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Lessons from the Turnaround of Mercedes-Benz USA 

 A 3-Step Prescription to Building a Great Workplace During Difficult Times 

How does a company go from low associate satisfaction to #15 on the FORTUNE 100 

Best Companies to Work For® list in the midst of a crippling recession? For Mercedes-

Benz USA, the answer was a common sense approach done uncommonly well. 

MBUSA is the sales and marketing arm of the German car maker, comprising about 20% 

of total worldwide sales. Headquartered in Montvale, New Jersey, its 1,600 associates 

provide support to 352 independently owned and operated dealerships across the U.S. 

In late 2006, the company faced a series of challenges. The effects of the failed merger 

with Chrysler were still being felt, particularly in weakened relationships with customers 

and the dealership network. The economic recession began, leading to slowing sales 

growth and many measures to cut costs internally. As these trials mounted, associates 

experienced low engagement and satisfaction. It was at this time that Ernst Lieb joined 

MBUSA as its President and CEO, and took steps to evaluate and improve the company 

and its culture.  

Lieb described their journey to attendees at the 2011 Great Place to Work® Conference. 

“I hate to say this, because it’s not exciting, but what we did was just common sense,” 

said Lieb of their approach. “Do you know what’s wrong with common sense these 

days?” continued Lieb. “That it is unfortunately not very common anymore.”  

This “common sense” plan involved a three-prong approach: 

Start with a Baseline 

MBUSA established a baseline through an all-associate survey, called the 

Organization Health and Fitness Survey. “If you don’t know where you are and 

what your problems are, you can’t define the solution,” said Lieb. 

In parallel to this effort, MBUSA leaders worked to define and communicate the 

company’s vision and values, particularly critical as associates felt lost amongst 

the internal and external changes affecting them. 

Find Key Themes and Develop Action Plans 

From its initial survey, MBUSA leaders identified three areas of focus: leadership 

effectiveness, associate satisfaction, and engaging associates with the MBUSA 

identity. In response, the company deployed several programs. The company 

launched a 360-degree feedback program for leaders accompanied by 

specialized development plans and expanded training efforts. Compensation, 

communication, and recognition efforts were revitalized through a variety of  
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methods like offering opportunities to drive top-of-the-line Mercedes-

Benzes, clarifying the compensation philosophy, and sharing a consistent 

scorecard of the company’s performance. Several initiatives and campaigns 

were launched to energize associates’ connection to the MBUSA brand, 

including several video contests and internal communication campaigns. 

Stay the Course 

Once started, it is critical to keep the momentum going. “Don’t just do it once 

and then not talk to anybody,” says Lieb. Getting leaders’ commitment is 

essential to the task yet it can be challenging shifting leaders’ focus from short-

term goals to longer-term results, particularly businesses focused on sales and 

marketing. “Make sure that everybody understands that the early wins are not 

going to win that war,” shared Lieb. “This work will continue and it’s going to be 

with us for a long, long time.”   

As a result of their approach, associate engagement has never been higher, particularly 

impressive in an industry and economy that has struggled mightily over the past several 

years. Results from MBUSA’s Organizational Health and Fitness Survey have risen over 

20% since it was implemented in 2006. The company made its first appearance on the 

FORTUNE 100 Best Companies to Work For® list in 2010, ranking #49. Their momentum 

continued and they again made the next year’s list, rising all the way to #15. 

The effect of this “common sense” plan is showing up externally, too. MBUSA’s sales 

climbed to 225,000 units in 2010, approaching the peak levels set pre-recession. Lieb 

also takes notice of his competitors. “In the last six months, some of our major 

competitors have implemented some of the initiatives we put in place. Clearly, they 

recognized that we’re doing something right.” 

By starting with a baseline, implementing action plans and measuring progress year 

after year, the resulting cultural shift changed the way associates feel about coming to 

work.  “The process goes a long way towards building associates’ trust in the 

organization and that’s really one of the foundations you have to have right,” said Lieb. 

About Great Place to Work® Institute 

Great Place to Work® Institute has been listening to employees and evaluating employers since 

1980 in order to understand what makes a workplace great. 

We know that the foundation of every great workplace is trust between employees and 

management. Our Best Companies to Work For lists, employee surveys, culture assessment 

tools, advisory services, and educational events have made us leaders in helping organizations 

build high-trust workplaces. 

The Great Place to Work® Institute combines our expertise and proprietary tools to help you turn 

your workplace culture into a powerful source of competitive strength and business success. To 

learn more, visit our website, email or feel free to give us a call at 415.503.1234, ext. 380. 


