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The objective of this article is to elucidate how justice in general and distributive
justice in particular are given sense to and made sense of in postmerger integration.
Drawing on a longitudinal real-time analysis of a recent merger, we identify a pattern
in which focus moved from equality to equity to less emphasis on distributive justice.
To understand the dynamics involved, we develop a process model that explains how
actors reconcile pressures of value creation and sociopolitical concerns in dialogical
“sensegiving” and “sensemaking” processes that lead to the enactment of specific
norms of justice. This analysis adds to research on mergers and acquisitions by
facilitating understanding of the crucial role that norms of justice play in postmerger
integration, of the way in which they change over time as integration processes unfold,
and of the intergroup dynamics through which these norms of justice are enacted. By
uncovering the microdynamics of dialogical sensegiving and sensemaking processes,
we also contribute to research on organizational justice, sensemaking, and process
studies.

cesses, it is especially so in “symbiotic” mergers
involving expectations of reciprocity and equal
treatment rather than dominance by either party
(Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Zaheer et al., 2003).
In this article, we argue that, in addition to understanding perceptions of justice per se, understanding of their temporal dynamics is needed. In
particular, clarity is needed about how “sensemaking” about justice affects the course of postmerger
integration. For instance, in a move that was announced as a merger of equals, Daimler-Benz acquired Chrysler Corporation in 1998. However, almost immediately after the acquisition, Chrysler
directors were sidelined or replaced until the board
was practically all-German. In a later interview,
CEO Jürgen Schrempp claimed that this had been
his intention from the outset, but, like a chess
player, he did not always reveal his next moves
(Vlasic & Stertz, 2000: 371). The result of this duplicity was disastrous: “Careers were derailed, promotions were denied, reputations sullied, and
there was hometown humiliation and public derision” (Badrtalei & Bates, 2007: 311, quoting from
Automotive News).

Organizational justice plays a central role in
mergers and acquisitions (M&As). This is especially the case with postmerger integration, which
involves changes that are often difficult to understand or accept in their own right (Clark, Gioia,
Ketchen, & Thomas, 2010; Graebner, 2004; Maguire
& Phillips, 2008). Legitimating organizational
changes requires a sense of justice (Ellis, Reus, &
Lamont, 2009; Meyer, 2001). Perceptions of organizational justice help people to accept the planned
changes and their implications, whereas perceptions of injustice exacerbate organizational problems (Meyer & Altenborg, 2007; Zaheer, Schomaker, & Genc, 2003). Although justice is a central
tenet in all kinds of postmerger integration pro-
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To better understand these organizational dynamics, we aim to elucidate how justice is given
sense to and made sense of in unfolding postmerger
integration processes. Our intention is not merely
to examine the antecedents or consequences of individuals’ perceptions of (in)justice, but also to explain how the very norms of justice that define
what is fair and appropriate are socially constructed and managed. These norms can be seen as
fundamental “rules of the game” that impact the
course of postmerger integration processes.
Norms of justice include several aspects: a distributive aspect (relating to fair distribution of resources, roles, and responsibilities), a procedural
aspect (fairness in decision making), an informational aspect (justification of decisions), and an
interpersonal aspect (fairness in interpersonal relationships) (Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng,
2001; Luo, 2007). All of these aspects are relevant
in M&As, and they are usually closely related (Citera & Rentsch, 1993; Ellis et al., 2009). However, in
symbiotic mergers, issues related to the distribution of resources, roles, and responsibilities as well
as rationalizations and cutbacks are at the forefront,
and there are expectations of concrete and symbolic fairness as to how the merger parties are
treated in the context of such issues (Meyer, 2001;
Zaheer et al., 2003). This involves distributive
norms— or allocation rules (Deutsch, 1985; Kabanoff, 1991)—such as equality (equal treatment of
the merger parties in integration decisions) and
equity (focus on what is fair in view of the parties’
contributions), which may be interpreted in different ways in the course of postmerger integration.
Thus, distributive justice has an accentuated role in
symbiotic M&As, and hence we focus on this aspect
of justice in our processual analysis.
Our study builds on social construction and on
becoming rather than on an essentialist or static
understanding of organizational phenomena
(Hernes & Maitlis, 2010). Previous studies adopting
a process perspective on M&As (Clark et al., 2010;
Jemison & Sitkin, 1986) have shown that postmerger processes tend to generate unintended consequences— both problems (Vaara & Monin, 2010)
and opportunities for value creation (Graebner,
2004). We want to extend this process view by
conceptualizing postmerger integration as a sensemaking process in which norms of justice play a
central role in steering the course of integration.
These sensemaking activities are complex; they involve actors in a variety of positions whose interactions determine whether specific norms are enacted (Maitlis, 2005). In particular, these activities
comprise both purposeful sensegiving and reac-
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tions to sensegiving in the form of member sensemaking (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007).
We draw from a real-time, longitudinal, exploratory study of postmerger integration in the recent
merger between two European logistics companies,
Southco and Northco (pseudonyms). This extensive research project was carried out by a transnational research team that gathered data including
interviews, documents, and other information
about postmerger integration in general and justice
in particular. Through our process analysis, we
identified a clear pattern in which the focus of
sensegiving and sensemaking moved from equality
to equity to less attention on distributive justice per
se. We then proceeded to explain this pattern by
developing a process model of the role of justice in
postmerger integration. In this model, dialectical
pressures for value creation (changes needed to
increase efficiency and effectiveness) and sociopolitical concerns (problems related to uncertainty,
resistance, cultural clashes, and identification) trigger a need for sensegiving and sensemaking about
justice. In the core of this model are sensegiving
acts that comprise “sensebreaking” (breaking previously established senses of justice), sense specification (providing specific meanings to justice),
and “sensehiding” (deliberately avoiding particular
senses of justice). Sensemaking in the form of members’ reactions consists of acceptance (acceptance
of specific senses of justice), resistance (resistance
to senses of justice), and distancing (taking distance
from senses of justice). The dialogical dynamics of
sensegiving and sensemaking then determine how
specific norms of justice are enacted, the degree of
ambiguity around the norms of justice, and the
extent to which managers’ and other members’
views on justice align in a postmerger organization
at a given point of time.
This analysis adds to research on M&As by furthering understanding of the crucial role that
norms of justice in general and distributive justice
in particular play in postmerger integration, the
way in which they change over time as integration
processes unfold, and the intergroup dynamics
through which these norms of justice are created
and enacted. By highlighting the social construction of norms of justice, we also open up new
avenues in research on organizational justice. By
distinguishing how sensebreaking, sense specification, and sensehiding affect the dynamics of organizational sensemaking, our analysis adds to research on the dynamics of sensegiving and
sensemaking. Finally, by explaining how the underlying dialectics of value creation and sociopolitical concerns are given sense to and made sense
of in dialogical processes, our model may be more
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generally useful for process studies of organizational change.

A SENSEMAKING APPROACH TO JUSTICE IN
POSTMERGER INTEGRATION

February

fundamental impact on the course of integration.
Thus, there is a need to examine in more depth how
norms of justice as rules of the game are made sense
of in unfolding integration processes and how they
may be managed.

Postmerger Integration

Norms of Justice as Social Constructions

Postmerger integration is a complex organizational process that involves difficult managerial
challenges. On the one hand, there is a need to
create synergy (Larsson & Finkelstein, 1999) or
value (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991) through organizational changes. On the other hand, these very
changes tend to generate uncertainty (Cording,
Christmann, & King, 2008), resistance (Buono &
Bowditch, 1989), culture clashes (Stahl & Voigt,
2008), identity problems (Maguire & Phillips,
2008), and organizational politics (Graebner, 2004).
Dealing with the tensions between value creation
and sociopolitical concerns appears to be the crux
of postmerger integration management (Haspeslagh
& Jemison, 1991; Larsson, 1990; Walter, 1985).
Scholars have explored various aspects of this
daunting task, such as the importance of combining
coordinative efforts with measures to avoid employee resistance (Larsson, 1990), the necessity of
synchronizing task integration and human integration (Birkinshaw, Bresman, & Håkanson, 2000), and
the need to balance interdependence with autonomy (Graebner, 2004; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991).
Importantly for our purposes, the potential tensions between value creation and sociopolitical
concerns are particularly strong when close cooperation is needed without one firm dominating the
other—that is, in mergers of the “symbiotic”
(Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), “equality/conflict”
(Larsson, 1990), or “collaboration/synergy” types
(Napier, 1989). These types of mergers (which we
will refer to as symbiotic) are characterized by a
heightened sensitivity to justice among people affected by them (Zaheer et al., 2003). Thus, there is
a special need for rules of the game that define what
is fair in dealing with postmerger integration
challenges.
We argue that it is important to examine these
rules of the game from a processual perspective.
Landmark studies have emphasized the dynamic
nature of M&As (Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; Larsson,
1990). More recent analyses have in turn demonstrated how unfolding organizational changes create new problems and challenges (Clark et al., 2010;
Schweizer, 2005; Vaara & Monin, 2010). Although
these studies have not focused on justice, they all
suggest that the way in which managers are able to
deal with shifts in the rules of the game has a

Philosophers (e.g., Rawls, 1971), political scientists (e.g., Walton & McKersie, 1965), social psychologists (e.g., Adams, 1965), and sociologists
(e.g., Rubinstein, 1988) have examined justice as an
inherent part of social life. Management scholars
have studied justice at the individual, group, and
organizational levels (Ambrose & Cropanzano,
2003; Colquitt et al., 2001; Colquitt & Rodell, 2011).
This research has covered different dimensions of
organizational justice, including distributive, procedural, informational, and interpersonal justice
(Colquitt et al., 2001; McFarlin & Sweeney, 1992).
These various dimensions of justice are interlinked
(Luo, 2007). For example, a decision concerning a
fair allocation of resources (distributive justice)
should be accomplished in a just process (procedural justice), involve proper justifications (informational justice), and involve nurturing of relationships (interpersonal justice). Consequently,
although we primarily focus on distributive justice
here, the actual issues are also closely connected to
other aspects of justice.
Distributive justice deals with issues of bargaining, resource allocation, and allotment of outcomes, as well as the norms of justice associated
with these activities (Adams, 1965; Leventhal,
1976). The classical norms are equity, equality, and
need. As need is a more general concern that often
connects with the personal rather than the collective level, we focus on equity and equality as the
norms that play a key role in organizational change
(for similar reasoning, see Kabanoff [1991]). Although organizational research has mostly focused
on equity, it has also been demonstrated that equality is the central norm when social relationships
are in the fore. In this view, equity is the normal
rule of distributive justice; it means that outcomes
are distributed according to input or contribution
(i.e., equitably). Equality in turn is a norm signifying the equal value of the members in a relationship; it facilitates maintenance of mutual self-esteem and positive relationships (Deutsch, 1985;
Kabanoff, 1991).
Ring and Van de Ven (1994) paved the way for
studies of justice in interorganizational settings by
arguing that perceived justice determines the fate of
organizational relationships. Since then scholars
have examined various aspects of justice in alli-
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ances (Ariño & Smith Ring, 2010; Luo, 2007) and in
M&As (Citera & Rentsch, 1993; Meyer, 2001). Although most studies in the M&A context have focused on distributive or procedural justice (Lipponen, Olkkonen, & Moilanen, 2004; Meyer &
Altenborg, 2007), informational and interpersonal
fairness have also been linked with value creation
(Ellis et al., 2009; Klendauer & Deller, 2009). Furthermore, studies have shown that different dimensions of justice may reinforce or weaken each other
(Ellis et al., 2009). In all, this research has demonstrated that perceptions of justice have a fundamental impact on people’s attitudes and behaviors
(Klendauer & Deller, 2009; Meyer & Altenborg, 2007).
Symbiotic mergers often bring with them accentuated expectations of equality and attention to distributive justice, especially in the case of mergers of
equals (Hambrick & Cannella, 1993; Meyer, 2001).
As Zaheer et al. put it: “By defining a merger as one
of ‘equals,’ an expectation of distributive equality
may be created (i.e., that every aspect of the merger
will be equal), rather than one of integrative equality, where on balance, each side will gain in some
areas and lose in others” (2003: 186). However, this
focus on distributive rather than integrative bargaining may be at the expense of realizing synergies1 (Walton & McKersie, 1965). This may be a
reason why other studies indicate that it is difficult
to maintain consistent images of “equality” or to
hold on to a “balance of power” in the long run
(Hambrick & Cannella, 1993; Very, Lubatkin,
Calori, & Veiga, 1997).
These contributions notwithstanding, little is
known about how norms of justice in general and
distributive justice in particular are socially constructed in the course of postmerger integration—
that is, how on the one hand management justifies
integration measures by explicitly or implicitly
evoking norms of justice and how on the other
hand members make sense of these norms. This has
unfortunately prevented researchers from fully
comprehending the central role that norms of justice play as rules of the game in postmerger
integration.
Giving Sense to and Making Sense of Justice
A sensemaking perspective allows one to examine the complex processes through which organi-

1
In integrative bargaining, the parties search for solutions that maximize overall value. We are indebted to one
of the reviewers for pointing our attention to the link
with the bargaining literature.
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zational actors socially construct their realities
(Weick, 1995), hence providing a useful theoretical
approach to examining the social construction of
norms of justice in postmerger integration. A key
idea in sensemaking is that it is triggered by issues,
“events, developments, and trends that an organization’s members collectively recognize as having
some consequence to the organization” (Dutton &
Dukerich, 1991: 518). Accordingly, one can conceptualize postmerger integration as a process
wherein anticipated and unanticipated issues trigger sensemaking. These issues often deal with fundamental questions concerning justice between
and among organizations, groups, and individuals.
Sensemaking is related to sensegiving, which is
the attempt to influence the sensemaking of others
in a particular direction (Bartunek, Rousseau, Rudolph, & DePalma, 2006; Maitlis, 2005). Although
this sensegiving is usually seen as the work of top
management, middle managers also engage in behaviors such as “selling” (Dutton & Ashford, 1993;
Rouleau, 2005). Such sensegiving is likely to play a
crucial role in the social construction of norms of
justice. Sensegiving in the context of postmerger
integration could for instance pertain to the promulgation of an appropriate principle for allocating
managerial positions (e.g., equal representation or
selection on the basis of competence). Fortin and
Fellenz (2008: 428) underscored the importance of
this “norm shaping.” Through shaping, managers
can influence the justice perceptions and resulting
reactions of employees. Thus, managers and other
organizational actors use various means, such as
discourse, rhetoric, narrative, and metaphor, to create specific meanings (Watson, 2003). At times actors also engage in sensebreaking: the intentional
destruction of existing meaning in an effort to facilitate change (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007; Mantere,
Schildt, & Sillince, 2012; Pratt, 2000). Managers
may also actively avoid using particular discourses—a phenomenon that has been called “sensehiding” (Vaara & Monin, 2010).
Sensemaking may take different forms depending on the interactions between the actors involved
(Maitlis, 2005). This is also the case with norms of
justice; they may be accepted, resisted, or purposefully ignored (Sonenshein, 2010; Stensaker & Falkenberg, 2007). These reactions are crucial in determining whether the norms promoted will be
followed and whether related organizational
changes will be resisted. Thus, it is important to
examine the dynamics of these processes in postmerger integration. This leads us to formulate our
research questions as follows: How is distributive
justice given sense to and made sense of in postmerger organizations? What are the dynamics that
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characterize these sensegiving and sensemaking
efforts in unfolding postmerger integration
processes?

METHODS
Research Context
We conducted a longitudinal real-time analysis
of the merger between Southco and Northco. Both
companies operated in the same service sector, but
Southco was approximately twice the size of
Northco in terms of turnover and number of employees. The combination took place in a booming
economy, and the finances of both organizations
were sound. For our purposes, this merger—formally, a friendly acquisition—served as revelatory
case as it involved complex cultural and political
dynamics and a special need to make sure that the
merger and the subsequent postmerger integration
decisions were fair. As we were able to follow the
unfolding integration efforts in real time, this case
can be seen as an ideal setting for analyzing organizational process dynamics.
We gained access to the case immediately after
the merger plans were announced through direct
contact with top management. This led to a longitudinal research project in which we researchers
followed the unfolding postmerger integration processes from the beginning, for five years altogether.
Although the project was designed to serve our
academic research interests, it also served to provide continuous feedback to top management. We
were given open access and an opportunity to
gather unusually extensive and comprehensive
data. The project was designed so that we could
examine several research questions related to organizational change. From the start, our intention
was to focus on justice; in the course of the research
project, we realized that sensemaking about justice
formed a fundamental part of the integration process and its management.

February

Empirical Data
Our empirical data comprise interviews, internal
documents and communications materials, media
coverage, and meetings with top and middle
managers.
Interviews. Semistructured interviews served as
the primary source of data. Three of the authors together with four other researchers held a series of
interviews every six months for almost four years.
Altogether, we conducted 682 interviews with
Southco and Northco managers and employees in the
most important business areas and functions in ten
countries. We distinguish among top management2
(the CEOs of both companies, executive vice presidents, division heads, and country managers), middle
management (heads of units and functional departments), and lower management and employees. Table 1 summarizes the distribution of interviews.
The interviews lasted from 45 to 90 minutes and
were (with a few exceptions) recorded and transcribed verbatim. We conducted the interviews in
three different languages, depending on the mother
tongue and language skills of the interviewer and
interviewee. In these semistructured one-to-one interviews, we followed a story-telling approach
(Czarniawska, 2004): interviewees were able to express their experiences, without too much guidance on the part of their interviewer, by responding
to broad questions such as “What do you think of
the merger?” This very frequently prompted interviewees to talk about justice. Moreover, our interview protocol also comprised a range of questions
dealing with postmerger integration. Specific questions about justice included the following: “Do you
think the decisions taken so far are advantageous or
disadvantageous to the company in general?”
“What about your own function or department?”

2

It should be noted that our definition of top management is broad. However, in this merger involving tens of
thousands of people, the group of top decision makers
was exceptionally large.

TABLE 1
Breakdown of Interviews (n ⴝ 682) by Company, Hierarchical Level, and Perioda
Southco (n ⴝ 380)

Northco (n ⴝ 302)

Hierarchical Level

Period 1

Period 2

Period 3

Period 1

Period 2

Period 3

Top management
Middle management
Lower management and employees
Total

21
55
117
193

19
41
96
156

12
11
8
31

38
51
57
146

15
50
34
99

5
21
31
57

a

Data were collected every six months. Additional details are available on request.
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and “The ‘combination’ [merger] has been said to
be guided by a fairness principle. From what you
observe, is that true? Why (not)?” All this allowed
us to zoom in on the organizational sensegiving and
sensemaking processes of people representing different parts of the organizations.
Internal documents, communications materials, and media coverage. We gathered relevant
internal documentary material amounting to over
200 documents. Among 36 internal merger-related
documents and presentations (e.g., reports by consulting companies such as Boston Consulting
Group and extensive verbatim records of management conventions on both sides),3 we focused
special attention on the most influential ones. In
particular, a document labeled “agreement on integration rules between Southco and Northco” provided the basis for the governance of the merged
company, and the internal document “SouthcoNorthco principles of organization and management” described the Southco-Northco modus operandi three years after its beginning. We attentively
read extant monographs and books (eight altogether) on the century-long history of the partners.
Furthermore, we collected a large amount of communication material. In particular, the company
newsletters at both Southco and Northco (published every two weeks) provided interesting information on the framings of specific issues of debate.
We also utilized selected publications by the companies’ works councils. Top managers of both companies gave several public speeches and interviews
that were diffused through the media, and we sampled 15 of them for “triangulation” purposes. Finally, to understand the wider discussion around
the merger, we also gathered extensive media coverage (more than 100 documents), focusing on the
explicit or implicit norms of justice.
Meetings with top management. Throughout
the research project, we remained in contact with
Southco-Northco corporate management, and this
proximity provided numerous opportunities for
formal and informal discussions. Notably, we reported our findings every six months to a SouthcoNorthco steering committee for our research and,
upon request, to HR managers in several business
areas. Key findings were presented once a year to
the Southco-Northco Top Management Committee.
These meetings were important opportunities to
discuss our findings and validate our results (see
below). Although top management learned from
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this feedback, we do not think that it had a decisive
impact on their views regarding postmerger integration in general and justice in particular.
Data Analysis
Our analytic approach was abductive. Accordingly, we developed our theoretical ideas alongside
increasingly accurate mapping of the case. After
preliminary analyses, we proceeded in three stages:
We carried out a detailed analysis of sensegiving
and sensemaking about justice over time and across
business areas and locations. We then focused on
an in-depth analysis of different modes of sensegiving and sensemaking. We finally analyzed the dynamics of sensegiving, sensemaking, and enactment to develop a more general model of the role of
justice in general and distributive justice in particular in postmerger integration.
Analysis of sensegiving and sensemaking over
time and across business areas and locations.
Drawing on all available documentary and interview material, we mapped out events and decisions
in detail. We identified key issues, delineated characteristic patterns of sensegiving and sensemaking
about justice across groups of people over time, and
finally constructed our researchers’ narrative (Langley, 1999) of this sensegiving and sensemaking. We
focused on distributive justice—that is, on examples of issues related to the distribution of resources, roles, and responsibilities as well as rationalizations and cutbacks.4
In this analysis, we first focused on explicit references to justice, which provided rich material
about the central role of justice in postmerger integration. However, we then realized that references
to norms of justice were even more often implicit,
requiring contextual interpretation and sometimes
reading between the lines. For example, a country
manager told us how Southco and Northco departments were merged in his organization: “Department by department we look how Southco and
Northco can be linked together. People can indicate
which job they would like to have most here in
Sales, and which are their second and third preferences. And then we have a consultation, say an
interview, with the candidates. A team of Northco
and Southco people talks with them, as neutral as
possible. And that ultimately should lead to appointments of the right people to the right positions.” Although the interviewee did not explicitly
mention justice, the focus on equity in the quote is

3

Management conventions are large meetings of top
and middle managers that were held once or twice a year
during the integration.

4

However, other aspects of justice were often closely
linked with issues of distributive justice.
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revealing, especially in contrast to the emphasis on
equality in earlier interviews in the same country
organization.
In this process, we identified about 40 potentially relevant issues that we explored in some
depth. From these we selected eight “tracer” issues
that (a) were particularly salient in terms of illustrating sensegiving and sensemaking about distributive justice, (b) were seen as important by most
groups of people, (c) were representative of what
happened in the merger at large or within a particular department or function, and (d) helped us to
illustrate a variety of patterns of sensegiving and
sensemaking about justice over time (for analogous
criteria, see Maitlis and Lawrence [2007]). This also
led us to distinguish three time periods. Figure 1 is
a time line tracking key issues in the merger.
Analysis of modes of sensegiving and sensemaking. We then zoomed in on the various modes
of sensegiving and sensemaking concerning justice
and coded our interviews and relevant parts of
documentary material on this basis. Figure 2 describes the coding structure of our data.
Coding led us to identify and elaborate on three
main types of sensegiving: sensebreaking, sense
specification, and sensehiding. Following the examples of other researchers (Mantere et al., 2012;
Pratt, 2000), we defined sensebreaking as breaking
down previously established senses about justice.
This sensebreaking included both “problematization” of previous ways of thinking or acting (e.g.,
problematization of equality as the central norm of
justice) and concrete rule-breaking decisions and
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actions. We realized that another important part of
sensegiving was specification of explicit or implicit
norms of justice, which we call sense specification.
This sense specification could take different forms:
coining of principles, exemplary decisions and actions, symbolization, and quantification. Sensehiding (Vaara & Monin, 2010) also played a crucial role
in the case, and we defined it as silencing alternative senses of integration or marginalization of particular voices.
Furthermore, we distinguished between types of
member reactions as key forms of sensemaking.
This led us to focus on three types of sensemaking:
acceptance, resistance, and distancing. We defined
acceptance as active or passive acceptance of the
established or offered senses about integration
(Giessner, Viki, Otten, Terry, & Täuber, 2006). This
acceptance could take the form of active support,
buy-in, or reasoned agreement. We distinguished
between disagreement and opposition as forms of
passive and active resistance. We also realized that
many people did not seem to directly accept or
resist the meanings offered, but “took distance”
from them instead (Piderit, 2000). Hence, we defined distancing as putting distance between oneself and the established or offered senses of integration. This distancing consisted of questioning,
irony, and cynicism.
Analysis of dynamics of sensegiving, sensemaking, and enactment. Finally, we proceeded to
analyze the dynamics of sensegiving, sensemaking,
and enactment to develop a more general understanding of the role of justicein postmerger integra-

FIGURE 1
Timeline of the Emergence and Evolution of Key Issues in the Merger of Southco and Northco
Postmerger

Premerger Merger

PERIOD 3:
PERIOD 2:
FROM EQUALITY TOWARD EQUITY DECREASING EMPHASIS ON JUSTICE

PERIOD 1:
FAIRNESS AS EQUALITY

Year 1

1. Combination
Model

Year 5

2. Integration
of Operational
Network

Organizational
Combination of
model for the
operational
new group: Topmanagement-led networks and
allocation of
organizationresponsibilities:
wide decision
Operational
integration
decision

3. Allocation of
Resources and
Positions at B-to-B

4. Integration
of IT
Activities

5. New
Approach to
Integration

Decisions
concerning the
integration and
future development
of B-to-B:
Operational
integration
decision

Decisions
concerning
responsibilities
and leadership
in IT:
Operational
integration
decision

Strategy to
foster integration
and create
value: Topmanagement-led
organizationwide decision

6. Reallocation
of Capacity from
Northco to
Southco

7. Integration
of Sales Offices

Colocation of
Northco and
New capacity
Southco’s offices
and distribution
ordered by
of managerial
Northco
positions:
eventually went to
Operational
Southco’s fleet:
integration
Operational
decision
integration decision

8. New
Organization
Launch of a new
organizational
model to
streamline
operations: Topmanagement-led
organizationwide decision

FIGURE 2
Abductive Analysis: Structure of the Dataa
FIRST-ORDER CONCEPTS

SECOND-ORDER CONCEPTS AGGREGATE DIMENSIONS

PROBLEMATIZATION:

Problematizing previous ways of thinking or acting about distributive justice
(Southco-Northco CEO at the annual management convention, closing speech): “The principle
of equal representation is no longer necessary. It prevents emergence of a real group culture.”

RULE BREAKING:

Decisions and actions that challenge explicit or implicit distributive justice rules
(Regarding the appointment of country general managers): “It is a good thing that where there is a dominant
partner—Southco is much larger in Germany than Northco—to choose the other side . . . because you create an awareness
of the integration project. If you don’t, then you risk remaining in habitual paths, and that’s exactly what you don’t want.”

SENSEBREAKING

PRINCIPLES: Coining of distributive justice principles
(A vice president in the B-to-B division): “The balancing act? It all starts from the original idea: the best of both worlds.
The notion of balancing act means this willingness that nobody, at any time, feels he has been eaten by the other.”
SYMBOLIZATION: Decisions and actions that symbolize distributive justice
(A marketing manager shows the new Southco-Northco business card): “Luckily, Northco traditionally had its logo
in the upper left-hand corner, Southco in the upper right-hand corner. If you put the two together, everybody still
finds their logo right where it belongs and neither of the two had to make a concession. . . . If the logos start to shift, it
is like one of the two has become more important than the other.”

EXEMPLARY DECISIONS: Concrete decisions used as examples of distributive justice
(Speech by the program director at a Southco management convention): Closing a route has never been an easy decision.
. . .: The strategic plan is based on a fair growth, and that’s a real opportunity. Much ink and saliva have been spilled over,
notably on the so-called ‘Don’t Go East’ project, but this is the proof of our common will to coordinate our development.

SENSE SPECIFICATION

SENSEGIVING

QUANTIFICATION:

Distributive justice rules based on calculations
(A vice president in the B-to-B division): “The 60/40 ratio is a compromise. . . . Among the 126 leading positions, 70 are
Southco and 56 are Northco. . . . The world is divided into five geographical areas, a Southco director leads in three areas
and Northco has two directors.”

SILENCING:

Silencing alternative interpretations of distributive justice
(Southco corporate communication officer): “We avoided the word merger. . . . because in people’s unconsciousness,
merger means absorption and absorption means job destruction.”
MARGINALIZATION:

Deligitimating dissident voices about distributive justice
(Southco close advisor to Southco-Northco CEO): “This fair and balanced thing is all wrong. This was never mentioned
in the president’s discourse. Balance relates to calculation and quantification, this is a residual from B-to-B. It has never
been used in corporate communication since the signature of the combination.”

SENSEHIDING

ACTIVE SUPPORT:

Explicit proactive support of norms of distributive justice
(IT manager B-to-B division) : “You always have discussions like this one on volume versus yield. Whereas we believe
in volume, Southco focuses more on yield. But keeping in mind the values of trust, respect, and fairness we have learnt
from each other. Now, we are both working toward a middle course.”

BUY-IN: Acceptance of distributive justice norms
(Southco engineer, maintenance division): “This whole ‘fair and balanced’ principle is a very good and smart
point of departure. It also increases trust among employees of both companies.”

ACCEPTANCE

REASONED AGREEMENT: Mixed feelings about the issue but understanding for the distributive justice norm
(Northco salesman): “Southco left its business to Northco in some places. It means that they rely on Northco for
certain areas. This is the opposite of what happened in another place—though we had been there for 70 years, a
very long period. They made their decisions, of course it is cost cutting, but that’s fine.”

OPPOSITION:

Resistance in action against a distributive justice norm
(Northco IT developer): “The majority of IT applications went to Southco. But we have systems that could be
worthwhile for the combination. Believe me they are ten years behind compared to us. So call me stubborn but
I have decided that we build part of our systems into those of Southco.”

RESISTANCE

DISAGREEMENT:

Expression of deviant views regarding distributive justice
(Northco manager on his own management): “What I think is shocking, and I would like to mention it, is that
Northco top managers have continued to state that we would collaborate. At the end we have been taken over.
If I talked about collaboration at some party, everybody would laugh at me. I thought it was collaboration, but
we really have been taken over.”

QUESTIONING: Raising questions about distributive justice
(Northco manager): “What is ‘fairness’ and ‘balance’? Is it: we are small and they are big, so by what percentage?
Is it proportional? . . . Or should you have more VPs of Southco? Or should they have a stronger say? . . . What will
happen if Southco gets into trouble? Will they kick out a number of our (Northco) people because that is easier
to do?”
IRONY:

Conveying a meaning opposite of the literal meaning of a distributive justice norm
(Area manager B-to-B division): “They (Southco) are brilliant strategists. Apparently they are far better instructed
in terms of ‘how to deal with Northco’ than we are instructed in ‘how to deal with Southco’.”

CYNICISM:

Expressing distrust and negativity regarding a distributive justice norm
(Northco manager): “My view is that the big shareholder always decides. That’s the reality. Maybe some things
of how we work are adapted, but the really important decisions are taken by Southco. The real decisions are not
being taken by us.”

a

Italic indicates illustrative phrases.

DISTANCING

SENSEMAKING
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tion. We first focused on the general pattern revealed by our case: Equality was the central norm
during the first period; then there was a shift from
equality to equity; and finally the role of distributive justice became less accentuated. We then concentrated on explaining this pattern by identifying
key dynamics; specifically, we developed theoretically grounded explanatory mechanisms based on
the data (Langley & Tsoukas, 2010; Van de Ven &
Poole, 1995) to understand this pattern in M&As
more generally. This process led to the development of a more general model of norms of justice as
rules of the game in postmerger integration that was
based on the dialectics of value creation versus
sociopolitical concerns, the dialogical dynamics of
sensegiving and sensemaking, and the enactment of
norms of justice. As for enactment, we focused
special attention on the shifts in the dominant
norms of justice, the ambiguity around the norms of
justice (the degree to which norms could be interpreted in different ways), and the overall alignment
(between managers’ and members’ views).
This kind of qualitative process analysis involves
methodological challenges related to validity and
generalizability. Our regular feedback meetings with
both companies helped to validate our findings. The
corporate representatives could deepen our understanding of specific issues with additional background information and put our findings into perspective. This kind of analysis is necessarily
subjective; however, working in an international
team, in which we represented the nationalities of the
two merging companies as well as other nationalities,
helped us to reduce ethnocentricity. Finally, all this
analysis was challenging language-wise, as we had to
work in the languages of the two countries of origin
and also in English. The actual analysis was conducted in the original language, but the main results
were translated into English.
GIVING SENSE TO AND MAKING SENSE OF
JUSTICE AT SOUTHCO-NORTHCO
The following sections summarize key patterns
in giving sense to and making sense of norms of
justice over three time periods (see Figure 1). In
each period, we first elaborate on integration pressures, then focus on sensegiving and sensemaking
around specific integration issues, and finally discuss the enactment of norms of justice.

February

cerns and explain how top management tended to
emphasize sociopolitical concerns. As for value
creation, a key reason for the merger was the synergy potential it offered in a sector that was undergoing market liberalization. A top manager put it as
follows at the announcement of the merger: “The
single European market reinforces the need for consolidation of the industry.” The chief operating officer (COO) of Southco was blunt in a published
interview: “The [industry] landscape is moving
fast. There are no other options: either we go ahead
or we allow ourselves to be suffocated.” According
to this logic, the merger would be a means to exploit the opportunities of market liberalization and
a way to create competitive advantage. In particular, ambitious ideas about significant synergy coming from cost savings were expressed: “We could
have said 800 –900 million euros, and we could
have justified it, but with 500 million euros we are
sure we can implement it” (joint statement of the
two CEOs, professional press).5
At the same time, the merger was sociopolitically
challenging. In particular, Southco and Northco
had strong national stakeholders and, as organizations, were characterized by strong national identification. Concerns about a loss of autonomy and
standing were at the forefront, shown for example
in numerous negotiations between the stakeholders. As the CEO of Northco put it, “Northco is a
[firm] with a great history and people were afraid
that we would be kind of gobbled up and disappear
in the merger” (Northco CEO, in the business press,
one year into the merger). Furthermore, key employee groups and unions on both sides feared that
the merger would result in redundancies or decrease the power of the unions, and these concerns
were voiced widely.
This led top management to focus special attention on winning the support of key stakeholders. In
particular, the negotiations before the deal and after
the announcement were characterized by a focus
on the balance of power between the two parties
and discussions about ensuring that the interests of
both sides would be protected. This led to a prioritization of sociopolitical concerns, even if it meant
sacrificing some of the potential synergy benefits.
As the two CEOs put it in a joint statement: “We
haven’t taken full integration of both organizations
into consideration. There is further potential, but
we are deliberately not looking at it. Many mergers
fail because the integration takes place very

Period 1: Equality as the Guiding Principle
Integration pressures: Value creation vs. sociopolitical concerns. In the following, we examine
pressure for value creation and sociopolitical con-

5

To maintain case anonymity, we do not formally cite
some sources. Please contact us for more information
about the emperical material.
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quickly, and then it turns out it doesn’t work. We
will not integrate for the sake of integration. If there
is a risk of failure, we will not do it” (professional
press). Thus, top management took a cautious approach to integration, trying to begin with those
areas that would create the fewest sociopolitical
concerns. Southco’s CEO put it as follows at an
important management convention: “Whether experts like it or not, Southco-Northco has chosen its
rhythm, one of a pacified firm fully aware of the
issues, which has succeeded—results speak—in
achieving difficult and ambitious projects.” Thus,
top management pursued a balance-of-power approach that was subsequently crystallized in the
fairness principle, as explained below.
Issues of justice. We now focus on giving sense
to and making sense of justice in the context of four
issues. We start with top management’s sensegiving
around the creation of an organizational model that
would be acceptable to most stakeholders. We then
move on to three central issues of operational integration that highlight middle management’s role in
providing meaning to issues of justice: the integration of operational networks, the allocation of resources and positions at the “business-to-business”
(B-to-B) division, and the integration of information technology activities. Although our text highlights the processual dynamics, Table 2 provides
detailed examples of the characteristic modes of
sensegiving and sensemaking about justice during
this first period.
Issue 1—Combination model: Sensegiving. For
top management, the most important issue in the
beginning was to find a way to set up a new organization. As explained above, top management
needed to create value and at the same time justify
the changes vis-à-vis stakeholders who were concerned about any changes that would threaten jobs.
To be able to convince stakeholders on both sides
that their interests would be protected, top executives focused on fairness as the guiding principle
from the earliest stage of the discussions. Most importantly, during the last stretch of the negotiations, representatives of Southco and Northco
crafted a detailed document, the agreement on integration rules between Southco and Northco, that
spelled out the governance principles for the combination and the rules of the game for subsequent
integration. A central theme of this agreement was
the “fairness principle,” which stressed equality
between the two parties. It was guaranteed that the
name of the new group (the combined entity)
would be Southco-Northco, that the brands and
logos of both corporations would be preserved, and
that investment in both operational centers would
continue.
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This fairness principle was then communicated
to important stakeholders. For example, Southco’s
CEO made a significant speech at Northco’s works
council, stating that “we want to reinforce mutual
respect by applying in all areas of the collaboration
the principle of fairness.” Most top management
communications emphasized collaboration on the
basis of equality: equal representation on a top
management committee and, more generally, equal
opportunities for Southco and Northco employees
and an equivalent number of Southco and Northco
managers in key positions. At this stage, the norm
of equality was communicated not only verbally,
but also nonverbally, and in particular in the demeanor of the two top managers at meetings and
conventions. A Northco technical employee referred to “the way I see [the CEOs of Northco and
Southco] together, the way they stand next to each
other in complete equality.” Importantly, it was
agreed on and emphasized that the arrangement
should not be seen as a full-fledged merger. A
Southco executive vice president (EVP) described
top management’s reasoning: “The word ‘merger’
was forbidden from the very beginning as it connoted ideas of massive lay-offs, hostility, asymmetry in power, and all these negative ideas.” A senior
manager of communication recalled that “during
the early months, we kept calling the journalists to
ask them to correct their articles each time they
talked of the combination as a merger.”
Sensemaking. This approach helped create positive responses from most stakeholders. The idea of
equality was especially important for the stakeholders of Northco, who had been very concerned
about a loss of identity and relative independence.
In that respect, the proposition by the CEO of
Southco to christen the new group with the names
of the two firms—as opposed to giving symbolic
dominance to Southco— had a positive reception.
Nevertheless, the Northco works council expressed
its careful vigilance right after the announcement of
the deal: “Issues that need to be watched closely are
the agreements that have been made during the
negotiations before the merger. These are specifically the ‘fair and balanced’ allocation of work and
the allocation of ‘centers of excellence.’” The combination model was also supported by the Southco
unions, which were afraid of the job losses that
would result from a more radical restructuring. Internally, most lower managers and employees at
Southco expressed their satisfaction. Even if some
Southco managers thought that the explicit emphasis on equality favored Northco far too much, this
view was rarely expressed openly. These primarily
positive views pavedthe way for the subsequent

Problematization. “The alliance model [based on
independence and limited collaboration] is not
viable in Europe. We need to define a common
and unique strategy to reach common economic
performance.” (CEO of Southco)

Examples

Resistance. Some Southco people claimed that
“equality” favored Northco.

Acceptance. Most middle managers and
employees of Southco accepted the
combination model based on equality.

Resistance. Middle managers and employees
affected by specific decisions initially
expressed senses of unfairness.

Issue 3—Allocation of resources and positions at B-to-B
Sense specification. B-to-B
Principle. The “balancing act” document coined the Acceptance. Most Northco and Southco
management created a principle to
ways in which equality was to be pursued at
managers and employees accepted the rule.
allocate resources and positions on
B-to-B.
an equal basis.
Quantification. “The balancing act [implying a 60/
40 division of positions] was the production of
the small team of B-to-B directors.” (vice
president, B-to-B)

Exemplary decisions. “Top management gave
exclusive rights for routes for both sides based on
equality.”

Examples

(Continued)

Reasoned agreement. “To make Southco-Northco function, the
minority partner will always need to be overrepresented.”
(Southco manager)

Active support. “What I heard is that we have been given
preference. If you look at the positions at the top of the B-to-B
division, there are many Northco-ers.” (Northco sales manager)

Disagreement. “We received the right to serve an important area.
However, Southco does not want us to have it, since it is better
for them considering their on-going relationship with a local
partner. We can make a profit of 7 percent there, but we are tied
off by Southco. It is a ‘Don’t Go East’ for us.” (Northco manager)

Reasoned agreement. “It was a critical example of political
decision: since Southco had cancelled destinations in Asia, so to
balance, Northco had to cancel elsewhere. . . . You cancel here, I
cancel there. . . . That said, the results are excellent nowadays.”
(Southco manager, commercial South America).

Buy-in. “When you look at the network, Northco loses a
destination and Southco gets it, and Northco takes another
destination. So, it’s all fair, and it’s balanced.” (Northco
employee)

Opposition. “It’s Northco that rules the game. Though we bought
them, we have the impression that we have been had.” (Southco
HQ finance staff)

Buy-in. “I mean, they are [fair]. In the way the decisions are made
and announced.” (Southco staff)

Active support. “It’s very positive. . . . We have seen that Northco
brought more benefits as compared to its relative size. And in our
business, engineering and maintenance, we listen and work in
transparency.” (Southco engineer, maintenance)

Reasoned agreement. “I understood that . . . it was Southco who said:
‘let’s call the company Southco-Northco.’ If that’s true it’s very
positive. It makes me feel that we will be able to hold up.”
(Northco manager, engineering and maintenance)

Acceptance. Most middle managers and
Active support. “Of course Southco is much bigger than we are. But
employees at Northco were satisfied with the
in reality we behave as equal partners. You really see that the
fact that the relative independence and
fairness principle is put into practice.” (Northco front-line service
identity of Northco would persist and
person)
supported the fairness principle.
Buy-in. “This fairness, equality, and all these beautiful terms they
have produced. . . . I don’t think they have disappointed us.”
(Northco manager, sales B-to-B)

Sensemaking

Issue 2—Integration of operational networks
Sense specification. Top and middle
Principle. “We also guaranteed a fair development Acceptance. Many middle managers and
management emphasized the equal
for the two companies. . . . It was a response to
employees on both sides accepted the
development of operational
Northco that [was afraid that] Southco would
decisions.
networks.
bury them alive. Northco is deeply attached to its
operational network and there has been tension
on some topics. (Northco Manager)

Sensehiding. Top management banned Silencing. “From the earliest stages of the
discussions, my role has been to prepare the
the word “merger” to avoid related
communication in the greatest discretion. . . . We
connotations.
wanted to avoid nationalistic reactions by public
opinions. . . . So I framed the message, the
communication as to avoid aggressive or
damageable consequences.” (Southco VP
communication)

Sense specification. Top management Principle. “The fairness of long-term development
will be based on the following factors: . . . a
specified fairness (equality) as the
reasonable sharing of new opportunities between
primary rule of governance guiding
the two logistic bases . . . ; a transfer of activity
the integration process.
from one basis to another will not be permitted
unless it generates an obvious and material
economic contribution to the combined operating
companies or it is compensated by the
symmetrical transfer of another destination.”
(integration agreement)

Issue 1—The combination model
Sensebreaking. Top management
justified the combination model
(“merger of equals”) by the
inadequacy of previous alliance
models.

Sensegiving

TABLE 2
Sensegiving and Sensemaking in Period 1: Equality as the Guiding Principle

Principle. “It’s an image that I once used in a
Southco-Northco workshop. It is the story that
you all know. Marilyn Monroe suggests to Albert
Einstein that they should marry and have a little
baby together: what a baby it would be—my
looks and your intelligence! Einstein responded:
I’m afraid, dear lady, it might be the other way
around. If we have Southco efficiency in term of
contribution and Northco expertise in capacity
optimization, it’s fantastic. But if it is the other
way around, it’s awful.” (CEO Southco-Northco)

Quantification. Let’s remind you about the rules
regarding IT expenses: it is 50%–50% when a
new application is developed for the two
partners. We have to share, it is our law. And it’s
2/3–1/3 when it is an update and when it
concerns everyday functioning expenses. And it
is true that, for big projects, the 50%–50% rule is
a bit brutal for the smaller partner! But we need
rules, simple rules.” (Southco vice president, IT)

Sense specification. Top management
developed rules as to how to share
IT expenses.

Symbolization. “I made the colorization of
architecture myself—it is a field that I know very
well. Red or green. This is a principle of
urbanism: applications are coupled, you can
never work in frills, you simply can’t. . . . I think
it has been rather well done. With some errors,
but no fundamental errors.” (Southco vice
president, IT)

Examples

Sense specification.
The CEO coined the principle of
“best of both worlds.”

Issue 4—Integration of IT activities
Sense specification. Top management
used colors as symbols for equality
in IT development.

Sensegiving

Questioning. “Sometimes I feel that there is too much value being
attached to the ‘balanced principle.’ I mean, if you look at filling up
positions, I understand that it is a sensitive issue but it has to stop
at a certain point. Then we have to go for what is best for the
company as a whole.” (Northco XXXX, marketing and
communication).

Distancing. Some middle managers on
both sides questioned the meaning of
the balance principle.

Questioning. “The people at Northco with whom I have been working
on the new web-services application are great, charming. But I have
the feeling that Northco IT top management resisted. And Southco
IT top management did not say anything. . . . I wonder about
Northco’s fair play. . . . But maybe it’s not only Northco who resists.
. . . I don’t know who pulls the strings.” (Southco IT project
manager, web services)
Distancing. Some managers, especially
at Southco, took distance from the
very idea of equality as regards IT
activities.

Cynicism. “This IT project worked because Northco had no choice.”
(Southco IT manager in charge of the project)

Irony. “You could think of a scenario in which Southco have thought
about everything and in the end they chop off our heads. No,
serious, I don’t think it will happen, but I am a bit skeptical.”
(Northco marketing manager)

Disagreement. “I don’t believe in this ‘fair and balanced.’ I mean
fairness, what does it mean? Let’s consider an example from
database management. Southco and Northco have each developed
their own technology with their respective suppliers, and these
technologies are not compatible. But we must share a common tool.
On one side, Southco has several million customers and Northco
much less. Where is the fairness if the Northco application is
slightly better, but the work of transferring the Southco data is
huge? . . . It is not imperialism to admit that it’s much easier to
transfer the Northco data into the Southco application. What is
fairness, for whom?” (Northco manager IT B-to-B business)

Reasoned agreement. “I am in charge of aligning our organizations
regarding distributed systems [networks of thousands of personal
computers and laptops]. So far so good, that’s fair and going very
well. . . . The only downside to this project is the additional
workload—and maybe the feeling that from time to time Northco
tries to gain time. I guess, because they can’t follow on all projects.”
(Southco IT project manager, distributed systems)

Reasoned agreement. “For example, our database, that will be a Southco
database. We have to learn it of course, this is a disadvantage. And
these [Southco] people have had the experience for years and they
are really quick on the system and maybe then management will
say: ‘Well, you don’t have the experience and that’s why we have
to prefer him/her.’ Of course that will be unfair in an individual
case but if this is what Southco-Northco think is the best way, then
we have to accept it.” (Northco corporate accounts agent)

Cynicism. “The balancing act is an act of faith, it is virtual in a way. . . .
In the end, everything must be decided, I imagine, in the B-to-B
Management Committee.” (Southco manager, commercial)

Resistance. Managers and employees,
especially at Northco, also resisted the
principle.

Acceptance. Many people on both sides
accepted the “Best of Both Worlds”
principle, but found it hard to
implement.

Disagreement. “The balancing act? It remains virtual! It’s a kind of
false balancing act. The balancing act was decided originally to
allocate and share the markets, the zones, those kinds of things.
Since then, I have seen Northco people take former Southco
positions, not the other way around.” (Southco controller)

Resistance. Some of the Southco middle
managers resisted the rule.

Irony. What it is truly shared [i.e., what people on both sides agree
on] is that Southco gives more than what it gets from Northco.”
(Southco revenue manager, said in a ironic way)

Examples

Sensemaking

TABLE 2
(Continued)
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application of the norm of equality in issues of
operational integration.
Issue 2—Integration of networks: Sensegiving.
In operational integration, top and middle management focused on the specification of the rules of integration, in particular on the meaning of equality
in context. The first major issue of operational integration was the combination of networks. The
initial agreement on integration rules provided the
basis for integration. However, the agreement did
not specify how to deal with practical decisions
concerning the networks. The first practical decisions dealt with cases of overlapping routes. For
example, both companies served two important
southern areas. It was decided that Northco would
take charge of the first destination, while Southco
would take care of the second one. The second
decision regarded an important eastern area. At the
time of the merger, Southco operated this destination through a local partner. Northco had been
planning to serve this destination even before the
merger but now was forbidden to do so because this
would thwart Southco’s local collaboration. Sensegiving focused on justifying these exemplary decisions and on underlining the importance of equality for both companies; integration would provide
advantages in making otherwise marginal routes
attractive but also required passing some routes on
to the other side.
Sensemaking. The decisions on network integration triggered different responses on the two sides.
The first decision concerning the southern destination passed almost unnoticed by people at Northco,
but it was crucial for the Southco personnel, who
saw it as unfair, since the first destination was
considered a lucrative one. Among Southco employees, this decision became a widely shared example of the problems of the fairness principle in
action. Similarly, the decision about the eastern
destination led to resentment among Northco network planners. A Southco vice president in charge
of planning explained it as follows: “For years, we
have had a special cooperation with our local partner. When Northco told us they wished to extend
their operations there, we told them that it was
impossible. And it became a kind of sketch: don’t
go east. They have had a hard time digesting it.
They keep returning to us to say they need to have
it.” This exemplary decision, though causing relatively little harm to Northco, was rapidly discussed
throughout the Northco organization. “Don’t go
east” became a prevalent slogan among Northco
employees, crystallizing the problems of the fairness principle in context. Nevertheless, many if not
most lower managers and employees appeared to
understand and accept these decisions and the way

February

in which they reflected the general principle of
equality in integration. A manager at Northco put it
as follows: “We lost [X] but we got back something
else. So I think it’s all going in a fair and equal way.”
Issue 3—Roles and responsibilities at B-to-B:
Sensegiving. Integration proceeded most rapidly
in the B-to-B division, not least because the brand
identity was less important in this business area
than in others. After 18 months of coordination, it
was decided that the marketing, network, and sales
functions would be fully integrated, while operational activities would remain separate. To proceed
with integration, the five members of the Joint Bto-B Management Committee were looking for a
more concrete framework than the fairness principle and eventually spelled out the idea of “balance.” They prepared a written document, the “balancing act,” specifying what the overall principle
meant. These ideas were developed in the joint
committee and provided B-to-B’s management a
means to give sense to and legitimize integration
decisions. In particular, an understanding of the
distribution of managerial positions according to a
60/40 principle was spelled out. The 60/40 ratio
became a kind of compromise between the pure
50/50 equality (which the dominant partner would
not accept) and an 80/20 division based on ownership proportions (which the smaller partner would
reject).
Sensemaking. The people on either side interpreted the Balancing Act in somewhat different
ways. For the Southco people, the Balancing Act
referred specifically to a 60/40 split in managerial
positions. For the Northco people, it was the overall principle to be followed in successive decisions,
calling for respecting some kind of equality between the two parties. Many lower managers and
employees at B-to-B, especially those from
Northco, seemed to support this principle. In a
typical comment, a Northco employee put it as
follows: “I believe the whole fair and balanced
principle is outstanding and it is really amazing
how they [corporate top management] let us [the
business] experience it this way.” However, there
were also critical voices, especially from Southco.
For example, a Southco sales representative put it
as follows: “Southco’s B-to-B activity is the bride’s
dowry in the Southco-Northco merger.”
Issue 4 —Integration of IT: Sensegiving. The
integration of information technology (IT) systems
was a third major operational challenge for the new
group. There were ambitious targets for cost synergies. During the first months of the merger, IT executives grouped the more than one thousand IT
applications into coherent clusters of interconnected systems and assigned them colors—red for

2013

Monin, Noorderhaven, Vaara, and Kroon

Southco and green for Northco—to symbolically
indicate which of the two companies would be in
the lead for a particular cluster. Overall, the coloring was supposed to lead to an approximately equal
allocation of resources and responsibilities. This
coloring was later combined with a principle called
the “best of both worlds” announced at an important management convention. The idea here was
that IT integration should be built on the best capabilities of both sides. Middle management at Bto-B needed to integrate IT early in the merger and
tried to implement the CEO’s principle and combine the specific competencies of the two IT systems. As B-to-B IT was colored red, Southco led
this process.
Sensemaking. Lower management and employees tended to point to the adverse consequences of
the initial coloring, which could imply the substitution of a familiar system by another one. In the
B-to-B division, Northco employees especially had
major problems with the new rule, and many of
them denounced what they saw as domination by
Southco. A Southco manager understood this position: “To tell the truth, we underestimated that we
made them [Northco] swallow a lot of red. We told
them: forget your systems, we’ll take Southco’s.” In
practice, the principle of equality, as applied in the
coloring and combined with the principle of the
best of both worlds, led to a succession of compromises, and B-to-B managers and employees started
to question whether this principle could, after all,
form the basis for effective and fair decision
making.
Enactment: Dominant norm, ambiguity, and
alignment. We now focus on the enactment of
equality as the dominant norm of justice, make
observations about ambiguity and the alignment
between management’s sensegiving and members’
sensemaking, and finally summarize the implications for the following period. The prioritization of
sociopolitical concerns over value creation pressures led top management to implement the fairness principle. Central to this principle was the
idea of equality between the two sides as the overarching norm of distributive justice that would
guide integration decision making and action; this
was reflected saliently in the new organization
model and equal representation in top management
(issue 1). As explained above, the norm of equality
took different forms and was interpreted in various
ways when the networks were combined (issue 2),
when responsibilities and positions at B-to-B were
allocated (issue 3), and when IT was integrated
(issue 4); however, it continued to serve as the
primary principle throughout this first period of
integration.
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This norm of equality was characterized by
inherent ambiguity. Initially, top management’s
fairness principle appeared to provide a means
that was both sufficiently clear and sufficiently
flexible to appeal to the central stakeholders. The
EVP for human resources at Northco explained:
“The definition of ‘balanced’ is flexible. Of
course we sometimes explain it in terms of the
proportion and size they [Southco] have in comparison with us [Northco] . . . and if you look at
that, it also is accepted.” However, as operational
integration went forward, increasing specification was needed; this was a special concern for
middle managers who had to deal with concrete
integration questions and decisions. As a result,
there was little ambiguity in the case of overlapping routes but more in the case of allocation of
positions at B-to-B. Interestingly, some SouthcoNorthco senior executives thought that B-to-B
middle managers went too far with their specifications, especially in quantifying the balance;
this kind of specification could be viewed as
limiting the options for top management to manage the meaning of fairness. However, the inherent ambiguity became a major problem for those
dealing with IT: “The coloring aspect pleased
everybody but it did not satisfy anybody. We are
very good at that. The higher you come the nicer
you are to each other. But as soon as you look at
the consequences the house explodes. . . . At a
higher level you can quickly agree, because then
it is all still very abstract” (two Northco senior
managers).
As the issues demonstrate, there was significant
alignment between top and middle management’s
sensegiving and member sensemaking, especially
in the beginning when the fairness principle
worked to assure key stakeholders that their interests would be protected. Although there were deviant views on how the integration of networks and
the allocation of resources and responsibilities
were handled, on the whole the norm of equality
provided top management as well as middle management with a way to legitimate integration decision making. However, this became more difficult
with IT (issue 4), where the complexity of the
issue created increasing doubts whether equality
could be reached and whether the principle of
equality could serve as an overriding norm in
decision making more generally. An IT project
manager at Southco put it as follows: “Regarding
[project], I didn’t tell you everything. We
[Southco] did 90 percent of the job and they
[Northco] did 10 percent. Everybody knows
it. . . . I would like that the power relations be
more expressed. We respect them too much.”
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Alongside these experiences were other indications that the members of the organizations
would no longer be able or willing to follow top
management’s guidelines. This was shown in the
increasing use of “the M-word”—merger—at the
end of the first period. Whereas in internal and
external communication “combination” was the
official term (both in English and in the local
languages of Southco and Northco), people now
started to use the M-word.
Finally, all this amounted to increasing problems
in holding on to equality as the guiding principle in
postmerger integration management. As a top
Northco manager put it, “That fairness, the concept
of fairness [implying equality] . . . it simply doesn’t
work. We looked at it in terms of numbers and
positions. So if the HR person of [a division] was
from [Southco], then the one from the B-to-B division should be from Northco. Well, that’s a complicated construction. So what you saw was that if a
position changed color [was taken by someone
from the other company] that somewhere else you
needed to shift color, too.” Such reflections paved
the way for the change in the following period.
Period 2: Equity as the New Norm of Justice
Integration pressures: Value creation vs. sociopolitical concerns. We now focus on the mounting
pressure for value creation and explain how this
led to a new phase in the integration. Top management became increasingly aware of the changes in
the environment: “Input materials prices continue
to increase and the forecasts for economic growth
are oriented downwards, especially in emerging
markets” (Southco CEO, at a press conference).
This was generally interpreted as a sign that more
should be done in terms of synergy realization. A
leading strategist put it as follows: “In some areas
[tighter] integration is required to encourage optimal synergy realization” (article in the business
press). Moreover, integration created its own dynamic. For instance, once sales people started to
make combined calls to major customers, the pressure to integrate IT systems increased: “It [the integration] spreads and everybody will have to think
in his way about what it will mean in the future”
(country manager, Northco).
However, top management was still acutely
aware of the sociopolitical concerns and the risks of
radical changes. A top manager explained, “The
risk would be to speed up the combination process
to get a few additional hundred MEUR of synergies,
to compensate for the sharp increase in [input]
prices, and then the combination that has started
well would turn nasty” (VP marketing, Southco).
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There was also a new kind of anxiety about integration as people anticipated changes: “There is a
very small group who think it’s very stressful, who
see a threat in [. . .] the second phase of the integration. That’s to be expected” (top manager, purchasing, Northco). This led top management to promote further integration while continuing to
emphasize justice. However, justice was no longer
seen as overall equality between the two merger
parties, but as equity in terms of fairness of specific
integration decisions in their proper context, as is
illustrated below.
Issues of justice. In the following, we focus on
giving sense to and making sense of justice in the
case of three issues. We start with top management’s new approach to integration. We then move
on to two central issues of operational integration
that highlight both top and middle management’s
roles in promoting equity: the reallocation of capacity from Northco to Southco and the integration of
sales offices. Table 3 provides detailed examples of
the characteristic modes of sensegiving and sensemaking about justice during this second period.
Issue 5—New approach to integration: Sensegiving. For top management, this new situation led
to a fundamental change in their approach to integration, which was carefully planned and communicated internally and externally. The Southco
CEO used the M-word for the first time officially at
an important management convention. At the same
time, he also problematized the prevailing interpretation of fairness as equality and called for new
thinking based on equity. At the next management
convention, he went a step further and explicitly
stated that “fairness will gradually be replaced by
skills.” In a similar vein, top managers at Northco
progressively abandoned references to equality and
balance that were initially crucial vis-à-vis their
stakeholders and went as far as publicly acknowledging (in the internal newsletter) that the norm of
justice based on equality “had not been very unambiguous.” Eventually the new CEO of Northco put it
as follows in an interview with a business magazine: “Instead of 50/50 we now have 7 members
from Southco and 6 from Northco [in the top management team]. I think that is right, given that
Southco is twice as big as we are.” This indicates
that although equality in absolute terms was no
longer emphasized, a certain degree of proportionality was still important.
Sensemaking. Reactions varied among the personnel. Most of the Southco lower managers and
employees seemed to accept and eventually support the new approach to integration. However,
feelings at Northco were mixed, and some expressed resistance. At Northco, a marketing man-

Examples

Sensemaking

Examples

Disagreement. “Southco CEO indicated that the equity stakes are 80-20.
This should also be reflected in the daily management. Well, then
you know what will happen.” (Northco employee, sales)
Cynicism. “If I look at Northco and Southco CEOs, it’s clear who is the
boss. When Southco CEO questions something it’s a ‘no.’ Let me put
it this way, the term “Southco’s CEO Watches” already exists.”
(Northco manager)

Resistance. Some managers and
employees at Northco expressed
reservations about fairness.
Distancing. Some Northco managers and
employees claimed that the balance of
power was shifting.

Irony. “Our capacity . . . I heard that it would be returned after 18 months.
Let’s see. I am a bit skeptical.” (Northco employee, B-to-B)

Distancing. Some people expressed
doubts whether fairness would be
followed in future decisions.

Cynicism. “In the end, the power prevails. That’s the impression we
get. And this is also reflected in the fact that the general manager will
be a Southco person.” (Northco e-commerce manager, London)

Questioning. “It’s risky and dangerous: what if they would only appoint
Northco people?” (Southco sales agent)

Issue 7—Integration of sales offices
Sensebreaking. Top management
Rule breaking. “I think it’s too early to think that it Resistance. Resistance by those Northco Disagreement. “There was a sudden change in positions. My opinion is
deliberately broke the implicit
doesn’t matter which color [company] is chosen. I and Southco people (of all
that these positions are not based on competence.” (Southco sales
“majority rule” in the appointment
do believe it has been a careful and deliberate
hierarchical levels) who expected
agent)
of country managers.
choice of direction [to choose a general manager
their representative to be selected.
Opposition. “Our counterparts, they had the Christmas dinner, last
from Southco whilst a Northco representative was
week, and there was a boycott. . . . On the Southco side, they didn’t
expected to be appointed].” (Northco manager)
show up.” (Northco sales manager)

Distancing. Some people at Northco
expressed frustration with the new
decisions.

Opposition. “After a while, you become sluggish. That you think you have
fought your war.” (Northco commercial manager, B-to-B)

Issue 6—Reallocation of capacity
Sense specification. Top management Exemplary decision. “We now see Northco capacity Acceptance. This exemplary decision
Active support. “The most spectacular accomplishment recently has
made a decision based on equity
that enters the Southco fleet. If this is not a proof
was strongly advocated by middle
been the new capacity that arrives in our fleet. . . . Northco had
rather than previous allocation
that we are able to develop synergies between us,
managers and employees at Southco.
ordered this capacity; in fact, we take it in our fleet and lease it from
rules or the “balancing act.”
then I don’t understand anything anymore. No
Northco—I mean, repainted with Southco colors. It’s a marking event,
matter whether there are 3 Southco and 2
it means that we have been able to have sufficient flexibility to take
Northco managers, those are details [reference to
such a decision.” (Southco sales and distribution controller, Americas)
the allocation of positions as agreed in the
Resistance. Many middle managers and Disagreement. “Up until now, I think everything has been fair and
‘balancing act’; see the previous section on
employees at Northco expressed
balanced. However, we are now going in a different direction. I have the
positions at B-to-B]. But the capacity, this is truly
disagreement.
feeling that decisions are increasingly being taken from the Southco side.
a strong signal.” (Southco area manager, B-to-B)
Sometimes they are not that rational. For instance, I wonder what will
happen with the new capacity.” (Northco manager, commercial support)

Buy-in. “I think when you look at the equity [shareholding] proportions
of both companies, it’s 80-20. But here, everything is much more in
balance (Northco B-to-B manager)

Acceptance. Many middle managers and
employees at Northco understood the
new approach to integration.

Issue 5—New approach to integration
Sensebreaking. Top management
Problematization. “While teams in certain areas are Acceptance. Most middle managers and Active support. “So far it has worked very well, and the new words like
“merger” and “fastened integration” were expected by all.” (Southco
explained that the previous
working together closer than before, it is
employees at Southco supported the
international sales, HQ)
approach to integration was not
nevertheless becoming increasingly complex to
new approach to integration.
enough.
achieve additional synergies with our current orReasoned
agreement. “I think we [Southco] are fatter than they are, I
ganizational model.” (Southco-Northco
mean we have more slack, so we can give them more resources and
“Principles of Organization and Management”)
time, and we do. So the fairness is unbalanced, by definition, due to
the very structure of the partners. On all projects, we work for
Sense specification. Top management Principle. First official use of the word “merger”
them. . . . What would be much fairer on their side, would be to
reappropriated “the M-word.”
and elaboration on its implications by the
admit it. . . . There has been a video that I really appreciated. The
Southco-Northco CEO at a management
Northco commercial vice president thanked Southco for helping them
convention.
to enter 633 [Southco] client firms. That was great. If only, as
recognition for those who have been involved and contributed in this
project.” (Southco manager, international sales and marketing)

Sensegiving

TABLE 3
Sensegiving and Sensemaking in Period 2: Equity as the New Norm of Justice
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ager put it as follows: “This year you could see for
the first time that the power relationships are moving in the direction of Southco. This is for example
reflected in the new top management team. There is
no balance anymore.” An IT manager at Northco
said: “In the first years we had a honeymoon feeling. You now see that the focus on equality is
crumbling off. It will have its effects on ownership
and employment in both organizations.” This kind
of discussion was also carried on when dealing
with operational integration, as illustrated below.
Issue 6 —Reallocation of capacity: Sensegiving.
As to operational integration, an important event
took place in the B-to-B division. Years before,
Northco had made a decision to invest in new
operational capacity. It was, however, decided that
this capacity would not be used to expand the
Northco B-to-B fleet but would be transferred to
Southco. Top management justified this exemplary
decision by explaining that this capacity would
contribute more to overall results if put at work at
Southco. In this instance, top management moved
away from equality and instead emphasized that
decisions should be made on the basis of what was
needed to gain expected returns. By doing so, top
management abandoned the earlier sense of fairness, which had been defined exclusively as equality, and opened the door to a more complex meaning of justice. As the new capacity would pay off
more for the merger group if used at Southco, the
decision put equity to the fore.
Sensemaking. Responses to the reallocation of
capacity from Northco to Southco were very different on the two sides. This decision was very
much welcomed by the Southco employees, some
of whom had been dissatisfied with the way
Northco “had received favorable treatment” (see
the former period). However, not all people on
the Northco side appreciated this eminently symbolic decision. A Northco manager put it this
way: “An example that clearly shows everything
is going a bit more into the direction of Southco is
the new capacity that we are giving to Southco.
It’s our investment.”
Issue 7—Sales offices: Sensegiving. Sales offices were another key area of operational integration. Here, the purpose was to combine Southco
and Northco offices and rationalize sales and marketing processes in specific countries. Although
this integration was announced soon after the
merger, it was not fully brought into effect until the
second period. We studied the integration of sales
offices in the six largest European countries. Although three of the countries were clearly dominated by Northco from a commercial perspective,
the other three cases were just as clearly Southco’s
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turf. Integration of the sales offices implied a reduction in the number of managerial positions and was
therefore watched closely. In appointments, it had
been initially agreed that the general manager
would come from the locally commercially dominant firm and the second in command would come
from the other party. According to this “majority
rule,” the distribution of general management positions was roughly proportional to the local market positions of the two companies, and the rule
that the second in command should come from the
other company served to maintain balance; hence
the majority rule can be seen as a manifestation of
equality. This rule was applied as expected in the
first four countries. However, decisions regarding
the fifth and sixth country broke the rule. A
Southco person (not a Northco one, as the rule
called for) was appointed in the fifth case, and a
Northco manager (not a Southco one, as the rule
implied) in the sixth one. Thus, the norm of equality was replaced by equity in the sense that the
managers who were deemed more competent or
otherwise more suitable from top management’s
perspective were chosen for these positions regardless of which side they came from.
Sensemaking. The breaking of the majority rule
triggered mixed responses in the merged organization. Initially, people were caught by surprise. For
example, a Northco manager reacted as follows:
“What happened in [the fifth case] is a strange
move, given the logic of the picture. People will
certainly question that.” Similarly, people on the
Southco side were astonished by the decision in
the sixth case. However, after these initial reactions, many lower managers and employees
showed understanding for the need to “proceed
further with integration” and to focus on “situation-specific considerations.”
Enactment: Dominant norm, ambiguity, and
alignment. We now explain how equity was enacted as the dominant norms of justice and discuss
ambiguity and alignment as well the implications
for the following period. The increasing focus on
value creation triggered a change in that top management pursued a new approach to integration
that involved a shift from an explicit emphasis on
equality between the merger parties to equity in
relation to the two parties’ contributions (issue 5).
In a nutshell, the new principle was to allocate
resources according to what the two parties deserved. This norm was enacted in the subsequent
operational integration issues exemplified by the
reallocation of capacity (issue 6) and the integration of sales offices (issue 7), although the interpretations of the new norm varied a great deal. The
decision regarding the reallocation of capacity be-
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came a symbol of the new approach, but the norm
itself was perceived differently by the two parties.
Interestingly, it was generally thought that breaking
the majority rule in the integration of the sales
offices was a means for top management to increase
awareness about the importance of situation-specific considerations when making integration
decisions.
Initially, the focus on equity seemed to reduce
the ambiguity regarding equality. Not only top
managers but also many lower managers and employees from both sides recognized that equity reduced the ambiguity around equality: “It’s difficult
to say that both our growth rates should be equal.
You see that you get frictions [with that norm]. I
expect that this decision [that equality would no
longer be the guiding principle] will change things
in the future” (manager, communication, Southco).
However, later on awareness of the ambiguity
around equity arose: “They now more often use the
slogan ‘fair share.’ And yes, ‘fair share’ can be expressed in different ways. If you look at the contribution to profits, it should be 50-50. But if you have
a board of 13 people, and it’s 5 against 8” (manager,
network planning, Northco). This ambiguity related to equity became increasingly salient when
people reflected on the reallocation of capacity and
grew even more so with the breaking of the majority
rule. Thus, again concrete integration issues revealed problems in applying the norm promoted by
top management.
Although dissident voices could be heard, top
and middle management’s sensegiving and member sensemaking about the new approach to integration and its implications for justice remained
significantly aligned. However, in concrete decisions concerning the reallocation of capacity and
sales offices, misalignment also emerged. This was
most evident in increasing resistance and distancing on Northco’s side: “I understood the first move
[appointment of country managers] is a political
one. But I hope in the second run we will look for
the best people” (sales manager, Northco).
Given all this, top management started to sense
that there was again a need for change. A middle
manager at Northco put it as follows: “I would
prefer if they would not even consider where someone comes from, but purely which person with
what qualities comes at what position. Everybody
is ready to go to the next phase. And most people
say it is about time to start doing it like that.” This
paved the way for a focus on efficiency in the
following period: “What we do most—and more
and more—is to look through a ‘group lens’ at the
impact of a change we want to make. . . . If we want
to add a new destination and Southco wants to do
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the same, you can say ‘We were the first, so we will
do it.’ No, you need to look at that from a group, a
Southco-Northco perspective. And that’s happening more and more” (director, network planning,
Northco).
Period 3: Decreasing Emphasis on Distributive
Justice
Integration pressures: Value creation vs. sociopolitical concerns. We will now explain how the
pressure for value creation increased and overrode
sociopolitical concerns, leading to a pronounced
focus on efficiency above everything else in the
third period. This period was characterized by major financial challenges due to external economic
shocks. These shocks hit the whole industry and
were widely publicized: “Profits plunge under
pressure from volatile [input] prices and falling
demand” (newspaper article on Southco-Northco’s
industry). This led Southco to make a loss, and the
group showed only a very small profit. All this
increased pressure to create synergy, in particular
in terms of more direct cost savings: “From next
fiscal year on, the cost synergies must take over
from revenue synergies, notably in two fields [IT
and procurement] that require a special attention”
(EVP finance, Southco).
The sociopolitical concerns related to the relationship between the merger parties became less
central. A country manager put it as follows: “[The
Southco CEO] has defined it fantastically:
five years of peace, no forced layoffs, buys you
time. . . . It’s a very well proceeding collaboration
in that way, in all peace and without tumbling over
each other. . . . But I see that the cracks can come
into the building if you don’t give sufficient support to your collaboration. For instance, when sales
people in my team are in the market and have to
learn by heart two completely different policies
and use that in a sales talk, wait a minute, there is
something wrong.” Thus, top management reasoned that they needed focus on efficiency, even if
it meant relegating concerns about the relationships between the two parties to the background.
This was reflected in a matter-of-fact referral to the
efficiency principle by a Southco manager who
acted as a liaison between the two companies: “Of
course those decisions regarding . . . the integration
of the purchasing and supply departments are
based on cost savings!”
Issue of justice. In the following, we will focus
on the most important integration issue during this
period, the launching of the new organization by
top management, with accompanying changes in
the norms of justice. Table 4 provides detailed ex-

Principle. “In light of the fierce competition that we
will be facing in the years ahead, we must further
boost our efficiency. . . . The rationale behind this
organizational change is to streamline the decisionmaking process: simplify the way we work together,
reinforce common bottom line behavior, help
generate additional synergies.” (Southco-Northco
“Principles of Organization and Management,”
internal use)

Exemplary decision and principle. “The executive
committee used to be four people from Northco and
four people from Southco. That was really balanced.
Now there is a new slogan: ‘fair share.’” (Northco
manager)

Silencing. “If management were to ever use the word
“takeover,” even as a joke, then all the trust will [sic]
be lost.” (Northco sales manager, high-tech)

Sense specification. Top management
made exemplary decisions and
coined new principles for the next
integration period.

Sensehiding. Top management took
steps to ensure that the merger
was not seen as a “takeover.”

Problematization. “The top management committee has
proved to be a very useful and powerful body in
managing the combination. . . . However, it is not
considered the best configuration to steer the Group
through the next steps of the combination. . . . The
top management committee has been replaced by an
executive committee.” (Southco-Northco Principles
of Organization and Management, internal use)

Examples

Sense specification. Top management
indicated the growing importance
of efficiency concerns relative to
fairness concerns.

Issue 8—New organization
Sensebreaking. Top management
justified the need for a new organization by referring to the
inadequacy of the previous organizational model based on
distributive equality.

Sensegiving

Distancing. Increasing interpretation among
various groups of people that fairness
cannot be pursued and that the stronger
party will dominate.

Resistance. In some units, middle managers
and employees expressed strong negative
reactions about the implications for fairness.

Acceptance. In general, middle management
and employees on both sides understood
the need to focus on efficiency though some
had reservations.

Sensemaking

Examples

Cynicism. “Life is not fair. We know that. People get
cancer, people get laid off. Everything happens.
There is no fair, perfect balance.” (Southco staff)

Cynicism. “When I look at the future, I think work
will be siphoned off to Southco. And of course, in
due time there will be lay-offs. That always
happens in mergers and acquisitions. I think that
Southco employees will not suffer, but those of
Northco will. Because Southco is the strongest
after all.” (Northco engineer, maintenance)

Disagreement. “There was a ‘Yalta’: Southco wanted
the fleet, the rest, 12 billion Euros was given to
Northco! This is very unfair! . . . They are buyers,
we are more advanced in the procurement
function. We should have received all!” (Southco
purchasing officer)

Disagreement. “We incorporate our suppliers into
our process, into our decisions, and that’s ‘not
done’ at Southco. . . . We are now developing a
Joint Procurement House. But it still needs to be
decided how many people from Northco and how
many people from Southco will have a seat in this
House. . . . Probably it will be 3–4 from Northco
and 6–7 from Southco. It’s not 50-50 anymore.”
(Northco purchasing officer)

Reasoned agreement. “You have to be realistic. You
realize that the 80-20 ratio is slowly becoming
more clearly expressed by Southco. . . . Yes, it’s
like they are waking up.” (Northco manager, HQ)

Reasoned agreement. “The risk would be to speed
up the combination process too much to
internalize a few additional hundred million
euros of synergies, to compensate for sharp oil
price increase. And then the combination that has
started well would turn nasty. It would be great if
Southco and Northco were able to find a solution
without being harmful to the dynamics of
combination.” (Southco manager, marketing)

TABLE 4
Sensegiving and Sensemaking in Period 3: Decreasing Emphasis on Distributive Justice
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amples of the characteristic modes of sensegiving
and sensemaking about justice during this period.
Issue 8 —The new organization: Sensegiving.
Top management launched a new organization
structure as a way to improve efficiency in general
and to reap synergy benefits in particular. The new
organization— based on integrated functions and
activities—was communicated in various arenas to
important internal and external stakeholders. In
particular, top management explained the new approach at an important management convention.
All convention participants received a booklet entitled “Southco-Northco Organization and Management” that provided the new principles of organization with reference to an update of the
integration agreement: “The Integration Agreement
now gives us the opportunity to reshape the governance and organization of the Group as the 3-yearinitial period ends.” The central message was clear:
“In all decision-making, the Group must focus on
what will optimize the interests of SouthcoNorthco and the common bottom line.” This document cascaded through the organizational layers
and served as a practical reference regarding functional integration. It is noteworthy that any direct
reference to equality had disappeared. Fairness was
still mentioned a few times, but more as a general
aim of equity rather than as a specified principle.
The message was clearly that efficiency concerns
were to be given a much more prominent role than
distributive justice in guiding the integration process. Subsequent communication followed this pattern; for example, the Southco CEO was quoted in
the Northco company newsletter as follows:
“Within the new organization, cooperation with
each other is based on mutual dialogue, looking for
consensus and fairness.” This did not, however,
mark an end to the management of meaning. Significantly, top and higher management continued
to avoid any reference to “acquisition,” “dominance” by either party, or other images of an imbalance in power. This was considered extremely
important, as top management was very concerned
about any interpretations that would trigger internal politics.
Sensemaking. It seemed that people throughout
the organization understood the need to focus on
efficiency. However, lower managers and organization members also expressed dissatisfaction with
specific decisions that were not favorable from
their perspective. Moreover, some people now appeared to be taking more distance from justice. An
increasing number of people from both companies
started to question whether any norm of justice
could work as an overall governing principle. Eventually, most of these critics came to share a com-

275

mon sentiment: power would eventually prevail,
and Southco would dominate: “I think more and
more will be coming from [Southco’s head office],
that development is already visible. The big jumps
are made over there. I think that makes sense. If you
buy a company you want to be the one deciding
what to do with it” (country manager, Northco).
Enactment: Dominant norm, ambiguity, and
alignment. We conclude by explaining how norms
of justice received less attention than before and by
making specific comments about ambiguity and
alignment. As illustrated above, pressures to
achieve efficiency prevailed over sociopolitical
concerns in this period. This led top management
to launch a new organization model that radically
changed the approach to integration. Because efficiency was emphasized, distributive justice received less attention. As a HR manager at Northco
put it: “I always distinguish between three phases
in this collaboration. The first phase is characterized by coordination, the second phase . . . by
combination, and the third phase will be characterized by integration. And with integration the notion of fair and balanced will disappear. What you
do then is creating organizational unity. And well,
within an organizational unit fair and balanced is
not really a theme anymore.” Now any references to
justice related to equity; merit and competence
served as the bases for integration.
As distributive justice received less attention, it
remained ambiguous. This provided top management with increasing latitude in its decisions and
actions. However, any decisions had to be justified
in context, as the previous principles and rules
related to fairness no longer applied per se: “A
merger is a tsunami. It will progress whatever happens. You never resist. You learn to swim” (top
manager, Southco). Finally, as noted above, people
seemed to align with the new principles promoted
by top management. At the same time, there was an
increasing disillusionment over the ability of any
principle to serve as an overarching norm for postmerger integration.
THE ROLE OF JUSTICE IN POSTMERGER
INTEGRATION: A PROCESS MODEL OF
SENSEGIVING AND SENSEMAKING
The Southco-Northco merger reveals a pattern in
which the focus on sensegiving and sensemaking
moved from equality to equity to less emphasis on
distributive justice. Although this revelatory case
has unique features, we argue that the pattern may
also characterize other merger cases, especially
symbiotic ones (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991). In
the following, we develop a process model that
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explains how and why this pattern emerges and
facilitates understanding of the dynamics related to
justice more generally. First, we focus on the dialectics of value creation versus sociopolitical concerns that drive shifts in norms of justice over time.
Second, we concentrate on the dialogical dynamics
of sensegiving and sensemaking that explain how
exactly norms of justice are socially constructed in
a postmerger organization. Third, we conclude by
discussing three aspects of the enactment of norms
of justice: the dominant norm of justice, the ambiguity around the norms of justice, and the alignment between managers’ and members’ interpretations of justice. Figure 3 provides a summary of our
process model.

Dialectics of Value Creation and Sociopolitical
Concerns
Postmerger integration involves pressures of
value creation and sociopolitical concerns. These
pressures form a dialectical relationship—that is,
they can be seen as opposing forces in organizational change processes (Van de Ven & Poole,
1995). Previous studies on interorganizational
forms have pointed to a central dialectic of efficiency and equity (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994), and
our analysis adds to this research by demonstrating
how the dialectic of value creation versus sociopolitical concerns drives shifts in norms of justice.
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This becomes salient when we observe the shifting
emphases placed on the two sets of concerns over
the three time periods studied.
As our case illustrates, symbiotic mergers involve difficult sociopolitical challenges; dealing
with them has priority at the beginning of postmerger integration. These pressures often imply a
special need to make sure that both sides are, in
practical and symbolic terms, treated as equals,
leading to equality as the prevalent norm of justice.
However, this focus may undermine realization of
the full synergy potential. This was the case in
Southco-Northco throughout the first years of integration, when top management pursued a cautious
approach.
Over time, however, it becomes difficult to retain
this focus on equality as the dominant norm of
justice. Pressure to create value tends to accumulate in the course of an integration. As our case
shows, external changes in the business environment may significantly add to this pressure. Internally, equality may be difficult to maintain when
people continuously compare the standing of the
two partners (Hambrick & Cannella, 1993); our case
provides abundant evidence of this. Moreover, preoccupation with equality tends to reproduce overt
or covert conflicts between the two partners (which
is why Larsson [1990] developed his “equality/conflict” approach). As a result of these external and
internal pressures, the focus tends to shift toward
equity as an overall norm of justice.

FIGURE 3
The Role of Justice in Postmerger Integration: A Dynamic Model of Sensegiving and Sensemaking
Feedback from Previous Issues and Phases of Integration
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Finally, as integration proceeds, the need to focus explicit attention on justice in terms of the
distribution of roles, responsibilities, and cutbacks
between the two merger parties decreases. Thus,
over time a need arises to move from distributive
bargaining to value creation through integrative
bargaining (Walton & McKersie, 1965). Organizational changes also become less directly associated
with postmerger integration with time, which further reduces the need to concentrate special attention on distributive justice. This was the case in
Southco-Northco at the end of the third period. The
dialectics of value creation and sociopolitical concerns thus explain why there is a tendency to move
from equality to equity to less attention to distributive justice in postmerger integration. However,
this explanation is not sufficient to understand
how exactly norms of justice are socially constructed— hence the need arises to examine the dialogical dynamics of sensegiving and sensemaking in
more depth.
Dialogical Dynamics of Sensegiving and
Sensemaking
Justice is given sense to and made sense of in
dialogical processes (Boje, 2008; Tsoukas, 2009). In
its simplest form, “dialogicality” implies a dialogue
between the sensegiving of change agents and the
sensemaking of change recipients (Bartunek et al.,
2006; Stensaker & Falkenberg, 2007). However, this
dialogue goes beyond direct social interaction because managers’ sensegiving already presupposes
and takes into account members’ sensemaking and
vice versa (Sonenshein, 2010).
Sensegiving. Our case elucidates how managers’
purposeful sensegiving contributes to the social
construction of the rules of the game in unfolding
postmerger processes. Specifically, acts of sensebreaking, sense specification, and sensehiding steer
the course of integration and the social construction of norms of justice. The analysis demonstrates
the crucial role of sensebreaking as a means to
uproot previously established norms of justice and
to prompt a focus on new meanings. Analyses of
sensebreaking have highlighted its importance
elsewhere (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007; Pratt, 2000),
and Mantere et al. (2012) underscored its role in an
M&A context. Our analysis follows these lines but
further clarifies the way in which top management
could significantly impact the course of integration
through problematization and rule-breaking decisions. In our case, top management’s discourses in
documents (e.g., the initial agreement on the rules
of integration) and in public and private speeches
(e.g., at management conventions) paved the way
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for change. In addition, decisions and actions that
broke previously established rules steered the
course of integration; this was most apparent in the
second period in the case of the integration of sales
offices.
Sense specification was ongoing in the course of
postmerger integration. There seemed to be a pattern according to which sensebreaking was often
followed by a need to give more specific sense to
justice. As our summary tables illustrate, this sense
specification took different forms, ranging from
more abstract coining of principles to exemplary
decisions and actions, symbolization, and quantification. This sense specification could at times lead
to increasingly shared meanings, while at other
times the results were more ambiguous. Both top
managers and middle managers engaged in sense
specification; this was especially the case in the
first period, when middle managers both together
with top management and more independently
sought to give sense to equality. An example of the
latter was the balancing act document crafted by
B-to-B management as a means of handling integration on its own turf.
This case also demonstrates the importance of
sensehiding (silencing alternative discourses or
marginalizing particular voices). Although previous research has hinted at its importance (Vaara &
Monin, 2010), the role of sensehiding has not been
systematically examined. This is undoubtedly related to methodological difficulties in examining
taboos or the unsaid. Nevertheless, this case provides ample evidence of the importance of deliberate and systematic sensehiding. For example, top
management focused extensively on “equality” and
“balance” during the first years but deliberately
avoided using the term “merger.” Later “fairness”
was linked more with equity, and “the M-word”
was reappropriated, but terms such as “takeover”
remained taboo. This dynamic has a major impact
on the vocabulary through which people are supposed to give sense of issues at hand, with constraining and enabling implications.
Sensemaking. Member sensemaking plays a
crucial role and determines whether norms of justice are ultimately enacted. Our analysis highlights
the various ways in which acceptance of the norms,
resistance to these norms, or taking distance from
them affected the course of postmerger integration.
As could be expected from previous studies (e.g.,
Marmenout, 2010), people’s reactions often varied
according to their organizational membership, but
at times divides cut across the organizational
boundaries. Thus, our study indicates that organizational sensemaking in postmerger integration is
characterized by polyphony (Sonenshein, 2010)
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and ambivalence (Piderit, 2000) rather than by
straightforward compliance or resistance.
In many instances, the members of the organizations tended to accept the rules of the game articulated by management. This could mean active
support or less active buy-in. In addition, people
expressed reasoned agreement, or mixed feelings
about the issue at hand, but understanding for the
underlying norms of justice. This was the case for
example with the Southco people who were unhappy about the disproportionate influence of
Northco but nevertheless accepted a partial “reverse takeover.” This observation underlines the
importance of examining not only people’s perceptions of justice—the traditional focus of organizational behavior scholarship— but also their interpretations of the underlying norms.
At times, people resisted the decisions and/or the
underlying norms proposed. This resistance could
be expressed more or less openly depending on the
issue at hand. Frequently, especially those in managerial or expert positions could voice their concerns in disagreement. But our analysis also revealed active opposition, in how pockets of more
active resistance emerged among specific groups of
people. In our case, examples of strong resistance
were rare, but more of them are likely to be found in
more controversial or less carefully managed
M&As. Moreover, it is to be expected that selfcensorship represses reporting of active resistance
in interviews.
In addition to open resistance, organization
members distanced themselves from norms proposed by management, for example by questioning
the operationalization of norms or by expressing
irony or cynicism. In fact, such distancing became
more common toward the end of the observation
period. For example, some people started to frame
integration management more as a “game” or even
pointed to the hypocrisy of management if the decisions and actions did not seem to follow managerial discourse about fairness. This can be interpreted as a sign that the management of the shift
from equality to equity did not completely succeed
or, more generally, as an indication that it is very
difficult to live up to the norms of equality in
postmerger organizations. However, it can also be
seen as dissatisfaction that paved the way for the
decreasing emphasis on distributive justice.
Enactment of Norms of Justice
These dialogical sensegiving and sensemaking
processes lead to the enactment of norms of justice.
Our model elucidates three aspects of the enactment of norms of justice: the dominant norm of
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justice, the ambiguity around the norms of justice,
and the alignment between managers’ and members’ interpretations of justice.
Dominant norm of justice (equality/equity). Our
case analysis shows how norms of justice emerge
from a myriad of sensegiving and sensemaking acts.
Thus, rather than casting norms of justice as universal reference points, our model helps to explain
how they may be complex, ambiguous, and contested at any point of time. Nevertheless, our analysis clearly demonstrates an overall pattern in
which, over time, the dominant norm is first equality; then, equity replaces equality; and finally, the
explicit attention given to distributive justice decreases. On the one hand, this involves specific acts
of sensebreaking, sense specification, and sensehiding through which the actual meanings of
norms are created. In particular, since justice was
initially linked inextricably with equality, it
needed to be disavowed by sensebreaking when
times changed. Subsequently, through sense specification the new norm of equity was given more
concrete content, and sensehiding was needed to
steer away from other interpretations. On the other
hand, the enactment of a new dominant norm of
justice is crucially dependent on member sensemaking that may be accepting, resistant, or distancing. In particular, acceptance was needed to enact
the new norm of equity, but resistance could undermine some of the organizational implications.
Interestingly, examples of distancing can be seen as
criticism, but they also pave the way for shifting to
another norm of justice.
Ambiguity. Our analysis also helps to explain
the role of ambiguity around norms of justice. In
particular, our case elucidates the enabling and
constraining aspects of ambiguity around norms of
justice. By so doing, it adds to previous studies that
have explored ambiguity from other perspectives
(Denis, Dompierre, Langley, & Rouleau, 2011; Jemison & Sitkin, 1986; Risberg, 2001). Our analysis
points out that some ambiguity is needed to mobilize stakeholders with different interests and perspectives (Denis et al., 2011). Indeed, most of the
principles promoted by top management in our
case remained somewhat abstract and subject to
interpretation. Interestingly, there is evidence that
top management also wanted to retain latitude by
not going too far in specifying the norms. By so
doing, they also emphasized their role as the ultimate decision makers vis-à-vis middle managers.
There is, however, a need for ambiguity reduction to advance with concerted action in postmerger integration (Clark et al., 2010; Risberg, 2001;
Vaara, 2003). In our case, a variety of efforts of
sense specification led to situation-specific under-
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standings and rules of thumb. In particular, middle
management needed to specify norms in order to
deal with concrete issues of integration. Nevertheless, when people are confronted with increasingly
challenging issues of integration, it becomes very
difficult for them to specify and apply particular
norms of justice. This in itself puts pressure on
prevailing norms of justice and can ultimately lead
to the development or emergence of new norms.
This was the case at the end of the first period,
when organization members were dealing with IT,
and at the end of the second period, when they
were struggling with appointments of country managers. Thus, our analysis indicates that norms of
justice almost inevitably involve ambiguity and
that this ambiguity should not be seen merely as a
way to manage meaning to win the support of various stakeholders or as a problem to be solved with
increasing specification, but rather should be seen
as an inherent feature of postmerger integration
that both helps to advance integration and constrains the actions of managers and other members
of an organization.
Alignment. Finally, our analysis of sensegiving
and sensemaking helps to explain to what extent
alignment about norms of justice between and
among managers and other organization members. By highlighting the myriad of sensegiving
and sensemaking acts, our analysis illustrates the
potential for agreement and disagreement that
exists around any integration issue. In particular,
our case shows how member sensemaking may
either support (acceptance) or challenge (resistance or distancing) the attempts of management
to manage meaning or steer the course of integration. By so doing, our analysis elucidates the
crucial role of norms of justice in the micropolitics of postmerger integration, which has received little attention in previous research
(Graebner, 2004; Hambrick & Cannella, 1993;
Vaara, 2003).
Our case demonstrates how, in the beginning of
the first and second period, there was significant
alignment regarding the norms of justice. In both
cases (the combination model and the new approach to integration), organization members
mostly accepted the principles proposed by top
management, which facilitated further integration. However, over time, with increasingly complex integration issues such as IT or the appointment of country managers, there was less
alignment about the specific norms of justice and
their application. Thus, the very basis for joint
action was undermined, showing in less successful efforts to integrate and paving the way for
change. In the third period, top management’s
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decreasing attention to distributive justice met
acceptance, as many members understood the
need to focus on value creation. Interestingly, the
distancing of others (disillusionment about
whether any norm could form the basis for future
decisions) also contributed to the same outcome.
Thus, our case analysis suggests that the decreasing attention to justice in the third period resulted not only from the increasing pressure for
value creation, but also from the extended dialogue between the actors. In all, alignment between sensegiving and sensemaking around a
norm of justice is a two-edged sword: perfect
alignment optimizes integration under a given
norm, but it makes it very hard to switch to a
different norm. The point is that only by examining both managerial sensegiving and member
sensemaking over time can one understand why
the promoted norms of justice form a basis with
which to proceed with integration or not.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This study elucidates the central role that
norms of justice in general and distributive justice in particular play as rules of the game in
postmerger integration. Previous research has acknowledged the importance of justice in postmerger integration (Ellis et al., 2009; Hambrick &
Cannella, 1993; Meyer, 2001; Meyer & Altenborg,
2007). We have demonstrated that in addition to
a focus on perceptions of justice per se, attention
should be paid to their temporal dynamics, to
how sensegiving and sensemaking about distributive justice impact the course of postmerger integration. We have concentrated on symbiotic
(Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991) mergers in which
distributive justice is accentuated. Although our
case has unique features, it reveals three postmerger integration phases that are likely to characterize symbiotic M&As: first, a period when the
emphasis is on equality; then a period when the
focus shifts to equity; and finally a period when
explicit attention to distributive justice decreases. Thus, our case analysis demonstrates
that justice—together with related cultural (Vaara
& Tienari, 2011), identity (Clark et al., 2010;
Maguire & Phillips, 2008), and political (Hambrick & Cannella, 1993) factors—is an inherent
part of postmerger dynamics that should be taken
seriously to better understand the unfolding of
postmerger organizational change.
This analysis helps explain some of the problems and disappointments often experienced in
M&As. An initial focus on sociopolitical concerns and equality helps to “sell” a merger to
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stakeholders and facilitate early integration efforts, yet it may eventually undermine the ability
to reap full synergy potential. However, when
pressure to create value mounts, management
needs to shift the focus to equity. If done too
early, too late, or too abruptly, such a shift may
lead to problems, because employees’ expectations are violated. Our analysis thus adds an explicit processual explanation to the study of success and failure in M&As (Larsson & Finkelstein,
1999; Stahl & Voigt, 2008).
The analysis of dialogical sensegiving and sensemaking processes advances research on intergroup
dynamics in postmerger integration more generally. Studies of cultural dynamics (Vaara & Tienari,
2011) and identity formation (Clark et al., 2010;
Maguire & Phillips, 2008) have highlighted the mutual dependence of managerial actions and organizational responses in postmerger organizations.
Our analysis complements these studies by elucidating how the very rules of the game are negotiated and how these negotiations lead or do not lead
to alignment—with important implications for the
course of postmerger integration. Thus, our study
highlights a crucial but poorly understood aspect of
the co-constructed nature of postmerger reality.
Our study also adds to the previous studies on
communication, which have rarely elaborated on
how organizational interaction unfolds over time in
M&As (Schweiger & DeNisi, 1991). The SouthcoNorthco case demonstrates how managers can steer
the course of integration by management of meaning (Graebner, 2004; Vaara & Tienari, 2011) and
how this involves not only conventional sensegiving but a variety of modes such as sensebreaking,
sense specification, and sensehiding. Furthermore,
our analysis sheds new light on the crucial role of
organizational reactions, underscoring the polyphony and ambivalence (Piderit, 2000; Sonenshein,
2010) characterizing these communicative processes. Importantly, although previous studies
have focused on communication as a means to reduce ambiguity (Risberg, 2001; Vaara, 2003), our
case clearly illustrates that at times ambiguity is
needed to deal with the pressures of postmerger
integration.
The central role of discourse in all this sensegiving and sensemaking cannot be overstated. Our
case adds to previous studies on management of
meaning in the M&A context (Vaara & Monin, 2010)
by demonstrating that mobilizing existing discourses, inventing new ones, and silencing alternative ones is the essence of sensegiving. It also provides ample evidence of the evocative power of
catch phrases, metaphors, and other creative labels,
such as “don’t go east” or “majority rule,” that are
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coined by top managers but in many cases also by
employees. Furthermore, by focusing on the continuous dialogue, our case helps to explain why
and how some of these discourses take while others
do not.
Postmerger integration involves power and politicization (Graebner, 2004; Hambrick & Cannella, 1993; Vaara, 2003). The Southco-Northco
case demonstrates how the social construction of
power relations and norms of justice go hand in
hand and often reinforce each other. In particular, symbiotic mergers often bring with them accentuated expectations of equality and attention
to distributive bargaining (Hambrick & Cannella,
1993; Walton & McKersie, 1965). Our case illustrates how difficult it is to maintain a balance of
power and what it implies to shift from equality
to equity. By offering this case, we complement
previous research focusing on the specific political challenges of mergers and mergers of equals
(Hambrick & Cannella, 1993; Vaara, 2003).
Although we have focused on the M&A context,
our analysis also contributes more generally to research on organizational justice. Existing research
has shown that perceptions of justice impact employees’ attitudes toward cooperation and behaviors at work (Colquitt & Rodell, 2011; Greenberg &
Cropanzano, 2001). However, much less is known
about the social construction of norms of justice as
part of organizational change (Fortin & Fellenz,
2008; Watson, 2003). We have highlighted how
norms of justice are socially constructed in organizational change processes. Specifically, we have
shed more light on one of the most central questions in contemporary research on justice: how exactly norms of equality and equity complement
each other and change over time (Deutsch, 1985;
Kabanoff, 1991). Extant justice research has focused on reactive aspects of justice. In contrast, the
proactive creation of norms of justice is poorly
understood, even though anecdotal evidence suggests that executives at the apex of radical organizational change such as an M&A purposefully
choose and promote specific norms of justice (Vlasic & Stertz, 2000). By explaining how managers
give sense to justice, our analysis sheds more light
on the political power that rests with them as potential norm setters (Fortin & Fellenz, 2008). Finally, by focusing attention on the dialogical processes of sensegiving and sensemaking, our
analysis highlights the complexities, ambiguities,
and contradictions around norms of justice that
conventional approaches often fail to recognize.
Our analysis reveals aspects of sensegiving and
sensemaking that may be helpful in advancing a
more nuanced understanding of the politics of sen-
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semaking, as has been called for in research on
sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). In particular, by distinguishing how sensebreaking, sense
specification, and sensehiding affect the dynamics
of organizational sensemaking in specific ways, our
analysis adds to research on sensegiving. In our
analysis, sensebreaking had a crucial role in steering sensemaking toward new understandings.
Thus, in the manner of Pratt (2000) and Mantere et
al. (2012), our analysis underscores the fundamental role that breaking previous understandings
plays in major organizational change such as M&A.
It was also shown that various forms of sense specification are needed to specify meanings. Furthermore, our analysis elucidates how deliberate sensehiding was an essential part of sensegiving—an
aspect that has received little attention in previous
research (see also Vaara & Monin, 2010). In addition, by elaborating a range of organizational reactions from acceptance to resistance to distancing,
we show that the effects of any sensegiving will
depend on sensemaking by organization members.
Thus, this analysis elucidates both the power and
powerlessness of managers and, more generally,
illuminates the role of political agency in
sensemaking.
Finally, all this also has implications for the process studies approach. Our analysis shows how the
dialectics of value creation and sociopolitical concerns impact the course of postmerger integration
and how these contradictory pressures are given
sense to and made sense of in ongoing dialogical
processes. Conceptually, both dialectics (Van de
Ven & Poole, 1995) and dialogicality (Boje, 2008)
capture important aspects of the dynamic nature of
organizational change processes. However, an indepth understanding of the process dynamics of
organizational change requires that attention focus
on both the contradictory pressures (dialectics) and
the way in which organizational actors give sense
to and make sense of these pressures (dialogicality).
Our model is certainly not the only way to link
these dynamics together, yet it does provide a potentially useful framework for analyzing process
dynamics in other contexts.
Our findings are most relevant for symbiotic
cases (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), especially for
so-called mergers of equals (Meyer, 2001; Zaheer et
al., 2003). Nevertheless, other types of M&A may
well involve difficult issues related to justice and
dynamics that deserve special attention. For example, more straightforward takeovers and controloriented integration approaches—“absorption”
(Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991), “redesign” (Napier,
1989), and “control” (Larsson, 1990)—would likely
focus more on value creation from the start, at the
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risk of neglecting sociopolitical issues. How these
dynamics play out in different types of M&A is an
important challenge for future research. Moreover,
given the revelatory nature of our case, the role of
justice may have been accentuated more than in
other circumstances. Thus, our findings need to be
compared with other cases.
Although distributive justice is arguably the central tenet of justice in symbiotic M&As, other aspects, such as procedural justice, informational justice, and interpersonal justice (Colquitt et al.,
2001), deserve attention in future research. Furthermore, there is a need to extend the analysis of the
intergroup dynamics uncovered in this study. In
particular, studies could elaborate on the crucial
role of middle managers as boundary spanners (Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Rouleau, 2005). It would
also be interesting to examine in more detail the
discursive dynamics identified in our analysis. Finally, as this analysis has shown, dialogical analysis has the potential to uncover important process
dynamics in organizational change, and we hope
that this study will be followed by new ones, both
in M&As and in other contexts.
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