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A B S T R A C T   

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) are associated with various uncertainties. Often, large companies designate 
integration team members to organize post-acquisition integration. However, little is known about what inte
gration team members do in the post-acquisition integration process. This study examines how integration team 
members deal with uncertainties in post-acquisition integration, specifically how they manage tensions that 
require different and conflicting approaches. The research is based on an in-depth qualitative case study that 
examines the post-acquisition integration phase in real-time in the context of two Nordic firms. The study offers 
three main findings. First, among various uncertainty reduction, coping and balancing approaches observed in 
this study, the balancing approach emerged as a new method to face uncertainty. The second finding illustrates 
that the choice among various uncertainty management methods and their approaches is a dynamic process, in 
which integration team members from both buying and acquired firms are actively involved. Lastly, the study 
identifies that integration team members use collaboration as the way to address tensions in uncertainty 
management.   

1. Introduction 

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) are complex and uncertain pro
cesses that often involve stress, job loss, restructured responsibilities, 
and derailed careers (Ashkenas, DeMonaco, & Francis, 1998). 
High-performing companies with M&A transaction experience are more 
proactive in coordinating integration across functions and geographies. 
Therefore, the key to the success of the deal and indeed of the company 
largely depends on coordinated leadership throughout the integration 
process (Teerikangas, Véry, & Pisano, 2011). 

Large companies that regularly acquire others have designated 
integration managers or teams who facilitate and conduct integration 
activities (Ashkenas et al., 1998). The literature defines an integration 
manager as “project manager that the acquiring firm appoints to be 
responsible for coordinating all activities related to successfully inte
grating the acquired firm into the acquiring firm’s operations and or
ganization, as well as coordinating the work of those involved in the 
integration activities” (Teerikangas et al., 2011, p. 653). In large deals, 
the integration manager tends to lead “the temporary integration or
ganization consisting of integration teams with members from both 
acquiring and acquired parties” (Teerikangas et al., 2011, p. 653). The 
tasks of these integration teams are hierarchically placed two to four 
levels below the acquiring CEO, depending on the size of an organization 
(Angwin & Paroutis, 2009). They “may or may not be coordinated by an 

integration manager supervising the entire integration project” (Teer
ikangas & Birollo, 2018, p. 66). Still, these managers “bear the re
sponsibility of the integration tasks and are referred to as integration 
team members” (Teerikangas & Birollo, 2018, p. 66). This paper ex
plores the activities of integration team members. Although the existing 
literature tends to define both integration managers and integration 
team members as middle managers (e.g., Kroon & Reif, 2021; Teer
ikangas & Birollo, 2018), the term middle managers does not really fit 
the case company in this paper because appointed integration team 
members were managers at different organizational levels. 

Integration team members are certainly key actors in deciding the 
issues to be prioritized and implemented during integration, and that 
ultimately becomes critical to acquisition outcomes. In turn, a number of 
scholars identify integration team members as “change intermediaries” 
who lead the post-acquisition integration (Balogun, 2003; Bryant & 
Stensaker, 2011; Rouleau, 2005). Being placed between controller and 
controlled (Harding, Lee, & Ford, 2014), integration team members are 
also portrayed as drivers and experiencers of change (Teerikangas & 
Birollo, 2018). Their in-between position of both drivers and recipients 
of change engages integration team members in balancing emotions, 
building trust, interpreting, and making sense of change (Huy, 2002; 
Monin, Noorderhaven, Vaara, & Kroon, 2013). Furthermore, one could 
also argue that integration team members from the acquired side have 
been studied more than integration team members from the buying side 
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(Balle, 2008; Meyer, 2006; Schriber, 2012; Solstad & Petterson, 2020; 
Teerikangas, 2012). There are fewer studies that look at both acquired 
and buying firm integration team members (Chreim & Tafaghod, 2012; 
Moilanen, 2016). 

Only a handful of empirical studies explore the role of integration 
team members (Ashkenas et al., 1998; Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; 
Teerikangas & Birollo, 2018; Teerikangas et al., 2011; Véry, 2004). 
Despite the practical significance of integration team members, many 
companies do not provide their integration team members with any 
formal training (Galpin & Herndon, 2014). The work of integration team 
members is largely unsupervised in the traditional sense, and they are 
expected to show initiative and make independent judgments (Ashkenas 
& Francis, 2000). Although top management may view integration team 
members as simply process coordinators or project managers, they can 
and sometimes do play a far more pivotal role. The challenging context 
they work in is plagued by merger syndrome, high emotions, stress, and 
uncertainty, among other factors (Marks & Mirvis, 2010). Consequently, 
integration team members face uncertainty around various decisions but 
are simultaneously surrounded by people who are also facing uncer
tainty. Integration team members’ dual-aspect role requires resolving 
uncertainty related to the integration decisions that they make but also 
helping others address their uncertainty issues. As a result, integration 
team members are a very important group of decision-makers to un
derstand, and yet we know little about them and the activities they 
perform. This is problematic, if we consider that their role as change 
agents is critical in managing change and supporting employees through 
an important transaction, such as an M&A (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 
1996; Schweiger & Goulet, 2000; Teerikangas et al., 2011). Notwith
standing the studies by Haspeslagh and Jemison (1991), Ashkenas et al. 
(1998), Ashkenas and Francis (2000), Risberg (2003), and Teerikangas 
et al. (2011), the field of M&A can be criticized for lacking in-depth 
empirical research on the uncertainties and ambiguities around inte
gration issues and integration team members (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; 
Vaara, 2003). 

The aim of this research is twofold. First, the article examines the 
post-acquisition integration process with a focus on how integration 
team members from both buying and acquired firms perceive and 
manage uncertainty. Second, the study explores how managers make 
decisions amidst conflicting demands for coping with and reducing 
uncertainty. The current state of theoretical and empirical research re
duces our understanding about post-acquisition integration as a 
controllable process. Hence, there is a need for theory and research to 
accommodate the complex and dynamic nature of uncertainty and un
certainty management methods in the post-acquisition integration. 

By exploring two Nordic organizations in a single case study, this 
paper contributes to the M&A literature in three main ways. First, our 
findings from 18 integration team members, representing the buying 
and the acquired firms, enhance our existing understanding about the 
important role of integration team members in the way they manage 
uncertainty in the post-acquisition integration process. Although exist
ing studies differentiate approaches used by buying and acquired inte
gration team members (Chreim & Tafaghod, 2012; Moilanen, 2016; 
Vaara, 2003), our study illustrates that there is no differentiation be
tween uncertainty management approaches used by these managers. 
This observation shows that all integration team members in the inte
gration hierarchy, from individual integration team members in the 
buying and acquired firm to integration teams, make decisions that 
shape the post-acquisition integration process. Second, the study reveals 
that the uncertainty management process in the post-acquisition inte
gration is more dynamic than has been previously perceived. In the light 
of a wide spectrum of uncertainty management approaches identified in 
our study as well as their dynamic interchange, this research challenges 
the traditional understanding of post-acquisition integration as a 
controllable process (notwithstanding, Clark, Gioia, Ketchen, & Thomas, 
2010; Monin et al., 2013; Schweizer, 2005; Vaara & Tienari, 2011). 
Third, the collaboration between integration team members of both 

buying and acquired firms as the way to address tensions in uncertainty 
management was found to be crucial for success. By exploring the 
concept of collaboration in the post-acquisition integration, this study 
brings new insights into the process of M&A (Thanos, Angwin, Bauer, & 
Teerikangas, 2019), illustrating that there is a need for considerations to 
shift from a traditional execution of the top-down post-acquisition 
integration plans toward dialogue with the key players in this process. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Uncertainties and uncertainty management during post-acquisition 
integration 

Uncertainty is one of the most commonly reported psychological 
states in the context of organizational change. The effects of organiza
tional change are very tangible during M&A. The literature on M&A 
illustrates that acquisitions have a great effect on managers and em
ployees, particularly during post-acquisition integration (Haspeslagh & 
Jemison, 1991). In the M&A context, uncertainty as a reaction to the 
organization change has been studied via the following terminology: 
anxiety, ambiguity, merger syndrome, and uncertainty (Buono & Bow
ditch, 1989; Marks & Mirvis, 1985; Risberg, 1997, 1999; Somers & Bird, 
1990). 

Although post-acquisition integration is a necessary phase of any 
M&A, certain organizational studies acknowledge that it has negative 
effects on employees (Schriber, 2012). It is assumed that the perva
siveness of human issues is unavoidable, and most of these issues already 
surface in the early stages of post-acquisition integration (Buono & 
Bowditch, 1989). After the acquisition announcement, employees might 
have stress and anxiety about potential termination of employment, the 
need to relocate, the values of the new organization, or the kinds of 
transitions the organization will go through (Buono & Bowditch, 1989; 
Cartwright & Cooper, 1990; Sinkovics, Zagelmeyer, & Kusstatscher, 
2011). The combination of these anxieties and ambiguities may affect 
perceptions and judgments, interpersonal relationships, and the dy
namics of integration itself (Marks & Mirvis, 1997; Risberg, 1997, 
1999). Moreover, existing research identifies five major employee con
cerns in M&A processes that include loss of identity, lack of information, 
survival as an obsession, loss of talent, and family repercussions 
(Schweiger, Ivancevich, & Power, 1987). 

Integration managers as well as integration team members are also 
likely to face a range of uncertainties that must be managed. For 
instance, it is acknowledged that among other things, integration 
managers from the buying firm might experience information asym
metry concerning the target (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986). Integration 
managers from both buying and acquired firms might experience an 
uncertainty about the definition of their role in influencing the content 
of the strategy and the integration process (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; 
Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), uncertainty about whether they can 
preserve their regular job after integration, or diminished power (Ash
kenas et al., 1998), as well as uncertainty about the existing organiza
tional meaning to clear the way for change (Mantere, Schildt, & Sillince, 
2012). Above all, besides maintaining the day-to-day business opera
tions, integration managers in international M&A need to build new 
relationships by bridging language and cultural gaps (Ashkenas & 
Francis, 2000; Vaara, 2003). In addition, integration managers from an 
acquired firm might be ill-informed about the chosen strategic direction 
of the company and might experience uncertainty related to perceived 
justice (Monin et al., 2013). As a result, they will lack the commitment to 
that strategy, which leads to unsupportive behavior at least, and 
implementation problems and unsuccessful execution of strategy at 
worst (Meyer, 2006). Notwithstanding the studies by Haspeslagh and 
Jemison (1991), Ashkenas et al. (1998), Ashkenas and Francis (2000), 
and Teerikangas et al. (2011), the field of M&A can be criticized for 
lacking in-depth empirical research on the uncertainties and ambiguities 
around integration issues, integration managers, and integration team 
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members (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; Vaara, 2003). 
While the literature within organizational studies also discusses how 

to address various anxieties and ambiguities, merger syndrome, and 
uncertainties during integration, this brief overview of various types of 
reactions illustrates that the post-acquisition integration process is far 
from being controllable and predictable. Both managers and employees 
face different uncertainties during the post-acquisition integration. The 
ways these uncertainties are perceived and addressed might have an 
impact on the final outcome of the acquisition. Hence, understanding 
the concept of uncertainty in the M&A context becomes particularly 
important in understanding how to make acquisitions successful. 
Furthermore, uncertainty in the M&A context has been perceived as a 
threat or an obstacle that cause problems to the acquisition outcome. 
Because uncertainty is perceived as something negative, different views 
and interpretations of the uncertainty are not always acknowledged. 
Instead, one could view it as something positive, representing diversity 
and heterogeneity of opportunities in the organization (Risberg, 1999, 
2001, 2003). Hence, existing literature would benefit from under
standing how different employees and, in particular, managers leading 
the integration experience uncertainties during the post-acquisition 
integration. 

In the light of the above, the first research question of this study is as 
follows: 

RQ1. How do integration team members of buying and acquired 
firms manage uncertainty in the post-acquisition integration process? 

2.2. Managing tensions in uncertainty management in post-acquisition 
integration 

The decision-making literature distinguishes two generic methods 
for managing uncertainty: uncertainty reduction and coping. The first 
method, uncertainty reduction, is grounded in rational decision-making 
models, where it is generally accepted that managers prefer to minimize 
uncertainties because their presence can impede business success (Gil
boa, 2009; Savage, 1972). The assumption is that uncertainty is mini
mized through such approaches as information gathering, planning, 
continuous monitoring, and control over execution (Miller, 1992). This 
method of uncertainty management has been favored by organizations 
that prefer to have the maximum control over the situation (Beckman, 
Haunschild, & Phillips, 2004; Mullin & Hogg, 1998). 

With regard to uncertainty coping, uncertainties are perceived as 
sources of innovation and opportunities to develop new competencies. 
Managers prefer to cope with uncertainty by being flexible in their ac
tions, making situational planning, and providing more autonomy to 
managers who execute decisions. Such flexibility in uncertainty man
agement becomes a competitive advantage (Alvarez & Barney, 2007; 
Sarasvathy, 2001; Teece & Leih, 2016), although it could be time 
consuming and risky (Langfred & Rockmann, 2016). The distinction 
between these two uncertainty management methods is important 
because it defines a central characteristic of the way an organization and 
individual managers in an organization function (Grote, 2004; Sniazhko, 
2019). 

Uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping are uncertainty man
agement methods dealing with conflicting demands (Thompson, 1967). 
Uncertainty reduction integrates approaches concerned with efficiency, 
stability, and control. Uncertainty coping, on the other hand, encourages 
innovation and flexibility. Uncertainty reduction has a short-term focus 
and manages uncertainties that occur in the current time, while uncer
tainty coping has a long-term focus and targets uncertainties that will be 
more important in the future. In the context of the M&A literature, 
another way of looking at the two methods of uncertainty management 
is to describe them in terms of interdependency and autonomy that are 
defined as broader characteristics of integration mode and as different 
types of influence (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991). Managers from the 
integration team apply different approaches to manage uncertainty. 
When reducing uncertainty, autonomy remains with the buying firm’s 

decision-makers who maximize their control in the way their plans are 
implemented. Integration team members representing the buying firm 
tend to use approaches related to uncertainty reduction and establish
ment of interdependency. Coping with uncertainty, on the other hand, is 
characterized by maximum control and sufficient autonomy of the ac
quired firm’s managers. Hence, integration team members representing 
the acquired firm use approaches related to uncertainty coping and 
distribution of autonomy. These approaches may include the accelera
tion of the interaction with the buyer and the identification of the op
portunities for unexpected resource recognition (Graebner, 2004). 
Tensions often occur during the integration and restructuring of the 
acquired firm since both lead to a certain level of lost autonomy. Un
professional interference of the buying firm managers may lead to high 
top management turnover in the acquired firm, which has a negative 
impact on post-acquisition performance (Hambrick & Cannella, 1993; 
Véry, Lubatkin, Calori, & Veiga, 1997). The loss of autonomy might also 
result in resentment (Buono & Bowditch, 1989). 

In the post-acquisition integration literature, control, interpreted as 
planned and calculated decisions, is recognized as one of the most 
common means for managing uncertainty. For the buyer, establishing 
control is a central concern in the post-acquisition integration phase 
(Bijlsma-Frankema, 2004; Shrivastava, 1986). Nevertheless, a number 
of studies have questioned the ability of management to establish con
trol (e.g., Buono & Bowditch, 1989), arguing that the complexity of the 
post-acquisition integration process extends beyond the managerial 
scope of control and calls for emergent rather than planned actions. 
There are a number of studies that do not subscribe to the notion of 
post-acquisition integration being a controllable process, raising 
awareness about such issues as politics, ambiguities, merger syndrome, 
and emotions (e.g., Hassett & Nummela, 2018; Marks & Mirvis, 1986; 
Risberg, 2001, 2003; Vaara, 2003). At the same time, the dynamic na
ture of the process suggests that it is difficult to estimate and prevent 
emerging uncertainties, tensions, and stresses that have a disruptive 
impact on organizational processes. Furthermore, studies emphasize the 
importance of balance between different kinds of control mechanisms, 
highlighting the significance of more flexible uncertainty management 
methods, such as commitment and trust-based rationality (Bijlsma-
Frankema, 2004; Larsson & Lubatkin, 2001; Lubatkin, Calroi, Véry, & 
Veiga, 1998; Puranam, Singh, & Zollo, 2006). 

Thus, to address the limitations of the established views on 
controllability in the post-acquisition integration process, there is a need 
for theory and research to accommodate the complex and dynamic na
ture of uncertainty management. This should include both the variety of 
approaches to uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping and should 
shed light on the whole spectrum of integration team members’ uncer
tainty management methods in the post-acquisition integration. 

For this reason, the second research question addressed by this study 
is as follows: 

RQ2. How do integration team members of buying and acquired 
firms manage the conflicting demands of coping with uncertainty and 
reducing uncertainty in the post-acquisition integration process? 

3. Methods 

3.1. Research design 

This study is a single in-depth case study on integration team 
members’ involvement in the real-time integration decisions of a cross- 
border M&A between two Nordic multinational corporations (MNCs). 
The choice of this research method has two main benefits. First, 
exploring the work of integration team members in the real time when 
they were still either going through the integration or had just recently 
finished it, allowed the researcher to grasp how integration team 
members experienced uncertainties as they unfolded and to record what 
was real to them at the time of decision-making (Corley & Gioia, 2004; 
Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010; 
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Langley & Abdallah, 2011). In addition, access to the integration team 
members during the post-acquisition integration process is a useful 
complement to the tendency in existing studies to conduct research 
based on retrospective data (e.g., Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). Hence, 
exploring integration team members who are still in the process of 
designing and executing their integration provides a potential to shed 
light on the nature of uncertainty and its perception. If we are to un
derstand the nature of uncertainty better, we need to explore it as it 
emerges (Kahneman, 2011; Tversky & Fox, 1995). Second, the chosen 
research design provided the means to elicit multiple voices of potential 
importance in understanding the uncertainties in integration team 
members’ decision-making processes. 

This research integrates qualitative approach based on a combina
tion of methods, such as open coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), the 
process of examining and categorizing data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), 
and a systematic approach to new concept development (Gioia, Corley, 
& Hamilton, 2012) to conduct, analyze, and present the findings of this 
research.1 The main reason for this methodological choice is the nature 
of the research itself that focuses on concept (vs. construct) development 
which is “a more general, less well-specified notion capturing qualities 
that describe a phenomenon” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 2). This methodol
ogy implies a continuous reproduction of the interpretative cycle of data 
collection and reconnection of results to theory, in which the collected 
data is compared with existing knowledge and theory (Bonfanti, Cas
tellani, Giaretta, & Federico, 2019). Through the application of abduc
tive data analysis, new concepts are re-elaborated from the results and a 
renewal of meanings follows to encourage the establishment of new 
valid understandings about the concepts. In addition, this methodolog
ical choice is the most suitable to analyze a generous amount of quali
tative data where it is desirable to generate themes by making 
comparisons within a case. Several stages of data analysis, interpreta
tion, and re-elaboration are required to generate new concepts and 
discover complementary conceptualizations (Visvizi, Troisi, Grimaldi, & 
Loia, 2021). This empirical research included four stages (see part 3.3). 

Access to the real-time data on integration planning and execution 
process was generated primarily through the interviews. A total of 20 
semi-structured interviews with 18 integration team members (of whom 
eight were from the acquired firm and 10 from the buying firm) were 
collected during the integration in 2015–2016. Interviewing integration 
team members during their decision-making processes or very soon af
terward allowed the author to capture some major reactions when they 
were fresh, and the integration team members themselves were trying to 
make sense of them, and that helped to avoid post-rationalization when 
the outcomes were unknown. Before their full involvement in the inte
gration process, the interviewees were managers at different levels: vice 
presidents, department managers, directors, and team leaders. Although 
most of them had rich managerial experience, merger and the following 
integration were quite a new experience for them. The interviews took 
place at the integration team members’ offices and via Skype (chosen 
based on its familiarity, availability, and accessibility to both the 
researcher and the interviewed managers). Online interviews were 
organized with the integration team members who were based in the 
country of the buying firm, which is a different country where both 
acquired firm and the researcher were based, and whose timetables were 
booked primarily with frequent travels related to the merger. Whenever 
it was possible, the researcher insisted on face-to-face interviews. Even 
when organized via Skype, video calls were used over audio calls. To 
reach a rich view of the topic, the researcher’s aim was to interview the 
whole integration team. Still, integration team members from sales, 

branding, and marketing work streams were hard to reach even after a 
couple of attempts because of their limited availability. 

A total of 18 integration team members participated in the research. 
One of the managers was the key contact person and was also centrally 
giving the researcher organizational acceptance. That integration team 
member was also interviewed three times to obtain additional clarifying 
information on the integration-related decision-making processes. In 
total, 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted. 

Non-interview data were used for studying phenomena in their social 
context. The non-interview data for this study included 25 issues (224 
pages) of the merging companies’ weekly newsletters on M&A2; one 
webcast video (46 min) from the meeting where the official announce
ment of the acquisition was made, and one visit to the acquired com
pany’s factory during the integration. Moreover, all publicly available 
documentation and newspaper posts were used to enhance the author’s 
understanding of the integration process. 

This paper adopts interpretive sense-making as the method of theo
rizing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, & 
Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2011). In line with integrated methods3 ap
proaches (Gioia et al., 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 
1998), this research assumes that the interviewed integration team 
members construct their realities about the integration process and are 
“knowledgeable agents who can explain their thoughts, intentions, and 
actions” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 3). To discover new concepts and to give 
voice to the interviewed integration team members, no prior constructs 
of scientific understanding of the post-acquisition integration phase or 
M&A concepts were ascribed to the managers (e.g., identity politics or 
value-capturing roles). To capture personal accounts of what the inte
gration team members perceived, particular attention was paid to the 
ways in which integration team members understood the context of 
integration and how they talked about that understanding (Van Maanen, 
1979). 

The interpretivist approach taken to make sense of the case back
ground allowed the author to capture various voices and views of inte
gration team members which is important in understanding how 
integration team members’ contrasting views about the same events 
came to co-exist. The integration team members’ reflections on the 
recent integration decision-making processes might incorporate some 
cognitive dissonance in that some might have reported situations in 
which they portrayed themselves in a positive light to justify certain 
emerging failures. Company newsletters and discussions with the 
merger management team served as important sources for triangulating 
and understanding the background to events, as well as the uncertainty 
management methods mentioned by integration team members during 
the interviews (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

1 While acknowledging some of the criticism that has been leveled at the 
Gioia methodology in terms of it being focused on the details and losing sight of 
the bigger picture, as well as describing phenomena at a high level of aggre
gation (Langley & Abdallah, 2011), this study applies Gioia methodology to 
organize the structure, systematically reduce the data, and perform the coding. 

2 The newsletters were the main sources of the merger update to the em
ployees in the merging companies and were not publicly available. Each issue 
included a message from top management, a weekly update on the integration 
process from a particular department, a Q&A session, and interviews with the 
integration team members responsible for the integration of particular de
partments. Integration team members from communication work stream were 
creating content for the newsletters. The content of the newsletters was very 
detailed and informative with the specific examples of the decisions being 
made. In addition, comparing them with the information generated through the 
interviews, the information on those newsletters reflected the reality of the 
integration process. Therefore, in certain occasions, the information from the 
newsletter was integrated as the primary data along with the interviews con
ducted by the author.  

3 Although the Gioia methodology is more widely used among studies in the 
positivistic paradigm, this study follows interpretivist tradition, which assert 
that knowledge is produced as an act of human interpretation (Van Maanen, 
1979). 
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3.2. Case background 

The case in focus in this study is a symbiotic cross-border integration 
of two Nordic MNCs in the industry of industrial goods and services that 
took place in 2014. The executives of the integrating companies stated 
that the merger was not undertaken for cost-cutting purposes but to 
create synergy and complementarity among two strong players in the 
industry. The reasoning strengthens the potential usefulness of the un
certainty coping method in this context. Although the buying company 
acquired another company, only one of its business segments was 
merged with that acquired company. As part of the deal, the president of 
the acquired company became president of the newly emerged com
pany. Haspeslagh and Jemison (1991) categorize this type of integration 
as transformational or symbiotic. Symbiotic integrations are one of the 
most complicated forms to manage and require both a high degree of 
integration and a high degree of autonomy. 

Although the integration was described publicly as a merger, as is 
typical of many mergers, the integration team members from both the 
acquiring and acquired firms saw it as an acquisition. An official inte
gration team was established to lead the process of integration between 
the two firms, provide information about the new strategic direction, 
and communicate decisions to the staffs. The core of the integration 
team was 11 workstreams that were presented in the form of integration 
team members with one manager being a lead and one to three other 
managers being co-leads per workstream. Each workstream focused on 
the transition within each functional area: sales, productivity, supply 
chain, R&D, product portfolio, branding, marketing, finance, HR, IT, 
and communication. At the time of the data collection, integration team 
members from the acquired firm were leading R&D, communication, 
finance, sales, and branding areas in the workstreams. Integration team 
members from the buying firm were leading the following areas: supply 
chain, product portfolio, productivity, HR, IT, and marketing. The 
integration team members were informed about the acquisition, inter
viewed, and appointed to their positions as integration managers two 
months before the official announcement of the acquisition. The 
appointed integration team members worked in groups of two to three 
people to find the best solutions within each area. For the data collec
tion, integration team members from 8 workstreams were available. The 
progress of the workstreams was supervised by the corporate merger 
management office (MMO), which consisted of one head manager and 
four managers who provided execution support in communication, 
product management, financial, and strategic areas of the integration. 
All managers of the MMO were represented by integration team mem
bers of the buying firm. Still, there was no “integration manager” leading 
the integration as defined in Teerikangas et al. (2011). The structure of 
the work streams and interviewed integration team members is provided 
in Table 1. 

3.3. Data collection and analysis 

The standard procedures for conducting qualitative semi-structured 

interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015) were followed to organize the 
interview sketch into two main sections (Appendix A). The first section 
covered interview questions related to background information on the 
informants, including their current position, job roles, work history, and 
experience. The second section posed questions around the main topic of 
this research and the following are the examples of the questions asked: 
“What changes has this acquisition/merger brought to your work?“; 
“With reference to this period of integration, could you please provide 
an example of an uncertain situation you have recently been involved in 
and how you have worked to resolve it?” In some instances, the inter
viewer had to clarify what an uncertain situation meant, while most 
interviewees were clear about various types of uncertainty and how they 
differed from risky situations. 

The interviews with integration team members began in the end of 
2015, a year after the official closing of the deal and signing of the 
agreement and took place over the subsequent ten months. During that 
period, eight integration team members from the acquired firm and ten 
integration team members from the buying firm were interviewed. The 
average interview length was about 60 min, and the interview language 
was English. The researcher created a record of all the interviews 
through live recordings, simultaneous note-taking, and post-interview 
note-taking. A story-telling approach was to shape the qualitative 
semi-structured interviews (Czarniawska, 2004), and the main idea of 
which was to allow the interviewees to talk about their experiences, 
without too much guidance from the interviewer, so that they could 
reveal the aspects of decision-making that were most important to them. 

The data collected was interpreted and analyzed through the tech
nique of qualitative content analysis (Gioia et al., 2012). It allows col
lecting data through resembling a questionnaire, in which transcribed 
texts are considered as units of classification. The interpretative 
sense-making requires to fulfill this kind of content analysis. Since it is 
neither structured nor codified through specific parameters, this tech
nique was integrated with the criteria laid down in the Gioia method
ology. The key four stages of the research process are described in the 
following sub-paragraphs. 

3.3.1. Identification of the leading themes in the literature 
During this stage, after the identification of the research questions, 

the leading themes (see Table 2) for the interview sketch (Appendix A) 
were identified. The themes deductively derived from the literature 
review on the post-acquisition integration processes that were described 
in section 2 of the paper. Since post-acquisition integrations have been 
studied primarily from the perspective of ambiguity (Meglio & Risberg, 
2010), merger syndrome (Mirvis & Marks, 1992), as well as controlla
bility (Bijlsma-Frankema, 2004), but not as regards of uncertainty and 
uncertainty management, the questions of the interview have been 
elaborated primarily about these two concepts. By means of uncertainty 
and uncertainty management concepts, reframed as statements and 
questions during the interviews, the researcher guided and oriented the 
discussion with the integration team members to permit the emergence 
of the different sub-topics. The aim was to capture real perceptions and 

Table 1 
Structure of the work streams and interviewed integration team members.    

Interviewed integration team members from 
the acquired firm (AF) 

Interviewed integration team members from 
the buying firm (BF) 

Merger management office (MMO)  5 managers 
Work 

streams 
1 Procurement Lead from BF; co-lead from AF 1 manager 1 manager 
2 Supply chain and 

productivity 
Lead from BF; co-lead from BF; 
two co-leads from AF 

2 managers 1 manager 

3 R&D Lead from AF; co-lead from BF 1 manager 1 manager 
4 Product portfolio Lead from BF; two co-leads from 

AF 
1 manager 1 manager 

5 Finance Lead from AF; co-lead from BF 1 manager  
6 HR Lead from BF; co-lead from AF 1 manager  
7 Communications Lead from AF; co-lead from BF 1 manager  
8 IT Lead from BF; co-lead from AF  1 manager  
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opinions of the integration team members and not to force the scientific 
understandings and interpretations. In addition, interviews and analysis 
occurred in parallel, meaning that analysis of the data started during the 
transcript of the interviews, and that also shaped the progress of the 
interviews. As interviews and data analysis progressed, the researcher 
could ask more specific questions (e.g., “During one of the interviews, 
your colleague mentioned that she is concerned about the future jobs of 
her subordinates after the integration, do you think you have similar 

concerns about your subordinates?). 

3.3.2. Coding 
During this step, the data obtained from the transcription of in

terviews were systematized. To identify uncertainty management ap
proaches, the researcher listed and analyzed the textual units where 
integration team members talked about how they resolved uncertain 
situations or how they made decisions under uncertainty. Fig. 1 

Table 2 
The identification of the themes and the development of the interview sketch. 

Macro-areas 

of the study 

Themes obtained from the 

literature 
Questions 

Uncertainty 

management 

Decision-

making under 

uncertainty 

Fig. 1. The different steps of research process. 
*AF – integration team members from an acquired firm; **BF – integration team members from a buying firm. 
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illustrates the different steps of content analysis related to uncertainty 
management (see Appendix B for exemplary excerpts for each first-order 
concept in Fig. 1). 

The researcher read the transcript of interviews three times with a 
one-month interval between the readings and conducted the coding 
after each reading to ensure that consistency checks are performed to 
compare coding schemes and obtain a unique coding scheme. As a 
result, the theoretical concepts that guided the interview sketch and data 
collection were edited and broadened to include the novelties emerging 
from the empirical data. The names for the first-order concepts were not 
primarily borrowed from the language of the interviewees (unlike in 
some other qualitative studies, e.g., Corley & Gioia, 2004), but rather 
served to provide simple descriptions of commonly observed situational 
conditions in the data. 

3.3.3. Categorization 
The goal of this step is to link the findings obtained in the coding to 

the different themes identified as guidelines to the research by fostering 
the transition from first-order concepts to a new interpretation of data. 
The results of the coding are then classified by the researcher into new 
conceptual categories known as second-order themes. These themes 
originate from the researcher’s interpretations and integration team 
members’ words at a higher level of abstraction (Charmaz, 2001) and 
stem from the continuous interrelation between deductive and inductive 
processes, in which uncertainty and uncertainty management-related 
themes are reviewed, specified, and revised through cycles of 
interpretation. 

3.3.4. Conceptualization 
This stage is based on the extraction of minimum units of meaning 

from the sub-categories identified in the categorization (Visvizi et al., 
2021). Thus, second-order themes are aggregated and transformed into 
different approaches to uncertainty management based on the integra
tion team members’ perception of uncertainty as either a threat or an 
opportunity. The final conceptual categories derive through a reaggre
gation of the second-order themes that are linked to the key concepts of 
this study. After the conceptualization, the names of some categories are 
borrowed from the literature (i.e., uncertainty reduction and 

uncertainty coping), whereas a new category with a new name is 
introduced (i.e., balancing uncertainty). At the end of the process, the 
results are conceptualized within a framework that summarizes each 
research question (Fig. 2). 

4. Findings 

This section presents the research findings on how integration team 
members manage uncertainty and how they make decisions amidst 
conflicting demands to cope with and reduce uncertainty. The paper 
then considers practical implications that underpin these enabling ac
tivities drawing illustrations from the case companies. 

Integration team members from both acquired and buying firms were 
observed to use various methods to manage the uncertainties that 
emerged during post-acquisition integration. Based on existing litera
ture, the author identified these methods as uncertainty reduction and 
uncertainty coping. Based on the data, uncertainty management method 
identified by the researcher as uncertainty balancing was observed. 

4.1. Uncertainty reduction 

Uncertainty reduction encompassed the efforts of integration team 
members to take control of the situation, establish stability and strategic 
interdependency, and minimize uncertainty. More specific activities 
included information gathering, implementing centralized planning, mak
ing decisions based on facts and evidence, drawing on acquisition experi
ence, and company-specific experience and collaborating. 

Information gathering activities were most frequently used by inte
gration team members of both firms in the initial stages of the integra
tion process. The main purpose of information gathering was to 
understand the general situation in the integrating firms, determine the 
integration team members’ responsibilities, and be aware of what was 
expected of them. 

Once they had obtained basic information about the integration, the 
integration team members realized that several workstreams in the ac
quired firm, such as those designated productivity, HR, and IT, were 
expected to adopt the processes and business models of the buying firm. 
Therefore, uncertainties affecting the integration team members from 

Fig. 2. A framework of uncertainty management methods during the integration process.  
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the acquired firm concerned understanding the buying firm’s practices 
and the ways in which those practices could be implemented in the 
acquired firm. To reduce those uncertainties, integration team members 
from the acquired firm referred to centralized planning provided by the 
buying firm. 

Integration team members from both firms embraced evidence-based 
decision-making as a means to control the integration. Gathering infor
mation on the skills and knowledge in both companies and increasing 
the transparency of organizational processes enabled decision-making 
based on facts rather than assumptions or emotions. 

Drawing on previous acquisition experience and company-specific expe
rience can have a significant impact on the perception of uncertainty and 
the desire for control (Makhija & Stewart, 2002). Although only a few 
integration team members from either firm had previous experience in 
acquisition, most had experience in business transfers or mergers within 
one company. Naturally, integration team members tend to compare the 
current integration process with previous ones, identifying and taking 
control over elements that proved important previously, such as keeping 
the right people on board. At the same time, most integration team 
members had lengthy company-specific experience, which was partic
ularly important for those who lacked acquisition experience. It is that 
experience that enables integration team members to anticipate whether 
a new structure or approach would work for their companies. 

Finally, integration team members from both firms collaborated to 
reduce uncertainty. Collaboration implies forming consensus about 
where uncertainty emerged and on how to manage it. Through collab
oration, integration team members shared information and planned 
actions on integration. Since the speed of decision-making varied 
significantly among integration team members involved with different 
workstreams, those who were ahead of time collaborated intensively 
with the ones lagging behind on how to reduce uncertainty related to the 
distribution of work, the establishment of a new structure, and deter
mination of a new type of governance for making decisions. 

4.2. Uncertainty coping 

In terms of uncertainty coping, integration team members used this 
method to increase decision-making flexibility and organizational au
tonomy. Uncertainty coping was used when there were uncertainties 
that could not be eliminated or minimized. The following three ap
proaches to uncertainty coping were observed in this research: adaptive 
decision-making, proactive decision-making, and collaboration. 

Integration team members from both firms used adaptive decision- 
making as an approach to cope with uncertainty in situations that were 
hard to predict and more turbulent. Findings indicate that the reaction 
of customers to the acquisition was one commonly perceived form of 
uncertainty that could threaten the continuity of the relationship; loy
alty among supply chain actors; and retention of the key employees. 
Faced with these uncertainties, integration team members from both 
firms used reactive coping. Integration team members prioritized flexi
bility, adopted “wait and see” and “act and see” approaches, and 
preferred to act only when some information was available. 

In the situations when uncertainty was impossible to eliminate and 
integration team members still had to act, proactive decision-making was 
one of the most commonly observed behaviors of integration team 
members from both firms. The following elements of proactive decision- 
making were observed among integration team members from both 
firms: taking the initiative to explore, anticipation, and changing the 
direction of the flow of activities. These actions were taken by the 
integration team members of both acquired and buying firms when they 
were uncertain about whether they had effectively organized their 
workload and distributed it among different colleagues in different 
workstreams. 

As in the case of reduction, integration team members also used 
collaboration to elevate and situationally cope with uncertainty. It is 
important to note, however, that the perspective on collaboration was 

different in the uncertainty reduction and coping approaches. With re
gard to uncertainty coping, collaboration was seen as a type of mana
gerial behavior where integration team members emphasized 
collaborative planning as the route to flexibility and situational planning 
rather than control. More specifically, alternatives to actions were 
recognized, elaborated upon, and chosen flexibly based on the evolving 
situation. Those situations emerged when organizational differences 
could not be identified through facts and figures alone; that is, when the 
differences were embedded in people’s characteristics and the firms’ 
culture or work practices made them difficult to grasp. In the face of that 
type of uncertainty, collaboration offered a means to establish consensus 
on episodic situational planning, support intensive communication 
among integration team members, and gather input from experts. 

To conclude, the variety of activities related to both uncertainty 
coping and reduction, in which uncertainty was equally spread among 
integration team members of both firms, illustrates a complex set of 
underlying individual actions and interactions, which make the reali
zation of the post-acquisition integration process possible. Because M&A 
scholars do not always make explicit reference to complicated under
lying patterns of actions and individual practices, they often explain the 
post-acquisition integration process in the form of collective concepts, 
such as integration depth, leadership, cultural differences, or experience 
(Schweiger & Goulet, 2000). This study illustrates that integration team 
members as both individuals and as part of a workstream play a crucial 
role in shaping the decision-making process during the post-acquisition 
integration process through the type of uncertainties they recognize and 
the methods of uncertainty management they apply. 

4.3. Uncertainty balancing 

The findings of this research illustrate that integration team mem
bers from both acquired and buying firms used activities related to both 
reduction and coping to address the most complicated sets of uncer
tainty, such as the inherent complexity of best practice, the lack of 
institutional leadership, or perceived justice. At the same time, the 
existing literature states that uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping are uncertainty management methods of conflicting demands 
(Grote, 2009). Thus, integration team members were applying uncer
tainty management methods that required different resources. In prac
tice that meant that they had to balance between the extraction and 
application of tacit knowledge about their own firm and exploration of 
new practices for a newly merged firm. For example,  

Because there was no model in place, we had a very limited time to 
do this with [name of integration team member from buying firm] 
who was a co-lead. Then we basically took the balanced score card 
and weighted that on people and processes and just innovated 
something that would have been good enough and thought that we 
are going to improve the template along the road, if needed. So, there 
we basically were acting on our instincts and our 20-year manage
ment experience. Ok, these things are typically important to people 
and these are important from the process point of view. Let’s find out 
how these are in a new company. So, there it was quite limited data 
available at all for decision-making. (Integration team member from 
an acquired firm, interview) 

This example illustrates that applied previous acquisition experience 
and company-specific experience allowed integration team members to 
generate tacit knowledge about the superiority of their own firms to 
apply those superior practices of organizational knowledge in the inte
gration. Equally, proactive decision-making was represented through 
change-orientation and the integration team members’ ability to step 
back from details and problems to create a more holistic understanding 
of the integrating firms and to develop innovative solutions. 

Uncertainty balancing is a dynamic process that requires inter
changing activities of both uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping. The findings of this study revealed that collaboration is the way 
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to go from one method to another. To illustrate the dynamic nature of 
uncertainty balancing, the paper outlines an exemplary decision-making 
process, in which integration team members from both firms were 
involved during the post-acquisition process. 

One of the numerous decisions that integration team members were 
responsible for related to the transformation of the top management 
team vision into strategic rationale. During this decision, conceptualized 
as the overarching strategic rationale, integration team members were 
making decisions to formulate the integration strategy. Although the 
executives of the integrating firms set the vision and defined strategic 
targets for the integration, the content of the strategy was still too ab
stract to conduct systematic planning of the integration. “We go for 
market leadership”, stated the executive of the buying firm. “[…] we were 
able to announce our new ambition and the merger principles guiding us to
wards this ambition: Going for number one”, the executive of the acquired 
firm confirmed. In addition, the executives of the integrating firms 
stated that a key reason for the merger was value creation through 
reciprocity rather than dominance. Based on the presented vision, 
integration team members were expected to provide insights for the 
integration strategy formation and think about a new structure, new 
product portfolios, new operations, branding, IT services, HR alignment, 
performance standards, and new facilities. In turn, the integration team 
members from both firms found the presented vision to be rather im
plicit where factual details were not defined, and application was un
clear. For example, one of the integration team members from the 
acquired firm worried, “You don’t know what the strategy of the company 
is, but still you have to be able to make the right decisions for the portfolio". 

Despite the ambiguity in top management team vision, integration 
team members were expected to execute their integration-related duties. 
At that moment, the most important concern for the integration team 
members was to think about the structure and plan operational 
decisions-making proceedings in a new organization. To manage un
certainties related to the lack of leadership, integration team members 
used the following approaches of uncertainty coping: adaptive decision- 
making and proactive decision-making. 

In terms of adaptive decision-making, it was important for the inte
gration team members to identify the key main problem in the inte
gration of the functions that they were responsible for and to adapt 
proper solutions. Lack of clarity in top management team vision was the 
most frequent concern of the integration team members because it had 
an impact on how integration team members perceived the integration 
activities in their functions. They did not see a concrete basis for the 
integration as well as specific guidance on how to deal with practical 
decisions. The loudest concern came from the integration team members 
working with branding. Integration team members were concerned 
about identifying which products should be sold and under what brand: 
“There are areas where you have to select the branding. Are we changing just 
the color and the logo of the organization or what? What continues and what 
not? How to continue? This is something that we do not know yet. We are in 
the process to think and to plan. We do not know what the reaction of the 
customers will be … We have to discuss these kinds of topics in professional 
way and to have a good communication with our customers on what we are 
going to do. Will they support?” (Integration team member from the ac
quired firm, interview). 

The second approach to manage uncertainty was proactive decision- 
making. The presented vision was also interpreted by integration team 
members as a moment to rethink and change old and inefficient ways of 
operation in companies, thereby identifying a need for change. Because 
the newly set strategic target of the firms was to become a market leader, 
it was impossible to achieve with the old norms of operation, such as old 
IT systems or an aging production and manufacturing chain. “It is all 
about my own organization technology, innovation and platforms strategy. 
We have own responsibility to govern new product platforms …“, as one of 
the integration team members from the acquired firm explained. 

When presenting uncertainty coping approaches to the integration 
team members in workstreams, integration team members collaborated 

about how to proceed with their decision-making. As a result, adaptive 
decision-making was followed by the evidence-based decision-making, 
and proactive decision-making was followed by the centralized plan
ning. Decision related to the branding of the companies’ products pro
ceeded almost unnoticed through workstreams by integration team 
members from the buying firm, but it was a notable decision from the 
perspective of integration team members from the acquired firm because 
most of their previous work on product development was considered 
insignificant given that certain product lines were discontinued. One 
integration team member from the acquired firm stated: “We had the 
readouts in August. I thought that I would start to execute them based on some 
of the recommendations that were done on those work already in August […] 
and then very early in September the merger was announced. Of course, that 
changed the entire agenda”. To proceed, integration team member from 
the acquired firm had to follow successive decisions and agree with the 
integration team members from the buying firm in terms of the new 
product portfolio with a condition that the profitability of each existing 
product line from both companies would be thoroughly evaluated and 
would be based on facts. “It is crucial that all the work is based on facts: this 
is a principle we all agreed upon in our first meeting”, as product portfolio 
integration team member from the buying firm mentioned. 

Second, the decision on a need to update old systems in the organi
zations led to an acceptance of the changes that were implemented 
through mutual agreement of the centralized planning. “We realized 
early on that there might be great synergies on SAP programs. The acquired 
firm was about to launch SAP pilot in the USA when the merger was 
announced. We agreed that this fits well with the buying firm ERP plans. A lot 
of effort has been put on enabling the one approach towards our customers as 
early as possible”, integration team member from the buying firm stated. 

As observed among integration team members, the nature of un
certainty is many kinds, and it varies depending on an individual. While 
working in an integration team, integration team members tried to 
further joint uncertainty management activities by taking into account 
both own and other integration team members’ perceived uncertainties. 
Thus, collaboration included aspects that enabled an integration team 
member to recognize uncertainties of the other integration team mem
bers and that promoted open discussion to manage these uncertainties. 

The integration team members defined collaboration as working 
closely together and doing something together. It also entailed delib
erate efforts by integration team members from both firms to coordinate 
their integration activities with each other. As in most human re
lationships, collaboration among integration team members started with 
their acknowledgment of the fact that they were interdependent. All 
these aspects make collaboration to be a very important element in the 
integration team members’ decision-making in this context: 

If you look at all infrastructure, office, obligations, communications, 
everything, you need to have in place as your basic infrastructure. 
And this has been, I should say, quite a big success. Also, the 
collaboration between [acquired firm] people and [buying firm] 
people has been a great success to my mind … Having done that 
within a year is surely done due to the fact that people have been 
working constructively together and making the technical solutions 
possible. (Integration team member from a buying firm, interview) 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

5.1. Theoretical implications 

To answer the first research question, the findings of this study shed 
light on a number of different types of uncertainty reduction and un
certainty coping approaches that integration team members used during 
the post-acquisition integration process. Uncertainty balancing emerged 
as a new method to address the most challenging types of uncertainty. 

Moreover, this research illustrates that post-acquisition integration 
decision-making depends on myriad influences that reside at different 
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levels (Fig. 2). The role of integration team members and integration 
teams in the way they perceive and manage these uncertainties is 
fundamental for understanding how post-acquisition integration process 
works. While existing literature differentiates between the approaches 
used by the integration team members from the buying and acquired 
firms (Chreim & Tafaghod, 2012; Vaara, 2003), this study illustrates 
that these approaches of uncertainty reduction, uncertainty coping, and 
uncertainty balancing were interchangeably used by integration team 
members from both firms. One possible explanation of the observed 
phenomenon lays in the context in which integration team members 
operated. Integration team members from both firms described their 
integration process as “the merger of equals” and where the voices of 
managers were heard. 

In the light of the above, this study contributes to the M&A literature 
by offering an uncertainty perspective, particularly, as regards integra
tion team members. Prior M&A research has primarily focused on 
integration team members and their influence on acquisition outcomes, 
while this study is focused on their experience of uncertainty. 

To answer the second research question on how integration team 
members manage tensions in uncertainty management, this paper 
makes two key contributions. First, as the findings of this study show, 
the management of uncertainty is a process of constant collaboration 
that leads to switching between uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping, making it a more dynamic process than previously perceived in 
the existing literature. The dynamic nature means that integration team 
members’ preferences for uncertainty management methods alternated 
between uncertainty reduction and coping, rather than pursuing the 
simultaneous application of those methods. A number of existing studies 
have focused on examining how the buyer’s and the target’s resources 
are allocated between integration and autonomy decisions (Bauer & 
Matzler, 2014; Zaheer, Castañer, & Sounder, 2013). For example, a 
strategic task requires a greater degree of integration, whereas an 
organizational task requires a lesser degree of integration (Pablo, 1994). 
The nature of the existing findings on the allocation of resources be
tween integration and autonomy decisions illustrates that this 
decision-making process is primarily static. The findings of this study, 
however, illustrate that integration decision-making does not neces
sarily signify control and autonomy at the same time. It could also mean 
a process of constant switching between uncertainty reduction and un
certainty coping, or integration and autonomy, and finding the right 
balance between these tensions. 

This study also contributes to the idea of confrontation between 
interdependency and autonomy (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991) by 
extending our understanding about contingencies that promote one 
method over the other. This study demonstrates that the reduction of 
uncertainty and establishment of strategic interdependency can be 
achieved when the overall level of uncertainty in the post-acquisition 
integration is perceived as low. With higher levels of uncertainties, 
coping with uncertainties locally as well as balancing between the 
methods should be enabled. 

The large amount of uncertainties significantly complicates the 
decision-making of integration team members. While some uncertainties 
can be identified and minimized, identifying others is not always a 
straightforward process, which makes it even more difficult to predict 
which uncertainty management method may be most effective. 
Furthermore, as the findings of this study show, the choice of uncer
tainty management methods is never simple and direct, but rather a 
complex process that involves numerous unknown elements and re
quires extensive collaboration between the managers involved. Conse
quently, the findings of this study serve to challenge and nuance the 
existing assumptions in the literature that managers are rational 
decision-makers who make decisions based on accurate perceptions of 
situational conditions that are considered systematically in an analytical 
way (Atuahene-Gima & Li, 2004; Ji & Dimitratos, 2013). The presented 
critique to rational decision-making connects to recent findings on 
intuition in making complex decisions (Sinclair & Ashkanasy, 2005). 

By shedding light on the individual integration team members and 
the kinds of uncertainty management methods and approaches they use 
while making decisions in the context of post-acquisition integration 
(Fig. 2), this study contributes to M&A literature by challenging our 
understanding of the post-acquisition integration process as a control
lable process. Along with possible impediments that may be inherent in 
the post-acquisition integration process and may distract from direct 
managerial control (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986), unlike what the dominant 
view in the literature suggests, M&A integration cannot be fully 
controlled via various management practices nor can uncertainty be 
fully removed or reduced. 

Second, collaboration among integration team members was the way 
to address tensions in uncertainty management. A couple of existing 
studies outside of the M&A literature found that different parts of an 
organization can be organized differently in response to the different 
levels of uncertainty (e.g., Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). Furthermore, 
research has observed that organizational units can switch between 
different organizational uncertainty management methods (e.g., 
LaPorte & Consolini, 1991). Most importantly, on an individual level, 
workers can switch between methods of operation in response to un
certainty, for instance, between controlled standardized tasks and 
continuous innovative activities (Victor, Boynton, & Stephens-Jahng, 
2000). Similarly, in the context of this study, integration team mem
bers were observed to apply different uncertainty management methods 
through collaboration which meant continuous communication about 
the shared understanding of the situation and keeping each other 
abreast of the overall demands of the situation. Hence, the under
standing of integration team members’ uncertainty management de
cisions emerged as an important key to understanding how 
collaboration contributes to the management of tensions. 

In M&A literature, the talk about the importance of collaboration 
remains in a rather superficial level, without much conceptual or prac
tical development to help introduce this concept into the actual man
agement of post-acquisition integration. This research addresses the 
mentioned shortcoming by illustrating and discussing the important role 
of collaboration in the work of integration team members. The concept 
of collaboration brings new perspective on the process of M&A (Thanos 
et al., 2019), illustrating that there is a need to transition from a tradi
tional execution of the top-down post-acquisition integration plans to
ward dialogue with the integration team members responsible for the 
success of the integration. 

Such a strong emphasis by integration team members on collabora
tion noted in this research could perhaps be understood as context 
dependent. The integration in this study took place between companies 
in two Nordic countries, and the decision-making style of the organi
zations in Nordic countries is characterized as, among other things, 
informal, personal-contacts oriented, and desiring to achieve consensus 
(Hofstede, 1980; Raitis, Harikkala-Laihinen, Hassett, & Nummela, 
2017). Second, as noted earlier, the type of integration in this case study 
has been characterized as symbiotic because it requires both a high 
degree of integration and a high degree of autonomy to succeed. The 
literature recommends that successful management of symbiotic inte
gration requires a delay in the integration process, providing an op
portunity for mutual learning and the establishment of trust between the 
two organizations before the integration occurs (Graebner, 2004; Has
peslagh & Jemison, 1991). Those two contextual factors may help un
derstand why collaboration was an important element for the 
integration team members in addressing uncertainty management 
tensions. 

5.2. Practical implications 

For organizations and integration team members in practice, this 
paper outlines uncertainty management methods that support decisions 
on integration so as to achieve desired acquisition outcomes. Uncer
tainty reduction and uncertainty coping prove to be generic methods to 
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assist uncertainty management, the application of which depends on the 
levels and types of uncertainty that integration team members perceive. 
Uncertainty balancing, through which the balance of control and au
tonomy is achieved, remains the ultimate goal of the management of 
uncertainty. To achieve this balance, the practitioners should follow a 
decision-making process that considers the costs and benefits of 
reducing, sustaining, and increasing uncertainty in the integration 
process. Collaboration is recommended in establishing effective re
lationships among integration team members, within and across inte
gration workstreams, which allows a fair distribution of uncertainty 
among the integration team members involved. 

5.3. Limitations and future research 

While this study explores integration team members’ decision- 
making processes under uncertainty, it does not look at the success or 
failure of the integration. Nevertheless, this limitation is not considered 
a significant threat to this research, which is grounded one step prior to 
the decision-making outcomes and seeks to explore the different un
certainties and uncertainty management methods as they evolve. To 
discern what works and what does not, we need to understand what 
integration team members do during the integration decision-making 
processes. Future studies would benefit from a longitudinal approach 
in order to fully grasp the nature of integration team members’ decision- 
making during post-acquisition integration. A longitudinal examination 
of the relationships among uncertainty management methods adopted 
by integration team members, integration implemented activities, and 
post-acquisition integration outcomes should be established. Under
standing those links would be of great value in revealing how the pro
cesses work and testing their underlying theoretical mechanisms. 

While informative, the data of this qualitative study come from one 
post-acquisition integration case and in a certain sense might lack a 
possibility of generalizing the results to other M&A types and contexts. It 

is uncertain whether the results of this research could be applied, for 
example, among hostile post-acquisition integrations, especially as this 
study’s respondents emphasized the important role of collaboration due 
to frequent communication and knowing and trusting other integration 
team members they had to collaborate with. For further studies, it would 
therefore be necessary to explore the extent to which the organizational 
context and structure might affect the acceptance of collaboration 
among integration team members and thus their relationship with the 
managing directors concerned. Moreover, more research would be 
required to understand the effects of having integration team members 
who have considerable experience in integration decision-making pro
cesses in support of collaboration. 

To conclude, this study shows that the management of uncertainty in 
post-acquisition integration is never simple. Integration team members’ 
understanding of a new vision significantly shapes their post-acquisition 
integration decision-making processes. Nevertheless, integration team 
members from both buying and acquired firms need to agree to 
collaborate to balance the level of uncertainty and combine uncertainty 
reduction and uncertainty coping activities. Lastly, to steer collabora
tion and address uncertainty management methods, integration team 
members have to build trust, achieve consensus, and support 
communication. 
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Appendix A. Interview sketch  

Interview date: 
Place: 
Interviewee: 
AGENDA  
• Thanking an interviewee  
• Short introduction to the research  
• Confidentiality aspects 
Questions 
Section 1 
Background  

1 How long have you been working for this company?  
2 What changes has this M&A brought to your work?  
3 In what position do you work now? 

Section 2 
Uncertainty  

4 How did you experience the news about official announcement of the acquisition last December?  
5 In December 2015 it will be a year since the M&A. What kind of an experience has it been so far?  
6 What changes did the M&A bring into your work? How do you see the changes now?  
7 Over this period, could you please, provide an example of a decision that was made in uncertainty? (or an example of uncertainty situation you have recently been involved 

in during the integration process?) 
-were those corner-stone decisions for the integration?  

8 What other kinds of uncertainty have you faced with?  
9 Can you talk more about uncertainty you estimated and then actually faced?  
10 Why did you face those uncertainties?  
11 How would you define uncertainty? 

Uncertainty management  
12 To your opinion, can this faced uncertainty be managed? What would be the ideal way to manage it?  
13 How easy/difficult was it to follow that principle of managing uncertainty in your actual decision-making?  
14 How do you manage uncertainty when making decisions? 

Decision-making under uncertainty  
15 How do you make decisions? Where do you start and how do you proceed? Examples?  
16 Can you talk more about decisions you planned and decisions you made? Examples?  
17 What kind of things, you think, influenced your decision-making? Examples? 

(continued on next page) 
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(continued ) 

Concluding thoughts  
18 Is there anything you would like to add to any of the themes we have discussed?  
19 Do you have anything in mind that I have not asked, but is relevant and important for the discussed topic?  

• Summarizing key points of the interview  
• Addressing any questions from the interviewee  
• Thanking interviewee for the interview  

APPENDIX B. Supporting excerpts for each second-order theme on uncertainty management  

Second-order themes Representative quotes for first-order codes 

1. Information gathering 1.1 “We had our official Christmas event in a very big hall and the presidents of two companies gave their speeches and made official 
announcement of the acquisition. Then special recordings about the acquisition have been made and distributed among the offices 
around the globe. E-mails have been following since that time informing about the deal.” (Integration team member from acquired firm, 
interview) 
1.2 “I think you can only search for the information that is available. Right? And that means you search through whatever media, that 
you have an access to. And that gives you so much in particular in your early phase of a merger.” (Integration team member from buying 
firm, interview) 
1.3 “I contact a necessary person and ask any additional information that I need. I contact so to speak, new leaders of new organization to 
get the information that I need. We have quite good cross workstream communication among the leaders of different workstreams.” 
(Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 

2. Centralized planning 2.1 “Lots of changes … All the sourcing activities and contract price negotiations, risk responsibilities they were taken over by so called 
[buying frim] Group Procurement. So, basically my current position is very-very-very much narrower than I used to be doing. There are 
still a lot of responsibilities that [acquired firm] sourcing people need to carry on … but power, or how to say, authorization, to decide 
things are no more in [acquired firm] sourcing people.” (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 
2.2. “Even at the beginning there were broken promises. For the business itself, there has been much better cooperation on how the 
things have been done at [the acquired company] and what the good things are that new set up should take and what the weak things are 
that they should not take. But in my work stream, they had their set up in place which we are adopting and that is the only right way to 
do this.” (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 
2.3 “This is how it was communicated really strong. As I said, they have very strong business models. Of course, they told that they are 
looking for the best practices, but in the real life they were not. Not as the best practices. They pretty much had the plan already and then 
I was just a guy who had to implement this.” (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 

3. Evidence-based decision-making 3.1 “Also the way we think about outsourcing is a bit different: [acquired firm] is more focused on the final assembly and testing whereas 
[buying firm] complete a longer part of the chain in-house.” (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 
3.2 “I was driving the work stream here and I had a very great help from my two co-leads, work stream partners here. So, I don’t think we 
were in such big conflicts. And the reason why we didn’t run into big conflicts, we used the approach that I mentioned at the beginning, 
the factual approach into it.” (Integration team member from buying firm, interview) 
3.3 “First, it was more or less trying to harvest the things so called quick wins. I had to convince the people about the target to see that it 
is not realistic. And then, of course, the outcome has been supporting and witnessing the facts that I have been stating during the merger. 
But at the very beginning, it was very much like pushing and trying to get savings achieve, but the reality was that no savings were 
hanging over as the easy once”. (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 

4. Acquisition experience and company- 
specific experience 

4.1 “Well, both uncertainty related to work and of course uncertainty related to myself so, for my own, of course I have a good 
experience, I didn’t worry so much. But of course, for the team, will we find good position for the people … But also, even if I decided to 
trust the people, but I don’t know them so well, so it was very hard to be completely open. I would say, I didn’t understand uncertainty a 
year ago, but I see it now. And I also see how much easier life is today, than it looked one year ago. When I compare it now, the feelings I 
have today and then I look at some old mails, I have flashbacks coming … yes, the situation was quite uncertain. It was not so stable.” 
(Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 
4.2 “They even didn’t realize at the time we were doing those discussions that the change is actually coming. Especially those people 
who have been for a long time with the same company, with the same people. If they have never been in the merger situation before, 
maybe they don’t even know what it all means. So, how do you prepare a person like that and say the fact that now it is going to be 
completely different?” (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 
4.3 “… I think it was a great experience. I do remember, talking about uncertainties, when I stood into this I had this very strange feeling 
on, ‘Hm, what’s it going to be about, and how to do this’ … I have been reflecting for a while and though that it is going to be damn 
difficult. But on the other hand, I said, ‘Ok, why shouldn’t I be able to do this with experience that I have and forming a good team … 
there is always forming a good team … when we got our team in place, it became very clear to me that with this team we could also make 
it happen and therefore I believe in if I could get that opportunity again to work on the integration, I would definitely say yes.” 
(Integration team member from MMO, interview) 

5. Collaboration 5.1 “Of course, the acquisition is about uncertainty. So, when you set up and you find out that you are going from 12 factories to 7 
factories, then of course there are uncertainties on how we are going to do that, how we are going to split them up and who is going to be 
in charge of that.” (Integration team member from buying firm, interview) 
5.2 “From the operational point of view, I think we were pretty open minded. In [acquired firm] they have very low inventories and very 
fast delivery focus. In [buying firm] we have very short lead time and delivery very fast to the customers. The combination of these two 
would be necessary. We have better payment terms, they have low lead time. If we can combine these two, then we have a win-win 
situation. So, it is all making out these small differences. And of course, it would be a compromise at the end of the day.” (Integration 
team from buying firm, interview) 
5.3 “Planning starts when we are gathering a lot of data. We are trying to analyze the data. We are trying to make the conclusions, the 
right conclusions. Then we are always going to the top management saying that this is what we are recommending. Can we get an 
approval from it? Then we get an approval from it and then we are communicating this to the organizations. And then executing.” 
(Integration team member from acquired firm, interview)  

5.4 “You can’t expect in a snap of your fingers to see the new way of working and then I change. It will take time. It will take time before 
we are creating a new journey together. So what are new [buying firm]-[acquired firm] common values now, habits, common whatever 
we want to have? It will take time.” (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 

(continued on next page) 
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(continued ) 

Second-order themes Representative quotes for first-order codes 

5.5 “We have just been involved in the decision related to the suppliers’ consultation where we talked about who is going to be the future 
supplier. There we brought people together from [acquired firm], [buying firm], and then from the other company. They were sitting 
together, agreeing on what suppliers would be used, and going forward. When we are in that face, I think it has been bottom up and I 
think people have been involved in making the decisions themselves. But now start the implementation face and now we have a new 
organization in place, so now it is I think as it was before … It is just a bigger organization. It has to decide on the actual implementation. 
So, the complexity is a little bit higher, but the decision-making process, I don’t think is much different.” (Integration team member from 
buying firm) 
5.6 “I see this as not either or … sometimes it is said that we are agreeing on moving away from [the acquired firm’s] legacies, but there 
have been a lot of good things done within these legacies, which we will have to adopt in the new landscape. And I think that this is what 
it means to bring the best of [the acquired firm] and combine it to the way we used to work here in [the buying firm]. To my mind this is 
building the common future, it is not either or.” (Integration team member from buying firm, interview) 

6. Adaptive decision-making 6.1 “We have uncertainties about how much effort is needed. Something went in process point of view or in performance point of view 
sadly. Here I mean that the people that were executing didn’t perform as intended. Then I ask from myself what went wrong, where can I 
improve, what I didn’t consider, did I reject some facts that were actually on the table, but I was blind to them or were they really 
unknowns.” (Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 
6.2 “I would say, acceptance and respect for the uncertainty, because you know that you can’t solve everything now and there will 
uncertainties. Two years from now we will make new decisions.” (Integration team member from buying firm, interview) 
6.3 “We realized early on that there might be great synergies on SAP programs. [Acquired firm] was about to launch a SAP pilot in the 
USA when the merger was announced. This fits well with the [buying firm] Spirit 2.0 ERP plans. A lot of effort has been put on enabling 
the One [buying firm] approach towards our customers as early as possible.” (Integration team member from buying and acquired firms, 
Newsletter) 

7. Proactive decision-making 7.1 “The supply chain work stream has also started a ‘world tour’ of visits to [buying firm] and [acquired firm] sites around the world to 
find out the ways of working between two companies. You can find more commonalities than differences in our ways of working.’ 
(Integration team member from acquired firm, interview) 
7.2 “I have advantage over the number of colleagues, because I have three or four months of experience with the merger because of the 
work in the work stream. Also, I instructed the facts about all the different development sides and I’m good at this myself. That gave a 
very broad network. So, you could get insights on what is happening in different sides. All of this gave me a lot of knowledge which was a 
bigger part in moving forward. That has been motivating me and helping a lot. And today my management team is a global team from 
[buying firm] and former [acquired firm].” (Integration team member from buying firm, interview) 
7.3 “We are much more equal partners … Let’s say that we have a strong position within buildings. [Acquired firm] has a strong position 
within marine. So, one has one knowledge and another has another knowledge. We are equal. So, we need to define that future journey 
together. It is not that one is right or one is wrong, we need to make most of out of it together. So, there are lot of nuances into this, so are 
we integrating or are we merging? There are places where we are going into [buying firm] organization and there are places where we 
do the best of both and then there are places where we go new.” (Integration team member from MMO, interview)  
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Teerikangas, S., Véry, P., & Pisano, V. (2011). Integration managers value-capturing roles 
and acquisition performance. Human Resource Management, 50(5), 651–683. https:// 
doi.org/10.1002/hrm.20453 

Thanos, I. C., Angwin, D., Bauer, F., & Teerikangas, S. (2019). Reshaping M&A 
scholarship – broadening the boundaries of M&A research. European Management 
Journal, 37(4), 411–412. 

Thompson, J. D. (1967). Organizations in action. New York: McGraw-Hill.  
Tversky, A., & Fox, C. R. (1995). Weighting risk and uncertainty. Psychological Review, 

102(2), 269–283. 
Vaara, E. (2003). Post-acquisition integration as sensemaking: Glimpses of ambiguity, 

confusion, hypocrite, and politicization. Journal of Management Studies, 40(4), 
859–894. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-6486.00363 

Vaara, E., & Tienari, J. (2011). On the narrative construction of multinational 
corporations: An antenarrative analysis of legitimation and resistance in cross-border 
merger. Organization Science, 22(2), 370–390. https://doi.org/10.1287/ 
orsc.1100.0593 

Van Maanen, J. (1979). The fact of fiction in organizational ethnography. Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 24(4), 539–550. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315241371-24 
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