated his 30-
year career to helping businesses cre-
ate environments that maximize em-
ployee satisfaction and performance, 
talks about the importance of creating 
a positive workplace and what makes 
DS Benefits Group tick. 

Why is it critical to build a culture 
where employees are happy? 

Rao: Research shows that employee 
engagement impacts nearly every 
major metric of your business — 
from productivity to retention to 
growth. Workers who are engaged 
feel a stronger connection to the mis-
sion of the company. As a result, they 
become more self-motivated and are 
more likely to offer ideas that help the 
company grow. 

What can companies do to create 
that environment? 

Rao: Listen to your employees. Ask 
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C hange in Control agreements 
have become a common feature 
of management-level compen-

sation packages. In an era of increas-
ing consolidation and private equity 
involvement, a potential for merger, 
acquisition or sale is a huge area of con-
cern for employees. If key employees 
know the company is positioning for 
sale, how do you keep them fully en-
gaged and committed, especially when 
such a transaction might result in their 
own job loss? How do you prevent the 
high-level employee from losing ob-
jectivity about a potential sale when 
closing the deal will likely result in un-
employment? To retain top talent in an 
environment of M&A uncertainty, HR 
leaders often turn to CIC agreements. 

CIC agreements, generally 
speaking, provide that a designated 
employee will receive a set amount of 
compensation upon the occurrence of 
certain contractually defined events. 
Typically, CIC agreements are either 
“single trigger,” meaning that the 
payout occurs upon the sale of the 
business or a change in control, or 
“double trigger,” meaning that the 
benefit pays upon the sale or change 
in control, plus a job loss or material 
reduction in role or responsibilities 
within a certain time thereafter. 

If, however, the employee is 
permitted the opportunity to remain 
employed by the surviving entity, 

Protecting employees 
amid M&A uncertainty
Change in Control agreements a useful 
tool in managing workforce engagement

in a double trigger 
agreement, the CIC 
benefits are not paid. 
Increasingly, modern 
CIC agreements are 
double trigger. 

Benefits under a 
CIC agreement often 

take the form of a severance payment 
that is in excess of standard company 
policy. CIC benefits are typically 
expressed in terms of a multiple of 
base salary — the more essential the 
executive is to a consummating sale, the 
higher the multiple. It is not uncommon 
for bonus and fringe benefits to be paid 
for a like period of time.  

In addition to or in lieu of severance 
pay, CIC agreements may involve 
accelerated vesting of equity that 
pays upon sale. This is an important 
consideration for those who have long-
term incentive plans that involve multi-
year vesting cliffs. Accelerated vesting of 
all unvested units can be of tremendous 
value and may allow an employee to 
realize the value of grants that would 
otherwise be subject to forfeiture upon 
separation from employment.  

CIC agreements vary widely and 
should be tailored to create a true 
win-win for the company and for the 
executive in whom the employer hopes 
to inspire loyalty.

  
Ann-Marie Ahern is principal with 
McCarthy, Lebit, Crystal & Liffman Co. 
LPA. Contact her at 216-696-1422. 

The power of a positive 
work environment

them what improve-
ments they would 
like, and why. And 
then, invite them to 
develop solutions 
that address the 
challenges they’ve 
identified. By doing 

so, you are dramatically improving 
your chance of success, as employ-
ees are more apt to implement the 
solutions at a high level and hold 
each other accountable. This strat-
egy will also help build a true sense 
of teamwork and trust within your 
organization.

Employee retention continues to 
be an issue. What can organizations 
do to keep their valued staff? 

Rao: Invest in your people. Sit down 
with your employees to understand 
their short-term and long-term goals. 
Then create a roadmap to help them 
achieve those goals. Whether that 
means giving them special training 
or giving them more authority within 
the company, make sure that you’re 
actively involved in their professional 
growth. When people feel valued, they 
work with passion and want to stay.

What has your organization done 
specifically to create a positive, 
productive culture? 

Rao: Many of the solutions we 
implement with our clients we use 
ourselves. We’ve developed a high 
level of vulnerability-based trust, 
we encourage constructive conflict, 
and we ask employees to weigh in 
on decisions. Our core values were 
developed by our employees, so we 
all understand and connect with our 
purpose. Most important of all, we 
want our company to feel like family. 
So we celebrate the birthdays and the 
holidays. We’re always up for a party.

Any parting words of wisdom  
for companies that want to build 
a positive culture?  

Rao: Stick to it. Company cultures 
don’t change overnight. So, under-
stand what is working for you and 
what isn’t. And always make it a pri-
ority within your organization.  

Mike Rao is a partner at DS 
Benefits Group. Contact him 
at 330-760-9179 or mrao@
dsbenefitsgroup.com. 

The EX: 7 steps for creating  
a great employee experience
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By KELLY KEEFE

W ith unemployment at a 
49-year-low, improving em-
ployee experience, or EX, 

requires more than making your work-
place fun and offering progressive perks. 

Engaging and retaining top talent 
today means prioritizing employee 
experience in your company’s 
cultural, physical, technological and 
organizational strategies. 

Flexible work schedules; comfortable, 
functional work spaces; and updated 
equipment and applications are just a few 
of many job attributes that determine the 
overall degree of employee fulfillment.

When businesses design EX into 
every facet of their planning and 
decision-making, employees are 
delivered personalized experiences 
that align with both individual and 
company values. 

Better employee experience leads to 

better customer experi-
ence, which results in 
greater company per-
formance — and great-
er emotional and finan-
cial gains for continued 
investment in EX.

Consider this 
process for building better 
experiences at your workplace:  

1. Commit: To enhance systemwide 
EX, your leaders together must pledge 
to an employee-first business model and 
recognize staff satisfaction as a leading 
indicator of operational success.

2. Ask: Don’t decide for employees 
what matters to them. Inquire with 
an engagement survey, and devise 
your experience strategy to support 
those findings and your organization’s 
overall goals. 
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Hiring new employees can be 
tedious and ine�  cient for you 
and for the prospective new 
employee. Paperwork can be 
overwhelming and keeping 
track of piles of documents 
can be time consuming and 
frustrating. Streamline and 
improve your process so you 
attract and interview the right 
candidates the fi rst time.

800.727.2849
www.ahola.com

Companies can spend up to 
twice an employee’s annual salary 
to hire a new worker.

Hiring right 
the fi rst time 
is critical.


