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MANAGERIALL PERSPECTIVES ON 

SUCCESSS AND FAILURE OF 

POST-ACQUISITIONN PROCESSES: 
DISCONTINUITIESS IN KNOWLEDGE AND 

ORGANIZATIONALL LEARNING 

Katinkaa Bijlsma-Frankema, Ellen Prins, and 

Bonnekee Weber 

Managers,, involved in acquisition processes, are a rich source of knowledge of 
successs and failure factors of these organizational melting processes. Their 
knowledgee has the quality of an experience-based, empirically tested validity, 
whilee at the same time their rationality is bounded per definition. Our research 
wass directed at tapping this rich source of information by empirical research. We 
studiedd the perspectives of nine managers of a Dutch multinational engineering 
companyy by interviewing them about the success and failure of acquisition pro-
cessess they had been involved in in the past five years. The project was initiated 
byy a request of the company to examine "why so many culture-related problems 
arisee time and again in newly-acquired firms, preventing the level of synergy 
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aimedd at to come about, and how cultural factors can be controlled more ade-
quately""  (Prins & Weber. 1997, p. 9). 

Whenn referring to their experiences, the managers mainly talked about failures 
andd how to avoid these in the future. Since the company was unwilling to disclose 
aa failure rate, estimates of the managers had to be relied upon. The estimates range 
fromm "not better than the global figures, two out of three fail" to "I do not know of 
onee successful acquisition." Success is invariably defined as "remunerativeness 
off  money invested." Given the restricted format of this chapter, we focus mainly 
onn what was said about the success or failure factors of post-acquisition pro-
cesses.. This does not mean that a sharp line could be drawn between the pre- and 
post-acquisitionn phases in the process. Some of the factors that, according to the 
managers,, affect the post-acquisition process can be traced back to the way the 
acquisitionn was handled in the first place. These factors were taken into account 
inn the analysis. The research questions were: Which factors are related to success 
andd failure of post-aquisition processes in the perspectives of these managers? 
Cann groups with different perspectives be distinguished; and, if so, is organiza-
tionall  learning affected by these differences? 

Inn the first part of this chapter, some theoretical ideas are discussed and a short 
explanationn of the cause map method is given. In the second part the results of the 
interviewss with the managers are presented. The cause map method resulted in 
threee different collective cause maps, representing "the Strategists" (two resource 
persons),, SBU-presidents (three resource persons) and HR-managers (four 
resourcee persons). If the maps are compared with literature on management of 
mergerr and acquisition processes (Bueno & Bowditch, 1989; Pritchett, 1987; 
Cartwrightt & Cooper, 1992; Lubatkin & Lane, 1996; McEntire & Bentley, 1996), 
thee HR-managers' map seems to contain richer insights into how to manage 
humann factors in acquisition processes than the other two. So, we wondered why 
theirr knowledge of "people-management" was not diffused among the Strategists 
andd the SBU-presidents as well, in an effort to learn to do better in the future. In 
thee third part of the chapter, the cause maps are analyzed and discontinuities in 
knowledgee are discussed, in order to make clear what constrains the company in 
learningg to solve some of the recurrent problems in the post-acquisition process. 

RESEARCHH SITE 

Megaa (a disguised name) is a Dutch multinational company which supplies 
high-levell  technological products and services to the industrial community. Over 
500 operating companies are grouped into several Strategic Business Units 
(SBU's).. Mega is financially successful and expanding at a steady pace. Orders 
receivedd by the Mega Group totaled over NLG 5 billion in 1997. At the end of 
19977 the number of employees was 23,000, with 12,000 employees in The Neth-
erlands.. Our resource persons, all male, mainly represent the top-management of 
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Mega:: the Board of Directors and its advisory staff (the "Strategists"), operational 
groupp management (the SBU-presidents) and HR-managers of some of the larger 
consolidatedd companies. 

Mostt of the managers started their career in Mega as engineers, and moved up 
withinn the company. The HR managers are different in this respect: they were 
trainedd in the field of human resources management. The acquired companies 
talkedd about are mainly Dutch, only a few are based abroad, in Belgium. France 
andd the United States. According to the managers, no acquisitions were hostile. 
Megaa is seen as more successful in running its business units than in acquiring and 
integratingg new firms. Now that expansion has become increasingly dependent on 
ihee fatter ability, the problem of failing acquisitions has gained relevance. 

MANAGERIALL COGNITION: A CAUSE MAP APPROACH 

Thee quality of managerial perspective depends on how well it attunes to the man-
agementt needs of the company. A key factor of success in this way of thinking is 
thee ability of the management to acquire new knowledge and unlearn former pat-
ternss of thinking if the situation changes or if the company moves in a new direc-
tionn (Argyris & Schón, 1978). 

Mentall  maps of managers, representing their information world, facilitate the 
processingg of new information and decision-making, facilitating the structuring 
andd simplification of a rich and complex information world. A mental map is a 
'usefull  simplicity," as Weick (1990) suggests. Perspectives, however, work as 
lensess too. They can blind managers so that they do not see new facts and prob-
lemss or conceive of patterns of reasoning which fit the management needs of the 
companyy better (Sapienza, 1985; Lorsch, 1985; Douglas, 1986; Miller, 1993; 
Weick,, 1995). 

Inn research on managerial cognition, over 70 different concepts are used 
denominatingg mental maps, as Walsh (1995) shows. Terms like, among many oth-
ers,, cognitive maps (Axelrod, 1976), cause maps (Bougon, Weick, & Binkhorst, 
1977),, strategic myopia (Lorsch, 1985), cognitive frameworks (Cowan, 1986), 
interpretativee schemes (Greenwood & Hinings, 1988) and managerial lenses 
(Miller,, 1993) are applied to describe the phenomenon. With Laukkanen (1996), 
thee term cause map, as introduced by Bougon, Weick, and Binkhorst (1977), is 
preferredd "because it is the phenomenological (concept base) and the causal belief 
dimensionss in subjects' thinking that are being represented, whereas some other 
aspectss of human cognitions, for example, connotative and temporal relationships 
alsoo linking subjective constructs, are not explicitly covered" (p. 39). 

Causee maps refer to directed graphs, which consist of nodes, linked by arrows. 
Thee nodes stand for the concepts, the terms subjects use to describe the phenom-
enaa they perceive in their worlds. The arrows represent their beliefs about efficacy 
(causal)) relationships among the phenomena. 
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Causee maps can be based on several sources of worded data. We used unstruc-
turedd interviews with managers, inviting them to talk about success and failure 
factorss of acquisition processes they had been involved in in the past five years. 

CONSTRUCTINGG THE MAP 

Thee first step in the analysis is to look in the fully transcribed texts for statements 
withh an A —> B character. If interviewees say that phenomenon A leads to (causes, 
influences)) phenomenon B or B is seen as an outcome of (caused by, affected by) 
A,, then A -> B is coded (Laukkanen, 1996). A next step is to catch several natural 
languagee expressions in standardized concepts. Even the cause map of one man-
agerr will be overly complex if drawn for natural concepts, since most people use 
ann array of terms that greatly overlap in meaning. After that, the cause map of 
eachh manager is drawn, based on the A -> B statements extracted from the inter-
vieww text. These individual maps showed substantial differences, especially 
betweenn resource persons from different groups, with much less differences 
withinn the groups. So, we decided to draw three collective cause maps, one for 
eachh group. 

Too arrive at a collective map, the maps of the managers are compared as to stan-
dardizedd concepts, the natural concepts they were based on and the nature of the 
relationss between the concepts. Standardized concepts are reconsidered in order to 
coverr (slightly) different meanings attached to (slightly) different concepts in an 
optimall  way. In the integration of the maps, all A -» B statements shared by all 
resourcee persons in a group, are drawn. Now and then, a relation is mentioned by 
onee or two of the resource persons in a group. These arrows are drawn only if the 
otherr interviews offer support for the way of reasoning employed. In the inter-
views,, some factors are discussed much more frequently and intensely than others, 
ann indication of relevance attached to them. A factor that surfaces as relevant in 
thee maps of all resource persons in a group is distinguished by a double lined box. 

AA last step is to redefine the standardized concepts as continuous variables 
(Teulings,(Teulings, 1996). After that, the maps are drawn, and the arrows are given a sign. 
AA positive signed arrow means: more A —> more B, a negative signed arrow 
means:: more A -»less B. Besides the search for A -> B statements, the transcrip-
tionss of the interviews are examined for equations, of the kind A = B, like: an 
acquisitionn always means a change for the people in the acquired firm. These rela-
tionss are described in a text that goes with the map. In the process of constructing 
thee maps independent ratings by at least two researchers are compared and dis-
cussedd to ensure inter-rater reliability. 

Whenn a map is drawn, the phenomena in the map can be differentiated as to 
centralityy and to inbound/outbound rate (Bougon, Weick, & Binkhorst, 1977). 
Mostt phenomena serve as A and B, influencing other phenomena and being influ-
encedd by others, arrows pointing to and flowing from it. Some phenomena, how-
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ever,, appearing at the borders of the map, are seen as contingencies (Teulings, 
1996)) They are perceived as influencing other phenomena, but no arrows point to 
them,, since they are seen as facts that cannot be influenced: "people will defend 
theirr own way of doing things, that is how culture works" or "managers of the 
acquiredd firm cannot be trusted to give accurate information" are such phenomena 
inn the maps of the Mega managers. 

Thee maps show the perceived paths of influence between these contingenc.es 
onn the one hand and the most dependent variables in the map, such as the out-
comes,, the results, the consequences on the other hand. In our case, a successful 
post-acquisitionn process. 

THEORETICALL NOTES 

Thee research was conducted on the basis of a symbolic interactionist point of 
vieww Two central concepts in symbolic interactionism are "perspective on the sit-
uation""  and "strategy " Perspective on the situation is defined as "the way people 
definee and interpret a situation in which they find themselves." In a perspective on 
aa situation at least three elements can be distinguished (Bijlsma-Frankema, 1997, 
p.. 131): 

1.. The concepts used to define and interpret the situation. This mental map 
sidee of the perspective shows the relevance, what people see, in their 
boundedd rationality, together with assumptions about the interrelations of 
relevantt elements of the situation. 

2.. Preferences and non-preferences attached to relevance. Seeing is liking or 
dislikingg (March & Olsen, 1975; Sapienza, 1985). 

3.. "What to do" elements, notions about strategies which can be used in par-
ticularr situations and estimates of their fruitfulness. 

Perspectives,, derived from broader cultures, are linked to action through strate-
giess As Woods (1980) puts it: "This is where individual intention and external 
constraintss meet. Strategies are ways of achieving goals. They are not isolated 
acts,, but packages of acts interrelated by intention and structure. The intention is 
thee individual's resolution of the problems thrown up by the structure in the 
achievementt of his goals" (p. 26). 

Perspectivess and strategies are social in nature. They are shaped in ongoing 
interactionss with others, producing common understandings and joint actions. 
Accordingg to Lacey (1977) this is a dialectical process: "As a group of individuals 
developss or acquires a sense of common purpose, so the set of strategies adopted 
byy them acquires a common element. It is this common element that enables a com-
monn perspective to emerge. As the perspective develops, and if over a long period 
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off  time, the situations that continually face the group have a common element, then 
thee understandings broaden and develop to produce a sub-culture (p. 70). 

Inn earlier work, Bijlsma-Frankema (1997) showed that symbolic interactionism 
cann be linked to theories of organizational cultures. In this chapter, we discuss 
somee links to theoretical notions that are developed to understand organizational 
learningg processes. As Weick (I995)'s work on sense-making shows, such a link 
iss not so far-fetched as it may seem. Symbolic interactionism is basically a theory 
aboutt how people learn and unlearn. 

Inn trying to make sense of theoretical ideas about organizational learning in 
relationn to our findings, Nonaka (1994)'s theory of knowledge-creation turned out 
too be a useful framework. He distinguishes two dimensions in knowledge-cre-
ation:: an epistemological and an ontological dimension. The distinction between 
"tacit""  knowledge and "explicit" knowledge, and the idea that a continuous dia-
loguee between these two forms of knowledge stimulates the creation of new ideas 
andd concepts, refers to the epistemological dimension. The ontological dimension 
pointss to the extent of the social interaction between individuals, to "communities 
off  interaction" that share and develop knowledge. Based on this dimension we 
foundd three communities within Mega, the cause maps showing discontinuities in 
knowledgee amongst them. We will explore the discontinuities we found, trying to 
understandd their possible impact on organizational learning within the company. 

Nonakaa distinguishes four modes of knowledge-creation: socialization (from 
tacitt to tacit knowledge), extemalization (from tacit to explicit knowledge), inter-
nalizationn (from explicit to tacit knowledge) and combination (from explicit to 
explicitt knowledge). The four modes are alternated in a dynamic cycle of knowl-
edge-creation.. The idea that extemalization is a necessary mode in bridging dis-
continuitiess in tacit knowledge between groups in an organization was especially 
helpfull  in understanding our research findings. 

MANAGERIA LL PERSPECTIVES: THREE COLLECTIVE MAPS 

Inn the next part, the three collective maps are presented and described in the lan-
guagee of the managers. Each sentence represents their perspectives, their ways of 
thinking.. In the last paragraph of this part a comparison is made between the three 
mapss to show differences in perspectives on four central themes: control versus 
cooperation:: how to handle the culture of the acquired firm; trust versus distrust 
andd speed versus carefulness. 

Strategists s 

Thiss group of resource persons is located at the organization's headquarters; the 
groupp represents the Board of Directors and its advisory staff. It is their responsi-
bilityy to conceptualize the corporate strategy and to initiate corporate develop-
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mentt in support of the strategy. The role of the Strategists in acquisitions is 
somewhatt distant from direct management. Initiatives are taken by the presidents 
off  the Strategic Business Units (SBUs). When a president feels an acquisition is 
inn order, he (no she's around) carries out a preliminary investigation and, in the 
end,, presents his findings to the Strategists with a proposal to buy the firm. If they 
approvee of the proposal, a loan is given to the president so that he can conclude 
thee transaction. The main concern of the Strategists is the profitability of their 
investment,, which is monitored through regular financial reports from the 
acquiredd firm. If the business is not made profitable, the Strategists can press the 
presidentt to take "hard measures" such as dismissals and control of financial deci-
sions.. The president in charge is held fully accountable for the results of the new 
firm.firm. Failed acquisitions are known to have brought about severe damage to the 
careerss of the presidents concerned. Such consequences are attributed to strategic 
choicess made by the Strategists, since careers are mainly contingent upon their 
judgmentss and decisions. 

Perspectives Perspectives 

Thee Strategists perceive three interconnected factors that can make an acquisi-
tionn fail: unreliable information about the financial situation of X (the firm to 
acquire),, cultural differences between Mega and X for which no workable solu-
tionss are found and "degrees of freedom" of SBU-presidents in the decentralized 
structuree of Mega. 

DegreesDegrees of freedom. Due to acknowledged differences in priorities, goals 
andd interests between headquarters and the SBU-presidents in charge of the inte-
grationn of a new firm, the presidents tend to diverge from the "ideal way" pictured 
byy headquarters. The Strategists mention three areas of difference between their 
ideass and the actions of the presidents: making use of an acquisition-team to scan 
thee firm before the decision to buy, setting clear goals and conditions for X and 
payingg attention to the post-acquisition process of implementation in the acquisi-
tionn phase. Working with a multidisciplinary acquisition-team is seen as an opti-
mall  way to examine X objectively, based on reliable information, financial 
informationn and information about the cultural perspectives within X. The infor-
mationn supplied by the management of X is seen as colored by subjectivity and 
"feelings""  towards Mega. Unfortunately, according the Strategists, the presidents 
seemm to avoid the formation of such teams. Setting clear goals for the acquisition 
andd confronting X with the conditions to be met, seems to be avoided too. The 
Strategistss think that this impedes an objective investigation of X and a clear 
implementationn plan. The presidents in charge are blamed for not carefully think-
ingg about these facets, resulting in possible discord in the post-acquisition part of 
thee process. 
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SolvingSolving cultural differences. According to the Strategists, cultural differences 
whichh threaten the chances of success can be solved by rapid change, by correct-
ingg wrong expectations and by making X conform to Mega rules and systems. If 
aa firm is bought, it has to change, that is a fact of acquiring, the Strategists say. If 
XX is not changed, Mega wil l have an "unknown outsider" that is hard to control 
withinn its structure. So, X must be changed. According to company ruling, 
Mega'ss financial and administrative systems are to be introduced in the newly 
acquiredd firm within a short period, so that reliable information about its perfor-
mancee will be available. This measure wil l also have an effect in correcting wrong 
expectations,, held by managers in X. Their freedom to develop strategies that 
servee their own goals, like former owners striving after high post-acquisition pay-
ments,, instead of Mega's goals, are curbed in this way. 

Inn the Strategists' view, the organizational structure of X has to change too, to 
integratee the firm in Mega. The changes will have to be made fast, since an orga-
nizationn "is only changeable in the first month of the take-over." Change invari-
ablyy means that the people in X wil l feel insecure and confused. To solve this 
problemm the reasons why must be made clear. People who cannot or wil l not 
adjustt are to be exchanged. In this way, the people in X will know that they cannot 
holdd on to their former culture and ways of doing things. Their negative feelings 
willl disappear and X wil l change, a forebode of a successful acquisition. 

Thee Strategists are annoyed about the presidents who employ their "degrees of 
freedom"" to act in deviance of their "golden rules." The presidents are felt to carry 
outt acquisitions in their own ways, without giving (much) thought to what the 
problemss may be in the long run. Changes suggested by the Strategists during the 
negotiationss about the acquisition are hardly implemented. A post-acquisition 
plann is often not formulated or not carried out. Mutations aim at keeping as much 
controll as possible without having to pay much attention to the acquired com-
pany.. This course of action may result in losing control over an acquisition. 

Thee Strategists say that because Mega managers do not "think before buying," 
theyy neglect formulating (sufficiently) clear post-acquisition goals. Such a plan is 
perceivedd as a factor of success, if thought about at the beginning of an acquisition 
process.. Unfortunately, the presidents do not seem to be capable of making such 
aa plan. Their behavior is perceived as "buying a company and then return to busi-
nesss as usual." After X is bought, presidents pay attention again to their other 
companies.. As the priorities of the presidents are set "wrong," they will only 
makee the most necessary changes, such as implementing a reporting system and 
replacingg some members of the former management by Mega managers and con-
trollers.. Changes are made on the basis of a short-term policy. This may be harm-
full for the strategic and financial goals in the long run. 

Thee Strategists see only two ways in which the behavior of a president in charge 
cann be influenced. On the one hand, "hard measures" can be imposed if the prof-
itabilityy of the new firm remains below expectations. This is also seen as a way to 
enforcee a change of X over to Mega ways. On the other hand, there arc the threat-
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eningg examples of presidents who ended up with severe career damages due to 
failingg results. 

SBU-Presidents s 

Thee SBU-presidents are the most central actors in acquisition processes. They 
takee initiatives, draw up proposals for headquarters to approve and they are in 
chargee of the process after the decision to buy. Their stories about acquisitions are 
nott very optimistic. They talk extensively about the risks, the problems, the uncer-
taintiess which accompany the management of such a process. In their perspec-
tives,, the fear of failure dominates the hope to succeed. Contrary to the Strategists 
andd the HR-managers, the presidents are held accountable for the outcomes of the 
acquisition.. If they fail, their position is at stake. 

Perspectives Perspectives 

Inn the eyes of the presidents, the most central factor in failing is the lack of con-
troll  of people. Since an acquisition always means a change for the acquired firm, 
disquiett and aversive feelings can be expected to bring about low levels of coop-
erationn of managers and employees, while high levels are needed to make the 
newlyy acquired Firm financially successful. Grip on the acquired firm and the pro-
cesss of integration is seen as a matter of getting full and reliable information. The 
betterr the information, the better the grip. The dilemmas in the presidents' map 
aree connected directly or indirectly to the need for cooperation and grip: several 
measuress meant to enhance the reliability of information unavoidably seem to stir 
aversionss that threaten the grip on people. 

DilemmaDilemma of grip. According to the presidents, a lack of grip on the financial 
situationn of the firm to acquire is inherent to the business. In the phase of negoti-
ationss and due diligence insight is gained, but information is never complete, 
sincee the management of X has their own interests at stake. These interests are not 
servedd by complete openness, so the chance of finding financial "stiffs in the 
closet""  afterwards, that will end up on your account, is always there. 

Iff  HQ would provide a multidisciplinary acquisition team that could "comb" 
thee firm before buying, the problem of grip in the post-acquisition process could 
bee minimized. Since such a team is not available, the presidents feel that they 
unjustlyy have to run all the risks . Once the firm is acquired, it is Mega policy to 
putt a Mega controller in the firm to implement Mega's financial systems as soon 
ass possible. This measure is seen as helpful in getting reliable information on 
financialfinancial matters. The presidents think that the grip on people is enhanced by 
replacingg the managers of X who do not fully cooperate from the beginning. Here 
theyy run again into insufficient conditions within Mega: there is not enough man-
agementt capacity available to secure the management entirely against seeds of 
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non-cooperation.. But there is a dilemma too. Replacing managers may have a 
negativee effect on the employees, lowering the level of their readiness to cooper-
ate.. So, what can be gained in grip on people at the top can be lost in grip on peo-
plee in the lower layers of the organization. 

DilemmaDilemma of integration. In choosing between fully integrating the new com-
panyy into the Mega organization or aiming at a more loose bond, financial and 
humann factors seem to be in discord again. The fuller the integration, the higher 
thee chance that the synergy aimed at will develop, a forebode of financial success. 
Att the same time, a higher degree of change is expected to lead to more disquiet 
andd aversions among employees, threatening financial goal realization. So, in the 
end,, the fear of being the captain of an "unmanageable ship" leads to the solution 
off  minimizing the changes for people, apart from the changes in the systems nec-
essaryy for administrative and financial control. 

DilemmaDilemma of time-investment. The "choice" to minimize changes for people 
iss sustained by considerations of time-investments and risks, flowing from a third 
dilemma.. The presidents feel that cooperation of managers and workers in X 
couldd be improved if they could spend a lot of time and energy on the firm. In this 
way,, the negative effects of low cooperation could be curbed, and grip on the inte-
grationn process gained. Investing too much in the integration process of the 
acquiredd firm, however, brings the risk of neglecting the "running business" in 
theirr SBU, for which they are held accountable too. The unfortunate fact that a 
post-acquisitionn process must be managed as an extra task besides the manage-
mentt of the SBU may lead to a double failure if too much time is invested in the 
neww firm. 

HR-Managers s 

Thee HR-managers talk about managing post-acquisition processes from their 
positionn as advisors of SBU-presidents in charge of the operation. In their cause 
mapp implicit comments on the thoughts and actions of the Strategists and presi-
dentss and thoughts about ways to solve the dilemmas the presidents face are 
shown. . 

Perspectives Perspectives 

Thee HR-managers agree with the Strategists that the sooner a new firm is inte-
gratedd into Mega, the higher the chance of financial goal realization aimed at is. 
Theree are three serious threats to a successful and speedy integration process that 
mustt be avoided or handled with care: distrust in Mega among X-managers, endur-
ingg "human fights" between Mega managers and X-managers and aversions to the 
changess in the organization and the work-processes among the employees in X. 
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Distrustt amongst X-managers must be avoided altogether, since it brings high 
costs.. Distrust is seriously constraining a quick integration process and it fuels a 
"humann fight" in the top of the firm. Besides, the best managers, "the heart of the 
firm,"firm,"  may leave, the remaining ones unwilling to take any risks, all factors that 
underminee financial goal realization. Their comment on the solutions for quick 
integrationn that the Strategists propose is that too dominant behavior, enforcing 
Megaa rules and systems, and "hard measures" taken too soon will probably frus-
tratee speed because distrust arises and the human fight is intensified. Distrust can 
bee avoided, but a human fight and aversions to change amongst employees must 
bee dealt with, since they flow from cultural defenses of X's "own ways of doing 
things""  that are always present in an acquisition situation. 

Thee human fight at the top can be kept within bounds by replacing managers 
unwillingg to cooperate, but this measure may cause problems, since it can lead to 
distrustt too. Setting no concrete goals and conditions, a strategy that is said to be 
frequentlyy employed by presidents, is only a way to postpone the fight, thus 
delayingg the integration process. The HR-managers agree with the Strategists 
aboutt the necessity of setting clear goals, although on different grounds. 

Managingg a post-acquisition process is seen as the art of handling your power 
ass an acquirer on the one hand and to bring about commitment of people to the 
changeschanges that have to be made on the other hand. Neither a too dominant nor a too 
"soft""  problem-delaying strategy will do. The key is a combination of clarity 
aboutt your goals and respect for other people's ideas and emotions. Time and 
energyy must be spend to build trust between the Mega-managers involved and the 
managerss in X. Respectful behavior and integrity, careful listening and dialogue 
buildd trust. Trust leads to more openness about problems and negotiations can 
leadd to genuine agreements on change plans. If agreements are reached at, the 
chancee of an unmanageable human fights is diminished effectively and with that 
thee hindrances to the next step in the process, the legitimization of the changes for 
thee employees of X. Convincing the employees that the changes proposed are the 
rightt ones in furthering financial performance is experienced as a crucial means in 
persuadingg the employees to overcome their aversions to the changes. This phase 
takess time too, to talk with employees, listen carefully to their reactions and to get 
aa dialogue started. It will increase their trust in the new management and their 
commitmentcommitment to the plans made. 

Althoughh the time invested in legitimization and communication means a delay 
inn the integration process in the short term, in the long run the HR-managers see 
thiss time as the best investment in a speedy integration process. Its beneficial 
effectss on aversions opens the way to team-building, synergy and a collective suc-
cess-experience,, that have positive effects on integration and financial goal real-
ization.. The HR-managers clearly comment on the "golden rules" of the 
Strategists.. If their expectations are too high, their pressure on presidents to 
enforcee Mega rules and systems is too strong, and "hard measures" are pressed for 
tooo soon, the consequences may be distrust and a human fight. Both these factors 
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delayy the integration process and harm the financial goal realization that the 
"goldenn rules" are expected to bring about. The map shows that the dilemmas in 
thee presidents' map are seen as solvable, provided that time can be invested in 
overcomingg the unavoidable cultural resistance of people to changes in the struc-
turee and in the courses of action they are attached to. 

COMPARINGG THE THREE GROUPS 

Theree are four themes that differ in content and consequences in the perspectives 
off  the three groups: control versus cooperation; how to handle the culture of X ; 
trustt versus distrust and speed versus carefulness. 

I.. Control versus cooperation. The groups differ substantially in their view of 
howw effective control by Mega is in getting the acquired firm aligned in striving 
afterr the financial goals set by Mega. In the Strategists' view, the more control 
youu get, the better. The SBU-presidents talk about grip, which is the outcome of 
control,, as meant by the Strategists, on the one hand. On the other hand, they see 
themselvess as dependent on the cooperation of people in X to maintain this grip. 
Tooo much control can damage this cooperation. They feel trapped in a control ver-
suss cooperation dilemma. In the perspectives of the HR-managers some of the 
measures,, proposed by the Strategists to get control, will lead to distrust of Mega, 
becausee of their enforcing nature. They plea for a balanced mix of clarity about 
goalss and strategies, directed at cooperation, such as negotiation, legitimization 
andd communication. This mix is considered more effective than "just control" in 
realizingg the financial goals aimed at. 

2,2, How to handle the culture ofX? Break it, as soon as possible, by replacing 
X-managers,, by telling people what has to change, the Strategists say. If these 
measuress do not work well enough, "hard measures" must be taken to finish the 
job.. For the SBU-presidents, how to manage the culture of X is a difficult ques-
tion,, for which they do not seem to have a clear answer, due to the dilemmas they 
face.. For the HR-managers, however, the answer is clear: change the culture of X 
byy negotiation legitimization, communication and team-building. Collective suc-
cess-experiencess will sustain the change process. 

3.. Distrust versus trust. In the perspectives of the Strategists and SBU-presi-
dents,, the basis assumption that managers in the acquired firm cannot be trusted, 
seemss to lead to expectations of non-cooperative behavior. The HR-managers' 
mapp is different in this respect. It shows that these managers think that non-coop-
erativee behavior of X-managers is brought about by the behavior of the Strate-
gists.. Based on the assumption of distrust, the Strategists advocate to replace 
X-managerss by Mega managers, to proclaim clear goals and conditions for X and 
too lake "hard measures" if goals are not met as expected. These measures lead to 
distrustt of Mega and to non-cooperative behavior of X-managers. The HR-man-
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agerss see a self-fulfilling prophecy: an assumption of the Strategists comes true, 
duee to their behavior, based on the assumption. 

4.. Speed versus carefulness. How is time related to success or failure of 
post-acquisitionn processes? Is speedy change better than a careful, slower way of 
operating?? The Strategists advocate speed. They feel that a lot of trouble can be 
avoidedd if changes are made in the first month after the acquisition. If people are 
clearlyy told what is going to change, they will adapt to them, because they have 
littl ee choice. The HR-managers distinguish short-term aims from the longer-term 
aimm of building trust. Building trust takes time but in the end the speed of the inte-
grationn process will benefit from this investment, and with that the realization of 
financialfinancial goals. Trying to achieve financial aims within a too short term and tak-
ingg action if they are not realized, as the Strategists tend to do, is seen as counter-
productivee for the process of getting the people of X engaged in a common 
strivingg after the goals of the firm. 

EXPLORINGG DISCONTINUITIES IN KNOWLEDGE 

Thee cause maps of the three groups show clear differences in perspectives. The 
twoo groups that reflect on acquisitions managed by others, the Strategists and the 
HR-managers,, show the greatest differences in knowledge, assumptions and rele-
vantt ideas. The SBU-presidents, the actors in the process, seem to be caught in the 
middle.. The pressure from the Strategists and the advice given by the HR-manag-
erss are partly contradictory. Most of all, their map shows the dilemmas of those 
whoo must act under certain constraints and are held responsible for their actions. 
Inn that sense, their map is of a different nature. 

Thee Strategists and the HR-Managers 

Thee Strategists' thinking is dominated by financial considerations and a strong 
orientationn towards control and standard procedures. In their map, the insights 
intoo how people can be persuaded to contribute to the productivity of the new firm 
aree rather thin. According 'o literature on merger and acquisition processes, this 
wide-spreadd phenomenon is one reason for poor post-acquisition performance 
(Buenoo & Bowditch, 1989; Cartwright & Cooper, 1992; Pritchett, 1987). In many 
cases,, studied by these authors, strong emphasis on strategic and financial consid-
erationss went hand in hand with loo little attention for people and the problems 
theyy experience due to changes in their work and work environment. Other mat-
terss that tend to be neglected are the compatibility of organizational cultures, and 
howw the operations of both firms should be integrated to achieve the desired 
results.. Weak planning before the deal is closed is cited as a reason (Bueno & 
Bowditch,, 1989; Cartwright & Cooper, 1992; McEntire & Bentley. 1996). 



ManagerialManagerial Perspectives on Post-Acquisition Processes 171 1 

Accordingg to most authors, attention for people, their perceptions and prob-
lems,, contributes greatly to the success of acquisition processes. Factors cited 
includee showing respect for people, trying to understand and to value their cul-
ture,, taking their problems seriously, engaging in a dialogue to reach mutual 
agreementt on changes and commitment of people involved, legitimization of 
changes,, communication, trustworthy behavior of managers in charge of the pro-
cess,, monitoring of the process, and evaluation and feedback (Cartwright & Coo-
per,, 1992; Bueno & Bowditch, 1989; Lubatkin & Lane, 1996; Pritchett, 1987; 
Saless & Mirvis, 1984). 

Inn Mega, knowledge about how to manage people seems to be available as a 
resultt of the learning processes the HR-managers have gone through. In their map, 
thee emphasis is much more on the importance of collaboration, teamwork, trust 
andd commitment of employees to the changes in the firm's structure and proce-
dures.. So, the question can be asked why the Strategists, facing such high failure 
ratesrates in Mega's acquisitions, have not learned from these insights? Why are they 
persistingg in strategies toward the SBU-presidents that do not bring about the 
desiredd results? These questions may be considered from several points of view, 
eachh giving a partial answer. 

Wee discuss explanations referring to subcultural theories of management, to 
defensivee reactions and superstitious learning, to distrust in the relationship 
betweenn the Strategists and the SBU-presidents, to the lack of collective success 
andd to the absence of possibilities to learn from small failures and to create knowl-
edgee that is better suited to deal adequately with the problems in the acquisition 
processes. . 

Threee Cultures of Management 

Thee differences between the maps of the Strategists and the HR-managers seem 
too reflect different cultures of management, bound to different occupational com-
munities,, as Schein (1996) argues. Schein distinguishes three cultures of manage-
mentt "operating silently within different kinds of organizations": an "Operators," 
"Engineers,""  and "Executives" culture. Culture is defined as "the set of shared, 
taken-for-grantedd implicit assumptions that a group holds and that determines 
howw it perceives, thinks about, and reacts to its various environments" (p. 236). 

Thee culture of "the Operators," line-managers and workers, is strongly peo-
ple-oriented.. Operators tacitly understand how to make groups work more effec-
tivelyy and innovatively. However, these insights often do not diffuse upward in 
thee organization, because of the interaction with the other cultures, the "Engi-
neers""  culture" and the "Executives' culture." 

Thee culture of "Engineers," defined in the same way as Mintzberg (1979)'s 
technocraticc staff, is characterized as preferring "solutions without people. They 
preferr systems, machines, routines and rules that are automatic and totally reli-
able.. Engineers tend to view the need for complex human teams, the need to build 
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relationshipss and trust, and the need to elicit the commitment of employees, as 
unfortunatee and undesirable derivatives of human nature, to be circumvented i f 
possible,, because they are so hard to manage and control" (Schein, 1996, p. 237). 

Thee culture of "Executives," defined as CEO's who have worked their way up 
thee ladder and have been promoted into these positions, reflects their main task: 
too guard the financial liability of the company. They have learned to make "tough 
financiall decisions based on imperfect information because they become isolated 
andd find it harder and harder to trust what their subordinates tell them" (Schein, 
1996,, p. 237). Financial criteria are central in the Executives' considerations, peo-
plee are seen as "human resources" and "cost factors." 

Buildingg up the learning capabilities of teams, which tends to be advocated by 
operators,, is often disallowed by executives "on the grounds that the financial 
returnss cannot be demonstrated or that too many exceptions are involved that 
wouldd undermine the control system" (Schein, 1996, p. 238). Schein (1997) 
arguedd that the attention given to human factors in organizations depends on the 
dominantt coalition formed. Contrary to a CEO-operator coalition, a CEO-engi-
neeringg coalition tends to minimize the human factor. 

Sincee Mega is an engineering company, it is not surprising that the Strategists' 
mapp shows the traits of the latter coalition, showing richness in financial control 
andd procedural thinking, but poverty in thinking about people, with an undertone 
off distrust. Due to this dominant coalition, the HR-managers' thinking, represent-
ingg a more people-oriented, operator-like culture, is not current. What they have 
learnedd about success and failure in post-acquisition processes cannot be easily 
diffusedd upwards towards the Strategists because of invisible cultural barriers. 

Collectivee Failure 

Experiencess of collective failure in dealing with characteristics of the organiza-
tion'ss environment may challenge the assumptions of the organizational culture up 
too a point where the culture has to change to survive successfully, as Gagliardi 
(1986)) notes. If change is not initiated or not managed adequately, the organization 
cann end up in a vicious cycle: "The obsolescence of the organization's distinctive 
competencee is denied and lack of success is blamed on uncontrollable external 
causess or the behavior of certain individuals or groups in the organization. These 
individualss and groups are attacked and criticized. The organization's energies are 
employedd more and more in the search for excuses and scapegoats, and in the 
obsessivee repetition of types of behavior that once suited the problems at hand, but 
aree no longer adequate for managing them properly. Tensions in the group 
increase,, while self-confidence, cohesion, and efficiency decrease" (p. 128). 

Alll three groups in Mega blame others for the failure of acquisitions. The Strat-
egistss and SBU-presidents blame each other for actions that constrain solutions, 
thee HR-managers blame the others for not doing the right things. As to acquisi-
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tions,, the signs of a beginning vicious cycle are present. If the cycle would 
develop,, dissension will grow further. 

Superstitiouss Learning 

Superstitiouss learning occurs "when the subjective experience of learning is 
compellingg but the connection between actions and outcomes are misspecified" 
(Levittt & March, 1996, p. 523). The Strategists attribute failures of acquisitions to 
thee "wrong" behavior of the presidents in charge, instead of trying to learn from 
whatt went wrong in the acquired firms and to broaden their understanding of the 
means-end-relationshipss involved. 

Superstitiouss learning may stem from overconfidence in the ability to bring 
aboutt success, or from defensive reactions to failure. Both these points seem to 
applyy to the Strategists, pointing to a success trap (March, 1995). At first sight 
theyy show a high level of confidence in their own perspective. This may be a con-
sequencee of their promotion, based on performance, as Levitt and March (1996) 
argue,, that "produces self-confidence among top executives that is partly supersti-
tious,, leading them to overestimate the extent to which they can control the risks 
thei/organizationn faces" (p. 523). The Strategists firmly believe that if the presi-
dentss would follow their "'golden rules," control would be guaranteed. Most of 
theirr learning seems to be confined to how they can control the presidents' actions. 

Ann important factor that sustains the confidence of the Strategists in their own 
wayss of thinking is that in running this multinational company, it has proven its 
worth.. Acquisitions may very often turn out to be failures, but these are seen as 
ratherr negligible in the light of the overall success of Mega. At the most, these 
failuress are experienced by the Strategists as somewhat irksome in their experi-
encee of overall control. 

Thiss playing down of acquisition failures adds to superstitious learning too. In 
thee interviews, the "degrees of freedom" of SBU-presidents were talked about 
muchh more intensely and negatively than the financial costs of a failed acquisition 
process.. The deviant behavior of the presidents seems to be much more "nagging" 
too their self-confidence than the money lost, another sign that the failure is 
"definedd away" to another area. 

Redefiningg failure may be a defensive reaction to failures that challenge fun-
damentall  organizational assumptions, as Sitkin states. "The implications (or 
evenn the facts) of the experience may be ignored or denied if they elicit defen-
sivee routines that serve to protect the integrity of the organization's cultural 
core""  (Sitkin, 1996, p. 556). A fundamental assumption in the Strategists' 
thinkingg is that people cannot be fully trusted. In the redefinition of acquisi-
tionn failures as the problem of Mega managers who cannot be trusted to do the 
rightright things, the distrust assumption is kept alive, and the core of the dominant 
culturall  coalition is defended against the "soft" trust-thinking of the HR-man-
agers. . 
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Mutuall Distrust 

Forr  the SBU-presidents the weight of the "exploitation"-oriente d (March, 
1991),, rather  distrustful , theory X-lik e (McGregor, I960) thinkin g of the Strate-
gistss is much greater  than the more "exploration" - and trust-oriented (March, 
1991),, theory Y-lik e (McGregor, 1960) thinkin g of the HR-managers. The presi-
dentss seem to aim strategically at enforcing compliance with the rules of Mega's 
controll  systems and replacement of X-managers who do not get along. At the 
samee time, they seem to avoid anything that can diminish their  grip on their  own 
positionss and careers. They may avoid to make use of an acquisition team because 
thatt  can strongly constrain their  actions and heighten the grip of the Strategists on 
theirr  actions. Besides, they try to avoid stirrin g up people's feelings out of fear  to 
faill  in redirecting these feelings. In the HR-managers' map an explanation is 
soughtt  in too high expectations of financial results, and "har d measures"  that are 
imposedd too quickly by the Strategists. 

Learningg from small failures, which can be very powerful, as Sitkin (1996) 
argues,, is not allowed for  since the time for  such a learning process cannot be 
taken.. Instead of being sustained in improving performance by exploring the 
problemss of people and tryin g out solutions, the SBU-presidents have to deal with 
thee uncertainties of their  assessment of a firm' s financial situation and staff, 
knowingg that a failur e will harm their  career. Sitkin (1996) argues that the last -
conditionn leads to risk avoidance. "I f individuals who fail are doomed to wander 
thee back streets of organizational life, then few will take the risks necessary for 
innovationn and fewer  still will tackle tough problems when those problems can be 
passedd along to someone else"  (p. 561). 

Thee distrust they experience in the ideas and actions of headquarters furthers 
theirr  feelings of distrust of the Strategists. The mutual distrust in which they are 
caughtt  limit s mutual learning between the presidents and the Strategists. March 
andd Olsen (1975) see trust as an essential prerequisite for  the willingness to share 
perceptionss with others. When others are seen as producing relevant events mat a 
personn likes and preventing relevant events that he or  she dislikes, the others will 
bee trusted. 

Thee presidents feel that the Strategists, by "punishing"  them for  a failed acqui-
sitionn process, not sharing accountability, are not to be trusted. Distrust hinders 
learning,, because in situations of incomplete information learning "becomes 
dependentt  both upon processes like discussions and persuasion and upon relation-
shipss like trust and antagonism"  (March &  Olsen, 1975, p. 166). In antagonistic 
relations,, sharing tends to be avoided, as well as interaction beyond the necessary, 
ass stated in proposition 3, 4 and 9: "A n organizational participant will , to the 
extentt  to which he/she distrusts others with whom he/she hass contact, dislike what 
theyy like, not see what they see and, to the extent to which the organizational 
structuree and his/her  activity level permit, avoid contact with them"  (p. 167). So, 
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thee mutual distrust between the Strategists and the SBU-presidents may become a 
barrierr to sharing knowledge in looking for solutions. 

Lackk of Opportunities for Learning 

Organizationall  learning as to acquisition processes seems to be hindered at 
Megaa due to the lack of opportunities for improving tacit knowledge and for 
exchangingg explicit knowledge between groups. Nonaka (1994) stresses the 
importancee of making knowledge sharable by conversion of tacit knowledge held 
byy participants, gathered in action, into explicit knowledge by extemalization. 
"Thee extemalization mode is triggered by successive rounds of meaningful 'dia-
logue,'' to enable team members to articulate their own perspectives and thereby 
reveall  hidden tacit knowledge that is otherwise hard to communicate" (p. 20). 

Tacitt knowledge, once externalized, or made explicit, can be combined with 
otherr sources of explicit knowledge. In the process of combination, new concepts 
cann be articulated and tried out until they emerge in a concrete form. 'This 'exper-
imentation'' can trigger internalization through a process of 'learning by doing.' 
Participantss in a 'field' of action share explicit knowledge that is gradually trans-
lated,, through interaction and a process of trial-and-error, into different aspects of 
tacitt knowledge" (p. 20). 

Iff  Mega's situation is seen through the lens of Nonaka's model, two things 
becomee more clear. Firstly, that the tacit knowledge of the presidents can be 
improvedd and, secondly, that creating more opportunities for the extemalization 
andd combination of explicit knowledge will further organizational learning. The 
SBU-presidents'' building of tacit knowledge about post-acquisitions processes is 
constrainedd by the dilemmas they face. The cause map of the HR-managers offers 
aa way to find solutions for their dilemmas. If the Strategists could unlearn to act 
soo "blindly" control-driven and would give the presidents enough time and sup-
portt to learn from trial-and-error in managing change processes in the new firm, 
financiall  goals will be reached more quickly than otherwise. Sitkin (1996) also 
arguess that learning in merger and acquisition processes is dependent upon "how 
muchh leeway is given to a newly acquired subsidiary to make mistakes before the 
parentt firm's managers, systems and culture are imposed" (p. 571). 

Despitee all signs, it cannot be concluded that learning about acquisition pro-
cessess is absent at Mega. Our research assignment can be seen as an attempt to 
makee tacit knowledge explicit, to be able to engage in a dialogue. There is another 
signn that the Strategists are engaged in a learning process of their own. The rather 
recentt adoption of the idea to form a multidisciplinary acquisition team, that can 
gatherr more complete and more reliable information about a firm before buying, 
cann be conceived of as their effort to transform tacit knowledge of different fields 
likee finance, market, technical processes and human resources to explicit knowl-
edge,, ready to combine. Blaming the SBU-presidents for not following this new 
idea,, may stem from their expectations that such a team could be a first step in 
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closingg the gap of distrust that constrains productive learning in the present situa-
tion. . 

DISCUSSION N 

Thee research was directed at disclosing the perspectives of nine managers with 
regardd to factors related to success and failure of post-aquisition processes. Since 
discontinuitiess in knowledge were found between three groups of managers, the 
questionn was asked how these discontinuities affect organizational learning. The 
causee map method has proved to be a useful tool in analyzing managerial perspec-
tives,, especially when the focus is on factors related to certain outcomes, as in this 
study.. The cause maps offer a clear picture of sequences of A -> B relationships, 
thatt represent the perceived paths of influence between contingencies on the one 
handd and the outcomes of post-aquisition processes on the other hand. 

Implicationss for Management 

Thee study showed that a cause map analysis can be helpful to managers in 
understandingg how success or failure of strategic action is influenced by manage- ~-
rialrial perspectives. Cause maps can serve as mirrors to managers, that may reveal 
boundedd rationality, blind spots and misfits between managerial perspectives and 
thee management needs of the company, thus enabling managerial learning. In case 
off  misfits, comparing the cause maps of managers to relevant literature, may 
enhancee the efficacy of training programs, aimed at re-aligning managerial per-
spectivess and the management needs of the company. And, if cultural differences 
betweenn groups of managers in a company are found, barriers for learning 
betweenn managers can be made explicit and dealt with, to enhance knowledge 
creationn in the company. The cause maps of the managers in this study may also 
servee as material for comparison and reflection. 

Limitationss of the Study 

AA first limitation of the study is that the number of respondents was limited, 
sincee the method, chosen to combine validity of data with a rigorous method of 
analysis,, is very time-intensive. The question can be asked whether the outcomes 
representt the perspectives of the other managers in the company as well. Feed-
backk on the maps by managers in thee company suggested that this question can be 
answeredd affirmatively. A second limitation is that only one company was 
includedd in the study. The maps found may be influenced by the context of the 
multinationall  company chosen. Replication of the research in other companies is 
neededd to be able to generalize confidently on findings. 
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Directionss for Future Research 

AA direction for future research is a comparative study of managerial perspec-
tivess across companies and cultural contexts, to test the outcomes of this study 
andd the insights gained, such as Schein (1996)'s insight that three cultures "oper-
atee silently" in organizations. A comparative study can also shed light on contex-
tuall  factors, that may affect managerial thinking about success and failure of 
post-aquisitionn processes, such as aquisition styles, experiences of success or fail-
ure,, and organizational learning processes. Another direction for future work that 
mayy prove fruitful is bridging discontinuities in knowledge between adjacent the-
oreticall  domains. In the search for explanations of our findings, we came across 
severall  signs of synergetic potential between theories of organizational culture, 
organizationall  learning, and trust, that can be worked upon in future research on 
organizationall  learning processes that involve groups with different cultures. 
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