
The case of Victoria and Albert

Two London-based associations, Victoria HA (VHA) and Albert HA (AHA) 
decided to merge. The merger had been discussed for almost 5 years. 
The original plan called for a three-way merger but the third party had 
pulled out late in the merger process. The merger was promoted as a 
‘Partnership of Equals’. However, there was a general perception by staff 
at AHA that they were being taken over by VHA. 

VHA and AHA ran a risk of cultural incompatibility. Although the two 
associations operated in geographic areas adjacent to each other, the 
Chief Executive of the new merged organization was struck by what 
appeared to be two very different operational and organizational 
cultures. 

Albert HA could be categorized as patriarchal with a very formal 
hierarchy. This association focused on high levels of maintenance for 
their properties, commanded relatively high rent levels, and exerted 
generally high levels of control over employees, properties and tenants. 
The pre-merger managing director had been there over 20 years 
and had an autocratic management style. This organization had a 
century old historic background and prided itself on being under royal 
patronage. 

Victoria HA was also a well established association, with roots that went 
back to Victorian times. This association was much more democratic and 
‘people oriented’. The environment was one of open communication 
and team meetings. The properties in this association had not been 
maintained as well and in many cases the rents were too low and 
surpluses had been declining, but it was more focused on the community 
than AHA and allowed for more tenant voice. 

A bit late in the day, a cultural due diligence looked necessary. In 
association with Dr Mary Logan (LSE) we undertook an organizational 
development exercise that added a management aspect to the 
cultural due diligence process. Following a survey and analysis of the two 
cultures, we held workshops with the management team and staff. 

Our results came as an alarm to management. AHA employees felt there 
was secrecy, no information, that they had no voice and that they had 
to ‘fit in or get out’. They did not feel that the new organization would 
care about them and that it favored the VHA people. Both sides made 
comments indicating a reduced opportunity for promotion. VHA voices 
expressed a ‘them and us’ conflict and a dislike of the AHA culture. 



part from learning about their predicaments we surveyed employee 
opinions about the culture they would like to see in place. The exercise 
proved that although the two cultures were highly incompatible, neither 
of them was particularly strong. The possibility of giving up their old 
culture and moving towards a new one existed on both sides. 

The open communication of the results by us impartial outsiders furthered 
a mutual understanding of the two pre-existing cultures. Coupled with 
the leadership drive from the Chief Executive, our exercise allowed the 
new organization to decide on the parameters of a new culture that was 
preferred.

Three years have passed. The new organization has emerged as a 
strong, viable and ambitious association, with development projects in 
the pipeline that are receiving both grants and external recognition. 


