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“We know surprisingly little about M&As …in fact, our collective wisdom could be summed up in a few short 
sentences: acquirers usually pay too much. Friendly deals done using stock often perform well. CEOs fall in love 
with deals and don't walk away when they should. Integration's hard to pull off, but a few companies do it well 
consistently.”   

 
- Bower (2001;1) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Research on M&A has traditionally been focusing on the financial side of an M&A. 
Estimating the economic value of a company before a possible M&A and calculating the 
value of the merged company was long in focus. As M&A’s based only on financial rationale 
failed over time to deliver on expectations, research attention shifted.  Focus turned to 
managing post merger integration, where integrating and retaining the personnel was 
highlighted and researched thoroughly.  

Fact remains however that many M&A’s still are unsuccessful despite the post merger 
research findings.  However, when acquiring a company to access their customer base 
companies are paying for assets over which they have none or little influence. In addition that 
asset often constitutes the largest part of the value of the deal. Customer relationship 
development in a post M&A situation is a research area that is little explored as of today yet it 
there is a pressing need for retaining customers through the M&A process. Because of the 
young nature of the research field we set out to explore what the actors on both sides of a 
relationship perceive as important for post M&A customer relationship development.  

We are presenting a case study where we have explored the impact of an M&A on customer 
relationship development. The study methodology has a deductive angle building on previous 
theory, yet not strictly deductive as we are exploring perceptions rather than testing.  

The theory chapter is centered around four research themes to describe what in the post M&A 
situation influences the customer relationships. The study themes are strategic reasons to 
reevaluate relationships, organizational identity, interactive processes and trust, because all 
these topics have previously proven to exercise influence on relationship development. 

After interviewing both representatives of the acquiring side the acquired entity and a number 
of its customers we analyzed the perceptions and concluded key learning points. Based on the 
insights we have also constructed an analytical framework for further study.  

We found that the research themes well explain the empirical material and beyond that 
conclude that continuity within all the themes is essential for undamaged relationship 
development. The study contributes with new understanding of post M&A customer 
relationship development and our analytical framework, although needing further 
development, provides value for both managers in an M&A situation and researchers aiming 
to finding the missing piece for M&A deals centered on acquiring customers.   
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DISPOSITION 
  

Describing the gap in 
the puzzle

Research problem

Research strategy

Drawing from wisdom 
of others

Exploring the gap

Filling the gap

Constructing the 
missing piece

Laying down the 
missing piece

Gives the methodological background. World view, how to approach
the research problem as well as case background and analytical
method is presented here.

Besides the obvious, a presentation of the research problem, the
problem is delimited theoretically and delimited practically. Important
concepts are also def ined to equip you for further reading.

Research background that provides thorough support for the necessity
of the study. It introduces you to the problem as well as the context in
which it appears.

The theory chapter has been placed as close to the analysis chapter
as possible to enhance your understanding. Different sources, as
indicated by the chapter name, are all used because the f ield is still
emerging.

In exploring the gap we present the empirical material gathered. The
interviews are presented one-by-one for rich understanding. The key
f indings are later summarized in a table for easy overview.

We gathered perspectives from previous research before exploring the
gap empirically. In f illing the gap we analyze the information we have
gathered and distill learning points and conclusions.

Armed with the learning and conclusions from the previous chapter we
structure what we have in an analytical f ramework that should be
useful for practitioners as well as researchers interested in future
research.

In laying the missing piece we take the missing piece and place it in
the context of already existing pieces. We further answer our reseach
questions and connects back to the introduction and show the nature
of our contribution.
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1 IDENTIFYING THE GAP IN THE PUZZLE  
 

During the last century M&A’s did not play any significant role in reshaping industries. 
However, that has changed. Over the last few decades there are few industries that have not 
been reshaped by M&A activities. Mature industries such as the banking-sector, to innovative 
sectors such as the technology sector, have all have been widely affected by M&A mainly 
from consolidation of fragmented industries (Focarelli et al 1999; 9). Even though M&A 
activity froze due to the financial downturn in 2008 it has become, and still is, common 
business practice. Today companies, small and large, have an active plan for dealing with the 
possibility of a strategic transaction (Frankel 2005; preface). In addition, M&As are predicted 
to intensify even further in the coming decades, driven by a multitude of objectives such as 
acquisition of patents, capturing synergies, accessing supply or distribution networks and 
essentially buying customers or entire markets (Jackson and Schuler 2001; 4).  
 
Supporting the statement that M&A is important in business, billions of dollars were spent 
last year only in Sweden on M&A activity by listed companies alone. It is therefore no 
surprise that M&A generally have received a lot of attention from researchers around the 
world. Particularly the drivers behind M&A activity are well studied academically. Volumes 
of books and articles are written on the subject, explaining why M&As is common business 
practice today (eg. Lewellen 1971; Larsson and Finkelstein 1999; Andrade et al 2001; 
Focarelli et al 1999). In simple terms, it can be said that managers hope to increase the 
economic value of the firm through M&A (Salter and Weinhold, 1979, Dutz 1989; 1). 
Continuing, Gugler et al (2003; 637) tries to group the major driving forces into three 
categories. They write that companies either seek to increase market power, reduce cost, or 
they seek other goals than profit, such as organizational growth. The complex nature of M&A 
has furthermore been researched through several academic lenses. Larson and Finkelstein 
(1999; 2) points out that the field of M&A has been studied from several approaches: 

“First, the field of strategic management has studied M&As as a method of diversification, 
focusing on both the motives for different types of combinations the performance effects of those 
types. Second, research in economics has emphasized such factors as economies of scale and 
market power as motives for M&A, and has examined acquisition performance with mostly 
accounting-based measures. Third, finance scholars typically have studied acquisition 
performance, relying on stock-market-based measures in doing so, organizational research has 
focused primarily on the post-combination integration process highlighting both culture clash and 
conflict resolution. Finally, research on M&A s in the human resource management (HRM) 
literature has emphasized psychological issues, the importance of effective communication and 
how M&As affect careers.” 

Then, what are the results of an M&A? Gugler e al (2003; 645) highlights that the results of a 
M&A must be evaluated against its purpose. An M&A that result in lower sales might be 
successful if the aim of the M&A was to improve market power and increase prices, thereby 
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increase profits. But Gugler and his team´s findings are indeed troublesome reading for 
managers. Having examined over fifty different studies of the results of M&A activity around 
the world they conclude that no study that they know of has found increases in economic 
value (Gugler et al 2003; 649). In addition several other studies have reported similar results. 
Jackson and Schuler write that: 

“Indeed, worse than this, M&As and acquisitions are more likely to fail than succeed. Statistics 
show that more than a staggering 75% fail. Only 15% of M&As and acquisitions in the US achieve 
their financial objectives, as measured by share value, return on investment, and post combination 
profitability. In the European arena, a 1995 study of large combinations – deals valued at $500 
million or more – showed one-half destroyed shareholder value, 30% had minimal impact, and 
only 17% created shareholder returns.” (2001; 14) 
 

Something is not adding up. It appears that M&As destroy billions of dollars in value every 
year despite all the knowledge on the subject and despite all that is written over the last three 
decades concerning how to make a merger or acquisition successful. What piece of the puzzle 
is missing? One problem might be that it indeed is easier to strike a deal than to implement 
one (Galpin 2008; 1), but poor execution can hardly account for the whole picture. Jackson 
and Schuler write that: 

“Plenty of attention is paid to the legal, financial, and operational elements of M&As and 
acquisitions. But executives who have been through the M&A process now recognize that in 
today’s economy, the management of the human side of change is the real key to maximizing the 
value of a deal.” (Jackson and Shuler 2001; 14).  

 
Researchers have long focused on the economical and organizational rational of M&A deals, 
and thus, one might think that the key to the problem might be laying within the human 
resource management. However, as pointed out by Larsson and Finkelstein already back in 
1992 (1992; 2), the HR issues of M&A has received considerable attention already and 
today´s managers know that retaining key personnel and managing people integration is 
crucial issues to deal with in order to ensure success of M&A activity. Consequently, the 
missing piece is either, again poor execution, or something completely different. The M&A 
between HP and Compaq might give us some answers. Even despite what critics refer to as 
excellent execution of the integration process, the deal was not as successful as wished for as 
the merged company did not succeed in changing its competitive positioning against Dell, and 
did therefore not attract the customers as intended (Zullu and Meier 2008; 2). Continuing, 
Öberg (2004; 26) highlights something critical: 
 

“Whereas the M&A may give you the right to access a brand name, it does not per default give 
you a future income from the brand, and a customer base does not mean that customers will 
continue to buy from the company. This all means that the price tag includes items that you 
actually cannot control, and this often is to a considerable amount. Furthermore, these 
“uncontrollable” assets are often what motivate the M&A; customer related motives are examples 
thereof. But the issue remains; the acquirer pays for “assets” that will not be in control of the 
acquirer.” 
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The above quotation is an important realization and in terms of academic contribution Öberg 
is one of the first scholars that highlight the issue of the customer side in M&A. Frankel 
(2005; 45) adds to our understanding in writing: 

“Customer perception is an often ignored land mine that can do substantial damage to a Strategic 
Transaction (M&A, authors note)”. 

Zollo and Meier in their relatively new study dating from 2008 enhances the picture by 
concluding that measurement of customer retention in M&A performance is something that 
have been left virtually forgotten in research (Zollo and Meier 2008; 18). If we add that 
acquiring customers, in other words increasing market share, is the most common reason for 
M&A (Selden and Colvin 2003; 6) it gets interesting indeed. It does not really matter if you 
manage to retain and integrate key personnel and manage to cut the costs and if you do not 
retain the customers you sell to. 

Zollo and Meier (2008; 2) have analyzed 88 studies that have measured the result of totally 
thousands of M&A’s. Only 7 % of these studies have concentrated on the customers and on 
customer retention (2008; 2-3). It seems a gap in the puzzle in the field of M&A is how the 
customers react to M&A and further to understand what the actors perceive as important in 
the post M&A situation. Andersson et al (2001; 10) explicitly states that customers should be 
given more attention in the studies of M&A. In a literature review (2003; 11) they studied 160 
articles on the topic of M&A and found that in the few cases where customers were 
considered, it was only done implicitly as measured for instance by market share. Further 
exploring the customer relations perspective in post M&A situations might provide insights 
that allows managers to avoid cases like Ida System’s acquisition of Infront in which Ida 
System did not manage to retain Infront’s customers at all and the acquiring company 
therefore destroyed all the value put in to the deal (Öberg, 2004; 1). Consequently, we set out 
to research how M&A affects customer relationship development.  
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2 RESEARCH PROBLEM 
 

2.1 THE PURPOSE 

The main purpose of this research is to contribute to the gap in academic literature on how the 
customer relationship develops in the wake of M&A activity.  To do so we will describe a 
recent acquisition, executed in the construction industry in Sweden, and explore the impact on 
the customer-relationships by interviewing the acquiring side as well as customers of the 
acquired firm to describe their perceptions. Based on the insights from these interviews and 
previous theory we aim to present a conceptual model for future studies. Given this purpose 
we have constructed the research question presented below. 

2.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 

1) What is perceived as important for customer relationship development in a post M&A 
situation by the involved agents? 

2) How could customer relationship development in post M&A situations be conceptualized?  

2.3 CONCEPT DEFINITION 

In this thesis we use the Swedish legal definition of M&As as the complete transfer of assets 
and liabilities from one company to another (the Swedish Taxation Act).  

2.4 DELIMITATIONS 

We are not studying relationships per se; rather we study how they are impacted by the 
change that is brought about by the M&A. Because of the early stages of the research we will 
limit this study to the construction industry as we know it is characterized by relationships and 
human interaction to a larger extent than for example transactional businesses.  
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3 RESEARCH STRATEGY – METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES 

 
Without proper planning the odds of actually researching what you intend to research are 
high. There are literally thousands of decisions to make throughout the research process, 
each decision affecting the result of the research. In this chapter we will present how we have 
planned the research, with focus on the most influential research decisions. The aim is to give 
the reader a thorough understanding on the research approach and its processes. 

3.1. WORLD VIEW AND METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Background and culture guides the decisions researchers make. To understand the design and 
execution of this study it is therefore appropriate to share something of our preconceptions. 
The choice of topic is influenced by several factors. Firstly, with future aspirations to be 
business consultants and corporate leaders a well developed understanding of M&A is crucial. 
Secondly, M&As have the last few years occupied a dominant position in business news and 
have therefore drawn the interest of many including ourselves. Thirdly, during our previous 
research, Moving from practice towards science - Defining Go-To-Market model and setting it 
up to turn potential into profit, we came across problems with customer retention in the wake 
of M&A activity. These three factors have inspired us to investigate what impacts customer 
relationship development in M&A situations.  
 
In accordance with Björklund & Paulsson’s argument that a thorough understanding of 
previous research improves the quality of the research (2003:22) we supplemented our 
existing understanding of the topic through discussions with a researcher on M&A mainly 
discussing recent developments in the field and as a results of this meeting our research topic 
emerged (Andersson and Öberg). This was done through a physical meeting in Jönköping, 
Sweden.  
 

3.1.2 ONTOLOGY AND EPISTEMOLOGY 

Ontology regards world view and the question of reality or existence while epistemology 
regards knowledge, what it is and how it can be acquired (Byman and Bell 2007; 19). We 
argue that there exists an objective reality, but it lies beyond the human ability to fully 
perceive it. As social constructionists, essentially referring to how phenomena are understood 
in the social realm, we consider any analysis to be supported, or affected by, the experience 
and world view of us as researchers´. Integration between epistemology and ontology is 
critical for the design of any study, and lack of such integration undermines the credibility of 
a study (Nylén 2005; 45). Our position of indirect realism, defined as not being able to 
perceive the physical world directly but rather indirectly (Bunnin & Yu 2004), and social 
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constructionist as described above, are closely connected and has guided our choices 
throughout the research process.  

We furthermore believe that we all live in subjective realities, where we only subjectively 
interpret the true, external reality (Brown 1988; 72). Finding an absolute truth regarding social 
phenomena is therefore all but impossible. To increase the understanding of customer 
relationships we interpret stories of respondents with regard to the structures, formal and 
informal, in which the respondent operate as well as their perceptions of what is important 
and what is not. This allows for interpretations to become more meaningful. To understand 
the social structures, built up by countless human choices, the repetition of which leads to 
habit, allows us to come closer to reality (Giddens 1984). Major focus of social 
constructionism is to uncover how individuals and groups create the perceived structures, e.g. 
social reality. In this particular study, we are looking for the stories and the perceived realities 
of the interviewees to through that create an understanding of how the social phenomena of 
customer relationships develop in a post M&A context. Important to be aware of is that the 
perceptions of relationships and their development in one industry or cultural context may 
differ greatly from another. Interaction in the construction industry is probably perceived as 
very different in the construction industry compared to for example health care, why the 
context plays a crucial role for interpretation. 

3.1.3 RESEARCH APPROACH 

Little is written specifically about how M&A impacts the development of customer 
relationships and what is perceived as important for good relationship development. Yet much 
research has been conducted in adjacent research fields and it was clear that much could be 
learned from there. The natural flow of the work was therefore to first conduct theoretical 
work to distill theories from neighboring research areas and correct for assumptions to suit 
our research topic and situation. Through that we arrived at research themes which were the 
basis for collecting and understanding the perceptions of what was considered important in 
terms of relationship development post M&A both by the acquirer and the customer side.  

By working with established theories we improved our understanding of the research topic 
which is argued beneficial to extract qualitative empirical data from research subjects (Kvale 
1997; 120). As can be understood from the previous reasoning we have utilized a deductive 
angle to the research approach (Bryman and Bell 2007), however not strictly deductive as we 
have allowed for perspectives outside the scope of the theory and allowed it to enhance our 
understanding of the post M&A relationship. Research at this early stage needs to be 
explorative in its nature and we have chosen to explore the subject with a qualitative research 
design. As such we are deductive to the extent that we are mainly exploring themes which are 
based on theoretical studies. In other words, it is around our chosen theoretical themes that we 
have formulated most of our interview questions. However in the analysis chapter we have 
allowed the empirical material to take the space it deserves beyond the deductive boundaries 
in order to enhance the understanding of customer relationship development. Arguably this is 
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not strictly deductive, but somewhere in the realm between deduction and induction but 
without iterations between the blocks of the process, e.g. theory and empirical data.  

As stated, the theory chapter has been built up according to themes which are the lenses 
through which we will study the development of the relation in the M&A situation.  By 
aligning the theory, empirical data and the analysis with these lenses, we provide a red thread 
to increase the quality of the research (Johansson and Lindfors 1993; 120 Kvale 1997; 108). 
The synthesis of the work lands in a thematic suggestion which provides the basis for the 
empirical information gathering. Those themes are utilized to extract the empirical material on 
which we create a conceptual model for future studies.  

Getting back to the research execution, much qualitative and theoretical research has been 
criticized for its lack of transparency and analytical logics (Yin 2007; 27). What method is 
used is not the essential choice which is indicated by the variety of analytical frameworks 
available such as grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967), thematic network approach 
(Jennifer Attride-Stirling 2001), and a variety of frameworks by Miles and Huberman (1994). 
Rather, what is essential is that the chosen method is transparent to the reader and more 
importantly, provides the research process with structure that allows for maximum leverage 
towards the purpose of the study. Below we present a picture of the research method of the 
theoretical work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As displayed in the model, 3.1.1, certain actions or criteria have been applied in each step 
along the way ensuring transparency and structure of the analysis. In terms of analytical 
method of the empirical material we have utilized the theoretical themes. Those have 
provided the based on which we have constructed the interview questions to extract interview 
data as well as process and analyze that data.  

FIG. 3.1.1 ‐ Research process for the theoretical work (Börjeson & Pettersson 2010)

Identify
litterature

Theoretical frame of 
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Thematizing the 
problem
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Synthesis of 
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understanding
and reducing to 
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Analytical
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problem

With the emerging themes
a new round of litterature
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Aggregate understanding
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understanding greater
than its individual parts

Reducing the new 
understanding to a 
useful framework



The quest for the missing piece 

Exploring perceptions around customer relationship development in the post M&A situation 

 

10 

 

3.1.4 ANALYTICAL MODEL 

Model 3.1.4 describes our analytical process from gathering to analyzing the empirical 
material. It bears resemblance with Miles and Huberman´s Qualitative Data Analysis (1994; 
12) though their model is intended for much larger quantities of data. However, an objective 
in that model is to reduce data which are not part of the themes being studied. We have on the 
contrary listed those things separate as a source of information which is essential to look at to 
expand the understanding and scope of our model in the pursuit of more comprehensive 
understanding.  An example of data that has been reintroduced to the study after the empirical 
data was “allowed to speak” is material from an interview with one of the managers from the 
acquired company that was first considered non essential, yet later interviews showed that 
content from the interview was in fact relevant. Exactly what that data was will be discussed 
later not to proceed ourselves in terms of order. The following illustration takes you step-by-
step through the iterative process through which we have worked our material and arrived at 
our conclusions. 

 

 

 

With the base in our general deductive research approach, our analytical process too has been 
mainly deductive in nature. Inference, in this case based on qualitative data, has been done 
mainly by applying previous theoretical logic to the empirical material and finally landing in a 
conclusion. The drawback with this chosen analytical process is that while there might be 
theoretical adequacy to the explanation, the process tends to credit one theoretical explanation 
over other possible explanations (Ketokivi and Mantere, 2010; 4). One could hence argue that 
there would be other theoretical perspectives than the chosen that also adequately would 
explain the empirical material. To tackle this dilemma, that theoretically two non-compatible 
theories might adequately explain the empirical material, we have as suggested by Alvesson 
and Sköldberg applied the principle of useful application (1996; 13-19). Useful application 
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Fig. 3.1.4 ‐ Data gathering to analysis flow (Börjeson and Pettersson 2010, building on ideas from Miles and 
Humberman 1994) 
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means that if the analysis renders in concepts that are practically applicable and useful, it is 
also value adding in terms of the community which is a stakeholder to the research, expressed 
as an important research objective by Giddens (1984; 36). When the existing theory was 
insufficient to fully explain the gathered empirical material we, instead of iterating back to 
existing theory looked for alternative explanations in terms of inductive inference. By going 
from empirical particulars towards generalizations (Ketokivi and Mantere, 2010; 2-3), we 
have furthermore kept the key conclusion as a concept emerging from our study empirical 
material without any regard to alternative theoretical explanations. The reason we have done 
so is because Glaser in his work on ground theory argues that it is important not to bias 
emerging concepts by forcing them into existing concepts (explained by Strauss and Corbin. 
1990.). 
 
In the analysis of the empirical data we have included our sense of the interview situation of 
the to the data. Tone, word usage, follow-up reactions and context has been items which we 
have taken into account in interpreting the underlying meaning of what has been said. Again, 
such things can never be properly expressed in writing without making the material virtually 
unreadable and/or very long. The less straight forward something has seemed the more careful 
we have been with its interpretation. We often moved back from micro analysis to the holistic 
perspective of the model and the entire empirical material to gain perspective and to not lose 
focus on the purpose. What is said about the iterative movement between the micro and macro 
perspective as well as the process of translation requires deep reflection and paraphrasing 
which often is a prerequisite for capturing meaning with good quality (Alvesson, Sköldberg, 
1994; 164-169). 

 

3.2 DATA COLLECTION – SELECTION OF RESEARCH OBJECT 
Arguably subject selection is one of the more important processes in planning research. In the 
wake of the financial crisis the rate of M&As dropped considerably in 2009, compared both to 
2008 and to the activity level of 2007 (Investment in Sweden 2009), providing us with 
considerable less space to research recent M&A activity. Despite this however a number of 
interesting M&As from our point of view took place last year. We approached companies 
according to criteria at several levels. First of all, the M&A must have happened in an 
industry where the relationship is central to the business. For example an e-tailer where 
ownership and personal interaction are rarely noticed there would be no customer relationship 
development to study. The process for selecting the research object was initially to list a 
number of interesting alternatives that matched our specific criteria. Those criteria can be 
summarized as criteria of having i) a recent or ongoing M&A transaction in an industry where 
personal relations are essential ii) acquirer have several M&As in recent history allowing for 
comparisons in time, iii) acquired a substantial number of customers, iv) were in the business 
to business realm and v) allowed us access. 



The quest for the missing piece 

Exploring perceptions around customer relationship development in the post M&A situation 

 

12 

 

We proceeded by taking direct contact with the heads of shortlisted companies. As it often 
turns out in research, researchers are limited by the fifth criteria which essentially determines 
which of the other criteria are fulfilled. Criteria i) and v) can be seen as knock out criteria, 
unless those are in place a study of the problem would be impossible. Scoring a list of 
potential organizations there were organizations that fulfilled all criteria except number five, 
which essentially made a study there impossible. That said we have not been able to do the 
selection we had wished for and have for example as a consequence of several circumstances 
had to restart twice in our search for a research object. Given the scope of this study and the 
challenges we have gone through, we are happy with the organizations we finally studied and 
with the level of cooperation we experienced there. More about selection of interview subject 
later. 

3.2.1 EMPIRICAL STUDY ‐ CASE BACKGROUND 
After discussions with several firms, we decided for a firm in the construction business, 
henceforth called company ”small” that was acquired by a national Group, henceforth called 
company ”large”. The construction industry has since long back been characterized by 
consultative sales where personal relationships are essential. Seldom do you buy off the shelf 
products and often every sale is part of adapting to the unique wishes of the customer. The 
customer has to, similarly, share their wishes, thoughts and needs with the supplier so that the 
drawing and in the end the final constructions may live up to the unique needs of the situation. 
What this means for the industry is that the interactive processes, especially related to the 
different sales phases, are consultative in nature as opposed to transactional.   

Company ”Large” is one of the leading consultancies in the constructing business and offers 
customized services in the areas of urban planning, and infrastructure and construction and 
property sector. ”Large” had over 900 employees located in some 20 offices around the 
country, all with the aim to have access to ”large”’s collective skills. The acquisition of 
“small” was to broaden their lines of business in the area of the acquisition. Company”large” 
has a brand that is solid and has no negative associations (e.g. public scandals etc) which 
might have impacted the post merger customer relationship development negatively. 
Company ”large” has over 70 years in the industry and is positioning itself as a socially 
responsible firm. Their mission is announced as “contributing with better communities for 
people”. Generally respected in the industry ”large” is considered well trusted. Their sales 
and interactive processes are geared towards personal interaction meeting customer 
preferences. A long history of consultative sales as well as a history of M&As have build up 
”large”’s experience in not only the construction industry, but also in integrating acquisitions 
into their firm. 

Company ”small” was more of a niche firm than ”large” offering a more narrow selection of 
products and services. Before as well as after the acquisition it held a dominant position in the 
market with close to no real competition. Since company ”large” did not offer company 
”small”’s services in that region, the merger did not result in any rivalry that needed to be 
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overcome in terms of carrying out previously competing offers under the same brand. With 12 
employees before the takeover the post M&A headcount of the new Group is around 950.  

It is meaningful to know that the value offering after the M&A increased due to a wider 
product and service range. Also important to this study”small”, though its niche work is very 
important, was and is seldom that significant in terms of a customer´s total project costs. The 
significant size difference was a bonus situation on top of the main selection criteria which 
made the case suitable for the study as the size difference is likely to trigger identity issues. 
For “small” size advantages as well as higher variety in working tasks were two key elements 
in deciding to sell. In the market “small” had the reputation of a trusted advisor that 
consistently delivered high quality work but the brand itself was not widely known especially 
not outside its core market.  

The acquisition took place in 2009 in a year long process. The motives behind the M&A were 
to complete company ”large”’s offer in this region, as they were lacking company ”small”’s 
services. Furthermore, business prospects were also spotted in the wider service offering that 
could be carried out by the merged Group.   

3.2.2 EMPIRICAL STUDY – THE PROCESS 
The specific research subjects that have been selected are quite different from each other. The 
strategic choice was to categorize interview subjects in the acquiring firm managers, acquired 
firm managers, acquired firms retained customers and acquired firm non retained customers. 
This grouping would enable us to understand the motives behind the M&A from the buyer 
side as well as what they perceived as important for relationship development but also to 
understand what was considered important by the acquired firm and their customers retained 
and lost through M&A process.  

Contact was first established with the owner of company ”small” through directly contacting 
him with a phone call. From there we were referred to the right people, responsible for the 
M&A, at company ”large”. We believe this process has contributed to getting the best 
possible interviewees for this study on the acquirer side because were referred to the people 
with the most insight and ownership over the M&A process. Regarding the customer selection 
we were given a complete customer list in which were also marked the most important 
customers and given permission to independently approach them. It is through this process 
that we have selected the interview subjects. Lincoln and Gouba (1985) argue for the 
importance of sampling through the subjects with most insights which has been attempted 
through having the owner of company small mark out what he considers key customers and 
customers who have experienced most change from the M&A process. 

The work proceeded with contacting the customers independently with permission by the 
merged company to book interviews. Though we had gained insights on key customers our 
strategy was to work through the customer lists and get as many interviews as possible from 
the above mentioned categories, retained as well as non retained customers. However, the 
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acquired firm had only relatively few customers in total and as we were at the goodwill of the 
customers we got fewer interviews than we had hoped for. The issue was essentially that 
having cooperation from large and small was not the same as having the buy-in from their 
customers. In the final analysis we had three interviews with managers of the merged 
company, four interviews with retained customers and one interview with a non retained 
customer. This was the result of contacting some 50 customers, almost saturating the 
customer list. There were various reasons for not wanting to participate but our own 
conclusion is that the geographical spread of the customers, which within the scope of the 
study forced us to use the phone as key medium from communication, is simply not as 
effective as personal meetings in achieving buy-in on the necessary commitment. 

The interviews have been done in the form of phone interviews which on the one had are not 
as desirable as personal interviews (Kvale 1997), but on the other hand enables having 
interviews where personal meetings are not possible. As the customers of our research object 
are widely spread geographically from Luleå to Stockholm conducting the interviews by 
phone was considered the best option. Naturally that carries the practical implication of 
making personal interviews an alternative we could not consider. We decided to rely on phone 
interviews despite knowing that personal meetings are always superior as interpersonal effects 
of face to face meetings can never be fully replicated. To mitigate any disturbances the 
customers were first approached with an initial conversation during which we booked a time 
for the interview which to some extent ensures the privacy as well as any time constraints 
since the customers were allowed to choose the time of the interview. Despite a promising 
approach theoretically and process wise it was not as successful as hoped for. Often the 
interview time was moved because of more urgent priorities and the non-disturbance criterion 
was not perfectly met even though no direct interruptions occurred.  However, the interviews 
building our empirical material lasted with the customers effectively around 15 minutes 
adjusting for cut-offs and disturbances. With the managers of “large” as well as “small” the 
interview situation was much better and those interviews lasted effectively between 20-25 
minutes. Although the interviews were conducted in less than optimal circumstances the 
empirical material is non-manipulated and genuine, extracted under real market conditions in 
the natural environment of the interview subjects. Because we approach the customers 
independently and thoroughly explained the purpose and impartial nature as well as 
confidentiality of respondent information, no one has had incentive to give perfect answers to 
please superiors or contact people. The interviews were conducted in the period December 09 
to February 2010. 

How many interviews are needed to add proper value? According to Kvale one should do as 
many as is needed to understand the research topic (1997; 97). With a total of eight interviews 
we have not saturated the desired level of empirical material on the topic. Much rely on the 
questions to extract the empirical material because the analysis of a study can never be better 
than the material that was used to create it (Kvale 1997) and furthermore sets the boundaries 
for the empirical data (Johansson Lindfors 1993; 90-100). In terms of interviewed guide (see 
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appendix for questions operationalized from the theoretical themes) questions initially took a 
general approach to the M&A situation where after they were made more specific based on 
the interview subjects responses as well as more specifically targeting the different parts of 
the model in what the interviewer felt was appropriate in the situation. Thus the interview-
approach can be seen as semi structured with plenty of room to maneuver to adapt to different 
situations.  

Because the interview subjects differed greatly in terms of their positions, job descriptions as 
well as backgrounds it was important to keep it open for the interviewer to adapt to the 
individual needs of the interviewee. We also realized that while conducting interviews on the 
phone there is a much higher need to keep constant tension between interviewer and 
interviewee because a loss of interest would impact the conversation much more over the 
phone compared to the same conversation held face-to-face. Because of these reasons the 
questions we developed, found in appendix, were not followed in a precise nature – rather we 
developed a way in which to approach the interviews. The following funnel with descriptions 
should help you get a clearer understanding of how the questions were utilized and where in 
the process. 

 

 

  

Ely et al. argue that relying on intuition in interview situations can sometimes be superior to 
strictly following an interview guide as it lets more experienced interviewers connect better 
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1997) 
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with the interview subjects by being flexible to their social needs during the interview process 
(1991; 66), and we used that argument as the basis for the above described approach. 

Worth knowing is that the original interview language was Swedish and the translation to 
English has been done by the researchers. Distillation of the essentials and data reduction 
have thus been done in the native language Swedish and only once the final conclusions have 
been drawn have we translated to English as suggested by (Bryman and Bell 2007; 490 and 
Kvale 1997; 149). 

 

3.2.3 TRANSPARENCY STATEMENT – Evaluating the empirical study 

With our epistemological and ontological standpoints it is for us logical to argue that anything 
besides the original interview would be analysis. Even the interview itself is analysis as 
follow-up questions made on the fly come from analytical conclusions drawn in the process. 
All notes, adjustments, selections of data are ways in which the researchers lift out what they 
subjectively argue is important for the purpose. As such we argue that already in the data 
gathering process there are elements of analysis. Although we have presented an empirical 
and an analysis chapter separately to increase the reader´s overview, we cannot argue that we 
are presenting pure empirical data. We argue that the only way to gather pure empirical data is 
to observe a situation without affecting it.  

Reliability and validity are quantitative concepts and not always meaningful for qualitative 
research (Trost, 1993; 67, Johansson Lindfors 1993; 161). However, the validity in qualitative 
research refer to which extent we have been able to operationalize the theoretical perspectives 
into concrete questions by which we would get information from the interview subjects and 
reliability to what extent the answers reflect the purpose behind the question. In this research 
validity and reliability can be put into some question based partly on the interview duration, 
but even more so the interview environment and circumstances that give much less space to 
maneuver for the interviewer. With better access we would have preferred face-to-face 
meetings of at least one hour as we have done in previous research, as that allows us to 
thoroughly investigate the interpretation and understanding of questions and situations.  

Also on the critical side have been access to time, access to physical meetings as well as 
access to follow-ups. As suggested by an interview subject, an interview with a follow-up 
interview would have been good in order for them to think more specifically about the 
parameters they were being asked questions about. It would also allow them time to get used 
to our way of expressing ourselves and bridging meaning between their words and ours. This 
proves that the quality of the study could be upgraded much with time and resource input.  

Bryman and Bell (2007) claims that missing important information is one of the major draw 
backs with semi-structured interviews. Our interview experience and mind-set of open 
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minded inquiry may in fact have widened our understanding of how the M&A has affected 
the customer relationships which is the purpose of the study. The most important criteria is 
according to Yin (2007; 167) whether or not the study contributes to practically applicable 
knowledge. We believe it has done so by presenting an analytical model that could provide a 
good basis for future research as well as for practitioners wanting to improve the success of 
customer retention in M&A transactions. 

Ideally, we would have selected a case based on as much change as possible in terms of the 
research topics we have studied. However, in the case which we have studied there are only 
minor changes pre and post M&A concerning all the research themes. This is a drawback in 
that it limits what we could study. Furthermore, a situation which is more characterized by 
suppliers dominating on the cost side of their customers has not been covered but is likely to 
have a large impact on the outcome of the M&A and thus the research findings. All these 
modifications and situations would have been desirable in this study but are now instead 
suggestions for future studies.  

In terms of ethical considerations much effort was spent on informing the customers about the 
purpose of the study as well as the anonymity of the responses. Confidentiality is not only 
important in building trust during interviews (Kvale 1997), it is also the responsibility of 
researchers in general towards research subjects (Bryman and Bell, 2007). In our specific 
research, the researched companies are at risk if competitors would get hold of this research 
paper and could approach the customers that were not satisfied with the merger, why 
confidentially was of great importance. 

One example of how we take confidentiality very seriously is first and foremost coding of all 
interview subjects and not using original names, but even deeper we have called the interview 
subject “he” in all data presentations to ensure protection of the women that were in minority 
in the industry and in this study. Kvale and Brinkmann goes further and argues that 
confidentiality goes through the entire research process not only the data gathering process 
but through analysis and presentation as well (2009; 15).  Further, all interview subjects have 
been offered access to the final report, an important aspects in responsible research which 
adds further credibility as well as incentive to truly understand the respondents (K. Yin et al. 
2007; 187).  

 

3.3 THE HUNT FOR LITERATURE – OUR STRATEGY 

Customers in M&As and Acquisitions can be researched through many perspectives, with 
different focus attributed to different issues. M&A have consequences on all layers of the 
organization and all relationships to some extent, why it is crucial for us as researchers to 
delimit ourselves in order to enhance the quality of our research. As suggested by the purpose 
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and research question this research focus on how a M&A changes relationships and the results 
of a M&A on customers.  

We have already stated that there is little written academically about relationships and 
customer retention in M&A and post M&A situations. That however, is not the same thing as 
there being little written about relationships. The strategy we have deployed in finding 
relevant theoretical literature is to focus on the aspects of relationships that have in previous 
important works been identified as crucial for business relationships. By using existing 
research as a reference and basis for our thematization of our research problem, we have 
managed to capitalize on theories from other research fields and put them within the context 
of M&A.  

The works of the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing Group was a starting point for 
structuring the search on business relationships. From there we snowballed forward the 
relevant literature which by popularity appeared crucial. For the most part peer-reviewed 
published academic articles have been used but we have also used course literature, working 
papers and even practitioner´s publications to some extent to enrich the material in certain 
aspects regarding how existing theories relate to M&A. For that our contacts in the research 
world as well as the university library has been of great use.  
  
Every choice, selecting one theory over another is a statement of our belief, whether it is 
consciously done or not. We do realize that there are a number of ways to look at 
relationships which we have not considered, and or that there are deeper aspects of the 
theories we are using that we have not fully accounted for. However, in light of the purpose of 
the paper we have selected a level of depth and width that will allow us to gain understanding 
of what types of issues have the largest impact on relationships in an M&A situation. We have 
judged that to be the appropriate way of doing this study based on the emerging nature of the 
research topic and partially because this study is paving the way for further research on the 
topic.  
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4 DRAWING ON THE WISDOM OF OTHERS – UTILIZING EXISTING THEORY 

 

Most research processes start by studying findings from other researchers in order to gain 
better understanding of the research problem. We were following the same approach, 
however as we were researching an academic field which historically has received little 
academic attention focus was on adjacent research fields. Below we present the theories and 
research that we have utilized in our quest for finding the missing piece in the M&A puzzle. 

4.1 WHAT IS A RELATIONSHIP? 

Relationships have a central role in business and the topic has been emphasized by scholars 
the few decades (Arndt 1979, Håkansson 1982, Astley 1984, Webster 1992, Alter and Hage 
1993, Ravald and Grönroos 1996). It is important to have a general understanding of business 
relationships before getting into how they are impacted by M&A activity.  Currently, 2010, 
academics are telling practitioners to build relationships with customers, suppliers and with 
networks. However, practitioners have been doing so all along according to themselves, 
stating that relationships are of absolute central importance for success (Håkansson and 
Snehota, 1997; 151). Håkansson and Snehota point out that traditionally management was 
fundamentally based on a transaction focused framework. Continuing, they argue that 
changing the focus or finding suitable ways of explaining relationships within this framework 
has been a challenge (1997; 151). Even in transaction based interactions however, the parties 
tend to see themselves as being in a relationship and it is thus relevant to think of such 
interactions as a positive foundation for emerging relations despite the transactional nature of 
the business. 

On the basis of empirical work done in the field of business and management it can be said 
that a relationship is interaction over time by “two reciprocally committed parties” 
(Håkansson and Snehota, 1997; 152). The drivers of relationships are many but it is 
essentially formed because of expected positive outcomes. However relationships are both 
good and bad for involved parties, or expressed differently they come at a cost. The cost, 
commitment and resources, are devoted over time, and the benefit is that these resources, 
when met reciprocally by the business partner may enable outcomes which none of the parties 
could have achieved on their own (Håkansson and Snehota, 1997; 151).  

A relationship is also a function of how deeply the parties are involved and what priorities the 
organization has strategically on the very issues around which the partnership is built. 
Håkansson and Snehota (1997; 153) describe the depth of the relationship as dependent on the 
activity links which are processes, technical issues and commercial activities that combined 
produce a relationship. Furthermore, resource ties, which refer to the resources allocated to 
the mutual interest and actor bonds which refers to the intensity of the contact and how the 
actors perceive each other, affects the strength of the relationship.  
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Extending the discussion of relationships, all businesses are somehow actors in a wide 
network of other players in the market (Ford, Håkansson and Johanson, 1997; 55). 
Consequently, it is difficult to draw the line between a relationship and simply interactions 
with players in the intricate web of other market players. The literature is somewhat unclear 
but the perspective of time scope mentioned above gives some guidance. Interaction is always 
an ingredient upon which a relationship can be built, but only if the parties can expect a 
certain level of frequent future interaction will they want to invest in the relationship (Ford, 
Håkansson and Johanson, 1997; 58).  In Understanding Business Markets (1997) Håkansson 
and Snehota writes that the substance of relationships take the form of three links (1997; 155). 
The links are in summary activity links which are considered with mutual or processes, 
resource ties which relate to the resources allocated to those processes and actor bonds which 
are the agents interpersonal relationships to each other in a business collaboration (1997; 156-
159). However, the authors also point out that the relationship needs to have mutual benefits 
(1997; 59) which in turn are enabled by i) whichever business capabilities in general that 
another organization might be interested in and ii) specific capabilities in relationship building 
(1997; 60). The latter means that the organization can develop a competency in spotting 
opportunities when and if a relationship will be fruitful and in addition, understand how to 
invest resources, adapt processes and allocate people to them in order to ensure a positive 
outcome (1997; 65). The work by Håkansson and Johansson thus converges with the 
substance perspective on relationships by Håkansson and Snehota but is more focused on how 
to tweak the variables to build the relationship, which might prove useful in understanding the 
empirical material in this research although we do not intend to go specifically into each 
variable they describe.  

This section developed a general understanding about the nature of business relationships and 
the important role of business relationships for businesses in the past and today. A 
relationship can be examined through so many theoretical lenses that it becomes crucial to 
focus on aspects that are relevant with the purpose of the study in mind. We delimit ourselves 
to study a relationship with respect to aspects that are important in M&As and acquisitions 
meaning a wider scope then mentioned here but at less detail. We still need to recognize that 
constituents of a relationship as described above and what may disrupt them are two separate 
things as implicitly suggested by Cannon (1999).  Knowing we need a wider approach the rest 
of the theory chapter is geared toward describing four themes of a relationship that relate tot 
the post M&A context yet with a perspective on business relationships originating from what 
has been described herein.  

 

4.2 OUTLINING STUDY THEMES OF CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

The M&A situation is an event that changes the context in which the relationship evolves. 
Consequently, what we are looking to understand is not the constituents of the relationship 
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itself as mentioned in the previous section, but rather what aspects might have a net change 
from the M&A process which in turn will affect the relationship.  

Maybe the most obvious from a business perspective, is strategic reasons to reevaluate 
relationships. With a traditional view of strategy from Porter (1979) changes in the industry 
changes the competitive position of the market players and in cases where M&As redraw the 
competitive landscape we believe that companies will consider the new competitive 
environment and adapt to the new situation by adjusting their market behavior. Therefore 
there is a need to explore how strategic reasons to reevaluate relationships affect customer 
relationship development. 

In a study by Cannon (1999) he writes that relationships should be studied from a variety of 
perspectives. Recent developments in social identity theory suggest that organizational 
identity impacts identification of individuals in M&A situations which in turn is probable to 
influence the relationship development (Knippenberg and Leeuwen 2003). As the context of 
the relationship changes as a consequence of an M&A we hence believe it is important to 
explore how perceived changed in organizational identity, of partner and indirectly of self, 
impacts relationship development. 

The interactive perspective on relationships from Håkansson and Snehotas is also central and 
interactive processes are obviously one theme at which we need to look at. Without going into 
detail, they conclude that the business relationship in a static environment is dependent on a 
number of interactions. We have therefore decided to use interactive processes as one 
research theme to study in understanding how business relationship development changes post 
M&A.  

Furthermore trust is long since recognized as central for relationships (Miller, 1986). What is 
embedded in the trust concept is something that might change due to the M&A situation and 
furthermore it is the enables or outcome of interactive processes. Thus we selected it as topic 
of study as well. 

Thus the topics of study theoretically and later empirically will be centered around exploring 
what is perceived as important by actors on both sides of a customer relationship in each of 
the following in the post M&A situation. 

• Strategic considerations 

• Organizational identity 

• Sales and interactive processes 

• Trust 

The themes selected are not at the same analytical level, e.g not directly comparable to each 
other. Therefore we expect to see some overlap in the analysis. Processes are for example 
more technical in terms of how they are architecture and represents the what, while for 
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example trust is a social phenomena that comes from what is perceived by being in the 
process. Thus the two are not equally comparable to each other and are distinctly different 
things. Yet there exist a common denominator in the research themes which binds them 
together practically and theoretically and that is that they all exercise an impact on 
relationships when undergoing change.  

 

4.3 STRATEGIC REASONS FOR REEVALUATING RELATIONSHIPS 

Although seemingly straight forward, how to deal with business relationships strategically is 
quite deceiving. On the one hand are the advocates of relationships in both marketing and 
supply chain that come from a collaborative view (Ravald and Grönroos 1996), to the more 
competitive strategic perspective on relationship by for example Porter (1979). Porter´s Five 
Forces model implies that relationships should be considered in a world where all other actors 
are viewed as a potential threat. Knowing that Porter´s perspective is common in companies 
we have chosen to stick mainly with the competitive view of strategy here.  

The common denominator is that strategy from both viewpoints aims to achieve superior long 
term profitability (Porter, 2001; 10). The collaborative and threat perspective are 
fundamentally opposed and have been so for so long time that literature on marketing and 
sales tend to state one thing in terms of customer relationships while books on strategy take a 
completely different perspective. And as Reichheld (1994) pointed out, in the middle of it all 
profitability was forgotten and whichever perspective was taken it still did not help optimizing 
the bottom line. It is even implicitly suggested earlier in the theory chapter that we are looking 
for a way to preserve the customers and retention through the M&A process, yet taking 
Reichhelds point into account maybe it is an excellent opportunity to get rid of the 
unprofitable customers? In either case that requires us to understand what makes customers 
stay or leave which we hope to get closer to by studying what they perceive as important.  

We have chosen to not take theory on supply chain management and strategic partnerships 
into consideration from the post M&A perspective unless the theory has been written 
specifically from the customer side. An example of such theory would be Sodhi (2003), who 
presents a model for reevaluating the supply chain after an M&A on behalf of the newly 
formed organization which is mainly based in increasing profitability and exploiting 
synergies.  Rather the strategic considerations we want to approach exist on the customer side. 
The most pragmatic approach is to look at which models of analysis are actually in use in 
business today as that provides the hard information on which companies make their strategic 
decisions. One such model that is highly relevant to our research is the Five Forces model 
developed by Porter (Porter 1979).  
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on technical and mathematical improvements, on logistics and IT support systems and may in 
fact be considered more operational than strategic in nature. But Cooper, Lambert and Pagh 
conclude that industry structure keeps having a critical role in the emerging supply chain 
management (SCM) perspective which is growing in academic research (2003). And it is the 
structural issues that belong to the more rational domain which falls under what is consider 
strategic implications which might lead to reevaluation of relationships.  

Relationships need not only to have mutual benefits, but investment into relationships may be 
done for very specific reasons in order to build or gain strategic capabilities that helps the 
organization achieve a competitive advantage in the marketplace (Johnsson, Scholes and 
Whittington, 2008). Strategic relationships that form such capabilities are hard to build but 
also hard to copy why they might be very valuable (2008). A relationship building strategic 
capabilities might then be much more solid compared to a relationship of transactional nature. 
When the relationship is not of this character it becomes more sensitive to what may be 
characterized as transactional features such as price etc.  

Summing up, M&A may change the industry strategically on scale or at least significantly 
impact the supply chain of a firm. Structures have, even in later academic literature on SCM, 
a central role and it is captured by the Five Forces model even though it ignores some 
relational complexities. Such complexity includes relations that reach beyond any single step 
in the value chain and that relations might in an M&A situation might make your supplier the 
supplier of your worst competitor which carries with it strategic implications. It has also been 
concluded that capacity adding relationships that help form competitive advantages tend to be 
more sustainable compared to transactional relationships.  

Beyond this there is likely to be a number of considerations that enable relationships to form, 
flourish and break, but we have tried to limit the amount of factors we are looking at to those 
that will be impacted the most from an M&A. In this study that means looking at and 
understanding how the change in the overall competitive landscape is influencing the 
perceptions of our respondents. Thus the Five Forces should provide a library of concepts 
wide enough to understand the choices actions and reactions from the customers we are 
studying in this paper.  

 

4.4 ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY  

This section is not about explaining or accounting for organizational identity in its isolated 
form, but rather to highlight the aspects of organizational identity that may be triggered by 
M&A. It is when organizational identity comes into play that it becomes interesting as the aim 
is to predict and explain how a M&A or acquisition would trigger issues of organizational 
identity that in turn affects the business relationships.  
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According to Albert and Whetten organizational identity in general becomes vital when an 
organization faces both important considerations about the organizations future and there is 
insufficient information to make a strictly rational decision (2004; 90). In such situations it 
becomes easier, despite its difficulty, to look at identity to resolve the problem. Much has 
been written on the identity of individuals and social identity processes in organizations is a 
rapidly emerging field. Less is found under organizational identity, but it carries similarities to 
identity theory and social identity theory, possibly because developers of organizational 
identity draw understanding from the previous and that organizations are built up by 
individuals and groups (Hatch and Shultz, 2004; 9).  

Two pioneering writers in the field, Albert and Whetten (2004; 90), point out three key 
criteria or components of organizational identity which are required to satisfy the question 
“who are we?” in organizations: i) The essence of the organization, its claimed central 
character, is something meaningful and central to the organizations beliefs, ii) identity builds 
on a feature of distinction, something that makes ‘us’ different from other organizations, iii) 
the identity is continuous and can be expected to be for some time.  

Often organizational identity is found in the discourse of its communication, both internal and 
external (Albert and Whetten 2004; 95). For example in-house communications often bear 
traces of value statements, corporate history and culture and procedures to support the 
identity. Externally marketers of products seldom stick to product features of their product to 
gain the interest and loyalty of their customers, rather they try to charge the products with 
values and attitudes, and similarly so with brand. It forms a classification where the 
organization is choosing its own distinct spot in the market for its customers. Organizational 
identity works somehow similarly in that it is really impossible to define it exactly, yet it can 
be positioned relative to other organizations or statements as the three criteria in the 
introductory paragraph suggests. To attempt a more specific statement it is about the 
perception of the self as an organization relative and in reciprocity with other organizations. 

Organizational identity is generally fluid in nature and tends to shift along with developments 
in relationships (Gioia et al, 2004; 350). As such organizational identity is not a permanent 
position but under normal conditions the changes in an organizations identity as expressed by 
what they think of themselves changes only incrementally. In any M&A situation questions of 
identity in both organizations become imposed by the mere fact that two previously distinct 
entities are told to become the same (Knippenberg and Leeuwen, 2003; 251). A fair 
assumption is to believe that a smaller firm acquired by a larger is the one that faces an 
organizational identity crisis, which is a major disruption to how they define themselves as an 
organization. This ought to have major implications on the new organization that is formed. 
However as this paper is dealing with the customer side we will take a look at what a 
disruption of identity might mean in terms of relationships to the customers and ultimately if 
and how the customer is experiencing identity as important to the relationship.  
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As we have learned previously relationships are mutual efforts based on a shared goal, but an 
assumption we have left outside of that equation until now is that the organizations also need 
to be compatible in terms of their organizational identity. This means that organizations may 
like individuals choose to work with organizations that satisfy their self-image. A major 
disruption in any of the parties’ identity may then cause a disruption to this relationship where 
one or both organizations may want to leave the relationship. Though mostly concerned with 
inter and intra group relations that make up the organization, Knippenberg and Leeuwen after 
a long discussion encompassing both theory and empirical data conclude in their study that a 
sense of continuity is essential for post M&A identification (2003).  

To sum up organizational identity has grown out of the more developed fields of identity 
processes and social identity processes. The later developments in organizational identity 
converge with what can be found in social identity theory and that is that groups and the 
perception of groups may have effects on the whole organization. That gives us a clue from 
which we understand that questions about identity for whole organizations might emerge even 
at group level, an insight that may provide crucial for analysis. An organizations identity is 
mainly founded in its core ideas and core processes which is supported by the culture and 
history of a firm. Under normal conditions organizational identity changes incrementally with 
its business relationships and is not generally causing problems for managers as it shifts 
slowly without major implications on self perception. However, critical changes and strategic 
decisions usually end up with questioning who we are, which becomes part of a complicated 
decision as much as the available rational hard information. M&A is a case which potentially 
throws the organizations’ self-conception into question and that may have implications for 
both the organization in question, but also for associated and related organizations that have to 
reevaluate how they relate to the newly perceived identities.  

 

4.5 SALES AND INTERACTIVE PROCESSES  

As almost all relations between companies centers around, and has its root in some form of 
selling. Usually that the starting point of most interactive processes comes from the sales 
process. It is highly relevant to understand how sales processes have evolved and ways of 
selling in the complex business environment of today almost includes all types of interactions 
in a relationship.  

Customers today like to buy on their own terms, and as a consequence of the new technology 
era, they have more power than ever (Loewe and Bonchek 1999; 1). As a consequence, 
companies have recently begun changing their sales process to satisfy of today’s extremely 
demanding customers (Friedman 2002; 56), and it’s a matter of life or death for companies to 
do so (Rackham and De Vincentis 1999; 31). The E-era has reduced some traditional 
functions, and many customers have seen their face-to-face meetings with their suppliers been 
reduced to a minimum. On the other hand, there has been a growth of customer focused sales 
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team accounting for the important customers, delivering improved services and consultative 
help (Sheth and Sharma 2008; 1, Arnett & Badrinarayanan, 2005; 2) with the goal of 
improving loyalty and expanding sales (Christopher et al 2002; 48). Consequently, the sales 
processes are designed to fit the type of customer, intrinsic, extrinsic and strategic value 
customers on their terms (Rackham and De Vincentis 1999; 31, Friedman 2002; 37), meaning 
that companies today are addressing their markets with telemarketing and websites together 
with a sales force working with consultative sale (Wallace et al 2004; 249 and Gordon 2002; 
42). This means not only intensified sales efforts, but that sales is moving into and or leading 
into virtually all interactive processes from sales through delivery and support. 

Firms have a buying behavior in terms of process routines which they do not want to be 
changed or interrupted. In an existing relationship the routines and processes match between 
buyers and sellers and it is therefore an important consideration in the M&A process to think 
about how changing such routines and processes impact the relationship development as it 
may change the way in which people interact, braking their habits. Most agree that it is crucial 
for companies to organize their sale force in accordance to the customers they are serving but 
M&A situations potentially disrupt these routines.  

The sale processes must allow the sales force to create value for its customers on the 
customer’s terms. Failing to understand your customers and how they are best served will 
ultimately drive you out of business (Rackham and De Vincentis 1999; 31). Focusing on what 
type of customer the company is serving allows the company to keep the brand image from 
becoming fragmented, a risk that is otherwise high in multichannel companies (Schoenbachler 
and Gordon 2002; 43-46). The most appropriate starting point for discussing the actual sales 
force and the sales processes is the customer itself. Different customer types demands 
different selling approaches. Generally, the aim of the sales force is to create value for its 
customers, which we, as Rackham and De Vincentis (1999; 12) define as benefits minus cost. 
Here, some may argue that benefit is a vague word that needs to be defined more tightly, but 
we think that is irrelevant. The expression is great as it gives us two distinct ways for a sales 
force to create value for its customers. Either you reduce the cost or you create additional 
benefit for the customer. Consequently, this definition gives us three types of customers to 
work with (Rackham and De Vincentis 1999; 16-18). Intrinsic value customers, which mainly 
focuses on the cost associated by the product or service. Often these customers know how to 
use the product and see it as a commodity. As a result, there is little a sales force can add little 
value to this transactional sale, and the task thus consist of as efficient as possible provide the 
product at the lowest possible price. Extrinsic value customers which focus mainly on the 
benefits provided. For these customers the value steams from how the product or service is 
used, and how it provides a solution to their problem. Therefore, the sales force has an 
important task in this consultative sale, assisting and helping these customers who put great 
value in the extra benefit they can provide. These customers are also prone to build 
relationships with the sales people to ensure that the supplier has a thorough understanding o 
their business. Strategic value customers are customers that are much more demanding than 



The quest for the missing piece 

Exploring perceptions around customer relationship development in the post M&A situation 

 

28 

 

the two previous customer groups. These customers demand an out of the ordinary level of 
value creation as they want to deeply leverage on the suppliers competitive advantage. As 
they are prepared to make great changes in their own company to best leverage on the 
relationship, it is more a relationship between business equals than a buyer-supplier 
relationship. These relationships are few in number, but huge in size as it is only economically 
beneficial between large companies where the benefits outweigh the cost of altering company 
set-up to suit the relationship. In this type of enterprise selling it is crucial for the sales force 
to ensure that they understand their customers business challenges so that they can help them 
leverage on the collaboration.  

Relationship building which constitute a big part of the sales persons strategy to serve 
extrinsic- and strategic value customers, has seen a tremendous growth the past two decades 
(Rapp 2009;1). According to the World Federation of Direct Selling Association the amount 
of sales people nearly doubled from 1998 to 2007, as the global sales force grew from around 
33 million people to 63 million, which is a reflection of the value created by those personal 
interactions. Fueling the growth of relationship selling is the fact that a customer benefits 
from a good relationship with a sales person not only at a functional level, but also at a 
personal level (Reynolds and Beatty 1999; 2). The familiarity creating better service for the 
customer from the point of sales right through the cycle (Reichheld et al 2000; 2). The social 
aspect of the relationship is crucial for both parties (Beatty et al 1996; 2) and Ravald and 
Grönroos (1996; 5) argues that the relationship between the sales person and the customer 
might constitute a major part of the value that the customer perceives. In addition, Andersson 
and Robertsson (1995; 27) argues that buyers often are more loyal to the seller, than to the 
firm itself. Attention must therefore be paid when altering a functioning business relationship, 
because when “business is conducted among strangers, trust is low and energy sapped” 
(Reichheld et al 2000; 2).  

Adding to the growth of relationship selling are the uncertainty of the quality and the service 
level of a new vendor, which increases the existing bond between a customer and a vendor. 
As a result, the shift towards personal relationships has been especially obvious in markets 
characterized by complexity, interdependence and long-term orientation (Guenzi et al 2007; 
1), such as the It-industry (Heide and Weiss 1995; 2). 

Another important issue to discuss is the cost of switching supplier for the customers. 
According to Yang and Peterson (2004; 7) switching costs include those costs that are to 
either monetary or behavioral or related to searching after and getting to know new suppliers. 
It is no surprise that that when switching costs are high, even dissatisfied customers are likely 
to maintain business relationships (Jackson 1985; Storbacka et al 1994; 3). However, today, 
especially considering the internet era, business have identified these trade barriers and are 
today acting to reduce the switching costs, making it easier for customers to switch supplier 
(Yang and Peterson 2004; 8).  
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Concluding, the sales process depends on type of transaction, type of relationship, the 
complexity of the service or product and finally the cost of switching to another supplier. The 
M&A will therefore affect the sales process differently depending on these variables. It will 
be crucial for companies in an M&A situation to thoroughly analyze the type of customers 
they are serving, as different customers need different sales processes. Furthermore, changes 
in people, routines and processes may all have distinctive outcome on existing business 
relationships. Adding to the complexity, the barriers for customers to change supplier is 
getting lower. Based on the above we can suspect that carefully planning will be important in 
dealing with customers in the M&A process.  

 

4.6 TRUST AND ISSUES OF TRUST 

Trust plays a crucial part in interactive process and in the forming of a relationship. An M&A 
can alter trust on individual, group or firm level, and since trust obviously plays a big part in 
forming profitable relationships.  

 
“People want more than just a product or service. They want you to be concerned about their 
needs; they want you to inspire confidence and trust and to communicate that you are strongly 
committed to their welfare" (Miller, 1986: 15). 

 
Trust is found in different levels of and between organizations and differs in definition 
depending on culture and situation and as Weitz and Bradford (1999; 3) writes, trust is a 
central matter in all interactive processes. However, the definition of trust has become a 
“confusing potpourri” as almost all researchers have their view and definition of trust 
(Shapiro 1987; 625). In this research we have worked with the definition of trust by Curral 
and Inkpen (2002; 6) which states that trust consist of two elements. One element is the 
decision to under a condition of risk rely on another party, and the other element is reliance, 
meaning that you allow your fate to be determined, at least in part, by another party. They 
argue that trust arises when the risk of the other party turns out not to be trustworthy is low 
and where the other party’s goodwill and motivation to be trustworthy and benevolent is high 
enough. In contrast to for example Doney and Cannon’s (1997; 2) definition of trust being 
perceived credibility and benevolence, Curral and Inkpens definition contains an active 
element, which we find compelling. Continuing, Curral and Inkpen argue that trust has for 
dimensions or expressed differently, trust takes four expressions. Open communication and 
information exchange, task coordination, informal agreements and surveillance and 
monitoring are all manifestation of different dimensions of trust according to them (2002; 8).  
 
Curral and Inkpen futher argue that trust is found in three layers of business society; between 
individuals, between groups and between firms. Curral and Inkpens four aforementioned 
dimensions of trust will determine the degree of trust in all three layers, but there are different 
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drivers of trust between the layers. The degree of trust between two companies is decided by 
the degree of open communication, task coordination, informal agreements and monitoring of 
the relationship at the three different levels where trust can be found. In other words, trust is 
created and or impacted anywhere there is interaction between two organizations. 

On the individual level, fairness and benevolence is important to build trust. It is in addition it 
must be a cooperative venture between the sales person and the prospect, meaning that both 
parties must find the relationship beneficial (Oakes 1990; 1). Between groups it important that 
the action taken reflect the group as a whole and that all group members adhere to the 
decision (Curral and Inkpen refers to Bar-tal 1990, 2002; 10). Trust at firm level is decided by 
the same factors as at the individual and group level, but the amount of managers and people 
involved in the trusting process is larger. The fact that trust exists on different layers in the 
organization, complicates business. For example, a company can trust the salesperson, but 
mistrust the organization the sales person represent, or vice versa. As a consequence, business 
can thrive if trust is amplified on all three layers and the rope of trust is strong, but business 
can also be damaged if trust only exist on one level of the organization (Curral and Inkpen 
2002; 13). It is therefore crucial for companies to ensure strong trust, as trust is reported to 
increase satisfaction and mutual efforts, decrease conflicts and improve customer retention 
(Doney and Cannon 1997; 1).  
 
To somewhat complicate the discussion of trust, there also exist different kinds of trust 
depending on the type of customer you are serving (Rackham and De Vinenctis 1999; 84). In 
the transactional sales, the customer will trust first and foremost the product to provide a 
cheap and reliable supply. In the consultative sale the customer will mainly trust the sales 
person to understand and solve the issue at hand. Lastly, in the enterprise sale, the customer 
will trust the institution to share their business future and challenges. Trust is consequently a 
multifaceted concept, varying on type of sale situation and type of relationship.  
 
Now when it is established what trust is, and why it is so important, it is time to discuss how 
trust develops. Drawing on literature on social psychology, economics and marketing, Doney 
and Cannon presents five processes in which trust can develop. The calculative process, 
which simply is when an individual or company calculates the pros and cons of the 
relationship, depending on if the other party would stay or leave the relationship. If the 
benefits outweigh the cost and risk with the relationship, trust will develop. The prediction 
process concerns the parties’ ability to forecast each other’s behavior.  As trust contains some 
element of benevolence and credibility, trust will grow if the parties’ can predict beneficial 
behaviors. This process often involves some history between the parties, as it simplifies the 
prediction process. The capability process concerns determining the other party’s ability to 
deliver upon its promises. For example, if a sales person would promise a brand new Rolls 
Royce in exchange for your brand new BMW, you would probably doubt the promise and you 
would not go ahead with the deal, as the deal sounds too good to be true, and you would 
probably mistrust the person. The fourth process, the intentionality process concerns as the 
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name suggest, assessing the party’s intention and motives. Trust will emerge if the intentions 
and motives of one party are aligned with the plans of the other party. Lastly, by references, 
word of mouth, and other third party opinions trust can emerge through the transference 
process (1997; 3-4). 
 
As a result, this means that it becomes imperative for management that the sales force of the 
organization is capable of managing these processes. Doney and Cannon has found six traits 
and actions that enables the sales force to ensure trust between the buyer and the seller. The 
sales people need to posses expertise, power to deliver, likability, similarity with the 
customer, and build a long term relationship with the customer by having frequent contact 
with the customer.   
 
However, it should be noted that Doney and Cannon’s study on 678 purchasing managers and 
their purchasing decisions showed that the deciding factor in the purchase decision was not 
trust, but rather aspects of the marketing mix (1997; 12). The result they explain by the fact 
that trust probably operates as an order qualifier rather than an order winner. Trust is still 
important for a company in order to even be considered as a supplier, but the aspects of the 
marketing mix will still decide who gets the deal. As Rackham and De Vinenctis (1999; 82) 
writes: 
 

“A good personal relationship may open the door, but, once inside that door, it’s the value-creating 
business relationship that makes the sale”.  

Given that we are not researching a static situation, but rather what happens to the relationship 
when the foundation changes, it would be interesting to utilize literature on what affects and 
changes existing trust. However, this is not an area that is well researched. What characterizes 
trust and distrust is well researched (eg. Lewiciki et al 1998; 16-18, Blomqvist 1997), but 
what causes a trusting relationship to become a distrusting relationship is poorly understood. 
 
Trust exist at different levels of the organization and take different forms in each level. Trust 
must not be established on all levels on the organization, but trust must exist at the deciding 
levels. The challenge lies in  becomes in determining what is the most crucial part as that is 
likely to vary for each level in each organization.  
 
Summing up, trust is likely to play a crucial part in the interactive processes and in the 
forming of a relationship in the post M&A situation. An M&A can alter trust on individual, 
group or firm level, and since trust obviously plays a big part in forming profitable 
relationships hence we lean towards believing that care must be taken in M&As. While this 
chapter gives a thorough introduction to the trust concept the level of detail we will use to 
study trust is along the dimensions of individual, business unit and group as well as Doney 
and Cannon´s five processes that will be the base for operationalizing questions on trust to our 
respondents. 
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4.7 CONCLUDING THE THEORY – PREPARING ANALYTICAL THEMES 

So far we have discussed a number of theoretical lenses on relationships from an M&A 
perspective. Standing alone they tell an incomplete story, since they are all aspects of a 
business relationship. The themes below gives a simplified picture, because we argue that 
simplifying and enhancing communication should be the aim with any model merging 
different aspects of a problem. We urge you to keep in mind that the common denominator is 
always the relationship and the constituencies of the themes changes, it will impact the 
relationship.  

 

It is useful to think of the affect M&A have on relationships is different in different 
organizational layers for. The force which is exerted at any level by any theme we believe will 
be strongly based on context. As we learned in the theory chapter transactional business 
relationships tend to have strategy and sales processes as key issues, as the basis for the 
relationship is more transactional than interactive. However, these themes have not been 
studied independently or as a whole in the context of an M&A and our interviews will shed 
some light as to the perception of how important these themes are for relationship 
development. Armed with these insights we set out to study what the actors perceive as 
important in customer relationship development after an M&A transaction.  

Trust

Organizational Identity

Interactiveprocesses

Strategicconsiderations
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5 EXPLORING THE GAP – EMPIRICAL PRESENTATION 

Having concluded how to begin structuring our study we approached our research subject 
and interviewed them. In this section we present the interviews one-by-one because we believe 
a fuller picture of the empirical material emerges when each interview can be considered as a 
unique contribution based on its own set of circumstances before the interviews are compared 
in the light of each other. The internal order of topics presented in each interview follows the 
order in which most interviews developed. The way in which the interviews developed is 
naturally related to the interview outline used in the research. In the end of the chapter the 
interview outcomes are summarized and compared in a matrix which provides a good 
overview of the empirical material.  

5.1 INTERVIEW WITH REGIONAL MANAGER – COMPANY ”LARGE” 

This interview was conducted with one of the responsible managers for the M&A at company 
”large”. The manager is responsible for the area where company ”small” operates and was 
consequently in charge of the whole acquisition process, “ from identifying company ”small” 
as a subject of interest, to setting the strategy for the process, to the actual purchase of 
company ”small”, to the process of merging the two companies and integrating them as one 
business unit”. He explains that the reason behind the M&A was that company ”large” 
lacked building constructors and they saw company ”small” as a perfect complement to their 
existing business in the region. “We needed the constructing business”, capabilities and the 
customers both.   

After identifying the object the M&A process was “all about the customers”. “It is crucial to 
identify the most faithful and most important customers and the relationship they have with 
the firm we are acquiring” claimed the responsible senior manager. As a result, company 
”small” was instructed to analyze their customers and set a suitable strategy for retaining all 
the big and most important customers. The plan contained steps from identifying, categorizing 
and specifying action steps for the process to individual information plans of how to inform 
the customers about the acquisition for the best possible outcome in terms of retention and 
even strengthening of the relationship.  

As the foundation of retaining the customers comes from retaining the personnel, he continues 
by saying that “we frequently spent a lot of time with meeting with people from company 
”small”, both at management level and ground level”.  “As a part of the integration process 
we created groups were we merged people from our existing office in the area with company 
”small”, to discuss and decide questions concerning the office environment, after work 
activities, IT and so forth”. He continues by saying that company ”large” has both good and 
bad experience from previous M&A’s concerning the post-merger integrations. Consequently,  
they had the strategic experience needed to “put extra effort on this integration since we have 
examples where the merger failed due to too little focus on integrating the personnel”, which 
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are the people with the direct relationship to the customer. He shares that in their experience 
strategically great acquisitions eventually lost business because the integration process took 
way too long time. To achieve long term synergies he says that “no matter the size of the 
merging companies a lot of time and effort must be put into merging the two different 
company cultures into one”.  

The valuable experience from previous M&A’s has resulted in a process map how company 
”large” executes M&A activity today. “We have developed a scheme of the M&A processes 
that matches our resources with the right actions that are needed”. Of course this scheme is 
alternated with the specifics of the M&A at hand, since every M&A has its unique requisites. 
When this scheme of processes is fulfilled and the correct resources and persons are 
identified, things tend to get going on their own. He also leaves a word of warning, “It is 
important that these processes remains adoptable and does not become too rigid”. Many 
things must be done while at the same time minimizing unnecessary changes for customers.  

Concerning the sales processes and how business is conducted, he clarifies that functioning 
relationships is key in this business. Ensuring that the personnel of both company ”large” and 
company ”small” are aware of the full portfolio of their new offering is of course important, 
but altering processes or way of doing business was in this case not necessary. “It is crucial 
that we let our personnel handle their customers as they always have, in order to maintain 
their well proven relationships and to keep the level of trust high. We will work hard with 
educate our staff and increase their understanding of our business portfolio, but we are not 
changing or moving any personnel”.  

Concerning how trust changes in an M&A situation, he says that”it’s a really important 
question that we have discussed thoroughly”. He argues that in this particular case it was 
important that company ”small” did not stress the size of company ”large” without 
considering the size of the customer. Of course, if it’s one of company ”small”s bigger 
customers it’s beneficial that our offering to them increases, and hence the size of the merging 
company will not alter the trust. However, “the small and frequently returning customers are 
difficult to handle. How to exactly tackle this question is difficult to answer, but it is crucial 
that we keep the personal relationship intact”.  

 When we asked him about how the organizational identity of company ”small” would 
change with the M&A, he said that “what company ”small” offers in their region is unique. 
The competition is more or less constant. We therefore believe that company ”small”’s large 
customers’ do not find this change in organizational too big, or negative for that matter”. 
They have instead focused on the smaller customers as stated earlier, as they have ensured not 
to stress the larger size of the merged companies. Concerning the smaller customers however, 
“company size relative to their smaller customers was already pretty big why the acquisition 
have not changed the organizational identity notably”.  
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5.2 INTERVIEW WITH VICE PRESIDENT – COMPANY ”LARGE” 

The interview was held with the vice president of company ”large”. As vice president he had 
the responsibility from the board of directors to manage and go through with the M&A. He 
says that company ”large” has a strategy to be present in all regions of Sweden with all their 
business disciplines. As construction was missing in this particular region, he initiated the 
work with identifying a suitable company for acquisition. The area manager, our interview 
subject number one was consequently contacted and initiated the search that eventually turned 
up with company ”small”. “We needed their know-how concerning construction. Many times 
it is easier to acquire a company of 10-15 persons than to start up from scratch”. We needed 
a platform within that discipline to build upon. Furthermore, company ”small” is operating in 
a customer segment that company ”large” is weak even from a national perspective.    

When asked about how they handled the customers of company ”small”, he says that “you 
can never assume that the customers will follow with the acquisition. Just like you have to 
handle the acquired personnel with care, you have to handle the acquired customers with 
care”. He explains that they actually went so far to personally contact the most important 
customers of company ”small” and explaining why the acquisition was taking place and how 
it would affect them. Furthermore, he, just like his area manager, highlights the importance of 
keeping the personal relationships intact as they are crucial in retaining the customers and 
ensuring a consistent delivery.   

The importance of keeping the personnel is highlighted by the fact that he told us that as soon 
as the acquisition started to approach its end, the management board of company ”large” 
visited company ”small” to in person explain the drivers behind it. “We told them both about 
the strength that comes with belonging to a bigger company, but also about the draw backs”. 
It turned out that in this case, just like as in many other cases, the personnel already had 
figured out the consequences of the acquisition on their own, “they were not especially 
surprised with what we were telling them”. Notwithstanding, clear and open communication 
is crucial to keep everybody on board.  Besides good communication, he tells us that the 
integration is also crucial. “We wanted to as soon as possible energize everyone at company 
”small” by letting them feel the bigger and more vigorous environment at our existing office 
in the region”. The sooner they start drinking coffee with their new colleagues, the better”. 
We therefore organize the personnel from our existing office and the acquired office into 
groups where they have to perform tasks together, in order to speed up the tempo of the 
integration.  

A fast integration will translate into more business as our customers faster will be able to see 
the added value from the merged companies. Happy employees will carry a positive message 
over the customers. “Here, our experience from a nearby region was beneficial to us. In a 
previous acquisition, we had mostly positive reactions where the personnel from the acquired 
firm really enjoyed belonging to a bigger company”. He explains that it might seem like 
company ”large”’s M&A's are rather slow. For instance, the acquisition of company ”small” 
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was a process that lasted for almost a year. “However, this is a conscious decision from 
company ”large”” he continues. This time-consuming process enables us to get to know the 
potential subject on a personal level, and we have actually decided not to go through with a 
couple of acquisitions when we felt that the personal chemistry was not right. This dialog has 
been a success factor for us as we also get to communicate how we think and how we work to 
the potential subject before anything is decided. “It keeps the number of surprises at a 
minimum”. For example, the question of the trademark is often an important question for the 
owner of the company we are about to acquire. It is therefore important to have an open 
discussion concerning the trademark already before the acquisition is completed so it will 
come as no surprise if we later decide to use our trademark instead. Furthermore, with time 
they will notice that the trademark is of less importance than the personal relationships.  

Concerning the sales processes he explains that they will remain the same even after the 
acquisition. “Consultative business is much about personal relationships and contacts, and 
that is principally nothing we want to change”. He continues by saying that it is devastating 
to change any personal contacts.  

When we discussed how the level of trust changes with an M&A, he argues that is not a big 
deal if you keep the contact persons constant throughout the business. “However, the first six 
month after the M&A is probation time. If you manage to deliver constantly, the level of trust 
is probably going to remain the same”.   

The question regarding how the organizational identity will change is depending on the size 
of the customer he explains. “Of course there is a risk that you might lose one of the smaller 
customers, but that will be more than offset by the fact that many of company ”small”’s 
biggest customers will see this change in organizational identity as something positive”. He 
adds that some customers might think that there is a risk that company ”small” will increase 
their billing, but as the personal contacts will remain the same, the risk for customers leaving 
on that reason only, is minimal. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, the strategy was to 
personally contact the most important customers, the overall business risk was low.  

 

 5.3 INTERVIEW WITH PARTNER – COMPANY ”SMALL” 

One of the partners of company ”small” was the interviewee for this interview. He says that 
reasons for selling the firm is a vision to work with larger resources and a wider scope of 
tasks and challenges. That has been the primary driver of the sell side. Even though the 
customer is only implicitly in the center of thinking he says that “in the end I am convinced 
this will be value adding for our customers”.  

The process has from an owner perspective been “long and quite complicated”. Company 
”large” was putting quite a tough work load of our firm. Much of information that was 
previously in the heads of the employees was being made explicit during many visits, long 
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talks and rigorous planning. Company ”large” was keen on getting to know both 
management and employees of ”small”.  

In essence the business processes have not changed with the exception of a wider product 
offering. “The work load for management of ”small” changed and increased significantly 
with all the information needs of company ”large””. In terms of what was visual to the 
external world the operations of ”small” remained the same. “Company ”large” spent much 
time meeting us but did not interact directly with our customers”. “Much of the information 
work was placed on me personally or on responsible customer contacts”.   

He welcomes the research initiative because from his perspective customer relationships are 
complicated and it is hard to know how to service customers through an M&A process 
because “it is not the type of thing that you go through every day”. He says, “personally I 
find it hard to know how to communicate what is going on, how to involve the customer and 
to manage the whole process”.  

He is looking forward to knowing the result of their information work because that was 
something that was determined as critical in customer service in the planning phase, much 
influenced by company ”large”. Much consideration was spent on how to inform the 
customers and special attention was given to prioritized customers to ensure a smooth 
transition. One of the key outcomes of these considerations has been to ensure continuity by 
maintaining staff and their customer relationships intact to the outmost possible extent.  

 

5.4 INTERVIEW WITH CONSTRUCTION FOREMAN – CUSTOMER OF ”SMALL” 

Construction foreman at a firm implementing various construction projects where parts of the 
drawings for those projects came from company ”small”, was the subject of this interview.  
The foreman´s contact with company ”small” goes back a number of years. Over time he has 
had the same contact person and even though their contact is not so frequent they have 
developed a good relationship. Contact between them mostly occurs when there are questions 
regarding the drawings for implementation projects, which are practical in nature and could 
almost be categorized as customer support.  

In describing how he relates to the M&A process he claims that nothing has changes much in 
his opinion. His personal contact with ”small” had informed him about the M&A and told 
him about practical changes such as phone number switches and other minor things. Using his 
words to describe the information process “It was more of a statement than a dialogue but 
that seems quite normal. Customers are not involved in owner changes before the deal is 
complete; it is how things are done”. However, no contact person had been changed and as 
far as he knew no people had been changed in ”small” nor had any working practices 
changed. When our questions approach the organizational identity concept he claims he has 
no opinion about the perception difference of ”large” and ”small”. Regarding price he says 
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“I am not responsible for the purchasing so everything in my daily work remains the same as 
before”. 

The personal relationship he describes as important from two major aspects. The first is that 
working with a well known person increases the speed of collaboration and comfort in the 
daily work. Secondly it requires trust between the two, as well as good communication, 
because if there is a misinterpretation of the drawings the consequences are relatively large 
and costly. He says “In the past [”small”] has to my knowledge always delivered excellent 
work”.  

When trying to dig deeper regarding price and organizational identity it was obvious that he 
did not care much for such considerations. Instead he referred us to the purchasing department 
which might have knowledge about price changes if there were any. The lack of interest in 
identity issues were manifested both through reluctance to answer questions in that direction, 
which seemed mostly based on genuine disinterest, and by our impression that for him 
organizational identity seemed to be carried by his contact person rather than by perception of 
”small” and ”large” in terms of what they stand for. “The type of contact I have with 
”small” has not been changed with new ownership and to me it makes little practical 
difference who owns the business”.  

Regarding questions on what could possibly disrupt the relationship he says that for him 
unsatisfactory quality of work as well as incompetent contact people would be reasons where 
he would contact his superiors for looking at alternatives. However, such decisions would not 
be exclusively his even though quality assessments would be part of his tasks. 

 

5.5 INTERVIEW WITH PROCUREMENT OFFICER – CUSTOMER OF ”SMALL” 

This interview was conducted with a procurement manager of a real estate and construction 
firm. With a couple of years on the job he had been using company ”small” for specific 
purposes for the entire time because they were in his words “the best option for these types of 
jobs”. In terms of volume procured ”small”  was not a significant proportion of the total 
turnover. The interview naturally developed in the direction of price sensitivity which the 
manager claims is “crucial in the market”. He says that price and access to services “are the 
deciding factors”. However, the price had remained the same after the M&A, and on the 
positive side the selection of services had increased.  

The information about the M&A had been received through his personal contact before it was 
made official in a letter. He said that this way of handling the information work was 
“formidable and a school book example of good communication”. His perception of the 
whole M&A process was “carefully positive” because of the added services “but it was not 
entirely free from complications because one project ran late as a consequence of people 
shifting responsibilities”. He claimed that they were, despite complications, happy with the 
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business relationship and out of curiosity we asked questions about the market and how he 
perceived it. The most interesting answer was that price mark-up would make him look for 
other alternatives as they were “fighting to keep their margins”. He says that the new Group 
is now the largest provider of such services in their market and is quite close to gaining an 
exclusive position. From procurement perspective hopes were that large scale advantages 
would lead to price reductions as opposed to price mark-ups but thus far prices had remained 
unchanged.   

In general his work procedures in the interaction with ”small” had not seen any changes. The 
processes for purchasing were the same as before and so were the contact people he was 
working with. Trust, for him, was largely dependent on access to a person which he could 
discuss contracts and contract changes with, regarding scope of services, price, mistakes etc. 
He prefers working with people he knows “can manage price and quantity related issues 
quickly” and that are consistently “on time with their proposals”. As long as these aspects 
remain the same it seemed to be of less importance who was managing things. From his 
company´s perspective the thing that would have most critical impact on the relationship was 
again price “…if the price was not competitive we wouldn´t be doing business with them”.  

Perception of ”small” and ”large” did not vary too much. “None of them are standing for 
things we cannot stand for” and the only worry regarding the size difference is that the new 
Group may be more rigid in their processes but only time will tell. “Before there are any 
concrete manifestations that are negative for us we will remain customers”.  

 

5.6 INTERVIEW WITH A CEO – CUSTOMER TO ”SMALL” 

The CEO of a ”small” firm with a niche function in coordination of construction projects was 
next in line to be interviewed. His tone reveals that he is carefully worried about the M&A 
and in his opening story about how the M&A process happened he says that his perception of 
“”small” being sucked into a larger Group is concerning”. Since the M&A occurred no 
further collaboration between his firm and the new Group has yet occurred. But, he says, 
“…as of now we have not changed supplier”. Quite some time in the interview was devoted 
to explore this concern. “Emotionally the relationship feels different” he says. More precisely 
the relationship is “perhaps no longer on equal footing”. Company ”small” was larger than 
my firm before, but there was still a measure of equality. Company ”large” is a huge group 
with a lot of resources and “I am concerned that I will not have an equal status and not be 
important to them”.  

The above shows a relation to strategic issues as well because the essential strategic 
consideration is shown in the following quote: “I prefer to work with partners that I am 
important to”. Our dialogue continues and it turns out that there have been no concrete 
manifestations of the worries but nevertheless the emotions of concern remain. The contacts 
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are the same and the routines as far as he knows have not changed either. He claims that 
“changes to the negative in price and access”, despite personal comfort being important, 
“are things that will likely make us go for another supplier”. Access is in this case referring 
to the people to whom there is already an established relationship as well as access to 
dialogue with the layers of the organization that is important for solving problems.  

The information work is the next topic of the interview and apparently he has been informed 
by an official letter that the M&A has taken place and only later been contacted by his contact 
person that explains what has changed and the practical implications. He says “I would have 
preferred if I was informed informally before getting the official letter”. However he will 
remain waiting for actual manifestations of complications before taking any major decisions. 
Quite clearly the expectation on the personal contact was to be informed of the M&A 
informally before formally which has damaged the personal trust. He emphasizes several 
times the importance of personal relationships especially for small business owners.  

According to the information given from the new Group no purchasing routines have been 
changed but the offering has been upgraded. If that is actually the case he cannot say because 
no new deals have been made since the M&A took place. Hence little was revealed about 
routines and processes except that it was not as important to his business as price and access.  

5.7 INTERVIEW WITH PROJECT MANAGER – CUSTOMER OF ”SMALL” 

The interview was with a project manager for a construction firm. He is pleased with the 
information work and the M&A process and how it has affected him. An ongoing project 
continued to flow uninterrupted and a project initiated after the M&A process is currently 
working out good. “I was informed by my contact person before officially notified” and he 
states he was pleased with this way of being informed.  

He was not aware of company ”large” before he heard about the M&A and did not have an 
opinion about them as a consequence. He says that no routines were changed in how they do 
business to his knowledge but thinks that the new Group might be stricter in its internal 
processes and administration. In his words “processes are easier to drive in smaller firms 
because they are normally less bureaucratic” while referring to contracts, procedures etc. He 
says “Usually smaller firms have quicker decision processes and less strict criteria” and adds 
that “the cost pressure is usually stricter in larger Groups”. Nevertheless the impression was 
that such situations were overall quite rare and real concern for mentioned consequences were 
rather low.  

The contact people have remained the same and so has the pricing while there has been an 
expanded service offering why he is carefully positive about the M&A as his subtle concerns 
about bureaucracy have not yet manifested in any concrete form. The impression was that 
here too, that having kept the personal relationships intact helped to bridge the transition of 
the relationship. 
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The way the market currently looks there are only few competitors where the new Group is 
the largest and best supplier of their services by far. Strategically there were no reasons for 
reconsidering the relationship at this point in the perception of our respondent, “as prices 
were the same” and there were to his knowledge a lack of viable alternatives. The continuity 
of the relationship was perceived as good because established relationships and practices had 
remained untouched. Continuation of well working relationships was a large incentive to 
continue the business relationship because trust was already established. Trust in the 
relationship was based on a degree of fairness in the business deals, that one knows what to 
expect in dealing with the other person in terms of quality in the work, and having a pleasant 
personal interaction. He concluded the interview with stating that “for me the situation is 
largely unchanged and we go on the same as before”.   

 5.8 INTERVIEW WITH A MIDDLE MANAGER – CUSTOMER OF ”SMALL” 

The interview was held with a manager from a building firm that is a rather small customer of 
”small”. “Procurement of their services happens only when we have specific projects” he 
explains. In general he says that when an M&A happens in the market usually competing 
suppliers approach the business with proposals because the argument “we have always been 
buying from this supplier” no longer works as good as before. Whenever personal contacts 
remain the same though, the argument works, because the personal contact replaces the firm 
in the same argument. He further explained that to change supplier is easier after an M&A 
because the barrier to do so is lower. “It is a reason towards your personal contact for 
switching, if that is what you want to do”.  

Nothing has really changed however in his relationship to ”small” as a result of the M&A 
process. He knows ”large” from before and knows they have national coverage and is 
considerably larger than ”small” but sees no problems with the acquisition in terms of the 
business relationship. He had a positive picture of ”large” from before and will remain a 
customer as long as prices remain competitive. Again identity seemed to be of little concern 
based on that there was no explicitly negative perception about them. Furthermore there 
seemed to be a sense of security in going with a tested supplier given that the price was 
competitive with market prices.   
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5.9 SUMMARIZING EMPIRICAL KEY POINTS 

INTERVIEW 

SUBJECT (TABLE 5.1) 
TRUST  ORGANIZATIONAL 

IDENTITY 
PROCESSES  STRATEGIC 

CONSIDERATIONS 

REGIONAL 
MANAGER 

(”LARGE”, M1) 

• Keep  personal 
relationships intact 

• Slowly  enhance  the 
product offering   

• Slowly enhance  the product 
offering  minimizes 
perceived change 

• Avoid  stressing  relative  size 
differences 

• The  interaction  with 
customers happen  in  the 
process.  Therefore 
retaining  the  process  as 
intact as possible  is good 
for  retaining  the 
relationship 

• We  want  to  provide  access  to 
our full service offering. Doing so 
requires  educating  our  new 
members of staff from ”small” 

VICE PRESIDENT 
(”LARGE”, M2) 

• Keep  personal 
relationships intact  

• Minimize  changes  in 
the  business  process 
and quality of delivery 

• For  most  customers  there 
was  nothing  negative  in 
”small”  becoming 
”large”(er) 

• Keep  low  profile  with 
”small” customers regarding 
size change 

• It  is  devastating  for 
customer relationships to 
change  contact  people 
and business processes 

• Playing  the  process  card 
right  minimizes  the 
negative  effects  of  a 
company transaction 

• Increased  access  of  services  is 
value creating  for  the customers 
we acquire as well as for existing 
customers with operations in the 
new area. 

• We get a unique position  in  the 
market 

PARTNER  
(”SMALL”, M3) 

• Maintaining  trust 
requires 
communication  in 
confidence  with  our 
customers 

• Adjust  communication  to 
size  of  customer.  Adapt  to 
their  perception  of  the 
world 

• These  are  behaviors 
reinforced over time. It is 
important  not  to  change 
them  in  any  negative 
sense 

• An  increased  the  scope  of 
accessible services adds value to 
our customers 

CONSTRUCTION 
FOREMAN 

(CUSTOMER, I1) 

• Good  communication 
over time leads to trust 

• Quality  of  work  and 
competent  contact 
persons 

• No  substantial  perception 
difference  between  the 
company  ”large”  and 
”small” 

 

• Nothing  has  changed  in 
terms  of  process  or 
people in his daily work 

 

• Poor quality of work would be a 
reason to switch supplier 

 

PROCUREMENT 

OFFICER 

(CUSTOMER, I2) 

• Access  to  people  to 
discuss  functional 
problems with 

 

• Expresses  no  concern  for 
identity  other  than  price 
positioning 

 

• For  him  the  processes 
were similar to before 

• Contact people were  the 
same 

 

• Competitive  price  is  essential 
and price has remained the same 

• Access  to  services  is  important 
and the scope has increased 

• Economies of scale  could lead to 
improved pricing 

CEO  
(CUSTOMER, I3) 

• Wants  to be  important 
to partner 

• Equality  in  business 
relationship 

• Communication 
expectations  broken, 
decreasing trust 

• Size  inequality  causes 
concern 

• Emotionally  relationships 
feel differently  if we are no 
longer on equal footing 

 

• Being  informed  formally 
a  breach  to  expected 
communication process 

• Nothing  in  the  routines 
has  changed  but  were 
secondary in importance 

 

• Price  and  access  to  services  are 
the primary variables in choosing 
and evaluating suppliers 

• Being  important  to  your 
suppliers  is  important  for 
business 

PROJECT 
MANAGER 

(CUSTOMER, I4) 

• Pleased with  how  they 
were informed 

• Trust  is carried over by 
well  established 
relationships  that 
remained intact 

• Slightly  concerned  with 
”large”  being  more 
beurocratic 

 

• Uninterrupted  business 
processes positive 

• My  business  looks  the 
same. 

• No  reason  to  reconsider 
relationship  because  price  is 
same 

• Lack  of  viable  alternatives  gives 
”large”  an  excellent  market 
position 

CONSTRUCTION 
MANAGER 

(CUSTOMER, I5) 

• People,  or  functioning 
relationships,  is  a  trust 
carrier 

• A positive picture of ”large” 
is  good  for  the  relationship 
development 

• Conversely,  a negative  view 
would  have made  him  look 
for new suppliers 

• Unchanged  • M&A  is a flag for other suppliers 
to approach us (read customers) 

• M&A  lowers  barrier  to  change 
supplier 
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5.10 GRAPHICAL PRESENTATION OF THE TRANSACTION 

The empirical material may beyond the above presented summarizing table,e be broken down 
into a sequence of events that gives meaning to the data. It gives an overview of the cause and 
effect relationship between the phases and how it has impacted this case. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our interviews have revealed something that, when put in sequences, is quite startling. It is 
quite unique with a year-long due diligence of a firm the size of ”small”. This way of 
managing the transaction is based on the long experience of ”large”. Seeing the process in 
this light explains why the customer interviews have revealed so little in terms of negative 
impact on customer relationships as well as so little concern for the overall ownership change 
in general and our themes in particular. Has “large” discovered the missing piece in the 
M&A puzzle? 

Previous  experience 
from  successful  and 
unsuccessful  M&As 
have  led  to  a  deep 
understanding  of  the 
nature  of  acquiring 
firms  and  what  it 
takes  to  retain 
customers. 

A  year‐long  due 
diligence  process 
with  relationship 
building  enabled 
adjustments  to  the 
case specific needs. It 
gave  long  time  to 
plan  specific  and 
detailed  actions  to 
achieve  each  M&A 
objective. 

Company  ”small” 
staff were all retained 
and played a key role 
in  carrying  the 
message  to  their 
customers. 
Communication  was 
adapted  to  each 
customers  individual 
situation. 

Solid  planning  and 
execution,  firmly 
grounded  in previous 
experience  and  an 
insight  about  the 
customer  side  of 
M&As  ensured  high 
customer  retention 
and  good  customer 
relationship 
development. 

The  evaluation phase 
is  not  yet  reached. 
“Large”  works 
methodically  on 
coding  their  business 
practices.  This  paper 
is  in  part  evaluating 
the  M&A  with  focus 
customer relationship 
development. 

Riorous
due

diligence
Deployment

Customer
relationship

development
EvaluationPrevious

Experience

Fig 5.1 Context of the M&A process 
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6 FILLING THE GAP – ANALYSIS 
 

When both the theoretical and empirical material is collected it is time to put the known 
pieces together. Through the themes and framework presented in the theoretical chapter we 
have analyzed the empirical material thoroughly. In this chapter we present our analysis of 
the empirical material, theme by theme for high readability and easy understanding. Recall 
model 3.1.4 for the analysis methodology. 
 
Because we have strong indications that all themes impact customer relationship development 
we have chosen to refer to what was previously denoted themes as impactors. This change 
may seem semantic at first glance but it is essential seen in the light of the purpose – not 
studying the relationship per se – but rather what changes it.  

6.1 STRATEGIC CONSIDERATIONS FOR REEVALUATING BUSINESS RELATIONSHIPS 

Strategic considerations, mainly represented by the Porteritarian perspective, strongly 
supports that price and access are absolutely key in deciding the future relationship 
development. In fact it seems that, all impactors are important but strategic considerations in 
tangible price measures or strategic considerations that may have an impact on price, are more 
important. Doney and Cannon’s conclusion that trust is only a hygiene factor for business 
because the real emphasis is on the price-value relationship (1997; 12) thus seems to hold. We 
doubt that trust is only a hygiene factor but recognize that price-value is key. One could of 
course argue that there is a ”large” incentive for customers to say that they are price sensitive, 
worried about the price being jacked-up if they do not. On the other hand, that very concern is 
showing that it really is on top of the agenda to keep prices down for the customers. 

Based on the price-value logic revealed, if an M&A takes place to acquire customers we can 
from the empirical material quickly draw the conclusion that if you instantly do a price mark-
up you will have a strong negative reaction from the customers. M1 and M2 were aware of 
this too and worked hard to keep as much as possible constant for the customers, which 
evidently had positive effects as revealed by the interviews with the customers. The empirical 
material suggests that if you keep your cool, you can perhaps later do a price mark-up with 
perceived rational reasons. The trick will be to mark-up the price where it is not related to the 
M&A, separating the two in time.  

Using the industry attractiveness perspective on strategy we can further draw the conclusion 
that the way in which the market we have investigated is organized have resulted in fewer 
strategic considerations that what we would expect in another market. The reason for this is 
mainly that ”small” and consequently the new Group´s projects are only a fraction of the total 
cost. Already before the M&A ”small” had a niche position in the market, characterized by 
little to no competition. After the transaction there was no substantial change, competition still 
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being very low. This has for certain contributed to the few strategic considerations displayed 
in the interviews. 

Strategy seems to be related to interactive processes and routines in that the activity links 
represent invested resources (Håkansson and Snehota 2003). If a firm has invested resources 
such as time and money to acquire skills and tools for certain sales-purchasing processes, 
changes in those processes represent not only an inconvenience in terms of changed routines, 
but requires the customer to abandon an investment in one way of doing things and to reinvest 
in another way of doing them. It is therefore vital to keep your sales processes constant after 
an M&A, which M1 and M2 obviously knew and acted upon. The cost of switching supplier 
might be significant as suggested by (Jackson 1985; Storbacka et al 1994; 3), but in case your 
existing supplier switches their processes following restructuring after the M&A, switching to 
a supplier may reduce your costs compared to the reinvestment otherwise necessary.  

 

6.2 ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY 

There seems to be a relation between trust and organizational identity which is highlighted in 
that I3 expresses that an expectation breach led to a changed perception of the new Group, the 
breach in expectation being in how I3 was informed. The order in which I3 was informed 
about the M&A was contrary to I3s preference. I3 felt a decrease of trust from being informed 
firstly about the M&A by a formal letter, which did not instill a sense of continuity. Having 
played the cards right with this customer might have led to the sense of continuity that is 
crucial for a positive post M&A reaction in terms of identity as suggested by (Knippenberg 
and Leeuwen 2003; 252). An alternative interpretation is that the size difference between 
”small” and ”large” is an identity issue in its own right, which led to doubt regarding “equal 
footing” of the business relationship. The alternative interpretation serves the prediction by 
Albert and Whetten; that a new situation with too little information to make rational decisions 
will activate questions about identity (2004). Furthermore Gioia suggests that abruptness will 
trigger identity questions because identity change is normally a fluid process of incremental 
change (Gioia et al, 2004; 350). 

I3’s uncertainty about how the relationship will develop leads to questioning identity, even 
though nothing tangible has changed. But the perception of imbalance itself was distorting the 
power relationship and thereby also increased the possibility of switching suppliers. The lack 
of rational information for decision making for I4 may be the very cause of organizational 
identity questions just like the predicted in the theory chapter (Albert and Whetten, 2004). As 
shown by the empirical material, M1 and M2 thoroughly planned the communication to key 
customers, and several interviewed customers are satisfied or even very satisfied.  

Even here there seems to be a relation between organizational identity and strategy which is 
conveniently brought up in the quote from I3: “I prefer to work with partners that I am 
important to”. Note the drift from emotion to strategic importance. It bears traces of the logic 
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that ‘if I am tiny and you are not, my status as important is not obvious’ with the strategic 
implication in terms of Porter´s market analysis that bargaining power goes down and 
possibly also reliability. If you are important people prioritize your issues, if you are not they 
do not. Hence the identity issue seems to have manifested as a tangible strategic 
consideration.   

We know from I5 that a positive perception of ”large” was said to have a positive influence 
on customer relationship development. Applying the logic in reverse gives that if a customer 
would have a negative impression of the acquirer, in this case company ”large”, that would in 
terms of organizational identity, have negative consequences for the customer relationship 
development. M2 in particular showed understanding of how organizational identity affects 
the customers and instructed M1 and M3 to adjust its communication to fit the different types 
of customers “small” is severing,  while ”large” was overall trying to keep a neutral low 
profile. 

 

6.3 SALES AND INTERACTIVE PROCESSES 

In the market we have studied customers relationships create value streams from how the 
product or service is used. The products and services alone are not providing the entire 
benefit. Because the nature of the business is such, customers are also prone to build 
relationships with the sales people to ensure that the supplier has a thorough understanding o 
their business. Because the relationship is essential in both sales and purchasing process alike, 
but also in implementation and use, these relations and processes prove to stabilize the 
relationship. The latter is supported in that M1 and M2 were steadfast in their conviction to 
keep the processes and relations constant which is outspoken as positive by all customer 
respondents. All the interview respondents have claimed that the processes, people and 
routines have been kept intact. Our study is thus suffering a lack of clarification on the 
influence of disruption of those variables. 

Extrinsic value customers focus mainly on the benefits provided (Rackham and De Vicentis 
199; 12), and an ownership change would consequently have no impact as long as the benefits 
remained constant. The industry we studied is not extrinsic value focused however, so we 
could expect differences because in a consultative business, the routines are manifested in the 
personal relationships more than in IT systems and purchasing tools. Hence what has been 
invested in the process and routines is time and learned behavior. Where keeping the 
processes and routines constant in the e-tailing business is more related to IT systems and 
interfaces, in the industry we have studied keeping the process and routines constant 
essentially means not changing any personal relationships. As the relationship between the 
customer and the sales person in this industry might constitute a major part of the value 
(Ravald and Grönroos 1996; 5), M1 and M2 did indeed make the right decision by not 
changing contact persons or sales processes.  
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Moving on, many of over interviewees, for example I1 and I1, argues that since the 
construction business is complex, a big part of the value comes from having a contact person 
they could trust with complex questions and customer support. As Guenzi et al (2007; 1) 
writes the importance of personal relationships are especially obvious in markets 
characterized by complexity and long-term orientation, why the importance of keeping 
functional relationships intact cannot be stressed enough.  

Lastly, relating back to strategy, the power of the continuity under the process concept may 
even mitigate some “negative” strategic considerations. We have previously discussed how 
strategy seemed related to processes, but in light of the above the relation seems to go both 
ways. The interviews indicate that maintaining continuity of sales and other interactive 
processes will mitigate smaller changes in the strategic outlook.  

 

6.4 TRUST 

Although trust is defined in the theoretical chapter as a multi-faceted concept (Miller, 1986: 
15, Curral and Inkpen 2002; 8), we can see that trust at the personal level is of vital 
importance in this study as conveyed by I2, I4 and I5 as well as M1 and M2.  

I2 suggested that trust is also about quality which reveals that consistency is influencing the 
perception of trust. I1, having less personal interaction with ”small”, perceives trust as a 
person who can understand him and work with his issues quickly and rapidly when necessary. 
How close then is trust to become a critical factor in deciding if a customer relationship will 
continue? Most have claimed that continuity in personal relationships has been important in 
maintaining the trust that had already been built up between them and ”small” and carry that 
through the transaction to the new Group. The interview with I3 however reveals just how 
sensitive trust can be. In this case the customer specific information approach from ”large” 
failed to satisfy customer expectations with consequences that if not critical were still 
potentially harmful for the customer relationship development. Trust is in the social domain 
need not manifest in tangibles in the rational domain for it to have impact on the relationship. 
We conclude that negative emotion would be enough for a customer to defect.  

Doney and Cannon’s study on 678 purchasing managers and their purchasing decisions 
showed that the deciding factor in the purchase decision was not trust, but rather aspects of 
the marketing mix, meaning price-value-access (1997; 12). The prediction of Doney and 
Cannon describes well what we find in the stories of the interview subjects because people 
with decision making mandate such as I3, but also I4 and I5, claim that price and access is the 
final and most important consideration in evaluating customer relationships. As such we draw 
the conclusion that a good personal connection is something of a hygiene factor for doing 
business at all – but in the end of the day the business offer must be value adding to the 
bottom line of the customer.  
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In line with Curral and Inkpen’s four dimensional trust expressions; communication, 
information exchange, task coordination, informal agreements and surveillance (2002; 8) are 
found in our interviews. Continuity of all those dimensions through the M&A process were 
ensured by M1 and M2. The customers interviewed give witness to the fact that continuity, 
trust has been left virtually undamaged. Furthermore the task coordination aspect may well be 
understood deeper because each respondent shows a task-related (functional) measure of trust. 
Hence trust and the perception of trust are attributed strongly to interpersonal interaction 
given that the quality of the work of the specific job function is satisfactory. In other words, a 
purchaser cares more about price consistency and quality of orders contracts, a construction 
foreman cares about having questions answered rapidly and drawing being accurate while 
upper management cares more about a mix of issues captured under strategic considerations. 
Knowing what affects the trust impactor for each customer enables firms to adapt the 
communication to specific customer profiles.  

Only argued implicitly so far, the Doney and Cannon’s five trust processes have all been 
matched by “large” (1997) except where the expectation process was breached with I3. 
Consistent delivery of quality, being honest about intentions and  displaying predictability in 
behavior along with increased value for price of their service offering has contributed to 
maintaining trust with the customers. 
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7 CONSTRUCTING THE MISSING PIECE – ANALYTICAL MODEL 

 

Having explored and analyzed the perceptions of customers and managers concerning what is 
important for customer relationship development in a post M&A situation, we present a 
structured analytical framework in which we can place not only the research themes, but also 
questions for future research. The structured analytical framework comprises of two 
graphical presentations which should all be understood as a whole rather than two distinctly 
separate pieces. 

Our research does not only make it clear that M&A effects on customer relationships is little 
explored academically, but empirically reveals that increasing understanding of its effects 
may have great practical application potentially worth billions, considering the amounts spent 
on company transactions every year if we could harness the good practices of our case study.  

Our research supports the impactors role as key perspectives for customer relationship 
development, but also suggests that each impactor has an influence on the other impactors, 
thereby also a direct or indirect impact on the relationship development. Exactly how the 
relations between the impactors look like we do not know, but for analytical purposes our 
findings can be summarized in a model that would let such relations be explored in the future.  

 

Trust
‐ Continuity of relationships
essential

‐ Qualit of work delivered
essential

‐ Expectations management 
essential

‐ Communication essential

Organizational Identity
‐ Balance and equality aspects need to 
be added to the identity concept

Sales and interactiveprocesses
‐Continuity important

‐Our study has not been able to cover effects of changes in these processes

Strategy
‐ Price and access proved to be the key 
strategic considerations

Fig 7.1 Impactors of customer relationship development (Börjeson and Pettersson 2010) 
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Figure 7.1 organizes the impactors of customer relationship development in a way which lets 
future studies target the links e.g. the relation between the concepts. Knowing the specific 
nature of the links between the impactors would be very useful understanding for practitioners 
as well as researchers, and while we cannot draw any clear conclusions our study indicates 
that the impactors are in fact related to each other. 
 
For organizational identity our prediction based on Albert and Whetten´s theory (2004), that 
M&A will spark issues of organizational identity if there is a significant difference between 
the original business and the new Group, is perceived as important while we also found out 
that customer will not get into a position to struggle with their own identity unless the 
perceived identity of their partner has changed so radically that it calls their own self-image 
into question. Based on our findings we argue that small customers react negatively to their 
supplier becoming part of something larger, as perceiving the relationship as imbalanced 
decreases customer loyalty – whereas large customers will see the M&A as something 
positive, strengthening the relationship as they become more like each other. Adjusting 
communication to the size profile of the customer will mitigate or enhance the effects on 
customer relationship development.   

It is evident that the new Group has not changed people or process which has been perceived 
as positive. The customers have unambiguously been positive to that, why we argue that 
continuity just like we suspected is essential. The larger customers did not have such 
considerations as revealed by our interviews. What we did not bring up regarding 
organizational identity in the theory chapter is the perception of the balance of the relationship 
in terms of equality. The relation between organizational identity and trust is supported in that 
perceived identity change automatically leads to dissonance in trust. Whether this can be 
recovered or repaired is unanswered by this study.  

Changing processes and people would destroy value in terms of invested time which would 
lead to negative consequences for customer relationship development. Combining the 
Porteritarian perspective on industry attractiveness with our empirical material suggests that 
price for value is the dominant consideration made by purchasers and managers and they take 
action today in that if they show a very low tolerance to price mark-ups. 

Although we cannot say for certain, it would seem that social factors may disrupt a 
relationship without any tangible manifestations. The social effects are harder to anticipate 
and plan for in an M&A situation whereas price-value, access and processes are easier to plan. 
Avoiding prices mark-ups and avoiding process changes that would incur additional 
investments are simple measures for a satisfactory outcome in terms of maintained customer 
relationships.  

There are clear patterns in what our respondents consider important for relationship 
development. The division in model 7.2 is not enough as we know both from thory (Curral 
and Inkpen) as well as from indications from our empirical material that different actors 
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perceive as important what is closest to them, eg. people care about factors related to their 
functional role. This means that a division between functional roles might be in place. 
However, we believe based on the type of structures in the industry which we have studied 
that a division between different levels of the organization could be sufficient. Such a division 
would be at its best distinguishing between group level, business unit level and individual 
level. Consequently, we argue that model 7.1 must be utilized and considered differently at 
the different levels in the organization. We have therefore expanded model 7.1 in figure 7.2 as 
a graphical presentation of our reasoning. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Linking interview answers to the respondent’s position in their organizations revealed that 
trust is for example not a primary concern at top management because they usually do not 
have personal contact with the customers. Middle managers are faced with the full set of 
issues due to the nature of their work while the executing level are mostly concerned with the 
personal relationship with their business contact. At the ground level the business contact 
embodies trust but also represents the identity of the organization as a whole. The ground 
level employees in this particular industry were not concerned with strategic or process 
oriented questions in their day-to-day work as suggested by Curral and Inkpen (2002). 

 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 

Fig  7.2  Impactors  of  customer  relationship  development by  organizational  level (Börjeson  and  Pettersson 
2010) 

Individual Level  Business unit Level Group Level 

Trust

Organizational Identity

Sales and interactive processes

Strategic
considerations

Trust

Organizational Identity

Sales and interactive processes

Strategic
considerations

Trust

Organizational Identity

Sales and interactive processes

Strategic
considerations
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8 LAYING DOWN THE MISSING PIECE  – CONTRIBUTION AND TRANSFERABILITY 

 

As the heading proclaims, in this chapter we present our contribution in a larger context, 
connecting back to the introduction. We do not only explain and clarify our contribution in 
text but we do also present it graphically for easy overview and understanding. Finally, we 
discuss the transferability of the contribution before suggesting some more topics of further 
study. 

We showed in the background that the field is underdeveloped academically and this study 
takes a step forward in unveiling the missing piece. We have brought the post M&A customer 
relationship development into focus as a critical success factor for M&As with the purpose of 
acquiring customers or market share. Careful consideration of customer relationship 
development is absolutely key in mergers and acquisitions that have a main or secondary 
objective of acquiring business. 

To answer our first research question, we found that our interviewees perceive continuity as 
crucial in a post M&A situation. By integrating and retaining staff the sales and interactive 
processes could be kept constant. Instilling a sense of continuity, organizations can mitigate 
eventual uncertainties the customers may have concerning the ownership change. As much 
business today is contingent on a well functioning relationship, keeping the relationship 
constant decreases the risk of losing customers due to an M&A. The reason why this is so 
important seems to be that because trust is so important, but trust to people is not by defalt 
changed in a M&A situation. For example, the customer’s perception of the newly formed 
company’s organizational identity could change, but by keeping the personal relationships 
intact the change need not become influential to the negative. As a result, if the customer does 
not find any strategic reasons to change supplier due to that the M&A has altered the 
composition of porter’s five forces, the relationship will continue without any value being 
destroyed.  

The perceived importance of continuity across all impactors was indicated on both sides of 
the relationship. As relationships go both ways, this is no surprise.  From an acquirers point of 
view this means that focus must be turned towards a successful integration of personnel, as 
not to lose any acquired personnel, and in the extension acquired customers. From the 
customers point of view information about the future and the consequences of the M&A, is 
crucial. They must be informed that they will have the same contact persons and that business 
will continue as usual. As a consequence, a good and well throughout communication plan is 
important. It decreases the uncertainties concerning the future and can instill the much needed 
sense of continuity.  

We present impactors of customer relationship development in a model which provides a 
tangible tool for performing structured analysis of identified impactors, strategic 
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considerations, organizational identity, interactive processes and trust. Again, continuity is 
essential within all of these topics and there is empirical support for all of them.  

Further our findings show that people at different levels of an organization consider certain 
impactors more than other´s in how they relate to a relationship. The learning here is to 
customize communication to the receiver such that perceived continuity is achieved, as it has 
proved to preserve customer relationships. Going beyond the communication, our study has 
shown that it is wise to keep as much as possible intact in terms of processes and personal 
relationships as doing so will mitigate the risk of customer’s switching suppliers. For 
example, at individual level the relationship is the manifestation of organizational identity – 
thus mitigating any difference in organizational identity between the acquirer and the 
acquiring firm. Maintaining processes and routines keeps habits in terms of learned behavior 
intact which is convenient for the customer and makes the transaction less of a hurdle. M&A 
is a beacon for competitors to approach your customers but keeping personal relationships 
intact is a defensive measure to retain customers. 

Previous understanding of M&A has largely neglected customer relationship development. 
Our contribution can be placed in a larger context to show where it belongs conceptually in a 
holistic approach to execute successful M&A. Laying down the missing piece closes the 
circle in terms of theoretical approach. Although our model is not the final missing tool to 
stop the destruction of shareholder value on the customer side reported Jackson and Schuler 
(2001; 14), it may well be the beginning of getting there. In figure 9.1 we show the shape of 
the missing piece, and where it fits in to the overall puzzle.  

 

 

Connecting back to the purpose, the picture above shows where we have contributed to the 
gap in academic literature. The model of impactors on customer relationships provides the 

M&ACustomer

Financing People and organization

Processes and IT

CapabilitiesLegal 

Group
le ve l

Bu sine ss unit 
le ve l

Ind ividual
le ve l

Trust
‐ Continuity of relationships
essential

‐ Qualit of work delivered
essential

‐ Expectations management 
essential

‐ Communication essential

Organizational Identity
‐ Balance and equality aspects need to 
be added to  the identity concept

Sales processes
‐Continuity important

‐Our study has not been able to cover effects of changes in these processes

Strategy
‐ Price and access proved to be the key 
strategic considerations

Fig 8.1 M&A success factors – Adding the missing piece (Börjeson and Pettersson 2010) 
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framework in terms of what to look at for positive outcomes in customer relationship 
development in M&A situations in the B2B realm.   

To answer our second research question regarding future research we have provided a 
conceptual framework in chapter 7 for future testing . Our model of impactors on customer 
relationships, based on empirical evidence, enables setting up quantitative studies to measure 
factors within each impactor to rate their relative importance for example over time and by 
industry. Impactors on customer relationships is a framework for analysis where input varies 
with each specific case of M&A. A case study much like this one, but on another case would 
provide most interesting comparative information (Sapsford and Jupp 1996; 21-22). We know 
that there are significant cross industry differences as well as cross cultural differences that 
would cause the relative importance of factors within each impactor as well as the relative 
importance between impactors to change. It is the role of future studies to adapt the 
framework to industry or country specific needs. We consider the case we have studied to be a 
successful case of how M&A is executed to retain the customer base within the studied 
industry. Studying a case where M&A had let to integration of two already existing sales 
organizations would provide interesting finding about how customer relationships develop 
when, not only ownership and size of the company changes, but also sales process and 
probably sales representatives. Imagine how carrying a previously competing offer to a 
customer could affect credibility and trust for a sales representative. The links in the model 
could also be subject of further study where it would be interesting to understand the power 
each level has in influencing each respective concept and how the agents go about exercising 
that influence.  

Furthermore, another research topic that would be really interesting is to find what activities 
that make or break a relationship within each respective impactor. Because of the successful 
nature of the case we studied, as measured by the purpose of buying a customer base which to 
this date has mostly been retained, there are key learning points concerning what impactors 
are important. However, we have not been able to identify what activities within the different 
impactors that would strengthen or break the relationship. By studying less successful M&A 
we believe that researchers will be able to identify these activities.    

The conceptual model of impactors on customer relationships presented in chapter 7 provides 
a broad framework for analysis. Because the limited nature of this study we want to be careful 
by only suggesting that it is transferrable within the Swedish context in the construction 
industry, where transferability according to Johansson-Lindfors refers to the usefulness of 
findings outside the context of the study (1993; 169). The reason for that is because the 
structures at work in the particular impactors differ greatly between countries why we want to 
be careful with extending our conclusion beyond Sweden.  
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