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ABSTRACT 

 

Even though mergers and acquisitions (M&A) have experienced an upturn during the last 

three decades, paradoxically two out of three fail to achieve the established objectives 

because the human side and the complexities it can bring about are most of the times 

disregarded. In order to grasp those human complexities and facilitate a successful outcome, 

soft methods could in theory be used. The purpose of this thesis is to bridge the gap between 

the use of soft methods and an M&A process by taking a broader look at its “soft” aspect in 

terms of its social and personal dimensions.  

A case study in the acquisition process experienced by Company Z, a manufacturer of 

forestry equipment located in Umea, Sweden was conducted. Interviews and documents were 

the sources of evidence to fulfil a qualitative analysis of the acquisition process, from the 

acquired point of view, Company Z, in order to comprehend the human complexities raised 

by this acquisition and find out whether the mentioned company used any kind of soft 

methods to handle these difficulties or not.   

The results of the analysis point out that the social and personal dimensions of an acquisition 

are affected by the process creating diverging and conflicting interests, perceptions, emotions 

and reactions within the employees. This can hinder the development of the acquisition 

process. However, no practical evidence was found on the application of soft methods during 

Company Z acquisition process. Thus, a theoretical framework was developed in order to 

depict how soft methods could have been applied in Company Z acquisition process. 

 

 

Key words: mergers and acquisitions, M&A, soft/methods application, human aspect, social, 

personal   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Even though change has always been an influential factor, during the last decades it has 

become a determinant for organizations’ continuity in the market as a result of globalization 

pressures, technological change, deregulation, and market liberalization, among others 

(Evenett, 2004; Horwitz et al., 2002, p. 1; Iyer & Miller, 2008; Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, p. 

1406; Marks & Mirvis, 2001). These constraints that the changing environment poses oblige 

companies to be active partners of change (Jackson, 2000). 

Among the managerial answers to cope with these limitations, organizations can decide to 

grow in an organic or non-organic manner, or both together. Whereas to grow organically 

means to pursue organizational and internal resource development, a non-organic growth 

implies growing through, for example, strategic alliances or mergers and therefore achieving 

the expected synergies (Holland & Salama, 2010, p. 269). While a merger takes place when 

“two companies integrate to form a new company with shared resources and corporate 

objectives”, an acquisition “occurs when an organization acquires sufficient shares to gain 

control or ownership of another organization” (Horwitz et al., 2002, p. 1).  

Many authors have explained the reasons that drive organisations to undertaking these 

strategic choices. According to Budhwar et al. (2009, p. 89) and Holland and Salama (2010, 

p. 270), M&A present a unique choice for firms seeking to renew or revitalize their 

organizations and businesses. Moreover, Marks and Mirvis (2001, p. 80) argue that one of the 

main reasons leading to these events, is that they allow the combined firms to realize their 

strategic goals in a much more economical and effective way than if each company would do 

it on its own. Besides, other causes attributed to this phenomenon include that M&A enable 

flexibility and efficiency within firms, the development of competencies and resources 

sharing, all crucial factors when seeking to remain competitive in a globalized economy 

(Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 90; Iyer & Miller, 2008, p. 809; Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 80; 

Schüler and Jackson, 2001, p. 239). 

Consequently, since three decades ago M&A between companies of different sizes, 

industries, and especially from different countries, have come to be one of the most popular 

options chosen by organizations seeking to achieve competitive advantage through diversity 

and growth (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 89, Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988, p. 79, 

Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009, p. 694).  

In spite of the boom in M&A (Nogeste, 2010, p. 115) and the important part they have taken 

within the management repertoire (Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 80), it is well-known the high 

failure rate that characterizes these operations and therefore, companies are presented with an 

interesting paradox. Many studies have put forth the fact that approximately 75% of M&A 

fail to accomplish their financial and strategic objectives (BCG, 2007, p. 1; Budhwar et al., 

2009, p. 90; Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 80; Nogeste, 2010, p. 115) and it seems that the human 

factor plays a main role in explaining these failures (Antila, 2006, p. 999; Guerrero, 2008, p. 

216; Schüler & Jackson, 2001, p. 242; Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009, p. 694). As a 

consequence, how the human-related issues are managed is one of the most important factors 

in determining whether an M&A is successful or not (BCG, 2007, p. 8). In this regard, some 

authors have proposed models and frameworks in an attempt to address and manage these 

soft issues and therefore, reduce the likelihood of a failure (Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006; 

Holland & Salama, 2010; Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988; Nogeste, 2010). Nevertheless, it 

is worrying how little is known about this topic (Antila, 2006, p. 999) considering the 
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influence that employees have on M&A processes as a result of the organizational changes 

involved. 

According to Guerrero (2008, p. 233) further research on managerial tools that help to 

achieve successful M&A should be undertaken. Besides, Lodorfos and Boateng (2006) and 

Holland and Salama (2010, p. 268) argue that extensive literature blames inadequate 

integration strategies as being responsible for M&A failures. Following these lines of 

reasoning, the researchers argue that the implementation of soft methods can help and 

provide useful insights towards the success of a merger or an acquisition. 

Soft methods are non-mathematical “problem-handling approaches” (Rosenhead, 1996, p. 

117) rather based on qualitative or graphical modelling. They display a set of characteristics 

that make them useful in diving into the human or social aspects of real world situations. 

Indeed, those events constitute the main target of soft methods usually referred as problem 

situations (Checkland, 1981). For instance, soft methods can make problem situations 

transparent to all the participants encouraging their interaction and participation to reach not 

only actual outcomes but also abstract ones like shared beliefs or values among employees 

(Rosenhead, 1996, p. 120; Mingers, 2011, p. 731). Further, some soft methods can structure 

complex situations which helps participants converge on a potential solution. Others are more 

powerful in not only assessing problems but also in permitting the manifestation of the 

different participants’ points of view and objectives.  

Due to the characteristics of soft methods, it can be inferred that they might facilitate 

targeting the human aspect of M&A because these processes are, indeed, influenced by the 

political, social and cultural dimensions that organisations inherently have. Actually, when 

organisations merge or acquire, these aspects, like stakeholders that have divergent interests 

and power relations, culturally different organisations, high degree of uncertainty and 

resistance from employees, come to the surface increasing the complexity of the process 

(Marmenout, 2010, p. 331; Guerrero, 2008, p. 220).  

In practice soft methods have proven to be effective in quite a lot of interventions. In fact, 

three significant survey studies (Mingers & Taylor, 1992; Ledington & Donaldson, 1997; 

Munro & Mingers, 2002) show several areas in which soft methods were applied and how 

successful those applications were. Regarding their applicability, the surveyed practitioners 

used soft methods namely at the organisational level to structure and solve problems related 

to organisational design, information systems, project management, strategic planning, 

performance evaluation, policy formulation, conflict resolution, resource allocation 

management, and staff training. Besides, the majority of those practitioners when using one 

method or even a combination of methods rated their usage as successful or partially 

successful. Yet, from these studies there is no mentioned application under the area of M&A.  

In fact, just two publications report M&A processes where soft methods have been applied. 

The first paper by Öberg et al. (2007) used “network pictures” to illustrate how the actors 

involved in an M&A process change their views of the situation before and after the process. 

In fact, they claim that since “managers involved in mergers or acquisitions may need to 

adapt their previous network pictures in a radical way” (Öberg et al., 2007, p. 938), soft 

methods could help in acquiring a previous understanding of these “views” to align them to 

the new situation. Similarly, Spicer (2011) used cognitive mapping interviews with managers 

of a new company created by the merger of two training providers to explore their different 

cultures. He states that inevitably an M&A process involves a change in culture, thus 

organisations need a way to explore and identify these cultural differences so that the new 
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desired culture can be attained. This indeed creates opportunities for soft methods to be used 

in creating such insights to reach “culture compatibility” (DiGeorgio, 2002, p. 143). 

However, soft methods in these publications were used as part of the research methodology 

rather than explicitly applied during the M&A process.  

Since no publications have been found about how an M&A process can be affected by the 

application of soft tools, there is a subsequent need of exploring this area. Therefore, this 

thesis contributes to the bodies of knowledge of M&A and soft methods by focusing on the 

study of soft methods as managerial tools that can help to reduce the likelihood of failure 

during an M&A, especially in relation to the acquisition of a small and medium enterprise 

(SME) sector’s company by a multinational company.  

For this purpose this thesis analyses the “soft” aspect of an M&A involving not only the 

personal perspective but also the social one. Thus, providing a broader picture of what 

happens within the human side, and so differentiating itself from the fragmented research that 

has taken place in this area. In fact, academics have adopted several perspectives and theories 

to examine the human side of an M&A, though focusing in only one of these aspects either 

social or personal, that include among others, the social (Hambrick & Cannella, 1993; 

Haunschild et al., 1994) and cultural perspectives (Buono et al., 1985; Cartwright & Cooper, 

1993b; Marks & Mirvis, 1986) as well as anxiety, social, and acculturation theories (Seo & 

Hill, 2005).  

 

1.1. Research questions and objectives 

It derives from the problematization that there seems to be a possibility for the application of 

soft methods during an M&A process. This is in order to grasp its human aspect which is at 

the core of mergers’ failures because this feature is usually disregarded. Subsequently, the 

research question that the thesis aims to answer is the following: 

 

How could soft methods be applied during a merger or acquisition process? 

 

Research objectives: 

 Explore the relationship between the use of soft methods and a merger or acquisition 

process. 

 Develop an understanding of the possible influence of soft methods in M&A 

processes. 

 Discover if Company Z applied any kind of soft methods during its acquisition 

process. 

 Determine which human complexities Company Z’s acquisition process brought 

about. 

 

 

 



4 
 

1.2. Unit of analysis 

The unit of analysis corresponds to the “case” that will be studied and it could range from an 

individual to an event or entity (Yin, 2009, p. 32). For this particular study, the unit of 

analysis is the acquisition process undertook by Company Z, and as such it fulfils one of the 

main characteristics that a case requires, concreteness, since an acquisition is indeed a real-

life phenomenon. Also, the research question has favoured the selection of this unit of 

analysis over other potential ones e.g. the organisation or employees. 

 

1.3. Structure of the thesis 

The present chapter, Chapter 1 – Introduction, offers an overview of the topic under research 

starting with a brief background to M&A as managerial responses to the environmental 

constraints that the globalized world imposes, and a presentation of soft methods as 

managerial tools that can facilitate M&A success. This derives in the research question and 

objectives which is followed by the establishment of an appropriate unit of analysis. 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review sets the theoretical basis to the study by giving an overview of 

the existing literature in M&A and soft methods. An introduction to M&A as strategic 

choices, the reasons that move companies towards them as well as the reasons that make 

them fail, and the perspective adopted by the researchers to study them, are presented. 

Following this, a presentation on the origins, characteristics, and application of soft methods, 

together with a brief description of the most used methods reported in the literature is made. 

As a result of this review, a gap in the literature is identified and three propositions are stated 

which will serve as a guide to the research. 

Research Methodology is developed in two chapters. Chapter 3 – Theoretical Research 

Methodology exposes the underlying assumptions that characterize this research. This is done 

following and defining the research onion layers: research philosophy, research approach, 

research classification, research strategy, research choice, and time horizons. The study is 

therefore situated within each of these layers according to the personal views of the 

researchers which respond to their visions of reality. Chapter 4 – Practical Research 

Methodology focuses on case study as the research strategy chosen by the researchers based 

on a three-stage process proposed by Yin (2009): prepare, collect, and analyse. Following 

this, a discussion on reliability, validity, and ethical considerations of the study is presented. 

Chapter 5 – Data Analysis starts by presenting the company profile and its history. This is 

followed by a conceptualization of the evidence collected through data reduction, which is 

done applying a template analysis, and data display, which exposes the findings of the study 

in two different ways. 

Chapter 6 – Discussion of Findings offers a more detailed evaluation than the previous 

chapter, trying to identify relationships and patterns among the results obtained. First, the 

findings regarding the acquisition process itself are discussed in an attempt to find 

congruencies or divergences between the information obtained from both documents and 

interviews. After that, a discussion on M&A impact takes place and all variables identified as 

significant for the study are individually treated looking for diverging or converging 

perceptions among the interviewees as well as with respect to previous research in the field. 

The chapter ends with a revision of the propositions stated in Chapter 2. 
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Based on the findings of the study, Chapter 7 – Conclusions aims to answer the research 

question while accomplishing the research objectives established in the first chapter. 

Moreover, a framework is presented in an attempt to bridge the existing gap between M&As 

and the application of soft methods. The managerial and practical implications as well as the 

limitations of the research and suggestions for further research are topics also addressed in 

this final chapter. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter sets the theoretical basis in order to enable a deep understanding of the themes 

that the research question addresses: mergers and acquisitions and soft methods. For this 

purpose, an overview of the existing literature in M&A and soft methods is presented. First of 

all, an introduction to M&A, the reasons that have increased their popularity as strategic 

choices and their paradoxical failure rate followed by the main factors affecting their success, 

are presented. Then, the origins of soft methods are presented followed by the description of 

the most important methods and their characteristics. Further, the application areas of the soft 

approaches are discussed to bridge the gap between them and M&A. From this theory 

building, three propositions have been stated that will guide the research as well as 

complement the answers to the research question in a complete and concise manner. 

 

2.1 Mergers and Acquisitions 

Considering the diverse, substantial vicissitudes affecting the globe, such as deregulation, 

market liberalization, technological change and globalisation (Evenett, 2004; Horwitz et al., 

2002, p. 1; Iyer & Miller, 2008; Marks & Mirvis, 2001), organisations need to be active 

partners of change (Jackson, 2000). 

In order to cope with these constraints and to ensure continuity in the market, companies can 

choose to grow organically, non-organically, or both. While the first option implies growing 

through the development of internal resources and the organization itself, the second one 

happens when, for example, a company decides to establish strategic alliances or to undertake 

a merger and grow through the achievement of external synergies (Holland & Salama, 2010, 

p. 269). In this regard, among the managerial responses adopted by organisations the most 

clear and palpable are particular divestment from production lines not strong enough to 

subsist successfully and the shift of investment and other assets from local markets to markets 

that present better benefits and possibilities of development. In relation to the latter, 

organisations have adopted M&A not only to internationalize their businesses (Pettigrew, 

1987) but also as a means of gaining and sustaining competitive advantage in the globalised 

world (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 89; Iyer & Miller, 2008, p. 808). 

M&As have evolved to become a strategic option for companies pursuing organizational 

diversity and growth (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 89; Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988, p. 79; 

Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009, p. 694). As a consequence, since three decades ago, 

the world has witnessed an upturn in M&A between companies of different sizes and 

different industries reaching such a point that they have become an important component in 

the global economy and this tendency shows no sign of decline in the future (Guerrero, 2008, 

p. 216; Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009, p. 694). 

In this regard, there is extensive literature about the causes that drive a company to 

undertaking these events and many reasons have been put forth in an attempt to explain this 

upswing in M&A such as: they represent an unique opportunity for companies looking for the 

renewal or revitalization of their businesses (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 89; Holland & Salama, 

2010, p. 270); M&A allow the involved organisations to realize their strategic objectives 

more economically and quickly than if each of them would act separately (Marks and Mirvis, 

2001, p. 80); they provide companies with flexibility and efficiency, and promote the sharing 
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of resources and competencies’ development, key attributes when looking for competitive 

advantages in the globalised economy (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 90; Iyer & Miller, 2008, p. 

809; Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 80; Schüler and Jackson, 2001, p. 239). 

 

2.1.1 M&A Process 

Several authors have presented step-by-step M&A processes which usually include three 

distinct stages, as it is shown in Table 1. 

For the purpose of this thesis and because the case under study involves an acquisition, the 

process considered by the researchers follows the stages defined by Barkema & Schijven 

(2008, p. 696) namely:  

 Pre-acquisition: stage that goes from the conception of the deal through its negotiation 

and until it is approved; 

 Acquisition: phase that starts when the deal is approved and ends when the 

implementation is made; and 

 Post-acquisition: usually the last stage that takes place when the two organizations are 

combined and the integration among people starts. 

 

Table 1. Stages of an M&A process. Source: developed by the authors from the literature 

review. 

  AUTHOR 

 

 Antila (2006) 
Barkema & 

Schijven (2008) 

 

Budhwar et 

al. (2009); 

Marks & 

Mirvis (2001) 

Nogeste (2010) 

S
T

A
G

E
S

 

Before Due diligence Pre-acquisition 
Pre 

combination 
Due diligence 

During Integration Acquisition Combination 
M&A Project 

management 

After 
Post 

integration 
Post-acquisition 

Post 

combination 

Integration 

management 

 

 

2.1.2 M&A: Reasons for failure 

In spite of the upturn experienced in M&A during the last decades (Nogeste, 2010, p. 115) 

and the increasingly protagonism they have gained within the management repertoire (Marks 



8 
 

& Mirvis, 2001, p. 80), it is a well-known fact that approximately three out of four M&A fail 

in achieving their financial and strategic objectives (BCG, 2007, p. 1; Budhwar et al., 2009, 

p. 90; Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 80; Nogeste, 2010, p. 115). In this sense, it seems that 

companies are faced with a paradox: while the number of M&A increases, they remain a 

high-failure rate proposition from different points of view (Nogeste, 2010, p. 116). 

Several studies have tried to explain the causes of these failures which include selecting an 

inappropriate partner, establishing and paying an erroneous price, making the deal in the 

wrong time (Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 80); treating the post-combination phase as a 

mechanical stage that has to be “done” when the deal is closed (BCG, 2007, p. 1); setting 

inappropriate integration strategies in international mergers (Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006; 

Holland & Salama, 2010); among others. As it can be seen, most of the causes attributed to 

these events’ failures are ‘hard’ issues related to the material world, ignoring the ‘soft’ 

dimension. 

However, during the last decade there has been a shift in perspective moving towards a more 

holistic view that takes into account this soft dimension and another factor has gained 

popularity among the reasons for failure in M&A: the human side (Antila, 2006, p. 999; 

Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 90; Guerrero, 2008, p. 216; Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, p. 1406; 

Schüler and Jackson, 2001, p. 242; Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009, p. 694). 

Most of the research following this line of reasoning has tried to explain the importance that 

integration has during the post-combination process, especially when addressing cultural 

differences, communication obstacles and we-they positions among the various parties 

(Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 89; Yu et al., 2005, p. 1503). Furthermore, Budhwar et al. (2009) 

argue the significance of involving the employees during the whole process as a means of 

winning their engagement. These make sense if it is considered that integration implies 

change, and changing is a deeply individual and disturbing experience which generates 

feelings such as anxiety, confusion, and insecurity (BCG, 2007, p. 8). 

In addition, both organizations’ employees usually experience many feelings during these 

events as a result of the uncertainties and expectations (Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 

2009, p. 697). Moreover, these personal changes bring psychological challenges to the 

combination as it is necessary to understand how the individuals view the world around them 

and how they develop their mindsets along the M&A (Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 82). 

Therefore, the way in which this aspect is managed is undoubtedly one of the most important 

determinants of the success or failure of M&A (BCG, 2007, p. 8; Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 

90).  

Furthermore, although there is extensive literature on the reasons that drive firms to undergo 

M&A and on their financial consequences (Evenett, 2004, p. 428; Iyer & Miller, 2008, p. 

808; Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988, p. 79), the focus has mainly been on the existing 

relationship between strategy and objectives, disregarding the process that a company 

embarks when undergoing a merger or an acquisition (Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988, p. 

87). This is worse if it is considered that there is a scarcity of research on how M&A can be 

performed and managed more successfully (Barkema & Schijven, 2008, p. 696; Marks & 

Mirvis, 2001, p. 80; Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988, p. 87). Besides, it is overwhelming the 

dearth of research regarding human resource management in M&A (Antila, 2006, p. 999; 

Sinkovics et al., 2011, p. 27) if it is taken into account the criticality that people bring into 

them as a result of the organizational changes involved. Several models and frameworks have 

been proposed in an attempt to address this gap and thus minimize the likelihood of failures 
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(Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006; Holland & Salama, 2010; Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988; 

Nogeste, 2010).  

Shrivastava (1986, cited in Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988, p. 81) highlights post-merger 

integration (PMI) as key to the success of an M&A and argues that, while the integration 

takes place at three different levels (procedural, physical, and managerial and sociocultural), 

the existing literature main focus is on the first two, disregarding the importance of the third 

level. However, except for a few cases, such as Marks and Mirvis (2001) who argue that 

efforts have to be focused on the pre-combination phase if the combination is to succeed, 

most of the studies undertaken so far focus on the post-combination stage ignoring the whole 

merger or acquisition process (Holland & Salama, 2010; Horwitz et al., 2002, p. 1;Yu et al., 

2005, p. 1501). 

 

2.1.3 M&A: a soft perspective 

As it was stated in the introduction, this thesis studies an M&A process from a “soft” 

perspective considering that an M&A is a “real-world situation of human activity” and as 

such it has three dimensions: the material, social and personal (Mingers & Brocklesby, 1997, 

p. 493) (See Figure 1). The material aspect is regarded as objective, independent of human 

beings even though it can be shaped through their actions. It includes physical aspects, 

entities and objects of a problem situation so it can be represented in mathematical and 

computer models. In an M&A process this world includes the organisations that are 

undergoing the process because they are the objective part of these kinds of interventions. 

Indeed, during the pre-acquisition stage, most of the attention is paid to the financials, risk 

and tax matters, company and assets valuation and operations (Shimizu et al., 2004, p. 325). 

Altogether constitute an objective examination of the companies.  

The social world involves shared languages, norms, and social practices. It depends on 

humans and its knowledge is intrinsically normative and based on power. Hence, employees 

as actors in the M&A process, organisational structures and organisational culture are part of 

this realm. Lastly, the personal world embraces individual thoughts, beliefs, emotions and 

values thus it is a subjective dimension. Knowledge of this world is attained through humans’ 

own experiences and their capacity to express and share them with others. Regarding an 

M&A, employees involved in such interventions engage in cognitive processes attempting to 

understand the meaning of the announced M&A (Marmenout, 2010, p. 330), i.e. new roles or 

activities they might have to undertake. Furthermore, if the intervention involves 

restructuring or job cuts it can generate feelings of dissatisfaction and stress in employees 

(Guerrero, 2008, p. 220). 
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Figure 1. The three dimensions of an M&A. Source: Mingers & Brocklesby, 1997, p. 493, 

adapted by the authors. 

 

Although it is argued that a successful intervention has to pay attention to each of these three 

dimensions (Minger, 2000b), emphasis has been traditionally put on the material world or 

“hard” side of these events (Marks & Mirvis, 2001; BCG, 2007, p. 1) disregarding the “soft” 

aspects. Indeed, M&A tend to fail because the social and personal worlds are neither taken 

into account nor regarded as crucial aspects (Spicer, 20011; Guerrero, 2008; Nogeste, 2010). 

Therefore, the analysis undertaken in this thesis is focused on these two last dimensions, 

which in turn represent the soft issues of an M&A, along the whole process. The researchers 

argue that to successfully manage the human-side related issues it is of utmost importance to 

take into account the whole process that a merger or an acquisition undergoes (Yu et al., 

2005, p. 1501) starting from the pre-combination phase (Marks & Mirvis, 2001). 

The following sections describe the impact that an M&A can have on the social and personal 

worlds. 

 

2.1.3.1 Culture 

When it comes to the soft dimension of M&A, culture is one of the variables that has 

received most attention among researchers (Budhwar et al., 2009; Holland & Salama, 2010; 

Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006; Yu et al., 2005). According to Holland and Salama (2010, p. 270) 
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acknowledging the importance of national cultures differences in international M&A has 

become a top issue. 

Culture is regarded as a key factor in the integration process of an M&A that can affect the 

overall success of the combination (Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, p. 1411). This becomes 

evident when two companies with different cultures are obliged to come together and create 

one common culture (Holland & Salama, 2010, p. 280). This tends to negatively affect 

employees’ performance, attitudes and behaviours in the work place, resulting in an impact 

on the organisational outcomes and therefore representing an important challenge to the 

acquiring companies (Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, pp. 1408, 1412). 

Cultural clashes during the post-combination phase are deemed as one of the principal 

sources of conflicts between employees of the combined organisations as a result of cultural 

differences, problems of communication and the adoption of we-they positions, among other 

factors, (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 89; Yu et al., 2005, p. 1503) and can persist long after the 

merger or acquisition has been consummated (Holland & Salama, 2010, p. 280).  

In order to minimize the cultural impact, firms need to develop integration strategies that can 

help to facilitate an understanding of the cultural differences, i.e. different values and beliefs, 

between the two organisations (Holland & Salama, 2010, p. 270). Moreover, taking into 

account the cultural factor since the beginning of the process – before the integration of 

human and physical assets takes place – is likely to affect the success of the combination in a 

positive manner and help to create a favorable environment for the change (Holland & 

Salama, 2010, p. 281; Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, p. 1405). 

 

2.1.3.2 Organizational Structure 

Organizational structure constitutes another factor that is likely to be affected by an M&A. 

According to Waldman & Javidan (2009, p. 133) such events require “organizational 

integration [which] can be defined as the unification of relevant organizational elements (i.e., 

assets, structures, employees, operating procedures, reward systems, and so forth) between 

merging firms”. 

Conflicts may arise when trying to integrate structures of two organizations, even more if 

these differ in such a way that one of the combined companies responds for example to a 

bureaucratic structure while the other is characterized by being more organic (Waldman & 

Javidan, 2009, p.133). 

In order to minimize the impact, firms should focus on being as clear as possible with 

employees, applying a methodical approach to implementation and establishing systematic 

communication if necessary. Moreover, the clarification, assignment and communication of 

roles and responsibilities to all the employees play a crucial role (Maire & Collerette, 2011, p. 

282). 

 

2.1.3.3 Power Relations 

Despite the existing dearth of research regarding power relations in M&A, the authors 

consider that it is an important factor to consider in this study. Few studies in the M&A 

literature refer to power relations and when this happens it is usually related to organisational 
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structure. An example of this is found in the work of Holland and Salama (2010, p. 280) who 

state that conflicts among members of the combined organisations become more evident 

during the post-merger phase where “power struggles evolve as organisational groups engage 

in bickering over scarce resources”. Besides, Maire and Collerette (2011, p. 279) also make 

reference to the “power plays between the merging groups” as an internal aspect that can 

worsen the challenges imposed by the M&A. 

 

2.1.3.4 Way of working 

Larsson et al. (2001, p. 611) state that “M&A have significant impact on the work performed 

by employees of the joint organization”. One of these impacts takes place especially during 

the integration phase in which an M&A can involve lots of non-routine work in order to 

achieve the expected synergy. This can be easily assimilated or rejected by employees 

according to their career concepts and competencies. To mention, employees who have made 

a career choice for a lifetime and whose priority is mastering their skills and knowledge, will 

have difficulty in accepting and executing extra tasks (ibid) who do not contribute to their 

development. 

Another effect of an M&A relates to job security due to the well-known layoffs that generally 

follow an acquisition. Besides, the M&A can involve any kind of restructuration or salary 

changes that employees perceive as painful resulting in job dissatisfaction, lower 

commitment and morale (Guerrero, 2008, p. 220; Cartwright and Cooper, 1993a, p. 328), 

thus reducing their performance and efficiency.  

Besides, a change in the way of working means employees have to engage in cognitive 

processes to try to understand the new roles or new activities that they will be developing 

(Marmenout, 2010, p. 330). Or as stated by Mark and Mirvis (2001, p. 82) employees may 

have to change their mind-sets in order to match them to the new situation.   

 

2.1.3.5 Perceptions and Emotions 

M&A are considered “highly emotional events” (Sinkovics, et al., 2011, p. 27) that can 

originate positive or negative emotions about the process in general or stage by stage. They 

can arise from different occupational groups as well as individual employees from all levels 

of the organisational hierarchy who can be differently affected by an M&A process (ibid, p. 

29). 

When the emotions are negative, named as “dysfunctional outcomes” by Cartwright and 

Cooper (1994), they can impact on individuals’ performance and their level of commitment 

to the company. This impact is related to the degree of stress generated by the process that 

originates from the uncertainty of the merger situation due to the different effects it can 

cause. This includes the possibility of losing jobs, going through a restructuration process, 

threatening the social identity, and changing work practices (Cartwright & Cooper, 1993a, p. 

333, Sinkovics, et al., 2011, p. 29).  

One of the ways to reduce the uncertainty and somehow control the emotions showed by 

employees is by regular and consistent communication of the information about the M&A 

process (Cartwright & Cooper, 1993a, p. 344). In fact, it is important to adequately 

disseminate information since “communication breakdowns and negative rumours” (Larsson, 
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et al., 2001, p. 610) in the company tend to increase undesirable emotions. Sinkovics, et al. 

(2011) mention that some of those negative feelings showed by employees, namely from the 

acquired company, can be irritation and insecurity because the change is not seen as an 

opportunity but a threat. Also, members of the organisation fear to lose their jobs or power in 

the company since being the acquired can be related to “being the weakest”, thus they 

develop feelings of helplessness or impotence. Moreover, in the post-acquisition stage, 

employees may feel disappointed and ashamed at being judged unproductive or at 

underperforming. 

On the other hand, some positive effects on employees include willingness to collaborate and 

work toward achieving common goals with employees of the merged organisation. Also, 

employees can feel satisfaction that is “the extent to which the employee anticipates feeling 

content after the merger” (Marmenout, 2010, p. 33). These positive emotions tend to increase 

the commitment to extra-role activities and/or a higher contribution during the post-

combination phase. 

The impact that an M&A can have on all these variables and thus on the human dimension, 

brings not only similarities but also differences among the employees’ perceptions what 

makes the process complex. Thus, it is proposed that: 

 

Proposition 1: The M&A impact on the soft side 

increases the human dimension’s complexities in both, 

the individual and the social worlds. 

 

2.2 Soft Methods 

In the 1940’s Operational Research (OR), the science of “rational action” (Mingers, 2000a, p. 

734) was diffused beyond the military sector (pioneered in Great Britain) to reach the 

academic civilian OR mainly due to a lack of a scientific approach in the business 

management world. This development was initiated in the United States influenced by Philip 

Morse and Russell Ackoff, indeed by the end of the 1950s an academic OR community in 

that country had been flourishing. Based mainly on a natural science methodology, OR was 

used to address managerial complexities or facilitate decision making processes using 

mathematical-based methods like linear programming and statistical analysis (Kirby, 2000, p. 

663-665; Kirby, 2003, p. 1127-1128).   

Ackoff (1957, p. 97), once the advocate of OR, defined operations research as “the study of 

organised systems to provide decisions which enable these systems to operate in the most 

effective way from the point of view of the organisation as a whole”.  However, during the 

1960’s and 1970’s OR went into a period of crisis that derived from the limitations of pure 

mathematical methods that had become the dominant approach in addressing social problems 

met by these organised systems, i.e. organisations (Kirby, 2000, p. 666; Mingers, 2011, p. 

730). In fact, the main critiques came from the hand of Ackoff (1957, 1979a) who mentioned 

that the “obsession with techniques” (1979a, p. 94) made practitioners alter problematic 

situations to favour these models that had not been responsive to the changes of organisations 

in accordance to their dynamic environment. For him, OR was in a “catatonic state” (1979a, 

p. 95). Likewise, Dando and Sharp (1978) stated that OR was not a “hard” science whose 

rationale could provide the solutions to the world’s problems. Actually, in the early 1960’s 
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Ackoff supported the OR Society and the Tavistock Institute for Human Relations in their 

initiative of the creation of the Institute for Operational Research whose aim was “to provide 

an interface between OR and the social science” (Kirby, 2003, p. 1127). This fact was the 

anticipation of the “soft-systems” movement in OR that was much in line with the “new” 

Ackoff’s OR approach.  

Since organisations playing a part in the real world can have political, social and/or cultural 

dimensions influencing the system (Mingers, 2000a, p. 734), the “standard” OR techniques 

cannot be applied because real problems are inherently heterogeneous (Mingers, 2000b, p. 

674). In this sense, “hard” OR failed to deal with complex and messy problems that managers 

were facing. Consequently, in the 1970’s “Soft” OR (Checkland, 1981) emerged from the 

researchers/practitioners’ concerns of tackling these kind of real problems and thus 

overcoming the limitations of OR mathematical methods (Mingers, 2011, p. 730).  

The acceptance and development of “soft OR”, also known as “soft systems” or “problem-

structuring methods” (PSMs), took place especially in the United Kingdom (Mingers, 2000b, 

p. 674). Furthermore, some discussions have been presented in the literature regarding its 

name. The term PSMs was first implicitly used by Pidd and Woolley (1980, p. 1063) who 

define problem structuring as “the process of arriving at a sufficient understanding of a 

particular problem so as to proceed to some sort of formal modelling. Rosenhead (1996, p. 

117) augments the definition taking into account the word method, thus he refers to PSMs as 

a “broad group of problem-handling approaches whose purpose is to assist in structuring 

problems”. However, this definition implies that those methods can only structure problems 

whilst some methods have proven to be able to actually solve them, e.g. soft systems 

methodology or total systems intervention. On the other hand, referring to “Soft OR” can 

usually stem negative perceptions within the OR community like imprecision or lack of 

rigour of the methods as opposed to hard OR (Mingers, 2011, p. 730). The “soft systems” 

term derives from the soft paradigm (Checkland, 1981) in which people have different views 

on the same problem situation thus the main focus is on the way meanings are constructed. In 

spite of these slight divergences, all three names can be found without a particular distinction 

in the literature. Thus, in this study the three terms will be used alike. 

There are a vast number of methods available in the literature of Soft OR that range from a 

single method to even a combination of some of them in a single intervention, i.e. 

multimethods (Mingers & Brocklesby, 1997, p. 490). 

When attempting to list the soft methods and methodologies found on the literature the 

publications of Flood and Jackson (1991), Rosenhead (1996), Rosenhead and Mingers (2001) 

and Mingers and Rosenhead (2004) provide with the most relevant and well-known selection 

of soft methods. This collection (see Table 2) comprises the so called “original” methods that 

gave rise to Soft OR which are soft systems methodology, cognitive mapping/strategic 

options development and analysis and strategic choice approach. Also, methodologies that 

conventionally fall into the soft category because they not only are particularly close to the 

essence of Soft OR but also have some resemblances to that domain, e.g. critical systems 

heuristics, or system dynamics, among others (Mingers & Rosenhead, 2004, p. 531-533; 

Mingers 2011, p. 731-735). Moreover, due to an “ill-defined” boundary between soft and 

hard systems, there are some other methods that “have been suggested as arguably being in 

the spirit of Soft OR” (Mingers 2011, p. 731) but do not fall under that name though they 

share some of the Soft OR aims. To mention, value focused thinking, or decision 

conferencing. It can also include “hard” methods that have been used in a “soft” way like 

qualitative system dynamics or analytic hierarchy process. 
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Table 2. Soft OR methods. Source: developed by the authors from the literature review. 

Methodology Author 
Year of 

publication 

Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) Saaty, T. 1980 

Cognitive mapping Eden, Jones & Sims 1983 

Critical Systems Heuristics (CSH) Ulrich 2000 

Decision Conferencing Watson & Buede; Phillips 1987/1989 

Hypergame analysis Bennett & Cropper 1986 

Interactive Planning (IP) Russell, A. 1981 

Metagame analysis Howard 1993 

Robustness analysis Rosenhead, J. 1980 

Scenario planning Schoemaker 1998 

Socio-technical systems approach Trist & Murray 1993 

Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) 
Checkland, P. & Scholes, 

J. 
1981/1990 

Strategic Assumption Surfacing and Testing 

(SAST) 
Mason & Mitroff 1981 

Strategic Choice Approach (SCA) Friend, Jessop & Hickling 1979 

Strategic Options Development and Analysis 

(SODA) 
Eden, C. & Ackermann, F. 2001 

System Dynamics (SD) Forrester, J 1960s 

Total Systems Intervention Jackson & Keys 1991 

Value Focused Thinking Keeney, R. 1992 

Viable Systems Diagnosis (VSD) Beer, S. 1979 

 

 

2.2.1 Characteristics of soft methods 

The attributes of soft methods make them suitable for tackling problem situations. These 

properties generally include (Rosenhead, 1996, p. 119-121; Mingers, 2000b, p. 674; Mingers 

& Rosenhead, 2004, p. 531; Mingers, 2011, p. 731): 



16 
 

 Soft methods are based on qualitative and graphic modelling which made them 

transparent to the actors or stakeholders improving their participation and 

engagement. 

 They are not mathematical or sometimes rudimentary mathematical, however 

structured and rigorous. 

 The manifestation of differing participants’ views and objectives are embraced 

without integrating them into a single measure e.g. financials, thus keeping their 

essence. 

 Their purpose is not only to explore the different views of stakeholders but also to 

encourage and facilitate their participation and commitment through workshops for 

example. 

 They have the ability to structure complex problems and represent the situation 

making it clear to participants who can converge on a potential solution.  

 They operate in an iterative way in the sense that they reflect the problem 

representation according to the current state and phase of the discussion among the 

stakeholders, i.e. “iterative process of problem construction” (Ackoff, 1979a, p. 120). 

 Finding a global and ideal solution is not their priority; the focus is rather in 

systematic, i.e. regular, exploration thus permitting partial improvements to the 

problem situation. 

 The process of engagement that soft methods pursue is interactive and participative. 

 Visible (plans, policies) and invisible (shared values and beliefs) outputs can be 

reached by the use of Soft OR.   

 

It is worth noting that not every soft methodology embraces all the properties discussed 

above. To mention, some methods are more powerful in depicting problem situations 

(cognitive mapping) whereas others in assessing and acting (strategic choice approach).  

 

2.2.2 Soft methods description  

Below are brief descriptions of the most used methods reported in the literature. 

 

2.2.2.1 Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) 

When alternatives contain multiple criteria, analytic hierarchy process aids decision-makers 

choose between them (Mingers, 2011, p. 733). Developed by Thomas Saaty, this problem-

solving framework has three generic functions: structuring complexity, measuring 

preferences and synthesizing (Saaty, 1986). In the first step, problems are decomposed into a 

hierarchy of criteria and alternatives. Then, a formal method is used to transform the 

judgements regarding the importance of the hierarchy elements of the decision-makers into 

specific weights attained through pairwise comparisons. Lastly, the aim of the synthesis 

process is to create a ranking of the alternatives to finally select one. Even though AHP 

performs as a “hard” technique, Mingers (2011, p. 733) argues that in well-defined situations 

it can potentially be applied in a soft way therefore it has been included in the list of soft 

methods. 
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2.2.2.2 Cognitive mapping 

It is considered as a technique part of the Strategic Options Development and Analysis 

(SODA) approach which according to Eden (1989, p. 26) “does not exist independently” of 

its framework. Cognitive mapping is used as a modelling device for mapping a person’s 

cognitions or the way in which they define a problem (Mingers, 2011, p. 732). It, in fact, is a 

“network of ideas linked by arrows” (Eden, 1989, p. 27) which stems from the physiological 

theory of personal constructs developed by Kelly. This theory argues that humans are always 

trying to make sense of their world so that they can control and manage it. Thus, as cognitive 

mapping works with languages as the basis in an organisational context, this theory has a 

practical significance. In other words, the actors communicate the nature of the problem in 

which they find themselves by representing the meaning of a concept by its relationship to 

other concepts (Eden, 1989, p. 25). Cognitive mapping has become a key tool for strategy 

development in organisations mainly driven by interviews, workshops and intensive group 

discussions (Mingers, 2011, p. 732). There are two ways in which this technique can be 

undertaken (Eden, 1989, p. 30-32). The first one takes as the starting point the exploration of 

the goal system to work down the map towards detailed options to achieve that goal. 

Contrary, detailed options can be analysed at the beginning to further grow the map towards 

the goal by exploring each concept.  

 

2.2.2.3 Critical Systems Heuristics (CSH) 

The major work of Ulrich where he develops the critical systems heuristics method 

corresponds to his book Critical Heuristics of Social Planning published in 1983. This 

method helps in coercive contexts by revealing the normative content of actual and proposed 

systems designs and the true interests and motivations of the participants. Normative content 

refers to the underlying value assumptions of planning and implications that planning can 

bring about for those involved in it. Breaking down the meanings of the three terms of this 

method provides a broader definition. By critical, Ulrich means that participants should 

reflect upon their actions as well as make transparent the normative content of the system’s 

design not only to themselves but also to others. The systems idea denotes that the total 

relevant conditions of the system should be taken into account so that critique becomes 

possible. In other words, partiality towards our own presuppositions has to be reflected upon. 

Lastly, the term heuristics implies a process of revealing objectivist deceptions and unfolding 

messes through critical reflection. (Flood & Jackson, 1991, p. 197-200) 

The central idea of the method lies on twelve questions about boundary judgements which are 

the assumptions about what is inside the system. These questions can be asked to participants 

within two dimensions, the situation as it is (the “is” mode) and the situations as it ought to 

be (the “ought” mode). Participants can have different views about these modes thus creating 

the basis for argumentation. To complement, CSH methodology includes in the discussion 

sessions not only the directly involved participants of the planning process but also the ones 

that are affected by it (witnesses). (Midgley, 1997, p. 42) 

 

2.2.2.4 Interactive Planning (IP) 

Developed by Russell Ackoff, interactive planning advocates the design of a desirable future 

as well as the creation of ways to bring it about thus going against the “predict-and-prepare” 
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paradigm (Ackoff, 1979b, p. 189). IP is based on three operating principles. The first one, the 

participative principle, entails that the most important part of planning is the process and so 

everyone who can be affected by the plans made should commit to participate in it. 

Subsequently, a professional planner’s role changes from planning for others to becoming a 

facilitator of the process. The second principle is that of continuity. Planning should be a 

continuous process meaning that it should be revised even during the implementation phase 

because changes in the organisation or unexpected events can occur. Thirdly, the holistic 

principle states that planning should involve as many parts and levels of the system e.g. 

organisation, as is possible in a simultaneous and interdependent way. To mention, units at 

the same level, i.e. parts, in a firm should plan together because difficulties arise from their 

interaction rather than their independent actions.  

 

2.2.2.5 Robustness analysis 

The main characteristic of this “structuring procedure for planning problems” (Rosenhead, 

1980, p. 331) is the flexibility that it demonstrates when dealing with high uncertainty 

problem situations (Rosenhead, 1980, p. 194). Thus, it targets strategic decisions determining 

commitments now based on their robustness to uncertain future (Mingers, 2011, p. 733). Five 

principal elements come together in robustness analysis (Rosenhead, 1980, p. 334-337) 

Firstly, a group of measures with its corresponding acceptance levels need to be identified for 

each one of the relevant effects that any decision can have. The second element corresponds 

to the “identification of alternative futures” which is the relevant and likely states of the 

surrounding environment of the system under consideration. Generally, the alternatives 

should be few for comparison purposes, representative of a range of futures, and different 

from each other. Thirdly, possible decisions are identified as well as their combination into 

“decision sequences” usually constrained by available resources and computational 

feasibility. Then, the consequences of these sequences are modelled for each one of the 

identified future scenarios so that only the ones that are feasible to execute and acceptable in 

performance remain. This will drive the participants to the final selection. 

 

2.2.2.6 Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) 

Peter Checkland with the purpose of engaging with and making sense of the “real-world” 

managerial problems originated and developed soft systems methodology during 30 years of 

work starting from 1969 (Mingers, 2011, p. 732). He states that using SSM involves four 

elements (Checkland, 2000, p. 821). The first one is a perceived real-world problem situation 

which is not intrinsic but subjective deriving from the “ongoing confusion of interacting 

events and ideas, as they unfold through time” (Checkland, 2000, p. 822). Secondly, a 

process for tackling that situation that answers the question, what should be done? This 

process is one of continuous learning about both the content of the situation and the 

intervention itself. Through debate and conversations, different worldviews 

(Weltanschauungen, as named within SSM) as well as perspectives, judgements and 

assumptions will unveil so that “accommodation” of these conflicting views can be reached. 

This process consists of 7 stages that do not have to be linearly followed but are rather 

flexible (Flood & Jackson, 1991, p. 172-177): (1) unstructured problem situation and (2) 

expressed problem situation are part of finding out, (3) formulating root definitions which are 

“idealised view[s] of what a relevant system should be” (Flood & Jackson, 1991, p. 175), (4) 

building conceptual models that consist of the activities that the system must do to realize the 
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requirements of the root definitions, (5) comparing models and reality to generate 

improvements, (6) defining changes and finally (7) taking action. The third element 

corresponds to the group of people involved in the process. Lastly, the fourth element is the 

combination of the previous three, situation-process-people as a whole which is more than the 

sum of its parts (Checkland, 2000, p. 822). 

 

2.2.2.7 Strategic Assumption Surfacing and Testing (SAST) 

It centres its attention on the relationship between the participants involved in ill-structured 

problems thus it considers organisations’ human and political aspects (Flood & Jackson, 

1991, p. 119). These problems are characterised by differences of opinions over which 

strategy to pursue preventing decision making (Rosenhead, 1996, p. 122). In other words, this 

methodology advocates considering clashing perspectives to make the best judgements about 

ill-structured situations as well as involving different groups and levels of the organisation. 

SAST involves four major phases starting by dividing participants into groups, group 

formation, so that they develop a preferred strategy/solution that will be analysed in terms of 

the groups’ assumptions that underpin that strategy, i.e. assumption surfacing. Then the 

groups are brought together allowing for a dialectical debate to take place. In this way, the 

groups can adjust their assumptions in order to derive a new higher level of strategy or 

solution which is known as synthesis (Flood & Jackson, 1991, p. 123-127; Rosenhead, 1996, 

p. 122). 

 

2.2.2.8 Strategic Choice Approach (SCA) 

Proposed by John Friend, it is a soft version of decision analysis within an array of related 

decision problems incorporating alternative ways of managing uncertainty and lack of 

information (Mingers, 2011, p. 732). The framework of SCA differentiates four 

complementary “modes” of decision making activity which include: shaping, designing, 

comparing and choosing (Friend, 1989, p. 125-126). The first mode deals with the structure 

of the problems that need to be tackled i.e. how to formulate them. Then, according to the 

decision maker’s point of view of the problem, possible courses of action are designed taking 

into account any constrains e.g. policies, technical problems, and available options. A debate 

about the different ways of assessing possible consequences of the different courses of action 

takes place in the comparing mode, thus clearly coming to the “surface”. Finally, 

stakeholders should reach accommodations and also express their concern about their 

commitment over time. This means not only considering commitments to actions that can be 

undertaken immediately but also including means to manage future processes. 

 

2.2.2.9 Strategic Options Development and Analysis (SODA) 

This method is useful for identifying complex problems that demand abilities in using model 

building to tackle both quantitative and qualitative aspects of them. It aims for consensus and 

commitment as opposed to compromise and agreement. Success, in terms of SODA can be 

evaluated only when taking into account personalities, roles, politics, and power dimensions 

of the specific decision making team in so doing it is aligned with the soft systems notion. 

This method should be used when certain conditions prevail. First, there is an interest in 

being reflective and explicit while managing a social problem thus addressing theories whose 
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aim is to analyse the different tensions among participants. Another condition is the tendency 

of closeness to the “significant” people of the decision-making team rather than the 

organisation as a whole. Besides, the process is likely to be contingent and cyclical allowing 

flexibility. Finally, more attention is paid to the design and management of problem solving 

workshops and not in research and analysis of the problem characteristics. (Eden, 1989, p. 

21-23) The core notion that drives this approach is the application of a facilitative device 

which is cognitive mapping (Mingers & Rosenhead, 2004, p. 532) in order to model the 

different views and interpretations that the participants have of the problem. 

 

2.2.2.10 System Dynamics (SD) 

It can be attributed to Jay Forrester who originally developed it as Industrial Dynamics. SD is 

“a methodology which uses theory of information feedback and control in order to evaluate 

businesses” (Rodriguez-Ulloa & Paucar-Caceres, 2005, p. 305). The basic notion of Systems 

Dynamics is that a situation is complex namely in terms of elements and their relationships 

known as flows (Flood & Jackson, 1991, p. 61). Therefore, this method focuses on the 

structure that consists of the interactions between the elements, i.e. flows and levels, which 

brings about the dynamic behaviour of the system. It is worth noting that structure includes 

not only physical aspects of installations of production processes but also policies and 

traditions that direct decision making (Flood & Jackson, 1991, p. 62). To connect the 

elements loops may be formed thus feedback analysis is considered as an essential part of 

SD. There are three steps in SD (Rodriguez-Ulloa & Paucar-Caceres, 2005, p. 305-306). 

Firstly, understand the problem situation that can be a system whose behaviour needs to be 

amended. This step involves the determination of the factors that are causing the problem as 

well as their relationships through feedback loops. Secondly, to conceptualize and further 

build the model it is important to establish the order of the system or level of resolution. At 

this point, in order to understand the influences between elements, a sign causal diagram is 

useful. Also, computer software specialized in SD modelling logic is used to assist in 

formulating the model. Finally, different scenarios are built and analysed to assess possible 

policies and/or decisions, i.e. what if situations. Once the description of the perceived 

situation is accepted by those involved in it, structural changes and recommendations can 

actually be introduced. 

  

2.2.2.11 Value Focused Thinking 

This approach was developed by Ralph Keeney who argues that recognizing values can help 

in detecting better decision opportunities and evaluating more carefully different alternatives. 

In this approach values refer to the evaluation principles of the consequences that actions, 

decisions and alternatives can bring about (Keeney, 1992, p. 6). It is based on two main 

activities “first deciding what you want and then figuring out how to get it” (Keeney, 1992, p. 

4) yielding two types of decision situations: decision problems and decision opportunities. As 

a consequence, the framework developed for decision problems consists of first recognising 

them to further develop a full specification of values which then are directly used in the 

creation of alternatives. Finally an evaluation process of the different options is undertaken 

based on any established evaluation methodology. (Keeney, 1992, p. 48-50) 
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2.2.3 Soft methods in practice 

Soft methods have essentially focused their development within the group realm however 

they have also served as individual aids to problem interpretations (Ackoff, 1979a, p. 120). 

Given that their attributes allow them to deal with problem situations, how effective have 

they actually been in practice? Which evidences are there in the literature that can give a hint 

to use them in mergers and acquisitions interventions?   

Three significant survey studies have been undertaken to measure how successful Soft OR 

has been in practice (see Table 3). These studies showed that soft OR has been used in a 

variety of situations ranging from strategic planning to personal problem solving, thus no 

pattern can be established. Also, the majority of practitioners reported successful outcomes 

when using SSM or multimethodology i.e. combination of methods (Mingers & Brocklesby, 

1997).  

Another source of evidence originates from the study by Mingers (2000b) who conducted a 

thorough literature search from reputable peer-reviewed journals to establish an overview of 

the field (excluding papers that only developed theory). Yet, since the number of publications 

so far is too large to allow a complete enumeration, these papers are a small representation of 

actual applications, being the main ones: organisational interventions in general, such as 

redesign, change, and performance evaluation; information systems; technology; planning in 

general; health services; and general research. Moreover, it confirms the strong usage of SSM 

and multimethodology as shown in the previous studies. From this selection, the series of 

papers by Ormerod outstands which detail and assess several interventions at the strategic 

level in first Sainsbury’s (one of UK’s leading retail chain) to then test the same approach 

into two mining companies and the electricity industry (PowerGen in UK). Also, de Water et 

al. (2007) offer a detailed and significant description of the fields of application of SSM. 

In another paper, Mingers and White (2010) describe six major areas of application of the 

soft methods. Firstly, in the strategy area namely in strategic or corporate planning in which 

the main contributions have come from the “interactive planning” method developed by 

Ackoff. Secondly, in information systems SSM has been applied and enhanced yielding a 

range of specific IS development methodologies e.g. multiview.  Regarding the study of 

organisations and corporate social responsibility soft systems have been functional in 

restructuring and redesign, or designing organisations for a complex world. Since CSR is a 

participative process involving the organisation and its stakeholders, SSM can be useful to 

address their differences. In the production and project management fields, systems 

dynamics and SSM is the basis for analysing complex operations within the organisations e.g. 

supply chain management, whilst in projects the focus is on theories on how individuals and 

organisations can learn from projects, i.e. organisational learning. 

Also in agriculture, ecology and the environment, Soft OR has contributed in natural 

resource management and resource sustainability. Once more SSM is the leading method 

used to, for example, engage participation of rural areas communities. The last area involves 

medicine and health where system dynamics has been applied in problems of patient flow 

and overload, SSM in improving participation in Health Action Zones and evaluating 

complex interventions, and viable systems model in evaluating problems with the 

organisational structure of hospitals.  
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Table 3. Practicality and success of Soft OR. Source: developed by the authors from the literature review. 

Reference 
Targeted 

country 
Survey sample 

Purpose of study 

 

Actual users of 

the method(s) 

 

Application area(s) 

 

Success rate 

of method 

used 

 

Mingers & Taylor, 

1992 

Mainly 

UK 

300 surveys (of 

which 137 

replied) 

Measure the 

practicality of 

SSM (soft 

systems 

methodology) 

90 (with 126 

descriptions of 

uses) 

Organisational design, 

information systems, general 

problem solving, performance 

evaluation, education, and 

miscellaneous 

94% rated as 

reasonable, 

63% as good 

or very good 

Ledington & 

Donaldson, 1997 
Australia 

350 surveys (of 

which 196 

replied) 

Measure the 

practicality of 

SSM 

156 aware of SSM 

but 102 actual 

users of it 

General problem solving, 

identifying opportunities, 

project management, strategic 

planning, problem definition, 

performance measurement, IS 

development, rural development 

and policy formulation, conflict 

resolution, resource allocation 

management, personal problem 

solving, and staff training 

70% rated as 

successful or 

partially 

successful 

Munro & Mingers 

2002 

Mainly 

UK 

279 surveys (of 

which 64 

replied) 

Measure the 

practicality of 

multimethodology 

64 (with 167 

projects) 
Not mentioned 

Median of 6 

out of 7 

(success rated 

high) 

 

Another rich contribution has been that of Mingers and Rosenhead (2004) who shortly describe “high-profile” applications to indicate the 

breadth of soft methods (see Table 4) as well as report personal consultancy and research experiences. The cases involve the use of a single, 

multiple or a combination of these methods. 
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Table 4. High-profile case studies publications on the use of soft methods. Source:  Mingers & Rosenhead (2004, p. 533-536) 

Published Case Studies Actors involved Problem situations Method(s) used 

Organisational restructuring at 

Shell (Checkland 

and Scholes, 1990) 

Shell (Oil industry) 

Difficulty in monitoring the effectiveness 

and efficiency of the 500 hundred 

Manufacturing- Function Departments’ 

operations.  

SSM (as a facilitation 

device) 

Developing models to support 

a claim for 

damages (Ackerman et al., 

1997; Williams et al., 

1995) 

Bombardier and Trans Manche 

Link (TML) 

Develop models to measure the resulting 

Bombardier’s delay and disruption originated 

by the imprecise TML’s specifications to 

carry conviction in a court of law. 

System Dynamics (as a 

modelling language), SODA 

(to acquire knowledge of the 

situation) 

Supporting a tenants co-

operative (Thunhurst 

and Ritchie, 1992; Thunhurst 

et al., 1992) 

Community 

Operational Research Unit and 

Thurnscoe (a mining village in 

South Yorkshire) 

Helping the Thurnscoe Tenants Housing 

Cooperative whose managerial experience 

was zero to develop a housing management 

approach for their wellbeing.   

PSMs (not specified) and 

spreadsheet financial models 

Developing an IT strategy for 

a supermarket 

chain (Ormerod, 1995) 

Sainsbury’s UK 

Develop a new information systems strategy 

because innovation in IT was foremost in the 

company’s success.  

Cognitive maps (catch 

perceptions and establish 

business areas presenting 

new IT systems 

possibilities), SSM (examine 

each of the areas in more 

detail), and strategic choice 

approach (evaluate possible 

systems and prioritise them) 
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All in all, the volume of work in the field of soft methods has proven to be substantial 

especially in its applicability. Also, a multimethodology, a “creative process of design based 

on competence in a range of methods” (Mingers & Rosenhead, 2004, p. 543) has been 

namely used when dealing with complex situations. Certainly, practitioners combine some 

parts of different methods when dealing with those situations, thus increasing their responsive 

actions according to their complexities.  

 

2.2.4 Application of soft methods 

The different areas in which soft methods have been applied are known as problem situations 

which in fact are the main target of soft methods. It was Peter Checkland who coined this 

term referring to complex situations that involve diverse stakeholders whose values and 

interests may clash, or that lack reliable data and consensus about the problem. Under these 

circumstances however an agreement still needs to be reached and stakeholders’ commitment 

enhanced. Problem situations can also imply differences in the problem area, culture and 

country (Mingers, 2011, p. 730). The characteristics of problem situations generally include 

(Mingers, 2000b, p. 674; Mingers & Rosenhead, 2004, p. 531; Mingers, 2011, p. 731, p. 531; 

Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 161-167): 

 Problems that are not well-structured and lack specific and common objectives. 

 There are multiple actors with conflicting views and interests, and a high degree of 

autonomy.  

 There is a great need of interaction, negotiation and learning among the participants in 

order to reach “success”. 

 Reliable data is not available to the different parties and thus there is a high degree of 

uncertainty. 

 There are not clear criteria that suggest when “the” solution of a problem has been 

found. Generally, the agent can always try to do better and is just confined by 

considerations external to the problem e.g. time, budget.  

 Actions taken to tackle these kinds of problems are irreversible, so there is no chance 

of a trial-and-error learning.  

 Problem situations may seem similar but every one of them has a distinguishing 

property therefore they are “essentially unique”. 

Given the features of problem situations, and by looking at the nature of mergers or 

acquisitions processes (refer to Section 1.1.3) the authors argue that they share similar 

characteristics hence they could be addressed as problem situations. To mention, a “mergers 

of equals” rarely takes place (Marmenout, 2010, p. 331). In other words, each one of the 

organisations undergoing the merger can have different reasons, conflicting interests, great 

resistance from employees, negative attitudes and cultural clashes. Therefore, the authors 

propose: 

 

Proposition 2: Due to its nature, the human aspect of 

an acquisition process can be treated as a problem 

situation. 
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In order to solve those problem situations, an intervention (Figure 2) in which soft methods 

are applied is required and it usually implies a generic set of activities: appreciation of the 

problem situation articulated by the actors of the intervention, analysis of the structure and 

possible limitations of the situation, assessment of how to overcome the limitations or change 

the current situation to the desire state, and action to implement and bring about changes 

(Mingers & Brocklesby, 1997, p. 494). 

 

 

Figure 2. Phases of activity of an intervention. Source: Mingers & Brocklesby (1997, p. 495) 

 

The combination of the worlds that all real-world situations have (social and personal) and 

the intervention’s activities, result in a grid that can aid mapping the different soft methods 

according to what is needed in each of the phases within each of the worlds (Mingers and 

Brocklesby, 1997). This is known as multimethodology which has been generally used in the 

interventions reported in the literature, though each intervention is unique. Figure 3 shows a 

generic grid of an intervention in which each of the quadrants highlights aspects that would 

need to be addressed by any soft method.  

 

 

Figure 3. Grid for methodologies selection. Source: Mingers & Brocklesby (1997, p. 501), 

adapted by the authors. 
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It follows that if an M&A could be treated as a problem situation considering its social and 

personal worlds, an intervention should be needed to address the inherent complexities of this 

type of processes and therefore: 

 

Proposition 3: The use of soft methods can help 

overcoming the human dimension’s complexities of an 

M&A process. 

 

 

 

The literature review chapter set the theoretical foundations regarding M&A and soft 

methods. It also allowed establishing three propositions that serve as guidance in the next 

chapters in order to answer the research question. Hence, the following chapter will set the 

theoretical research methodology in terms of the philosophical underpinnings, research 

approach and strategy established for this thesis. 
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3 THEORETICAL RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

The present chapter aims to set out and unfold the research methodology framework in which 

this research is based. As a consequence, the underlying assumptions that characterized the 

way in which the researchers view and make sense of the social world are exposed. This is 

done by following the research ‘onion’ layers proposed by Saunders et al. (2007, p. 102), 

going from the definition of the research philosophy to the establishment of the time 

horizons. The study is therefore situated within each of these layers according to the personal 

views of the researchers which respond, of course, to their visions of reality. 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy is mainly determined by the way in which the researchers consider 

the knowledge to be built up (Saunders et al., 2007, p. 102). This is certainly affected by the 

researchers’ view of the world and its assumptions which will underlie the framework 

adopted to undertake the research (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 1; Saunders et al., 2007, p. 

101). Thus, the research philosophy adopted will depend on the nature of knowledge 

(epistemological issues) and the nature of the world (ontological issues). 

Epistemology is the branch of research philosophy that refers to the assumptions of what 

constitutes the grounds of acceptable knowledge in a certain discipline (Bryman & Bell, 

2011, p. 15; Saunders et al., 2007, p. 102). Moreover, this set of beliefs is related to how the 

researchers view the world and how they transmit this understanding to other people. (Burrell 

& Morgan, 1979, p. 1) Two opposite positions are identified within the field of epistemology. 

This does not mean that a researcher will always adopt one of these extremes, rather most 

researchers are likely to choose a stance somewhere along the continuum that goes from 

Positivism to Interpretivism. 

The central point of Positivism is that the social sciences can be studied by applying methods 

from the natural sciences (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 15). In other words the researcher is 

considered as an observer that is outside of the social world that exists objectively and 

externally, rather than a participant of the social reality, whose subjectivism comes into play 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 28). Thus, the results of the research can be generalised to 

laws, very much alike to those developed by the natural sciences (Remenyi et al., 2005, p. 

32). In order to reach this, a positivist prefers quantifiable data which can be analyzed 

statistically. Therefore, in the business and management field, positivism cannot be 

considered as a philosophy stance that will contribute to the development of interesting views 

regarding the complex issues abounding this discipline (Remenyi et al., 2005, p. 33). 

With respect to this particular research, events such as M&A in which the members of the 

organizations are involved to a high degree and which can vary largely depending on the 

specific characteristics of each company, a positivist approach is not likely to fit. Moreover, 

the researchers’ subjectivism will necessarily be present along the study as they must 

interpret the reality and this will be affected by their views of the world. Besides, it is likely 

that the results of the research will not be generalizable as each event will differ from the 

others and, thus, no statistical analysis will be made. 

On the opposite side of the spectrum is the Interpretivist stance which argues that the social 

sciences cannot be studied as the natural sciences because of their different natures. Human 
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beings are not objects; therefore the approach to the study of people and their organizations 

must be different (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 16). Saunders et al. (2007, p. 106) present an 

interesting metaphor in which human beings are considered to play a role in life as actors do 

it in the theatre. 

The present research is more likely to fall in the interpretivist philosophy because each M&A 

presents unique characteristics which are determined to a great extent by the way in which 

the social actors make sense of the world (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 29; Remenyi et al., 

2005, p. 34). Furthermore, in order to understand what is happening the researchers need to 

adopt an empathetic position and enter the world of these human beings. (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2002, p. 30; Saunders et al., 2007, p. 107)  

The second set of assumptions that will affect the research philosophy adopted is given by 

ontology. This stream is concerned with the nature of the world (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 20; 

Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 1; Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 31; Saunders et al., 2007, p. 

108) and presents two main positions depending on whether the reality is considered as an 

objective entity or as a social construction that depends on the social actors involved (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011, p. 20; Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 1).  

On one hand, objectivism holds that reality is external and independent of human beings who 

do not have the power to influence it, thus, social phenomena is considered to be objective 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 21; Saunders et al., 2007, p. 108). On the other hand, subjectivism 

gives a contrasting view by considering reality as dependent on social actors. Human beings 

form part of the social world and therefore their actions will have an influence on it (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011, p. 22; Saunders et al., 2007, p. 108). This perspective can be related to the 

interpretivist stance where it is indispensable to analyze the world-views of people in order to 

gain a thorough understanding of the behaviour of social actors (Saunders et al., 2007, p. 

108). 

Due to the specific characteristics of this study, the researchers consider that subjectivism is 

best suited to the investigation. This is mainly because an M&A not only affects the 

organization as an objective entity but also involves the human side and the perceptions that 

people have about the processes undertaken. Therefore, the social actors involved in such 

events will necessarily have an impact on them and this is a key factor that cannot be 

dismissed. 

 

3.2 Research Approach 

Regarding the research approach, two different streams are identified: deductivism and 

inductivism.  

The deductive approach consists of testing new theories that build on existing theories (i.e. 

knowledge that already exists within a specific field), by identifying these existing theories, 

deducing and developing the new ones (i.e. a hypothesis or hypotheses) and testing them 

empirically (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 11; Saunders et al., 2007, p. 57). This approach is 

generally related to the positivist philosophy as researchers look for an explanation of causal 

relationships based generally on collecting quantitative data. Moreover, the methodology 

tends to be highly structured and controls are established in order to permit the hypotheses 

testing which will likely allow generalization (Saunders et al., 2007, p. 117-118). 
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On the opposite side, inductivism considers theory as a consequence of the research 

undertaken (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 13). Data is collected without identifying any theory a 

priori. On the contrary, data is analyzed and the findings of the research constitute the new 

theory (Saunders et al., 2007, p. 57). Thus, the inductive approach is about building theory 

and is more related to the interpretivist philosophy where an understanding of the world-

perspectives of the different social actors involved is necessary. Besides, the data collected is 

likely to be qualitative and different views of the events might be established in order to gain 

an in-depth understanding of the situations (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, cited in Saunders et 

al., 2007, p. 119). 

Regarding this study, the researchers believe that the inductive approach is more suited to the 

characteristics of the research. Even though the literature on M&A is vast, there is a dearth 

regarding human resource management during the process of an M&A. Moreover, the 

researchers have not found any study about how the explicit application of soft methods 

throughout an M&A may impact during its process so far. Therefore, the research topic is 

considered to be new, and as Saunders et al. (2007, p. 119-121) state, ‘With research into a 

topic that is new, is exciting much debate, and on which there is little existing literature, it 

may be more appropriate to work inductively by generating data and analysing and reflecting 

upon what theoretical themes the data are suggesting’. 

 

3.3 Research Classification 

The following layer in the research ‘onion’ is the research purpose which can take three 

different forms: descriptive, explanatory or exploratory. 

While the first one is concerned with delineating a portrait of a situation (Robson, 2002, p. 

59, cited in Saunders et al., 2007, p. 134), the second one seeks to define relationships 

between variables (Saunders et al., 2007, p. 134). Moreover, an exploratory study attempts to 

discover ‘what is happening; to seek new insights; to ask questions and to assess phenomena 

in a new light’ (Robson, 2002, p. 59, cited in Saunders et al., 2007, p. 133). 

According to the researchers, this last category is the one that best adjust to the purpose of 

this study of exploring how soft methods can be applied during a merger or acquisition 

process. When it comes to gaining an understanding of a complex situation the exploratory 

category offers the flexibility to adapt as research proceeds and new information is found 

(Saunders et al., 2007, p. 133-134). 

 

3.4 Research Strategy 

The research strategy deals with the operational design of the study that provides the specific 

direction for procedures to answer the research question and meet the objectives (Shkedi, 

2005, p. 19; Creswell, 2009, p. 13). The choice of research strategy is delineated by the 

availability of resources such as time and knowledge as well as the philosophical foundations 

chosen by the researchers. The strategies that can be found include terms like: experiment, 

survey, case study, action research, grounded theory, ethnography, and archival research 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 141).  

To select one of the strategies, Yin (2009, p. 8) suggests to take into account three conditions 

that include the type of research question, the extent of the researcher’s control over 
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behavioural events, and the focus on contemporary events as opposed to historical ones. This 

study addresses a “how” question of a contemporary phenomenon that does not require 

control over behavioural events whatsoever. Thus, it is the case study strategy that best suits 

this research because a case study generally addresses “what” and “how” questions and “is 

preferred in examining contemporary events, but when the relevant behaviours cannot be 

manipulated” (Yin, 2009, p. 11).  

Robson (2002, p. 178) states that case study is “an empirical investigation of a particular 

contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of evidence”. In 

fact, the research question addresses a “real-life” topic, mergers and acquisitions, which 

needs an in-depth understanding but without a separation from its context (organisations) in 

order to preserve its holistic and meaningful nature. In this way, the process being enacted 

during an M&A analysed through a case study will give insights regarding whether or not a 

firm used soft methods during that process. Besides, case study is aligned with the 

interpretivist-inductive approach that was chosen as the philosophical underpinnings for this 

research. 

However, case study presents some main criticisms that are worth outlining. Yin (2009, p. 

14) states that maybe one of the greatest concerns when undertaking case study research is its 

lack of rigour when a systematic procedure is not followed or biased views influence the 

direction of the findings and further conclusions. Another major limitation is the little basis 

for scientific generalization that case studies provide (Gummesson, 2000, p. 88) especially 

when just one case is used. Regarding the first limitation, there is an increasing number of 

publications offering a methodological approach (Yin, 2009; Robson, 2002; Ellet, 2007) to 

case study research, namely that of Yin. Thus, by incorporating other technical 

characteristics, data collection and data analysis, case study inquiry can be thought of as an 

“all-encompassing method…not limited to being a data collection tactic alone” (Yin, 2009, p. 

18). Proponents and followers of the case study strategy argue the problem of generalization 

by stating that case studies aim for analytic generalization, which is to expand and generalize 

theories unlike statistical generalizations. Indeed, Yin (2009, p. 15) argues that case studies 

are “generalizable to theoretical propositions and not to populations or universes”. Likewise, 

Normann (1970, cited in Gummesson, 2000, p. 89) contends that a reasonable good 

generalization, even from very few cases, can be achieved through a good descriptive or 

analytic language that grasps “the interaction between various parts of the system and the 

important characteristics of the system”. 

Despite these limitations, the case study strategy has been used to conduct this research. It 

provides with the rich and detailed description of an empirical situation that this thesis aims 

to analyse. Therefore, many different aspects and their interaction as well as the process 

within its total environment give the researchers an in-depth understanding of the case being 

studied, i.e. an M&A process. In fact, the possibility of reaching a holistic view (Gummesson, 

2000, p. 86) with a case study is the main driver for pursuing it.      

 

3.4.1 Case Study Design 

According to Yin (2009, p. 46) there are four types of case study designs based on two 

dimensions, single vs. multiple case and holistic vs. embedded case, which imply an analysis 

of the contextual conditions. In order to address the research question, a holistic single-case 

design will be undertaken.  
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Yin (2009, p. 52) gives five rationales that justify the use of a single-case design: (1) it 

represents the critical case when testing existing theory, (2) it is an extreme or unique case, 

(3) it is representative or typical, when the researcher has the access to a previously 

inaccessible case known as (4) the revelatory type, and for (5) longitudinal purposes. The 

conditions that led the researchers choose the single-case study were rationales number one 

and three. It is critical because the acquisition process of Company Z meets the conditions to 

test the propositions established in the literature review, since it involves different 

organisational and national cultures, big companies in terms of number of employees and 

revenues, and the involvement of several stakeholders in the process. In this sense, the single-

case can “represent a significant contribution to knowledge and theory building” (Yin, 2009, 

p. 47) thus it is aligned with the inductive nature of this research. The researchers argue that it 

is representative because mergers or acquisitions, in these times of globalization, are taking 

place among companies from different countries, sizes, and involving diverging actors. Thus, 

Company Z acquisition can be thought of as a “common project” (Yin, 2009, p. 48).  

Further, the unit of analysis plays an important role in designing, in this case, a single-case 

study. Indeed, it can have just one unit, holistic, or more than one, embedded (Yin, 2009, p. 

50). Since the research question clearly points out an M&A process as a unit of analysis and 

no logical subunits can be identified, the analysis will be a holistic one. Besides, the main 

interest of the researchers is an M&A process in which its different stages cannot be studied 

as separate entities but as a whole to reach a clear understanding of the process. As shown in 

the literature review, the theory has been developed holistically as well. It is worth noting that 

the context of this research case is the organisation that experienced the acquisition process: 

Company Z. Figure 4 shows the chosen design for the case study strategy.  

 

 

Figure 4. Case study design. Source: Yin (2009, p. 46), adapted by the authors. 
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3.5 Research Choice 

The data used in a research can be either quantitative or qualitative. Quality refers to the 

essence of things hence qualitative research addresses their meanings, characteristics, 

symbols and definitions as opposed to quantitative research that focuses on the amounts and 

measures of things (Berg, 2004, p. 2).  The way in which they are combined is referred to as 

research choice. Saunders et al. (2009, p. 151-152) propose three types of research choice: 

mono-method, multiple methods and mixed methods. When just one data collection 

technique is used it corresponds to the mono-method whereas using more than one technique 

but with the same type of data falls into the multiple methods choice. Mixed methods involve 

collecting and analysing qualitative and quantitative data in a single study (Creswell, 2009, p. 

15). In this study the choice of research is the multiple-method since qualitative data is 

mainly used in the case study strategy obtained from semi-structured interviews and 

documents, two different collection techniques.  

As rich and thick descriptions regarding the acquisition stages are what the researchers aim to 

obtain as well as the feelings and emotions of the employees that experienced it, qualitative 

data is the type that best suits that purpose. It, indeed, is associated with full and rich notions 

based on the exploration of a subject in the most real possible way (Robson, 2002, p. 43).     

 

3.6 Time horizons 

There are two ways to undertake the research: longitudinal or cross-sectional. Longitudinal 

means undertaking a research over an extended period of time whereas cross-sectional is a 

“snapshot” at a specific time (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 155). Because of the nature of the 

research strategy and time constraints, the case study will be cross-sectional. In other words, 

it will include the study of a particular phenomenon, i.e. mergers and acquisitions, at a 

particular time. 

 

 

 

This section considered the philosophical and methodological components that best suit this 

research. Arguments in favour or against were discussed in order to justify the chosen 

approach, strategy and design to conduct this research. This has allowed setting the practical 

research methodology that involves the data collection and analysis techniques, which is 

introduced in the next chapter. 
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4 PRACTICAL RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter of the study is based on the “linear but iterative process” of case study research 

as proposed by Yin (2009) with a focus on the “prepare”, “collect”, and “analyse” phases. In 

the preparation step, the evidence collection technique including the questions of the semi-

structured interview, and the sampling technique are developed. The collect phase states the 

different interviews undertaken in the company including an overview of this technique in 

terms of “contextual data” (Saunders, et. al, 2009, p. 334) e.g. location, date, the participants’ 

role and the interviewers’ impression of the interview, as well as the documents obtained. 

The analysis part will set the analytic strategy used by the researchers to interpret the data and 

address the research questions and objectives. Finally, reliability and validity as well as 

ethical considerations of the research will be discussed in the last part of this chapter.  

 

4.1 Evidence Collection Technique 

Within the case study research strategy, evidence can derive from six main sources: 

documents, archival records, interviews, direct-observation, participant-observation, and 

physical artefacts (Yin, 2009, p. 102). From this list the authors have chosen two, interviews 

and documents, as the techniques to obtain data motivated by Yin (2009, p. 101) who states 

that a good case study should use as many sources as possible. Besides, the most important 

advantage of using multiple sources is the development of converging lines of enquiry which 

allows triangulation. Therefore, by following this corroborating mode, the findings and 

conclusions of this study will be more convincing and accurate. Below are the descriptions of 

both methods of data collection. 

 

4.1.1 Interviews 

An interview constructs knowledge in the “inter-action between the interviewer and the 

interviewee” (Kvale, 2007, p. 1). It constitutes one of the key sources of information for a 

case study research following the characteristics of a guided conversation rather than 

structure queries. This does not mean that the interview lacks structure but that it is fluid 

rather than rigid (Yin, 2009, p. 106). Interviews provide a wide variety of advantages to 

researchers. First of all, it is a good method when doing in-depth research into a specific topic 

where detailed information and insights are needed. Another advantage is that generally no 

equipment is required and if so a simple tape-recorder is enough. In terms of flexibility, the 

interview can be considered to be high-up in the list of methods as it gives the possibility to 

adapt and develop the lines of investigation while they take place. In addition, it is an 

effective method to assure response rates because usually interviews are scheduled and set 

beforehand. In relation to the validity of the data collected, the interaction involved in 

interviewing allows to check the information as it is gathered. (Denscombe, 2007, p. 202) 

Moreover, interviews as a research method provide a fundamental venue to examine different 

perspectives in which the interviewees view and make sense of their world, thus offering a 

unique access to the informants’ world who describe their experiences from a personal point 

of view. Taking this into consideration, an interview allows the generation of knowledge 

from a human perspective (Kvale, 2007, p. 9), and thus it suits an exploratory study.  
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However, as every research method, interviews also present disadvantages. To start with, 

they can be tedious because of the large amount of time required in, especially, preparing and 

analyzing the data collected as transcriptions, coding, and tabulation are needed. Further, the 

answers provided by the interviewees are usually unique as each person affects his or her 

responses in a different way mainly as a consequence of their world’s view thus making the 

data analysis more complicated. Other disadvantages include the costs incurred when making 

face-to-face interviews and the impact that the interviewer may have on the interviewee what 

can be reflected in inhibitions by the respondents as a result of the feeling that their privacy is 

being invaded. (Denscombe, 2007, p. 203-204) 

In spite of the disadvantages that an interview presents, the researchers believe that it is the 

most suitable method as a deep and rich understanding of the acquisition process undertaken 

by Company Z allows addressing the research question. Also interviews suit this type of 

exploratory study. To complement, interviews can grasp the acquisition process impact as 

experienced by the employees which are key inputs in addressing the research objectives.  

Once the collection technique was chosen, the different types of interviews were considered 

in order to select the one that most accurately fits this research. Yin (2009, p. 107-108) 

classifies them as in-depth interviews, focused interviews, and the survey type which 

corresponds to the typology set by Saunders et al. (2009, p. 320). They categorise interviews 

according to the level of structure and formality as: unstructured or in-depth interviews, semi-

structured interviews and structured interviews.  

In the first type, in-depth interviews, the interviewee plays the role of an informant rather 

than respondent because he/she gives insights into the subject matter. In fact, the interview is 

guided by the interviewee’s perceptions and as such there is not a preliminary set of questions 

thus it is sometimes referred to as “informant interview” (Robson, 2002, p. 271). However, 

the interviewers should have a clear idea of the subject they want to explore. Regarding the 

second type, even though focused or semi-structured interviews are flexible they do follow a 

set of pre-established questions that are used more as an “interview guide” (Bryman & Bell, 

2007, p. 213). These interviews put emphasis on the interviewee’s point of view thus giving 

insight into what the interviewee sets as essential. Lastly, the structured or survey type entails 

structured and standardised questions following the line of a formal survey and thus 

sometimes producing quantitative data as results. 

Given the different kinds of interviews, the semi-structured type is the one that best fits the 

research design of this thesis, namely in its exploratory nature. Hence it was chosen as the 

evidence collecting technique for the case study. 

 

4.1.1.1 Semi-structured interview questions 

The sequence of questions for the semi-structured interview was established following the 

five steps presented by Robson (2002, p. 277) (see Appendix A).  

The first step corresponded to the introduction in which the researchers introduced 

themselves as well as explained the purpose of the interview and ensured its confidentiality. 

Following was the warm-up stage which consisted of setting the ground with non-threatening 

questions to make both the interviewee and the interviewer feel comfortable about the 

process. In the next phase, the main body of the interview was carried out for which the 

researchers had a list of topic headings including a set of questions to ask under each of these 
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headings (Robson, 2002, p. 278). A logical progression was followed; however, sometimes 

this varied according to the interviewees’ responses thus maintaining the flexibility of this 

type of interviews. After that, the cool-off time allowed the actors to defuse any tension by 

asking few straightforward questions. Lastly, the closure session included thanking the 

participant and saying goodbye. 

In this section of the chapter the “main body of the interview” will be deeply described in 

order to show how the literature review section gave hints for setting the interviews’ 

questions. Moreover, it will show the translation from the “researcher” topic headings in the 

“interviewer” set of questions (Kvale, 2007, p. 59). This is also referred to as Level 1 and 

Level 2 questions where the former corresponds to the verbal line of inquiry and the latter to 

the researcher’s mental one (Yin, 2009, p. 87). In other words, Level 1 corresponds to the 

questions for the interviewees whereas Level 2 is the questions that the investigators have for 

themselves and thus can be related to the researcher’s topic headings. 

 

4.1.1.2 Setting up and translating the questions  

To establish the interview questions the translation process explained above was followed 

and it yielded three main headings within the researcher dimension: mergers and acquisitions, 

soft methods, and the linkage between them. These headings were established based on the 

research question and further divided into subtopics that derive from the literature review 

which included: process, human factor, social world, and personal world.  

Due to the fact that the foundation of the researcher’s dimension is the mental line of inquiry, 

it has to be translated in the verbal one or interviewer’s dimension so that the interviewee can 

interpret, understand and answer the questions. Table 5 shows these two dimensions and the 

questions that stemmed from this translation process that will serve as the guidance for the 

semi-structured interview. 

 

Table 5. Semi-structured interview’s questions: translation and establishment. Source: Kvale 

(2007), Yin (2009), adapted by the authors. 

RESEARCHER (LEVEL 2) INTERVIEWER 
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Acquisitions 

Process (stages) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Human factor 6 

Soft Methods 

Social World 7 

Personal World 
8 

9 

M&A + Soft methods 
 10 

11 
*For a complete list of the questions refer to Appendix A 
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4.1.2 Documents 

Information deriving from documents is relevant to every case study and their main role is to 

“corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” (Yin, 2003, p. 86). Therefore, 

specific documentation from the company has been used in order to supplement information 

obtained from the semi-structured interviews, namely regarding dates and chronology of the 

acquisition process undergone by Company Z.  

The main sources of documentation available to the researchers were press releases from both 

the acquirer (Company K) and the acquired Company Z, company presentations about the 

acquisition process, and a compilation of Company Z main events during the last 50 years, 

besides some newspaper articles.  

 

4.2 Sampling Technique 

Since probabilistic sampling is not useful for qualitative studies, the researchers have 

considered the three broad approaches to selecting samples for a qualitative research. They 

correspond to convenience, judgement, and theoretical samples (Marshall, 1996, p. 523). For 

this particular study, the research question, objectives and the choice of the research strategy 

direct the use of a theoretical sampling technique. The sample chosen under this technique 

provides “with an information-rich case study” that allows “gaining theoretical insights” 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 233).  

This type of sampling is theory-driven which means selecting a sample to examine and 

elaborate on the theory previously built (Marshall, 1996, p. 523). Therefore, the researchers 

based on the literature review have selected the case that represents the best option to address 

the research question. The selected case, Company Z acquisition process, exhibits 

characteristics (refer to case study design section) that have been regarded as crucial for 

elaborating on the propositions established in the literature review that allow to answer the 

research question. 

 

4.3 Data Collected: Interviews 

As it was introduced before, after the “prepare” phase of Yin’s (2009) process of case study 

research comes the “collect” phase. During this stage an overview of the different interviews 

undertaken along with the corresponding contextual data is developed (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p. 334). This can be seen in Table 6 which shows the number of interviews that took place, 

interviewees’ job positions, date and location of the interviews and the corresponding 

abbreviations which will be used in the following chapters as a reference. Regarding the 

interview itself, it has already been presented that the researchers chose the semi-structured 

type and the “interview guide” can be found in the Appendix A. It is worth to highlight that, 

as suggested by Holland & Salama (2010, p. 268), the interviews undertaken in this study 

included employees from different hierarchical levels of company Z in order to gain a deeper 

understanding and a broader view of the situation. 
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Table 6. Interviews' contextual data 

No. Interview Interviewee Role Date and Location Abbreviation 

Interview 1 Strategic Purchaser 11-11-25 / Company Z I1 

 

Interview 2 Executive Vice President 11-11-28 / Company Z I2 

 

Interview 3 Chairman of Labour Union 11-12-01 / Company Z I3 

 

Interview 4 Departmental General Manager 11-12-01 / Company Z I4 

 

Interview 5 Information Engineer 11-12-07 / Company Z I5 

 

 

 

4.4 Data analysis strategy 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 502) the inductively approaches to data analysis 

consist of: data display and analysis, template analysis, analytic induction, grounded theory 

and discourse analysis. For this research, the authors applied the data display and analysis as 

proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994). This method follows a three-step interactive 

process (Figure 5) in order to conceptualize the evidence collected: data reduction, data 

display, and drawing and verifying conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10). Moreover, 

as it constitutes a systematic and structured approach following high-level formal procedures 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 505), the researchers believe that it ensures reliability of the 

research. A detailed description of this approach is presented in the following chapter. 

 

Figure 5. Data Display and Analysis. Source: Miles & Huberman (1994). 

 

 

4.5 Reliability and Validity 

Reliability refers to the consistency of responses and/or findings of the research (Creswell, 

2009, p. 195; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 156). However, in qualitative research reliability alike 

generalizability (external validity) “plays a minor role” (Creswell, 2009, p. 195). The way in 

which it can be used by researchers is towards achieving reliable patterns of subject 

development because at the end reliability is about the confidence in the data collection 
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(Long & Johnson, 2000, p. 30). Nevertheless, in qualitative studies replication is not possible; 

the only thing that a researcher can be accountant for is the process of obtaining and 

analysing data (Smith, 2003). In this sense, by following the framework proposed by Yin 

(2009) of prepare, collect, and analyse complemented with the structure of the data collection 

technique and data analysis strategy by Miles and Huberman (1994), the authors make the 

study easily replicable in terms of its process.    

Regarding generalizability, it is not the purpose of this study to make wide generalizations 

because its nature is exploratory. Besides, Yin (2009, p. 39) states that when doing case 

studies the researcher should aim toward analytic generalization. Therefore, the empirical 

results are compared against the theory previously built and the three propositions set on the 

literature review chapter.   

On the other hand, validity constitutes strength in qualitative research, and it means the 

accuracy of the findings, their credibility and authenticity (Creswell, 2009, p. 196). Some of 

the strategies that are available to check the accuracy of the findings include: self-reflection, 

rich and thick description, respondent validation, prolonged involvement, peer debriefing, 

and triangulation (Creswell, 2009, p. 196; Long & Johnson, 2000, p. 33). For this study two 

different sources of evidence were used for triangulation of the data to see if they confirm or 

disconfirm each other regarding the acquisition process mainly. Besides, after each interview 

the authors reflected upon the overall development of it including the interviewees’ 

predisposition for the interview, their mood, and the surrounding environment, among others. 

 

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

Research ethics is defined as the “appropriateness of your behaviour in relation to the rights 

of those who become the subject of your work, or are affected by it” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 

183). Ethical aspects of a research like the balance between the “right to know” and the 

participants’ “right to privacy” or the researchers acting as both judge and jury should be 

taken into consideration since the beginning (Robson, 2002, p. 65). Some of the questionable 

practices in social research include: involving people without their consent or knowledge, 

supressing information about the true nature of the research, invading privacy, or withholding 

promises of anonymity and confidentiality (Robson, 2002, p. 69).  

Regarding this research, the authors have ensured that ethical considerations were followed 

accordingly. When choosing the company of study, participants were familiarized with the 

purpose of the research and thus their consent was obtained without the use of coercion or 

deceit. Also, at the beginning of each session the interviewees were informed that they could 

remain anonymous in order to respect their privacy. All of them asked for anonymity and 

therefore their names are not displayed throughout the paper.  

Similarly, the real name of the company has been replaced by Company Z following the 

confidentiality terms previously agreed with the company. Moreover, the information 

gathered has been presented without any intentional manipulation of the real results or bias. 

Lastly, secondary and primary data sources, whenever used, have been properly credited by 

referencing and citing them in accordance with the thesis manual of the Umeå School of 

Business. 
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This chapter clarified how the data for the case study was collected and from which sources. 

It showed how the literature review and namely its propositions served as the basis to 

establish the questions for the semi-structured interview. Also, the sampling technique 

justified why Company Z acquisition process was selected for conducting this research. 

Lastly, it set the strategy that will be followed to analyse the data which is presented in the 

next chapter. 
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5 DATA ANALYSIS 

 

The present chapter starts with a brief profile and background of the company chosen for the 

case study: Company Z. Then the process of data reduction is followed through the 

application of a template analysis which draws from the theoretical frame established in the 

literature review. In so doing, significant evidence collected from the interviews and 

documents has been extracted. Further, the data display is done using two types of matrixes: 

an event listing and a checklist matrix to depict the acquisition process and the impact that it 

has on the social and personal worlds of the process. This has allowed reaching the objectives 

established for this research. 

 

5.1 Company Profile 

Company Z is dedicated to developing and manufacturing machines and attachments for the 

forestry industry. Its headquarters are located in Umeå, Sweden and it belongs to a Japanese 

Group.  

Up until March 2011, the company counted with 344 employees which represented an 

increase of 19% respect to the previous year. Moreover, the company presented a turnover of 

1,713,931 Kronor and a result after net financial items of 200,719 Kronor for the period 

ended in March 2011, an increase of 13.8% and 419.6% compared to the previous year, 

respectively. 

 

5.2 Company History 

In 1961 Lennart Bergholm founded the company Umeå Mekaniska in Umeå, Sweden, a 

region known for its tradition in forestry and product development. In fact, the first important 

advance in mechanized logging came by the hand of this company with the creation of 

“Skruven”, a slash-bundler in 1965. To enter the forestry industry, the giant Volvo BM 

acquired Mekaniska in 1976. Three years later, a partnership between Mekaniska and the 

Finnish state-owned company, Valmet Oy, was established in order to join their tractor 

forces. Later on, in 1986 this partnership ended up in Mekaniska being completely owned by 

Velmet Oy, and in 1989 the company changed its name to Valmet Logging thus completing 

the transition. However, in 1994 the company changed the name to SISU Logging because 

Finnish state companies had been under a restructure process though maintaining the brand 

“Valmet”. It was in 1998 that SISU went from a state to a privately owned company 

purchased by Partek Group thus, once more, the Umeå based company changed its name to 

Partek Forest AB.  

In August 2002, Kone Oyj Corporation, a Finnish company based in Helsinki, acquired the 

parent Partek group for $1.9 billion which included the Swedish production unit Partek Forest 

AB (Business Europe, 2003, p. 4). Yet, the brand continued to be marketed under the name 

“Valmet” to approximately thirty countries namely in Europe and America. In fact, Partek 

Forest became the second largest manufacturer of forestry equipment in the world. It was in 

December 2003 that Partek was acquired by the Japanese Company K, and this acquisition 

process is the focus of the analysis. Table 7 gives an overview of both companies before the 

acquisition, year 2002. 
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Table 7. Overview of the companies under the acquisition process, 2002. Developed by the 

authors from secondary data. 

 ACQUIRING COMPANY ACQUIRED COMPANY 

Name Company K Company Z 

Main Business Manufacture and sale of 

construction and mining 

equipment, utilities, and 

industrial machinery 

Manufacture and sale of 

forestry equipment 

Country Japan Sweden 

Annual Sales  Approx. 776,316 million Yen Approx. 190 million Euro 

 

 

5.3 Data reduction 

Data reduction means “selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming” (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994, p. 10) and as such it forms part of the analysis of the evidence collected. 

To reduce the great amount of text obtained from the interviews, the template analysis has 

been used. It consists of a group of techniques used to organize data by themes in order to 

facilitate their analysis (King, 2004, p. 256). The essence of this analysis is the development 

of a “template” or list of codes usually established before the analysis though they can 

emerge from the data collected as well. These codes are then attached to units of data in order 

to identify “themes, patterns and relationships” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 506). Further, this 

template summarizes in a meaningful way the different themes with a focus on a hierarchical 

structure, i.e. broad categories that encompass consecutively narrower ones.  

One of the motivations that led the researchers use this approach was its flexibility because 

the template can be customized to match the specific requirements of a research (King, 2004, 

p. 257). Also, it allows for exploration of new themes as data analysis proceeds resulting in a 

revision of the template that can comprise the inclusion of new codes, modification or 

exclusion of the existing ones, or reclassifying the codes to new themes (Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 507). 

The process followed was tailored to the researchers’ requirements. Firstly, an initial template 

(Table 8) was developed using codes established a priori from the authors’ assumptions, the 

literature review and the interview questions. A hierarchical order was followed grouping the 

data under two main categories: (1) Mergers and Acquisitions and (2) Soft Methods, which 

were subdivided in two levels of sub-categories. After listing the topics in the initial template, 

codes were respectively assigned so that the interviews and documents could be analysed in a 

standard and precise way. Table 8 shows the initial template used by the authors. 
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Table 8. Initial Template 

 

DATA CATEGORIES CODES 

1. Mergers and Acquisitions M&A 

1.1 Process PROC 

         1.1.1 Critical Stage CRI.ST 

         1.1.2 Success Perception SUCC.PER 

       1.2 Organisational Impact ORG.IMP 

         1.2.1 Culture  CULT 

         1.2.2 Organisational Structure    ORG.STR. 

         1.2.3 Social Practices SO.PRAC 

         1.2.4 Power Relations POW.REL 

       1.3 Individual Impact INDV.IMP 

         1.3.1 Perceptions and Emotions PERC.EMO 

         1.3.2 Evolution of feelings EVOL 

2. Soft Methods SM 

        2.1 Implicit Application IMP.APP 

        2.2 Explicit Application EXP.APP 

 

Once the initial template was developed, the researchers started the analysis of the collected 

evidence from interviews and documents by using the codes already established. They were 

useful in identifying and selecting the data that is relevant for this study to further organize 

the chunks of data within their respective codes. Besides, the template helped the authors in 

avoiding any kind of misunderstandings while interpreting the data. 

While analysing the data, some inadequacies in the initial template were revealed that 

demanded changes related to: insertion of new codes, elimination of existing ones and re-

categorization. 

Insertion: After screening the data, the authors individually looked for emergent findings that 

were not considered before to then match each other’s findings and develop the final 

template. This is known as collaborative strategy that “is valuable as it forces the researcher 

to justify the inclusion of each code and to clearly define how it should be used” (King, 2004, 

p. 259). In this way, the codes: information flow (INF.FL), way of working (WAY.WK) and 

perceptions of the group (PERC.GR) were added after a thorough consideration by the 

authors. 

Elimination: Some of the categories previously stated were not considered in the final 

template as they were irrelevant for this study; these included: success perception 

(SUCC.PER), organisational impact (ORG.IMP), implicit application (IMP.APP), evolution 

of feelings (EVOL) and explicit application (EXP.APP). 

Re-categorization: When screening the data it was deemed by the authors that, to address the 

research question and objectives of this study, the template should facilitate the identification 

of (1) Company Z acquisition process as well as (2) its impact from the employees’ point of 
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view. Therefore, some codes were categorized under new levels of hierarchy which also 

required a change in name such as main events (MN.EVE) instead of process.  

After all these considerations, the final template was established (Table 9) which helped in 

the following analysis steps. In fact, in the next section the display of the findings is 

presented using the same level of categories and codes to ease the reader’s understanding of 

the data analysis process. 

 

Table 9. Final Template 

 

DATA CATEGORIES CODES 

1. Acquisition ACQ 

1.1 Main Events MN.EVE 

        1.2 Critical Stage CRI.ST 

        1.3 Information flow INF.FL 

        1.4 Individual Impact INDV.IMP 

           1.4.1 Culture CULT 

           1.4.2 Organisational Structure    ORG.STR. 

           1.4.3 Social Practices SO.PRAC 

           1.4.4 Power Relations POW.REL 

           1.4.5 Way of working WAY.WK 

           1.4.6 Perceptions and Emotions PERC.EMO 

           1.4.7 Perceptions of the group  PERC.GR 

2. Soft Methods SM 

 

 

5.4 Data display: Findings 

To draw valid conclusions it is important to display the data that has been collected and 

reduced. Data display according to Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 91) means “a visual format 

that presents information systematically”. By assembling the data into visual displays the 

researchers aim to overcome the drawbacks of extended and poorly ordered information 

obtained from interviews, as well as facilitate the readers’ comprehension.  

In order to address the research questions and revise the propositions established in the 

literature review chapter, two different types of displays have been used. The first one shows 

the acquisition process as a list of events whereas the second analyses the acquisition impact.  

 

5.4.1 Company Z acquisition process  

As the description of the acquisition process is crucial to discover if Company Z used or not 

any kind of soft methods, the researchers consider that a time-oriented display is the most 
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suitable for this purpose. Indeed, Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 101) suggest that “if you 

need to describe the flow of events and processes carefully, then a time-oriented display is 

essential”. 

From the methods these authors mention, the event listing has been applied. This tool is very 

useful in developing an understanding of an extended process as it consists of a matrix that 

places concrete events in chronological order (columns) sorting them by specific categories 

(rows) (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 111). Further, it allows to go as detailed as required. 

Therefore, for this particular matrix (Appendix B) the level of detail includes the main events 

that took place during the acquisition process of Company Z represented in each one of the 

cells following a sequential order. The columns of the matrix are the different phases of an 

acquisition process: pre-acquisition, acquisition and post-acquisition (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 

91). The rows include the codes of the template used in the data reduction phase regarding 

the process, the critical stage, information flow, and the application of soft methods which 

altogether build the whole acquisition process. The chunks of data presented in the matrix as 

evidence correspond to the researchers’ interpretations or quotes from interviews and 

documents. 

It is worth noting that just on the “MN.EVE” row both documents and interviews are used to 

construct the process. The convergence of these two sources of evidence is pointed out in the 

“Convergence” row in order to reveal how they confirm or disconfirm each other. This was 

not possible for the rest of the codes because the documents describe the process generally in 

terms of specific events. Also, as the critical stage, to mention, is subject to each 

interviewee’s perception, no document can provide this type of information. 

 

5.4.2 Individual Impact 

Since the nature of this thesis is exploratory, Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 101) suggest 

using a partially ordered display. Therefore, the checklist matrix has been used for the rest of 

the codes that were not addressed in the previous display method that basically correspond to 

the impact of the acquisition process. This type of matrix condenses the evidence, in general 

variables which do not have to follow a specific order though sometimes the matrix can have 

a meaningful structure. For these specific matrixes the structure is a comparison between the 

pre and post-acquisition phases. It also enables verification and comparability of the data by 

looking across columns or rows to further establish patterns, emerging trends or convergence 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 109). 

The structure of the matrixes consists of one table per code in which the columns represent 

the pre-acquisition and post-acquisition stages with their corresponding remarks made by the 

authors. The acquisition stage has been omitted due to the fact that it denotes just one point in 

time, when the acquisition was completed, that is January 1
st
, 2004. Thus, the impact that the 

acquisition had can only be measured before and after that event. The remarks point out the 

similarities or differences of the interviewees’ statements which help in addressing why an 

acquisition process can be considered as a problem situation. That is, a complex situation that 

has several actors whose values and interests diverge, lacks reliable data, needs to accomplish 

an agreement, and has to enhance the actors’ commitment. Problem situations can also imply 

differences in the culture and country (Mingers, 2011, p. 730). Thus, the way in which the 

different areas, i.e. variables, of the acquisition process were impacted corresponds to the 

interpretations and perceptions of each one of the interviewees, and as such it is not the 
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purpose of this study to show how they confirm or disconfirm each other but to compare and 

contrast them.  

The variables displayed in the matrixes, seven in total (See Appendix C), not only derived 

from the literature review but also emerged from the interviews. What each variable 

represents and comprises is explained as follows: 

 

5.4.2.1 Culture 

This code emerged primarily from the literature review undertaken as it is one of the most 

highlighted variables when it comes to soft issues during M&A. Moreover, it represents the 

way Company Z’s employees, mostly Swedish, were used to doing things in the company 

before the acquisition took place, and how this organisational culture was affected by the 

arrival of the Japanese people. “Culture” includes information related to similarities and 

differences (i.e. cultural clashes) between Swedish and Japanese, as experienced or noticed 

by the interviewees, e.g. relative to core values, beliefs, attitudes and management style, 

among others. 

 

5.4.2.2 Organisational Structure 

This variable considers information from interviews that relate to the formal structure that 

Company Z used to have before the acquisition process which mainly included the hierarchy 

levels, and the type of organisation (bureaucracy/adhocracy). Besides, data regarding the way 

in which this structure changed was located under the column “post-acquisition”. This is 

characterised by information regarding restructuration in the company, new appointed 

Japanese managers, lay-offs of Swedish employees, and reporting structures i.e. roles and 

their relationships.   

    

5.4.2.3 Power Relations 

Data under this variable gives information regarding the power and/or influence that any 

division or person in the company used to have before the acquisition and how it was affected 

after that process. That is if they gained more power as a consequence of the acquisition or if 

they lost some. The power that Company Z can exercise as part of Company K is as well 

taken into consideration. Also, evidence regarding the different perceptions that Japanese and 

Swedish managers have about their power in a company was revealed from the interviews. 

Altogether serve as a proof of the different interests that employees showed during the 

acquisition process and indeed corroborate the complex nature of this type of processes. 

 

5.4.2.4 Social Practices 

Quotes from interviews located under this variable show the social practices in terms of 

rituals or symbols of the company both, before and after the acquisition process. In other 

words, this code includes activities, events, or objects that are embedded in the culture of the 

company and take place to reinforce it, thus they are meaningful for the employees.  
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5.4.2.5 Way of Working 

This variable emerged from the initial screening of the interviews and was deemed important 

by the researchers because the way of working was one of the most affected areas in 

Company Z after the acquisition process. The chunks of data presented in this matrix 

correspond to the production processes of Company Z as well as the way in which employees 

do their work on a daily basis. The changes that took place after the acquisition process, as 

experienced by the interviewees, are included too which can be considered as evidence of 

resistance to the acquisition. 

 

5.4.2.6 Perceptions and emotions 

The feelings or perceptions of each one of the interviewees toward the different phases of the 

acquisition process are considered under this variable. Thus, quotes from the type “I feel/I 

think” are the expressions that best match this variable and as such were taken into account 

for this code. Further, the developed matrix gives evidence on the evolution of those 

emotions along the process to see the extent to which they change or not.  

 

5.4.2.7 Perceptions of the group 

It was interesting to note during the interviews that all the participants referred to perceptions 

or feelings in a plural way. That is how the interviewee together with their co-workers, or his 

department, or the group they represent or belong to, felt about the acquisition process. 

Therefore, this variable emerged from the analysis of the interviews and contains information 

regarding feelings or perceptions of the group. To mention, when the third interviewee who is 

the Chairman of the Labour Union said “we felt”, he was referring to himself and the Union 

he represents which is the employees of the production area i.e. “floor employees”.  

 

 

 

In this chapter, the data collected for this research, after coding it, were described and 

analysed. In this way, the great amount of poorly ordered information obtained from 

interviews and documents could be extracted to further identify similarities or differences and 

to reconstruct the acquisition process as experienced by the interviewees. These findings are 

discussed in the following chapter. 
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6 DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

 

The findings that emerged from the analysis of the data are discussed in this section. The 

codes are discussed following the same order as established in the previous chapter to 

understand the acquisition process as experienced by Company Z and further find out 

whether soft methods were applied or not. For this first part of the discussion, convergence 

between the interviews and documents are addressed. On the second part of the analysis, the 

human complexities raised by the acquisition process are presented in terms of similarities or 

differences between the different interviewees’ perceptions within each of the variables 

(culture, organisational structure, power relations, among others). 

Moreover, this discussion leads to the revision of the three propositions previously 

established in the literature review. In order to do so, the two sections, acquisition process 

and individual impact, discuss the different codes that help confirming or disconfirming the 

mentioned propositions. Table 10 shows the relationship among the research question, the 

propositions and the codes used to address them.  

 

Table 10. Relationship among: Research question, propositions and codes 

RESEARCH QUESTION PROPOSITIONS CODES USED 

How could soft methods be 

applied during a merger or 

acquisition process? 

 

 

Proposition 1: The M&A 

impact on the soft side 

increases the human 

dimension’s complexities in 

both, the individual and the 

social worlds. 

 

 

Individual Impact: CULT; 

ORG.STR; SO.PRAC; 

POW.REL; WAY.WK; 

PERC.EMO; PERC.GR. 

 

Proposition 2: Due to its 

nature, the human aspect of 

an acquisition process can be 

treated as a problem 

situation. 

 

 

Individual Impact: CULT; 

ORG.STR; SO.PRAC; 

POW.REL; WAY.WK; 

PERC.EMO; PERC.GR. 

 

Proposition 3: The use of 

soft methods can help 

overcoming the human 

dimension’s complexities of 

an M&A process. 

 

 

Acquisition Process: 

MN.EVE; CRI.ST; INF.FL; 

SM. 
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6.1 Acquisition Process 

This section discusses the findings regarding the acquisition process itself as experienced by 

Company Z. This is done in three parts. First of all, a reconstruction of the events according 

to information found in documents from both companies (acquirer and acquired) is presented. 

Second, a discussion of the information obtained from the semi-structured interviews is 

exposed. Finally, the convergence between both sources, when appropriate, is discussed in 

order to confirm the information. 

 

6.1.1 Documents 

In June 2003, Kone was searching for a buyer for its forest machines division. At the same 

time, Company K was pursuing a growth strategy by expanding its forestry equipment 

business. This fact led Company K to turn its sight into Partek Forest which was the foremost 

company in forestry equipment. Indeed, later that year, on November the 5
th

, Company K 

agreed to acquire the entire share capital of Partek Forest AB for 1.084 billion Swedish 

kronor (EUR 120 million) (SDC Worldwide Mergers & Acquisitions, 2003, p. 6) and by the 

end of 2003 (Wednesday, 31
st
 of December) the acquisition was completed. According to 

Kone Corporation the terms and conditions of the contract had been fulfilled, and the 

transaction was therefore closed. 

In January 2004, Partek Forest AB was renamed to Company Z, the forestry branch of 

Company K, which continued to not only manufacture the “Valmet” machines line but also 

develop and sell high quality forestry equipment incorporating Company K’s technologies. 

This acquisition has been seen as the perfect match between Nordic forestry knowledge and 

Japanese quality control. 

 

6.1.2 Interviews 

As it is exposed in the Event Listing (Appendix B), the information obtained from the 

interviews regarding the process is ordered according to four different codes, namely: Main 

Events, Critical Stage, Information Flow, and Soft Methods. This section presents a 

discussion concerning these four variables which were analysed along the entire acquisition 

process. 

Regarding the latter, it is worth noting that all the interviewees have identified three distinct 

stages namely, pre-acquisition, acquisition and post-acquisition, which coincide with what 

has been described in the literature. 

 

6.1.2.1 Main Events 

As described by the first interviewee, the process started in June 2003 when all the employees 

in Umeå were informed that Kone intended to sell Partek Forest and was looking for potential 

buyers. Kone had already started divesting other units some time before, being the tractor 

business sold two months before the announcement. 

The second interviewee agreed on the fact that the whole acquisition process was initiated by 

Kone and added that Kone got in touch with an investment bank in England which was 
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responsible of managing the whole process. For this purpose, the investment company sent a 

number of consultants in the summer of 2003 who basically vacuumed the whole company 

for information and a data room was created containing 40 binders filled with information. In 

this regard, I1 introduced another view stating that Kone identified a couple of potential 

buyers that were in charge of reviewing the financial situation of the company, process that 

took place during autumn 2003. This difference in the information provided can be explained 

if considering the interviewees’ job positions at the time and the information each one 

received. In this regard, the second interviewee was part of the top management and therefore 

it is logical to assume that he should have more accurate and detailed information than the 

first interviewee. 

Despite this, it is clear that a financial review was undertaken and once it was ready, the 

bidding process started bringing with it a series of face-to-face meetings between each of the 

three potential buyers and the top management of the company. During these meetings a 

presentation of the company was made which was followed by a discussion about what kind 

of buyer Partek Forest would prefer, e.g. an investment bank or an industrial buyer. 

It was in the beginning of October when the employees got the information that there were 

two bidders left in the process and meetings started with Company K, especially in Finland, 

where top management participated answering questions regarding Partek Forest. It was not 

clear from the interviews when the final decision was made but in late November 2003 the 

announcement was made in a meeting where all the employees, the board of directors and the 

new CEO participated. During this, the new CEO introduced himself and explained why 

Company K had acquired Partek Forest, and how it fit into their long-term product strategy. 

The take-over took place in January, 1
st
, 2004 and the last step taken towards the integration 

was the change in the brand name of the products in 2011.  

 

6.1.2.2 Critical Stage 

According to the first, third, and fourth interviewees, the pre-acquisition stage was regarded 

as being the most crucial. Common feelings attributed to this phase are uncertainty and 

nervousness as a result of not knowing who the buyer was. Moreover, I1 added that this was 

the critical stage because the employees knew that Partek Forest was an asset that did not fit 

within Kone’s businesses and, as such, Kone did not care about who was the buyer but it did 

care about who was paying the most, fact that reinforced these negative feelings among the 

employees. 

However, the second and fifth interviewees coincided that the critical phase was the post-

acquisition stage. According to I2, this implementation or adaptation phase is still on-going 

even though the acquisition took place 8 years ago. Furthermore, the fifth interviewee stated 

that “we had a little honey moon with them [Japanese] for 1 year or so, and then they started 

to reorganize the company” and as a result of these changes many employees felt confused 

and angry. 

 

6.1.2.3 Information Flow 

Due to the complexity that an acquisition entails as a process, it is of utmost importance to 

pay attention to the communication with all the stakeholders especially with employees, in 

order to avoid misunderstandings and generating negative feelings. 
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Regarding this case study, interviewee 2 admitted that, because he was part of the top 

management of the company and participated in the meetings, he had more information than 

the rest of the employees. The same happened with the third interviewee who participated in 

the meetings of top management. Both of them knew when the process started and what was 

going on. 

On the other side, the first interviewee said that the only information all the employees got at 

the beginning was in June 2003 when they were told that Kone wanted to sell the company. 

However, he was part of one of the boards of the local unions at that time so he admitted that 

to some extent he had some information that the ordinary employees did not have. Other 

means of communications used by the company included: one assembly or general meeting 

where all the personnel was gathered and informed about the alleged sale of the company, 

meetings between the management team and the unions, and monthly meetings per division 

where all the employees could make questions about the situation. 

Both, the first and third interviewees, agreed that they were informed in advance about the 

process meaning that they were told that a bidding process would go on and that companies 

were going to come to visit. Nonetheless, I1 stated that although they knew when a visitor 

was coming, they did not know who that visitor was: “We only knew we had to clean our 

offices and look proper dressed. But it was on that level. Those who were informed were 

people in the top management level here.” 

Once the deal was closed, all the interviewees agreed that they got an invitation to a meeting 

where they were informed about the decision taken. 

 

6.1.2.4 Soft Methods 

In regard to the application of soft methods during the acquisition process, none of the 

interviewees provided information, not even when explicitly asked about it. Therefore, it is 

assumed that no soft methods were applied during this process. 

However, some interviews show clear attempts to manage the soft issues experienced as a 

result of the acquisition. An example of this is given by the second interviewee who declares 

that during the pre-acquisition stage: “We invited one of the managers of another big Swedish 

company that works with a Japanese company for a long time just to talk with him here. He 

cautioned us that it will be really a great difference and we should prepare for that”. This was 

reinforced by the fifth interviewee who said that they had a meeting with all the employees 

where “The previous managing director we had told us about the Japanese culture, what they 

were like, so we were a little bit prepared for that.” 

This sets the tone that there was a need of applying some kind of managerial tools in order to 

deal with these issues. 

 

6.1.3 Convergence between documents and interviews 

In order to present the existing convergence between documents and interviews, the Event 

Listing (See Appendix B) introduced in the previous chapter was considered. This includes a 

reconstruction of the main events that took place during the acquisition process as presented 
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in the documents and interviews. Moreover, the convergence indicates when these two 

sources of information confirm or disconfirm each other. 

The fact that in June 2003 Kone was looking for a buyer to sell its forestry division, as found 

in the companies’ documents, is congruent with the information given by the first interviewee 

who clearly described this stage of the process stating that “Kone at first put the tractor 

business out for sale, in April 2003, and just before vacation, it was in May or June 2003, all 

the employees here in Umeå got the information that Kone intended to look for the future of 

this company.” Moreover, being Kone the one that took the initiative of selling the company 

converges with what the second interviewee manifests when saying that “the whole process 

was actually initiated by the owner of that time, Kone”. 

Another convergence between the sources of information is with respect to the take-over. As 

stated in the documents, Company Z was established in January, 1
st
, 2004. This coincides 

with the declarations made by I1 and I2. While the second interviewee only mentioned that 

the take-over was consummated that date, the first interviewee gave more details and 

sustained that it represents a very important day in the company as the Japanese went there 

and stood in the entrance until they got the keys to the company meaning this a symbol to this 

particular employee. 

The change in the products’ brand name is one of the last events that took place. According to 

the documents on January, 20
th

, 2011 Company Z changed the brand name of the machines. 

This is confirmed by I1 who said that “in 2011 we took the final step when we changed the 

brand name on our products” and reinforced by I5 who sustained that “now we have 

Company K brand on the machines. This change was made at the beginning of this year”. 

It is worth noting that all these convergences take place in specific points of time, i.e. main 

events. This is not strange if considering the subjectivity that each interviewee adds to the 

information provided and the lack of details regarding the documents. Despite this, it is 

interesting to still find congruencies among the information obtained. 

In this case the convergence of information shows the main events that remain in the 

interviewees’ memories, namely: when they were told that the company was going to be sold, 

when the take-over happened, and when Company Z changed its products’ brand name. 

 

6.2 Individual Impact 

An acquisition process undoubtedly impacts on the employees who derive individual as well 

as group perceptions about changes that this process brings about. These diverging or 

converging perceptions make an M&A process complex and as such it could be treated as a 

problem situation as previously argued by the researchers. The changes can be related to the 

culture and organisational structure of the company, power relations among the employees, 

social practices, the way of working, and feelings and emotions. In fact, all of them were 

experienced by Company Z’s employees and each one is discussed accordingly as follows.  

 

6.2.1 Culture 

This section mainly discusses cultural clashes between the Swedish and Japanese cultures as 

experienced or noticed by the interviewees. It is worth highlighting that when asked about 
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organisational culture, the interviewees, except for I5, did not refer to the way they used to do 

things before but they mostly pointed out differences that the Japanese culture presents when 

compared to the swedes. This is in accordance with the fact that culture is regarded as a 

crucial factor during an M&A (Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, p. 1411) and with the importance 

that acknowledging national cultures differences in international M&A has gained (Holland 

& Salama, 2010, p. 270). As it is stated below, many of these differences and similarities fall 

into and can be explained by some of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions: Power Distance, 

Individualism-Collectivism, Uncertainty Avoidance, and Masculinity-Femininity, a 

theoretical model that has been used as criteria in international, cross-cultural research within 

different disciplines over the years (Orr & Hauser, 2008, pp. 1-2). 

With respect to the pre-acquisition stage, only the fifth interviewee made two remarks about 

organisational culture: “Swedish managers tell employees directly what has to be done” and 

“To integrate cultures Swedish are more flexible”. These two comments are clearly intended 

to point out existing differences with the Japanese and show how the interviewee has a 

negative attitude towards the Japanese management style and culture. This has to do with 

how power relations (discussed in section 6.2.3) have changed from Swedish to Japanese 

managers and it can be related to Hofstede’s power distance dimension which explains the 

extent to which people accept unequal divisions of power. 

Moreover, all of the interviewees except for I2 noted or experienced some cultural difference 

during the post-acquisition phase. To start with, the first, fourth and fifth interviewees 

highlighted problems of communication that they experienced as a result of differences in 

cultures. For example, I1 exposed that the business controller that arrived during the post-

acquisition phase only spoke Japanese and thus it was impossible to communicate with each 

other. I2 stated that the way in which Japanese managers ask for things that need to be done 

differs to a great extent with the way they were used to work with Swedish managers who are 

more straight forward: “Then you learn that please means: ‘we want you to do this right now! 

It is very important!’” I5 reinforced this: “Japanese say things in a way we are not used to. 

They just recommend and do not say you have to do this or that. This is some kind of culture 

clash”. These are clear examples of uncertainty avoidance, another dimension of Hofstede’s 

theoretical model that addresses how people react to the threat that ambiguous situations pose 

by avoiding them (Orr & Hauser, 2008, p. 3). 

Other cultural differences were identified by the third and fourth interviewees who pointed 

out the quality-oriented culture that characterizes Japanese companies. While I3 sustained 

that “Japanese is equal to production lines”, making reference to the control-oriented mindset, 

I4 referred to this as “the Japanese way” and added that “we still struggle...because Company 

K global production philosophy is that you should have the most effective production. We 

still have people in top positions today that say: no, that’s not true! Our main target is not 

production.” Once more, another cultural dimension helps explain this: Individualism-

Collectivism. In this case, Company Z’s employees had the feeling that they belong to a 

“collectivity” and as such they were adopting us vs. them positions, in order to defend 

themselves from the new-comers. 

Despite these cultural differences, the fourth interviewee stated that even though swedes and 

Japanese are not the same, they do have a lot in common. However, he did not give any 

example to support this statement. 

All in all it is clear that the Japanese did have an impact on the Swedish culture once the post-

acquisition stage started. As stated in the literature review, these differences became evident 
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when employees from companies with different cultures were forced to come together 

(Holland & Salama, 2010, p. 280) and cultural clashes, communication problems and the 

adoption of ‘us vs. them’ positions arose (Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 89; Yu et al., 2005, p. 

1503) what in turn affected negatively employees (Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, pp. 1408, 

1412). Furthermore, I2 considered the post-acquisition as the critical phase due to the fact 

that the adaptation is still on-going even though the acquisition took place 8 years ago, what 

coincides with the fact that sometimes cultural clashes are so strong that they can persist long 

after the deal is closed (Holland & Salama, 2010, p. 280). 

As it was discussed before, there were some attempts of managing these soft issues, 

especially the cultural differences as evidenced by the invitation made to a Swedish 

company’s manager who had experience in working with the Japanese, and the meeting 

where the previous managing director talked to the employees about the Japanese culture. 

These initiatives, taken during the pre-acquisition stage, were positively seen by the 

employees what reinforces that considering the cultural aspects since the beginning can help 

to create a favorable environment for the change (Holland & Salama, 2010, p. 281; Lodorfos 

& Boateng, 2006, p. 1405). 

However, no integration strategies were developed or any other formal procedure, thus it 

cannot be confirmed whether these would help minimize the cultural impact by ensuring a 

smooth integration of cultures or not, as suggested by Holland and Salama (2010, p. 270).  

 

6.2.2 Organisational Structure 

After the acquisition, a restructuring process was undertaken which, according to the first and 

second interviewees, took place namely in the top management of the company. However, 

when this happened remains unclear because both interviewees disconfirm each other. Whilst 

interviewee one states that at the beginning Japanese managers were playing a supporting 

role in the company in parallel with the Swedish ones and just after the first year Japanese 

replaced the existing managers, interviewee two says it was after six months. The main 

reason explaining this divergence can be attributed to each interviewee’s role, and because 

the second interviewee was and is part of the top management it is likely that the information 

given by him is more accurate. 

In spite of that, what remains perfectly clear is that top management were substituted right 

after the acquisition took place. A Japanese manager from the acquirer company was 

appointed as the new CEO who later became the managing director replacing the Swedish 

one. Also, the CFO and the Marketing Director were directly replaced because the acquirer 

wanted to have a total control over Company Z finance and immediately align the marketing 

strategy of both companies. Likewise, a Japanese production engineer was introduced to the 

company who started out with the manufacturing process restructuration focused on 

continuous improvement and the principles of PDCA (plan, do, check and act). Then, as 

stated by the first interviewee the rest of the company remain unchanged.  

Three different views on this organisational change can be identified from the interviewees. 

The first view corresponds to the first, third and fifth interviewees who think that Company Z 

has moved from being a flat organisation to a more hierarchical one, thus perceiving this 

change as an slightly negative impact of the acquisition process. The way in which they have 

evidenced that is through simple though meaningful changes in certain actions like “bosses” 

visiting the production area before the acquisition at any time to site visits taking place just 
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when there are “important” guests in the company. They mention as well that this change has 

brought about more bureaucracy in the company and now they have more paperwork to do.  

The second view derives from the fourth interviewee who has a positive perception of the 

restructuration that took place in the company. He states that before the acquisition 

“everybody was running around” which denotes a possible lack of order and probably control 

in Company Z. It is worth noting that when the acquisition took place this employee had been 

part of the production division which became the most important one in the whole company, 

thus this fact might have influenced his optimism towards the process.   

Lastly, the third view comes from the second interviewee who, as part of the top management 

of the company, does not mention anything regarding hierarchies due to, indeed, the level he 

has in the company.   

Consequently, it can be inferred that depending on the role that an employee plays or the 

level he/she occupies within the whole structure of the company, the perceived impact on the 

organisational structure that an acquisition process has varies accordingly. That is, lower and 

middle level employees are more prone to have a negative influence whereas top managers 

are less likely to note big differences. 

 

6.2.3 Power Relations 

In a general context, Company Z has remained as an independent unit and as such it does not 

have too much contact with its acquirer, Company K. Actually, all reports and documentation 

go through the control department and the CEO is the only one who reports directly to the 

Japanese management of Company K. This autonomy has had a main implication in, for 

example, the social practices of the company discussed in the next section.   

Nonetheless, the main impact regarding power relations has been on top management which 

according to the second participant, “they feel more isolated” from the rest of the company. 

This has to do mainly because Japanese managers expect to be highly respected. On the 

contrary, Swedish managers do not foster this kind of “worship” to managers but team work. 

An effect of this can be seen in the way that communication between managers and 

employees has changed before and after the acquisition process. Whereas Company Z 

previous the acquisition was “open door” and everybody could spontaneously talk to anybody 

at any time, after this process took place employees did not feel comfortable talking to 

Japanese managers which eventually included Swedish managers. As introduced in section 

6.2.1, this can be explained by Hofstede’s power distance dimension as employees felt much 

more distance with respect to the Japanese managers. 

The fourth interviewee mentioned the influence that some middle managers and employees 

gained when the acquisition took place especially those who belonged to the production 

division as it became more powerful within the company: “production is the heart of the 

company”. However, some other middle managers of different divisions namely from R&D 

which used to be the “king of the company” lost influence and thus their perceptions might 

have been different. This can be the reason to explain the assertion of the third interviewee 

regarding production leaders that try to please Japanese managers showing them that they can 

indeed be aligned with the “Japanese way” and thus gain some more influence and power. 

All in all, the impact of an acquisition process in terms of power relations does stem 

“winners” and “losers” as stated by Sinkovics et al., (2011, p. 29) who will play to their parts 
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to keep, increase or gain power. Also, based on the anxiety theory, the anxiety experienced 

by the employees at the beginning can bring about “self-survival instincts” (Seo & Hill, 2005, 

p. 426) in which employees will protect their status and power.  

  

6.2.4 Social Practices 

As stated before, the fact that Company Z is run and managed independently may explain the 

unchanged social practices after the acquisition process as stated by the fifth interviewee: “we 

keep our own social practices so far, no Japanese practices”. Also, it can be due to the fact 

that the acquirer company has introduced few Japanese managers mainly at the top level who 

actually do not have much contact with the rest of the employees and thus cannot greatly 

influence the social practices in the company. The second interviewee identified as social 

practices the animal zodiac that they have at the entrance of the company however the rest of 

the employees do not actually show interest on that and some have not even noticed it.   

Therefore, it can be argued that the level of impact that an acquisition can have on the social 

practices depends on the extent to which the acquirer gets involved. Besides, social practices 

are embedded on the national culture which cannot easily be changed. 

 

6.2.5 Way of working 

According to Guerrero (2008, p. 220) and Cartwright and Cooper (1993b, p. 333), when the 

acquisition process involves changes in the way of working, it can generate “high-stress” 

effects such as job dissatisfaction, lower job commitment, anxiety, uncertainty, and high 

resistance to change. In fact, this impact has been experienced by the employees of Company 

Z who seem unhappy with some of the changes they have had to undertake after the 

acquisition process. Their comments denote in general a negative perspective about the 

“Japanese way of working”. Nonetheless, interviewee five does point out one positive aspect 

towards this change.  

Regarding negative perceptions, they derive from the deep changes that Company Z, mainly 

used to Swedish and Finnish management style, had to undertake to align to the Japanese 

management of the acquirer company. The production department was the most affected one 

because it had to change from a team work structure based on small production lines, seven 

in total, to the implementation of just two lines in order to fulfil the requirements of the 

Japanese quality focus and standardisation. This also implied that the employees had to 

change their working routines because they were used to build machines from the beginning 

until their final test therefore they knew the whole production process and even included a 

final signature on the machine. This fact used to raise their morale. However, after the 

acquisition, the employees became specialists in a specific production stage within a line, 

thus they now stay in the same place doing the same work every day which is the cause of 

their dissatisfaction as stated by the third interviewee. 

Another change took place in the way of solving problems; while Company Z was used to 

instant problem solving actions, the Japanese installed a long-term problem solving attitude. 

This has been seen as an inefficient and slow way of dealing with problems as confirmed by 

the first, third and fifth interviewees. 
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Moreover, employees feel more pressure because they have to comply with quality standards 

of the “Japanese way” and be more effective. For example, on the production area a big 

screen shows the time countdown for finishing the production of a machine within each 

stage. Also, other high-stress events mentioned by the first and third interviewees relate to the 

increase of control which has led to more reporting. Sometimes this has to be done in the 

English language which is seen as an extra activity causing more tension among the 

employees whose English is not too fluent.   

On the other hand, the fifth interviewee talks about a positive effect in the production area 

brought by the major change that took place in this division. Now every piece of a machine 

that has to be assembled immediately fits whereas before the employees had to make 

adjustments for it to match the design. In this way the production time has been reduced 

originating more efficiency in the production process. 

Changing the way of working can be labelled as a personal change which involves 

developing a new mind-set (Marks & Mirvis, 2001, p. 82) for which the employees might 

“engage in cognitive processes attempting to understand the meaning of the announced 

merger as well as its effect on them and their role in the organization” (Marmenout, 2010, p. 

330). This can be confirmed by the statements of the second and first interviewees who said 

respectively: “we are still changing since 2004” and “we had to change our mind-sets”.  

 

6.2.6 Perceptions and emotions 

In this section the variables regarding perception and emotions and perceptions of the group 

will be analysed together.  

The personal world of an M&A refers to the emotions, thoughts and/or opinions that each 

individual develops along the process. However, from the empirical study the variable 

perceptions of the group (PERC.GR) emerged. This refers to the perceptions that each one of 

the interviewees had about how the rest of the employees felt during the acquisition process.   

Concerning the individual level (PERC.EMO) the interviewees converge on the same 

feelings in the pre and post-acquisition stages. The pre-acquisition can be divided in two parts 

for the purpose of understanding the “evolution” of the feelings that the interviewees showed. 

The first one goes from the time that Kone announced the decision of selling the company 

until knowing who the buyer was. The second part includes the period when the buyer was 

revealed, Company K, until the deal was closed.  

The five employees that were interviewed stated that their main feelings during the first part 

were of uncertainty, worry and anxiety because they did not know who was going to buy 

them originating a lot of rumours in the company. Especially the employees who did not have 

enough information, first and third interviewees, were the ones whose uncertainty was higher. 

This can be explained by the anxiety theory: “Before integration occurs, employees 

experience anxiety as they try to cope with uncertainty by predicting—often the worst case 

scenario—the impact of the M&A on their future jobs and careers” (Seo & Hill, 2005, p. 

424).   

Later on, when they found out that the buyer was Company K, security and happiness 

substituted the previous feelings. This reaction can be explained by the context of Company 

Z previous the acquisition. They had been acquired by Kone in a hostile way as stated by the 
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second interviewee and as such, Kone was not interested in investing in the company or 

developing it. Besides Kone’s main business was in the elevator and crane industry. 

Therefore, when Company K, an industrial buyer, showed interest in establishing a long-term 

relationship with the company to further develop it, the employees saw it as a “new light at 

the end of the tunnel” (I3). In words of the fourth interviewee: “For me it was: Yes! At least 

we have an owner that knows about manufacturing!” In fact, “when an acquisition appears to 

be advantageous, employees’ reactions are favourable, and attitudes improve over time” 

(Guerrero, 2008, p. 232).  

In the post-acquisition stage, the first, third, and fifth interviewees showed some negative 

emotions towards the acquisition. Even though the first employee was happy and very 

positive about Company K acquisition, he was reluctant as well because it was a Japanese 

company and not a “local owner”. For the third interviewee the change in the way of working 

regarding the production lines raised feelings of concern. Regarding the fifth interviewee he 

felt more pressure and stress to accomplish the goals set by the new management. These last 

two employees’ negative feelings can be the result of changes in their routines which, 

according to Guerrero (2008, p. 218), when they are perceived as minimal changes the post-

acquisition is facilitated. Contrary, the second interviewee remained pleased by the process 

because he was “well-treated” unlike other managers who were fired or had to quit the 

company. 

From the group level perspective, the feelings correspond in the majority of the cases to the 

individual ones mentioned above. Indeed, all the interviewees, but the second one, agree on 

the fact that there were a lot of rumours and speculations going on the company 

complemented with feelings of uncertainty, fear and anguish when the acquisition was 

announced. After knowing that Company K was the acquirer, the first, second and fifth 

interviewees confirm that in general the employees felt very positive and comfortable with 

that decision: “We were happy to be acquired by such a big company”.  

In regards of the post-acquisition process, the feelings remain the same according to all the 

interviewees; that is people were still happy with Company K as the buyer mainly because of 

the “promises” they made to the employees like developing the company and personnel, 

remaining as an independent unit, and keeping the brand name. This reaction could be 

explained by the social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, cited in Seo & Hill, 2005, p. 

427) that states that a part of an individual’s identity derives from the organisation itself. In 

this sense, as employees felt identified with the brand of the machines, they attitudes toward 

the acquisition were positive because this remained unchanged. However, interviewee five 

raised the fact that due to the reorganisation undertaken in the company, some employees felt 

confused and angry especially when they were the affected ones.  

In summary, it can be seen how an acquisition raises conflicting feelings sometimes similar 

or different among the actors of the process depending on several factors such as the context 

in which the acquisition takes place, the employee’s hierarchy level, and the amount and 

quality of information, among others. Figures 6, 7, and 8 show the similar (intersection of the 

circles) and different feelings of the individual and group level within each stage of the 

acquisition. To complement, the negative states shown by the employees along the process 

can be explained drawing on the prospect theory considering the concept of loss aversion: “a 

tendency to prefer minimizing losses” (Holmes, 2011, p. 1072). In this sense, when the 

situation was uncertain and employees were rumouring of possible job cuts or losing some 

benefits, they reacted negatively to reduce this sense of loss.   
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Figure 6. Feelings in the Pre-acquisition stage part I 

 

 

Figure 7. Feelings in the Pre-acquisition stage part II 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Feelings in the Post-acquisition stage 
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6.3 Revised propositions 

Based on the previous discussion, it follows a revision of the propositions. 

 

Proposition 1: The M&A impact on the soft side 

increases the human dimension’s complexities in both, 

the individual and the social worlds. 

On one hand, findings of the study show that the interviewees had different feelings towards 

the acquisition process and different perceptions regarding many of the variables studied 

what increase the soft side complexity. On the other hand, the literature reviewed sustains 

that M&A are “highly emotional events” (Sinkovics et al., 2011, p. 27) that can generate 

positive or negative emotions towards the process. Besides, these feelings can arise from the 

group or individual level (social and personal worlds) and each employee can be affected in a 

different way by the process what increases the human dimension’s complexity. Therefore 

the first proposition is confirmed. 

 

Proposition 2: Due to its nature, the human aspect of 

an acquisition process can be treated as a problem 

situation. 

According to the information provided by the interviewees it can be said that the acquisition 

under study generated conflicting interests among the different departments, employees’ 

negative attitudes towards the process, and cultural clashes between Swedish and Japanese, 

among others. Moreover, the information available differed among the employees what 

created high levels of uncertainty. As these characteristics coincide with the ones found in the 

literature, the acquisition can be considered as a problem situation. Hence, the second 

proposition can be confirmed. 

 

Proposition 3: The use of soft methods can help 

overcoming the human dimension’s complexities of an 

M&A process. 

Even though some authors reviewed in the literature argue that soft methods are useful in 

solving problem situations, there is no evidence in the case study that supports this 

proposition as soft methods were not used in this particular case. Therefore, the third 

proposition cannot be confirmed. 

 

This chapter discussed the findings obtained from the analysis of the evidence in two 

sections: the acquisition process and the human complexities it raised within its personal and 

social worlds. In so doing, the propositions set for this research have been revisited.  

Convergence between documents and interviews were discussed as well as similarities and/or 

differences among the information provided by the different interviewees. Based on the 

revisited propositions the next chapter will answer the research question, and conclude the 

thesis with a framework for mapping soft methods customised to Company Z acquisition 

process.       
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7 CONCLUSIONS 

 

The last chapter of the thesis answers the research question established at the beginning of the 

research. For this purpose, a theoretical framework for mapping methods has been developed 

in order to address the link between soft methods and M&A. Finally, the managerial and 

theoretical implications together with the limitations of this study and suggestions for further 

research are discussed. 

 

7.1 Summary of the study 

This thesis aims to bridge the gap between the application of soft methods and M&A. In 

order to accomplish this purpose and after establishing the research question and objectives, 

an extensive literature review on these topics was undertaken. Furthermore, a “soft” 

perspective was used to study M&A processes in terms of its social and personal worlds, as 

shown in the literature review. From this, three propositions were set which served as a 

guideline to analyse the data. Further, it was justified why from a theoretical point of view 

soft methods could grasp these soft aspects which are at the top of the reasons that explain 

M&A failures. However, no literature about how soft methods could actually be applied 

during an M&A process was found. Therefore, a case study was conducted to find out if in 

practice Company Z used soft methods when undergoing the acquisition process.  

Company Z acquisition process was selected for analysis based on a theoretical sampling 

technique. In fact, this process exhibited characteristics that were regarded as crucial for 

elaborating on the propositions established in the literature review. It involved different 

organisational and national cultures (Swedish and Japanese), big companies in terms of 

number of employees and revenues, and several stakeholders in the process (Kone, Company 

Z, Company K). Moreover, it raised converging feelings, interests and emotions among the 

employees of the company and sometimes resistance to change was revealed when changes 

in the way of working took place. 

Data for the case study was obtained from two sources: documents and semi-structured 

interviews with employees of Company Z. The strategy used to analyse these data was the 

data display and analysis approach as proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994). This strategy 

allowed analysing the acquisition process of Company Z and the different human 

complexities it raised, which represented the unit of analysis for this thesis. Furthermore, the 

discussion of the findings has converged in order to revise the propositions established from 

the literature review which are essential to answer the research question of this thesis as 

follows. 

 

7.2 Answer to the research question 

The development of the previous chapters and the revised propositions has allowed 

answering the research question established for this thesis from two perspectives: theoretical 

and practical. 
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Research Question: How could soft methods be applied during a merger or acquisition 

process? 

From a theoretical point of view, it has been discussed in the literature review that the soft 

aspects of an M&A, i.e. social and personal, share similar characteristics with problem 

situations. Hence, an M&A could be treated as a problem situation allowing the application 

of soft methods during its process in order to help overcoming its human complexities. These 

characteristics were corroborated in the case study in terms of the impact that the acquisition 

had in each one of them: conflicting perceptions and emotions experienced by the 

interviewees along the process, cultural clashes between the acquirer and acquired 

companies, and different reactions of the employees to the changes in the organisational 

structure, power relations and way of working. Indeed, altogether made the acquisition a 

complex and uncertain situation. 

However, there is no literature that relates to the way in which soft methods can be applied in 

M&A processes and no evidence of their use was found in the case study on Company Z’s 

acquisition process either. Thus, the authors have attempted to develop a framework in order 

to bridge this gap drawing from the literature review and the case study to point out what 

human complexities needed to be addressed during the stages of Company Z acquisition 

process and which soft methods could potentially solve those complexities. All this has been 

done from the acquired point of view. Therefore, the grid for methods’ selection presented in 

the literature has served as the basis for constructing Company Z’s acquisition process 

framework for mapping soft methods as shown in Figure 9.  

The proposed framework for mapping soft methods presents the stages that correspond to a 

period of time within the acquisition process which are the pre and post-acquisition stages. 

The acquisition phase is not considered since it is just one point in time and as such cannot 

reveal any specific complexities. Within these two stages, the activities that usually take 

place in an intervention as proposed by Mingers and Brocklesby (1997, p. 494) have been 

considered (appreciation of, analysis of, assessment of, and action to) with the purpose of 

pointing out what particular aspects of the problem situation, in this case the acquisition 

process, need to be addressed (What is needed). From this point it is then possible to look at 

soft methods’ characteristics and descriptions in order to select the ones that best match what 

needs to be tackled in each one of the boxes (Which soft method). As stated in the literature 

review, the social and personal worlds which correspond to the soft aspect of an M&A have 

been considered to build this framework as well. 
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Figure 9. A framework for mapping soft methods: Company Z acquisition process. Source: Mingers & Brocklesby (1997, p. 501), adapted by the 

authors. 
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It could be seen that during the acquisition process different needs emerged that in some 

cases require different soft methods in order to be able to intervene and solve this problem 

situation. That is to reduce the complexities generated by the human side of the acquisition. 

To mention, within the personal world during the pre-acquisition stage, it would have been 

valuable to appreciate and/or explore the perceptions and emotions of the employees toward 

this phase to reduce the uncertainty and negative feelings that they showed when the 

acquirer’s identity had not been yet revealed. In this stage an evolution of feelings was 

experienced by the participants of the acquisition from negative ones: uncertainty, anxiety, 

worry and fear, to positive emotions: security, happiness, and comfort when the employees 

knew who was going to acquire them.  

For this purpose, Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) could be used to appreciate, analyse, and 

assess these divergent feelings and perceptions due to the fact that this method allows 

exploring the personal dimension of a problem situation through the application of its seven-

stage process. Conversations or workshops are used to unveil these different worldviews to 

reach an accommodation which means to lower the uncertainty and negative feelings toward 

the acquisition. In the “analysis of” the conflicting perceptions and emotions, besides SSM, 

cognitive mapping could complement this analysis so that the employees can be able to 

communicate the nature of the problem situation in which they find themselves that is 

causing such emotional reactions. Finally, “action to” generate a consensus and prepare the 

employees for the acquisition could be attained by the application of Strategic Choice 

Approach which entails designing possible courses of action built upon the different points of 

view of the problem situation. It also involves that employees express their concern about 

their commitment over time which is important for the following stages of the acquisition.  

The same kind of analysis was undertaken to map the different methods presented in the 

literature into each one of the requirements that both the social and personal worlds of 

Company Z acquisition process presented. In so doing, this theoretical mapping framework 

could be considered as the bridge between soft methods application and Company Z 

acquisition process.   

On the other hand, from the practical point of view, Company Z did not report the use of any 

kind of soft methods during its acquisition process. Nonetheless, some meetings were 

undertaken attempting to understand the Japanese management culture, so it can be derived 

that there was a need to address this kind of aspects during the acquisition. In this sense, this 

“necessity” could potentially be met by soft methods as stated above.  

Even though soft methods in theory seem to accurately grasp the human side of an 

acquisition, it could become something not so useful for “real-world situations” like 

Company Z’s acquisition process. In fact, when the vice president of this company was asked 

about the possibility of the application of certain managerial tools that would help reducing 

the uncertainty and complexity that lies within the human side of the acquisition, he stated: 

“there is not very much you can do really, you just need to get there and learn”. It could be 

the case that soft methods may delay the process or even exceed its budget because a 

specialised agent on soft methods should be hired. Also, some employees might find it 

tedious or perceive it as an extra task when some workshops may take place for the purpose 

of applying soft methods. 

In conclusion, the gap between soft methods and M&A have been closed from a theoretical 

point of view; however, further research is still needed to address the practicality of these 
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methods within the “real-world” and to enrich the way in which soft methods can be applied 

during an M&A.  

 

7.3 Research implications 

Regarding the practitioner view and due to the exploratory nature of this study, the authors 

consider that the proposed framework do not offer a systemic procedure that managers can 

strictly follow. Every intervention is inherently unique for which a customized design of the 

framework for mapping methods should be developed.  

However, the proposed framework for mapping methods does make a contribution. It offers a 

set of activities that can serve as a guideline to analyze what soft methods can be used for 

each world in the different stages of an M&A process. 

This implies that the agent/practitioner or the person in charge of the intervention should be 

familiar with the broad range of soft methods available in the literature. The “cognitive 

demands” for these agents are higher when they have to master more than one method 

(Howick & Ackermann, 2011, p. 509). This can be demanding and time consuming. 

Sometimes this may even lead to the use of more than one agent for a single intervention 

which can have time and cost implications. Mingers (2000b) states that the personal 

characteristics of the practitioner also play an important role when selecting and applying a 

specific method, namely the set of soft skills that he/she shows. In this way, an agent that has 

a preference for numbers will choose a “hard” method over a soft one or a hard method used 

in a soft way like analytic hierarchy process.  

From the theoretical perspective, this study has presented convergences respect to previous 

research in M&A and soft methods. Regarding the relationship between an M&A and its 

impact on the human dimension, the findings give evidence that the first may have an 

influence on the level of complexity presented both in the individual and the social worlds 

providing new insights to the existing M&A literature. The mentioned findings are supported 

by existing theories such as: Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, anxiety theory, social identity 

theory, and prospect theory which explain why employees react differently and show 

converging emotions or interests accordingly. In addition, the impact of Company Z 

acquisition process within the social and personal worlds supports the statements made on the 

literature review regarding culture, social practices, power relations, way of working and 

perceptions and emotions. This indeed gives hints to confirm that the human aspect of an 

M&A should not be disregarded as stated by several academics (Antila, 2006, p. 999; 

Budhwar et al., 2009, p. 90; Guerrero, 2008, p. 216; Lodorfos & Boateng, 2006, p. 1406; 

Schüler and Jackson, 2001, p. 242).    

Furthermore, the study contributes to the bodies of knowledge by adding the problem 

situation perspective to M&A which at the same time offers an unexplored application area 

for soft methods.  

 

7.4 Limitations of the study 

The present thesis has some shortcomings that the authors want to acknowledge. First of all, 

the study analysed an acquisition process from just one side of it, the acquired company 

(Company Z). It would have been interesting to analyse the process from the point of view of 



65 
 

the acquirer company as well to have a broader picture of the acquisition. Perhaps they were 

the ones who used soft methods or some sort of strategy that helped them grasping the human 

aspect of this kind of processes.  

Moreover, as no previous studies were found regarding the use of soft methods and M&A to 

grasp its human aspect, it is not possible to compare the results of this thesis. Previous studies 

have analysed this human dimension by applying different theories like social and 

acculturation theories. Hence, a full understanding of the use of soft methods during an M&A 

process still remains vague giving light for further research.    

Another limitation is the number of potential interviewees available in the company. Since 

the acquisition process took place eight years ago, it was difficult to find people who were 

part of it and still were working in Company Z. Yet, it is worth mentioning that the five 

interviews undertaken included employees from different levels of the organisation in order 

to enrich the information regarding the acquisition process. Similarly, the fact that the 

acquisition happened quite long time ago can be considered as a restraint for the interviewees 

who sometimes found it difficult to recall exact dates or events of this process. 

Lastly, the authors recognise their lack of practical experience in the area of soft methods that 

could have affected the analyses of the results due to a possible overlook of emergent 

variables from the evidence collected. Besides, in the development of the framework for 

mapping soft methods this lack of experience could be reflected in the positioning of the 

methods that best suit the requirements in each one of the stages. It might be the case that 

specialist in any soft methods might disagree with this positioning as presented in the 

framework and thus argue that the framework is deficient in some way.    

 

7.5 Suggestion for further research 

Given the fact that this thesis is of an exploratory nature, there is remaining space for future 

research under the area of soft methods and M&A.  

Since the case selected for the present thesis was an acquisition that so far has been 

successful, research efforts should involve the study of an opposite case: an acquisition 

process that failed to achieve its objectives. In this sense, it would be useful to check whether 

soft methods were used or not in an unsuccessful acquisition thus allowing for 

confirmation/disconfirmation of soft methods’ practicality in these type of processes. 

Further research might also want to analyse the acquisition process from the perspective of 

the acquirer and/or the agent that helps in an acquisition process, i.e. consultants or 

investment banks. This would allow building a complete picture of the acquisition that would 

reveal where, along the process, the human aspect of an M&A should be taken into account. 

To complement this, additional research should extend and enhance the framework of soft 

methods’ application so that it becomes more suitable for real-world situations. Lastly, if not 

a framework, a soft method should be tested during a real on-going acquisition process to 

analyse its usefulness in the practical arena. 
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This last chapter answered the research question. To do so, the authors developed a 

framework for mapping soft methods with the aim of bridging the gap between M&A and 

soft methods. Even though this mapping grid is tailored to Company Z acquisition process, 

the authors believe that it can be considered as the starting point for further research on the 

topic. In fact, given that soft methods have proven to be very effective in solving human 

related issues, M&A could benefit from them when it comes to reduce the complexities 

generated within its social and personal worlds. 
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APPENDIX A: SEQUENCE OF THE SEMI-STRUCTURED QUESTIONS 

 

Introduction 

 

Good morning Mr. ..., we are Gabriela and Virginia, Umea University students, and we are in 

the last semester of our Master in Strategic Project Management. Currently we are writing 

our thesis on the use of soft methods during M&As’ processes. We are interested in 

undertaking our research from a practical perspective so we decided to contact your company 

as we know it went through an acquisition process in 2004.  

Before starting we would like to let you know that the confidentiality terms agreed with the 

Human Resource Division will be respected, thus this interview will remain completely 

anonymous. We also want to let you know that this interview will be recorded and notes may 

be taken by the interviewers in order to facilitate a further analysis of the data collected. 

 

Warm-up 

 

We would like to start by talking a bit about Partek Forest AB. 

  

1. Regarding its acquisition by Company K, what would you say was the main 

motivation that led Kone Corporation to undergo this acquisition? 

2. (If Kone decided to sell and looked for potential acquirers): Which was the selection 

criteria? 

 

Main body 

 

Acquisition process 

 

3. Could you please give us a brief description of the main stages followed in the 

acquisition process and their outcomes? How was the deal managed? 

4. Which do you think were the main factors affecting the success/failure of the 

acquisition process? 

5. Which do you consider was the most critical phase during this process? Why? 

(consider if the interviewee talks about conflicts) 

6. How would you assess the cultures of Partek Forest AB and Company Z? That is, in 

your opinion, which were the main differences or similarities between the core values, 

beliefs, attitudes and management style? 

7. Which kind of changes did you see in terms of social practices, organizational 

structure, power relations or any other you would like to add. 

 

Soft methods 

 

Now that we have a better understanding of the acquisition process we would like to 

focus on its social and individual perspectives. 

 

8. Regarding your personal experience, what did this process mean to you? In other 

words, how did you feel about it? What were your perceptions and emotions towards 

the process? (changes during the process) 

9. Which do you consider were the most important conflicts experienced? 
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10. Would you say that these social and personal aspects were taken into account at any 

phase of the process? If so, how? 

11. In general, was there any kind of technique or method applied to overcome the social 

and personal aspects and facilitate the acquisition process? 

 

Cool-off 

 

(At this point, the interviewers will make a short summary on what have been discussed to 

finally ask the following): 

 

12. Finally, is there anything that you would like to add or ask us? 

 

Closure 

 

Thank you very much for your time and collaboration. It has been a pleasure to talk with you 

and we are also very pleased by the information you have provided us. If you have any 

further comments or doubts, do not hesitate to contact us. 
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APPENDIX B: EVENT LISTING OF COMPANY Z ACQUISITION PROCESS 

Table 11. Event listing of Company Z acquisition process 
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Table 12. Event listing of Company Z acquisition process (continued) 
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APPENDIX C: CHECKLIST MATRIXES FOR THE INDIVIDUAL IMPACT OF COMPANY Z ACQUISITION PROCESS 

Table 13. Culture 

CULTURE 

PRE-ACQUISITION REMARKS POST-ACQUISITION REMARKS 

I5: Swedish managers tell employees directly 

what has to be done; To integrate cultures 

Swedish are more flexible 

Except from I5, any other interviewee 

referred to the company culture before the 

acquisition took place. 

I1: “The business controller only spoke 

Japanese...we had to use some others to 

communicate.” 

I3: “Japanese is equal to production lines”; 

Control oriented 

I4: “...the Japanese way...”; “Then you learn 

that please is: we want you to do this right 

now! Is very important!”; “We still 

struggle...because Company K global 

production philosophy is that you should 

have the most effective production. We still 

have people in top positions today that say: 

no, that’s not true! Our main target is not 

production.”; “I think swedes and Japanese 

are quite same kind of people. We have a lot 

in common, we are not the same people but 

we have a lot in common.” 

I5: “The holidays and... this animal year, and 

that kind of stuff. They came from Tokyo and 

talked to all the staff. They wished happiness 

and luck to the company with a clap.”; “Yes, 

they have a different view than us of course, 

how life should be and everything and they 

are very dedicated in the work...”; “...I think 

the Japanese people are more to work and we 

are more... relaxed.”; “Japanese say things 

not in the way we are used to. They just 

recommend and do not say you have to do 

that or that. This is some kind of culture 

clash” 

All of the interviewees, except for I2, noted 

some difference with respect to the Japanese 

culture. 

I3 and I4 make reference to the quality 

oriented culture that characterizes Japanese 

companies. 

I1, I4 and I5 highlight some problems they 

experienced because of the differences in 

cultures. 

I4 also notes similarities between the 2 

cultures. 
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Table 14. Organisational Structure 

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE 

PRE-ACQUISITION REMARKS POST-ACQUISITION REMARKS 

I1: “We had a very flat organization” 

I3: Flat organisation. “It was a  big family”; 

“Higher bosses used to talk to the employees 

in the floor, no problem”; “There used to be 

one boss for all the divisions” 

I4: “Before there was one company and 

everybody running around.” 

I5: “We had a more flat structure” 

I1, I3 and I5 corroborate that Company Z 

used to have a flat structure and due to this 

“higher bosses” used to talk to people on the 

production area without a problem. 

I3 and I4 imply that the previous structure, 

one boss for all divisions, was not efficient.  

I1: “Today we have Japanese management on 

site since the 1st of January of 2004.”; “...they 

sent...a CEO, a business controller, a 

marketing manager, and a production 

engineer, and they worked in parallel with the 

old board for the first year in order to learn 

about our processes, learn of our company...”; 

“there was some restructuring in the top level 

management”; “we settle a new organization 

where we would focus more only in 

principles to implement PDCA, and 

continuous improvement”; “After 2005, the 

Swedish were replaced by the Japanese for a 

while in that structure. Then in 2006 they 

changed places again. That was mainly to 

start the change process.”; “...day-to-day 

business is controlled by Swedish so... I 

haven’t that much to do with the 

Japanese...we report to our own supervisors 

and then they report to Japanese.” 

I2: “CFO was replaced directly and the 

Marketing Director as well. We had one 

appointed production engineer who started 

out with the manufacturing process as 

required by the new company” Also, a 

Japanese was appointed CEO after 6 months 

he became the managing director replacing 

the existing one; “The rest of the organisation 

pretty much remained unchanged” 

I3: “The company has more hierarchies and 

bureaucracy”; “Bosses don’t show up on the 

floor just when they have high visitors”; 

“Now we have one boss per division”;  “In 

the board of directors they have to have the 

I3 and I5 state that the company has become 

more hierarchical resulting in bureaucracy. 

I1, I2 and I5 describes the restructuring 

changes in the company, however I1 and I2 

disconfirm each other regarding the timelines 

of this change. 

I4 talks about the division of the company in 

factory, R&D and spare parts and each one of 

them has one boss as stated by I3.  

 I1 and I5 (lower positions in the company 

structure) do not report to any Japanese 

directly. Their bosses are the ones who do it, 

which proves that the major changes were in 

top management.   
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majority of Japanese people” 

I4: “They split the company in the factory, 

R&D and spare parts.”; “...immediately, there 

were no changes at all. Just that we had a new 

president... but later on when they started to 

work in our company I think there were 3 or 

4 or 5 Japanese people at the top positions in 

the company, on the higher positions of 

course, they made a reorganization in the 

company.” 

I5: “...they have this hierarchical structure in 

the company... We had a more flat 

structure...but now is more hierarchical...with 

bosses over bosses over bosses. More 

levels.”; “I don’t report in my job I have to 

them [Japanese managers]. My boss is the 

one who reports and have those meetings 

with them” 
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Table 15. Power Relations 

POWER RELATIONS 

PRE-ACQUISITION REMARKS POST-ACQUISITION REMARKS 

I2: “We are more like a team”; “Swedish 

companies are very open door. Anybody can 

talk to anybody at any time including top 

management” 

I4: “R&D was the king of this company.” 

 

 

Evidence from I2 regarding the team oriented 

characteristics of Swedish companies and I4 

about the power that the R&D division used 

to have.  

I1: “We are still run as an independent 

business area...our CEO reports directly to the 

board of directors of the whole Group in 

Tokyo.”; “They took control over each 

unit...today... they have, to some extent, step 

down and instead of controlling us, 

supporting us.”; “For approximately one and 

a half year they controlled us during this 

change process” 

I2: “Japanese managers expect to be very 

highly respected, worship on managers, and 

we pretty much don’t care to be honest”;  

“We don’t have that much contact with the 

rest of Company K everything goes through 

the controller department”; “We remain as an 

independent unit also because we are a 

different line of business, forestry”; 

“Management was more isolated from the 

rest of the company” 

I3: New production leaders that try to please 

the Japanese way: “look here we can be 

Japanese!” 

I4: “People that have had previously a lot of 

influence in the company, suddenly they 

don’t have any influence...”; “...in the 

Japanese way...: production is the heart of the 

company, the rest of the company is support.” 

 

 

I1 and I2 state that Company Z remains as an 

independent unit of Company K and due to 

this Company Z does not have much contact 

with them.  

Each interviewee provides with different 

comments regarding power-relations.  
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Table 16. Social Practices 

SOCIAL PRACTICES 

PRE-ACQUISITION REMARKS POST-ACQUISITION REMARKS 

 Any interviewee referred to previous social 

practices within the company. 
I2: “It has not really change, we have just 

Japanese stuff in the main entrance (zodiac)” 

I5: “We keep our own social practices so far 

no Japanese practices” 

 

I2 and I5 sustain that there were no major 

changes with respect to the social practices. 

 

Table 17. Way of Working 

WAY OF WORKING 

PRE-ACQUISITION REMARKS POST-ACQUISITION REMARKS 

I1: Before someone “was a specialist in an 

area, meaning that if he was away nobody 

else could held that... when someone was 

responsible for something, he brought it into 

production himself almost” 

I3: Short lines in the production process, 7 in 

total; Employees built a machine from scratch 

to its final testing; “We had much better 

decision making processes, much efficient” 

I5: “In the production process you had to 

make something to fit before you mounted”; 

“Before they worked in groups all the way so 

they made the machine from the beginning 

till the end and also they tested the machine 

and put their signature”; “Some problems in 

production that were not solved because they 

When talking about the “old” way of 

working, I3 and I5 related immediately to the 

production area. 

I1 gives a more general idea. 

I1: “The marketing manager was brought 

from a unit they had in US so he was quiet 

used to the western way of handling 

business.”; “What we see today is that we had 

to change our mind-sets and the Japanese 

people are very long-term. In this company 

we have problem-solving attitude.”; “Today 

all the information is in English”; “Today we 

have the pressure to spread the knowledge 

out”; “we have a lot of reporting to do 

today...both to our CEO and Tokyo...” 

I2: “More quality focused and standardised 

processes”; “I have to say it was a big change 

than I expected compared to Finnish 

management” 

I3: There are just 2 production lines; 

All the interviewees make some negative 

comment when referring to the Japanese way 

of working. 

They all noticed a change. 
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fixed it in some way there” 

 

“Employees stay in the same place doing the 

same work, thus they are not happy: it was 

better in the good old times”; Slow decision 

making processes with Japanese  

I5: “They have set some more pressure on us 

now. After a couple of years they have 

reorganized and set more targets...so the 

quality issues and the targets are more precise 

and the time limits are shortening so we have 

to be more effective with less people and so 

on”; “Now they measure the time that they 

mounted things and so on to be more 

effective”; “the piece just fits immediately so 

it is better in that way because it is faster to 

mount”; Now they work on stations “and then 

they leave it to the next station and next 

station that was a big change for the 

employees on the floor”; “now all problems 

from production are brought up and take care 

of if we can” 
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Table 18. Perceptions and Emotions 

PERCEPTIONS AND EMOTIONS 

PRE-ACQUISITION REMARKS POST-ACQUISITION REMARKS 

I1: “I feel from my memories that we got 

quiet little information... And to some extent I 

think it was good”  

I2: “I was happy to find out that it was an 

industrial buyer, it was the main track” 

I3: “I felt uncertain at the beginning when I 

didn’t know who the buyer was” 

I4: “For me it was: Yes! At least we have an 

owner that knows about manufacturing!” 

I5: “I think there were a lot of questions at 

that time... a lot of rumours on which 

company was going to buy us”; “at the 

beginning it was more a good feeling” 

Contradicting feelings are evident in this 

stage of the process: uncertainty in the 

beginning as they didn’t know what was 

going on and happiness when they knew who 

the buyer was. 

I1: “It wasn’t that big problem as I thought it 

would have been.”; “I saw it only positive 

that it was Company K who bought us. Of 

course, I was a little bit: ok, what happens 

now?”; “I was positive but somehow 

reluctant. I would have preferred if it could 

have been...some sort of local ownership.” 

I2: “Yeah I was pretty happy with the whole 

process. Some of the others were less well 

treated. Maybe I was lucky or I was in a 

position where they treated me better” 

I3: “I was happy when I knew Company K 

was the buyer, but no now the only concern is 

the production lines for me” 

I4: “For me personally, and for my 

department, it was good.” 

I5: The feelings after the acquisition are 

almost the same however “they have put 

some more pressure on us now” 

All the interviewees, except I5 who did not 

refer to this particular feeling, felt happy 

during this stage. 
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Table 19. Perceptions of the Group 

PERCEPTIONS OF THE GROUP 

PRE-ACQUISITION REMARKS POST-ACQUISITION REMARKS 

I1: “There were a lot of rumours going on 

here at the time.”; “...most people here in 

Umea were quiet positively affected, we saw 

it positive that Company K would acquire 

us.”; “We had a lot of uncertainty already 

before it was known that we were going to be 

divested...until the acquisition process was 

ready, we couldn’t do any investments... of 

course, everybody was worried.”; “One of the 

things that we realized quiet soon was that we 

were going to be sold, and not closed down, 

at that time at least, and most people got quiet 

positively affected by that.” 

I2: “The information that Company K was 

the potential buyer made people very 

comfortable because they trusted it to be a 

good buyer”  

I3: “So we speculated a lot about who was 

going to buy us. The employees were a bit 

worried at the beginning” 

I4: “Because we talked a lot about it...in 

weekly meetings, everybody was curious”; 

“Everybody was afraid: Who is going to buy 

us? It was a very uncertain period, because 

there were a lot of rumours... different 

companies going to buy us and it was very 

frightening.”; “A lot of people talk about old 

times like: Oh it was like a big family.” 

I5: “We were happy to be acquired by such a 

big company”; “We knew that we were going 

to be sold or we suspected very much that we 

would be sold”; “We were worried at that 

All interviews but I2 had the same 

perceptions of how the rest of the company 

felt when they did not know who the buyer 

was. 

I2 state that once the people knew that 

Company K was the buyer everybody was 

happy which is verified by I1 and I5.  

I1: “we were not that surprised when we 

were sold in 2004”; “Most people saw it very 

positive that it was an industrial owner that 

bought us. Of course, many said: ok, now the 

Japanese buy us, they take all the knowledge 

and bring it to southern-east Asia and that’s 

it.”; The new CEO said “you have the 

knowledge and we will continue to develop 

the unit, and the personnel. That together with 

the sign that he was going to move here was 

the key factor that got most of the personnel 

happy about it.”; “All this gives us as 

employees a feeling that this is for long term, 

but of course, there are still skeptical people 

out there.” 

I2: “In the financial side we definitely felt a 

lack of trust”; “The acquisition  was not very 

dramatic”  

I3: “When Company K bought us it was a 

good feeling”;  

I4: “When Company K bought us everybody 

just felt happy: Yeah, once we have owners 

that know how to run a company.” 

I5: “They told us that they would keep our 

brand...that we would still be independent...so 

we felt safe”; “...there were reorganizations 

and some personnel was of course confused 

or angry... that was tougher for some people” 

All the interviews agree on the fact that 

people in the company were happy to know 

that Company K was the buyer.  

I2 and I5 give extra comments.  



79 
 

time I think. What kind of company will buy 

us or acquire us? There were a lot of 

discussions and rumours going on at that 

time.” 
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