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1 INTRODUCTION 

“Suddenly, I’m working with a person I don’t know at all and we should be 
making ground statement decisions on the new organization that you know 
you are going to be responsible for. You don’t know how these people came 
up with these recommendations or what their interests are. And you also 
have to know what their role is supposed to be in the new organization. You 
have a lot of things taking place at the same time: the factual work, the 
work streams and you need to get something out of it. Then, you have a 
completely new team of people working for you. How do you establish trust 
in those situations and how much can you rely on people working for you 
[…] in order to make decisions […] and how are you going to sell these 
decisions to your manager?” 

-Excerpt from an interview with an integration manager 

1.1 Background 

As the introduction to this dissertation is being written, the world navigates 
through the COVID-19 pandemic and the wave of uncertainty it brings in its wake 
for the global economy, firms’ cross-border operations, and individuals in these 
firms. Pandemic lockdown, as well as preceding environmental issues, economic 
and financial crises, all contribute to the distress of an unknown and uncertain 
future.  

Although there are good reasons to suggest that the level of uncertainty has 
increased significantly over the past years, firms have always had to manage 
amidst uncertainty. This is especially true for multinational corporations (MNCs) 
that operate in foreign countries and are confronted with market imperfections, 
cross-border competition, and various political and economic instabilities. Among 
the most significant events that give rise to a number of uncertainties in MNCs are 
international mergers and acquisitions (IM&A). Although IM&A are frequent 
activities in today’s business environment, they are often high-risk investments 
with significantly less than a 50% chance of success (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; 
Bauer & Matzler, 2014; Galpin & Herndon, 2014). IM&A cause considerable 
anxiety for the workforce due to the uncertainties they entail in terms of possible 
layoffs, relocations, reassignments, and restructuring, which can result in 
heightened tensions and emotions, power and politics, as well as employee 
resistance to change.  
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While the intended value proposition of an IM&A is outlined in the plans preceding 
the deal, the realization of this value-added depends on how the post-acquisition 
integration process and its associated uncertainties are managed. Post-acquisition 
integration involves complex organizational and cultural changes, with all the 
company and employee-level uncertainties these entail. Furthermore, there can be 
a need for the two parties to withhold certain information and plans for legal 
reasons, for example associated with deal announcement protocol or negotiations 
with labor unions. This means that a certain level of uncertainty due to a lack of 
information is virtually guaranteed. Although each post-acquisition integration is 
unique, they are frequently fraught with over-expectations of generating rapid 
synergy gains, as well as pitfalls related to complex organizational change, high 
emotions and socio-psychological dynamics (Meynerts-Stiller & Rohloff, 2019).   

Since IM&A can be very large in scale and scope, some firms employ the use of 
dedicated integration managers, whose purpose is to enable the post-acquisition 
process by speeding it up, creating a structure for it, forging social connections 
between the two organizations, and helping to generate short-term successes that 
produce business results (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000). They are also referred to as 
agents of change whose work can turn the IM&A into a successful deal or ruin it 
completely (Graebner, 2004; Meyer, 2006). Integration managers work in a 
challenging context where they must navigate between the visions of top 
management on the one hand, and expectations of employees in the acquiring and 
acquired organizations on the other. This dual role requires them to deal with 
uncertainty related to the integration decisions they are responsible for making, 
while also helping their subordinates manage their own uncertainties. In order to 
avoid joining the large group of IM&A failures, integration managers must 
successfully manage the uncertainties that IM&A inevitably create. 

1.2 Research problem 

Issues related to uncertainty and uncertainty management in MNCs have received 
a lot of attention in academic literature (Brouthers et al., 2008; Erramilli & 
D’Souza, 1995; Gaba et al., 2002; Lewis & Harvey, 2001; Liu et al., 2016; Oetzel & 
Oh, 2014; Santagelo & Meyer, 2011; Slangen & Tulder, 2009; Tseng & Lee, 2010). 
However, there is still relatively little understanding of individual decision-
makers, their perceptions, and their management of uncertainty, particularly in 
the context of post-acquisition integration and the roles of integration managers 
(Balogun, 2003; Graebner et al., 2017; Meglio & Risberg, 2010). In the following, 
the main limitations of existing research in these areas are summarized. 
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Uncertainty and uncertainty management in international business. 
Uncertainty is a multidisciplinary concept that has received considerable research 
attention in many fields of science: psychology, physics, economics, finance, 
organizational studies and many others. Although these fields differ in their 
interpretations of the concept, they are similar in that the concept of uncertainty 
constitutes a base for the development of many theories. The topic of uncertainty 
has also attracted research attention in the field of international business (IB), 
where uncertainty is viewed as an inherent contextual factor that shapes the 
decision-making of MNCs and affects key issues like the speed of international 
expansion, internalization paths, entry mode choices, and level of commitment 
(Aharoni, 1966; Aharoni et al., 2011; Ahsan & Musteen, 2011; Johanson & Vahlne, 
1977; Liesch et al., 2011). Uncertainty is frequently defined as the lack of knowledge 
about the future state of events (Knight, 1921), and considered to be rooted in a 
robust desire for security. 

Since the concept of uncertainty is so widely used in management research in 
general (Miller, 1992), and since research in the IB field integrates insights from 
different organization theories and the strategic management literature to explain 
uncertainty-related issues (Burgelman, 1983; Cyert & March, 1963; March, 1991; 
Mintzberg, 1978), there are significant inconsistencies and confusion about how 
the concept of uncertainty is defined and used (Milliken, 1987). The variety of ways 
in which uncertainty has been defined and studied has contributed to a fragmented 
view of MNC behavior and the role of uncertainty in international decision-
making. In addition, the lack of clear distinctions between different dimensions of 
uncertainty may result in a misleading representation of the MNC environment 
that, in turn, can lead to inaccurate conclusions about how the MNC operates 
under uncertainty (Aharoni et al., 2011; Devinney et al., 2005). Although most 
scholars agree that MNCs employ different uncertainty management approaches 
in their decision-making (Beckman et al., 2004; Burgers & Padgett, 2009; Ji & 
Dimitratos, 2013), what is meant by uncertainty and how it is measured differs 
from study to study. 

Studies in the area of uncertainty management have focused on examining the 
interdependence between uncertainty and managerial processes to find ways of 
either reducing uncertainty or even benefiting from it. Existing studies offer 
financial and strategic risk management approaches (Miller, 1992). These 
approaches assume the rational actions of actors, meaning that they can influence 
and control the process, they can differentiate and choose between different 
alternative actions, and they can assign probabilities to various outcomes (Jaeger 
et al., 2001). Furthermore, these approaches assume that actors are 
knowledgeable, able to clearly identify the problem at hand, and have the 
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necessary resources to implement the chosen actions (Ritchie & Marshall, 1993). 
Recent studies of risk management processes, however, show that decision-
makers in MNCs perceive the application of well-established risk management 
approaches as ineffective for a number of reasons. First, when an unexpected 
uncertainty emerges, the risk management approach is insufficient in providing 
guidance as to how decision-makers in MNC should act and manage uncertainty 
(Kutsch & Hall, 2005). Second, decision-makers might experience a cognitive and 
emotional overload of perceived uncertainties that might impact their behavior in 
many ways (Atkinson et al., 2006). Lastly, decision-making under uncertainty 
might be accompanied by complex and varied dynamics associated with 
performing any given behavior (Jaafari, 2001). 

In light of this, there is a need in the IB literature to advance existing research by 
increasing our understanding of the following two subjects. First, in order to 
address inconsistencies and confusion about how the concept of uncertainty is 
defined and used, we need a more systematic and parsimonious 
conceptualization of the different dimensions of uncertainty, and a deeper 
understanding about different kinds of under-researched uncertainty. Second, to 
expand our understanding about how MNCs manage uncertainty, we need to 
examine how decision-makers at the individual- and team-level in MNCs choose 
between different uncertainty management approaches. 

Uncertainty management in post-acquisition integration. M&A can be 
categorized based on the type of post-acquisition integration approach 
(Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991). The post-acquisition integration approach 
determines the level of integration and varies between wholly independent and 
fully integrated. It predefines how the relationship between the buying and 
acquired firms unfolds during the post-acquisition integration phase and in the 
future (Lees, 2003). This dissertation focuses on post-acquisition integration that 
is more complementary than overlapping and where a significant level of 
integration is planned and needed in order to realize the goals of the acquisition. 
This type of post-acquisition integration process is often equally disordered and 
uncertain for the buyer and target organization (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991). It 
is also suggested that organizations experience their greatest need to conduct 
large-scale changes immediately after acquisition (Angwin, 2004; Ashkenas & 
Francis, 2000; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991) since the people involved in the 
process expect changes to begin immediately after the deal is closed. These post-
acquisition integrations are always critical because two entities that used to be 
separate now have to follow the same mission, strategy, and mentality. Although 
it is believed that every integration is unique, various uncertainties in post-
acquisition integration tend to occur as a result of conflicting goals and strategies, 
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poor communication, conflicts of interest, disparate cultures and differences in 
management style (Galpin & Herndon, 2014; Meynerts-Stiller & Rohloff, 2019; 
Vaara, 2003). 

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 (Shrivastava, 1986; Bijlsma-Frankema, 
2004). Nevertheless, a number of studies have questioned the ability of 
management to establish control (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 nature 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, for example, commitment and trust-based rationality (Lubatkin et al., 
1998; Larsson & Lubatkin, 2001; Bijlsma-Frankema, 2004; Puranam et al, 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 nature 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 
managers’ uncertainty management methods in post-acquisition integration. 

Role of integration managers in IM&A. Several existing studies argue that 
problems associated with post-acquisition integration can be managed through the 
use of integration managers who are defined as agents of change and who have 
the relevant information at hand to control, make and rationally implement post-
acquisition integration plans (Brannen & Peterson, 2009; Child et al., 2001; 
Lubatkin et al., 1998; Teerikangas et al., 2011). Many firms allocate resources and 
designate full-time integration managers or teams to execute integration activities. 
Some firms choose not to have full-time integration teams, but instead relieve mid- 
to upper-level managers of their customary tasks for six months to a year to help 
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bring the two integrating firms together (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000). The latter is 
the type of integration managers in focus in this dissertation. 

Although top management may view integration managers as simply process 
coordinators or project managers, they can and sometimes do play a far more 
pivotal role. Integration managers represent a bridge between top management 
and employees of the integrating firms. They help the integration succeed by 
keeping everyone focused on the issues that have the highest potential in terms of 
creating value, and by keeping up the necessary momentum in integration 
activities (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000). Hence, integration managers can play an 
important role in post-acquisition integration, occupying a boundary spanning 
role between top management and employees (Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014; 
Mäkelä et al., 2019). Their role is important because integration managers have 
been shown to affect the outcomes of the integration in either positive or negative 
ways (Meyer, 2006; Teerikangas et al., 2011). In addition, and more importantly 
in the context of this dissertation, they can be characterized as having roles in 
which they face high levels of uncertainty.  

A number of practitioner and academic studies have illustrated that establishing 
control in post-acquisition is problematic, and that integration managers often 
cannot control their change processes (Shimizu et al., 2004; Streatfield, 2001; 
Vaara, 2003). The challenging context they work in is accompanied by ‘merger 
syndrome’, which is characterized by employees’ reactions to the likelihood of 
change, including stress and uncertainty that affect their perceptions, 
interpersonal relationships and the dynamics of the integration itself (Marks & 
Mirvis, 2010). Their roles require resolving uncertainties related to the integration 
decisions that they make, but also helping others with their uncertainties. 
Furthermore, they are the ones who make sense of the uncertainties and create 
meaning of the integration to enable actions. As a result, integration managers can 
be viewed as very important in managing tensions in decision-making, and yet we 
know little about integration managers from the buying firm, and even less about 
the role of integration managers in the acquired organizations regarding how they 
make sense of uncertainties they face and the methods they use to manage these 
uncertainties (Graebner, 2004; Monin et al., 2013). This is problematic 
considering that their role as change agents is critical for managing change and 
supporting employees through an important and disruptive transaction such as an 
IM&A (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996; Schweiger & Goulet, 2000; Teerikangas et 
al., 2011).  

Integration managers are important but under-researched agents of change in 
the post-acquisition integration process who are capable of significantly 
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influencing the course of integration events (Vaara, 2003; Meyer, 2006; 
Teerikangas et al., 2011). Based on our limited knowledge of the roles of 
integration managers in IM&A, there is a need to advance research in the 
following two ways: first, to explore the rationale that drives integration 
managers’ behavior in decision-making in post-acquisition integration and, 
second, to examine how individual integration managers influence decision-
making in an integration team setting during post-acquisition integration. In 
particular, there is a need to examine how integration managers – from both the 
acquiring and acquired firms – make sense of the goals and decisions that were 
created by the executives of the integrating firms.   

1.3 Research questions 

While extant research has contributed to our understanding about uncertainty and 
uncertainty management in MNCs, and more specifically in post-acquisition 
integration, this research tends to approach decision-making in organizations 
from the viewpoint of rationally planned decisions where uncertainty is eliminated 
primarily through control. Furthermore, uncertainty and uncertainty 
management have been examined predominantly from the organizational-level 
perspective, largely neglecting the role of individual decision-makers and the way 
they perceive and manage uncertainty. And lastly, previous work has approached 
post-acquisition integration from the perspective of the buyer, while positioning 
the target as a passive bystander.   

In light of the above, the dissertation examines the key three research questions, 
which correspond with the three essays that comprise this compilation-based 
dissertation. The research questions are as follows:  

(1) What kinds of uncertainty do integration managers perceive in their post-
acquisition integration decision-making?  

(2) How do integration managers balance the conflicting demands of coping 
with uncertainty and reducing uncertainty in the post-acquisition 
integration process? 

(3) How do integration managers, including those from the acquired firm, 
influence decisions in integration teams? 

This dissertation addresses these research questions through three sole-authored 
essays. Essay 1 consists of a published systematic literature review of existing 
research on the kinds of uncertainty examined in the IB literature and lays some 



8     Acta Wasaensia 

of the groundwork for the following two empirical essays. Essay 2 examines the 
post-acquisition integration process with a focus on the kinds of uncertainty 
integration managers perceive. Drawing on the syndicate view that acknowledges 
that integration managers have multidimensional interests (not only self-
interests), it explores how they deal with various tensions in uncertainty 
management. Essay 3 explores the activities of integration managers during the 
post-acquisition integration phase as they make decisions in teams. Incorporating 
sensemaking and sensegiving perspectives, the study explores how individual 
integration managers and integration teams interpret the decisions of the 
integrating firms’ executive managers. Table 1 presents an overview of the three 
essays. 

Table 1. Overview of the essays in the dissertation 

 Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 

Title Uncertainty in 
decision-making: A 
review of the 
international business 
literature 

Integration 
managers’ 
approaches to 
uncertainty 
management in 
IM&A 

Post-acquisition 
integration as a 
decision-making 
process: Individual-
level sensegiving and 
team-level 
sensemaking 

Research 
question(s) 
addressed 

Question (1) 

 

Questions (1), (2), (3)  Questions (2), (3) 

Theoretical 
perspective 

Contingency-based 
view 

Syndicate view Sensemaking and 
sensegiving 

Research 
design 

Conceptual: 
systematic literature 
review 

Empirical: single, in-
depth, qualitative 
case study 

Empirical: single, in-
depth, qualitative 
case study 

1.4 Positioning and intended contributions 

1.4.1 Positioning of the dissertation 

Although uncertainty has been studied extensively in IB, it has primarily been 
examined at the MNC level, drawing on theories already familiar to this body of 
work (e.g., contingency theory, institutional theory). In order to integrate 
knowledge from more diverse areas of research, and in order to identify theories 
that better accommodate the individual and team level of analysis, this dissertation 
draws on theories and perspectives from neighboring fields. More specifically, this 
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Organizational Studies 

Uncertainty; 
Uncertainty management; 
Post-acquisition 
integration in M&A 

International Business 

Uncertainty in MNC decision-making; 
Post-acquisition integration in IM&A 

 

Organizational Behavior 

Individual decision-making; 
Team dynamics 

Essay 1 
Essay 2 

Essay 3 

dissertation lies at the intersections between different traditions and different 
bodies of literature – principally International Business, Organizational Studies 
and Organizational Behavior – which is drawn upon in making scientific 
contributions primarily to the International Business and IM&A literature. I draw 
on theory and research in organizational studies to examine uncertainty, 
uncertainty management and post-acquisition integration in M&A. Regarding 
theory and research on individual-level decision-making and team dynamics, I 
integrate existing work from the field of organizational behavior. Concerning 
uncertainty in MNC decision-making and post-acquisition integration in the 
international M&A context, I draw upon the IB literature. The positioning of the 
research is illustrated in Figure 1 below.   

 

 

 

  

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Positioning of the research  

1.4.2 Intended scientific contributions 

This dissertation intends to contribute to the IB literature in the following ways:  

First, although the phenomenon of uncertainty has been widely researched in IB 
studies, there are significant limitations in our understanding about uncertainty 
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and how it shapes MNC decision-making (Delios & Henisz, 2003a; Di Gregorio, 
2005; Milliken, 1987). This dissertation offers a more in-depth examination of 
different kinds of uncertainty that emerge in MNC decision-making processes. In 
particular, it addresses the inconsistent conceptualization and measurement of 
uncertainty by organizing and synthesizing the dimensions of uncertainty into a 
parsimonious integrative framework, as well as proposing a future research 
agenda. Being more consistent in the use of concepts and measurements of 
uncertainty helps to advance the field and add significantly to the predictive 
validity of theoretical models (Delios & Henisz, 2003b).   

Second, existing IB literature conceptualizes and measures uncertainty primarily 
from the MNC perspective (Ji & Dimitratos, 2013), while neglecting the role of 
individual decision-makers. This dissertation addresses this limitation by 
identifying the types of uncertainty that individual managers perceive and the 
kinds of uncertainty management approaches they choose while making their 
decisions in the context of post-acquisition integration in IM&A. By focusing on 
individual decision-makers as idiosyncratic actors in collective decision-making as 
the unit of analysis, and drawing on the syndicate view that acknowledges that 
integration managers possess multidimensional interests (not only self-interests), 
this dissertation contributes to the debate about control as the predominant 
mechanism of uncertainty management in the post-acquisition integration 
process. It also serves to outline other methods of uncertainty management that 
are oriented towards a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of uncertainty 
rather than its mere minimization.  

Third, the existing IB literature, the IM&A literature in particular, does not provide 
us with a detailed, empirical understanding about what integration managers do 
during post-acquisition integration (Steigenberger, 2016). Viewing a key role of 
integration managers as being concerned with managing tensions in decision-
making, this dissertation sheds light on how integration managers make sense of 
and give meaning to integration goals when making decisions, i.e. how they react 
to these goals and how they communicate about the goals to others in the 
integration team. Furthermore, integration managers from the acquired firm are 
a group of managers we know very little about (Graebner, 2004) in terms of the 
way they manage uncertainties and decision-making processes they are involved 
in during the post-acquisition integration. Hence, the findings of this dissertation 
challenge existing assumptions in the literature – integration managers from the 
acquired firm can exert significant influence over the integration process as 
opposed to being passive or submissive ‘recipients’.  



Acta Wasaensia     11 

1.5 Scope of the dissertation 

The dissertation involved a number of choices about what is and is not included 
within the scope of the research. The main issues are summarized below.  

Decisions vs. decision-making. The scope of this dissertation is limited to the 
factors that help integration managers to make their integration-related decisions, 
and to the processes that focus on how the decision is being made. In this 
dissertation, decision-making is, therefore, perceived as the integration managers’ 
operational environment where they manage uncertainty. This dissertation 
explores how individual integration managers manage uncertainty when they are 
forced to make a decision under uncertainty and then to reflect on it. This 
dissertation does not look at the decisions per se, nor does it examine the quality 
of the decisions’ made, or the impact of these decisions on the effectiveness of the 
post-acquisition integration process. 

Type of acquisition. The empirical case is limited to a symbiotic acquisition and 
the observations may thus not extend to other kinds of acquisitions or mergers 
such as, for example, hostile acquisitions. As defined by the executives of the 
integrating companies, the integration was not done for cost cutting purposes, 
rather the intention was to create transformation through synergy and 
complementarity of two strong players in the industry. Moreover, although 
publicly announced as a merger, integration managers from both acquiring and 
acquired firms viewed it as an acquisition. 

Country context. Although the case in question is an international M&A, the two 
companies are based in culturally and physically proximate countries 2. Whilst 
there is an interesting debate about the impact of national cultural distance – 
cultural differences versus the paradox of cultural similarity (Vaara, 2003), and 
the effects of national versus organizational cultures (Gerhart, 2008) – the cultural 
similarity of these two countries may limit the generalizability to other IM&A 
settings, and may have influenced the extent to which country-based differences 
appeared in the data. In order to preserve the anonymity of the case firms and the 
participants, the researcher could not delve into the details of the country setting 
such as national culture and language.  

                                                        
2  The countries are not revealed in order to protect the anonymity of the companies and 
interviewees. 
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1.6 Structure of the dissertation 

The dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter one introduces the research 
background, identifies existing limitations in the current literature, formulates 
research questions, illustrates the positioning of the study, discusses its key 
theoretical contributions, and outlines scope of the research. Chapter two 
discusses the theoretical foundations of the research with a particular focus on the 
IB literature, but also incorporating key insights from the fields of organizational 
studies and organizational behavior. Chapter three presents and justifies the 
research methodology, explains the data collection and analysis techniques used, 
and evaluates the research rigor of the empirical case study. Chapter four 
summarizes the key contributions of the three essays. Finally, Chapter five 
presents and discusses the main conclusions across the three essays, discusses 
their practical implications, outlines the key limitations, and offers future research 
directions. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This dissertation is positioned in and contributes primarily to IB research, but also 
integrates theory and concepts from organizational studies and organizational 
behavior. Essay 1 of the dissertation conducts a systematic literature review on 
what is known about uncertainty in MNC decision-making. Hence, the in-depth 
findings of the literature review on this topic are discussed in Essay 1, while section 
2.2 below provides a short conceptual overview. The remaining sections in this 
chapter (2.1., 2.3., 2.4., and 2.5.) are focused on those key concepts and empirical 
research in the literature that are relevant to the dissertation, but not discussed in 
the review presented in Essay 1. The structure of this chapter is based on an 
elaboration of the themes presented in Figure 1. 

2.1 Uncertainty and uncertainty management 

The field of organizational studies offers a variety of perspectives about the nature 
of uncertainty, the ways in which it affects people in organizations, and various 
managerial approaches to managing it. In relation to this, two key debates are 
central in the organizational studies literature: (1) the significance of objective 
versus subjective concepts of uncertainty; and (2) whether organizations and the 
decision-makers in them adapt to environmental uncertainty or actively shape this 
environment (Grote, 2009; Jauch & Kraft, 1986). The key potential contribution 
of this literature to IB is that it explicates the concepts of uncertainty and 
uncertainty management in detail. 

2.1.1 Uncertainty  

Traditionally, uncertainty has been perceived as a fundamental problem for 
decision-makers in organizations (Thompson, 1967). It has been one of the most 
important concepts in theories of organization that evaluates the interrelations 
between organizations and their environments. Uncertainty does not simply 
impose itself on organizations from the environment, but rather it is socially 
constructed (Smithson, 2009). Organizations differ considerably in how 
uncertainty is conceived and expressed, and so do individuals within these 
organizations. Hence, it does not significantly matter what generic definition this 
dissertation chooses for uncertainty, considering the countless number of 
definitions that exist, as long as the chosen definition for uncertainty recognizes 
this point.     
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To emphasize the importance of subjectivity in the way uncertainty is perceived in 
MNCs’ decision-making, this dissertation adopts the Knightian definition of 
uncertainty, which tends to be the most frequently used in the field of 
organizational studies (Alvarez et al., 2018). Knight (1921) defines uncertainty as 
a perceptual phenomenon that exists in conjunction with unique, very complex 
events or contexts, which cannot be assessed or predicted in advance by any logical 
means. In addition, this definition also explicitly contrasts uncertainty with risk, 
where risk refers to events that are subject to known or knowable probability 
distribution (Knight, 1921). Although, existing research does not make a 
straightforward distinction between uncertainty and risk, this dissertation 
differentiates these two concepts because of the apparent difference in their 
nature. Risk is known, calculable and foreseeable, thus it can be eliminated or 
avoided. Uncertainty, on the other hand, is not subject to calculations and cannot 
be eliminated completely, but it can be acted upon. 

Early organization theorists such as Simon (1947, 1972), Cyert and March (1963), 
Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), Thompson (1967), and Barnard (1968) directed their 
interest toward the role of uncertainty in business and, in particular, they aimed 
to understand how uncertainty affects organizational structure and decision-
making rules. Organizational behavior scholars, on the other hand, were more 
interested in understanding uncertainty from the individual-level perspective, in 
particular how it affects individual decision-making, team dynamics, and 
behavioral responses (Dowley & Slocum, 1975; Van de Bos et al., 1998). Unlike the 
model of rational decision-making suggests, Kahneman and Tversky (1979) found 
that individual decision-makers apply heuristics and biases while making 
decisions, precisely because they are aware that they often operate under 
conditions of uncertainty, not risk. Further, managers may experience different 
kinds of uncertainty as they seek to understand and respond to changes in an 
organization’s environment (Milliken, 1987). The nature of these uncertainties can 
be very different, and failure of managers to understand and distinguish between 
different uncertainties lead to numerous conflicting research findings (Ashill & 
Jobber, 2010; Doty et al., 2006).   

In decision-making processes, uncertainty can emerge due to incomplete 
information, inadequate understanding of available information, or 
undifferentiated alternatives (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997). While incomplete 
information is a factor that can be determined objectively, inadequate 
understanding and undifferentiated alternatives imply an interaction between the 
type of a decision to be made, the environment in which decision is to be made 
and, most importantly, the decision-maker (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992).  Inadequate 
understanding can result from either lack of information or its excess. Even more, 
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it can emerge from difficulty in its interpretation because several conflicting 
meanings exist (Weick, 1979). Undifferentiated alternatives, on the other hand, are 
linked to the goals and values of the decision-maker as well as of the organization 
in whose interest the decision-maker is expected to act (Grote, 2009). 

Along with different sources of uncertainty, the organizational studies literature 
also distinguishes two groups of organizational actors that are affected by 
uncertainty: high-level executives in their role as strategic decision-makers, and 
operative personnel making day-to-day decisions (Grote, 2009). Although the 
basic definitions of uncertainty are quite similar, their application to different 
actors vary significantly (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Wall et al., 2002). To 
understand how uncertainty affects decision-making in organizations, several 
kinds of actors should be considered (Grote, 2009). For example, top management 
is concerned with decisions such as what company to buy or which strategic 
alliance to build. Middle management mediates between strategic and operational 
decisions to contribute to their faster execution. Hence, consideration of several 
actors is important since relevant sources of uncertainties will differ significantly 
depending on the group of actors and the type of decisions expected from them. 

In terms of the debate on objective versus subjective accounts of uncertainty, the 
significance of decision-makers in organizations and their diversity in terms of 
perceived uncertainties promotes arguments in favor of subjective accounts of 
uncertainty. Such aspects as inadequate understanding of information or 
ambiguous information need to be assessed and identified with reference to the 
affected decision-makers (Duncan, 1972; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). Although a 
number of studies argue that both objective and subjective accounts of uncertainty 
matter equally, and should be assessed within a single study (e.g., Bourgeois, 
1985), they also show confusing results that are difficult to interpret due to the 
construction of uncertainty measures. Building on this, a key insight from 
organizational studies is that the conceptual distinction between different types 
of uncertainty matters for the research results and that consideration of the 
individual decision-makers’ perceptions of uncertainty contributes to a more 
nuanced understanding about organizational decision-making.           

2.1.2 Uncertainty management  

The second debate in the organizational studies literature examines the 
relationship between organizations and their environment, and how organizations 
can shape their environment. Existing research commonly defines uncertainty 
management as identification of the ways in which the negative consequences of 
uncertainties can be reduced to affect organizational performance (Lorenzi et al., 
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1981). Fewer studies define uncertainty management as an opportunity creation 
process (McPhee & Zaug, 2001) through which organizations can actively shape 
their environment. Thus, a starting point in this dissertation is that uncertainty 
management is a process of treating uncertainty through either of two key 
contrasting methods – uncertainty reduction or uncertainty coping. Although 
there has been some overlap in the use of the concepts, the dissertation makes an 
effort to define and discuss various approaches that comprise these two 
uncertainty management methods. 

This dissertation integrates generic principles for managing uncertainty developed 
in organizational studies into the IB literature. This serves to aid the choice 
between reducing or coping with uncertainty to reach particular organizational 
goals. These generic principles depend on various contingencies and most 
commonly, on the amount and type of uncertainty with which decision-makers are 
faced (Grote, 2009). No particular theory of the firm was selected as a guiding 
principle. Instead, elements of different theoretical perspectives were integrated 
as long as they related to the management of uncertainty. Agency theory and, in 
particular, its alternative known as the syndicate view, identifies certain problems 
related to the transfer of uncertainty between principal and agent and re-evaluates 
the decision-makers’ motives for selecting particular uncertainty management 
methods (as described in more detail in Essay 2).  

From the syndicate perspective, managers are partners with owners, and each 
contributes unique and valuable resources in the pursuit of collective success 
(Dukerich et al., 2002). Key means of decision-making are primarily negotiation 
and collaboration to achieve consensus (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). The 
separation of agency theory and syndicate view as two distinct theoretical views is 
important because they differ in terms of the motives ascribed to the managers 
when making decisions. Agency theory assumes that managers make decisions 
primarily out of self-interest. The syndicate view assumes multi-dimensional 
motives such as: self-interest (including financial gain, achievement, and 
reputation); collective interest (including the success of the company); and 
altruistic interest (including employee welfare (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004)). 

Furthermore, it is essential to understand that organizations do not simply react 
to uncertain environments or shape these environments, but they rather enact 
their environments through the process of interpretation (Brown, 2000; Martins, 
2005; Weick, 1979). Enactment can be viewed as processes of sensemaking, which 
is literally making sense of issues and events through placing them in a particular 
framework and deriving their meaning from that (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; 
Weick, 1995). Environments, and uncertainties in them are socially constructed 
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based on the decision-makers’ subjective preconceptions that are used to make 
sense of ambiguous information (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). Meaning that derives 
from this sensemaking process shapes the behavior of a decision-maker. It is 
through these sensemaking and enactment processes decision-makers can either 
improve their own conditions or generate problems (Weick, 1979). Hence, 
sensemaking is critical in the context of high uncertainty when incomplete and 
ambiguous information requires interpretation of whether an emerged 
uncertainty represents a threat or an opportunity and to develop a ground for 
actions to reduce, to cope or to balance uncertainty management methods (Grote, 
2009; Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997) (as described in more detail in Essay 3). 

2.2 Uncertainty in MNC decision-making 

At the heart of the traditional approach to decision-making in IB lies the 
assumption that decision-makers in MNCs are able to predict alternatives for the 
future development of their business, leading them to underestimate uncertainty 
(Buckley et al., 2007). Underestimating uncertainty might lead to decisions that 
neither protect an MNC from the threat nor take advantage of the emerged 
opportunities that uncertainty may provide. Making effective decisions under 
uncertainty requires decision-makers to have a clear understanding of the type of 
uncertainty that influences their decision-making process (Miller, 1992). 
Nevertheless, a proper understanding of the types of uncertainty that decision-
makers in MNCs perceive, and an evaluation of the effectiveness of the chosen 
uncertainty management methods have proven to be problematic in the IB field 
for a number of reasons.  

In IB, as well as in other branches of management studies, the understanding of 
uncertainty is quite commonly defined in relation to risk, and at times even used 
interchangeably with it (Alvarez & Barney, 2005; Sniazhko, 2019). In addition, 
there is evidence that academics and practitioners conceptualize uncertainty in 
different ways (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997), making practitioners less likely to apply 
uncertainty management models developed by academics (Huber et al., 1996). 
Moreover, managers and practitioners hold widely divergent views on the 
management of uncertainty and risk in various decisions, with some taking a more 
analytical approach and control over the situation, while others being more 
opportunity driven and acting based on the emerging situation (Alessandri et al., 
2004). Similarly, IB scholars have developed explanations of how MNCs make 
decisions under uncertainty and risk, integrating various theoretical perspectives, 
which has resulted in a fragmented and even contradictory understanding of the 
subject (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997; Sniazhko, 2019). 
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The IB literature has also generally tended to focus more on the firm-level 
perspective, and on assessments of uncertainty following the economics-based 
behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert & March, 1963), while the focus on individual 
perceptions of uncertainty have remained limited (e.g., Hodgkinson et al., 2016; 
Makhija & Stewart, 2002). This is problematic since perceptions of individuals in 
the same MNC, for instance regarding the external environment and foreign 
market situations, are likely to differ. The path from an individual perception of 
uncertainty to the construction of a firm-level perception is not necessarily a 
straightforward one (Miller, 2007). Quite commonly, individual decision-makers’ 
perceptions tend to be filtered by others within an MNC, and common perceptions 
of uncertainty and its management emerge. Nevertheless, individual perception 
remains the key mediator of the meaning and significance of the information about 
different markets, political and cultural environments (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997). 

2.3 Post-acquisition integration in M&A 

M&A have been used as a dual concept to describe both mergers and acquisitions. 
Nevertheless, in practice these two concepts differ. A merger refers to companies 
that come together to combine and share resources to achieve common goals 
(Sudarsanam, 1995), and the word is used synonymously with integration. 
Mergers are rare, whereas acquisitions take place more frequently. An acquisition 
is defined as the acquirement of one entire company by another company or the 
acquirement of part of a business from an ongoing organization (Capron, 1999). 
This research follows the custom of the literature and the colloquial language of 
M&A and uses the terms M&A to refer to an acquisition. In this dissertation, the 
acquired firm is referred to as ‘acquired firm’ and the acquirer is referred to as 
‘buying firm’. 

An acquisition is typically represented as one consistent process, with a step-by-
step logical chain of events (McSweeney & Happonen, 2012). The literature 
delineates this process into phases: pre-acquisition search, financial evaluation 
and negotiations, deal making and integration, and post-acquisition integration 
(Galpin & Herndon, 2014). Each phase of the acquisition process contains a 
number of elements, the management of which are critical for the outcome of the 
acquisition. In practice, however, acquisitions continue to pose tremendous 
challenges and, in particular, at the post-acquisition integration stage, which is 
highly critical for the success of most acquisitions (Brueller et al., 2016). In terms 
of the working definition for post-acquisition integration, this dissertation adopts 
the most commonly used one where post-acquisition integration is defined as a 
process of making changes in the functional activity arrangements, organizational 
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structures and systems, and cultures of two organizations to facilitate their 
consolidation into a functioning whole (Pablo, 1994). In addition, this dissertation 
clarifies that post-acquisition integration is a process that lasts from the closing of 
the acquisition deal to a point in time when all integrative processes have been 
completed as defined in the integration plans. 

Given the interdisciplinary research area, studies from different fields have 
investigated mergers and acquisitions and, in particular, their post-acquisition 
integration process from different angles and perspectives where quite often overly 
rationalistic view of the post-acquisition integration process is promoted (e.g., 
Bijlsma-Frankema, 2004; Buono & Bowditch, 1989). Unlike mainstream research, 
a number of organizational studies with alternative viewpoints take a more critical 
perspective on the mainstream research and portray post-acquisition integration 
as more uncertain and less controllable process (e.g., Angwin & Vaara, 2005; 
Vaara, 2003; Teerikangas & Very, 2006). This dissertation directs its focus to the 
organizational studies literature that challenges the traditional understanding of 
post-acquisition integration as a controllable process in two major ways: (1) by 
reviewing different uncertainties that emerge during post-acquisition integration 
and (2) by distinguishing different roles that integration managers might play 
while managing these uncertainties in post-acquisition integration. Building on 
this, the key aspect taken from organizational studies into the IB literature is the 
discussion about different types of uncertainties and the role of integration 
managers in managing these uncertainties during post-acquisition integration.   

2.3.1 Uncertainties during post-acquisition integration 

Uncertainty is one of the most commonly reported psychological states in the 
context of organizational change. The effects of organizational change are very 
tangible during mergers and acquisitions. The literature on M&A illustrates that 
acquisitions have a great effect on managers and employees, 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 & Bowditch, 1989; Marks & Mirvis, 1985; Risberg, 1997, 1999; Somers & 
Bird, 1990). 

The studies show that anxiety and ambiguity might emerge among employees in 
the post-acquisition integration as a result of the top management 
miscommunication (Austin, 1970). It is common among top management in 
buying firms to tell the employees of the acquired firm that everything will remain 
the same. The intention of these statements is to prevent worries and anxiety 
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among the employees, but the effect is often the opposite. Since the employees 
expect the top management to reveal their intentions during the post-acquisition 
integration, promises that nothing will change force employees to believe that the 
management have something to hide. Such behavior from the top management 
could threaten their credibility among the employees and could lead to increased 
anxiety and ambiguity (Buono & Bowditch, 1989). 

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 pervasiveness 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 et al., 2011). The 
combination of these anxieties and ambiguities may affect perceptions and 
judgements, interpersonal relationships and the dynamics of integration itself 
(Marks & Mirvis, 1997; Risberg, 1997, 1999). Moreover, existing research identifies 
five major employee concerns in M&A processes that include loss of identity, lack 
of information, survival as an obsession, loss of talent and family repercussions 
(Schweiger et al., 1987). 

Furthermore, a number of studies explore merger syndrome that often appears in 
post-acquisition integration and may potentially lead to poor financial and 
operational results (Marks & Mirvis, 1997). In particular, the research looks at 
employees’ reactions to the changes that follow acquisition that can be revealed 
through their resistance to change, and employee expectations, stress, turnover, 
retention and the role of communication to voice the effects of the acquisition (e.g., 
Buono & Bowditch, 1989; Mirvis & Marks, 1992; Aguilera & Dencker, 2004; 
Raukko, 2009). 

Last, but not least, the term uncertainty has also been researched in the M&A 
context. Schweiger and DeNisi (1991) list 21 sources of uncertainty that follow an 
M&A, including uncertainty related to lay-offs, pay cut, promotion opportunities, 
and changes to the culture of the organization. During post-acquisition 
integration, employees may experience uncertainty about the nature and form of 
the integrating organization, impact of the integration on their work and the likely 
changes to the job role (Buono & Bowditch, 1989; DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998). In this 
organizational restructuring, employees might also feel uncertain about the 
changing priorities of the organization. Hence, this wide variety of uncertainties 
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poses a challenge to the smoothness and predictability of the post-acquisition 
integration (Bordia et al., 2004). 

Ivancevich, Schweiger, and Power (1987) discuss different uncertainties that affect 
the organizational members. They point out uncertainty that relates to the 
acquisition, an event over which the employees have little control over. They also 
highlight that employees perceive an uncertainty about their future jobs and work 
situation. Furthermore, Ivancevich et al. (1987) state that employees cognitively 
interpret an acquisition, meaning that perceptions of what is happening during the 
acquisition differ from person to person. Some employees may perceive the 
acquisition as a threat while others may see it as an opportunity.    

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 
understanding how different employees and, in particular, managers leading the 
integration experience uncertainties during the post-acquisition integration.  

2.3.2 Integration managers during post-acquisition integration 

A wide spectrum of literature, being it a consultancy report or an article in a 
scientific journal, recognizes the role of integration managers as being critical 
during post-acquisition integration (Ashkenas, 2012; Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; 
Shelton, 2003). However, the existing literature on integration managers and 
integration teams suffer from being mainly conceptual, and rarely the role of 
integration managers and integration teams has been the focus of rigorous 
empirical research (Galpin & Herndon, 2014; Meynerts-Stiller & Rohloff, 2019). 
Only a handful of empirical studies explore the role of integration managers 
(Ashkenas et al., 1998; Teerikangas & Birollo, 2018; Teerikangas et al., 2011), while  
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research on integration managers in IM&A is called for (Graebner et al., 2017; 
Meglio & Risberg, 2010; Sarala et al., 2019).  

Integration managers are often perceived as leaders of the integration team who 
are not only the on-site contact for the transition process, but also the primary 
liaison between the two companies with central oversight, coordination, and 
control of the integration (Daniel, 1999). They are appointed to oversee the 
acquisition from the early announcement stage through the post-acquisition 
integration stage to ensure continuity of information and direction (Schweiger, 
2002). Without genuine involvement of the integration managers, other 
employees are likely to refrain from fully engaging themselves in necessary 
integration activities, and thus maintaining barriers between the integrating 
organizations (Meynerts-Stiller & Rohloff, 2019). Thus, integration managers are 
agents of change who not only support the post-acquisition integration change 
process, enhance the transmission of information between the acquired and 
buying firms, but who also motivate and inspire people to become committed to 
the new organization. 

Integration managers are also defined as “project manager that the acquiring firm 
appoints to be responsible for coordinating all activities related to successfully 
integrating the acquired firm into the acquiring firm’s operations and 
organization” (Teerikangas et al., 2011, p.653). Although integration managers 
certainly are key actors in deciding and prioritizing issues that need to be 
implemented during integration, perceiving them as project managers only 
implies that they are mostly following a strategic agenda pre-determined by top 
management. Existing literature, however, suggests that strategic direction given 
by the top management may be considerably more ambiguous (Risberg, 2003). 
Therefore, integration managers are implicitly expected to fill in the missing 
content of the strategic outlines.     

The existing empirical literature on integration managers argues that integration 
managers fulfill many roles, and at times these findings are conflicting. For 
example, the study by Ashkenas, DeMonaco, and Francis (1998) reveals that 
integration managers are agent of change with power, who are held accountable 
for the creation and delivery of an integration plan and for reaching the plan’s 
milestones. In contrast, the study by Balogun, Gleadle, Hailey, and Willmott 
(2005) discloses integration managers as recipients of change without formal 
power, and who accomplish integration through persuasion rather than absolute 
control. Furthermore, Teerikangas and Birollo (2018) acknowledge the dual 
activity of integration managers who are trapped between driving change while 
simultaneously facing the change. They illustrate that integration managers need 
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to combine these two roles – “driver and experiencer of change” – to be able to 
make a difference in the implementation of change during post-acquisition.   

In addition to different roles of integration managers, the M&A research also 
stands on the following two positions about integration managers. The first one, 
and perhaps the dominating one, is that managers are responsible for driving 
integration (Schriber, 2012). They generally are central in leading integration to 
successfully realize synergy potentials (Larsson & Finkelsetain, 1999). Integration 
managers take the top management’s plans and put them into place (Nutt, 1987). 
The second position argues that integration managers are more destructive than 
productive players in the post-acquisition integration. A number of studies 
observed that integration managers might disrupt the implementation process by 
manipulating the process (Meyer, 2006; Vaara, 2003). In the light of the above, 
the success of acquisitions can be strongly affected by integration managers either 
in constructive or destructive ways (Waldman & Javidan, 2009). 

Furthermore, the management of post-acquisition integration requires active 
contribution from the integration managers directly responsible for the success of 
the execution, which assumes equal contribution of representatives from both 
buying and acquired company (Teerikangas & Very, 2006). Existing literature 
recognizes integration managers’ role in change implementation as acquiring firm 
integration managers (Ashkenas et al. 1998; Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; Dagnino 
& Pisano, 2008; Teerikangas et al., 2011) or as acquired firm managers (Balle, 
2008; Graebner, 2004; Meyer, 2006; Monin et al., 2013; Rovio &Johansson, 
2007; Solstad & Petterson, 2020; Teerikangas, 2012) or as both acquired and 
buying firm managers (Chreim & Tafaghod, 2012; Moilanen, 2016).  The efforts of 
integration managers are, however, of little use unless their attitudes are aligned 
and supportive of integration (Erkkilä, 2017). Still, when the reactions of the 
acquired integration managers are unnoticed, emotional tensions and other 
destructive reactions during post-acquisition integration can turn into so called 
silent forces and reduce the potential of intended value creation (Teerikangas & 
Very, 2006). 

Lastly, integration managers are 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 asymmetry 
concerning the target (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986). Integration managers from both 
buying and acquired firms might experience uncertainty about the definition of 
their role in influencing the content of the strategy and in the integration process 
(Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), uncertainty about their 
regular job post integration, or diminished power (Ashkenas et al., 1998). Above 
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all, besides maintaining the day-to-day business operations, 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 lack 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 and integration managers (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; Vaara, 
2003). This means that existing studies have paid little attention to the role of 
integration managers in managing uncertainties during the integration process.  

In conclusion, integration managers are active participants who interpret and 
make sense of strategic information. They operate in complex environments and 
are connected with a complex set of relationships with different actors who are 
affected by integration in different ways. Hence, mere structural, strategic or 
cultural perspectives cannot provide exhaustive explanations of the patterns and 
dynamic of emerging uncertainties. A key insight to understanding how 
uncertainty develops and is managed in the organization can be developed by 
exploring the activities of integration managers in the light of uncertainties that 
emerge in the post-acquisition integration phase. 

2.4 Post-acquisition integration in international M&A 

The key decisions of MNCs that the IB literature has dwelled on consider not only 
whether to internationalize, but also how do it. Much of the existing work on MNCs 
within the area of IB has concentrated on the determinants and performance of 
different forms of entry modes conducted by MNCs, including international M&A. 
Hence, MNC-level research has increasingly focused on the home and host 
countries’ environment surrounding MNCs (Buckley & Casson, 1976; Dunning, 
1977, 1979, 1980). The key interest has been in finding alternative forms of 
international organization that enables a balance between the demands of global 
scale and local adaptation (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989). 

While M&A involve two firms within the same country, IM&A involve firms 
headquartered in two different countries (Hitt et al., 2001; Shimitzu et al., 2004). 
The literature on international acquisitions is not very large compared to the more 
general literature (Risberg, 2003). IM&A research has focused on a number of 
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central issues, such as IM&A as a mode of entry (Brouthers & Brouthers, 2000), 
performance outcomes from acquisitive entry (Brouthers, 2002), shareholders’ 
value creation through IM&A (Datta & Puia, 1995), national and organizational 
cultural integration in IM&A (Chatterjee et al., 1992; Weber et al., 1996; Larsson 
& Lubatkin, 2001), acculturation in IM&A (Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988; 
Thanos & Papadakis, 2012; Very et al., 1996; Yen & Liao, 2003).  

Although the dynamics of post-acquisition integration in IM&A are largely similar 
to those of domestic M&A (Child et al., 2001), the international nature of the 
integration process might involve unique challenges. When the companies 
integrate and employees begin to make sense of ‘the other’, cultural differences 
become more visible. The culture in this context illustrates shared goals, roles, 
norms and ideologies of an organization and its members (Chatterjee et al., 1992; 
Weber et al., 1996; Larsson & Lubatkin, 2001). The culture in international post-
acquisition integration is represented by both national and organizational 
cultures, as well as various subcultures within organizations.  

The study by Marks and Mirvis (2010) illustrates the process in which the cultural 
clash of integrating companies unfolds. First, employees in these companies 
recognize the difference between the style of their leaders and their decision-
making approaches. Then, employees magnify the observed differences, which 
lead to ‘we’ versus ‘they’ distinctions in perceived cultural differences. Next, 
employees begin stereotyping others, which eventually leads to cultural clash that 
might result in disparagement of the partner company. To resolve the emerged 
situation, studies applied the concept of acculturation (Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 
1988; Very et al., 1996; Larsson & Lubatkin, 2001; Yen & Liao, 2003). The outcome 
of the acculturation is the integration of two autonomous cultures into one. The 
existing research articulates that in IM&A one culture typically dominates the 
other and influences the direction of cultural changes in a new organization (Marks 
& Mirvis, 2011). According to existing understanding, the effect of cultural 
differences on IM&A performance depends on how effective a comprehensive 
approach to build cultural understanding and synergies is used during post-
acquisition integration (Weber et al., 2011; Marks & Mirivs, 2011). 

While the research on post-acquisition integration in IM&A is rather limited, 
scholars have provided a number of important insights on the topic that can be 
categorized into three key themes. First, substantial research attention has been 
devoted to the post-acquisition integration challenges caused by corporate and 
national cultures. Acculturative stress is more likely to emerge in international 
post-acquisition integrations than in domestic ones (Very et al., 1996), which in 
turn becomes a disruptive and key obstacle to integration. Furthermore, the 
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challenges of post-acquisition integration associated with the corporate culture 
differences between the two firms as well as cultural distances between two home 
countries might lead to double-layered acculturation. Barkema et al. (1996) 
defined this as double-layered acculturation – the problem of integrating cultures 
at a double level, which might become a barrier for the firms to learn from each 
other. It is also acknowledged that the type and degree of integration affect the 
firms’ consideration of the cultural differences during post-acquisition integration. 
The higher the level of integration required, the greater the need to manage 
cultural differences (Chatterjee et al., 1992; Weber et al., 1996). 

Second, the preferences for the level of control during post-acquisition integration 
depend on the buyers’ nationality. National culture forms the context in which 
managerial practices are developed (Calori et al., 1997). National culture of the 
managers from the buying firm determine the choice of managerial practices and 
the level of established control during post-acquisition integration (Calori et al., 
1997; Lubatkin et al., 1998). Also, as the research shows, some cultures are more 
prone in taking opportunistic actions and, hence, cultures differ deeply in the types 
of the preferred corporate governance mechanisms (Gedajlovic & Shapiro, 1998).       

Third, the level of control established by the buying firm during post-acquisition 
integration, shapes the performance of the acquisition. The research shows that 
any set of control could be successful if managed effectively (Child et al., 2001). 
Nevertheless, executives of firms acquired by foreign firms are more likely to leave 
than those acquired by domestic firms (Krug & Hegarty, 2001). The loss of 
executives is often considered as a significant loss of valuable resources, which 
decreases the value of the acquired firm. Successful IM&A require managers in the 
buying firm to develop a global mindset, which helps the managers to perceive 
acquired firm from a broader perspective and to recognize the value of cultural 
differences (Hitt et al., 2001).     

Since the research on post-acquisition integration in IM&A is still rather limited, 
certain themes in this research area need to be clarified by scholars. One of such 
areas is the role of integration teams and integration managers in post-acquisition 
integration. It becomes a common practice that firms that are actively involved in 
IM&A are increasingly using integration managers. The key purpose of these 
managers is to plan, coordinate and lead firms through the integration process 
(Inkpen et al., 2000). Although the type and the level of responsibility of 
integration managers might vary depending on the type of post-acquisition 
integration processes, forming effective team of integration managers for 
international post-acquisition integration is still important (Shimizu et al., 2004). 
Hence, a better understanding of the human factor within these integration teams 
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and the processes they use to guide post-acquisition integration is needed 
(Shimizu et al., 2004). Moreover, integration teams are composed of individual 
managers whose perceptions, managerial qualities as well as decision-making 
processes exceed far beyond those of the competences of the gatekeepers described 
by Haspeslagh and Jemison (1991) and shape the flow of post-acquisition 
integration process. There are only a few articles that review the role of integration 
teams and integration managers in IM&A and they are mainly devoted to 
practitioners (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; Ashkenas et al., 1998). Hence, more 
theoretical and empirical research is needed on integration teams and their 
managers in IM&A. 

2.5 Individual decision-making and team dynamics 

The organizational behavior literature focuses primarily on the human aspects of 
organizations (Robbins et al., 2014). In particular, it studies human behavior in 
organizational settings, the interface between individuals, teams and the 
organization itself (Moorhead & Griffin, 1995). In organizational behavior studies, 
decision-making is understood as a product of both the way individuals and teams 
make decisions and the context in which these individuals and teams make 
decisions (Carley & Behrens, 1999). Hence, organizations are created, maintained 
and operated by people where their decision-making lies at the heart of 
organization (Barnard, 1968). A link between individual-level decision-making 
and organizational-level outcomes is a recognized challenge for the researchers in 
various fields (e.g., Renkema et al., 2016; Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012; Hitt et al., 2007; 
Roth & Kostova, 2003). While suggesting alternatives to bridge the gap between 
individual-, team-, and organizational-levels of analysis, most scholars agree that 
this gap is difficult to remediate. Nevertheless, researching problems from multi-
level perspectives is more likely to provide us with more detailed insights about 
how organizations operate and make decisions and, in particular, how individual-
level decision-making impacts organizational-level outcomes (Hitt et al., 2007). 
Considering the dominance of organizational-level research in the IB literature, 
the key aspects of organizational behavior that this dissertation builds on and 
makes an intake is the importance of understanding decision-making process at 
the individual-level and its impact at the team-level decision-making. 

2.5.1 Individual-level decision-making  

The behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert & March, 1963) is one of the most 
recognized theories that explain how managers make decisions in organizations. 
It illustrates the role of managerial characteristics and recognizes the influence of 
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bounded rationality on the decision-makers. The most fundamental challenge that 
decision-makers face is the processing of complex and ambiguous stimuli when 
making decisions under uncertainty (Starbuck & Milliken, 1988). Quite often, 
decision-makers are forced to process more information than they can fully 
comprehend. Thus, as previous research demonstrates, decision-makers reduce 
cognitive effort through the use of heuristics and cognitive schemas to integrate 
available information into a single judgment in making decisions (March & Simon, 
1958; Schwenk, 1988). Decision-makers apply heuristics and cognitive schemas to 
organize the excessive amount of information and to simplify the decision-making 
process (Shaw, 1990). 

The cognitive schemas and heuristics are determined by decision-makers’ 
background and experiences (Schwenk, 1988), meaning that decisions are made 
not on the basis of the real situation, but more on the decision-makers’ perceptions 
and constructed reality (Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958; Sutton, 
1987). Hence, decision-makers’ perceptions not only define a problem, but also 
affect the choice of a decision to be made. 

The organizational behavior literature recognizes that decision-makers’ cognitive 
base and values influence the decision-making process in the following ways: (1) 
they shape decision-makers’ attention, (2) they filter decision-makers’ perception 
to only selected stimuli, and (3) they filter decision-makers’ lenses through which 
their perceptions are interpreted (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Cognitive base and 
values co-exist to shape decision-makers’ perceptions of the environment and 
situation, and influence the final decision. 

Understanding decision-making processes at the individual level, becomes 
important for a number of key reasons as justified in the organizational behavior 
literature. 

First, and perhaps most importantly, understanding individual-level decision-
making processes contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of why 
firms exist. Most academics address this question from a transaction cost 
perspective (Coase, 1937; Williamson, 1975) or from a capability and knowledge-
based perspective (Barney, 1991; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Wernerfelt, 1984). While 
these are clearly valid perspectives, this dissertation is more aligned with Moran 
and Ghoshal’s (1996, 1999) and Birkinshaw & Gupta (2013) view which states that 
firms exist to do things that markets cannot. In a nutshell, their arguments state 
that markets allocate resources efficiently to their short-term best use, whereas 
firms have the capacity to take such resources out of their short-term best use and 
transform them, through various methods, into outputs that in the long-term have 
the potential to create new value. This is why both markets and firms are needed 
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for economic development. In a simplified version, this perspective suggests that 
firms exist to do difficult things, such as making trade-offs between short- and 
long-term demands and allocating scarce resources among competing priorities 
depending on multiple criteria. To be effective in these difficult tasks, firms require 
managerial competence. Firms need managers who can make thoughtful trade-
offs between competing demands, and who can find creative solutions in value 
creation (Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013; Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1994; Smith & Lewis, 
2011). These are individuals who make choices and decisions that emphasize one 
objective ahead of another. Therefore, to study an individual-level decision-
making is to help a firm to achieve its aim and purpose. 

Second, the case for individual-level or micro-foundations studies may be 
motivated by this fact that understanding the fundamental cogs and wheels of what 
happens in organizations requires beginning from their fundamental constituents, 
namely individuals (Felin & Foss, 2005). Understanding of the level of individuals 
and their interaction may yield novel insights in organizational-level phenomena 
(Stinchcombe, 1991) and, in particular, understanding of the true mechanisms 
through which individuals shape organizational-level decision-making (Coleman, 
1990; Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2018; Langley, 1995). 

Third, focus on the individual-level decision-making emphasizes inner 
relationships among managerial behavior, firm characteristics and goals, and 
environmental forces, which becomes a valuable contribution to the economic 
theories of the firm (Huff et al., 2000). Firms within the same competitive 
environment respond in idiosyncratic ways to changing environmental conditions. 
Such differences were of little interest to traditional economic theory (Nelson, 
1991), while those with behavioral concerns found them of central importance. In 
general, behavioral theories are more concerned with differences among firms 
than similarities, and more interested in dynamics than in expected equilibrium 
(Carroll, 1993), and where a number of studies indicate that there is considerable 
variation in mental models held by different individuals, even when they 
participate in apparently homogeneous settings (e.g., Hodgkinson & Johnson, 
1994). 

2.5.2 Team dynamics 

To understand the impact of the individual-level decision-making on 
organizational-level outcomes, the organizational behavior literature recommends 
to build the link between individual- and team-level of analysis as an initial step 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). Individual-level decision-making is defined as 
individual processes and activities taking place at the individual manager’s level. 
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These might include activities of managers such as attention allocation or framing 
(Maitland and Sammartino, 2015a). The concept of team-level decision-making is 
defined as collective processes and activities that take place at a higher level than 
individual level and at a lower level than organizational level. These might include 
activities of teams such as issue-selling or interactions (Dutton et al., 2001). The 
organizational behavior as well as organizational studies literatures recognize a 
number of tendencies in team dynamics that are likely to emerge when linking 
individual-level decision-making with the organization-level outcomes (Kouamé & 
Langley, 2017). These tendencies are important to recognize in order to enable 
understanding about how micro-level processes can make a difference to macro-
level outcomes.  

One of these tendencies assume that individual-level decision-making has a direct 
impact and shapes organizational-level outcomes (Gilbert, 2005; Martin & 
Eisenhardt, 2010; Nag & Gioia, 2012). Variation in organizational-level outcomes 
can be explained through variations in individual-level processes. For example, the 
ways managers use real time information and analyze multiple alternatives 
influence organizational practices and behaviors among management teams, and 
that simultaneously shapes decision speed and organizational performance in a 
highly uncertain environment (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Another tendency relies on the assumption that individual-, team-, and 
organizational-levels are recursively interconnected (Burgelman, 1983; Barley, 
1986). The cycles of influence among different levels are sequential and mutual, 
and take place over time (Jarzabkowski, 2008; Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013). For 
example, in the study by Vuori & Huy (2016) interplay between several processes 
that took place at the individual- and team-levels resulted over time in the failure 
of the company. In particular, middle managers, terrorized by top managers’ 
history of aggression, responded to requests for action by overpromising and 
hiding problems. Top managers, in turn, were concerned about the company’s loss 
to competitors and increased their pressure on middle managers without realistic 
assessment of their capabilities. Fear and hiding of the problems resulted in a self-
reinforcing dynamic that damaged the organizational change management process 
(Vuori & Huy, 2016). 

Lastly, the literature shows that individual-level processes might directly 
instantiate or constitute the organizational-level processes through which the 
organization exists or is changing (Taylor & Van Every, 2000). The relationship 
between the processes at the individual-level and organizational-level outcomes is 
implicit and simultaneous. A number of researchers examined specific events to 
show how individual behaviors in interaction contribute to constituting 
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performance at the organizational level where performance is expressed in terms 
of a verb rather than as an outcome (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011). This tendency of 
the multi-level interlinkages suggests a shift from how individual-level activities 
predict organizational-level outcomes toward what it is that individual-level 
activities actually accomplish (Kouamé & Langley, 2017). For example, in the study 
by Rouleau (2005) two middle managers at their interface with clients skillfully 
enacted the organization’s recently formulated strategy by adjusting their 
messages to the clients, drawing on cultural values and providing reasonable 
justifications. This suggests that it is through such individual-level interactions by 
skillful individuals that the organizational strategy is maintained and performed 
(Rouleau & Balogun, 2011). 

To sum up, although the presented tendencies of linking multi-level decision-
making processes might have certain strengths and weakness, they offer different 
illustrative perspectives and enrich our understanding of the dynamics between 
individual- and team-level processes and organizational-level outcomes.   

2.6 Concluding remarks 

In conclusion, the scope of the IB research domain has developed significantly 
since its inception as a result of constant changes and evolving uncertainties in the 
external environments where MNCs operate. The increasing complexity of the IB 
context has generated the need for more interdisciplinary work to answer the core 
question of IB research, which is understanding what determines the international 
success and failure of MNCs (Peng, 2004; Shenkar, 2004). The current need of IB 
research is to integrate and synthesize the earlier developed knowledge into 
integrative framework (Wright & Ricks, 1994). Nevertheless, some scholars 
express their concern that in its current stage with intensive import of theories 
from other disciplines, IB research lacks the ability to produce new theoretical 
frameworks (Buckley, 2002) and independent international business theories 
(Buckley & Lessard, 2005). Similar views are shared by Griffith et al. (2008) who 
question the applicability of the IB field’s knowledge developed four decades ago 
to the complexity of the context where MNCs operate and make decisions today. 

Does the lack of new international business theories represent a threat to the field 
of IB studies as an independent research domain? This dissertation shares a 
similar view with Cheng et al. (2009) who argue that renewed theoretical 
development of IB field is possible only through a deeper understanding of the 
related contextual processes where MNCs operate. This, in turn, requires more 
coherent integration of interdisciplinary and multiple forms of knowledge and 
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methods to advance the status of IB field. To contribute to the further development 
of the IB field, this dissertation looks at and systematizes one of the most 
significant factors of the contextual processes and their environment – uncertainty 
and its management. Furthermore, it integrates certain key assumptions about the 
concept of uncertainty and decision-making from the fields of Organizational 
Studies and Organizational Behavior. 
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3 METHODS 

This chapter outlines the philosophical and methodological choices of this 
dissertation and describes the research approach. Following this, the research 
context and data collection methods are explained. Lastly, the data analysis 
process is elaborated together with a discussion of the quality criteria that were 
applied. Empirical essays 2-3 are based on the same research design, approach and 
data set.  

3.1 Philosophical background 

The philosophical background of the research lies in the research paradigm that 
guides how the research is to be conducted (Hallebone & Priest, 2009). A research 
paradigm is a belief system of the researcher that is based on three key dimensions: 
ontology, epistemology, and methodology (Olsen et al., 1992). The term ontology 
refers to the nature of reality and what can be known about it (Wand & Weber, 
1993). Different kinds of research are founded on different beliefs about what the 
truth is and whether that truth even exists. The eternal ontological debate is 
whether reality exists independent of human consciousness and experience, or 
reality exists within human’s consciousness and only through experience. 
Philosophies about reality can be divided in different ways, but the two types of 
ontology that are essentially opposites – realism and relativism (Killam, 2013). 
Realism is an ontological domain where reality exists independent of the human 
mind (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Realists believe that one truth exists and it does 
not change. In this ontological domain, the truth can be discovered using objective 
measurements. Once the truth is found, it can be generalized to other contexts 
(Killam, 2013). The opposite view of realism is called relativism. Relativists believe 
in multiple versions of reality. What is real depends on the meaning that a 
researcher attaches to truth and truth does not exist without meaning (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005). Since reality is created by how a researcher sees things, it evolves 
and changes depending on the researcher’s experiences. Hence, if reality in 
relativistic domain is context bound, it cannot be generalized. It can only be 
transferred to other similar contexts (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 

Epistemology refers to the nature of the relationship between the researcher and 
what can be known from investigating reality (Hirschheim et al., 1995). In other 
words, it means what relationship the researchers have with the research, how they 
get knowledge and how they discover new things. It is important to admit that 
ontological beliefs dictate epistemological beliefs and that is what the researcher 
believes about the nature of reality will dictate the kind of relationship the 
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researcher should have with whatever is being studied (Killam, 2013). For the 
purpose of this research, two opposing epistemological stances of objectivism and 
subjectivism are presented. Some researchers believe that research should be 
conducted in an objective way and researchers should not influence the data that 
are gathered (Crotty, 1998). In that case, to find out what the truth is, the 
researchers need to stay as far away from the research so that they can obtain an 
objective measurement without disturbing the reality. In this stance, a researcher 
takes an outsider’s view of someone else’s situation. The opposite approach to 
research would be taking a subjective epistemological stance. Here, interacting 
with people to find out what truth means to them is needed (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005). There researchers would also want to get inside the studied phenomenon. 
The potential influence of the researcher on what is being researched is 
acknowledged or even embraced. Interaction is seen as a necessary element to gain 
an in-depth understanding of the studied phenomenon.  

Methodology refers to philosophies that guide how knowledge should be gathered 
(Wand & Weber, 1993). It means how knowledge is discovered and analyzed in a 
systematic way (Killam, 2013). Methodology can be divided based on the 
ontological and epistemological beliefs that led to them. For the purpose of this 
research, two most common methodological approaches are discussed: 
quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative approach is designed to discover one 
truth. It is built on the idea that data should be discovered and analyzed in an 
objective way (Creswell, 2017). When integrating quantitative approach, 
researchers plan in advance to eliminate the influence of any possible contextual 
factors. These researchers believe that the only way the truth can be discovered is 
by removing it from its context. In qualitative approach, decisions are based on 
complex philosophies about how data should be collected and analyzed (Creswell, 
2017). It is designed to explore lived experiences and to understand the context of 
the experiences. Researchers interact with research participants to gather specific 
information about the context. Then they look for patterns or common findings in 
their data. 

Any research is guided by a set of beliefs. This set of beliefs or worldview is known 
as a paradigm (Killam, 2013). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) define paradigms as the 
researcher’s net that holds the ontological, epistemological, and methodological 
beliefs, and refer to the “taken for granted” aspects of a paradigm as “first 
principles, or ultimates” (p. 183). A paradigm is essentially a way of thinking about 
the world. Still, there is no way to prove that one paradigm is superior to the others, 
which is why they are often debated (Guba & Lincoln, 2005).     
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Research paradigms can be classified into a number of philosophically distinct 
categories: positivism, post-positivism, interpretivism and constructivism (Guba 
& Lincoln, 2005; Gephart, 1999). These philosophical perspectives are the popular 
paradigms in contemporary social, organizational, and management research. In 
this dissertation, the difference among presented philosophical categories is 
discussed through an ontological perspective and that is the way these 
philosophical paradigms perceive reality (see Figure 2).  

Positivism is a paradigm of inquiry that searches for “the truth” or facts about 
reality. At the ontological level, positivists assume that there is an objective, 
constant reality that exists and can be measured objectively. Since a reality exists 
and it can be discovered, the epistemology within positivism is objective in nature 
and reality is measurable using properties that are independent of the researcher 
(Henning et al., 2004, p. 17). The methodology in this paradigm is therefore 
experimental or manipulative in nature where hypotheses are tested and 
quantitative methods are viewed as superior (Creswell, 2017). Another term that 
is essentially similar to positivism is modernism and it is based on generalized 
truths about reality (Killam, 2013). Modernists search for certainty and permanent 
universal laws. Although the positivistic paradigm continues to dominate social 
science research, it has been challenged by critics from alternative paradigms – 
post-positivism, interpretivism and, the most opposite, constructivism – due to its 
lack of subjectivity in interpreting social reality. 

Constructivists believe that individuals or groups construct meaning or reality 
based on interactions with the social environment (Gephart, 1999). At the 
ontological level, individuals or groups do not find knowledge, but rather construct 
it (Killam, 2013). It is therefore possible to have multiple, socially constructed 
realities that are all considered correct. Constructivists reject the notion that an 
objective reality exists. The epistemology considers the researcher and participant 
as co-creators of the findings. It involves interaction between the researcher and 
participants. The methodologies used in constructivist research are therefore 
based on interactions between and among the researcher and participant. A 
consensus is sought within the findings. Qualitative methods like in-depth 
interviews are sued and context is well described.  

Between positivism and constructivism there are paradigms that combine varying 
degrees of both of these opposing perspectives. Post-positivism is a paradigm that 
represents one of the earliest shifts away from positivism and shares a number of 
similarities with it (Killam, 2013). Post-positivism is founded on a critical realist 
ontology. Like realists, critical realists believe that a reality exists. However, they 
do not think that it can be perfectly detected due to our flawed ways of finding it 
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as well as the nature of phenomena. Critical realists believe that claims of reality 
need to be critically examined in a variety of ways to get the closest possible 
estimation of reality, but it will never be perfect (Gephart, 1999). In post-
positivism a theory cannot be proven, but a strong case can be made for it by 
disproving alternative explanations. The epistemology within post-positivism, like 
positivism, values objectivity. However, unlike positivism, post-positivists do not 
believe it is possible to maintain absolute distance from the researched (Killam, 
2013). They also recognize and attempt to control the potential influences that the 
researcher’s background knowledge could have on observations. Findings are 
evaluated based on pre-existing knowledge and critique. The methodology in this 
post-positivistic paradigm incorporates a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative methods. They believe that knowledge exists in a social context that can 
be understood best by using both quasi-experiments and interpretive research 
methods. Instead of proving hypotheses they are falsified. More contextual 
information is collected and the view of participants is sought to determine 
meaning and contribute to grounded theory.  

While critical realism has been described as the ontology underpinning the post-
positivism paradigm, some philosophies of critical realism can be said to be more 
distinct. One way of looking at critical realism is the combination of a realist 
ontology and a relativist epistemology (Killam, 2013). Critical realists believe that 
a reality exists, which does not depend on our perception of it (Reeves & Hedberg, 
2003). 

Interpretivists assume that reality consists of people’s subjective experiences of 
the external world and their ontological belief is that reality is socially constructed. 
In the interpretive tradition there are no correct or incorrect theories, instead they 
are judged according to how interesting they are to the researcher as well as those 
involved in the same field (Walsham, 1993). Interpretivists believe that knowledge 
and meaning are acts of interpretation, thus there is no objective knowledge 
(Gephart, 1999). Interpretivism attempts to understand phenomena through the 
meanings that people assign to them (Deetz, 1996; Reeves & Hedberg, 2003). 
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3.1.1 The ontological and epistemological commitments of the 
dissertation 

This dissertation adopts an interpretive approach, which is concerned with 
contextualized description, understanding and interpretation of the meanings 
given to social reality (Saunders et al., 2009). This study aspires to provide 
plausible interpretation of the social phenomenon at hand, that is, how individual 
integration managers perceive and manage uncertainty in post-acquisition 
integration, and how their perceptions influence integration teams’ decision-
making under uncertainty. Key characteristics of the interpretive approach 
integrated in this study are summarized in Table 2 below. 

The ontological approach of this dissertation aims to present multiple voices of 
actors, i.e. integration managers, and interpret their social behavior and actions. 
In this dissertation, Essay 2 explores what integration managers from buying and 
acquired firms do, and how they think and behave in the post-acquisition 
integration as individuals and in teams. Furthermore, an interpretive approach 
allows in-depth description of organizational reality and rich depictions of 
integration managers’ lived experience (Cantrell, 2001). In Essay 3 of this 
dissertation, integration managers’ perceptions are investigated by drawing 
attention to how managers’ sensemaking processes reflect the way they interpret 
uncertainty that is personally experienced. 

The epistemological approach is based on the assumption that reality is 
understood as subjective, meaning that perceptions and experiences might differ 
for each person and change over time and context (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). 
This approach is well suited to the assumptions of individual heterogeneity, unlike 
research at higher organizational levels which tend to downplay differences 
between individuals (Welch et al., 2011). 
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Table 2. Representation of the interpretive approach in this dissertation 

Feature Description 

Purpose of 
research 

Understand and interpret integration managers’ ways of 
perceiving and managing uncertainties that could affect 
integration teams’ decision-making in the post-acquisition 
integration process. 

Ontology • There are multiple realities. 
• Reality can be explored and constructed through 

managers’ interactions. 
• Managers make sense of their social worlds in the 

natural setting by means of daily routines and 
conversations while interacting with others around 
them. 

• Many social realities exist due to varying managers’ 
experience, including their knowledge, views and 
interpretations. 

Epistemology • Reality is subjective. 
• Events are understood through interpretation that is 

influenced by interaction with social contexts. 
• Actors in the research process socially construct 

knowledge by experiencing real life. 

Methodology • Data collected through qualitative research method.  
• Research is a product of the values of the researcher. 

3.1.2 Positioning of the researcher 

The disclosure of the researcher’s position in relation to the research is vital in the 
interpretivist approach. Positioning refers to how the researchers view themselves 
in relation to the research and the data, and how they understand self in the 
creation of knowledge (Berger, 2003). As a researcher I come from a position of 
deep reflection on how I interact with the world. I believe that every experience 
has an impact on the way we interpret that experience as well as on the way how 
that lived experience will shape how we react to the experiences in the future. My 
research was motivated by an interest in understanding the nature and kinds of 
uncertainty in MNCs. Before empirical data collection, I conducted a systematic 
literature review to understand the current state of knowledge about the nature of 
uncertainty and its management in the field of IB. Hence, during the data 
collection I could not fully separate myself from what I knew and my empirical 
research was influenced by what I had known from the literature. Furthermore, I 
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did not have any practical experience in organizing or leading mergers and 
acquisitions. As an interpretivist, I believe that reality is constructed inter-
subjectively through interpretivism (Higgs, 2001). Hence, I, as the researcher, and 
the social world created through interacting with integration managers impacted 
on, and influenced one another.    

The key words pertaining to the methodology of the interpretive approach are 
participation, collaboration and engagement (Henning et al., 2004). In the 
interpretive approach, the researcher does not stand above or outside, but is a 
participant observer (Carr and Kemmis, 1986, p. 88) who engages in the activities 
and discerns the meanings of actions as they are expressed within specific social 
contexts. In this dissertation, the researcher was an integral part of the study and 
a subjective research instrument. The researcher has never worked for any of the 
integrating companies and was rather new to their business. Nevertheless, both 
companies warmly welcomed the researcher to do the study, which resulted in high 
quality access to the research participants and generation of knowledge and 
insights that could not be obtained otherwise through, for example, a survey. The 
researcher believes that the research participants were able to talk freely and 
openly about the research phenomenon. It also felt like being an ‘outsider’ for the 
research participants in these companies helped the researcher to be perceived as 
a safe listener where they could openly reflect about their concerns, 
misunderstandings, and most importantly uncertainties, knowing that personal 
details of the participants are kept confidential. 

Since knowledge is a product of co-creation between the researcher and the 
researched in a specific time and place (Welch & Piekkari, 2006), reflexivity is very 
important in interpretive research where the reality is subjective and socially 
constructed (Hardy et al., 2001). Thus, both the researcher and the integration 
managers are seen as participants in the research. The researcher actively shapes 
the course of the research process by being reflective about what the managers 
bring to the scene, what they see and how they see it (Charmaz, 2006, p. 15). The 
managers, on the other hand, shape the research process by shaping the course of 
the data collection rather than passively responding to the pre-set instructions and 
questions of the researcher. 

3.2 Research approach 

Existing studies have been dominated by positivistic approaches to theorizing. 
Positivist definitions of theory treat it as a statement of relationships between 
abstract concepts that cover a wide range of empirical observations. In this view, 
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the objectives of theory are explanation and prediction (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 125-
126). Thus, positivists use a deductive approach to support or refute hypothesis 
and to determine whether arguments are valid to test a theory (Saunders et al., 
2009, p. 124). An alternative definition of theory emphasizes understanding rather 
than explanation. In particular, interpretive theories allow for indeterminacy 
rather than seeking causality, and give priority to showing patterns and 
connections rather than to linear reasoning (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 125-126). More 
importantly, interpretive theory calls for the understanding of the studied 
phenomenon. In these instances, inductive and abductive approaches are 
frequently integrated. Induction is an approach for building a grounded theory and 
for providing deep and rich theoretical descriptions of the contexts within which 
the research phenomenon occurs (Gioia et al., 2012). Abduction is an approach 
that begins with an unmet expectation and works backward to invent a plausible 
world or a theory that would make surprise meaningful (Van Maanen et al., 2007, 
p. 1149). 

This dissertation follows the inductive logic that emphasizes the importance of 
understanding the studied phenomenon in the context within which it occurs. 
Hence, an inductive approach seems to fit well to this kind of qualitative study in 
which the understanding of the research phenomenon is socially constructed and 
where both the research participants and the researcher are knowledgeable agents 
who construct reality (Gioia et al., 2012). In this dissertation, the researcher 
avoided imposing prior constructs or theories on the informants as some sort of 
preferred explanation for understanding their experience. For example, during the 
interviews, the researcher was more open towards integration managers sharing 
their experiences of the post-acquisition integration process rather than asking 
integration managers to categorize dimensions of uncertainty and uncertainty 
management methods. However, it is important to admit that the researcher’s 
previous knowledge of the topic might have implicitly shaped the construction of 
the interview questions and such words as ‘uncertainty’ and ‘uncertainty 
management’ were still used in the interviews. Still, it was very important for the 
researcher to give voice to the informants both in the early stages of data gathering 
and analysis, and to represent their voices in the reporting, which created rich 
opportunities for discovery of new concepts rather than affirmation of existing 
ones. At the same time, the role of the researcher was to figure out patterns in the 
data, surface concepts and relationships that might remain unnoticed for the 
informants, and to formulate the emerged concepts in theoretically relevant terms. 
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3.3 Research method and design 

This dissertation adopts a qualitative research method. Qualitative research is 
often described in contrast to quantitative methods, which dominate the body of 
scientific work undertaken in social sciences, including business research 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Qualitative research emphasizes the qualities of 
entities – the processes and meanings that occur naturally, and addresses 
questions about how social experience is created and given meaning (Gephart, 
2004, p. 455). Although qualitative research is known to be time-consuming and 
has a limited ability to generalize (Welch et al., 2011), it opens new areas for 
research and further investigation. Hence, this dissertation adopts a qualitative 
method because it allows to capture actors’ lived experiences and interpretations 
supported with rich data and deep insights, to create openness by avoiding pre-
given responses and pre-judgement, as well as to provide understanding of 
complex processes (Brannen & Doz, 2010; Graebner et al., 2012; Langley & 
Stensaker, 2012). 

In order to understand how individual managers make sense and give meanings 
to the research phenomena, this dissertation uses meaning (versus measurement) 
oriented methodology that relies on a subjective relationship between the 
researcher and subjects (see Table 2). As expected from the interpretive paradigm, 
this research does not predefine dependent and independent variables, but focuses 
on the complexity of human sensemaking and sensegiving as the situation emerges 
(Saunders et al., 2009). This qualitative research method allows the researcher to 
study a complex phenomenon within its context. The research problem of this 
dissertation fits these criteria particularly well because of the complex nature of 
perceptual uncertainty that it studies, meaning that uncertainty is that kind of 
unknown factor that is not so easily identifiable from the initial steps of decision-
making and it tends to emerge as the decision-making proceeds and to even change 
the initial path of the decision-making. In addition, integration managers are 
expected to anticipate uncertainties in a very sensitive and delicate context of post-
acquisition integration, accompanied with high emotional attachments, cultural 
convergences, trust-building and identity crisis. This method involves an 
interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world, which means that the researcher 
studies the phenomenon in its natural setting, attempting to make sense of and to 
interpret this phenomenon in terms of the meaning actors bring to them (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2000). Natural setting in this case relates to the temporality of the 
decision-making process. It means that the researcher was collecting data when 
the integration was still ongoing, integration managers were in the process of their 
decision-making, and the outcomes of their decisions were still unknown.  



Acta Wasaensia     43 

Table 3 below presents the research method and design of the different studies that 
comprise the dissertation. First, Essay 1 is a conceptual paper based on a 
systematic review of the IB literature. The following Essay 2 and Essay 3 employ a 
qualitative method using a single case study design to explore the research 
phenomenon.     

Table 3. Research method and design of the dissertation 

 Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 

Research 
approach 

N/A Inductive Inductive 

Research 
method 

Conceptual Qualitative Qualitative 

Research 
design 

Systematic 
literature review 

Single case study Single case study 

Data 
collection 

Published journal 
articles 

Multiple data 
sources: interview 
and non-interview 
data 

Multiple data 
sources: interview 
and non-interview 
data 

3.3.1 Systematic literature review 

A systematic literature review is an explicit, trustworthy, and reproducible method 
to minimize bias, thus providing more reliable findings for the evaluation and 
interpretation of previous research relevant to a particular theme of interest 
(Alderson et al., 2004). There are four key principles that should be evident within 
a systematic literature review: transparency, inclusivity, and it should also be 
explanatory and heuristic (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). In terms of transparency, a 
paper should explicitly describe the processes and methods employed in the 
review. To demonstrate inclusivity and the quality of information sources, the 
paper should place an emphasis on the reviewed articles’ reported methods of data 
collection and analysis. The paper should also provide an explanation of conflicting 
extracts from individual studies and to integrate them into a holistic view of the 
research phenomenon. Lastly, the results of the review should be heuristic and 
should offer suggestions on how to address the emerged issues in the findings.   

In this dissertation, Essay 1 adopts the systematic literature review practice 
recommended by Denyer and Tranfield (2009) for conducting the synthesis of the 
literature. These practices have been designed particularly for management and 
organization studies and have been used by other scholars to conduct systematic 
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literature reviews in the business field (e.g., Ellwood et al., 2016). In the study, the 
researcher first identified relevant keywords and searched them in the EBSCO, ABI 
Inform ProQuest, Elsevier Science Direct, and Emerald databases. Then, the 
researcher manually checked the articles to include or exclude them based on their 
fit with inclusion parameters. This process led to the final set of 114 articles 
distributed among 23 highly-ranked, peer-reviewed academic journals. The 
selected articles were carefully read, synthesized and analyzed. The detailed 
methodological process is presented in Essay 1. 

3.3.2 Case study design 

Given the contested nature of the case study and conflicting views about it that 
emerge from differences in philosophical assumptions (Piekkari et al., 2009), it is 
difficult to offer one single definition. Nevertheless, to retain the consistency of 
this research, the definition of the case study is integrated from interpretive 
studies. A case study is research where ‘the researcher explores a single entity or 
phenomenon […] bounded by time and activity […] and collects detailed 
information by using a variety of data collection procedures during a sustained 
period of time’ (Creswell, 1994, p.12). ‘Case study is not a methodological choice 
but a choice of what is to be studied […] by whatever methods we choose to study 
the case’ (Stake, 2005, p. 443). In this dissertation, a case refers to individuals and, 
in particular, integration managers embedded within the merged organization. 
The theoretical unit of analysis and empirical unit of data collection are at the 
individual level in Essay 2 of this dissertation. As for Essay 3, although it looks at 
integration teams’ decision-making under uncertainty, and thus the theoretical 
unit of analysis could be considered at a team level, the empirical unit of data 
collection remains at the individual level. To understand how teams make 
decisions under uncertainty, the study in Essay 3 focuses on individuals in those 
teams and asks them to reflect on how the teams work. 

When a decision about a particular research design is decided, one of the basic 
decisions to consider is whether the chosen design is feasible to the research 
problem. As for this dissertation, M&A are working in a highly sensitive context. 
After an announcement is made, it can transform into an incredibly emotional, 
strategically sensitive set of decisions that integration managers are making, so the 
need for confidentiality is very acute. Hence, it is not surprising that many 
companies that go through M&A will refuse access to researchers trying to study 
their decision-making processes. Therefore, the research design for this 
dissertation should also be viewed from the perspective of access. Considering all 
the difficulties of doing this kind of research on post-acquisition integration, access 
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to the integration managers while they make their decisions is considered rare, 
unique and value-adding. 

Table 4. Dimensions of the case study design in this dissertation (Essays 
2-3) 

Case study 
dimension* 

Current case study 

Philosophical 
foundation 

Interpretive tradition to understand the perceived realities of 
integration managers and ways in which these managers 
construct meaning to these realities 

Theorizing Exploratory research to understand (vs. explain) the research 
phenomenon 

Case selection Single in-depth case study with rich contextual insights 

Data sources Interview data: focus on diverse emic meanings held by 
interviewed integration managers 

Triangulation to clarify meanings through additional non-
interview data: documents, companies’ newsletters, reports, 
video from the official meeting, company visit, newspaper 
posts.   

Boundary 
setting 

Case refers to the theoretical units of analysis – the individual 
(Essay 2) and the individual and team (Essay 3); and to the 
empirical unit of data collection – the individual (Essay 2 and 
Essay 3). 

 *Based on case study dimension criteria developed by Piekkari et al. (2009) 

To correspond with recommended case study research practices, this study 
complied with a number of case study characteristics revealed through the 
following dimensions: philosophical foundation, theorizing, case selection, data 
sources, and boundary setting (see Table 4). The researcher’s explicit stance on the 
philosophical foundation of the study is important because it has implications for 
doing and evaluating the case study and because the quality criteria for assessing 
case research are not value free (Piekkari et al., 2009; Platt, 1992). In terms of 
theorizing, positivists perceive the case study as the bridge to generalizable laws 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), while for the alternative views including 
interpretivists, the case study is an approach to understanding a particular case in-
depth (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). Furthermore, case selection concerns the tension 
between pursuing a replication and generalization logic through multiple cases 
and seeking new theoretical insights with the richness of a single case study 
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(Piekkari et al., 2009). While the positivistic view tends to favor multiple case 
studies, interpretive view tends to gravitate toward in-depth single case, which 
provides rich and contextual insights into the dynamics of phenomenon. Data 
sources for interpretivists contain rich description for each case to capture 
meanings, multiple interpretations or casual complexity (Piekkari et al., 2009). 
Although the use of multiple sources is an important means for validating a case 
study, triangulation for more interpretivist traditions “serves also to clarify 
meaning by identifying different ways the phenomenon is being seen” (Stake, 
2000: 441). Lastly, boundary settings for interpretivists are an emergent process 
which allows the researcher to respond to emerging insights and opportunities 
(Piekkari et al., 2009).  

3.4 Empirical data collection and analysis 

In this section, the researcher presents the background of the company and 
describes data collection and data analysis procedures. 

3.4.1 Company background 

This dissertation looks at the symbiotic cross-border integration of two Nordic 
MNCs in the industry of industrial goods and services that took place in 2014. In 
September, 2014 the buying firm announced a public tender offer to acquire all the 
shares of the target firm. By the end of November, 2014 the buying firm obtained 
approvals from all the relevant authorities and acquired more than 90% of the 
acquired firm’s shares and its voting rights. The acquisition was finalized and 
publicly announced in December, 2014.   

The acquired firm was a global player and had production and research and 
development facilities in Europe, Asia and North America. Its sales offices were 
located in 30 countries with its sales representatives and service partners in nearly 
90 countries. The company employed around 1,500 people in 2013. In the same 
year, the buying firm was a world-leader in the industry with 23,000 employees 
and sales in more than 100 countries. As stated by the executives of the integrating 
firms, the integration was not done for cost cutting purposes, but rather the 
intention was to create synergy and complementarity of two strong players in the 
industry. At the time of the acquisition, the buying firm consisted of four key 
business segments and only one of its business segments was merged with the 
acquired firm. As part of the deal, the president of the acquired firm became a 
president of the newly emerged entity. Haspeslagh and Jemison (1991) categorize 
this type of integration as symbiotic. Symbiotic integrations are one of the most 
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complicated to manage since they require both a high degree of integration and a 
high degree of autonomy. It means that a transfer of competencies and capabilities 
has to take place, but at the same time certain capabilities and know-how of the 
acquired firm need to be preserved.  

3.4.2 Post-acquisition integration process 

The process of post-acquisition integration followed the official closing of the 
acquisition deal. The existing M&A literature warns that the boundaries of when 
integration starts and when it ends are hard to determine in practice, because every 
deal is unique and different. Therefore, every post-acquisition integration has its 
own rhythm. It can take months or it can take years to fully complete the 
integration (Haspeslagh and Jemison, 1991). In this dissertation, although the 
company in focus did not have an explicitly defined time frame for the start and 
ending of its post-acquisition integration, based on the collected data and 
importance of the events highlighted by integration managers, the post-acquisition 
integration in focus could be categorized into three key phases (see Figure 3 for the 
post-acquisition integration time line). 
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Figure 3. The post-acquisition integration timeline 
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First, as the data illustrated, integration managers defined their work on post-
acquisition integration 90-day-plan as the start of the post-acquisition integration 
process. The creation of a ‘90-day-plan’ is common practice in post-acquisition 
integration, and serves the purpose of a plan-book to track that integration reaches 
a certain point after 90 days. Work on the 90-day-plan began in October, 2014, 
two months before the official announcement of the acquisition. The second phase 
began in early January, 2015, when the integration team announced the 
organizational structure of a new organizational entity and the planning of 
integration activities was initiated. The structure of the new organization and 
appointment of new line managers at different organizational levels was in place 
in June, 2015.  After that, the third phase began. It included execution and 
adjustment of integration plans at different organizational levels, and alignment 
of integration projects in different work streams. Integration managers mentioned 
that there was no official date for the full integration and for the official transition 
of their integration activities to the line managers. It is also important to admit 
that the listed phases in this case intermeshed between the pre- and post-
acquisition phases, as the boundaries between them were not fully specified and 
the phases were performed simultaneously at certain points of integration (Gomes 
et al., 2013). Such context in itself triggered real-life uncertainties for integration 
managers.         

Although publicly announced as a merger, typical to many mergers, integration 
managers from both buying and acquired firms saw it as an acquisition. This was 
particularly evidenced in the inconsistency between the stated expectations of the 
presidents of the integrating firms and the ways these statements were interpreted 
and executed by the integration managers. For example, the statement of the 
acquired firm’s president that the color of the brand did not matter and that 
everyone would be treated equally, in practice it adopted different shades, and 
integration managers from the acquired firm felt the dominance of the integration 
managers from the buying firm when the color of the brand was changed to the 
color of the buyer. Although the integration managers from the acquired firm 
perceived this whole process as an acquisition, they still felt that with that 
announcement they would have higher opportunities for promotion in a new 
organization. In the light of the above, the studied case reflects more a blurred case 
and does not fall into being defined as merger neither acquisition. Existing M&A 
literature tends to neatly categorize M&As into either of categories, while in 
practice categorizing might be a challenge. Hence, the blurred case in itself is an 
illustrative example of contextual uncertainty, in the way that M&As are defined.     
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3.4.3 Structure of the integration team       

For the purpose of leading the process of integration between the two firms, 
informing about the new strategic direction, and communicating decisions to 
employees, an official integration team was established (see Figure 4). The core of 
the integration team was 11 work streams. In each stream, one integration manager 
was a lead and one to three other integration managers co-leads. Each work stream 
focused on the transition within one specific functional area: sales, procurement, 
supply chain and productivity, R&D, product portfolio, branding, marketing, 
finance, HR, IT, and communication. Executive directors of the integrating firms 
assigned managers from both firms to each of these work streams. At the time of 
the data collection, integration managers from the acquired firm were leading the 
work streams on R&D, communication, finance, sales, and branding, whereas 
integration managers from the buying firm were leading the streams focused on: 
supply chain, product portfolio, procurement, HR, IT, and marketing. The 
integration managers were informed about the acquisition, interviewed and 
appointed to their positions as integration managers two months before the official 
announcement of the acquisition. The appointed integration managers worked in 
pairs of two to three people to find the best solutions within each area. The 
progress of the work streams was supervised by the corporate merger management 
office (MMO) that consisted of one head manager and four managers that provided 
execution support in communication, product management, financial and 
strategic areas of the integration. All managers of MMO were represented by 
integration managers from the buying firm. Although the official titles of all these 
managers in the integration process are leads, co-leads, MMO lead and MMO 
team, the researcher calls them all as integration managers. 
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      Merger Steering 
Committee 

President of the buying firm’s merging business  

President of the acquired firm and new organization 
  

Merger Management Office 
(MMO) 

MMO lead 

Four integration managers with the following 
responsibilities: merger master planning, strategy & 
operating model, communications, planning & 
execution support 

  

 W
or

k 
st

re
am

s 

1 Sales Lead from the acquired firm; co-lead from the buying 
firm 

2 Procurement Lead from the buying firm; co-lead from the acquired 
firm 

3 Supply Chain 
and Productivity 

Lead from the buying firm; co-lead from the buying 
firm; two co-leads from the acquired firm 

4 R&D Lead from the acquired firm; co-lead from the buying 
firm 

5 Product 
Portfolio 

Lead from the buying firm; two co-leads from the 
acquired firm 

6 Branding Lead from the acquired firm; co-lead from the buying 
firm  

7 Marketing Lead from the buying firm; co-lead from the acquired 
firm 

8 Finance Lead from the acquired firm; co-lead from the buying 
firm 

9 HR Lead from the buying firm; co-lead from the acquired 
firm 

10 IT Lead from the buying firm; co-lead from the acquired 
firm 

11 Communications Lead from the acquired firm; co-lead from the buying 
firm 

Figure 4. Structure of the integration team at the time of data collection 

The process of the integration managers’ appointment was unknown to the 
integration managers. As some of the integration managers speculated, they were 
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selected for the interview because presidents of the merging companies saw them 
as promising and enthusiastic leaders. Furthermore, officially they were called 
leads and co-leads of the working streams. The time period for these positions was 
not clearly defined to integration managers. In the early stages of the integration 
process, the integration tasks were conducted along with business as usual. For 
example, some integration managers executed their business as usual activities 
during the day and remained in the offices for longer hours in the evening to work 
on integration related tasks. Not only integration managers had work overloads, 
they also needed to make their work secretly from the colleagues who were not part 
of the integration team particularly at the earlier stages of the integration. As the 
integration proceeded, integration managers concentrated on their integration 
related tasks and delegated up to 70 per cent of their business as usual tasks to the 
colleagues who were not part of the integration team. While working on the 
integration, most of the time, integration managers did not know where they would 
end up afterwards. Still, most of the integration managers speculated that because 
of their involvement in the integration process, they would be guaranteed with 
high responsibility positions in a new organization. However, when a structure for 
a new organization was formed, most of the integration managers from the 
acquired firm found out that they had been demoted from their previous positions. 
For example, an integration manager who had been leading the marketing 
function of an organization, was demoted to a team leader position in a new 
organization. Positions for the majority of the integration managers from the 
buying firm remained unchanged after the integration. 

3.4.4 The choice of company and gaining access 

An acquired company representative was doing a master thesis at the same 
university department with the researcher. It emerged that this person was also 
involved as an integration manager. Through subsequent meetings, we negotiated 
shared interests. That person gave the researcher legitimacy within an 
organization. That individual was also centrally giving the researcher 
organizational acceptance. Hence, it was an organizationally approved project, and 
when it came to contacting other organizational managers, they had been already 
informed about the researcher and the project.  

The researcher negotiated real-time data access to the integration managers 
during the post-acquisition integration process. Access to the real-time integration 
planning and execution process is a useful complement to the tendency in existing 
studies to conduct research based on retrospective data (e.g., Graebner & 
Eisenhardt, 2004). Gaining access to collect data during the post-acquisition 
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integration process tends to be unusual and can thus be considered as a major 
strength of the current thesis for two main reasons. First, the author interviewed 
integration managers when they were still either going through the integration or 
had just recently finished it. It allowed the author to grasp how integration 
managers experienced uncertainties as they unfolded and to record what was real 
to them at the time of decision-making. Second, access to integration managers 
who are still in the process of designing and executing their integration is rare. 
Hence, such data provides a potential to shed light on the nature of uncertainty 
and its perception. If we are to understand the nature of uncertainty better, we 
need to explore it as it emerges. Studying the phenomenon as it emerges, allows to 
grasp perceptions. Recalling is hard and can be even misleading since people tend 
to present things better than they were in real life (Kahneman, 2011). Also, since 
people are less sensitive to uncertainty than to risk and with time, uncertainty 
tends to transform into risk (Tversky & Fox, 1995), recalling the perceptions of 
uncertainty might be particularly difficult.  

The researcher has chosen these companies for the case study for the following 
reasons. First, with the purpose to produce an in-depth understanding of the 
research phenomenon and a rich description of the context, the presented 
companies’ context with the real-life integration seemed to fit perfectly the 
research aims. Secondly, with the purpose to explore different voices of the 
participants, during the pilot interview with the integration mangers who provided 
access to the integrating companies, the researcher realized integration managers’ 
high interest in the research and their willingness to share their perceptions of the 
integration. Being positioned in the interpretive paradigm with an inductive 
approach to research, the researcher chose these companies to explore 
unanticipated findings and offer a fresh perspective on the existing understanding 
of the research phenomenon. 

3.4.5 Data collection 

Most of the data were generated primarily in the interviews. Qualitative interviews 
are usually used to explore complex and personal matters (Alvesson, 2003). The 
main goal of a qualitative interview is to understand the research phenomenon 
from the perspective of the interviewee and, in particular, how they have come to 
a particular conclusion (King, 1994). The choice of qualitative interviews was 
particularly suitable for this research because the study targeted to capture and 
understand the participants’ different point of views. Nevertheless, it is important 
to mention that qualitative interviews are challenging research methods with 
ambiguous situations that require intensive sensemaking on behalf of the 
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interviewee and where reflexivity regarding the interview situation, the 
interviewee and the accounts produced are expected from the researcher 
(Alvesson, 2003; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Thus, being positioned in the 
interpretive paradigm, the researcher relies largely on what the participants talk 
about and how they perceive the research phenomenon. 

The empirical work was conducted during the integration period in 2015-2016 
(please see Figure 3 for the post-acquisition integration time line and data 
collection). It consisted of two rounds of interviews. The first round of interviews 
was organized with integration managers from the work streams, while the second 
round of interviews was organized with integration managers from MMO. The 
researcher met the company representative (i.e. integration manager from the 
acquired firm) in May 2015 and the first pilot interview with that manager was 
organized in June 2015. Access to the merging companies’ internal information 
was granted in August 2015 after a series of non-disclosure agreements between 
the researcher and the case companies had been signed. Also, in August 2015, the 
second interview with the same company representative was organized. The 
purpose of the interview was to understand the insights of the current phase on 
the integration process and receive in-depth information about other integration 
managers and their integration related decision-making phases. During the same 
interview, it was agreed that integration managers from the work streams will be 
interviewed in the first round, while integration managers from MMO will be 
interviewed in the second round. The key reason for that was that most of the 
integration managers from the work streams was actively involved in the 
integration related decision-making and interviewing them at early stage provided 
an access to their real life decision-making and, most importantly, uncertainties as 
they were emerging. In September 2015, the researcher contacted all 23 
integration managers from work streams to schedule interviews with them.  

The first round of interviews with integration managers began in the end of 2015, 
a year after the company’s official M&A announcement (integration team was 
formed one month before the announcement) and took place over the subsequent 
seven months. The seven months period was predetermined by the availability of 
the integration managers with some of them being available for the interview 
already in November 2015, while for others early spring was preferable. During 
that period, eight integration managers from the acquired firm and five integration 
managers from the buying firm were interviewed. The interviewed integration 
managers provided insights about integration process that took place in eight work 
streams. Still, integration managers from sales, branding and marketing work 
streams were hard to reach even after a couple of attempts because of their limited 
availability. Table 5 below summarizes the number of interviewed integration 
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managers from the work streams. During the first round of interviews with 
integration managers from the work streams, the researcher was given an access to 
the video from the official meeting where the acquisition was announced as well as 
the company visit was organized for the researcher.   

Table 5. Structure of the work streams and interviewed integration 
managers 

 

 
Interviewed 
integration 
managers 
from the 
acquired firm 

Interviewed 
integration 
managers 
from the 
buying firm 

W
or

k 
st

re
am

s 

1 Procurement Lead from the 
buying firm; co-lead 
from the acquired 
firm 

1 integration 
manager 

1 integration 
manager 

2 Supply Chain 
and Productivity 

Lead from the 
buying firm; co-lead 
from the buying 
firm; two co-leads 
from the acquired 
firm 

2 integration 
managers 

1 integration 
manager 

3 R&D Lead from the 
acquired firm; co-
lead from the 
buying firm 

1 integration 
manager 

1 integration 
manager 

4 Product 
Portfolio 

Lead from the 
buying firm; two co-
leads from the 
acquired firm 

1 integration 
manager 

1 integration 
manager 

5 Finance Lead from the 
acquired firm; co-
lead from the 
buying firm 

1 integration 
manager 

 

6 HR Lead from the 
buying firm; co-lead 
from the acquired 
firm 

1 integration 
manager 

 

7 Communications Lead from the 
acquired firm; co-
lead from the 
buying firm 

1 integration 
manager 

 

8 IT Lead from the 
buying firm; co-lead 
from acquired firm 

 1 integration 
manager 
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The second round of interviews with the MMO took place in June 2016. During 
that period, all five integration managers from the buying firm were interviewed. 
One month separated the two interview rounds, which allowed the researcher to 
reflect on the participants’ reports. Such timing and intervals were applied because 
of the limited availability of integration managers from the MMO at the earlier 
stages of integration. The key role of the second interview round in this research 
was to understand the ongoing integration. For example, it was important for the 
researcher to hear MMO integration managers’ perspective on why certain 
uncertainties emerged in the post-acquisition integration, how integration 
managers from the work streams experienced those uncertainties and what their 
role was in helping them to manage those uncertainties. 

Both integration managers from the work streams and MMO were interviewed 
once, except for the key contact integration manager from the acquired firm who 
was interviewed three times. 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. The standard procedures for conducting qualitative semi-structured 
interviews (Kvale & Brinkman, 2015) were followed to organize the interview 
questions into two main sections. The first section covered interview questions 
related to background information of informants, including their current position, 
job roles, work history and experience. The second section posed questions around 
the main topic of the research. In particular, interview themes included questions 
related to integration managers’ perceived uncertainty, uncertainty management, 
types of decision and decision-making processes under uncertainty, decisions and 
decision-making activities in/among work streams, and reflective summary of the 
interview. Detailed list of interview questions is provided in Appendix. Interview 
themes in both rounds of interviews were similar, still the level of concreteness and 
depth in questions depended on the interviewee’s narrative. 

Although the interviews were semi-structured, the researcher was giving the 
participants a possibility to describe their instances of uncertainty spontaneously, 
broadly and freely. The researcher started by asking integration managers to 
describe what kind of experience it was for them to be part of the integration 
decision-making. In their narratives, integration managers shared their 
understanding of the acquisition and integration process, what was happening and 
how they were involved. In those stories, they were sharing their encounters with 
uncertainty.  As a follow up question, the researcher was asking the integration 
managers to elaborate about those encounters with examples. In some instances, 
the researcher had to clarify what an uncertain situation meant, while most 
interviewees were clear about different types of uncertainties and the ways they 
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were different from risky situations. At the same time, the researcher tried to keep 
the role of a listener, asking a few guiding questions, and remaining open to what 
was specifically interesting in the participants’ reflections from the researchers’ 
point of view (Charmaz, 2006). To admit, the researcher organized interviews after 
conducting a systematic literature review on uncertainty in the field of IB studies. 
Such a background could have had an impact on the explorative nature of this 
research. Hence, when asking about uncertainty, the researcher preferred to stay 
neutral and avoid defining uncertainty as something negative or positive. The 
researcher wanted to observe how integration managers interpret uncertainty and 
whether they see it as an opportunity or a threat.  

Altogether, 20 semi-structured interviews with 18 integration managers were 
conducted. The interviews took place at the integration mangers’ offices, via skype, 
as well as the university premises. Whenever it was possible, the researcher 
insisted on face-to-face interviews. Even when organized via Skype, video calls 
were used over audio calls. The importance of the visual communication when 
discussing abstract concepts was explained to the interviewees. The researcher 
wanted to assure the confidentiality of the interviews as well as an opportunity to 
observe all non-verbal cues to guarantee in-depth and qualitative discussions.  

Since almost half of the interviews were conducted via Skype, the rationale for 
using online interviews and the determination of whether the collected data 
accomplished the purpose of the study, needs to be explained. Online interviews 
were organized with the integration managers 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. Hence, online interviews were the most optimal 
solution to explore integration managers’ decision-making without substantial 
destruction from their core activities. Skype was selected by the researcher based 
on its familiarity, availability and accessibility to both the researcher and the 
interviewed integration managers. When conducting interviews online, the 
potential for misunderstanding is arguably greater (Salmons, 2011). Hence, to 
ensure greater clarity and precision in the interviews, the researcher explained the 
interviewed integration managers the purpose of the study and what was expected 
from them and why before the actual interviews via both e-mails and phone calls. 
The work profiles of the interviewed integration managers were studied by the 
researcher before the interviews. Those profiles were useful data as the researcher 
was building her understanding of the context in which integration managers 
operated.   

Table 6 below provides a list of the interviews conducted in this dissertation. 
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Table 6. Demographics of interview participants 

Work stream, 
position, firm 

Title & function Working 
years in 
the 
company 

Education  Gender Time & 
place of 
the 
interview 

R&D, lead, 
acquired firm 

VP, R&D 10 years  Engineering  Male 15.6.2015 
(face-to-
face) 

R&D, lead, 
acquired firm 

VP, R&D 10 years  Engineering  Male 5.8.2015 
(face-to-
face) 

Productivity & 
Supply Chain, co-
lead, acquired 
firm 

VP, Production and 
Logistics 

3 years Telecommuni-
cations 

Male 9.11.2015  
(face-to-
face) 

Product 
Portfolio, co-
lead, acquired 
firm 

VP, Marketing 15 years Engineering Female 9.11.2015 
(face-to-
face) 

R&D, lead, 
acquired firm 

VP, R&D 10 years  Engineering  Male 16.11.2015 
(face-to-
face) 

Supply Chain, 
lead, buying firm 

Head of Global 
Operation and 
Logistics 

22 years Engineering Male 16.11.2015 
(face-to-
face) 

Procurement, 
lead, buying firm 

Purchasing Director 20 years Engineering Male 25.11.2015 
(skype 
meeting) 

Product 
Portfolio, lead, 
buying firm 

Head of Global 
Product 
Management 

21 years International 
Marketing 

Male 26.11.2015 
(skype 
meeting) 

Productivity, co-
lead, acquired 
firm 

Production and 
Logistics Director 

11 years Engineering Male 04.12.2015 
(face-to-
face) 

Procurement, co-
lead, acquired 
firm 

VP, Procurement 
and Sourcing 

6 years 
 

Engineering Male 09.02.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

R&D, co-lead, 
buying firm 

Senior Director 
Global Project 
Office 

29 years Engineering Male 10.02.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

Communication, 
lead, acquired 
firm 

Communication 
advisor 

15 years Humanities 
with a focus on 
Business & 
Technology 

Male 16.02.2016 
(face-to-
face) 

HR, co-lead, 
acquired firm 

SVP, HR 16 years Engineering, 
Economics 

Female 17.02.2016 
(face-to-
face) 

Finance, lead, 
acquired firm 

Director, PO 
Business Control 

15 years Economics Female 19.02.2016 
(face-to-
face) 
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Work stream, 
position, firm 

Title & function Working 
years in 
the 
company 

Education  Gender Time & 
place of 
the 
interview 

IT, lead, buying 
firm 

Senior Director, 
Global Business 
Systems 

39 years Technical Male 02.05.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

MMO, buying 
firm 

Senior Director, 
Head of Division 
Strategy and 
Business 
Development 

35 years Engineering Male 07.06.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

MMO, buying 
firm 

Senior Director, 
Business 
Development 

21 years Economics Male 08.06.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

MMO, buying 
firm 

SVP, Supply Chain 26 years Economics Male 14.06.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

MMO, buying 
firm 

Senior Director, 
Special Projects 

6 years Technical, 
Business, 
Finance, 
Computer 
Science 

Male 22.06.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

MMO, buying 
firm 

Strategic Business 
Review Manager 

6 years Business 
Administration 

Male 28.06.2016 
(skype 
meeting) 

To reach a rich view of the topic, the researcher’s aim was to interview the whole 
integration team. Thus, the only criterion for the selection of research participants 
was their involvement in the integration process. Before their full involvement in 
the integration process, the research participants were managers at different 
levels. They were previously vice presidents, department managers, directors, and 
team leaders. The focus, however, was not to compare the integration managers 
on different levels, but to receive diverse data about the work of integration 
managers. Integration managers with rich managerial experience were instantly 
able to categorize the types of uncertainties they perceived. They were also able to 
discuss various uncertainty management tools that they acquired throughout the 
years of experience. This experience has also provided them with more power and 
flexibility when they had to make decisions under uncertainty.  

During the data collection, the researcher was concerned if the contacted 
integration managers could find time for the interview in their busy schedules and 
if they would have any concerns related to the sensitivity of the subject matter. To 
assure the confidentiality of the participants and their interviews, the researcher 
signed a number of non-disclosure agreements with the company that were 
confirmed by the lawyers of both the company and the university. The invitation 
letter for the interview informed integration managers about signed non-
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disclosure agreements and notified that the anonymity of their responses would be 
guaranteed. Quite often the interview discussions took place longer than 
scheduled, which always resulted in information about new areas of the research 
topic. It was truly interesting to listen to and observe how passionately integration 
managers analyzed the integration and all the changes and opportunities it 
brought into their lives.  

The researcher’s interview style changed throughout the data collection process. 
In the first interviews, the researcher used semi-structured questions. It also took 
two to three interviews for the researcher to get used to the integration managers’ 
terminology and vocabulary. When the discussion got too technical, the researcher 
asked for clarification and simplification of the information. However, the further 
the research proceeded, the broader the discussion topics became. The researcher 
became more open to the messages of the participants and did not expect the 
answers to be provided in a particular pre-determined format. Rather, the 
researcher was open to discussions and let the integration managers tell in their 
own words their experience of the post-acquisition integration process. 
Identification and reflection on the topics that integration managers consider 
important is a vital part of inductive research. 

It is a common fact that the use of language, as well as the researcher’s and the 
interviewee’s language skills, shape the dynamics of the cross-cultural interviews 
in various ways (Marschan-Piekkari & Reis, 2004). In the context of this 
dissertation, interviews were organized in English: a language that was non-native 
for both the researcher and the interviewees. Having interviews in a foreign 
language could have had an effect on the ways in which integration managers 
expressed their sensemaking activities decisions made under uncertainty and, 
consequently, on the credibility and trustworthiness of the collected data. 
Nevertheless, since the integration managers worked in an MNC where they used 
English on a daily basis and since they came from countries with a very good level 
of English, conducting interviews in English was not considered as a significant 
issue in this dissertation. 

Non-interview data were used for studying phenomena in their social context. 
This kind of data is typically open in nature and useful for exploring the 
phenomenon intensively from the participants’ point of view (Eriksson & 
Kovalainen, 2008). The non-interview data for this study included 25 issues (224 
pages) of the merging companies’ weekly newsletters on M&A, one webcast video 
(46 min) from the meeting where the official announcement of the acquisition took 
place, and one visit to the acquired firm’s factory during the integration. As for the 
companies’ newsletters, they were the main sources of the merger update to the 
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employees in the merging companies. 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 managers 
responsible for the integration of particular departments. The content of the 
newsletters was very detailed and informative with specific examples of the 
decisions being made. Therefore, in certain occasions, the researcher integrated 
the information from the newsletters to provide important contextual data. In 
addition, triangulation of additional non-interview data such as all publicly 
available documentations and newspaper posts was used to clarify meanings and 
to consider alternative interpretations of the same events and decisions.  

Two empirical essays of this dissertation used these same data sources, i.e. all 20 
interviews. 

3.4.6 Data analysis 

Systematic literature review 

To maintain consistency with Denyer and Tranfield’s (2009) systematic review 
practices, analysis of the selected articles proceeded through three main phases. 
Owing to the heterogeneity of the selected articles’ theoretical frameworks and 
empirical methods, the analysis was descriptive in nature. First, the articles were 
analyzed in terms of the number and type of uncertainties addressed, to compile a 
comprehensive list of different uncertainties that receive the most attention. 
Articles were labeled with as many types of uncertainties as were identified in 
them. To provide a parsimonious categorization of uncertainty, Miller’s (1992) 
classification and definition of different types of uncertainty that refers to 13 
dimensions of uncertainty grouped into three main categories was applied.  

The second phase of the analysis focused on identifying how uncertainty 
management approaches have been defined in the reviewed articles, and which 
approaches are most commonly applied by MNCs. Definitions derived from both 
Miller (1992) and Simangunsong et al. (2012) were used to group the identified 
approaches, which refer to two main methods of uncertainty management 
(reducing and coping), under which there are eight uncertainty management 
approaches. 

In the final phase of analysis, the identified uncertainty dimensions and 
uncertainty management approaches were analyzed in terms of the capacity to add 
value to our understanding of MNCs’ international decision-making. The review 
revealed several inconsistencies and debates among IB scholars about the impact 
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of uncertainties on MNCs’ decision-making and the determinants of MNC choices 
about uncertainty management approaches. 

Case study 

As in most qualitative studies, data collection and data analysis took place 
concurrently (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Similarly, in this study the researcher 
collected, organized and coded the data at the same time. All interviews were 
accurately recorded and transcribed (with 225 pgs. of transcription in total) by the 
researcher. Since interviews and analysis occurred in parallel, analysis started 
already during the transcription of the interviews. Such a data analysis was 
shaping the progress of the interviews and allowing the researcher to formulate 
the range of different questions to capture the variety of perspectives about 
uncertainty and its management in the post-acquisition integration.    

Thematic analysis was chosen as the data analysis technique because it allows 
flexibility in interpreting the data and in approaching data more easily by sorting 
them into broad themes (Lincoln, 1998). Furthermore, this technique allows 
identifying patterns of meaning across data that provide an answer to the research 
question being addressed. Data analysis was organized in two main steps. The first 
step began with reading of the interview transcripts and making informal notes. 
The researcher did not have any preplanned systematic coding agenda. While 
continuing with the reading of the transcripts, the researcher started to observe 
connections between the noted themes in the interviews. The identification of the 
emerging themes assisted in the following steps of data analysis.  

A number of key themes that emerged from the data related to uncertain and 
complex situations that integration managers reported they had experienced 
during the integration decision-making (with the number of issues varying 
between three to 14 per integration manager), various tensions that resulted from 
uncertainty, uncertainty management approaches, decision-making styles under 
uncertainty as well as decision-making activities at both individual- and team-
levels. Also, uncertainty was coded in the analysis as both answers to interview 
questions of uncertainty and other answers that represented uncertainty.  

To give some examples, integration managers were uncertain about the future 
strategy of the new organization, about the decision-making style of a merging 
partner and how decisions should be made in the future, about the long-term 
position of their subordinates, about their own competencies and roles during the 
integration process and their permanent jobs after the integration. The list was 
then re-grouped and coded to a comprehensive set of integration manager 
responses to the changes during the integration. Data reduction facilitated the 
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creation of categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Gioia et al., 2012) broad enough to 
capture different uncertainties, uncertainty management methods and their 
approaches. All the emerging themes and formed categories are discussed in more 
depth in the essays. 

The output of the first step was a set of systematic initial coding, also called 1st 
order coding, which means arranging and coding themes into categories originated 
from the talk with the research participants (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 
1990). Coding is important since it helps to describe what is happening in the data 
and to define what it means (Charmaz, 2006). The names for the first-order 
themes were not primarily incorporated from the language of the interviewees 
(unlike in some other qualitative studies e.g., Corley & Gioia, 2004), but rather 
served to provide simple descriptors of commonly observed situational conditions 
in the data. For example, a set of different uncertainty management approaches 
were orderly coded from the raw data (quotes from the interviews, company visit, 
and excerpts from the companies’ newsletters and webcast video). 

During the second step, the researcher categorized the emerging themes into more 
abstract and robust descriptions that were observed in the data and constructed 
theoretical dimensions (Corley & Gioia, 2004). The so-called 2nd order concepts 
originate from the researcher’s theoretically based interpretations and the 
participants’ words at a higher level of abstraction (Charmaz, 2001). For example, 
for uncertainty management methods – “uncertainty reduction” and “uncertainty 
coping” – were adopted from the existing literature to create categories for analysis 
as well as to keep the consistency of the terms in the research on uncertainty. The 
researcher started to form thematic groups and topics out of those themes. Three 
key topics emerged. 

First, when describing their integration work, most managers described issues that 
impeded their work and decisions. Integration managers still had to make 
decisions even when the future strategy was not clear, when the own future in the 
company was not defined, and when consequences of the decisions were hard to 
predict. When the researcher asked them to elaborate on the perceived 
uncertainties and decisions that needed to be made under those uncertainties, 
integration managers reflected on various decision-making models that needed to 
be adopted under a particular set of uncertainties. The research participants told 
about different decision-making styles and tactics when they tried to solve various 
uncertainties. It came through very clearly from the interviewees that the 
perceived uncertainty shaped their decision-making behavior. Thus, the role of 
perceived uncertainty in integration managers’ decision-making became the first 
theme of this study. 
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The second topic that emerged in the interviews was collaboration, which is vital 
for decision-making, but not so commonly observed in the post-acquisition 
integration processes. However, the more interviews the researcher conducted, the 
more clearly collaboration emerged as important in the minds of the participants. 
The collected data illustrated that collaboration was used for different purposes 
such as uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping. It came through rather 
strongly from the interviews that collaboration is significant in connection to 
decision-making from the perspective of the interviewees. Thus, exploration of 
how integration managers in the post-acquisition integration process used 
collaboration became one of the key topics in the second essay of this dissertation. 

The observations about integration managers’ perceived uncertainties and their 
methods to manage these uncertainties, made the researcher aware that 
integration managers at times operate as a team and make critical decisions in one 
of the most important phases on M&A. During the interviews, the researcher 
realized the importance of the ability of integration managers collaborating with 
each other. A number of integration managers talked about their concerns and 
frustrations about their integration work being undervalued. Thus, understanding 
how integration managers make sense of their activities at individual- and team-
levels emerged as a third key theme and became the main topic for the third essay 
in this dissertation. 

Exemplary illustration of how open coding and first-order coding was organized 
into key themes is provided in Table 7 below.  
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Table 7. Exemplary open coding, first-order coding and key themes  

Open Coding: Work Stream Integration Managers from the Acquired 
Firm 

Open Coding: Work Stream Integration Managers from 
the Buying Firm 

Open Coding 
(combined) 

First-Order 
Coding 

Key 
Themes 

-Future direction of a new company: strategy, structure; 
Timing of changes (when to do changes); 
-Finding the balance: way of doing business, decision-making, 
organizational culture fit; 
-“The best of both”; 
-Changing the brand and what comes with it; 
-The types of products offered in the future; 
-The customers’ reaction: will they remain; 
-Who the decision-makers is and who takes the responsibility; 
-How the decisions should be communicated and how communication 
should be distributed; 
-Uncertainty on execution: new boss and a new team; 
-The content of new position is not defined 
->not sure what the level of dedication to the integration process should 
be (“Am I doing this job for someone else?”) 
-Lack of previous M&A related experience 

Future direction of a new company: strategy, structure; 
-Finding the balance: way of doing business, decision-
making, organizational culture fit; 
-“The best of both”; 
-Who the decision-makers is and who takes the 
responsibility; 
-Uncertainty on execution: new boss and a new team; 
How to integrate the acquired company; 
-The content of new position is not defined 
->not sure if that is an attractive position in the future; 
-Legal aspects: certain processes took longer than 
expected because of the legislation 

The source of 
uncertainty 

Perception of uncertainty 

The 
role 

of 
perceived 

uncertainty 
in 

integration 
m

anagers’ 
decision-m

aking 

-“Do we select the right people?” 
-Losing good employees; 
-Outcome of decision-making: by changing and integrating the acquired 
firm will the buying firm be able to sustain the best of what has been 
acquired? 
-Reaction of employees; 
-Own position in the new organization; 

-Reaction of employees; 
-Reaction of the acquired firm on changes; 
-Own position in the new organization; 

The outcome of the 
“future direction” 
uncertainty 
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Open Coding: Work Stream Integration Managers from the Acquired 
Firm 

Open Coding: Work Stream Integration Managers from 
the Buying Firm 

Open Coding 
(combined) 

First-Order 
Coding 

Key 
Themes 

-No guidance given on what to expect and how to behave during the 
change; 
-Selection and matching of integration managers was unclear, although 
successful; 
-The scope and the role of MMO is unclear; 
-The allocation and delegation of task from MMO to line managers; 
-Lack of information; 
-Unequal set of information; 
-The reliability of the data for decision-making; 
-Many roles, unclear roles; 

-How to behave and adjust to different management 
styles; 
-The reliability of the data for decision-making 

Integration process 
uncertainty 

Trust; 
-The type of a colleagues; 
-The colleagues’ intention; 

-Trust; 
-The type of a colleague; 
 

Trust related 
uncertainties 

Frustration; 
-Restriction in actions 

-Limited control The outcome related 
uncertainty 

Defining 
uncertainty 

-Known unknowns  Ignorance 
 -Feelings Intuition 
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3.5 Research quality 

Quality evaluation criteria are constituted by particular philosophical conventions 
(Johnson et al., 2006, p. 133), yet it is often assumed that one size fits all (Piekkari 
et al., 2009). To avoid that, this study articulates contingent criteriology to enable 
different sets of evaluation criteria to be contingently deployed so that they fit the 
researcher’s mode of engagement (Johnson et al., 2006). Criteriology is about 
applying the evaluation criteria that are appropriate to a particular work, given the 
author’s paradigmatic positioning (Welch & Piekkari, 2017, p. 720).  

While being positioned in the interpretive paradigm and adopting a subjectivist 
epistemology, this study does not aim to produce causal explanations, generalize 
the findings, or replicate the study in other different contexts (Lincoln, 1998). 
Instead, it is important for the study to reflect the phenomenon of interest and to 
reach its purpose. Hence, reflexivity, not objectivity, is the approach of this study. 
While objective knowledge claims to be unsituated, true any time and any place, 
reflexivity brings an awareness of the situatedness of scientific knowledge and an 
understanding of the researcher and research community from which knowledge 
has appeared (Hardy et al., 2001). In the research quality assessment of this 
dissertation, the researcher self-discloses values and biases, and reflects on her 
role in this study (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 

It is important to acknowledge a wide diversity in qualitative research, which 
requires the researcher to draw on elements of quality that appear important and 
relevant to their own research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Symon & Cassell, 2012). To 
evaluate the quality of the research, this dissertation applies the following criteria: 
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). These criteria reflect the underlying philosophical assumption of this 
dissertation and recognize the inherent subjectivities of observations (Welch & 
Piekkari, 2017). Interpretivists account for ‘truth-likeness’ of the research rather 
than provable ‘truth’. Hence, evaluation of the research rests on whether or not the 
research data are realistic and whether or not representations and conclusions are 
believable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).    

Credibility in qualitative research corresponds to internal validity in quantitative 
studies. It builds the confidence that the research findings represent plausible 
information drawn from the participants’ original data and have a correct 
interpretation of the participants’ original views (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 
credibility of the dissertation was enhanced by a number of procedures such as 
member checking and peer debriefing. During the data analysis, the researcher 
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was taking data and accounts back to participants for comment and review, 
thereby conducting the validity procedure known as member checking (Creswell & 
Miller, 2000). As part of the data analysis, the researcher identified the core 
concepts relevant for the research topic. Those concepts were coded and 
categorized. The categories either were taken from the literature or were generated 
from the data. During the analysis, the researcher was cycling back and forth 
between the data, methods and theory, taking key concepts to participants for 
comment, review and discussion. After the first round of interviews with the 
integration managers, the researcher spent two months reflecting on the data and 
making certain conclusions. Those conclusions were then discussed with the 
integration managers during the second round of interviews. It was very important 
for the researcher to check whether the information was understood correctly and, 
if necessarily, additional questions were asked to clarify expressions or statements. 

The second procedure that the dissertation executed to establish credibility and to 
sustain the validity producers was peer debriefing, where someone familiar with 
the research phenomenon reviewed the data and research process (Creswell & 
Miller, 2000). Thus, the researcher was open when the researcher’s own 
interpretations were challenged by thesis supervisors during the supervisory 
meetings and by other researchers and scholars in the field during workshops or 
scientific conferences.   

Transferability in qualitative studies parallels external validity and 
generalizability in quantitative studies. In qualitative studies, transferability 
concerns the aspect of applicability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To ensure 
transferability, this dissertation provided a thick description of the participants 
and the research process so that the readers could assess whether the findings are 
transferable to the context of their research setting. Furthermore, the dissertation 
drew on company newsletters, a video from the key meeting, company visits and 
newspapers posts as a source to understand and clearly present the context of the 
research. In addition to the context, the dissertation provided a rich account of 
sample size, interview procedures and topics, changes in interview questions and 
excerpts from the interview guide.     

Dependability in qualitative studies equals reliability and stability of results over 
time in quantitative research. To ensure dependability, qualitative studies include 
the aspect of consistency (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To establish dependability of the 
research, this dissertation used audit trail procedures. This dissertation followed a 
clear, careful and detailed documentation on the data collection and analysis 
processes allowing the researcher to recall any data at any point of the research 
process. This validity procedure in the literature is known as audit trail (Creswell 
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& Miller, 2000). At the beginning of each interview, the researcher developed a 
checklist of topics to cover during the interviews to ensure that a participant 
covered the relevant aspect of the research topic, although the research 
participants were also invited to talk freely without any detailed instructions from 
the researcher to avoid leading them to certain topics or conclusions. After each 
interview, the researcher spent time reflecting on key observations and topics that 
emerged during the interview. Furthermore, it was also important for the 
researcher to establish a proper chain of events and evidence throughout the 
research process. All interviews were accurately recorded and transcribed by the 
researcher.    

Confirmability in qualitative studies corresponds to objectivity in quantitative 
studies. However, qualitative studies do not aim for objectivity. Instead, to achieve 
confirmability, qualitative studies show internal consistency of conclusions and 
support them with data confirming that the findings are not figments of the 
researcher’s imagination, but clearly derived from the data (Lincoln, 1998). To 
ensure confirmability, the dissertation used such procedures as transparency and 
data triangulation. High transparency helped the researcher to be clear about how 
she engaged with a phenomenon and showed the evidence for her conclusions. 
Table 8 refers to data presentation as one important example of confirmability in 
relation to thematic analysis and data reduction. Thus, it was very important for 
the researcher to remain transparent not only in describing the data sources and 
analysis thoroughly, but also in illustrating how the insights were discovered and 
transformed into findings so that this whole process would be understandable to 
an outside reader. 

Another procedure that the researcher used to ensure confirmability and to 
establish interpretative meanings for the research phenomenon from the actors’ 
perspective was data triangulation. Traditionally, triangulation is understood as a 
search for convergence among multiple sources of data. The rationale for 
advocating multiple data sources differs among paradigms. The argument that 
multiple data sources constitute convergence on a single explanation has been 
challenged by interpretivists (Stake, 2000). For interpretivists triangulation serves 
to clarify meaning through the identification of different perspectives about the 
phenomenon. Thus, the outcome of a case study may not be a single, convergent 
explanation but rather the uncovering of diverse meanings held by the people 
within the case (Stake, 2000). To achieve that, the researcher asked the integration 
managers from both buying and acquired firms to openly describe their decision-
making processes during post-acquisition integration and the types of uncertainty 
they faced while making these decisions in their own words. The semi-structured 
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interviews allowed the participants to freely construct their interpretative 
meanings for the integration work they did. 

Table 8. Exemplary extract from coding on uncertainty management  

Representative Quotes for First-
Order Codes 

First-Order 
Concepts 

Second-Order 
Concepts 

Theoretical 
Dimension 

“Well, both uncertainty related to 
work and of course uncertainty 
related to myself. So, for me, I 
have had a good experience. I 
didn’t worry so much. But for the 
team, will we find good positions 
for these people…But even if I 
decided to trust the team, 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…It was not so 
stable.” (Integration manager from 
acquired firm, interview) 

Rely on 
managerial 
experience; 

 

Acquisition 
experience and 
company-
specific 
experience 

Uncertainty 
reduction 
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4 SUMMARY OF THE ESSAYS     

This chapter provides a short summary of three essays that are presented in full in 
the second part of the dissertation. The chapter highlights the background and 
research problems of the essays, their research aims and empirical basis as well as 
key findings. Key scientific contributions of each essay are briefly summarized. 

4.1 Essay 1: “Uncertainty in decision-making: A review of 
the international business literature” 

Uncertainty is a key contextual factor that affects the decision-making of 
multinational corporations (MNCs) on many types of international operation. 
However, the variety of ways in which uncertainty has been defined and studied in 
the international business (IB) literature, has contributed to a fragmented view of 
MNCs behavior and of the role of uncertainty in international decision-making. 
The main purpose of the essay is to offer an in-depth comprehensive analysis of 
the ways in which uncertainty is treated and managed in decision-making in the 
theoretical and empirical IB literature and to suggest areas for future research. In 
particular, the essay analyzes the articles in terms of the type of uncertainties 
addressed to compile a comprehensive list of different uncertainties that receive 
the most attention. Also, the essay focuses on identifying how uncertainty 
management approaches have been defined in the articles, and which approaches 
are most commonly applied by MNCs. Furthermore, the essay analyzes the 
identified uncertainty dimensions and uncertainty management approaches in 
terms of the capacity to add value to our understanding of MNCs’ international 
decision-making. Lastly, the essay proposes a future research agenda. 

The current essay adopts the systematic literature review method to offer reliable 
findings for the evaluation and interpretation of previous research relevant to a 
particular theme of interest. A final total of 114 articles were considered for the 
review. 

The review revealed that uncertainties in the environmental uncertainty category 
have attracted the greatest research attention both in regard to MNC strategic and 
operational decision-making (e.g., Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992; Brouthers & 
Dikova, 2010). Several other studies have directed attention on the impact of 
industry uncertainties (Elango & Sambharya, 2004; Gray, 1994) as well as firm 
uncertainty on an MNCs’ identification and perception of various other 
dimensions of uncertainties (Brouthers, 1995). Although IB scholars acknowledge 
the existence of different categories of uncertainty, studies investigating the impact 
of uncertainty dimensions within one category dominate in the IB field.  
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The literature review also discovered that uncertainty can be reduced through 
information gathering, proactive collaboration/cooperation and networking (e.g., 
Brouthers et al., 2008; Ji & Dimitratos, 2013) In addition, the reviewed IB 
literature identified five approaches to coping with uncertainty: flexibility, 
imitation, collaboration/cooperation, control, and uncertainty avoidance (e.g., 
Chiao et al., 2010; Gaba et al., 2002). 

Furthermore, the reviewed literature exposed that one of the factors that have a 
particular influence on the MNC’s choice of a particular uncertainty management 
approach is the specific individual decision-makers within the MNC. Therefore, 
this essay scrutinizes individual decision-makers and identifies the following 
characteristics of decision-makers: previous decision-making experience, 
tolerance of ambiguity, individualistic/collectivistic orientation, hierarchical 
position in the organization, decision-making orientation.  

The essay contributes to the IB literature in the following three ways. First, it 
addresses the inconsistent conceptualization and measurement of uncertainty by 
organizing and synthesizing the dimensions of uncertainty into an integrative 
framework. Second, the essay presents arguments for why being more consistent 
in the use of concepts and measures of uncertainty, using a wider spectrum of 
different kinds of uncertainty, and integrating the characteristics of the key 
individual decision-makers, would advance the field and add significantly to the 
predictive validity of theoretical models. Finally, the essay contributes to the IB 
literature by proposing an agenda for future research based on identified three key 
observations about the main limitations of existing research in the IB field: 
inconsistency in the conceptualization and measurement of uncertainty, lack of 
diversity regarding uncertainty dimensions within single studies, and the 
downplayed role of individual decision-makers. 

4.2 Essay 2: “Integration managers’ approaches to 
uncertainty management in M&A” 

This essay identifies how integration managers from both firms deal with 
uncertainties in post-acquisition integration. Uncertainty is an essential part of 
any decision-making and, if managed properly, can lead to effective decisions that 
shape the performance of the firm (Certo et al., 2008). The existing literature tends 
to look at M&A and post-acquisition integration as strategies and outcomes, often 
leaving the underlying practices of integration managers such as uncertainty 
management underexplored (Angwin et al., 2015; Brueller et al., 2016). 
Furthermore, among the existing research, most of the data come from the point 
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of view of the buyer (Graebner, 2004), which sometimes mistakenly implies that 
the buyer is the only decision-maker of importance (Reus et al., 2016) and that 
being acquired is a sign of weakness and even failure (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 
2004). To address these gaps, this essay, first, examines the post-acquisition 
integration process with a focus on how integration managers make decisions 
amidst conflicting demands for coping with and reducing uncertainty. Second, this 
essay opens up the role integration managers from the acquired firm have and 
demonstrates how they collaborate and influence the post-acquisition integration 
process.  

This study integrates a syndicate view and takes a fresh and alternative view on 
corporate governance and decision-making in M&A. The integrated syndicate view 
helps to explore the rationale that seems to be driving individual managers’ 
behavior.  

This essay uses a single in-depth case study on integration managers’ involvement 
in the real-time integration decisions of an international M&A between two Nordic 
multinational corporations (MNCs). Along with multiple data sources, the findings 
are also based on interviews with 18 integration managers, eight of whom 
represent the acquired side.  

The findings revealed that as observed among integration managers, the nature of 
uncertainty is many kinds and integration managers experienced uncertainty 
related to future strategy, integration process, new organizational culture, future 
position as well as integration managers’ nomination process and own role during 
integration. The collected data identified that integration managers from both 
acquired and buying firms were observed to use various uncertainty reduction and 
uncertainty coping methods to manage uncertainties during post-acquisition 
integration. Uncertainty reduction comprised efforts of integration managers to 
take control over the situation, establish stability and minimize uncertainty. In 
terms of uncertainty coping, integration managers used this method to increase 
decision-making flexibility. The findings of this research suggest that integration 
managers experienced three key tensions in uncertainty management: the 
inherent complexity of “best practices”, institutional leadership, and perceive 
justice. To address them integration managers collaborated with each other, an 
activity related to both reduction and coping. In practice that meant that they had 
to balance between extraction and application of tacit knowledge about own firm 
and exploration of new practices for a newly merged firm. In terms of the role of 
the integration managers’ from acquired firm, the findings of this research suggest 
that they were active participants and influencers in the way post-acquisition 
integration decision-making was evolving.  
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This paper makes two main contributions. First, it enhances our understanding 
about how integration managers manage uncertainty by using two different 
methods: uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping. This paper adopts a fresh 
syndicate view and challenges the leading notion of agency theory that integration 
managers act with self-interest, which is in conflict with the buyer’s interest 
(Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004; Meyer, 2006). Unlike agency theory suggests, this 
paper reveals that integration managers have multidimensional interests to 
influence post-acquisition integration process when they manage uncertainty. 
Moreover, collaboration between integration managers of both buying and 
acquired firms is found to be crucial for success. The second key contribution, 
contrary to existing perceptions about integration managers from the acquired 
firm and that they are passive ‘recipients’ in post-acquisition integration, the 
findings from this paper suggest that they are active and co-creating agents that 
contribute to the success of the process. 

4.3 Essay 3: “Post-acquisition integration as a decision-
making process: Individual-level sensegiving and 
team-level sensemaking” 

This essay explores the decision-making processes and activities integration 
managers engage in, and through which sensegiving and sensemaking happens 
during post-acquisition integration. Quite often integration managers and 
integration teams are positioned at the boundaries between top management and 
the rest of the merging organization where their role might include giving meaning 
to new strategy and structure, securing the transfer of key knowledge and 
interpreting various unanticipated events that emerge during post-acquisition 
integration (Teerikangas & Birollo, 2018). Thus, they tend to play a very important 
but highly undervalued sensemaking and sensegiving role that might shape the 
course of the post-acquisition integration process (Meyer, 2006; Vaara, 2003). 
Furthermore, integration happens across different levels in the post-acquisition 
phase. Thus, although integration managers are important actors in post-
acquisition integration process, most of the decisions are made in integration 
teams. However, our empirical understanding of how decision-making processes 
and sensemaking activities at the integration manager- and integration team-
levels take place needs to be further deepened. Accordingly, to understand 
integration managers’ roles as the influencers in the post-acquisition integration 
process, this essay explores the sensemaking and sensegiving activities of 
integration managers during the post-acquisition integration phase as they make 
decisions under uncertainty in integration teams and build the link between 
individual- and team-level decision-making.   
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This essay adopts a sensemaking perspective. In general, sensemaking accounts 
for how individuals interpret ongoing events and how these interpretations affect 
their responses to these events (Gertsen & Søderberg, 2000). Since many papers 
on M&A integration assume that acquiring firm’s top managers dominate the 
integration, applying sensemaking as a theoretical perspective allows for 
challenging this assumption and approaching post-acquisition integration as a 
process of negotiations among various actors, with a focus on compromise and 
collective sensemaking (Steigenberger, 2016). 

This essay is based on a single in-depth qualitative case study that explores 
integration managers’ real-time decisions during the post-acquisition integration 
phase between two Nordic multinational corporations (MNCs). The unique 
contribution of this research method lies in its ability to uncover a phenomenon in 
its natural environment and associated contextual processes, including its 
evolvement over time (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Langley, 1999; Langley & Abdallah, 
2011). This essay is based on multiple data sources including 20 semi-structured 
interviews with 18 integration managers.  

The findings of this essay reveal integration managers’ sensemaking and 
sensegiving activities observed in three exemplary decisions: building strategic 
rationale, establishing desired level of integration, and appointing line managers. 
Interpretation of the decision targets began at the individual level. Individual 
sensegiving activities triggered different responses at the team level, which were 
revealed through various sensemaking activities. These findings demonstrate 
sequential influences between individual-level and team-level activities of 
integration managers in the post-acquisition integration and illustrate the pattern 
of the integration decision-making process as primarily a bottom-up process, 
which depicts the key performing role of integration managers at both individual- 
and team-level. Predefined with the individual integration managers’ perceptions, 
yet, the key sensemaking activities were conducted at the team level with 
important implications for the way post-acquisition integration decision-making 
processes evolved. 

Promoting greater understanding of decision-making processes at individual- and 
team-levels in post-acquisition integration, this essay makes two significant 
contributions. First, by applying the sensemaking perspective, this study was able 
to shed light on how integration managers give meaning to integration targets, how 
they react to these targets and how they communicate about the targets to others 
in the integrating teams. Second, this paper challenges the conventional 
understanding about the submissive roles that integration managers play during 
post-acquisition integration, and contributes to the existing literature by adding a 
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new and different understanding of the integration managers’ roles that reveals 
new ways of how they can make an influence at different levels during post-
acquisition integration process. 
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I integrate the findings of this dissertation to answer the main 
research questions posed at the outset and discuss them in light of previous 
research. I then present the theoretical contributions and practical implications of 
this dissertation, and conclude with the limitations and suggestions for future 
research. Figure 5 illustrates the integrated empirical findings in this dissertation. 
The findings within this illustration are indicated in italics in the sections that 
follow.  

 

Figure 5. Summary of the dissertation’s main empirical findings 
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5.1 Theoretical contributions 

5.1.1 Uncertainties in post-acquisition integration decision-making 

The first research question of this dissertation was: What kinds of uncertainty do 
integration managers perceive in their post-acquisition integration decision-
making? 

Uncertainty has a significant impact on decision-making in MNCs. This 
notwithstanding we still need to increase our understanding about the different 
kinds of uncertainty that managers in MNCs face and how they shape decision-
making (Delios & Henisz, 2003a; Di Gregorio, 2005; Milliken, 1987). Essay 1 
provides a comprehensive overview of existing knowledge on uncertainty in the IB 
field and a detailed categorization of different uncertainties. 

The findings of Essay 2 shed light on a number of different types of uncertainties 
that integration managers perceive during the post-acquisition integration 
process. They suggest that integration managers experience uncertainties related 
to future strategy, integration process, new organizational culture, own future 
position and position of subordinates after integration, trust towards integration 
managers as well as uncertainty about own role during integration. The number 
of perceived uncertainties varies between one or two uncertainties to the complete 
spectrum of presented uncertainties per individual integration manager. Although 
existing studies have occasionally acknowledged uncertainties and ambiguities 
that integration managers are likely to face during post-acquisition integration 
(Ashkens et al., 1998; Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; Meyer, 
2006; Risberg, 2001; Teerikangas et al., 2011), the empirical findings of Essay 2 
provide a more comprehensive picture of different uncertainties perceived by 
integration managers and draw attention to the heterogeneity of those 
perceptions.  

Furthermore, the adoption of an overarching contingency perspective in Essay 1 
serves to identify various contingencies as well as their inter-relationships that are 
likely to impact MNC decision-making (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). The 
contingency view was useful in the review since it helped (a) to identify that the 
MNCs make decisions in a context that is represented by different dimensions of 
uncertainty, both external and internal, which it responds to in different ways, (b) 
to emphasize the under-valued role of the individual decision-maker and team 
setting within the research domains, and (c) to identify how the characteristics of 
individual decision-makers influence both their perceptions of uncertainty and the 
MNC’s approaches to uncertainty management. 
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The reviewed IB literature in Essay 1 showed that previous decision-making 
experience can have a significant impact on uncertainty perception and the desire 
for control (e.g., Makhija & Stewart, 2002; Whitelock & Jobber, 2004). More 
specifically, the less managerial experience a manager had, the higher the level of 
perceived uncertainty (Brouthers, 1995) and the higher the need for collaborative 
uncertainty management approaches (Makhija & Stewart, 2002). A similar 
tendency was revealed in the empirical findings of Essay 2. Although only a few 
integration managers from either firm had previous experience in acquisition, 
most had experience in business transfers or mergers within one company. 
Naturally, integration managers have a tendency to compare the current 
integration process with previous ones, identifying and taking control over 
elements that proved important previously. 

The finding on differences in the characteristics of individual managers in Essay 1 
provides an alternative explanation for why MNCs differ in terms of the decisions 
they make, and how they arrive there. Existing research indicates that firms differ 
in the ways they make decisions not only because they have different resources and 
industry profiles, but also because they have different risk and uncertainty 
perceptions (Back, 2015; Kiss et al., 2013). Still, the majority of existing work in 
the area of IB treats individuals in MNCs as homogeneous, or as a black box 
(Minbaeva, 2016). A more in-depth examination of the way in which individual 
managers in MNCs perceive uncertainties, helps build a more nuanced set of 
explanations for heterogeneity in MNC decision-making. 

In relation to the first research question, this dissertation contributes to existing 
IB and IM&A literatures by extending our current understanding of different kinds 
of uncertainty that emerge in MNC decision-making processes (Essay 1 and Essay 
2). By organizing and synthesizing the dimensions of uncertainty into an 
integrative framework, it addresses the inconsistent conceptualization and 
measurement of uncertainty in previous research (Essay 1). 

The findings of this dissertation thus contribute to the discussion in existing IB 
research by shedding light on the influence of contextual factors on MNC 
operations and suggest a need for IB research to develop new theoretical 
frameworks (Buckley, 2002; Buckley, 2020; Buckley & Lessard, 2005; Cheng et 
al., 2009; Gentile-Lüdecke & Lundan, 2013), also considering the increased 
complexity of the context in which MNCs operate (Griffith et al., 2008). A deeper 
understanding of the contextual processes – including uncertainty and its 
management – that influence MNC operations is a prerequisite for that. To this 
end, this dissertation presents a research agenda that offers suggestions on how 
future research might address the three key limitations identified: inconsistency 
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in the conceptualization and measurement of uncertainty, lack of diversity 
regarding the dimensions of uncertainty included in single studies, and the 
downplaying of individual decision-makers.  

The empirical part of this research in Essay 2 illustrates that post-acquisition 
integration decision-making depends on myriad influences that reside at different 
levels. In particular, the kinds of uncertainty perceived by integration managers 
shape their post-acquisition decision-making. The role of integration managers 
and integration teams in the way they perceive and manage these uncertainties is 
fundamental for understanding how the post-acquisition integration process 
works. While existing literature defines integration managers as either facilitators 
of change (Birollo & Teerikangas, 2019; Graebner, 2004) or impediments to post-
acquisition integration success (Meyer, 2006), this dissertation draws more 
attention to the pertinence of the context in which integration managers operate 
and, more specifically, the kinds of uncertainty they perceive as well as their 
individual characteristics that influence the way the post-acquisition integration 
process evolves. 

In the light of the above, this dissertation (Essay 2) contributes to IM&A literature 
by offering an uncertainty perspective, particularly as regards integration 
managers. Prior IM&A research has primarily focused on what integration 
managers do and their influence on acquisition outcomes, while this thesis is 
focused on the experience of uncertainty.  

5.1.2 Integration managers’ management of uncertainties 

The second research question posed in this dissertation was: How do integration 
managers balance the conflicting demands of coping with, and reducing 
uncertainty in the post-acquisition integration process? 

Perceived uncertainties and individual characteristics of integration managers 
determine their choice of uncertainty management method. As the findings of 
Essay 2 illustrate, integration managers use uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping methods to manage the uncertainties that emerged during post-acquisition 
integration. Uncertainty reduction comprised efforts to take control over the 
situation, establish stability and minimize uncertainty, and included information 
gathering, implementing centralized planning, making decision based on facts 
and evidence, drawing on acquisition experience and company-specific 
experience and collaborating. Integration managers used coping to increase 
decision-making flexibility when there were uncertainties that could not be 
eliminated or minimized. Three approaches for coping were observed in this 
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research: adaptive decision-making, proactive decision-making and 
collaboration. The variety of approaches related to both coping and reduction, and 
illustrated a complex set of underlying individual actions and interactions that 
make the realization of the post-acquisition integration process possible. 

The large amount of uncertainties significantly complicates MNC decision-
making. 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. As the 
findings of this dissertation show (Essay 1 and Essay 2), the choice of uncertainty 
management methods is never simple and direct, but rather a complex and 
dynamic process that involves numerous unknown elements and requires 
extensive collaboration between the managers involved. Consequently, the 
findings of this study serve to challenge and nuance the existing assumptions in 
the IB literature that managers are rational decision-makers who make decisions 
based on accurate perceptions of situational conditions that are considered 
systematically in an analytic 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; 
Grant et al., 2020).  

These findings support the theoretical contribution of this dissertation in regard 
to the second research questions. By shedding light on the role of individual 
decision-makers and the types of uncertainty they perceive, as well as the kinds of 
uncertainty management approaches they use while making decisions in the 
context of post-acquisition integration, this dissertation challenges our 
understanding of the post-acquisition integration process as a controllable 
process. Unlike what the dominant view in the literature suggests, IM&A 
integration cannot be fully controlled via various management practices, nor can 
uncertainty be fully removed or reduced. 

Previous literature has drawn on agency theory to suggest that integration 
managers act through a self-interest that is in conflict with the buyer’s interest 
(Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004; Meyer, 2006). Adopting a syndicate view that 
acknowledges that integration managers have both altruistic and self-interests, 
this dissertation (Essay 2) challenges the tenets of agency theory, showing that 
integration managers are likely to have a multitude of motives that guide their 
choice of uncertainty management approach. The factors that contributed to 
integration managers’ promotion of self-interest in their decision-making was 
critical, yet their altruistic motives were necessary for a smooth integration. 
Although integration managers were concerned about retaining their job and 
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seniority in the organizational hierarchy, many integration managers were also 
concerned about the prosperity of their firm after integration and were choosing 
uncertainty management methods that would foster that. From the perspective of 
uncertainty management in post-acquisition decision-making, the syndicate view 
thus shifts the focus from traditional control and ratification of decisions (Fama & 
Jensen, 1983) to broader issues of collaboration where the different voices of 
integration managers are heeded. 

While most existing IM&A research views post-acquisition integration as a linear 
process controlled by integration managers (from buying firm) in their self-
interest (Gomes et al., 2013; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Lasserre, 2003), there 
are good reasons to suggest an alternative view. The variety of different uncertainty 
management methods identified in this research highlights the limitations of 
established views on controllability and stresses that post-acquisition integration 
is a more complex and dynamic process than generally assumed (Essay 2 and 
Essay 3).  

Theoretically, there is a need for theory, or a theoretical perspective, that 
accommodates a more collaborative view that supports uncertainty coping as a 
goal in addition to uncertainty reduction. The syndicate view offers this alternative 
perspective and presents, as shown in Essay 2, a useful tool for understanding the 
uncertainty management of integration managers in the context of IM&A. In 
particular, it identifies the key motives of the decisions made by integration 
managers. Furthermore, integration managers’ preferences for uncertainty 
management methods alternate between uncertainty reduction and coping, rather 
than the simultaneous application of those methods. The nature of the existing 
findings on the allocation of resources between integration and autonomy decision 
illustrates that this decision-making process is primarily static (Bauer & Matzler, 
2014; Packard & Clark, 2020; Zaheer et al., 2013). The findings of this dissertation, 
however, illustrate that integration decision-making does not necessarily signify 
control and autonomy at the same time. It could also mean a process of constant 
collaboration leading to switching between uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping.  

5.1.3 The individual integration manager and team-level decision-
making 

The third research question of the dissertation was: How do integration 
managers, including those from the acquired firm, influence decisions made in 
integration teams? 
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Uncertainty management in the IM&A context can be viewed as the managing of 
tensions. In Essay 2 three key tensions emerged, namely the inherent complexity 
of “best practices”, institutional leadership, and perceived justice. The application 
of sensemaking and sensegiving presents one useful theoretical approach for 
shedding light on how integration managers manage these tensions. To address 
these tensions, integration managers used collaboration, which they defined as 
‘working closely together and doing something together’. For collaboration to 
occur, it was important for the integration managers to acknowledge the fact that 
they were interdependent when defining and managing tensions. 

The sensemaking and sensegiving perspective allowed for a more in-depth 
understanding of how uncertainty management took place at individual and team-
levels. It uncovered tensions felt by others as well as the internal tensions that 
integration managers were facing and how that influenced their perceptions and 
actions. As the findings of Essay 3 show, interpretation of the decision targets and 
sensegiving began at the individual level. Although visioning started with the 
executives, it was integration managers who gave meaning to ambiguous 
integration targets, which depicts their key performance role either at the 
individual or team level. At the individual level, integration managers gave sense 
to the set goals through such activities as problematizing, defining a need or idea 
generation (Figure 4). When individual integration managers’ interpretations 
were accepted at the work task level, sensemaking took place through activities 
such as reasoned agreement, implementation, applying the agreed terms into 
practice. However, those activities were also challenged through collaboration 
between integration managers who sought to identify why certain decisions did 
not progress at work task level as agreed or questioned the decisions’ alignment 
with the set goals. Lastly, the sensemaking activity of the integration managers 
from the merger management team was an ongoing process of communication and 
presenting the big picture of the integration. 

Such a strong emphasis on collaboration could perhaps be interpreted as context 
dependent. The integration in this research took place between companies in two 
Nordic countries and the decision-making style of Nordic organizations is 
characterized as, among other things, informal, personal-contacts oriented, and 
consensus-driven (Hofstede, 1980). Furthermore, as noted earlier, the type of 
integration in this case study was symbiotic, requiring both a high degree of 
integration and a high degree of autonomy in order to succeed. The literature 
recommends that successful management of symbiotic integration requires a delay 
in the integration process, providing an opportunity for mutual learning and the 
establishment of trust between the two organizations before the integration occurs 
(Graebner, 2004). The applied sensemaking and sensegiving perspectives 
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acknowledge both the control and collaboration components of uncertainty 
management.  

In light of the above findings the following contributions emerge in regard to the 
third research question. Even in the context of a well-planned and organized post-
acquisition integration process, there are several socio-political concerns that are 
perceived differently by individual integration managers. This dissertation 
elucidates how individual integration managers give sense to top managers’ 
integration targets, thus contributing to the construction of norms in the unfolding 
post-acquisition integration decision-making. In particular, the findings of Essay 
3 illustrate the significant role of sensebreaking as a means to challenge and 
problematize the norms set by the top management and to promote new meanings. 
Integration managers from the acquired firm were particularly active in this role. 
The importance of sensebreaking has been highlighted in other fields of science 
(e.g., Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007; Maitland & Sammartino, 2015b) and, with a few 
exceptions (e.g., Monin et al., 2013), has been largely under-researched in the 
M&A context. 

Sensemaking activities were conducted at the team level and were crucial in 
determining whether the meanings of individual sensegiving were eventually 
enacted. This dissertation reveals the various ways in which acceptance of the 
decisions, resistance to them, and also distancing from them shaped the post-
acquisition integration process. It is widely accepted that people react differently 
based on their organizational identity (Marmenout, 2010). It is also known that 
variance in managerial reactions blurs across organizational boundaries over time 
(Monin et al., 2013). Nevertheless, this dissertation indicates that organizational 
sensemaking activities in the post-acquisition integration phase are most intense 
at the work task level, where individual integration managers from both firms first 
meet to plan and make collective decisions.  

In contrast to the existing understanding of the role of integration managers as 
mere executors of the executives’ targets during post-acquisition integration, this 
dissertation observed that the role of integration managers is highly significant. 
They can shape the post-acquisition integration process through individual 
problematization and idea generation, or by shaping the shared meanings and calls 
for actions at the team level. The observations of integration managers’ sensegiving 
and sensemaking processes highlighted in the dissertation deepen our 
understanding of the dynamics of post-acquisition integration. Existing studies on 
cultural dynamics, identity, and justice formation illustrate a strong correlation 
between managerial actions and organizational responses in post-acquisition 
integration (Clark et al., 2010; Monin et al., 2013; Vaara & Tienari, 2011). This 
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study expands existing knowledge by exploring how post-acquisition decisions 
evolve with important implications for the course of post-acquisition integration. 
Accordingly, this research contributes to IM&A research and addresses a need in 
existing research to better understand the post-acquisition reality (Graebner et al., 
2017; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991) by providing a detailed visualization of the very 
essence of decision-making processes during post-acquisition integration. The 
research findings relate to the current discussion in the IM&A literature about the 
determinants of acquisition success and value generation (e.g., Angwin, 2007). 
The detailed, multi-level account of post-acquisition integration decision-making 
presented in this dissertation illustrates the significance of the role of integration 
managers, which has so far largely been neglected. 

Furthermore, the dissertation empirically reveals the influential role of the 
integration managers from the acquired firm when seeking to both sustain the 
value of the acquired firm and achieve the mutually set goal in the newly integrated 
organization. The application of both the syndicate view (in Essay 2) and the 
sensemaking and sensegiving perspective (in Essay 3) made it possible to illustrate 
the importance of their role as co-creators and co-producers of value-added. 
Unlike the underlying assumption in the existing literature that the buying firm 
imposes its knowledge on the target firm and seldom considers the acquired firm’s 
offer (Balogun et al., 2005; Chreim & Tafaghod, 2012; Steigenberger, 2016), the 
findings in this dissertation suggest that integration managers were not afraid to 
adopt collaborative approaches particularly in terms of identification of 
uncertainty and choice of uncertainty management approach. This makes a 
significant contribution to the IM&A literature and emphasizes that the post-
acquisition integration process could also be viewed as on-going collaboration 
between integration managers from both the acquired and buying firm that is 
shaped by considerations of long-term fit and where integration managers from 
the acquired firm should be treated as active influencers rather than passive cogs 
in the flow of predetermined events. 

Table 9 below summarizes the key findings and contributions of the essays to the 
IB and IM&A literatures.
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Table 9. Summary of the key findings and contributions  

 Key Findings Contribution to IB Contribution to IM&A 
Essay 1 1) Identifies that the MNCs make decisions in a context that is 

represented by different dimensions of uncertainty, 
2) Emphasizes the under-valued role of the individual decision-
maker and team setting, 
3) Identifies how the characteristics of individual decision-
makers influence both their perceptions of uncertainty and the 
MNC’s approaches to uncertainty management. 

1) Provides comprehensive overview of 
existing knowledge on uncertainty in IB, 
2) Provides detailed categorization of 
different uncertainties, 
3) Proposes an agenda for future research 
based on the identified limitations in the IB 
literature: inconsistency in the 
conceptualization and measurement of 
uncertainty, lack of diversity regarding 
uncertainty dimensions within single studies, 
and the downplayed role of individual 
decision-makers. 

- 

Essay 2 1) Discovers that integration managers experience 
uncertainties related to future strategy, integration process, 
new organizational culture, own future position and position of 
subordinates after integration, trust towards integration 
managers and uncertainty about own role during integration, 
2) Illustrates that integration managers from both acquired and 
buying firms use various uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping methods to manage uncertainties during post-
acquisition integration, 
3) Identifies that integration managers use collaboration as the 
method to address tensions in uncertainty management, 
4) Illustrates the role of integration managers from acquired 
firm as active participants and influencers. 

1) Discovers the pertinence of the context 
(i.e., IM&A) in which managers (i.e., 
integration managers) operate and the kinds 
of uncertainty they perceive in this context, 
2) Identifies the individual characteristics of 
the managers (i.e., integration managers) that 
influence the way their decision-making 
evolves. 

1) Offers uncertainty perspective to 
IM&A by focusing on integration 
managers’ experience of 
uncertainty, 
2) Challenges our understanding of 
the post-acquisition process as a 
controllable process, 
3) Shifts the focus from traditional 
control of decisions to broader 
issues of collaboration. 
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 Key Findings Contribution to IB Contribution to IM&A 
Essay 3 1) Reveals integration managers’ sensemaking and sensegiving 

activities, 
2) Shows how individual sensegiving activities trigger different 
responses at the team level, which are reveled through various 
sensemaking activities, 
3) Illustrates that predefined with the individual integration 
managers’ perceptions, the key sensemaking activities are 
conducted at the team level with important implications for 
the further evolvement of the post-acquisition integration. 

1) Discovers the peculiarities of the context, 
i.e. Nordic organizations.   

1) Offers a detailed visualization of 
the very essence of decision-
making processes during post-
acquisition integration as perceived 
by integration managers 
individually and in teams; 
2) Reveals the influential role of 
integration managers and, in 
particular, integration managers 
from the acquired firm in how 
meaning is given to the ambiguous 
integration targets. 
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5.2 Practical implications 

The findings of the three essays also have important implications for practitioners 
who plan, or are in the process of, mergers and acquisitions and are experiencing 
uncertainties as a result of that. Rather than discussing success factors, this 
dissertation emphasizes the challenges of the post-acquisition integration process 
by focusing on the importance of understanding the individual integration 
managers’ differing perceptions of uncertainties and how these uncertainties and 
their management shape the decision-making of these integration managers. 

The dissertation underlines that uncertainties are a key feature of the post-
acquisition integration process. Although integration managers are leading the 
post-acquisition integration process, they are not usually trained for the 
uncertainties they are likely to face. For example, in the current case integration 
managers were at times appointed to lead the integration without a clear 
designation of their roles as integration managers and ended up leading an 
integration process without a clear understanding of what was expected from them 
and what the scope of their responsibilities were. Simultaneously, integration 
managers might experience the pressure of having too many responsibilities and, 
thus, the allocation of their resources and attention to all these roles may constitute 
a source of stress and pressure. Furthermore, integration managers must be 
prepared to make integration related decisions such as creating structures and 
appointing new line managers without knowing the future strategy of the new 
organization. This decision-making process is likely to be accompanied by a lack 
of clear understanding of the tacit knowledge and organizational culture practiced 
in the organization of the integrating partner, and further likely to be replenished 
with integration managers’ uncertainty related to their own position and the 
position of subordinates in a new organization. Hence, awareness about these 
potential uncertainties is important. Forewarned is forearmed.            

This dissertation explicates uncertainty reduction methods, such as information 
gathering, centralized planning, evidence-based decision-making, experience-
based decision-making and collaboration, and uncertainty coping methods, such 
as adaptive decision-making, proactive decision-making and collaboration. The 
application of these methods depends on the amount and types of uncertainty that 
integration managers perceive. The balancing of these methods is considered to be 
the ultimate goal through which the balance between control and autonomy is 
achieved. To achieve this balance, practitioners should consider costs and benefits 
of reducing, sustaining and increasing uncertainty in the integration process. To 
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operate successfully, and not just survive in times of change, integration managers 
will benefit more from actively trying out different uncertainty management 
methods. Passive actions are less attractive in the long-term, because they are 
primarily shaped by external forces acting for their own purposes, neglecting the 
interests of integration managers.    

The explored case shows that integration managers need to make tough decisions, 
and manage various tensions, as they grapple with managing uncertainty. Post-
acquisition integration requires good knowledge of how various parts of the 
merging firms work together. Nevertheless, constructing a big picture might be 
problematic for integration managers. Hence, continuous collaboration with other 
integration managers is recommended, and establishing effective relationships 
within and across integration workstreams. 

It is through post-acquisition integration that the value and synergy of acquisition 
is achieved. It is in this phase, integration managers from acquired firm have a 
crucial role in leveraging the key knowledge and practices of the acquired firm. A 
key message in this dissertation is that integration managers from both the buying 
and the acquired firm should be involved in integration related decision-making 
from the very beginning. In practice, this means that integration managers from 
the buying firm need to share information and responsibilities of the integration 
with their partners from the acquired firm. 

5.3 Limitations and future research 

There are a number of limitations to this dissertation that lead to specific 
suggestions for future research. Overall, this dissertation points to a need to 
further research individual managers and their approaches to uncertainty 
management in a context of both international mergers and acquisitions as well as 
in other contexts. 

First, while this dissertation explores integration managers’ 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 expose the different uncertainties and uncertainty management 
methods as they evolve. To understand what works and what does not, we need to 
understand what integration managers do during the integration decision-making 
processes. Future studies would benefit from a longitudinal approach in order to 
fully grasp the nature of integration managers’ decision-making during post-
acquisition integration. A longitudinal examination of the relationships among 
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uncertainty management methods adopted by integration managers, integration 
implemented activities, and post-acquisition integration outcomes should be 
established. Understanding those links would be of great value in revealing how 
the processes work and in testing their underlying theoretical mechanisms.  

Second, while informative, the data of this 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 among hostile post-acquisition integrations, especially 
as this study’s interviewees emphasized the important role of collaboration due to 
frequent communication and knowing and trusting other integration managers 
they had to collaborate with. For further studies, it would be necessary to explore 
the extent to which the organizational context and structure might affect the 
acceptance of collaboration among integration managers and thus their 
relationship with the managing directors concerned. Moreover, more research 
would be required to understand the effects of having integration managers who 
have considerable experience in integration decision-making processes in support 
of collaboration. 

Third, it might come as a surprise that, although, the study is positioned in the 
international context, there is a relative absence of major findings related directly 
to the cross-cultural setting. In addition, although the data derived from the cross-
border setting and the research design, approach and data analysis were open to 
explore the international context, there was still little reference from the research 
participants to the international context. The researcher has analyzed the collected 
data as intensively as, hopefully, it is visible in the methods section, and did not 
observe anything that integration managers would make significant out of this 
international context in the way they perceived and managed uncertainties. 
Although, this paper explores an IM&A case between two Nordic MNCs and 
existing studies show that cultural similarities can create a paradox (e.g., Vaara, 
2000), the interpreted data in this study provided little explicit cultural or 
institutional explanations that would have contributed to the research question in 
focus.  

There is a number of ways to interpret this. First, although existing studies often 
attribute the success of post-acquisition integration to a clash of cultures between 
the integration entities (Galpin & Herndon, 2014) and cultural conflicts are 
considered to be the cause of M&A’s failure along with cultural misfit (Weber & 
Camerer, 2003), acculturative stress (Larsson & Lubatkin, 2001), and social 
construction of cultural differences (Vaara et al., 2012), in the context of this 
research, more challenges and uncertainties derived from organizational culture 
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than national culture. Hence, national culture had only distal influence. A number 
of studies in IM&A literature has discussed that organizational culture differences 
can matter more than cross-cultural differences regarding certain issues and more 
challenges are deriving from organization culture that national culture (Sarala, 
2009; Vaara et al., 2012). Second, during post-acquisition decision-making as well 
as in the interviews, they all spoke English as a second language and, hence, could 
have experienced mutual disadvantage. Third, the firms in focus had thoroughly 
prepared for the post-acquisition integration process and to the degree that cross-
cultural differences would not become an issue in the post-acquisition integration. 
The whole notion of evidence-based decision-making and applying a very high 
dose of objectivity in decision-making (as illustrated in Essay 2) paves the way so 
that cross-cultural issues would not become the major concern for integration 
managers. Fourth, integration versus merger concerns overshadow cultural 
differences. Hence, cross-cultural issues, perhaps, were considered less influential 
compared to the ones that emerged as the result of integration managers’ thinking 
whether that was a merger or an acquisition, winner versus loser mentality. The 
future research, hence, should explore the conditions and context under which 
national culture might or might not shape post-acquisition integration process. 
Indeed, in certain situations post-acquisition integration is executed despite 
significant cultural differences (Viegas-Pires, 2013).  

Finally, the dissertation offers suggestions for how the field could benefit from 
future studies that include (1) dimensions of uncertainty that are more 
conceptually and statistically parsimonious and the greater use of subjective 
measures of uncertainty; (2) a wider spectrum of uncertainties, in particular firm 
dimensions of uncertainty, within single studies; and (3) the role of individual 
decision-makers in how different dimensions of uncertainty are perceived and 
managed within the MNC. Inconsistencies in the conceptualization and 
measurement of uncertainty are problematic because they fragment our 
knowledge of the field and, most significantly, impede the development of our 
accumulative knowledge about uncertainty and its effects. Those inconsistencies 
have inhibited our understanding about what uncertainties MNCs actually 
prioritize when making international decisions, and has impeded our 
understanding of how an MNC prioritizes the uncertainties it recognizes and how 
that affects its decisions. Hence, future research should choose dimensions of 
uncertainty that are more conceptually and statistically parsimonious in order to 
prevent further confusion. Along with parsimoniousness, more studies that 
integrate subjective measures of uncertainty are needed in order to understand 
how decision-makers within MNCs actually differentiate between, and respond to, 
different dimensions of uncertainty. Subjective measurements of uncertainty are 
more likely to provide findings that are representative of what individual decision-
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makers actually experience (e.g., as in Petersen et al., 2008 or Whitelock & Jobber, 
2004). 

To address the lack of diversity in uncertainty dimensions included within single 
studies, firm dimensions of uncertainty along with environmental and industry 
uncertainties should be considered. By doing so, international decision-making 
models will not only acquire an enhanced ability to explain the kind of MNC 
behavior variation that is observed, but will also open opportunities to examine 
the interactions between the different types of uncertainty alluded to above. In 
terms of future research, due to the complex business environments in which 
MNCs operate, the trade-off among different dimensions of uncertainty and 
understanding their contextual effect on decision-making remains crucial within 
the field of IB. Hence, it is important to understand not only how one category of 
uncertainty is managed, but how the simultaneous impact of multiple 
uncertainties from different categories influences how MNC operations are and 
should be managed.   

Lastly, consideration of individual managers as decision-makers would have far-
reaching implications for researching MNCs and understanding the way in which 
multinationals operate (Piekkari & Welch, 2010; Roth & Kostova, 2003). Despite 
emerging evidence about the significance of individual decision-makers, most 
existing studies research managerial perceptions of uncertainty without 
considering differences between individuals (e.g., Luo, 2001; White et al., 2015). 
This is problematic since the compere picture of international decision-making 
cannot be understood without a proper understanding of the motivations and 
attributes of managers at the individual level of analysis. One way for the future 
research in this domain to address the presented limitation is to explore the 
connections between the characteristics of the individual decision-maker and 
subjective perceptions about different dimensions of uncertainty. It is important 
to understand the interconnections between the characteristics of individual 
decision-makers, their impact on a decision-making team’s preference for 
uncertainty and how that manifests itself at the MNC level.      
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Appendices  

Appendix 1. Interview Guide 

Interview date: 
Place: 
Interviewee:  
AGENDA 

• Thanking an interviewee 
• Short introduction to the research 
• Confidentiality aspects 

QUESTIONS 
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? 
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? 
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 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? 
Group level decision-making 
 18 How does decision-making happen in your lead-

co-lead team? Examples? 
 19 What decision-making model do you choose? 

Why? 
Concluding thoughts 
 20 Is there anything you would like to add to any of 

the themes we have discussed? 
 21 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 
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Uncertainty in decision-making: A review of the
international business literature
Sniazhana Sniazhko*

Abstract: Uncertainty is a key contextual factor that affects the decision-making of
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variety of ways in which uncertainty has been defined and studied in the interna-
tional business literature, has contributed to a fragmented view of MNC behavior
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treatment of uncertainty in international decision-making in the IB literature and
identifies directions for future research. The review organizes studies across 13
dimensions of uncertainty and eight approaches to managing it. The paper further
identifies five characteristics of individual decision-makers that have been shown to
impact their perceptions of uncertainty and their choice of uncertainty manage-
ment approach. Based on this systematic review, the paper makes three main
critical observations about existing research: inconsistency in the conceptualization
and measurement of uncertainty, lack of diversity regarding the dimensions of
uncertainty included in single studies, and downplaying the role of individual deci-
sion-makers. A research agenda is presented that offers suggestions on how future
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1. Introduction
Uncertainty and its role in decision-making is an important phenomenon that has received consider-
able research attention within international business (IB) studies over the last five decades.
Uncertainty, defined as the lack of knowledge about the probabilities of the future state of events
(Knight, 1921), has been shown to affect multinational corporations’ (MNCs) speed of international
expansion, their internationalization paths, entry mode choices, and level of commitment (e.g.,
Aharoni, 1966; Aharoni, Tihanyi, & Connelly, 2011; Ahsan & Musteen, 2011; Johanson & Vahlne,
1977; Liesch, Welch, & Buckley, 2011). The inability of a decision-maker to eliminate uncertainty
completely constrains the effectiveness of decision-making and requires the adoption of approaches
that either help to reduce, or to cope with, uncertainty. Recent studies commonly differentiate
between exogenous and endogenous uncertainties, as well as environmental, industry, and firm
uncertainties. They also advocate the diligent management of uncertainty to improve the chances of
MNCs surviving in the international business environment (Certo, Connelly, & Tihanyi, 2008).

Although uncertainty has been incorporated into many studies on decision-making within MNCs,
the IB literature lacks clear distinctions between different dimensions of uncertainty and often
treats the concept inconsistently. Research distinguishes between environmental and firm uncer-
tainties, yet the dimensions used to capture such uncertainties vary significantly among studies.
This inconsistency is problematic because it provides conflicting results about MNCs’ decision-
making under uncertainty, impedes knowledge development and a systematic treatment of
uncertainty, and presents an incomplete picture of the role uncertainty plays in international
decision-making. In terms of practice, the lack of clear distinctions among different dimensions
of uncertainty may result in misleading perceptions of the real environment and subsequently to
risky and unjustified decisions (Brouthers, 1995).

In light of the above, this paper offers an in-depth analysis of what is known about uncertainty in
the IB literature. Accordingly, it first aims to provide insights into the ways in which uncertainty is
treated and managed in decision-making in the theoretical and empirical IB literature, and further,
to address the uncertainty treatment issues in international decision-making arising in the articles
reviewed. Overall, this paper seeks to offer a comprehensive overview of existing knowledge on
uncertainty in the IB literature, and to suggest areas for future research. In doing so, the paper
contributes to the literature on decision-making in IB in the following three ways. First, it addresses
the inconsistent conceptualization and measurement of uncertainty by organizing and synthesiz-
ing the dimensions of uncertainty into an integrative framework that should be useful to scholars
in this field. Second, the paper presents arguments for why being more consistent in the use of
concepts and measures of uncertainty, using a wider spectrum of different kinds of uncertainties,
and integrating the characteristics of the key individual decision-makers, would advance the field
and add significantly to the predictive validity of theoretical models. This serves to highlight key
issues that should be considered when deciding how and why to incorporate different dimensions
of uncertainty into empirical studies on MNC decision-making. Finally, the paper contributes to the
IB literature by proposing an agenda for future research on decision-making under uncertainty.
More specifically, the agenda provides suggestions for how the field could benefit from studies that
include (1) dimensions of uncertainty that are more conceptually and statistically parsimonious
and the greater use of subjective measures of uncertainty; (2) a wider spectrum of uncertainties, in
particular firm dimensions of uncertainty, within single studies; and (3) the role of individual
decision-makers in how different dimensions of uncertainty are perceived and managed within
the MNC. This paper complements existing reviews on similar topics (e.g., Ahsan & Musteen, 2011;
Shepherd & Rudd, 2014) by providing a more detailed categorization of uncertainty and an
extended critical review of uncertainty management in international decision-making, thus making
the review of broader value to scholars in different management disciplines.
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2. Method
The current research adopts the systematic literature review method, which offers an explicit,
trustworthy, and reproducible method to minimize bias, thus providing more reliable findings for
the evaluation and interpretation of previous research relevant to a particular theme of interest
(Alderson, Green, & Higgins, 2004). Since this paper integrates a framework-led approach to the
synthesis of the literature, the practices recommended by Denyer and Tranfield (2009) for con-
ducting a systematic literature review are most relevant. These practices have been designed
particularly for management and organization studies and have been used by other scholars to
conduct systematic literature reviews in the business field (e.g., Ellwood, Grimshaw, & Pandza,
2016). Denyer and Tranfield (2009) develop four key principles that should be evident within
a systematic literature review: transparency and inclusivity, and it should also be explanatory
and heuristic. In terms of transparency, this paper explicitly describes the processes and methods
employed in the review1. To demonstrate inclusivity and the quality of information sources, this
paper places emphasis on the reviewed articles’ reported methods of data collection and analysis,
with detailed information on uncertainty measures. This paper aims to provide an explanation of
conflicting extracts from individual studies and to integrate them into a holistic view on the
treatment of uncertainty in IB studies. The result of this review is heuristic in the sense that it
offers suggestions that may help in addressing the mixed findings regarding the impact of
uncertainty on MNC decision-making.

2.1. Literature search
To ensure the rigor of this review, the author consulted an information specialist in the field of
business studies, who assisted in the process of identifying relevant keywords, and searching
select databases with the chosen keywords. The following keywords were used to locate relevant
articles: (uncertainty OR complexity OR ambiguity OR risk OR dynamism OR “high-velocity” OR
instability OR equivocality) AND (“decision-making” OR decisions OR decision) AND (“international
business” OR “international businesses” OR “multinational enterprise” OR “multinational enter-
prises” OR “multinational corporation” OR “multinational corporations”). Using these keywords,
searches were conducted in the EBSCO, ABI Inform ProQuest, Elsevier Science Direct, and Emerald
databases. These databases are recognized as the key sources for retrieving relevant, up-to-date,
and historical information in the business field, and are commonly used by other scholars to
conduct either systematic (e.g., Ellwood et al., 2016) or other kinds of literature reviews (e.g.,
Radaelli & Sitton-Kent, 2016). The preliminary searches within the databases using the above-
mentioned keywords identified 495,753 articles.

2.2. Selection process
The two fundamental steps in a systematic literature review are (i) deciding on the inclusion and
exclusion criteria of studies, and (ii) assessing the quality of the studies to be included (Briner &
Walshe, 2015). The preliminary extensive list of identified articles was narrowed down to specifi-
cally relevant theoretical, conceptual, or empirical articles that focus on uncertainty in interna-
tional decision-making by applying the following three main inclusion criteria. First, in order to be
included, articles must be peer-reviewed studies published in scientific journals with the publica-
tion time period 19212–2017, and ranked at levels 3, 4, or 4* according to the Academic Journal
Guide (ABS, 2015). Earlier reviews suggest relying on top peer-reviewed academic journals because
such journals are the most influential on the IB field (Hennart & Slangen, 2015), as gatekeepers of
quality research (e.g., Vaara & Whittington, 2012), and are particularly influential in research on
uncertainty (e.g., Miller, 1992), providing explicit information on the various definitions of uncer-
tainty and/or its measurements. By applying the first inclusion criterion, the search generated
a long list of 4,861 articles.

Second, the articles included in the review should have an explicit focus on the impact of
uncertainty (or its synonyms)3 on MNCs’ international strategic (e.g., decisions about foreign direct
investment and related strategies, entry mode choices, and foreign partners and market selection),
and operational decisions (e.g., product development, staffing, inter-firm trade). Reading the titles
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of the articles and removing duplicates from the list reduced the number of articles to 581. Most of
the excluded articles related to non-management topics (e.g., technical or engineering articles,
articles with mathematical models, or articles in neuroscience). The abstracts of the 581 remaining
articles were read, which resulted in a total of 278 articles being deemed relevant for the review.
The articles that were left out focused on other units of analysis (e.g., focus on the country) rather
than on MNCs.

The third and final inclusion criterion was that articles should either look at the impact of
uncertainty on MNCs’ international decision-making, or examine the kind of uncertainty manage-
ment methods used. This criterion is applied to examine how the recognized uncertainties shape
MNCs’ decision-making under uncertainty and how MNCs respond to these uncertainties. Articles
that met all three inclusion criteria were considered for the review, producing a final total of 114
articles (18 conceptual; two theoretical; and 94 empirical, of which 84 were quantitative, six were
qualitative, two used mixed methods, and two a simulation model). All the articles provide an
explicit definition of uncertainty (or its synonyms) in terms of its dimensions (i.e., environmental,
industry, or firm uncertainties).

Among the 114 articles reviewed, seven of the conceptual articles do not define uncertainty in
terms of its dimensions and describe uncertainty as a general term for an MNC’s lack of informa-
tion about its external market. Further, these articles do not provide any measures of uncertainty.
However, even though the inclusion criterion was not fully met for these articles, they were still
included due to their rich description and discussion of relevant concepts, and detailed reviews of
the role of uncertainty in MNCs’ decision-making. Empirical papers that did not present an explicit
definition of uncertainty dimensions and/or its measures were excluded from the review since the
lack of an explicit description of uncertainty measures in an empirical article brings into question
the contribution of the research.

Furthermore, not all articles among the selected 114 elaborate on MNCs’ uncertainty manage-
ment methods. A group of 18 papers (four conceptual, one theoretical, and 13 empirical) did not
provide an explicit examination of uncertainty management methods, but still became part of the
review because they either offered detailed measures of uncertainty dimensions or incorporated
different theoretical perspectives offering diverse views on the impact of uncertainty on MNCs’
decision-making. Finally, this systematic review is not exhaustive in the sense that studies that are
published in book format, in other journals, or in languages other than English were excluded.
A summary of the selection process and exclusion criteria is presented in Table 1.

The selected 114 articles are distributed among the following 23 journals (number of articles per
journal in parentheses): Academy of Management Journal (4), Academy of Management Review (1),
Administrative Science Quarterly (1), British Journal of Management (2), Business Horizons (1),
Columbia Journal of World Business (1), Decision Sciences (1), European Journal of Marketing (3),
International Marketing Review (7), International Business Review (18), International Journal of
Operations and Production Management (1), Journal of Business Research (5), Journal of
International Business Studies (25), Journal of International Management (7), Journal of
Management Studies (5), Journal of Management (2), Journal of Marketing Research (1), Journal
of World Business (13), Long Range Planning (1), Management International Review (5),
Management Science (1), Organizational Science (4), and Strategic Management Journal (5).

2.3. Analysis of selected articles
To maintain consistency with Denyer and Tranfield’s (2009) systematic review practices, analysis
proceeded through three main phases. Owing to the heterogeneity of the selected articles’
theoretical frameworks and empirical methods, the analysis was descriptive in nature. First, the
articles were analyzed in terms of the number and type of uncertainties addressed (i.e., the terms
that were used and defined in the article), to compile a comprehensive list of different uncertain-
ties that receive the most attention. Articles were labeled with as many types of uncertainties as
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were identified in them. To provide a parsimonious categorization of uncertainty, Miller’s (1992)
classification4 and definition of different types of uncertainty that refers to 13 dimensions of
uncertainty grouped into three main categories was applied (See Figure 1).

The second phase of the analysis focused on identifying how uncertainty management
approaches have been defined in the reviewed articles, and which approaches are most commonly
applied by MNCs. Definitions derived from both Miller (1992) and Simangunsong, Hendry, and
Stevenson (2012) were used to group the identified approaches, which refer to two main methods
of uncertainty management (reducing and coping), under which there are eight uncertainty
management approaches (See Figure 1).

In the final phase of analysis, the identified uncertainty dimensions and uncertainty manage-
ment approaches were analyzed in terms of the capacity to add value to our understanding of
MNCs’ international decision-making (i.e., “how do the identified uncertainty dimensions and
uncertainty management approaches enhance our understanding of MNCs” international decision-
making?’). The review revealed several inconsistencies and debates among IB scholars about the
impact of uncertainties on MNCs’ decision-making and the determinants of MNC choices about
uncertainty management approaches.

Table 1. Summary of the article selection process

Method Inclusion/exclusion criteria Number of articles
remaining

Keywords search in
databases

Exhaustive list of articles 4861

Reading of article’s title Does the article address the main subject of the
review?
The following articles were excluded:
● Technical or engineering articles
● Articles in the area of psychology or

neuroscience
● Articles related to finance/banking
● Articles on mathematical models

581

Reading of abstract Does the article focus on uncertainty and its
impact on MNCs’ international decision-making?
The following articles were excluded:
● Articles focusing on uncertainty/risk in terms of

capital budgeting procedures or cost of capital
formulation

● Articles focusing on economic success of
countries

● Articles taking financial institutions as the unit
of analysis

278

Reading of full paper Does the article offer a detailed description of the
uncertainty (or its synonyms) dimension/measure?
Does the article test/investigate/discuss the impact
of uncertainty (or its synonyms) on MNCs’
international decision-making?
Does the article test/investigate/discuss MNCs’
uncertainty management methods?
The following articles were excluded:

● Articles mentioning uncertainty (or its syno-
nyms) without defining its dimensions or
measures

● Articles not identifying/discussing/testing
uncertainty management methods

114
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3. Findings
This paper presents an integrated framework (Figure 1) based on classifications of uncertainty
dimensions and approaches to managing uncertainty. The main reason for using an integrated
framework is the inconsistency in existing research regarding how concepts are used (See Table 2).
This has made it problematic to draw conclusions about what we know about the role of uncer-
tainty in MNCs’ decision-making. The framework comprises uncertainty dimensions that have been
modified based on the classification by Miller (1992) and also uncertainty management methods
modified based on the work of Miller (1992) and Simangunsong et al. (2012). The framework was
modified in response to the evidence emerging from the systematic literature review to include
both modified and new types of uncertainty and uncertainty management approaches that were
not anticipated in the original frameworks by Miller (1992) and Simangunsong et al. (2012). The
five characteristics of individual decision-makers that were recognized in the reviewed literature as
either having an impact on individual decision-makers’ perceptions of uncertainty, or on the choice
of uncertainty management approach, are not based on any pre-existing framework but emerged
from this review.

The framework is contingency-based and draws on both contextual and individual influences on
MNCs’ uncertainty management in international decision-making. The contextual part is repre-
sented by different dimensions of uncertainty, both external and internal to the firm, which MNCs
respond to in different ways. The individual influences concern how the characteristics of individual
decision-makers influence both their perceptions of uncertainty and the MNC’s approaches to
uncertainty management. The interlinkages between the different elements of the framework
are discussed in connection with this paper’s proposed research agenda.

3.1. Dimensions of uncertainty
In order to promote greater consistency in the conceptualization of uncertainty dimensions in
future research, this paper adopts Miller’s (1992) classification of uncertainty. This comprises 13
dimensions of uncertainty organized under three different categories of uncertainty:

Uncertainty

Environmental uncertainty
(U1) Economic uncertainty 
(U2) Political uncertainty 
(U3) Government uncertainty 
(U4) Cultural uncertainty 
(U5) Discontinuous uncertainty 

Industry uncertainty
(U6) Input uncertainty 
(U7) Demand uncertainty 
(U8) Competition uncertainty 
(U9) Technological uncertainty 

Firm uncertainty
(U10) Behavioral uncertainty
(U11) R&D uncertainty 
(U12) Operating uncertainty 
(U13) Previous experience 

MNC uncertainty management methods

Reducing

(R1) Information 
gathering
(R2) Proactive 
collaboration/
Cooperation
(R3) Networking

Coping

(C1) Flexibility
(C2) Imitation
(C3) Reactive 
collaboration/
Cooperation
(C4) Control
(C5) Avoidance

Characteristics of individual decision-
maker

(I1) Previous decision-making experience
(I2) Tolerance for ambiguity 
(I3) Individualistic/collectivistic orientation
(I4) Hierarchical position in the organization
(I5) Decision-making orientation

Uncertainty management approaches 
of a decision-making team

Figure 1. Integrative concep-
tual framework.
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environmental, industry, and firm uncertainties. Miller’s (1992) framework was chosen because it is
exhaustive and highly cited in IB research (e.g., Ahsan & Musteen, 2011; Clark, Li, & Shepherd,
2017; Erramilli & D’Souza, 1995; Oetzel & Oh, 2014). One potential drawback is that it was not
based on a systematic review of the literature, nor has it been empirically examined in its complete
original form. Nonetheless, this paper takes Miller’s (1992) classification as a starting point and
builds on it as follows: First, a closer examination of the IB literature resulted in an extension of the
industry category of uncertainties by one dimension (i.e., technological). Second, the firm category
of uncertainties was modified (i.e., removing liability and credit dimensions of uncertainty and
adding previous experience), the social and product dimensions of uncertainty were relabeled
cultural and demand uncertainties, and the natural dimension of uncertainty was relabeled
discontinuous uncertainty. The 13 dimensions of uncertainty identified in the literature review
illustrate the multifaceted and complex nature of uncertainty in IB. However, inconsistent use
and measurement of the concepts made drawing conclusions on the existing knowledge of the
role of uncertainty problematic. Although most scholars agree that MNCs employ different uncer-
tainty management approaches in their decision-making, what is meant by uncertainty and how it
is measured differs from study to study. Table 2 presents the most significant differences in
conceptualization and measurement among the reviewed studies: studies are using different
concepts of uncertainty for capturing the same dimension of uncertainty, studies use the same
name of concepts for different uncertainties across categories, and studies are using different
measures for the same dimension of uncertainty.

One of the main objectives of this paper was to systematically review the treatment of uncer-
tainty in decision-making in the IB literature. Figure 2 illustrates that uncertainties in the environ-
mental uncertainty category have attracted the greatest research attention both in regard to MNC
strategic and operational decision-making. In particular, studies have examined environmental
uncertainty in terms of political (U2) (e.g., Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992; Delios & Henisz, 2003a;
Kobrin, 1979), economic (U1) (e.g., Brouthers & Dikova, 2010; Prater, Biehl, & Smith, 2001; Song,
2015) and government (U3) (Akhter & Robles, 2006; Chiao, Lo, & Yu, 2010; Eroglu, 1992) uncer-
tainties in the host country, and thus focus on the formal part of a country’s environment. Other
studies examine environmental uncertainty in terms of cultural uncertainty (U4) (e.g., Cho &
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Figure 2. Number of articles on
researched dimensions of
uncertainty.
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Padmanabhan, 2005; Dow, Cuypers, & Ertug, 2016) that emerges between the home and host
countries, and therefore focus on the informal part of the country’s environment.

Several other studies have directed attention on to the impact of industry uncertainties. For
example, Elango and Sambharya (2004) found that competition and demand uncertainties have
a significant impact on MNCs’ entry mode decisions. Gray (1994) places more focus on technolo-
gical uncertainty in MNCs’ entry mode decisions. Among the different dimensions of uncertainty in
the firm uncertainty category, the MNC’s previous experience has attracted the greatest research
attention and is broadly recognized as having an impact on an MNCs’ identification and perception
of various other dimensions of uncertainties (Brouthers, 1995), entry mode choice decisions
(Brouthers, Brouthers, & Werner, 2008), or location decisions (Delios & Henisz, 2003b).

Although IB scholars acknowledge the existence of different categories of uncertainty,
studies investigating the impact of uncertainty dimensions within one category (e.g., that of
the environment or industry uncertainty) dominate in the IB field. Among the 114 reviewed
studies, 32 investigate the impact of environmental dimensions of uncertainty (with 18 studies
—on operational decisions, seven studies on entry mode, four studies on location decisions,
two studies on divestment, and one study on an international joint venture ownership deci-
sion), and 14 studies investigate the impact of industry dimensions of uncertainty (with nine
studies on operational decisions, three studies on entry mode, one study on location, and one
study on decision speed). There is a gradual move toward the integration of uncertainties from
different categories: 20 studies investigate the simultaneous impact of both environmental and
industry dimensions of uncertainty. Nevertheless, empirical research on different categories of
uncertainty has generally taken place across studies rather than within single studies. Articles
that do consider the impact of two or all three categories of uncertainties are mostly con-
ceptual. Table 3 summarizes IB studies based on the number of uncertainty categories studied
per article.

3.2. Uncertainty management
Turning to the approaches MNCs apply when managing uncertainty, Miller’s (1992) and
Simangunsong et al.’s (2012) uncertainty management frameworks were used as a starting
point5. More specifically, this review incorporates Simangunsong et al.’s (2012) two uncertainty
management methods: uncertainty reduction (referred to as “financial risk” management by
Miller), and uncertainty coping (referred to as “strategic management” by Miller). Uncertainty
reduction minimizes an MNC’s exposure to particular uncertainties without changing the firm’s
strategy (Miller, 1992). Uncertainty reduction is a natural, primary motivator and fundamental
need that guides MNCs’ behavior (Beckman, Haunschild, & Phillips, 2004; Mullin & Hogg, 1998).
Uncertainty coping, on the other hand, impacts the MNC’s exposure across a wide range of
uncertainties and in some cases requires the MNC to change its strategy (Miller, 1992). Although
the two concepts are the same in both frameworks, this paper adopts Simangunsong et al.’s
(2012) terminology since the reviewed IB literature most often refers to uncertainty manage-
ment in terms of reduction and coping rather than financial and strategic risk management.
Table 4 presents the extant literature against the two methods of uncertainty management:
three approaches to reduction, and five approaches to coping.

3.3. Uncertainty reduction
The review of the selected articles facilitated the identification of three approaches to uncertainty
reduction: information gathering (R1), proactive collaboration/cooperation (R2), and networking
(R3). Information gathering (R1) and networking (R3) emerged solely from the reviewed literature
and are not mentioned in either of the two frameworks. Collaboration (R2) emerged from the
literature review and is also listed among Simangunsong et al.’s (2012) approaches to uncertainty
reduction. Since the reviewed literature uses the terms collaboration and cooperation interchange-
ably, this paper integrates them.
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Information gathering (R1) as an uncertainty reduction approach is used by MNCs that avoid
risky decisions and act when the gathered information is considered enough to achieve analytical
comprehensiveness of the environment (e.g., Brouthers et al., 2008; Ji & Dimitratos, 2013). Studies
reveal that information gathering is an approach to uncertainty reduction where the MNCs scan
the external environments and collect necessary data without the involvement of other partners.
Information gathering is the most frequently implemented approach adopted to reduce uncer-
tainty and is primarily used to minimize demand, competition, and cultural uncertainties (e.g.,
Cadogan, Cui, & Li, 2003; Grunert, Trondsen, Campos, & Young, 2010; Keats & Hitt, 1988; Petersen,
Pedersen, & Lyles, 2008; Rhee & Cheng, 2002).

Proactive collaboration/cooperation (R2) is another way to increase the predictability of the
conditions in the external environment. Information sharing is an essential part of collaboration/
cooperation (Simangunsong et al., 2012). The IB literature talks about collaboration/cooperation in
the form of vertical integration and contractual agreements that MNCs have with their local
partners for collaborative planning and forecasting to reduce external uncertainties (Brouthers
et al., 2008; Slangen & van Tulder, 2009). The literature suggests that environmental uncertainties
and the dimensions of industry uncertainties such as demand and competition can be reduced
through collaboration/cooperation with local partners (Brouthers et al., 2008; Slangen & van
Tulder, 2009).

Uncertainty can be reduced through networking (R3). As IB studies reveal, uncertainty reduction
through networking (R3) happens when the MNC collects data through its social relationships and
via the reinforcement of existing networks (Luo, 2003; Ottesen & Grønhaug, 2004). As such,
proactive collaboration/cooperation (R2) can be a part of networking (R3) and happens within
larger networks (Ottesen & Grønhaug, 2004). In the IB literature, networking is primarily used to
reduce industry uncertainties: input, demand and competition (e.g., Beckman et al., 2004; Luo,
2003).

3.4. Uncertainty coping
The reviewed IB literature identifies five approaches that are consistent with Miller’s five
approaches to coping with uncertainty. These approaches are: flexibility (C1), imitation (C2),
reactive collaboration/cooperation (C3), control (C4) and avoidance (C5). Of these, flexibility6 (C1),
collaboration/cooperation7 (C3) and avoidance8 (C5) are also among the approaches noted by
Simangunsong et al. (2012).

Flexibility (C1) is exhibited as diversification and operational adaptation. Diversification helps the
MNC cope with industry uncertainties through its involvement in different markets or diversifica-
tion of its products (e.g., Chiao et al., 2010; Liu, Shah, & Babakus, 2012). Operational adaptation is
sought through adaptation of organizational structure or strategy. As an example, under high
internal uncertainty some MNCs shift from FDI to non-equity modes (Lee & Makhija, 2009a).

To cope with uncertainty some MNCs choose imitation (C2). By mimicking a rival’s strategy, MNCs
assume that the rival’s actions incorporate learning that will help to avoid the errors of early
movers (Gaba, Pan, & Ungson, 2002). However, an industry leader would be able to predict the
response of competitors due to their responses being mere imitations of its own strategic actions
(Miller, 1992). In the context of international decision-making, political, government, cultural,
demand, and competition uncertainties can be managed through the imitation of competitors’
actions (e.g., Gaba et al., 2002).

The reviewed literature revealed that reactive collaboration/cooperation (C3) is the most com-
mon approach taken to cope with environmental and industry uncertainties (e.g., Brouthers, 1995;
Brouthers & Brouthers, 2003; Dickson & Weaver, 1997; López-Duarte & Vidal-Suárez, 2010;
Morschett, Schramm-Klein, & Swoboda, 2010; Tseng & Lee, 2010). As environmental and industry
uncertainties increase, MNCs tend to select strategies that shift the uncertainty and risk to their
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partners (Brouthers, 1995). However, collaboration/cooperation becomes less valuable in the pre-
sence of high growth potential (J. Li & Li, 2010).

MNCs may choose unilaterally to control (C4) uncertainty rather than to passively accept its
conditions. Control entry modes are frequently observed among knowledge-intensive MNCs
(Sanchez-Peinado & Pla-Barber, 2006). Vertical integration with suppliers is used as an attempt
to control input and demand uncertainties (e.g., Akhter & Robles, 2006). Horizontal integration
(e.g., mergers and acquisitions) is used to control uncertainties related to competition, particularly
during the transformation stage of an economy where an MNC operates (Burgers & Padgett, 2009;
Mayrhofer, 2004).

Uncertainty avoidance (C5) takes place when the level of both environmental and industry
uncertainties faced by the MNC is unacceptable. MNCs postpone their action as a means of
complete uncertainty avoidance until the value of an investment opportunity can be accurately
predicted (e.g., Dowell & Killaly, 2009; Whitelock & Jobber, 2004).

3.5. Determinants of the choice of uncertainty management approach
The reviewed literature revealed that the following two factors influence the MNC’s choice of
a particular uncertainty management approach: the theoretical background of the research and
the specific decision-makers within the MNC. Regarding the theoretical background of the
research, studies that apply, for example, a real option theory perspective report the use of the
reactive collaboration/cooperation (C3) approach to uncertainty management (e.g., Brouthers
et al., 2008; Cuypers & Martin, 2010; Li & Li, 2010). This theory encourages MNCs to consider
environmental uncertainty since it is not only a challenge for decision-making, but offers an
opportunity in the long-term (e.g., Li & Li, 2010). Studies applying a transaction cost perspective,
in contrast, report the use of control (C4) (e.g., Akhter & Robles, 2006; Tseng & Lee, 2010), while
studies applying an internationalization perspective report the incremental use of both information
gathering (R1) (e.g., Petersen et al., 2008; Rhee & Cheng, 2002;) and reactive collaboration/
cooperation (C3) approaches to uncertainty management (e.g., Sanchez-Peinado & Pla-Barber,
2006).

Second, among the 114 reviewed articles, 22 place a strong emphasis on individual decision-
makers as the determiners of the uncertainty management approaches used by an MNC, particu-
larly in situations where MNC behavior deviates from that predicted by theoretical models (e.g., in
the studies by Gray, 1994,; Richards & Yang, 2007). Therefore, this paper scrutinizes individual
decision-makers and their characteristics to understand their impact on their MNC’s choice of
uncertainty management approach.

The systematic review regarding individual-level characteristics of decision-makers was
approached inductively (i.e., no underlying classification was used). Hence, the following charac-
teristics emerged from the review: previous decision-making experience (I1), tolerance of ambi-
guity (I2), individualistic/collectivistic orientation (I3), hierarchical position in the organization (I4),
decision-making orientation (I5) (See Table 5).

Previous decision-making experience (I1), or lack of it, can have a significant impact on uncer-
tainty perception and the desire for control (e.g., Makhija & Stewart, 2002; Whitelock & Jobber,
2004). More specifically, the less managerial experience a manager had, the higher the level of
perceived uncertainty and the greater the chance that a third party would be involved in the
control of foreign operations (Brouthers, 1995).

The reviewed literature identifies two of Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions that have been
applied at the individual level to illustrate how the characteristics of individual decision-makers
shape their perceptions of uncertainty: uncertainty avoidance—more frequently referred to in
the literature on international decision-making as tolerance for ambiguity (I2)—and
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individualistic/collectivistic orientation (I3). Tolerance for ambiguity (I2) refers to the tendency of
certain decision-makers to perceive ambiguous situations as desirable (Eroglu, 1992). A clear
distinction is that individuals with a low tolerance for ambiguity tend to cease their information
processing activities early and are resistant to new information. Individuals that are more
tolerant of ambiguity are more receptive to external information (Makhija & Stewart, 2002;
Yasai-Ardekani, 1986). In IB studies, decision-makers with a low tolerance for ambiguity commit
resources to foreign markets only if environmental and industry uncertainties are reduced to
a level beneath the maximum tolerable risk. However, it remains unclear how ambiguity-averse
decision-makers behave if the perceived environmental and industry uncertainties increase with
time (Petersen et al., 2008). According to the maximum tolerable risk logic, the solution is to
withdraw from the foreign market (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). However, there is a need for
more empirical research to understand the actual behavior of individual decision-makers with
different levels of tolerance for ambiguity.

The individualistic/collectivistic orientation (I3) of managers is shown to influence their percep-
tions of the uncertainties facing the MNC. Managers with an individualistic orientation value
independence and self-sufficiency, and place high value on self-direction, social justice, and
equality (Dickson & Weaver, 1997). In practice, these managers are less influenced by perceived
environmental uncertainty and more restrained toward alliances in foreign markets (Dickson &
Weaver, 1997). Managers with collectivist orientations emphasize the importance of belonging to
a group, of value cooperation within a group, and expect help from the group. These managers are
more positive toward alliances and are more influenced by perceived environmental uncertainty
(Dickson & Weaver, 1997; Makhija & Stewart, 2002).

Hierarchical position in the organization (I4), which includes organizational roles, experiences,
beliefs and ideologies, is shown to affect uncertainty perceptions (Yasai-Ardekani, 1986). The
general argument is that organizational structure affects environmental scanning and information
processing, including information access, interpretation, and transmission. Managers in higher
hierarchical positions have better access to environmental scanning and information processing
than managers in lower hierarchical positions. Therefore, information gathering, and the reduction
of uncertainty becomes easier for managers in higher positions. Furthermore, an individual’s
hierarchical position influences the perception of the external environment (Sonnenfeld, 1981as
in Yasai-Ardekani, 1986).

The frame of mind in which decision-makers process information is referred to as decision-
making orientation (I5) (Makhija & Stewart, 2002). There is a significant difference in how decision-
makers with an entrepreneurial and innovative decision-making orientation and decision-makers
with a more conservative decision-making orientation react to environmental uncertainties
(Dickson & Weaver, 1997). Decision-makers with a more entrepreneurial orientation are character-
ized by greater risk taking and are less likely to perceive the situation as threatening (Hodgkinson,
Hughes, & Arshad, 2016). The international entrepreneurship literature assumes that decision-
makers are risk takers who focus on foreign market opportunities rather than risks. Accordingly,
proactive and risk-seeking decision-makers translate risk into unknown, but promising, future
business opportunities (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Petersen et al., 2008).

4. Toward a future research agenda
Based on this systematic literature review, it is possible to make three observations about the main
limitations of existing research in the IB field. These limitations are: (i) inconsistency in the
conceptualization and measurement of uncertainty, (ii) lack of diversity regarding uncertainty
dimensions within single studies, and (iii) the downplayed role of individual decision-makers.
After briefly explaining each of these limitations in turn, and why they are problematic for knowl-
edge development, the paper offers some specific suggestions for how future research could
address them. These suggestions for future research are represented as dotted lines in Figure 1.
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4.1. Toward more consistent choices in the conceptualization and measurement of
uncertainty
The first limitation observed is the inconsistency in the conceptualization and measurement of
uncertainty, which has been the subject of much debate among scholars. The kind of conceptual
inconsistencies where articles use the same concept to capture different dimensions of uncertainty
across categories (see Table 2) could partly explain these debates. Studies compare the relative
impact of different dimensions of uncertainty on MNC decision-making and draw different conclu-
sions. A number of studies identify environmental factors as having the most significant impact on
MNCs’ choice of entry mode (e.g., Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992; Brouthers & Brouthers, 2003;
Brouthers et al., 2008; Eroglu, 1992; Erramilli & D’Souza, 1995; Ji & Dimitratos, 2013), while others
suggest industry factors have the greatest impact on constraining those decisions (Cadogan et al.,
2003; Elango & Sambharya, 2004; Li & Li, 2010; Sutcliffe & Zaheer, 1998). Furthermore, similar
inconsistencies are observed within categories of uncertainty when different concepts are used to
capture the same dimension of uncertainty. In terms of environmental uncertainties, contradic-
tions around political and cultural uncertainties are the most common. Political uncertainty is
recognized to have a significant impact on MNCs’ internationalization (e.g., Henisz & Delios, 2001;
Jiménez, 2010), market selection (e.g., Duanmu, 2012; Henisz & Delios, 2001) and/or divestment
decisions (e.g., Berry, 2013). While political uncertainty is the most researched uncertainty in the IB
literature, Slangen and van Tulder’s (2009) research shows that studies that have conceptualized
environmental uncertainty in terms of political uncertainty, have focused on a relatively unim-
portant aspect of a country’s formal institutional environment, and go on to conclude that
governmental uncertainty may be a better proxy for environmental uncertainty. Similar debates
have been observed around cultural uncertainty: Cho and Padmanabhan (2005) illustrate the
importance of cultural uncertainty in determining the ownership type involved in MNCs’ entry
mode decisions, while other studies (e.g., Luo, 2001; Slangen & van Tulder, 2009) indicate cultural
uncertainty is a less relevant driver of MNC decision-making or even irrelevant to it.

Inconsistencies in the way uncertainty is measured can also partly be seen as contributing to
these conflicting findings. For example, the finding by Slangen and van Tulder (2009) on govern-
ment uncertainty being a better proxy for external environment uncertainty than political uncer-
tainty can be explained through the integration of different measures for similar dimensions of
uncertainty. The study uses Kaufmann et al.’s (2004) measures for political uncertainty as
a sudden regime change. Decision-makers may pay relatively little attention to this likelihood
while making, for example, entry mode decisions. Furthermore, in spite of the fact that most of the
reviewed studies looked at MNC assessments of political uncertainty, they still measure political
instability rather than the potential impact of politics on the firm (cf. Delios & Henisz, 2003a,
2003b; Henisz & Delios, 2001; Kobrin, 1979). Another example, the study by Gaur, Delios, and Singh
(2007) revealed that MNCs rely more on expatriates in situations marked by high levels of
governmental and political uncertainty. The study by Xu, Pan, and Beamish (2004) found the
opposite: greater government and political uncertainty is associated with a lower level of equity
ownership and a lower expatriate presence. However, a deeper analysis of these studies revealed
that Gaur et al. (2007) measure governmental and political uncertainties through governmental
and political indices of the host country, while Xu et al. (2004) focus more on demand forecasts of
the host country and a firm’s operational effectiveness. In terms of the measures of cultural
uncertainty, linguistic and religious distances have a greater impact on MNCs’ behavior than
more traditional measurements of cultural uncertainty (Dow et al., 2016). Cultural distance has
been criticized as being a less relevant driver of managerial decision-making than perceptions
regarding the host market’s environment (Xu & Shenkar, 2002).

In sum, inconsistencies in the conceptualization and measurement of uncertainty are proble-
matic because they fragment our knowledge of the field and, most significantly, impede the
development of our accumulative knowledge about uncertainty and its effects. Those inconsisten-
cies have inhibited our understanding about what uncertainties MNCs actually prioritize when
making international decisions, and has impeded our understanding of how an MNC prioritizes
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the uncertainties it recognizes and how that affects its decisions. The same inconsistencies prevent
us accurately evaluating the contextual environment within which MNCs operate and within which
decisions are made (Di Gregorio, 2005). Furthermore, the diverse ways in which different uncer-
tainties are conceptualized and measured presents a threat to the validity of empirical studies, and
ultimately to theory development (Delios & Henisz, 2003a).

In light of these limitations, two main recommendations for future research are offered. First,
future research should choose dimensions of uncertainty that are more conceptually and statis-
tically parsimonious in order to prevent further confusion. Miller (1993) and Werner, Brouthers, and
Brouthers (1996), for instance, recommend choosing uncertainty concepts that are inter-related
and consistent with previous studies on uncertainty. They offer dimensions of uncertainty that are
theoretically justified and exhibit construct and discriminant validity. Therefore, this paper recom-
mends integrating similar types of uncertainty constructs into future research to achieve more
comprehensive measures. To address these methodological issues, future research questions
might include: “What is the nature of the relationship between different dimensions of uncertainty
at the conceptual level, and which constructs should be included in future efforts at scale devel-
opment? To what extent is the grouping of different constructs of uncertainty generalizable across
industries and countries, or do they interact in different ways?”

Second, since most of today’s uncertainty measures are objective and taken from country
reports (84 quantitative studies out of the total 114 articles reviewed use statistical indices of
the countries to measure MNC’s uncertainties), our understanding of MNC decision-making tends
not to be based on the subjective reality of the uncertainties faced by the actual decision-makers.
This is problematic, since this fails to acknowledge that people and teams make decisions, not the
organization, and thus ignores a potentially wide and powerful range of explanations behind MNC
decision-making that could complement existing theories and models. As studies have shown,
some individual decision-makers might perceive specific uncertainties differently than the rest of
the MNC management, or not acknowledge them at all (Kiss, Williams, & Houghton, 2013).
Therefore, more studies that integrate subjective measures of uncertainty are needed in order to
understand how decision-makers within MNCs actually differentiate between, and respond to,
different dimensions of uncertainty. Subjective measurements of uncertainty are more likely to
provide findings that are representative of what individual decision-makers actually experience
(e.g., as in Petersen et al., 2008 or Whitelock & Jobber, 2004).

In a recent study, Haley found over 80 percent of MNC managers used qualitative personal
judgments to assess uncertainty, while fewer than 20 per cent used statistical techniques (2003).
Therefore, the integration of more subjective measures of uncertainty could provide a more
realistic account of how MNCs perceive and prioritize different uncertainties. Future research
questions could thus address the following kinds of questions: How much heterogeneity exists in
the subjective perception of different kinds of uncertainty between MNC decision-makers? To what
extent does this heterogeneity provide grounds for aggregation at the MNC level? How does
heterogeneity and homogeneity in uncertainty perceptions influence decision-making? By inte-
grating dimensions of uncertainty that are more conceptually and statistically parsimonious, and
through the use of more subjective measures, it is possible to improve the predictive power of
different theoretical models of MNC behavior under conditions of uncertainty.

4.2. Addressing the lack of diversity in uncertainty dimensions included within single studies
The second limitation in existing IB research is that studies tend to focus on uncertainties solely
within one category (i.e., environmental or industry category) and largely overlook firm-level
dimensions of uncertainty. As the reviewed literature revealed, environmental and industry uncer-
tainties can be managed through different approaches. These interlinkages are shown as two solid
arrows from environmental and industry uncertainties to uncertainty management methods in
Figure 1. A dotted arrow that connects firm uncertainties and uncertainty management
approaches denotes that more research is needed. Although there has been a move toward
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integrating uncertainties from different categories (e.g., Beckman et al., 2004; Brouthers et al.,
2008; Galang, 2012; Henisz & Delios, 2001; Liu & Maula, 2016), the vast majority of studies examine
uncertainties in parallel rather than together within the same study (see Table 3). This is a major
shortcoming since a focus on only one uncertainty, such as political uncertainty, can lead to ill-
informed entry mode decisions if other uncertainties are ignored (e.g., Brouthers, 1995). Empirical
studies have found significant relationships between one or more uncertainty dimensions and MNC
entry mode choice (Ahmed, Mohamad, Tan, & Johnson, 2002). However, the interlinkages between
different categories of uncertainty and their effects on uncertainty management and decision-
making remain largely unexplored in IB research.

In particular, uncertainties at the firm level are under-explored in IB studies compared to
environmental and industry dimensions of uncertainty (See Figure 2). This is problematic since,
according to the strategy tripod model (Peng, Wang, & Jiang, 2008), strategic decisions by MNCs
are influenced by environmental, industry, and firm-specific factors, and thus uncertainties in all
three categories should be considered equally. Within the IB field, location and entry mode
decisions are the strategic decision-making activities that have received by far the most research
attention. However, this systematic literature review reveals that the studies that examine these
decisions primarily investigate the impact of either environmental or industry uncertainties and
largely downplay the role of firm uncertainties (See Table 3). A similar pattern is evident when
examining research on the operational decisions of MNCs; firm dimensions of uncertainty are
usually overlooked.

Not including a wider spectrum of uncertainties within single studies prevents us from under-
standing the relationships between them and only presents with partial explanations for MNC
decision-making. Including several dimensions not only helps to address this, but also provides
a picture that is closer to the empirical reality that decision-makers within MNCs have to confront.
One such example is that IB research appears to be more concerned with environmental or
industry uncertainties, while MNCs are reported to be more focused on resolving firm uncertainties
in the course of international decision-making. As Buckley, Devinney, and Louviere (2007)
observed, MNCs planning international activities tend to follow theoretically predictive paths.
However, the actual implementation of these activities is less aligned with traditional models. As
the authors explain, decision-makers pay more attention to firm-related uncertainties (e.g., ROI,
production cost, exploitation and protection of assets) when they implement decisions, and less to
environmental uncertainty (e.g., political instability), which tends to be a factor considered more
during the planning stage. By considering firm dimensions of uncertainty along with environmental
and industry uncertainties, international decision-making models will not only acquire an
enhanced ability to explain the kind of MNC behavioral variation that is observed, but will also
open opportunities to examine the interactions between the different types of uncertainty alluded
to above.

In terms of future research, due to the complex business environments in which MNCs operate,
the trade-off among different dimensions of uncertainty and understanding their contextual effect
on decision-making remains crucial within the field of IB. However, it is important to understand
not only how one category of uncertainty is managed, but how the simultaneous impact of
multiple uncertainties from different categories influences how MNC operations are and should
be managed. Accordingly, future research should address the following kinds of research ques-
tions: “On what dimensions of uncertainty do decision-makers tend to concentrate during inter-
national decision-making? Why is this and what effect does this have on decisions? What
uncertainty management methods do MNCs choose when they face various uncertainties across
different categories, and do these methods vary based on the type of uncertainties they face?”
Some scholars offer more specific questions, such as: “Does the multilevel interaction of factors at
nation-, industry-, firm-, and project-levels influence entry choice? Does the proper alignment of
entry mode choice with external and internal antecedents actually lead to superior performance?”
(Luo, 2001, p. 467) and “How do firm- and country- level variables in addition to industry-level
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variables influence the three types of MNC entry mode (i.e., greenfield, acquisition, joint venture)?”
(Elango & Sambharya, 2004, p. 121).

This paper also encourages more research on firm uncertainties. External uncertainties at the
environmental and industry level have been incorporated more frequently than internal, firm-
related uncertainties. A potential explanation is that firm uncertainties are considered more
controllable than industry or environmental uncertainties (Beckman et al., 2004). However, empiri-
cal research on the management of firm uncertainties (e.g., R&D uncertainty, operating uncer-
tainty) remains very limited. Furthermore, the reviewed studies revealed conflicting findings about
the impact of previous experience on international decision-making. Future research on these
dimensions of uncertainty would serve to enhance our understanding about the impact of firm-
level uncertainties on MNCs’ international activities. Research questions might include: What kinds
of firm uncertainties are the most important in decision-making, and when and how are these
uncertainties considered by MNCs? How do MNCs approach the management of firm uncertainties
during their international decision-making?

4.3. Addressing the role of individual decision-makers
Finally, the role and impact of individual managers’ perceptions of uncertainty, and their choice of
uncertainty management approaches, remain largely overlooked. Consideration of individual
managers as decision-makers has far-reaching implications for researching MNCs and understand-
ing the way in which multinationals operate (Piekkari & Welch, 2010; Roth & Kostova, 2003). Much
of the IB literature assumes managers are rational decision-makers who make decisions based on
accurate perceptions of situational conditions that are considered systematically in an analytic
rather than an intuitive way (Atuahene-Gima & Li, 2004; Ji & Dimitratos, 2013). In terms of the role
of individual managers in such rational decision-making processes, managers tend to rely on an
objective analysis of the situation and decision criteria, rather than their subjective preferences or
orientations when reaching a decision on the final mode choice (Dean & Sharfman, 1993; Ji &
Dimitratos, 2013). Despite emerging evidence about the significance of individual decision-makers,
most existing studies research managerial perceptions of uncertainty without considering differ-
ences between individuals (e.g., Luo, 2001; White, Boddewyn, & Galang, 2015). This is problematic
since the complete picture of international decision-making cannot be understood without
a proper understanding of the motivations and attributes of managers at the individual level of
analysis. Combining existing knowledge on uncertainty in IB with multilevel research and a greater
emphasis on the individual illuminates many avenues to enhance our understanding about how
decision-makers perceive the environment, make decisions based on their interpretations, and
influence MNC performance (e.g., Maitland & Sammartino, 2015; Minbaeva, 2016).

Furthermore, one central limitation within existing research that cannot be resolved without
understanding individual decision-makers is the conflicting findings and lack of consensus on MNC
choices of uncertainty management approaches. Empirical studies illustrate that MNCs are more
likely to choose a different cooperative/collaborative approach (e.g., a joint venture) than
a controlling approach (e.g., a wholly owned subsidiary) when entering culturally distant countries
(Brouthers & Brouthers, 2001). Other studies, however, find that greater cultural uncertainty
increases an MNC’s propensity to choose WOS (Tsang, 2005). Other studies present similar con-
flicting conclusions (e.g., Brouthers et al., 2008; Delios & Henisz, 2003a; Prater et al., 2001; Song,
Lee, & Makhija, 2015; Li & Li, 2010; Sartor & Beamish, 2014).

This paper suggests that one way to explain and address these inconsistencies is to scrutinize
the role of individual decision-makers in the MNC’s choice of uncertainty management approaches.
Recent studies observe that managers do not always define or react to uncertainty in ways that
theoretical decision models would predict (e.g., Buckley et al., 2007; Forlani, Parthasarathy, &
Keaveney, 2008). For instance, managers do not always think in terms of the probability of loss,
but rather in terms of the magnitude of loss, and that is why their ways of managing uncertainty
are more risky than firm-focused theories initially predict (Buckley et al., 2007). Furthermore, the
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study by Richards and Yang (2007) did not find support for transaction cost logic holding that when
environmental uncertainty is low, MNCs prefer to have entry modes involving higher resource
commitments. In the same study, this is explained as MNCs making different equity ownership
decisions in similar uncertain circumstances due to managers having different risk preferences
that influence different transaction governance structures. Furthermore, managers from different
national cultures are found to act differently, even in similar uncertain circumstances, due to their
heterogeneous, subjective risk perceptions and risk preferences. The study by Haley (2003) found
that managerial perceptions of environmental-, industry- and firm-related uncertainties have an
effect on MNC decision-making. Acquiring a good understanding of the kinds of characteristics that
influence managers’ perceptions of uncertainty and what influences their approaches to managing
it, would offer insights into the micro-foundations underlying MNC decision-making. MNCs’ deci-
sions are mediated by individual decision-makers, and the explanation of MNC decisions is there-
fore inherently a shorthand for a more complicated, micro-foundation-driven explanation
(Coleman, 1990).

Future research in this domain could thus benefit from addressing the connections between the
characteristics of the individual decision-maker and subjective perceptions about different dimen-
sions of uncertainty (see dotted line in Figure 1). This could include the following questions: How do
individual decision-makers manage perceived uncertainties? What influences the individual deci-
sion-maker’s choice of uncertainty management approach? Are there any other characteristics of
individual decision-makers not identified in this review that might be equally or more influential?
Liesch et al. (2011, p. 868) offer even more specific research questions on this topic such as: “How
does learning affect the individual manager’s ability to make astute risk assessments and to
accommodate risk? To what extent does this provide a robust explanation of successful interna-
tional expansion trajectories and idiosyncratic internationalization behaviors?”

It is commonplace for most key MNC decisions (e.g., those on entry mode or internationalization
expansions) to be made by organizational teams at MNC headquarters. Headquarters’ decisions are
indicators of the MNC’s optimal interest. In most studies, both headquarters at the collective level and
managers at the individual level are portrayed as rational decision-makers whose interests are
aligned (Aharoni et al., 2011). Such perceptions over-simplify MNCs’ decision-making processes and
shift focus from the decision-making process to the outcome. Ignoring the process in this way may
lead to misleading findings, since decision-makers daily face uncertainty arising from factors in the
environment, industry, and firm (Buckley et al., 2007). Within an MNC, individual perceptions of
foreign markets are likely to differ and there is no simple path from an individual’s perception to
the MNC’s perception (Coleman, 1990; Felin & Hesterly, 2007; Foss, Husted, & Michailova, 2010; Gupta,
Tesluk, & Taylor, 2007). Drawing on this multilevel perspective, it is important to understand the
interconnections between the characteristics of individual decision-makers, their impact on
a decision-making team’s preference for uncertainty and how that manifests itself at the MNC
level. An example question for future research in this regard could be: How do individual decision-
makers’ uncertainty management preferences influence MNC uncertainty management behavior at
the team and firm levels? Piaskowska and Trojanowski (2014, p. 55) offer more specific future
research questions: “How do executives’ attributes, beyond their demographic characteristics such
as age, tenure, education, experience or nationality, influence their top management team and
international strategic decisions? What is the role of emotions, personalities, and values in these
decisions?” In Figure 1, this research requirement is illustrated as a dotted arrow from the character-
istics of the individual decision-maker to the decision-making team’s uncertainty management
approaches to MNC uncertainty management methods.

5. Conclusion
Uncertainty is currently the only constant faced by MNCs. Because it has a significant impact on
the choices that MNCs make during their international decision-making, uncertainty is an impor-
tant phenomenon to study. This study has described various dimensions of environmental, indus-
try and firm uncertainty faced by MNCs and the approaches to uncertainty reduction and coping
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they use to manage such uncertainty. Through the evidence of its systematic literature review, this
paper has brought awareness that uncertainty is conceptualized and measured inconsistently in
the IB literature and this is problematic because it leads to fragmented and conflicting findings
about MNCs’ behavior and decision-making. Accordingly, this paper has offered an integrative
framework that organizes and synthesizes dimensions of uncertainty into modified and detailed
categorizations that are relevant for the IB audience. This framework encourages a more consis-
tent use of uncertainty dimensions and integration of a wider spectrum of different kinds of
uncertainties within single studies.

Furthermore, this paper has also revealed that in situations where MNC behavior deviates from
that predicted by theoretical models, the role of those individual decision-makers who determine
the uncertainty management approaches used by an MNC becomes influential. Reflecting on
systematic review findings, this paper has identified five integrating characteristics of the key
individual decision-makers: previous decision-making experience, tolerance for ambiguity, indivi-
dualistic/collectivistic orientation, position in the organizational hierarchy, decision-making orien-
tation. Understanding the impact of individual decision-makers and their characteristics on MNCs’
choice of uncertainty management approach is important because it would add significantly to the
predictive validity of theoretical models.

Lastly, the paper has offered an agenda for future research discussing three critical sugges-
tions. In the first place, to achieve more conceptually and statistically parsimonious dimen-
sions of uncertainty, future research should conduct more studies on the generalizability of
different constructs of uncertainty across industries and countries and integrate subjective
measures of uncertainty. In the second suggestion, future research should integrate a wider
spectrum of uncertainties within single studies. By including several dimensions of uncertainty
within a single study and considering firm dimensions of uncertainty along with environmental
and industry uncertainties, international decision-making models will be supplemented with
a greater variation of MNC behavior under the contextual effect of multiple uncertainties on
MNC operations. The third suggestion puts forward the notion of individual managers’ percep-
tions of uncertainty and their choice of uncertainty management approaches. Understanding
the characteristics that influence managers’ perceptions of uncertainty and the methods
available to manage it would in turn advance our understanding of the micro-foundations
underlying MNC decision-making.

Collectively, it is hoped that this systematic review of the literature and these suggestions for
future research serve to enrich this significant stream of IB research.

Funding
This work was supported by the Ella ja Georg Ehrnroothin
Säätiö [PhD working grant].

Author details
Sniazhana Sniazhko
E-mail: sniazhana.sniazhko@uva.fi
School of Management and Public Administration,
University of Vaasa, PL 700, Vaasa 65101, Finland.

Citation information
Cite this article as: Uncertainty in decision-making:
A review of the international business literature,
Sniazhana Sniazhko, Cogent Business & Management
(2019), 6: 1650692.

Notes
1. Summary of the selected and reviewed articles is avail-

able from the author upon request.
2. The year when the difference between uncertainty and

risk was defined for the first time by Knight (1921).
3. The selected synonyms for “uncertainty” were

“complexity”, “ambiguity”, “risk”, “dynamism”,

“high-velocity”, “instability”, and “equivocality”.
These synonyms of uncertainty were identified
based on both the theoretical conceptualization of
uncertainty in the work of Lipshitz and Strauss
(1997), which is one of the most inclusive among
existing conceptualizations of uncertainty, and
consultation with an information specialist in the
field of business studies.

4. Other alternative classifications of uncertainty are
described in Root (1987), Das and Teng (1999,
2001)), and Burgers and Padgett (2009). Miller’s (1992)
classification of uncertainty, however, remains the
most applicable to the context of this paper since it is
the most comprehensive in the IB field.

5. Miller’s (1992) uncertainty management framework
consists of two uncertainty management methods
and seven relevant approaches. Simangunsong et al.’s
(2012) uncertainty management framework consists
of two uncertainty management methods and 21
relevant approaches.

6. Simangunsong et al. (2012) offer three types of flex-
ibility as separate approaches. To keep the list of
approaches simple, this paper uses one term of
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flexibility for its different forms. Similar simplification is
observed in Miller’s (1992) article.

7. Miller (1992) uses the term cooperation, while
Simangunsong et al. (2012) uses collaboration. Since
the reviewed IB literature uses these two terms inter-
changeably, this paper terms this approach as colla-
boration/cooperation (C3).

8. Instead of avoidance Simangunsong et al. (2012) refer
to postponement, although the concept of the term is
the same in both frameworks: i.e., postpone or avoid
the decision until the last possible moment in order for
the situation to become more known. The reviewed IB
literature uses the term avoidance more frequently
than postponement. Thus, this paper integrates the
term avoidance.
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Essay 2: integration managers’ approaches to uncertainty 
management in Im&a 

 

Sniazhana Sniazhko, University of Vaasa 

Abstract 

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) are associated with various uncertainties. Often, 
large companies designate integration managers to organize post-acquisition 
integration. However, little is known about what integration managers do in the 
post-acquisition integration process. This study examines how integration 
managers deal with uncertainties in post-acquisition integration, specifically how 
they manage tensions that require different and conflicting approaches. The study 
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 
two main findings: First, in contrast to the well-established agency theory view, 
this study finds that integration managers of both buying and acquired firms have 
a multitude of motives in influencing the post-acquisition integration process 
when they manage uncertainty. Collaboration between integration managers also 
proved crucial for success. The second finding concerns the integration managers 
of acquired firms, the group of managers we know least about, and suggests that, 
contrary to previous assumptions that they are passive and reluctant recipients, 
they can successfully act as co-creators and co-producers in the value-added 
activities of the post-acquisition integration process.  

Keywords: post-acquisition integration, integration manager, uncertainty 
management, collaboration 
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1. Introduction 

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) are complex and uncertain processes 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 integration managers as leaders who build 
connective grounds for sharing information and resources between integrating 
firms; and educate managers about the integrating companies’ decision-making 
processes, human resources assessments, culture and business customs; and also 
help managers to understand their new positions and responsibilities (Ashkenas 
et al., 1998; Gill, 2002; Schuler, Tarique, & Jackson, 2004; Teerikangas et al., 
2011). Such managers might sometimes be called project managers (Teerikangas 
et al., 2011); however, unlike in traditional project management assignments, 
employees in an acquisition integration project do not work directly for the 
integration managers. Integration managers need to motivate and inspire people 
to be committed to the new organization and make the whole process exciting 
(Ashkenas & Francis, 2000). 

Only a handful of empirical studies explore the role of integration managers 
(Ashkenas et al., 1998; Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; Teerikangas & Birollo, 2018; 
Teerikangas et al., 2011; Véry, 2004), and even fewer focus on the role of the 
managers of the acquired firm (Birollo & Teerikangas, 2019; Graebner, 2004; 
Meyer, 2006; Monin, Noorderhaven, Vaara, & Kroon, 2013). Despite the practical 
significance of integration managers, many companies do not provide their 
integration managers with any formal training (Galpin & Herndon, 2014). The 
work of integration managers is largely unsupervised in the traditional sense, and 
they are expected to show initiative and make independent judgments (Ashkenas 
& Francis, 2000). The challenging context they work in is plagued by merger 
syndrome, high emotions, stress, and uncertainty, among other factors (Marks & 
Mirvis, 2010). Consequently, integration managers face uncertainty around 
various decisions but are simultaneously surrounded by people who are also facing 
uncertainty. Integration managers’ 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 managers are a very important 
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group of decision-makers to understand, 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).  

Most acquisitions have two critical periods: the time between the deal’s 
announcement and its close, and the first 100 days after the close (Ashkenas & 
Francis, 2000). The most important task of integration managers is to move 
everyone through those two periods as quickly and as smoothly as possible. With 
the announcement of a merger or acquisition, uncertainty about the integration of 
the deal becomes one of the greatest sources of stress among integration managers 
involved in the process. Uncertainty is defined here as the lack of knowledge about 
the probabilities of the future state of events (Knight, 1921). Owing to their 
complex nature, M&A involve unique uncertainties related to various strategic, 
structural, and cultural aspects (Child, Faulkner, & Pitkethly, 2001; Véry & 
Schweiger, 2001), which significantly complicate and constrain integration 
managers’ decision-making. Along with uncertainties related to the identification 
of their roles and responsibilities and the ways of connecting various processes and 
procedures between integrating organizations, integration managers are obliged 
to address uncertainties of other employees related to building new relationships, 
and bridging language and cultural gaps (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000). The 
management of one’s own uncertainty and the uncertainty of others whilst making 
integration decisions within tight timeframe is therefore one of the main tasks of 
integration managers in post-acquisition integration and it shapes the outcome of 
the integration significantly (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 
1991).  

The decision-making literature offers different ways to manage uncertainty that 
relate to either reducing it or coping with it, and notes that any method employed 
to manage uncertainty will also require a balancing of tensions (Grote, 2004; 
March, 1994). Studies show that uncertainty is an essential part of any decision-
making and, if managed properly, can lead to effective decisions that shape the 
performance of the firm (e.g., Certo, Connelly, & Tihanyi, 2008). Therefore, 
understanding integration managers’ uncertainty management approaches is 
important to advance our knowledge not only of what integration managers do, 
but also how their role in the integration process contributes to successful 
acquisition integration (Steigenberger, 2016). The existing literature tends to look 
at M&As and post-acquisition integration as strategies and outcomes, often leaving 
the underlying practices underexplored (Angwin, Paroutis, Connell, 2015; 
Brueller, Carmeli, & Markman, 2016). This paper addresses this gap by redirecting 
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attention to the underlying individual tensions in uncertainty management during 
the post-acquisition integration process. 

Lack of research focusing on post-acquisition integration is a recognized gap in the 
M&A literature (Angwin & Meadows, 2015; Graebner, Heimeriks, Huy, & Vaara, 
2017; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), which partly explains the scarcity of research 
on integration managers. Among the existing research, most of the data reflect the 
point of view of the buyer (Graebner, 2004; Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004), which 
sometimes mistakenly implies that the buyer is the only decision-maker of 
importance (Capron, 1999; Meyer & Lieb-Dóczy, 2003; Reus, Lamont, & Ellis, 
2016). Similarly, the prevailing assumption is that being acquired is a sign of 
weakness and even failure (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004), which creates the 
resulting image of the acquired firm as passive and reluctant to participate in the 
post-acquisition integration process. In contrast, the acquired firm’s involvement 
in that post-acquisition integration decision-making process has been empirically 
proven to have the potential to create value that leads to greater revenue-based 
synergies (Capron, 1999; Graebner, 2004). Overall, these fragmented accounts 
about integration decision-making processes impede our understanding of how 
decisions are made and how individual practices of integration managers, and in 
particular, integration managers from acquired firms, can influence those 
decisions (Graebner et al., 2017). 

The M&A literature contains a body of research centered on emotional contagion 
theory and emotions (e.g., Avey, Wernsing, & Luthans, 2008; Gooty, Connelly, 
Griffith, & Gupta, 2010; Raitis, Harikkala-Laihinen, Hassett, & Nummela, 2017), 
values and identity-building (Hassett & Nummela, 2018; Vaara, Tienari, & Säntti, 
2003), and legitimation and power (Vaara, Tienari, & Laurila, 2006; Vaara & 
Tienari, 2011) to explain individual managers’ decisions and behaviors during 
post-acquisition integration. Although this might be changing, justification for 
organizational change is based upon a dialogue centered on institutional 
rationality (Cartwright & Cooper, 2018) that includes heightened self-interest as 
managers become uncertain about their future careers and with agency theory 
being integrated most repeatedly to explain such behavior of individuals (Daily, 
Dalton, & Cannella, 2003; Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). This study takes a fresh 
view on how individual integration managers manage uncertainty and integrates 
the syndicate view to understand the rationale that drives integration managers’ 
behavior during their post-acquisition integration.  

The aim of this research is twofold. First, the article examines the post-acquisition 
integration process with a focus on how integration managers deal with tensions 
in uncertainty management. In particular, the study explores how managers make 
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decisions amidst conflicting demands for coping with and reducing uncertainty. 
Second, the current state of theoretical and empirical research reduces the status 
of integration managers of the acquired firm to secondary recipients. This article 
exposes the role of integration managers from the acquired firm and demonstrates 
how they collaborate over and influence the post-acquisition integration process. 

This study contributes to the M&A literature in two main ways. First, it enhances 
our understanding of how integration managers manage uncertainty by using two 
different methods: uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping. By adopting a 
fresh syndicate view, this research challenges the leading notion of agency theory 
that integration managers act through a self-interest that is in conflict with the 
buyer’s interest (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004; Meyer, 2006). In the context of 
M&A, collaboration between the integration managers of both buying and 
acquired firms was found to be crucial for success. In contrast to the tenets of 
agency theory, this article reveals that integration managers have a multitude of 
motives for influencing the post-acquisition integration process when they manage 
uncertainty. The second key contribution comes through the focus on integration 
managers from the acquired firm, a group of managers we know little about 
(Graebner, 2004). Contrary to existing perceptions about this group of managers 
in the literature, that they are passive recipients in post-acquisition integration, 
our findings from 18 integration managers, eight of whom represent the acquired 
side, suggest that they can be the opposite; active, co-creating agents that 
contribute to the success of the process. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Uncertainty and the role of integration managers in post-acquisition 
integration 

Existing research has conceptualized M&A as a process ranging from pre-deal 
considerations to the assessment of M&A integration years after closing the deal 
(Jemison & Sitkin, 1986). The post-acquisition integration process has been 
recognized as one of the most important drivers of M&A success (e.g., Angwin & 
Meadows, 2015; Larsson & Finkelstein, 1999), and has interested M&A scholars 
for the last 30 years (Graebner et al., 2017; Steigenberger, 2016). It has been 
described as a risky and complex process (e.g., Galpin & Herndon, 2014) that has 
a life of its own (Jeminson & Sitkin, 1986) and involves unpredictability, 
uncertainty, and ambiguity (Graebner et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the M&A 
literature does not provide a comprehensive understanding of uncertainties that 
emerge during the post-acquisition integration phase and, in particular, how these 
are addressed in decision-making. These uncertainties could be revealed in the 
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form of serendipitous opportunities (Graebner, 2004) or unanticipated problems 
(Vaara, 2003) that would require integration managers from either buying or 
acquired firms to reconfigure their resources. 

The post-acquisition integration process does not occur in a vacuum but is 
determined by a set of strategic and operational choices made by integration 
decision-makers. A very small set of decision-makers such as senior executive 
directors and key senior advisors set objectives, offer incentives, and have the 
ultimate authority to make final integration decisions at any particular point of 
integration (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). Nevertheless, to the responsibility of 
integration managers spans setting strategic tasks, creating a structure for their 
implementation, defining issues to be prioritized, addressing those issues during 
post-acquisition integration, and focusing on the right activities at the right time 
to ensure the integration remains on course (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000). Past 
research on M&A integration has mainly focused on specific sub-topics, such as 
integration depth, leadership styles, cultural distance, and experience and learning 
(e.g., see Schweiger & Goulet, 2000; Steigenberger, 2016; Graebner et al., 2017 for 
reviews). Integration managers have been largely neglected in that research 
despite being important decision-makers whose routine implementation practices 
in the post-acquisition integration decision-making process make them key actors. 

Integration managers are 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 asymmetry 
concerning the target (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986). Integration managers from both 
buying and acquired firms might experience uncertainty about the definition of 
their role in influencing the content of the strategy and in the integration process 
(Ashkenas & Francis, 2000; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), uncertainty about their 
regular job post integration, or diminished power (Ashkenas et al., 1998). Above 
all, besides maintaining the day-to-day business operations, 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 lack 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 and integration managers (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; Vaara, 



Acta Wasaensia     157 

2003). This means that existing studies have paid little attention to the role of 
integration managers in managing uncertainties during the integration process.  

2.2. Managing tensions in uncertainty management  

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 (Gilboa, 2009; Savage, 1972). The assumption is that 
uncertainty is minimized 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 actions, making situational 
planning, and providing more autonomy to managers who execute decisions. Such 
flexibility in uncertainty management 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). 

While the distinction between the two main methods of uncertainty management 
is recognized, existing work does not advocate one method over the other. The 
focus has instead been directed at searching for a middle ground between the 
extremes of reducing or embracing uncertainty (Grote, 2009). A balanced method 
of achieving both control through uncertainty reduction and flexibility through 
uncertainty coping has been viewed as a useful tool in decision-making under 
uncertainty (Anand & Ward, 2004; Chattopadhyay, Glick, & Huber, 2001; Liu, 
Shah, & Babakus, 2012). The basis for this argument is that decisions will have to 
integrate elements of reducing and coping with uncertainty instead of following a 
clear preference for one or the other. The integration of these elements is 
important because of the nature of uncertainty. Minimizing uncertainties works 
best when the overall level of all uncertainties facing managers is low, while with 
higher levels of uncertainty that cannot be easily eliminated from the decision-
making, the managers have to cope in the course of their work (Grote, 2009; 
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Thompson, 1967). However, this distinction between various uncertainties and 
their management methods is hard to sustain in practice. The complex nature of 
uncertainty could mean that information gathered for the purpose of uncertainty 
reduction might lead to a new set of uncertainties (Nowotny, 2016). Another 
problematic example is when managers might perceive a number of different 
uncertainties at the same time, making the choice of one uncertainty management 
method over the other particularly difficult (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997). 

Uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping are uncertainty management 
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 uncertainty 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 the high integration control and the 
distribution of autonomy that are defined as broader characteristics of integration 
mode and as different types of influence (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991). The 
terminology identifies the level of autonomy granted to the acquired firm 
managers and a specific integration level. When reducing uncertainty, autonomy 
remains with the buying firm’s decision-makers who maximize their control in the 
way their plans are implemented. Coping with uncertainty, on the other hand, is 
characterized by maximum control and sufficient autonomy of the acquired firm’s 
managers. Tensions often occur during integration and restructuring of the 
acquired firm since both lead to a certain level of lost autonomy. Unprofessional 
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). 
The conclusion is that buying and acquiring firms should balance integration or 
control and autonomy (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Graebner, 2004). 

During post-acquisition integration, tensions tend to arise as integration managers 
work to manage and minimize uncertainties affecting themselves and others. For 
example, in identifying and eliminating duplications between the integrating 
firms, integration managers are likely to gather information about the other entity, 
and then to use it to reduce uncertainty, and moreover, to establish control over 
the situation in ever-increasing detail. Nevertheless, an excessive focus on 
minimizing duplications might diminish value and impede the exploration of new 
ideas (Krug, Wright, & Kroll, 2014). The intangible nature of knowledge and its 
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embeddedness in people and organizational routines also requires uncertainty 
management methods that go beyond reduction and are more explorative in 
nature. This is where a balanced method is needed to predict and control 
uncertainties, while at the same time increasing the flexibility of decision-making. 

2.3. Integration managers of an acquired firm 

A number of existing theoretical perspectives in the M&A literature such as, the 
role of emotions, politicization and power, values and identity construction, and 
agency theory help to understand the behavior of integration managers in the post-
acquisition integration process (Gunkel, Schlaegel, Rossteutscher, & Wolff, 2015; 
Marks & Mirvis, 2011, 2013). Integration processes involve various socio-political 
components that can be revealed in the form of manipulation, issue selling, 
arguing or political rhetoric, which force integration managers to pursue own 
interests and consequent political actions such as confrontation or power plays 
(Vaara, 2001, 2003). M&A create different kinds of social identities among 
integration managers; a situation that prompts different frames for interpreting 
the integration issues and developing different levels of commitment to the 
integration ideas (Haunschild, Davis-Blake, & Fichman, 1994). 

Among the theoretical perspectives listed, agency theory is one of the most 
recognized perspectives in the literature on corporate governance in M&A (Daily 
et al., 2003; Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). Agency theory addresses the 
separation of interests between company owners and managers, and assumes that 
decision-makers are rational and wealth-seeking individuals who maximize their 
own utility functions (Jensen, 1998; Piesse, Lee, Lin, & Kuo, 2013). Although this 
theoretical view explains decision-making when orders are given with authority, it 
is of limited help in understanding the process through which governance 
challenges are addressed. The majority of research looks at structural responses to 
governance challenges, whereas less focus has been directed at the individuals 
involved; for instance, the frequency of interaction between key actors, agent and 
principle (Arthurs & Busenitz, 2003; Sapienza & Gupta, 1994). The syndicate view 
applied in this study, in contrast takes a fresh and alternative view of corporate 
governance and decision-making in M&A. From the syndicate perspective, 
managers are partners with owners, and each contributes unique and valuable 
resources in the pursuit of collective success (Dukerich, Golden, & Shortell, 2002). 
Key means of decision-making are primarily negotiation and collaboration to 
achieve consensus (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). The separation of these two 
theoretical views is important because they differ in terms of the motives ascribed 
to the managers when making decisions. Agency theory assumes that managers 
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make decisions primarily out of self-interest. The syndicate view assumes multi-
dimensional motives such as: self-interest (including financial gain, achievement, 
and reputation); collective interest (including the success of the company); and 
altruistic interest (including employee welfare (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004)). 
From the perspective of uncertainty management in post-acquisition decision-
making, the syndicate view shifts the focus from traditional control and ratification 
of decisions (Fama & Jensen, 1983) to broader issues of collaboration where the 
different voices of integration managers are heeded. Although the syndicate view 
is rooted in corporate governance models, the focus in this paper is still on 
individual managers’ ways of managing uncertainties. The integrated syndicate 
view helps to explore the rationale that seems to be driving their behavior. 

Including the different voices of integration managers is important in the context 
of M&A literature, which to date has primarily been buyer driven (Beckman & 
Haunschild, 2002). The studies that do investigate the management of acquired 
firms, tend to be based on the assumption that they negatively affect change 
(Meyer, 2006), or that they are obstructive recipients and self-interested managers 
who adopt various methods to resist being acquired (Balogun, 2003). That existing 
understanding of integration managers is problematic because it does not reflect 
the complete picture of the post-acquisition integration. Along with that, the 
dominating agency view does not reflect the reality that integration managers must 
at some point collaborate in the post-acquisition integration process. 

It is also important to acknowledge that different managers in a firm face varying 
degrees of uncertainty, have varying tolerances of uncertainty, and undertake 
different actions when reducing or coping with uncertainty (Kramer, 1999). It is 
therefore surprising that there is limited M&A research to date considering the 
actions undertaken by individual managers in the course of decision-making under 
uncertainty. This study therefore looks at how integration managers manage 
tensions in uncertainty management and explores how the integration managers 
of an acquired firm (rather than those of acquiring firm) influence the post-
acquisition integration process. 

3. Method 

3.1. Research design 

This study is a single in-depth case study on integration managers’ 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 
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main benefits. First, it allowed the researcher to be very close to the setting and the 
context to capture experiences of individuals in teams and to understand their 
choice of uncertainty management approaches (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia & 
Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010; Langley & Abdallah, 
2011). Second, the chosen research design provided the means to elicit multiple 
voices of potential importance in understanding the uncertainties in integration 
managers’ decision-making processes. This qualitative research integrates a 
systematic inductive approach based on a combination 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 research3. 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” and, therefore, cannot be strongly rooted in what is already known 
(Gioia et al., 2012: 2). In addition, this methodological choice is the most suitable 
to analyze a generous amount of qualitative data where it is desirable to generate 
themes by making comparisons within a case. 

This paper is based on multiple data sources: 20 semi-structured interviews with 
18 integration managers (of whom eight were from the acquired firm and 10 from 
the buying firm) collected during the integration in 2015–2016; 25 issues (224 
pages) of the merging companies’ weekly newsletters on M&A4; one webcast video 
(46 min) from the meeting where the official announcement of the acquisition was 
made, and one visit to the acquired company’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. Access to the real-
time integration planning and execution process is a useful complement to the 
tendency in existing studies to conduct research based on retrospective data (e.g., 
Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004). The real-time nature of the data meant that they 
were collected during decision-making processes or very soon afterward. Access to 
the real-time data in this research is a strength for two main reasons. First, it 

                                                        
3Whilst 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 aggregation (Langley and Abdallah, 2011), this study applies Gioia 
methodology to organize the structure, to systematically reduce the data and to perform the coding.  
4The newsletters were the main sources of the merger update to the employees in the merging 
companies. 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 
managers responsible for the integration of particular departments. The content of the newsletters 
was very detailed and informative with the specific examples of the decisions being made. 
Therefore, in certain occasions, the information from the newsletter was integrated as the primary 
data along with the interviews conducted by the author.  
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allowed the author to comprehend how integration managers experienced 
uncertainties as they unfolded and to record what was real to them at the time of 
decision-making. Second, it captured rich and high-quality data on the integration 
process, which allowed the author to capture some major reactions when they were 
fresh and the integration managers themselves were trying to make sense of them, 
and that helped to avoid post-rationalization when the outcomes were unknown. 

This paper adopts interpretive sense-making as the method of theorizing (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985; Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2011). 
In line with integrated methods5 approaches (Gioia et al., 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), this research assumes that the interviewed 
integration managers construct their realities about the integration process and 
are knowledgeable agents who can explain their thoughts, intentions, and actions. 
To discover new concepts and to give voice to the interviewed integration 
managers, 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 
integration managers perceived, particular attention was paid to the ways in which 
integration managers 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 background allowed 
the author to capture various voices and views of integration managers which is 
important in understanding how integration managers’ contrasting views about 
the same events came to co-exist. The integration managers’ 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 triangulation and understanding the background to events 
and the uncertainty management methods mentioned by integration managers 
during the interviews (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

3.2. Case background 

The case in focus in this study is a transformational 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 
                                                        
5Although 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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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 uncertainty 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 company. 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 managers from both the acquiring and acquired firms saw 
it as an acquisition. An official integration team was established to lead the process 
of integration between the two firms, to 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 managers’ teams with one integration manager being a lead and one to 
three other integration 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. Executive directors of the integrating firms assigned 
managers from both firms to each of these workstreams. At the time of the data 
collection, integration managers from the acquired firm were leading R&D, 
communication, finance, sales, and branding areas in the workstreams. 
Integration managers from the buying firm were leading the following areas: 
supply chain, product portfolio, productivity, HR, IT, and marketing. The 
integration managers were informed about the acquisition, interviewed, and 
appointed to their positions as integration managers two months before the official 
announcement of the acquisition. The appointed integration managers worked in 
groups of two to three people to find the best solutions within each area. The 
progress of the workstreams was supervised by the corporate merger management 
office (MMO) that consisted of one head manager and four managers that provided 
execution support in communication, product management, financial and 
strategic areas of the integration. All managers of the MMO were represented by 
integration managers of the buying firm. 



164     Acta Wasaensia 

3.3. Data collection 

The first round of interviews with integration managers began at the end of 2015—
a year after the case companies’ official M&A announcement—and continued over 
the following seven months. During that period, eight integration managers from 
the acquired firm and five integration managers from the acquiring firm were 
interviewed. The second round of interviews with the MMO took place in June 
2016, which was the period characterized by the integration managers as the end 
of the execution of key decisions related to the integration, that is, defining a new 
organizational structure. During that period, five integration managers from the 
acquiring firm were interviewed. One month separated the two interview rounds, 
which allowed the researcher to reflect on the respondents’ reports. The average 
interview lasted for about 60 minutes, and the interviews were conducted in 
English. The researcher created a record of all the interviews through live 
recordings, simultaneous note-taking, and post-interview note-taking. The 
standard procedures for conducting qualitative semi-structured interviews (Kvale 
& Brinkmann, 2015) were followed to organize the interview questions into two 
main sections. 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 ae 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 interviewer 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. 

3.4. Data analysis 

Data analysis was organized into two main steps. The first step began with the 
listing of every uncertain and complex situation that integration managers 
reported experiencing during the integration decision-making (with the number 
of issues varying between three and 14 per integration manager) as well as various 
tensions that resulted from uncertainty. To give an example, integration managers 
were uncertain about the future strategy of a new organization, about the decision-
making style of a merging partner and how decisions should be made in the future, 
about the long-term position of their subordinates, about their own competencies 
and roles during the integration process and their permanent jobs after the 
integration. A detailed illustration of uncertainties perceived by integration 
managers is provided in Appendix A. Tensions are discussed in the findings 
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section. The list was then re-grouped and coded into a comprehensive set of 
integration manager responses to the changes during the integration. Data 
reduction allowed to create categories (Gioia et al., 2012; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) 
broad enough to capture different uncertainty management methods. 

The output of the first step was a set of different uncertainty management 
approaches that were coded in an orderly fashion from the raw data (quotes from 
the interviews, company visits, and excerpts from the companies’ newsletters and 
a webcast video). 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. During the 
second step, axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was applied to develop a more 
abstract and robust description of the uncertainty management methods observed 
in the data and to construct a theoretical dimension (Corley & Gioia, 2004). The 
second-order concepts and theoretical dimension terms for uncertainty 
management methods (i.e., uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping) were 
adopted from the existing literature to create categories for analysis and to keep 
the consistency of the terms in the research on uncertainty. Figure 1 illustrates the 
structure of the data that describes the final set of theoretically aggregated themes 
and the first-order concepts from which they are derived (see Appendix B for 
exemplary excerpts for each first-order concept in Figure 1). 
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Integration 
Managers 

First-Order Concepts  Second-Order 
Concepts 

 Theoretical 
dimension 

       

AF* BF** • Attend general information meetings 
• Search for information through company 

newsletters 
• Collect information from other 

employees  

 

Information 
gathering 

 

 

      

AF  • Use centralized planning as a blueprint 
for action 

• Receive feedback on practical execution  

 
Centralized planning 

 

      

AF BF • Gather and define facts about current 
skills and knowledge 

• Make decisions based on facts 
• Increase transparency in planning and 

decision-making 
• Leverage and exploit existing 

knowledge 

 

 
Evidence-based 
decision-making 

 

      

AF BF • Compare integration process with those 
in the past 

• Take control over significant elements 
of the integration 

• Rely on managerial experience 
• Leverage on a good knowledge of the 

company 

 

Acquisition 
experience and 

company-specific 
experience 

 

      

AF  BF • Establish consensus on uncertainties 
• Establish consensus on uncertainty 

management 
• Support intensive communication and 

face-to-face meetings 
• Support input from experts 
• Collaborate long-term planning for 

actions 
• Establish consensus on episodic 

situational planning 

 

 
Collaboration 

 

      

AF BF • ‘Wait and see’ and ‘act and see’ 
decision-making 

• Act only when some information is 
available 

 

 
Adaptive decision-

making  

 

      

AF BF • Take the initiative to explore 
• Anticipate 
• Being change-oriented with the ability to 

step back from details  

 
Proactive decision-

making 

 

Fig. 1. Extract coding concerning uncertainty management approaches   

Uncertainty 
reduction 

Uncertainty 
coping 
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4. Findings 

This section presents the research findings on how integration managers manage 
uncertainty and, in particular, how integration managers make decisions amidst 
conflicting demands to cope with and reduce uncertainty. The paper then presents 
the role of integration managers from the acquired firm and examines their role in 
uncertainty management and how that can influence the integration process. 
Finally, the paper considers practical implications that underpin these enabling 
activities drawing illustrations from the case companies. 

4.1. Uncertainty management methods 

Integration managers 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 literature, the author identified these 
methods as uncertainty reduction and uncertainty coping. Uncertainty reduction 
encompassed the efforts of integration managers to take control of the situation, 
establish stability, and minimize uncertainty. More specific activities included 
information gathering, implementing centralized planning, making decisions 
based on facts and evidence, drawing on acquisition experience, and company-
specific experience and collaborating. 

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

Once they had obtained basic information about the integration, the integration 
managers realized that several workstreams in the acquired 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 managers from 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 managers from the 
acquired firm referred to centralized planning provided by the buying firm. 

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

Drawing on previous acquisition experience and company-specific experience 
can have a significant impact on the perception of uncertainty and the desire for 
control (Makhija & Stewart, 2002). Although only a few integration managers from 
either firm had previous experience in acquisition, most had experience in 
business transfers or mergers within one company. Naturally, integration 
managers have a tendency 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 managers had lengthy company-specific experience, which was 
particularly important for those who lacked acquisition experience. It is that 
experience that enables integration managers to anticipate whether a new 
structure or approach would work for their companies. 

Finally, integration managers from both firms collaborated to reduce uncertainty. 
Collaboration implies forming consensus about where uncertainty emerged and 
on how to manage it. Through collaboration, integration managers shared 
information and planned actions on integration. Since the speed of decision-
making varied significantly among integration managers 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 determination of a new type of 
governance for making decisions. 

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

Integration managers 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; loyalty among supply chain actors; and retention of the key 
employees. Faced with these uncertainties, integration managers from both firms 
used reactive coping. Integration managers prioritized flexibility, adopted ‘wait 
and see’ and ‘act and see’ approaches and preferred to act only when some 
information was available. 
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In the situations when uncertainty was impossible to eliminate and integration 
managers still had to act, proactive decision-making was one of the most 
commonly observed behaviors of integration managers from both firms. The 
following elements of proactive decision-making were observed among integration 
managers 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 managers 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 managers 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. In regard to uncertainty coping, collaboration was seen as a type of 
managerial behavior where integration managers 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, to support intensive communication among 
integration managers, and to 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 managers 
of both firms, illustrates a complex set of underlying individual actions and 
interactions, which make the realization of the post-acquisition integration 
process possible. Because M&A scholars do not always make explicit reference to 
complicated underlying 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 managers 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. 
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4.2. Tensions in uncertainty management 

Post-acquisition integration requires a good knowledge of how the various parts of 
the merging firms can work together. The findings of this research suggest that 
construction of a big picture was problematic for integration managers during the 
process of integration and that they found the corporate communication about the 
“merging the best of both” vision to be paradoxical, as illustrated in the following 
example:  

As we have stated from the very beginning, we are following the principle of 

Stronger Together in this process. This means that everyone will be treated equally 

in the process. The color of the brand does not matter. To be able to do this requires 

that I, and also all of you, take off the [acquired firm] ‘hat’ or the [buying firm] 

‘hat’, so to speak, and we put on a new hat which is the [new firm’s name after the 

integration] ‘hat’… 

 and 

Until yesterday, we were competitors. Now, we have a common goal…with the 

muscle and competences to become a market leader… (CEO of the acquired firm, 

Companies’ weekly newsletter on M&A) 

…As of today, [buying firm] and [acquired firm] are no longer competitors. 

Instead, we are colleagues working together in one [industry] business toward a 

common goal (CEO of the buying firm, Companies’ weekly newsletter on M&A). 

Three key tensions emerged in the data: the inherent complexity of best practice, 
institutional leadership, and perceived justice. First, the emphasis on combining 
resources (i.e., “the best of both”) was infused with concern, as integration 
managers from both firms were uncertain about how to define “the best”, in their 
own firm and in another firm, and indeed in general. Although concepts such as 
best practice are a useful managerial tool to transfer knowledge in organizations, 
the findings of this research illustrate that the method’s practical application 
proves the opposite. The complexity of its practical application has been also 
observed in the study by Vaara, Tienari, and Björkman (2003) that found that in 
practice the notion of best practice is surrounded by complexities, ambiguity, and 
political maneuvering that result in unanticipated problems and disappointments 
in the post-acquisition integration process. 

Second, the CEOs’ emphasis on having an innovative approach “to become a 
market leader” entailed uncertainties for integration managers on the practical 
side. The exact content of a new market leader strategy was not defined. Without 
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the content of a new strategy, which the literature attributes to the lack of 
institutional leadership (Sitkin & Pablo, 2004), integration managers were 
expected to build a new organizational structure and team with the aim of 
becoming number one in the market.  

Third, the integration managers, especially those from the acquired firm, 
perceived a tension that related to justice. They were concerned that the buying 
firm was not changing as expected, which was challenging a certain norm of justice 
and creating even more uncertainty related to the buying firm’s initial intention. 
Although initial ideas of justice and equality might foster sociocultural integration, 
it can become a liability later on when changes are required (Monin et al., 2013). 
The CEO’s statement portraying an integration where everyone was treated equally 
and changes in one firm would be synchronized with those in the other, led 
integration managers to have accentuated expectations of equality and distributed 
justice where every aspect of the merger was expected to be equal. However, in 
practice integration managers from the acquired firm indicated that it was difficult 
to maintain consistent images of equality. 

The findings of this research illustrate that integration managers used activities 
relating to both reduction and coping to address the most complicated sets of 
uncertainty. 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 managers were applying 
uncertainty management methods that required different resources. In practice 
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 manager 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 management 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 manager 

from an acquired firm, interview) 

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

To address these tensions in uncertainty management, integration managers 
collaborated. The integration managers understood collaboration as working 
closely together and doing something together. As in most human relationships, 
collaboration among integration managers 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 managers’ decision-making in this 
context: 

We collaborate a lot. I was the lead, and he was the co-lead, but we did it together. 

Of course, as soon as I was troubled, I was calling him when I was upset and he 

would reply, ‘Do not worry, take it easy, we will find the solution, no problem’. Very 

good attitude. He was really calming me down when I was upset. (Integration 

manager from an acquired firm, interview) 

4.3. The role of integration managers from an acquired firm 

M&A literature typically presents the buying firm as the dominant decision-maker. 
The findings of this research, however, suggest that integration managers from an 
acquired firm were active participants and influencers in the way post-acquisition 
integration decision-making was evolving. To answer the second research question 
about the role of an acquired firm’s integration managers, this section offers two 
unique insights. 

First, the more difficult the decisions were, and the stronger the tensions to be 
addressed, the greater was the need for action on the part of integration managers 
from the acquired firm. Their main role was to encourage open discussion about 
different issues and exploration of alternative solutions where both sides could 
benefit. The main intention of the integration managers from the acquired firm 
was to create a space for merging insights of integration managers with a different 
perspective on the integration. Some examples of the thoughts of integration 
managers of acquired firms are as follows: 

It is more integration than diffusion. We are kind of learning from each other. It is 

a new beginning for the business because their business has been flat for quite a 

while, and our business has been quite flat for a long time, so they tried to get a 

boost for their business. (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 



Acta Wasaensia     173 

They [buying firm] are changing their work also. So, we see that we are not the only 

one who is learning, they are learning too. (Integration manager from acquired 

firm, interview) 

On the governance side, it is totally an acquisition. But when you come down to 

planning and execution, it is a merger. At least in the R&D unit, we have a lot of 

discussions. We learn from each other and select what is best. (Integration 

manager from an acquired firm, interview) 

Second, integration managers from the acquired firm created value by mitigating 
uncertainties and filling in the gaps in the operational side of the integration 
process. Here integration managers were trying to ensure that the acquired firm’s 
organization-specific knowledge and practices were sustained and further 
developed in a new organization, particularly, in the projects where strategic 
content was not so explicit and where preferences for particular practices were not 
specified. The development of those practices was focused on the transfer of both 
tacit and explicit knowledge of the acquired firm’s operational processes. 

This is also quite typical and the question is, ‘How should the messages be 

conveyed to the organization so that we could understand what we are trying to 

do? What are the basics?’ If we want to select the best practices, then what? 

Because always we select other practices that we used to have, then somebody has 

to change. And typically, people are not so willing to change. And the question is 

how to make this both ways? (Integration manager from an acquired firm, 

interview) 

During the merger stream work, the activities were pretty much set by [buying 

firm’s] side. So, it was more or less first trying to harvest the 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 to achieve, but the reality was that it was not easy.  

(Integration manager from an acquired firm, interview) 

To conclude, the two insights above illustrate attempts to reframe the dominant 
understanding about the acquired firm’s integration managers as passive and 
reluctant failures (Meyer, 2006). This study illustrates that they are co-creators 
and co-producers of value-added. The syndicate view suggests a multitude of views 
of these integrators and emphasizes their significance in social exchange, 
interdependence, and collaboration. This finding is particularly intriguing because 
of the prior research that characterized integration managers from the acquired 
firm as subordinates experiencing a reduction in status (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986). 
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The syndicate view allows us to interpret the behavior of integration managers 
from an acquired firm as effective ways to cope with this status-reducing event. 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1. Theoretical implications 

To answer the first research question on how integration managers manage 
tensions in uncertainty management, this paper makes two key contributions. 
First, managing tensions caused by uncertainty occurs through collaboration 
among integration managers, who need trust, consensus, and open 
communication for the collaboration to be effective. Since collaboration is not a 
common practice in the empirical examples among the M&A literature, the 
findings of this research challenge and expand what is known about integration 
managers by articulating their strong emphasis on collaboration. Traditionally, 
integration managers are perceived as a linking pin between the strategic apex and 
the operating core (Likert, 1961), who supply information upward and pass 
strategic decisions down (Thompson, 1967; Balogun, 2003). Their responsibility is 
to take the plans handed down by senior management and implement them within 
their functional areas to align organizational action with strategic intent (Floyd & 
Wooldridge, 1997; Nutt, 1987). Integration managers can be both the target and 
agent of change (Meyer, 2006). Those integration managers who have a negative 
attitude and impede change are most likely to be replaced (Scarbrough & Burrell, 
1996). Accordingly, extant M&A literature that views the relationship between 
participants as characterized by principal–agent, independent, and hierarchical 
roles (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004) directs little attention to collaboration, 
whereas the findings of this study suggest it plays a considerable role. Therefore, 
this paper challenges the dominant view of agency theory in the post-acquisition 
integration process and suggests that the relationship between participants can be 
interdependent and also developed at the level of partners and peers, the type of 
relationships that are heavily promoted by the syndicate view (Fama & Jensen, 
1983).  

Although there is little guidance from the literature, the findings of this research 
indicate that integration managers are likely to have a multitude of motives that 
guide their choice of approach adopted to manage tensions in uncertainty 
management. The factors that contributed to integration managers’ promotion of 
self-interest in their decision-making was critical, yet their altruistic motives were 
necessary for a smooth integration. It was found that although integration 
managers were concerned about retaining their job and seniority in the 
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organizational hierarchy, many integration managers were also concerned about 
the prosperity of their firm after integration and were choosing uncertainty 
management methods that would foster that. Surprisingly, they even prioritized 
addressing uncertainties of the combined firm and their subordinates over their 
own uncertainties. 

The adoption of a syndicate view allowed the researcher to understand why 
integration managers would act this way. Integration managers’ concerns over 
their position were driven by emotional factors, especially status and achievement. 
Integration managers from acquirer firms and perhaps even more so from 
acquired firms, perceived integration as an attractive opportunity to be promoted 
and prosper through partnership in the combined firm. Many integration 
managers wanted to ensure that their combined company would prosper as the 
result of a successful partnership, and accordingly sought uncertainty 
management approaches that everyone could support and eliminated alternatives 
that were the least acceptable along any dimension of interests.  

Such a strong emphasis by integration managers on collaboration 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 organizations in Nordic countries is characterized as, among 
other things, informal, personal-contacts oriented, and desiring to achieve 
consensus (Hofstede, 1980). 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 integration requires a delay 
in the integration process, providing an opportunity for mutual learning and the 
establishment of trust between the two organizations before the integration occurs 
(Graebner, 2004; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991). Those two contextual factors may 
help understand why collaboration was an important element for the integration 
managers in addressing uncertainty management tensions.  

The second key contribution of this study is that the management of tensions in 
uncertainty management is a more dynamic process than has been previously 
perceived. The dynamic nature means that integration managers’ 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 
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task requires a lesser degree of integration (Pablo, 1994). The nature of the existing 
findings on the allocation of resources between 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 necessarily signify control and autonomy at the same time. It could also mean 
a process of constant switching between uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping, or integration and autonomy.  

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 with confronting them (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 uncertainty, for instance, between 
controlled standardized tasks and continuous innovative activities (Victor, 
Boynton, & Stephens-Jahng 2000). Similarly, in the context of this study, 
integration managers 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 understanding of integration managers’ 
uncertainty management decisions emerged as an important key to understanding 
how collaboration contributes to the management of tensions. 

To answer the second key research question and to understand the role of 
integration managers from the acquired firm in the post-acquisition integration 
process, the paper offers one key contribution. The paper discussed the importance 
of the role of the integration managers from the acquired firm when seeking to 
both sustain the value of the acquired firm and achieve the mutually set goal in the 
newly integrated organization. This made it possible to illustrate the importance 
of their role as co-creators and co-producers of value-added. All this makes a clear 
contribution to the M&A literature as it provides detailed empirical evidence of the 
actions of the integration managers who represent both acquired and buying firms. 
Unlike the underlying assumption in the existing literature that the buying firm 
imposes its knowledge on the target firm and seldom considers the acquired firm’s 
offer, the findings in this paper bring up an interesting observation that integration 
managers were not afraid to adopt collaborative approaches particularly in terms 
of identification of uncertainty and choice of uncertainty management approach. 
Thus, this makes it a significant contribution to the M&A literature and 
emphasizes that the post-acquisition integration process could be also viewed as 
social exchange between integration managers from both the acquired and buying 
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firm that is shaped by considerations of long-term fit and where integration 
managers from the acquired firm are influential and active participants. 

5.2. Practical implications 

For organizations and integration managers in practice this paper outlines 
uncertainty management methods that support decisions on integration so as to 
achieve desired acquisition outcomes. Uncertainty reduction and uncertainty 
coping prove to be generic methods to assist uncertainty management, the 
application of which depends on the levels and types of uncertainty facing 
integration managers. Uncertainty balancing, through which the balance of 
control and autonomy 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 relationships among integration managers, within and 
across integration workstreams, which allows a fair distribution of uncertainty 
among the integration managers involved. 

5.3. Limitations and future research 

While this study explores integration managers’ 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 
expose the different uncertainties and uncertainty management methods as they 
evolve. To discern what works and what does not, we need to understand what 
integration managers do during the integration decision-making processes. Future 
studies would benefit from a longitudinal approach in order to fully grasp the 
nature of integration managers’ decision-making during post-acquisition 
integration. A longitudinal examination of the relationships among uncertainty 
management methods adopted by integration managers, integration implemented 
activities, and post-acquisition integration outcomes should be established. 
Understanding those links would be of great value in revealing how the processes 
work and in 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-
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acquisition integrations, especially as this study’s respondents emphasized the 
important role of collaboration due to frequent communication and knowing and 
trusting other integration managers 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 managers and thus their relationship with the managing 
directors concerned. Moreover, more research would be required to understand 
the effects of having integration managers who have considerable experience in 
integration decision-making processes in support of collaboration. 

To conclude, this study shows that the management of uncertainty in post-
acquisition integration is never simple. Integration managers’ understanding of a 
new vision significantly shapes their post-acquisition integration decision-making 
processes. Nevertheless, integration managers from both buying and acquired 
firms, in particular, need to agree to collaborate to combine uncertainty reduction 
and uncertainty coping activities. Lastly, to steer collaboration and to address 
uncertainty management methods, integration managers have to build trust, 
achieve consensus, and support communication. 
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APPENDIX A: Types of uncertainties perceived by integration managers 

Type of 
uncertainty 

Acquired firm 
integration 
managers 

Buying firm 
integration 
managers 

Both firms’ 
integration 
managers 

Uncertainty 
about future 
strategy 

Timing of change 
Future brand 
Customers’ reaction 
Loyalty of supply 
chain actors 

Future growth 
Customer portfolio 
alignment 

New strategy 
New structure 
New business 
model 
New type of 
governance 

Uncertainty 
about 
integration 
process 

Planning of the 
integration 
Training of the 
integration 
managers 
Selection process of 
the integration 
managers 

Tacit knowledge of 
the acquired firm 
Change 
implementation 
 

Distribution of 
work 
Reaction of 
employees 
Data reliability 

Uncertainty 
about 
organizational 
culture 
integration 

  Different decision-
making styles 
Work practices 

Uncertainty 
related to own 
position after 
integration 

Content of a new 
position 

Permanent role Future position 

Uncertainty 
about position of 
subordinates 

Preparing 
subordinates for the 
coming change 
Future position of 
subordinates 
Retention of the key 
employees 

  

Uncertainty 
about own 
competence to 
execute 
integration 

 Lack of a specific 
competence 
Lack of a merger 
competence on a 
bigger scale 

 

Consequences of 
previously 
unresolved 
uncertainties 

Lack of structure -> 
appointments 
Undefined strategy -
> original intentions 
of the buying firm  
Future position -> 
responsibility for 
the integration 
decisions 

 Selection process -
> trust issues 

Uncertainty 
about own role 
during 
integration 

Distribution of work 
among workstreams 
 

 Own role 
Too many roles 
Organization of 
workload 
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APPENDIX B: Supporting excerpts for each second-order theme 

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 managers 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 
manager 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 manager 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 manager 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 manager 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 manager 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 manager 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 manager from buying firm, interview) 
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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 manager 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 manager 
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 manager 
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 manager 
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 manager 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 
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at the end of the day.” (Integration manager 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 managers 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 manager from acquired firm, interview)   
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 manager 
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 manager 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 manager 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 manager 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 
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customers as early as possible.” (Integration managers 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 manager 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 manager 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 
manager from MMO, interview)   
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Essay 3: Post-acquisition integration as a decision-making 
process: Individual-level sensegiving AND team-level 
sensemaking 

 

Sniazhana Sniazhko, University of Vaasa 

Abstract 

Although the existing literature on post-acquisition integration recognizes 
integration managers’ role in change implementation, it still positions them as 
managers without formal power and as mere executors of the top management’s 
targets. Quite often integration managers and integration teams are positioned at 
the boundaries between top management and the rest of the merging organization 
where their role might include giving meaning to new strategy and structure, 
securing the transfer of key knowledge, and interpreting various unanticipated 
events that emerge during post-acquisition integration. They tend to play a very 
important but highly undervalued sensemaking and sensegiving role that might 
shape the course of the post-acquisition integration process. Nevertheless, we have 
a limited understanding of the sensemaking and sensegiving activities of 
individual integration managers and integration teams and the ways these 
activities unfold at both individual and team levels. The current research adopts a 
sensemaking perspective to reveal sequential influences affecting the individual-
level and team-level activities of integration managers in the post-acquisition 
integration. The findings of this in-depth qualitative case study research illustrate 
the pattern of the integration decision-making process is primarily a bottom-up 
process, which encompasses the key performing role of integration managers at 
both the individual and team level. The article presents a diagram of integration 
managers’ decision-making during the post-acquisition integration phase that 
illustrates that integration managers are involved in such sensegiving activities as 
idea generation, problematizing, and defining a need. Yet, the key sensemaking 
activities were conducted at the team level with important implications for the way 
post-acquisition integration decision-making processes evolved. 

Keywords: Mergers and acquisitions, integration managers, individual-level, 
team-level, sensemaking, sensegiving, decision-making 
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1. Introduction 

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) have been studied from several perspectives, 
including investigations of their financial, strategic, behavioral, operational, and 
cross-cultural aspects (Raukko, 2009; Shimizu, Hitt, Vaidyanath, & Pisano, 2004). 
Those various perspectives have provided detailed insights into a great number of 
issues, but nevertheless, our understanding of M&A remains fragmented. The 
post-acquisition integration phase, which has been found to determine the 
outcome of the M&A to a significant degree (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), is a 
good example of that fragmentation. The existing literature conceptualizes post-
acquisition integration in various ways, presenting it as both a set of managerial 
actions designed to combine structures, systems, and cultures of two organizations 
(Cording, Christman, King, 2008; Pablo, 1994) and also as the final state where 
the activities of the combined firms are standardized (Vaara, Sarala, Stahl, & 
Björkman, 2012),  consolidated (Heimeriks, Schijven, & Gates, 2012), or balanced 
in terms of standardization and autonomy (Birkinshaw, Bresman, & Håkanson, 
2000). In practice, however, post-acquisition integration is a far more complex, 
multifaceted, and highly dynamic process (Graebner, Heimeriks, Huy, & Vaara, 
2017), where managerial elements play a significant role.  

Companies that perform their M&A transactions well are usually those that 
thoroughly plan their post-acquisition integration (Ashkenas, DeMonaco, & 
Francis, 1998). Big companies and companies that acquire on a regular basis 
generally designate a group of integration managers to run the process. In the 
literature, integration managers are defined as agents of change who are 
responsible for information sharing, monitoring managers and subordinates, and 
maintaining the integration timelines (Ashkenas et al. 1998; Gill, 2002; Schuler, 
Tarique, & Jackson, 2004). Occasionally, they are also defined as project managers 
(Birollo & Teerikangas, 2019; Teerikangas, Véry, Pisano, 2011). However, the work 
of integration managers is more challenging than that of project managers in the 
sense that the people they manage are not working directly for them and extra 
effort is therefore required to motivate the employees to work for a new 
organization. Moreover, integration managers must handle the various 
consequences of the merger syndrome; which is characterized by change or loss of 
identity, high levels of stress, power games, feelings of insecurity and impotence, 
uncertainty and mistrust (Appelbaum, Gandell, Yortis, Proper, & Jobin, 2000; 
Marks, 1988; Marks & Mirvis, 1985). 

While the literature on M&A recognizes integration managers’ role in change 
implementation, the existing literature has positioned them as managers without 
formal power and executors of the top managers’ decisions. That depiction results 
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in integration managers being perceived as decision-makers of little importance 
(Balogun, Gleadle, Hailey, & Willmott, 2005; Chreim & Tafaghod, 2012; Datta, 
1991; Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; Steigenberger, 2016). The role of integration 
managers has been defined rather simplistically but they tend to play a very 
important sensemaking and sensegiving role during the post-acquisition 
integration. It is often believed that top managers are the people who experience 
uncertainties related to strategic and budgeting planning, the degree of autonomy 
in a new organization, or the effect of superiority syndrome that characterizes the 
diminished status of the acquired firm’s culture (Dunbar, 2014; Lubatkin, 
Schweiger, & Weber, 1999; Mirvis & Marks, 1992). What is neglected, however, is 
that integration managers also face various uncertainties arising from 
unanticipated events during post-acquisition integration, and it is they who give 
meaning to the new strategy, structure, and various integration-related concepts. 
Beyond the role of change executor, integration managers were observed to lead 
and navigate change, spur the process, identify and secure the transfer of key 
knowledge, and manage inter-firm interfaces (Teerikangas & Birollo, 2018). In 
addition, integration managers can either facilitate the process (Teerikangas et al., 
2011) or ruin it (Meyer, 2006; Vaara, 2003). Thus, integration managers are 
important but undervalued agents of change in the post-acquisition integration 
process who interpret and give meaning to the post-acquisition integration events. 

The sensemaking undertaken by integration managers is an important part of the 
post-acquisition integration change, and it is thus also important to look at the 
activities and processes of integration managers through which that sensemaking 
occurs. In general, sensemaking accounts for how individuals interpret ongoing 
events and how those interpretations affect their responses to the events in 
question (Gertsen & Søderberg, 2000). Many papers on M&A integration assume 
that the acquiring firm’s top managers steer the integration: A presumption that 
can be challenged by applying sensemaking as a theoretical perspective. 
Accordingly, several studies have revealed that post-acquisition integrations are 
the result of negotiations among various actors, compromise, and collective 
sensemaking (Steigenberger, 2016). Integration managers were found to be 
engaged in such activities as selling ideas, shaping the existing norms, rhetoric, 
and narratives serving to create specific meanings (Graebner, 2004; Monin, 
Noorderhaven, Vaara, & Kroon, 2013). These activities are crucial in determining 
whether the decisions promoted by integration managers will be followed and 
whether the expected changes will be executed (Monin et al., 2013). However, the 
current understanding of integration managers’ sensegiving and sensemaking 
activities in the post-acquisition integration process is rather limited. To extend it, 
we must understand integration managers’ roles as the influencers in the post-
acquisition integration process, and to explore the decision-making processes and 
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activities they engage in and through which sensegiving and sensemaking occur 
during post-acquisition integration (Graebner et al., 2017).  

In the post-acquisition phase, integration occurs across different levels; thus, 
although integration managers are important actors in the post-acquisition 
integration process, most of the decisions are made in integration teams. 
Nevertheless, we lack an empirical understanding of how the link between 
decision-making processes and sensemaking activities at the integration-manager 
and integration-team level is forged. The decision-making literature suggests that 
decisions are shaped by a complex set of rational and irrational factors and involve 
multiple actors (March, 1994). A link between individual-level decision-making 
and organizational-level outcomes is a recognized concern and challenge (Kouamé 
& Langley, 2017), which has attracted researchers from various fields (e.g., 
Renkema, Meijerink, & Bondarouk, 2016; Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012; Buckley, 
Hamdani, Klotz, & Valcea, 2011; Hitt, Beamish, Jackson, & Mathieu, 2007; 
Kostova & Roth, 2003). Researching problems from both the individual- and 
organizational-level perspective is likely to provide us with deeper insights into the 
ways in which individual actors and organizations fit together (Lee & O’Neill, 
2003; March, 1994). In the context of M&A literature, with few exceptions (e.g., 
Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Yu, Engleman, &Van de Ven, 2005; Angwin & 
Meadows, 2015; Graebner et al., 2017), research has not sufficiently explored the 
process of post-acquisition integration decision-making and has not explained 
how individual actors and their interactions shape post-acquisition integration 
(Graebner et al., 2017). This is problematic since integration managers are key 
actors in deciding the issues to be prioritized and implemented during integration, 
and that ultimately become critical to acquisition outcomes. One of the ways in 
which to understand the various mechanisms through which integration 
managers’ roles and their influence unfold during post-acquisition integration is 
to look at integration managers’ sensemaking and sensegiving activities at both the 
individual- and integration-team levels and the ways in which they are interlinked. 

The main objective of this paper is to address the recent calls in the literature and 
to develop a deeper understanding of the post-acquisition integration process. In 
particular, the paper explores the sensemaking and sensegiving activities of 
integration managers during the post-acquisition integration phase as they make 
decisions in teams and build the link between individual- and team-level decision-
making. Although prior research provides insights on the antecedents and 
consequences of post-acquisition integration, little is known about the 
sensemaking and sensegiving activities through which these decision-making 
processes unfold (Graebner et al., 2017; Steigenberger, 2016; Haspeslagh & 
Jemison, 1991). This paper builds on that and makes two significant contributions 
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in promoting a greater understanding of decision-making processes at the 
individual and team levels in post-acquisition integration (Stigliani & Ravasi, 
2012). First, by applying the sensemaking perspective, this study was able to shed 
light on how integration managers give meaning to integration targets, on how 
they react to those targets, and on how they communicate the targets to others in 
the integrating teams. Second, this paper challenges the conventional 
understanding about the submissive role played by integration managers during 
post-acquisition integration, and also contributes to the existing literature by 
adding a new understanding of the integration managers’ roles that reveals new 
ways in which they can exert influence at various levels during the post-acquisition 
integration process. 

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: the next section reviews the 
literature on M&A with a particular focus on integration managers’ presence and 
involvement during the post-acquisition integration phase. Next, a sensemaking 
perspective is introduced, which provides theoretical and methodological ground 
for exploring individual- and team-level decision-making processes. Then the 
methods and case description are presented. Although several important decisions 
were observed, the findings focus on three exemplary decisions that integration 
managers made in the context of post-acquisition integration. Figure 2 depicts the 
pattern of sensemaking and sensegiving activities in the decision-making observed 
around the three most discussed decisions noted in this context. The discussion 
section focuses on the dynamics between individual- and team-level interlinkages, 
and, finally, avenues for future research are presented. 

2. Integration managers and a sensemaking perspective 

The post-acquisition integration phase is known as the combination and 
integration of the joining partners (Schuler & Jackson, 2001). At this stage, the 
levels at which integration takes place include the structural (Puranam, Singh, & 
Zollo, 2006), cultural (Vaara, Tienari, & Säntti, 2003), strategic (Jeminson & 
Sitkin, 1986), organizational (Barkema & Schijven, 2008; Jeminson & Sitkin, 
1986), task (Birkinshaw et al., 2000) and human (Pribilla, 2002). Changes within 
any of those levels generate uncertainty, resistance, identity problems, or spur 
organizational politics, or cultural clashes (Cording et al., 2008; Graebner, 2004; 
Maguire & Phillips, 2008; Vaara, 2003), emphasizing a dynamic element in post-
acquisition integration decision-making. Research also acknowledges the tension 
of ambiguity about the actual purpose of M&A, performance expectations, and 
timing of actions that tend to emerge at this stage (Jeminson & Sitkin, 1986). 
Although more recent studies have demonstrated how unfolding organizational 
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changes create new problems and challenges (Schweizer, 2005; Vaara & Monin, 
2010) and have suggested that the way in which integration managers are able to 
deal with these changes has an important impact on the course of integration 
(Monin et al., 2013), there is a need to explore how integration managers make 
these decisions.  

One of the ways to understand how integration managers make these decisions is 
by adopting a sensemaking perspective, defined as, “the process through which 
people work to understand issues or events that are novel, ambiguous, confusing, 
or in some other way violate expectations” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014: 57) and 
the process through which organizational actors socially construct their realities 
(Weick, 1995). The sensemaking perspective is a useful theoretical approach to 
examine the social construction of activities and decisions during post-acquisition 
integration because it is the nature of the post-acquisition integration process that 
anticipated and unanticipated issues necessitate sensemaking (Monin et al., 2013). 
Although the literature on sensemaking remains fragmented, scholars agree that 
the unforeseen nature of environmental jolts, organizational crises, threats to 
identity, and even planned change processes become a trigger for sensemaking 
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). These issues quite often represent the fundamental 
concerns in the decision-making processes among integration managers and 
integration teams in the post-acquisition integration process.  

The top-down sensemaking process where leaders continuously engage in the 
management of meaning is common in the literature (Ancona, 2011; Shamir, 
2007). Nevertheless, applying a sensemaking perspective to organizational 
behavior research permits scholars to reveal sensemaking as a process that could 
also be dominated by middle managers (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). It was found 
that middle managers were active in interpreting the meanings of events for 
themselves and their teams through verbal, textual, or non-verbal behaviors. 
Although the sensemaking process also occurred through vertical processes with 
leaders, a good portion of those processes took place informally and beyond the 
control of senior management (Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Maitlis, 2005). 
Accordingly, middle managers carry out the role of sensemaker and sensegiver. 
The sensemaking role was revealed in situations of uncertainty, when managers 
seek to clarify events by interpreting cues from their working environment, and 
give orders to make sense of what has occurred and to set further actions to address 
the prevailing circumstances (Brown, 2000; Maitlis, 2005; Weick, 1995). In the 
role of sensegivers, these managers strategically shape the sensemaking of 
organizational members using symbols, images, and other influence techniques 
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Although sensegiving is 
considered to be a top-down process, middle managers were observed to have their 
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own interpretations and could actively resist efforts from leaders to exert a 
strategic influence (Sonenshein, 2010). 

A similar understanding of the level of influence in the decision-making process 
has been observed in the M&A literature. The post-acquisition integration process 
is determined by a set of strategic and operational choices made by integration 
decision-makers. Quite often, senior executives and key senior advisors set 
objectives for the integration and have the ultimate authority over it. Nevertheless, 
integration managers develop strategic tasks, create a structure for them, define 
the issues to be prioritized, and ultimately implement them during post-
acquisition integration, alongside ensuring the integration remains on course by 
focusing on the appropriate activities at the right time (Ashkenas & Francis, 2000). 
Nevertheless, it is generally accepted that senior management plays the role of 
sensegivers and also influences sensemaking through structural interventions that 
integration managers must make sense of (Monin et al., 2013). Several scholars 
have termed sensegiving and sensemaking in the post-acquisition integration 
political sensemaking (e.g., Clark & Geppert, 2011), where top management 
interventions depend on the power of the involved stakeholder groups (Clark, 
Gioia, Ketchen, & Thomas, 2010; Monin et al., 2013; Vaara, 2003). 

Several studies have argued that integration managers are the sensemakers and 
sensegivers of the integration process, which makes them important decision-
makers and key actors with their day-to-day implementation practices in the post-
acquisition integration decision-making process. A number of unanticipated 
events might emerge either in the form of serendipitous opportunities (Graebner, 
2004) or in unanticipated problems (Vaara, 2003) that require the instant 
involvement of integration managers to interpret the event. A related 
understanding was depicted by Hubbard and Purcell (2001) who identified 
integration managers as enactors of the post-acquisition integration process who 
communicate the integration to the recipients. In that way, post-acquisition 
integration was perceived as a process of negotiations where integration managers 
are often either key facilitators or unconstructive intervenors of the integration 
(Meyer, 2006). Notwithstanding these contributions, little is known about the 
integration managers’ sensemaking and sensegiving activities during the post-
acquisition integration process, which is a serious concern because integration 
managers work at the boundaries between top management and the rest of the 
integrating organization and their role involves continuously responding to the 
dual demands of sensegiving and sensemaking.  

Although the post-acquisition integration process has largely been investigated 
from a process view of organizations (Monin et al., 2013; Schweiger, 2005), which 
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examines the dynamic aspect of the integration and, in particular, how and why 
things emerge, develop and grow, or terminate over time (Langley, Smallman, 
Tsoukas, & Van de Ven, 2013), this paper adopts a sensemaking perspective to 
explore not only a dynamic aspect of the integration but also the way it evolves 
across levels. This view is complementary to the existing process view of 
organizations and is particularly relevant to understanding organizational 
phenomena that are complex, uncertain, and ambiguous (Graebner, 2004; Vaara, 
2003). In the context of this perspective, individual-level decision-making is 
defined as processes and activities taking place at the individual manager level and 
might include activities of integration managers such as framing or managerial 
cognition (Kaplan, 2008; Maitland and Sammartino, 2015). Team-level decision-
making is defined as collective processes and activities that take place above the 
individual level but below the organizational level. These might include activities 
of teams such as idea-selling or interactions (Dutton, Ashford, O’Neill, & 
Lawrence, 2001; Rouleau, 2005). 

Because the work of integration managers is a set of various complex decisions 
made in teams, there is a strong need to understand how these decisions evolve 
from individual to team levels. To date, the post-acquisition integration process, 
defined as a dynamic change process, has been looked upon as the interaction 
between the M&A context and managerial interventions (Steigenberger, 2016). In 
this process, integration managers are responsible for the implementation of the 
targets drawn up by their senior managers. The outcome of this process depends 
greatly on the integration managers’ interpretation of what is required and upon 
the actions taken as a result of those interpretations (Balogun, 2003). Moreover, 
integration managers’ final actions determine the extent to which the original 
plans of the senior managers are delivered. In other words, the degree of change 
in the execution of the original plan is created bottom-up (Balogun, 2003). One of 
the problems that remain is that we have a little understanding of the dynamic 
element in this process and, particularly how various levels interact, how 
integration managers work with an integration team, and how that dynamic 
unfolds further within the integrating organization. Therefore, this paper adopts a 
sensemaking perspective to trace the mechanisms through which the cycles of 
influence between individual integration managers and teams of integration 
managers co-evolve. 

This leads to the formulation of the following key research questions: How do 
integration managers make sense of, and give sense to, their post-acquisition 
integration decisions? How do the dynamics of these sensemaking and sensegiving 
activities unfold at both individual and team levels? 
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3. Research design 

3.1. Method 

This paper is based on a single in-depth case study that explores integration 
managers’ real-time decisions during the post-acquisition integration phase in a 
merger of two Nordic multinational corporations (MNCs). The unique 
contribution of this research method lies in its ability to uncover a phenomenon in 
its natural environment and associated contextual processes, including its 
evolvement over time (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Langley, 1999; Langley & Abdallah, 
2011). The chosen method also allows a researcher to more rigorously reveal multi-
level relationships that are contextually bound (Kouamé & Langley, 2017). This 
paper uses a qualitative case study based on multiple data sources: 20 semi-
structured interviews with 18 integration managers collected during the preset 
time of the integration in 2015–2016, 25 issues (224 pages) of the merging 
companies’ weekly newsletters on M&A6, one webcast video (46 min) from the 
meeting where the official announcement of the acquisition took place, one visit to 
the acquired company’s manufacturing premises during the integration, and all 
publicly available documentation and newspaper posts were used to enhance the 
author’s understanding of the integration process. This extended range of data 
sources is recognized as an advantage in this study because it allows tracking and 
mapping decisions as they evolved across various levels in the combined 
organization.  

This research integrates an inductive approach as outlined by Corley and Gioia 
(2004) to systematically identify, conceptualize, and present the findings. While 
acknowledging some of the criticism that has been leveled at the Gioia 
methodology in terms of falling into the trap of losing sight of the big picture and 
courting “cognitive stickiness”, describing phenomena at rather a high level of 
aggregation (Langley and Abdallah, 2011), this study applies Gioia methodology to 
organize the structure, to systematically reduce the data and to construct the 
coding. Furthermore, feedback on emerging interpretations was gathered from 
insiders and members of the merger management team in particular. The main 
reason for this methodological choice is the nature of the research itself that 
focuses on concept (vs. construct) development, that is, “a more general, less well-

                                                        
6The newsletters were the main sources of the merger update to the internal employees of the 
merging companies. Each issue included the message from the top management, weekly update on 
the integration process from a particular department, Q&A session and interviews with the 
integration managers responsible for the integration of particular departments. The content of the 
newsletters was very in-depth and informative with the very specific examples of the decisions 
being made.  
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specified notion capturing qualities that describe a phenomenon” and which 
therefore, cannot be strongly rooted in what is already known (Gioia, Corley, & 
Hamilton, 2012: 16). 

Affirming the value of contextualization to theorizing, this paper adopts 
interpretive sensemaking as one of the alternative methods of theorizing (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985; Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, & Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2011). 
Aligned with the integrated methods7, this research assumes that the interviewed 
integration managers construct their realities about the integration process and 
are ‘knowledgeable agents’ who can explain their thoughts, intentions, and actions. 
To discover new concepts and to give voice to the interviewed integration 
managers, no prior constructs of scientific understanding of the post-acquisition 
integration phase or M&A concepts were imposed on the managers (e.g., identity 
politics, value-capturing roles). In addition, particular attention was paid to ways 
in which integration managers understood the context of integration and how they 
talked about their understanding to capture their personal accounts of what they 
perceived (Van Maanen, 1979). 

3.2. Case background 

The case in focus in this study is a cross-border integration of two Nordic MNCs in 
the of industrial goods and services industry that took place in 2014. The buying 
firm was approximately twice the size of the acquired firm in terms of turnover and 
number of employees. As defined by the executives of the integrating companies, 
the integration was not motivated by cost-cutting, but was intended to deliver 
synergy and enhance the complementarity of two strong players in the industry. 
However, as with many mergers, some integration managers saw it as an 
acquisition. This merger, officially defined as a friendly acquisition, serves as a 
revelatory case as it involved a series of complex decisions characterized by 
ambiguous and uncertain outcomes. 

The post-acquisition integration of these two firms was a planned, well-organized, 
and staged process involving the establishment of an official integration team. 
Within that team, the integration managers were expected to lead the integration 
process, to inform staff about the new strategic direction, and to communicate 
decisions across the combined organization. At the core of the integration team 
were 11 workstreams focused on transition within each functional area: sales, 
procurement, supply chain and productivity, R&D, product portfolio, branding, 
                                                        
7Although Gioia methodology is widely used in studies associated with the positivistic paradigm, 
this study follows an interpretivist tradition, which asserts that knowledge is produced as an act of 
human interpretation (Van Maanen, 1979).  
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marketing, finance, HR, IT, and communication. For each of these workstreams 
executive directors of the integrating firms assigned managers from both 
integrating firms. Integration managers were informed about the acquisition, 
interviewed, and appointed to their positions two months before the official 
announcement of the acquisition. The integration managers worked in small 
groups of two or three to identify the best solutions within each area. The progress 
of workstreams was supervised by the corporate merger management office 
(MMO) that consisted of one head manager and four managers providing 
execution support in the areas of communication, product management, finance, 
and strategy. 

This particular integration is a suitable case for this research because it offered an 
opportunity to capture the voices of integration managers in real-time during the 
integration process. Furthermore, the nature of the case made it possible to 
capture the voices of individual integration managers reporting their perceptions 
of events and their interactions with other managers both individually and in 
groups, making it an ideal setting for analyzing the dynamics of the decision-
making process.  

3.3. Data sources 

The author conducted two rounds of interviews. The first round of interviews with 
integration managers began in November 2015, a year after the case firms’ official 
announcement relating to the M&A. Interviews took place over the following seven 
months. The second round of interviews was conducted with the merger 
management team in June 2016. The integration managers defined that time as 
the official ending of the execution of the key integration decisions. The two 
interview rounds were separated by a one-month interval, which allowed the 
researcher to reflect on the respondents’ input and reports. The interviews ranged 
from 45 to 90 min. The researcher created a record of all the interviews through 
live recording, simultaneous note-taking, and post-interview note-taking. A story-
telling approach was to shape the qualitative semi-structured interviews 
(Czarniawska, 2004), 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 first set of interview questions elicited background information from the 
integration managers, such as their current position, job roles and responsibilities, 
work history, and experience. Then, a couple of broader questions were asked, 
“What kind of integration experience has it been so far?” and, “What do you think 
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about the integration decision-making processes that you have been involved in?” 
These questions prompted integration managers to reflect on the aspects of 
decisions they did not plan for and that emerged throughout their decision-
making. Moreover, the author had compiled a set of more specific questions 
dealing with post-acquisition integration, such as, “What kind of decisions have 
you been making during the integration”, “How do you work in your workstream 
team?”, and “How would you describe your function in this integration?” The 
integration managers’ answers to these questions provided insights into the 
organizational sensemaking and sensegiving processes at both the individual and 
team levels.  

Respondents’ self-reported data might contain some bias, including the most 
commonly observed form, self-serving bias, where managers take credit for their 
own success and blame failure on external factors and uncontrollable events 
(Bettman & Weitz, 1983). Documentation in the form of the companies’ 
newsletters and notes of discussions with the merger management team served as 
important sources for triangulation and understanding the background to events 
mentioned by integration managers during interviews (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Nevertheless, the purpose of triangulation was to capture multiple voices through 
data and personal accounts during integration managers’ decision-making rather 
than to justify the truth across responses (Welch & Piekkari, 2017). 

3.4. Data analysis 

Data analysis was organized into three main steps. The first step involved a careful 
review of the interviews of integration managers to identify decisions they were 
making during post-acquisition integration (the results indicating the number of 
decisions varied between 4 and 9 per integration manager). The characteristics of 
decisions were identified and coded into three exemplary main decisions: building 
strategic rationale, defining the desired level of integration, and appointing line 
managers (extract coding of these decisions is provided in Appendix A). Although 
the existing research shows that many decisions are made during the post-
acquisition integration phase, in the context of this research three types of 
decisions are reflected upon as exemplary forms. These key decisions are described 
chronologically as they appeared in the interviewees’ narratives, which is also 
convenient for illustration purposes. However, it is worth mentioning that 
integration managers worked on making those decisions sequentially as well as 
simultaneously. The beginning of the decision is considered when integration 
managers have been informed about their responsibility to make a particular 
decision. The decision is considered complete when the executives of the 
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integrating firms approve the integration managers’ recommendations on a 
particular decision. 

Analyzing the listed decisions, the author traced the integration managers’ 
activities while making those decisions. Among the listed activities, the 
characteristics of activities conducted individually or in teams (i.e., in workstreams 
and with the MMO) were identified and coded. All this data reduction made it 
possible to create comprehensive categories (Corley & Gioia, 2004). The reduction 
of the concepts into categories was based on the interpretivist perspective, 
meaning that integration managers considered the recognized decisions and 
decision-making activities to be of real importance (Gehman, Glaser, Eisenhardt, 
Gioia, Langley, & Corley, 2017). The output of the first step of the analysis was the 
set of activities conducted at the individual and team levels. 

The second step required tracing the integration managers’ sensegiving and 
sensemaking activities in their decision-making at the individual and team levels 
and coding the data accordingly. Figure 1 summarizes the coding structure. In 
particular, two main types of sensegiving were identified that existing literature 
terms sensebreaking and sense specification (Monin et al., 2013). Sensebreaking 
is defined as a breakdown of established rules and norms on the ways in which 
decisions are made (Mantere, Schildt, & Sillince, 2012; Monin et al., 2013). The 
analysis revealed, in contrast to the established understanding of integration 
managers as idea followers, that integration managers took on the role of idea 
generators and problematizers in the context of this study. Another important part 
of sensegiving was sense specification, where integration managers gave sense to 
the problems and solutions that they addressed through their decision-making. In 
the context of this paper, that took the form of defining a need.  

Furthermore, three different reactions of integration managers were interpreted 
by the author as key forms of sensemaking: acceptance, resistance, and distancing. 
Here the definition of acceptance is aligned with the definitions in the existing 
research where acceptance is viewed as an active or passive acceptance of the 
established or offered senses about integration (Giessner, Viki, Otten, Terry, & 
Täuber, 2006; Monin et al., 2013). Acceptance in this study took different forms: 
implementing, reasoned agreement, applying, and communicating. Along with 
acceptance, there was a range of tensions among integration managers that they 
resolved through collaboration, which was also distinguished by the author as a 
form of resistance to accepting the established understanding of integration. 
Lastly, a number of integration managers neither accepted nor resisted the existing 
meanings of integration decision-making and preferred to distance themselves 
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from the established sense of integration. This distancing manifested as 
questioning.  

In the final step of data analysis, the dynamics of sensegiving and sensemaking 
were analyzed to develop an understanding of how these activities unfold in post-
acquisition integration decision-making. The author first focused on the general 
flow of decision-making activities revealed in the three key decision-making 
processes. Then, this flow of decision-making activities was evaluated at the 
individual and team levels to identify key dynamics in this process. This facilitated 
developing a more general model of individual- and team-level interaction based 
on the data (Langley & Tsoukas, 2010) to understand these dynamics in the post-
acquisition integration process more generally. This model revealed the dialogical 
dynamics of sensegiving and sensemaking activities across individual and team 
levels. 
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Exemplary Excerpts Selected Evidence  1st Order Concepts  2nd Order 
Themes 

 Aggregate 
Dimensions 

“It was really good that we had this factual base, done in the beginning by ourselves…And the experts in those areas were really bringing 
up their expertise in their areas and very good proposals were coming” (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 

Bring cognitive order to disparate 
targets and meaning to disorderly 
tasks 

 
Idea-generating  

Sensebreaking 

 

 
   

Individual-level 
activities: 

Sense- 
giving 

      
“The individuals are, sort of, working in conditions where they don’t know if they have a job, they don’t know what the job is, they don’t 
know who their manager is, they don’t know what the strategy of the company is and still you are supposed to make recommendations 
and decisions for the entire entity” (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 

Problematizing the existing norms of 
working and the lack of guidance 

 
Problematizing 

  

       
“[Buying firm] is a big company with 22,000 employees and we are a small company with only 1600 employees. [Buying firm] has many 
more resources in the HR area. I should say also that our target was to change our HR information system. So, we have been already 
looking for a new one and it was decided that we will go forward.” (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 

Identifying and specifying the needs; 
Prioritizing needs 

 
Defining a need 

 Sense 
specification 

 

 

        
“Still a little unclear how [buying firm] setting is working, but we are learning every day. I don’t see any big issues there, but they are 
implementing strong models in our places. They are conducting a change at [buying firm] also at the moment. So, they are changing their 
work also. So we see that we are not the only one who is learning, they are also.” (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 

Reasoned agreement; 
Understanding the need to make a 
decision 

 
Implementing 

 

Acceptance 

 

 
 
 

Team-level 
activities: 

Sense-making 

      
“If I were buying a company, maybe I would do it the same. I don’t blame them. I understand it as it is. When you are buying you can 
decide. They have their models in operation and production and they have fixed that more than in 50 factories.” (Integration manager 
from acquired firm, interview) 

Supporting the decision when 
reasoned justification is provided 

 
Reasoned agreement 

  

      
“I don’t think we were involved in such big conflicts [refers to best of both]. And the reason we didn’t run into big conflicts, we used a 
factual approach into it” (Integration manager from buying firm, interview) 

Acceptance of decision-making 
norms 

 Applying   

      
“I think the MMO was not there really to make decisions, it was more to help the management team perhaps in the whole organization 
through the workstreams to manage and guide the merger forward, to solve problems and block out whatever happens” (Integration 
manager from MMO, interview) 

Report on the progress of decision-
making 

 
Communicating 

   

        
“This is quite typical also and the question is, ‘How should the messages be conveyed to the organization so that we could understand 
what we are trying to do? What are the basics?’ Because always we select other practices that we used to have, then somebody has to 
change. And typically, people are not so willing to change. And the question is how to make this work both ways?” (Integration manager 
from acquired firm, interview) 

Acknowledging contradictory 
meanings 

 

Collaboration 

 Resistance    

        
“[Buying firm] has a history and they had their hard times economically. They have created their world which they stick to. There was 
one big management meeting and we said, ‘You need to change,’ and they were like, ‘What?!’ It has just been a nightmare” (Integration 
manager from acquired firm, interview) 

Raising questions about the core 
meaning of decision-making 

 
Questioning 

 
Distancing  

  

Fig. 1. Extract coding of sensemaking and sensegiving at the individual and team levels  
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4. Findings 

This section covers integration managers’ sensemaking and sensegiving activities 
observed in their three exemplary decisions: building a strategic rationale, 
defining the desired level of integration, and appointing line managers. First, the 
author briefly describes the decisions and then emphasizes integration managers’ 
sensegiving activities at the individual level and sensemaking activities at the team 
level in these decisions. Appendix B summarizes integration managers’ 
sensegiving and sensemaking activities across different levels. The enactment of 
those decision-making activities across different levels and the ways in which the 
influence of the integration managers manifested in these decisions is elaborated 
on in the discussion section. 

4.1. Decision-making: Building a strategic rationale 

During this decision, conceptualized as the overarching strategic rationale, 
integration managers were making decisions to formulate the integration strategy. 
Although the executives of the integrating firms defined strategic targets for the 
integration, the content of the strategy was still too abstract to conduct systematic 
planning of the integration. The executives of the integrating firms stated, a key 
reason for the merger was value creation through reciprocity rather than 
dominance. The merger was expected to be a means to combine competitive 
advantage to become market leaders. This aim led executives to focus on the 
balance of power between the two firms and discussions about ensuring the 
merged firms created value together through combined resources. The decision-
making process on integration strategy formation was focused on the new 
structure, new product portfolios, new operations, branding, IT services, HR 
alignment, performance standards, and new facilities.  

When they were introduced to the aims outlined above, integration managers from 
both firms were giving sense to and making sense of the set strategic targets, the 
detailed content of which was not defined, and in a situation where the practical 
meaning was unclear. In terms of sensegiving, the most important concern for the 
integration managers initially was to think about the structure and to plan 
operational decision-making in a new organization. Interpretation of the targets 
began at the individual level of integration managers and their sensegiving was 
focused on two activities: defining a problem and identifying a need. 
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First, as illustrated above, the main goal of the executives was to create value 
through equality, although their vision for change was not sufficiently detailed, 
which was a great concern to the integration managers. Integration managers 
problematized the situation as caused by the absence of both a concrete basis for 
the integration and specific guidance on how to deal with practical decisions 
concerning the integration. The immediate practical concern dealt with brand 
recognition and customers’ reaction to a change to a brand. Integration managers 
were concerned about 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?” 
(Integration manager from acquired firm, interview). Second, the presented 
strategy was also interpreted by integration managers as a moment to rethink and 
change old and inefficient ways of operation in companies, and, thus to identify a 
need for change. Although 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, for example, old IT systems or an aging production and manufacturing chain.  

These decisions triggered various responses from integration managers at the 
team level and sensemaking activities that were expressed through three different 
forms of acceptance: reasoned agreement, implementing, and communicating. 
First, the decision on the branding of the companies’ products proceeded almost 
unnoticed through workstreams by integration managers from the buying firm, 
but it was a notable decision from the perspective of integration managers from 
the acquired firm because most of their previous work on product development 
was considered wasted given that certain product lines were discontinued. To 
proceed, integration managers from the acquired firm had to follow successive 
decisions and agree with the integration managers 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. Second, the 
decision on a need to update old systems in the organizations led to a common 
understanding and acceptance of the changes that were implemented through 
mutual agreement. The integration managers in the merger management team 
understood the complexity of the process and interpreted their key role as 
communicators and preservers of a bigger picture among various workstreams.  

4.2. Decision-making: Desired level of integration 

During the decision-making process relating to the second important decision, 
integration managers focused on defining the desired level of integration. The 
instructions that integration managers received from the executives of the 
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integrating firms was to integrate ‘the best of both’ firms, which signaled to the 
integration managers from the acquired firm that this is a merger of equals. 
Integration managers from the buying firm explored the business processes that 
should be imported from the acquired firm. Since “there is absolutely no such thing 
as a merger of equals, one is always the big kid on the block” (Galpin & Herndon, 
2014: 72), integration managers from the acquired firm were working out what the 
deal really meant with respect to control, governance, and other guiding 
parameters. This decision mainly consisted of determination of the efforts 
required to fully integrate two firms’ processes, people, and systems. Abstract 
definition of ‘the best of both’ coming from the executives exacerbated integration 
managers’ decision-making and it was socio-politically challenging. Both buying 
and acquired firms had a strong organizational identification and culture, and 
thus, concerns over a loss of autonomy were of significant importance for 
integration managers from both firms. 

Interpretation started at the individual level of integration managers in both firms 
and they interpreted the integration of ‘the best of both’ in various ways. In these 
conditions, the sensegiving of integration managers was revealed through two 
different activities: problematizing and idea-generating. Integration managers 
from the acquired firm were concerned that their partners from the buying firm 
were not changing as they expected them to as a result of integration and, even 
more so, they were concerned that integration managers from the buying firm 
would force them to change according to the buying firm’s standards. That 
approach to integration was particularly visible in the productivity work streams, 
where a more centralized operational structure of the buying firm was promoted 
in the decentralized acquired firm. In this latter instance, those integration 
managers who did not perceive the lack of clarification of ‘the best of both’ as a 
problem, interpreted the vagueness of the statement as an opportunity to generate 
new ideas and promote their own interests. In particular, a number of integration 
managers insisted that ‘the best’ should be defined only through statistical 
calculations and quantifiable fact. They believed a large volume of data could be 
one of the most reliable sources to identify excellence in the operations of one firm 
compared to another. 

The sensemaking activities took place at the team level and, in particular, in the 
workstream and merger management teams. Different teams had different 
interpretations and reactions to the type of integration that top executives defined 
as ‘best of both’. Integration managers from the acquired firm alerted their 
colleagues in the workstreams to the adverse consequences of the undefined ‘best 
of both’ practice. In particular, some integration managers from the acquired firm 
denounced the behavior of the buying firm, which they interpreted as domination. 
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The attitude led some integration managers from the acquired firm to resist 
establishing norms and required integration managers from the buying firm to 
explain why certain changes were not actioned on the buying firm side. Other 
integration managers from the acquired firm who interpreted the buying firm’s 
actions as domineering started to question the essential meaning of the integration 
and whether that was a solid basis for effective decision-making. There were 
integration managers who accepted the domination of the buying firm and 
justified the stance of the firm as the only reasonable alternative. Lastly, those 
integration managers who interpreted the ‘best of both’ as an opportunity to 
promote their own ideas, offered a solution of a factual identification of the best 
practices and intensively applied those principles across various workstreams. In 
terms of the merger management team, their primary behavior was to 
communicate the same message across various workstream teams and ensure 
consistent communication of the big picture of integration, so that the pace of the 
integration process remained intensive. 

4.3. Decision-making: Appointment of line managers 

The third decision related to the identification and appointment of line managers 
in a newly merged organization. Implementation and integration of a new product 
portfolio, a new IT system, or any other change in post-acquisition integration is a 
very large and complex project where a specific person should be accountable for 
the project’s success to avoid delays or overwhelming confusions. Therefore, 
integration managers indicated their lack of trust in line managers appointed to 
run the re-structured functions in the newly integrated firm, “…still the execution 
of all those decisions will lie with the line organization and then who are the 
individuals leading the line organization? How much do you know about those 
people? How do you learn about who are actually the key influencers? Do the 
managers want to keep the key influencers to themselves, are they openly 
discussing the talent that they have, are they willing to share that with the others 
in order to build something greater?” (Integration manager from acquired firm, 
interview). 

The sensegiving activities took place at the individual level. Although the core 
message of the integration coming from top management emphasized that it was 
all about people and about keeping the right people’s competencies, integration 
managers, especially those from the acquired firm, were skeptical. In particular, 
individual integration managers problematized the logic that the top management 
used to appoint new line managers. Their key concern was that although two 
experienced integration managers from both firms and some experts were building 



212     Acta Wasaensia 

a new organization, they were not nominated for a function management position, 
and instead, a third person who was not involved in the integration decision-
making was selected for the position. 

The following reaction of the integration team and to their sensemaking process 
was unequivocal. Because function managers were not directly involved in the 
integration decision-making processes, integration managers perceived them as 
less experienced in the context of the current merger. Consequently, when the 
newly appointed function managers were asked for guidance by their 
subordinates, their decisions did not seem confident, which undermined trust in 
the group, particularly on the part of the integration managers. Nevertheless, 
integration managers from MMO communicated that they were selecting the best 
candidates for function management positions with the big picture in mind, which 
they believed the integration managers from work streams did not have. As a 
result, integration managers had to either transfer from their current position into 
a new area or leave the organization. 

5. Discussion 

5.1. Sensegiving and sensemaking activities of integration managers 
across levels 

Integration managers’ decision-making activities supporting each decision were 
inductively derived. Those activities showed how integration managers at both the 
individual and team levels got involved in the development and execution of the 
post-acquisition integration decisions. Figure 2 maps integration managers’ 
activities across individual, workstream, and merger management team levels. The 
figure shows how sensemaking and sensegiving in relation to the integration 
process are constructed through a set of activities at the individual and team levels. 
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Fig. 2. Decision-making activities of integration managers across levels 

Figure 2 illustrates how different decision-making activities are interconnected 
and ultimately form a pattern of decision-making. This figure indicates a 
sequential flow of activities in the pattern and their directions. Although goal-
setting (1) started with the executives, the pattern of decision-making was 
primarily a bottom-up process, which depicts the key performance role of 
integration managers either at the individual or team level. At the individual level, 
integration managers gave sense to the set goals through such activities as 
problematizing, defining a need or idea generation (2). Those activities received 
various reactions at the workstream level (3). When individual integration 
managers’ interpretations were accepted at the workstream level, sensemaking 
took place through such activities as reasoned agreement, implementation, or 
applying the agreed terms into practice. However, those activities were also 
challenged through collaboration (4) among integration managers that sought to 
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identify why certain decisions were not progressed in workstreams as agreed or 
questioning (5) the decisions’ alignment with the set goals. Lastly, the sensemaking 
activity of the integration managers from the merger management team was an 
ongoing process of communicating (6) and preserving the big picture of the 
integration. 

5.2. Integration managers’ influence in the post-acquisition integration 
process 

To provide an answer to the research question and to understand how integration 
managers’ influence unfolds during post-acquisition integration, this paper makes 
two key observations. First, in contrast to the existing understanding of the role of 
integration managers as mere executors of the executives’ targets during post-
acquisition integration, this study observed that the role of integration managers 
is more dynamic, in that they can shape the post-acquisition integration process 
through problematization and idea generation or shape the shared meanings and 
calls for actions at the team level. These observations are elaborated on in the 
following two sections. 

5.2.1. The dynamics of integration managers’ sensegiving and 
sensemaking 

Even in the context of a well-planned and organized post-acquisition integration 
process, as was the one explored in this paper, there are several social-political 
concerns that are perceived differently by integration managers, making them one 
of the most important actors, in that it is they who largely determine how the post-
acquisition integration process evolves. This study elucidates how individual 
integration managers give sense to top managers’ integration targets, something 
that contributes to the construction of the norms in unfolding post-acquisition 
integration decision-making. In particular, individual integration managers’ 
sensegiving activities revealed in the form of sensebreaking and sense specification 
steer the course of post-acquisition integration. The findings of this study illustrate 
the significant role of sensebreaking as a means to challenge and problematize the 
norms set by the top management and to promote new meanings. The importance 
of sensebreaking has been highlighted in other fields of science (e.g., Maitlis & 
Lawrence, 2007; Maitland & Sammartino, 2015) and, with a few exceptions (e.g., 
Monin et al., 2013), has been largely under-researched in an M&A context. The 
findings of this research can help clarify the way in which integration managers 
shape the course of the post-acquisition integration decision-making process 
through problematization and idea generation. In the context of this paper, 
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integration managers are comparable to strong voices on the issues that need to be 
prioritized or addressed in a new way. Their skeptical assessment of the set 
integration targets and introduction of a factual approach to address the concerns 
of the best of both approach to integration steered the course of that integration. 
In addition to sensebreaking, sense specification activities of the integration 
managers were triggered by a need to give more specific meaning to the strategic 
content in the integration. In most cases, individual integration managers’ sense 
specification contributed to the shared meanings and calls for action at the team 
level. 

With regard to sensemaking activities, they were conducted at the team level and 
were crucial in determining whether the meanings of individual sensegiving were 
eventually enacted. This study reveals the various ways in which acceptance of the 
decisions, resistance to them, and also distancing from making decisions shaped 
the post-acquisition integration process. It is a common fact that people react 
differently based on their organizational identity (Marmenout, 2010). It is also 
known that these varieties in managerial reactions blur across the organizational 
boundaries over time (Monin et al., 2013). Nevertheless, this study indicates that 
organizational sensemaking activities in the post-acquisition integration phase are 
the most intense at the workstream level, where individual integration managers 
from both firms first meet to plan and make collective decisions. 

Moreover, the observed variety of sensemaking forms at the workstream level 
identified in this study are characterized as more ambivalent than straightforward 
cases of agreement or resistance. In many cases, integration managers from both 
firms tended to accept the decision-making norms articulated by top management. 
In addition, a number of integration managers expressed reasoned agreement 
about the issue at hand, but with an understanding of the underlining norms of the 
decision. That was the case with integration managers from the acquired firm who 
were disappointed about the disproportionate influence of the buying firm in some 
workstreams’ decisions, which reminded them more of a takeover than a merger. 
This example illustrates the importance of understanding not only integration 
managers’ perception of the decision at hand but also their reaction and 
interpretation of the norms underlying the decision. Over time, integration 
managers resisted the decisions. Frequently, integration managers from the 
acquired firm voiced their concerns about decisions in disagreements, which 
eventually required more collaboration between the merging parties. In addition 
to open resistance, integration managers distanced themselves from the decision-
making process by questioning the rationale of some decisions made by the merger 
management team or top management. In fact, such distancing became most 
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apparent when the line manager positions in the new organization were 
announced, which did not seem to follow the integration managers’ expectations. 

All the observations on integration managers’ sensegiving and sensemaking 
processes highlighted in the current study enhance the research on the dynamics 
of post-acquisition integration. Existing studies on cultural dynamics, identity, 
and justice formation illustrate a strong correlation between managerial actions 
and organizational responses in post-acquisition integration (Clark et al., 2010; 
Monin et al., 2013; Vaara & Tienari, 2011). This study expands existing knowledge 
by exploring how post-acquisition decisions evolve with important implications for 
the course of post-acquisition integration. Accordingly, this research contributes 
to M&A research and addresses a pronounced need in the existing research to 
better understand the post-acquisition reality (Graebner et al., 2017; Haspeslagh 
& Jemison, 1991) by providing a detailed visualization of the very essence of 
decision-making processes during post-acquisition integration. 

5.2.2. Bridging micro and meso levels in the post-acquisition integration 

The second key observation of this study contributes to bridging the gap between 
the micro and meso domains in the M&A literature and illustrates that all 
individuals in the integration hierarchy, from integration managers to 
workstreams to the merger management team, make decisions that shape the post-
acquisition integration process. The applied sensemaking perspective facilitated 
exploring sensegiving and sensemaking activities at the individual and team level 
during decision-making processes and how they are interlinked. The individual 
level comprises the individual integration managers with their individual 
perceptions and interpretations of the decisions at hand that permit them to be 
problematizers, idea generators, or definers of needs. The team level represents 
the organizational norms, the realm of relations derived from prior interactions of 
individuals, which allows the team to have more of an authoritative role through 
accepting, challenging, or distancing itself from the decisions at hand. 

The M&A literature has traditionally focused on how the top management 
determines the choice of integration approach at the outset of the merger 
(Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991, Pablo, 1994), and has to a large extent neglected 
how the integration approach is implemented (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991). The 
literature is silent on the role of integration managers and the ways they make 
decisions during the post-acquisition integration phase. The current research has 
illustrated how integration managers intervene in the post-acquisition integration 
process by drawing on insights from the literature on decision-making processes 
across different levels. The study illustrates that although the top management sets 
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the strategic targets, integration managers operationalize the detailed content of 
those targets. Integration managers give sense to and make sense of the strategy, 
leverage information, and facilitate the post-acquisition integration process. The 
findings of this paper illustrate that, in addition to integration managers’ 
sensegiving and sensemaking, they also influence the post-acquisition integration 
process upward by accepting, resisting, or distancing. Those stances influence both 
the interpretation and execution of the post-acquisition integration process. The 
research findings can be related to the current discussions in M&A literature about 
the determinants of acquisition success and value generation (e.g., Angwin, 2007). 
The detailed, multi-level picture of post-acquisition integration decision-making 
activity illustrates the significance of the role of integration managers, which has 
so far largely been neglected. 

6. Conclusion 

For firms and integration managers in practice, this study sketches the post-
acquisition integration decision-making process as it evolves through its 
sensegiving and sensemaking activities. In addition, this research illustrates the 
range of various integration managers’ reactions to the decisions in the post-
acquisition integration process, which show that the effect of sensemaking 
activities will depend on sensegiving by individual integration managers. In so 
doing, the current research reveals the level of power of integration managers in 
the post-acquisition integration process, which should alert practitioners to the 
need to be very clear about the individual characteristics of integration managers 
selected to coordinate the post-acquisition integration process. 

The insights generated by the present study also have some implications for 
further research. Comparative research studies of a longitudinal nature carried out 
at multiple levels of analysis are necessary to identify and conceptualize the 
empirical support for the positive effect of the identified decision-making activities 
on the acquisition outcomes. Furthermore, comparative analysis of different types 
of acquisitions (e.g., a hostile vs. a friendly takeover) could produce well-founded 
concepts encompassing integration managers’ activities in the integration 
processes. 

To sum up, this study aimed to identify the ways integration managers shape the 
post-acquisition integration process. As the M&A literature indicates, post-
acquisition integration is one of the most important phases of any M&A, making 
integration managers with their perceptions and reactions equally important. The 
post-acquisition integration process is characterized as a very complex, dynamic 
process that can involve a range of uncertainties, ambiguity, trust, and justice 
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issues. This paper showed how decisions in the post-acquisition integration 
process evolve and how integration managers shape the process through their 
sensegiving and sensemaking activities. 
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Appendix A. Extract coding of decisions 

Selected Evidence 1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes Aggregate Dimensions 
“You might also see that we need to cut things, but then you have to think what would be the right 
time to do these things…So, I think, missing the overall strategy of the company may be very 
difficult for us to make some of the decisions” (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 

Strategy building 
decisions 

Strategic rationale 

  Key decisions 

“They [integration managers from buying firm] pretend to listen to, but then they do it differently… 
They are listening, but then they are also acting and making their own plans done” (Integration 
manager from acquired firm, interview)  

Relative dominance 
Desired level of 

integration 

“As we are always saying in the merger situations, we want to take the best parts of both sides. 
And then it was confusing to [the acquired firm] people, ‘What is a good thing that [the acquiring 
firm] wants to take from [the acquired firm]?’ Because, it is obvious that as companies we have 
been quite different” (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview). 

‘Best of both’ 

“Now the discussion is how to allocate certain tasks of the merger management office to the line 
organization” (Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) Line managers Appointment of line 

managers 
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Appendix B. Sensegiving and sensemaking activities of integration managers across various levels 

Level Sensegiving Example Sensemaking Example 
Decision-making: Building strategic rationale 
Integration 
Manager 

Sensebreaking: 
lack of 
concrete 
strategic basis 
hindered 
decision-
making 

Problematizing: “Customers are used to 
buying [the acquired firm’s] products. The 
questions are: Will [the acquired firm’s] products 
continue in the future? Are we losing business 
because customers are no longer buying [the 
acquired company’s] products? Anyhow, we 
change to [the acquiring firm’s] products” 
(Integration manager from acquired firm, 
interview) 

Sense 
specification: 
identifying the 
needs of 
changing old 
ways of doing 
things 

Defining a need: “[The acquired firm] was 
exactly in the position when you need to take the 
lead from hundreds of millions to almost billions 
of euros...Some mindsets were like, ‘hey, we have 
been doing this so far, and why should we change 
because things are working?’ For me, at least, 
some of the structures that we had in the 
company…hold us back from growing. And now 
when we became part of [buying firm], I was 
relying at least on the fact, that now we are a part 
of a much bigger global entity, most of these 
things could be sorted out through structures and 
tools that going to come through [buying firm]” 
(Integration manager from acquired firm, 
interview) 
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Workstream Acceptance: 
Most 
integration 
managers 
accepted the 
fact of change 
execution 
when reasons 
are justified 

Reasoned agreement: “At least in the portfolio 
stream, I think we tried to analyze the portfolio from 
the very beginning in quite a deep manner to 
understand where do we make the biggest difference 
and then by dividing the portfolio in three, we were 
able to say that this is the most important revenue-
generating area for the company and there we do have 
overlapping products, but these are the products are 
bringing the most money for the company” 
(Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 

Acceptance: 
Understanding 
the need to 
make a change 
in the 
organization 

Implementing: “When we acquired [acquired firm], 
they were already planning to replace their old ERP 
system with SCP, which [buying firm] has been 
running for many years. 
We wanted to adopt SIP plans on the [buying firm] 
side. They have development tools that were used in 
[acquired firm], which have been adopted here and 
this will be a new platform also in [buying firm].”  

MMO Acceptance: 
Understanding 
the complexity 
of the process, 
and 
supporting it 
through a big 
picture  

Communicating. “I think one of the ways to control 
was to have these merger principles and also 
visualization of what we are looking into and what is 
the future. I remember we had a slide where we had 
two competing companies left, then we had two 
collaborating companies, and then we had one 
company. It was this step. And I think just having the 
illustrations like to communicate, that helped a lot for 
the whole organization that we have something to 
hold on to and we could say, ‘Ok, this is where we are 
now and this is the part, even if this is a very high 
level’” (Integration manager from MMO, interview) 
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Decision-making: Desired level of integration 
Integration 
Manager 

Sensebreaking: 
giving 
multipolar 
sense to ‘best 
of both’ 
practice 

Problematizing: “This is not an integration of 
equals, because they are not changing so much” 
(Integration manager from acquired firm, 
interview) 
Problematizing: “When you are acquired by 
[the acquiring company], there are things that are 
mandatory, things that we just do in [the 
acquiring company], and that is not up for 
discussion. And then if you ask a person from [the 
acquired company], they feel that quite a number 
of elements has been just pushed down from the 
top of the head by [the acquiring company]” 
(Integration manager from acquired firm, 
interview) 
Idea generation: “I decided to gather data and 
feedback from every R&D center around the 
world and communicate it (Integration manager 
from acquired firm, interview) 

Workstream Resistance. 
Integration 
managers 
required an 
explanation of 
why the buying 
firm was not 
changing. 

Collaboration. 
“There was a very clear message from the beginning 
that this is not the cost-cutting merger. I think even 
until today we have some people who are still 
wondering” (Integration manager from acquired 
firm, interview) 
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Distancing. 
Integration 
managers 
questioned the 
meaning of 
integration.  

Questioning. 
“Basically, it was not learning from each other it was 
just like, ‘Here is the model, take it!’...As I said, they 
have very strong business models. Of course, they told 
us that they are looking for best practice, but in real 
life, they were not. Not the best practice. They pretty 
much had the plan already and then I was just a guy 
who had to implement that” (Integration manager 
from acquired firm, interview) 

Acceptance. 
Many 
integration 
managers 
accepted the 
best of both 
concept, but 
found it hard 
to implement. 

Reasoned agreement: “I don’t blame them. I 
understand it as it is. Of course, when you are buying 
you can decide how to approach different things. They 
have their models in operation and production and 
they have fixed that in more than 50 factories. Of 
course, this is very critical for them to have similar 
management all over the place because if all the 
factories are different, then how can they really be 
managed?” (Integration manager from acquired firm, 
interview) 
Applying: “So, we started with face-to-face 
meetings…Also we were in different workshops where 
we extended our input into the fact based, not to the 
conclusions, but to the fact based. And then 
deliberately on the basis of size, we also included 
other specialists or other persons who could help us 
create the fact based approach” (Integration manager 
from buying firm, interview) 
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MMT Acceptance. 
Many 
integration 
managers 
accepted the 
need to 
continue 
integration 
even when the 
situation was 
unclear 

Communicating: “One thing is to say it, but 
another to have strong words, you must also act upon 
that. I heard a lot of people that said that ‘When we 
took over [acquired firm], [buying firm] people would 
say that it was there where we were 10 years ago with 
the systems, culture, and the way of working’—maybe 
not the culture, but the systems that they had and 
maturity—…then of course, if that’s the case and we 
believe that we are 10 years ahead of them with 
systems and so on, then it kind of felt very natural that 
this is not the best of both. Maybe it is more the best 
of [buying firm]. But you always come up with 
questions about what is best. Until today we have run 
the cultural test and one of the questions is actually 
‘have we managed to take the best of both?’ Here I 
think that most people, especially the [acquired firm] 
guys, they are saying ‘No, we don’t see that’” 
(Integration manager from MMO, interview) 

Decision-making: Appointment of line managers 
Integration 
manager 

Sensebreaking: 
Integration 
managers were 
concerned 
about the 
function 
management 
appointment.  

Problematizing: “In many of the cases we end 
up having two very good people for one position 
that will be available in the new organization. If 
you have two really good HR directors and then 
you choose a third one out of the blue very 
talented as well, no doubt...But then those people 
who have been working for the company for a 
long, long time, who have huge engagements 
within [acquired firm]. Still, some of them … are 
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resources that we absolutely want to keep within 
the company, and then, with them, not mitigating 
any of these uncertainties was a huge waste from 
the company’s side. I still can’t get why it was 
done in this way” (Integration manager from 
acquired firm, interview) 

Workstream Distancing. 
Integration 
managers 
experienced a 
lack of trust in 
the 
appointment 
process. 

Questioning: “When you seek a decision from 
someone new to leading an organization, they don’t 
necessarily feel comfortable making the decisions, 
there may be a lack of trust between them and the 
people who are actually merging the team” 
(Integration manager from acquired firm, interview) 

MMT Acceptance. 
Most 
integration 
managers were 
comfortable 
with 
understanding 
that some 
integration 
managers in 
workstreams 
will leave the 
firm. 

Communicating: “That was clearly mentioned from 
the start, that all integration managers should in 
principle free up the time 100% so that they can 
concentrate on the merger. And also, it was clearly 
stated that getting the lead or co-lead positions in 
workstreams didn’t mean that they will get the 
positions where they are now” (Integration manager 
from MMO, interview) 
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