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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Organizational Identity Dynamics: 
The Emergence of Micro-level Factors in Organizational Identity Processes 

for an Acquired Organization 
 

This single case study examined the construct of organizational identity, defined 

as that which is central (i.e., fundamental to the organization), enduring (i.e., persisting 

over time), and distinctive (i.e., uniquely descriptive) about an organization’s character 

(Albert & Whetten, 1985). Specifically, the study addressed the research question: What 

are the organizational identity processes occurring in an acquired organization? While 

past research has addressed the construction of organizational identity, little research has 

examined this phenomenon after an organizational acquisition. The organizational 

identity dynamics model by Hatch and Schultz (2002) provided the theoretical 

underpinnings for this research and was utilized to establish the conceptual framework 

for this study.  

This qualitative research study explored how organizational identity was 

constructed for members of an acquired organization as they initially learned of the 

acquisition and as they assimilated into their new organizational environment. Data were 

collected through semistructured interviews, document and archival review, and artifact 

review. This methodology maintained research integrity by establishing reliability and 

trustworthiness, with data triangulation used to validate study results and findings. The 

setting for this research was a private, family-owned transportation organization that had 

recently acquired a competing company.  

This research study yielded three primary findings. First, individual-level 

variables such as personal anxiety or career status were significant factors in the 
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organizational identity processes. Second, sensemaking was critical in the identity 

process for members of AcquiredCo. Findings indicated that sensemaking was enacted 

through several key factors, including organizational image, sensegiving by the acquiring 

organization, comparison processes, social learning, artifacts, and critical incidents. Last, 

the preacquisition environment of the acquired organization had a significant role in the 

identity-related processes.  

This research study contributes to both theory and practice, expanding theoretical 

knowledge of identity construction for members of an acquired organization. 

Additionally, the research findings provide significant benefits to organizations that seek 

to more effectively assimilate members of an acquired organization into the acquiring 

organization, ultimately with a greater understanding of “who we are” (Gioia, 1998) as an 

organization.  
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CHAPTER 1: 

OVERVIEW 

One of the most disruptive and significant workplace events is a merger or 

acquisition (Pepper & Larson, 2006). In this process, previously independent companies 

are joined together to form one company. While the terms merger and acquisition are 

often used jointly in literature and conversation, they are distinct in practice. Borys and 

Jemison (1989) defined acquisition as the purchase of one organization from another, 

where the buyer or acquirer maintains control, whereby merger is characterized as the 

consolidation of two or more organizations into a single organization. It has been 

estimated that as many as 25% of U.S. workers were affected by mergers and acquisitions 

in the 1990s (Deetz, Tracy, & Simpson, 2000), and these practices appear to have gained 

strong momentum, with activity over the past decade at unprecedented levels (Kroon & 

Noorderhaven, 2010). Some estimates from 2000 indicate that the annual price tag of 

mergers and acquisitions conducted in the United States exceeded $1 trillion (Stanwick, 

2000), while worldwide merger and acquisition activity grew to $3.5 trillion in 2000 

(Driscoll, Stuth, Rieger, & Kobayashi, 2001). 

Despite the popularity of the merger or acquisition strategy, successful 

integrations seem to be more the exception than the rule. As noted by Carleton (1997), 

existing research indicates that 55% to 70% of mergers and acquisitions fail to meet the 

anticipated purpose. Specifically, some data indicate that about 50% to 85% of mergers 

and acquisitions fail to meet the financial projections established before the merger 

(Cornett-DeVito & Friedman, 1995; Slowinski, Rafii, Tao, & Gollob, 2002). 
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Furthermore, Huang and Kleiner (2004) presented data indicating additional challenges 

and consequences associated with the merger and acquisitions process:  

• Only 23% of all acquisitions earn their cost of capital. 

• In acquired companies, 47% of executives leave within the first year, and 75% 

leave within the first 3 years. 

• In the first 4 to 8 months that follow a deal, productivity may be reduced by up to 

50%. 

• Chief executive officers and chief financial officers routinely cite “people” 

problems and cultural issues as the top factors in failed integrations (Galpin & 

Herndon, 2000).  

While a significant number of barriers exist to successful mergers and 

acquisitions, one of the most overlooked aspects of their effectiveness appears to be the 

ability to successfully integrate organizational cultures, also known as acculturation. 

Hatch and Schultz (2002) defined organizational culture as “the tacit organizational 

understandings (e.g. assumptions, beliefs, and values) that contextualize efforts to make 

meanings” (p. 996), while acculturation is the outcome of a structured process in which 

cultures (assumptions, beliefs, and values) of two previously independent organizations 

form one unified culture (Creasy, Stull, & Peck, 2009). Cartwright and Cooper (1993) 

suggested that the dismal success rate of mergers and acquisitions can be attributed to 

incompatible cultures, with Miller (2000) estimating that as much as 85% of the merger 

and acquisition failure rate is directly attributable to the inability to manage the practical 

challenges of cultural integration. Additionally, Huang and Kleiner (2004) cited a 1992 

Coopers and Lybrand study that reported that in 100 failed or troubled mergers, 85% of 
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executives who were surveyed said that the major problem was differences in 

management style and practices. Additionally, they noted that time and culture barriers 

account for considerable deficiencies in the acquisition program, yet managers rarely pay 

attention to these two factors. Cartwright and Cooper (1993) noted that the typical reason 

for failure was that the partnership was based only on financial and economic information 

(i.e., hard data) and rarely involved data to support the meshing of the organizational 

cultures or the “soft” and “mushy” issues. Additionally, Birkinshaw, Bresman, and 

Hackanson (2000) stated that organizational behavior research has indicated that the 

‘“human side” of mergers and acquisitions is frequently neglected by managers who are 

intent on moving forward with the deal to realize operational synergies. While it is 

generally agreed that cultural compatibility is the greatest barrier to successful 

partnership integration, investigation of cultural factors is least likely to be conducted 

during the critical due diligence stage (Horwitz et al., 2002). 

While past research has provided insight into challenges with successful mergers 

and acquisitions, additional research concerning other organizational variables outside of 

culture is warranted. This study focused on understanding the organizational identity 

processes of an acquired organization. Moving beyond culture, understanding 

organizational identity is critical as identity represents central, distinctive, and enduring 

organizational characteristics (Albert & Whetten, 1985), those which often define the 

organization’s purpose for existence as well as unique attributes. This chapter defines the 

problem, addresses the study’s purpose and research question, reviews its conceptual 

framework, discusses its potential significance, and outlines the methodology used, along 

with the associated delimitations and limitations. 



 

4 

Problem Statement 

If mergers and acquisitions are to continue, factors affecting their success need to 

be better understood and addressed. McLean (1985) noted the importance of people 

considerations: “When an acquisition fails to achieve its projected goals . . . the approach 

to integration is too hard-nosed, too insensitive to the people of the acquired company. 

The key to planning successful acquisitions is to give equal consideration to both money 

and people” (McLean, 1985, p. 65). A key obstacle in the way of effectively integrating 

preacquisition cultures into a new, integrated postacquisition organization is the level of 

employee identification with cultural value premises (Bastien, 1992; Kramer, Dougherty, 

& Pierce, 2004; Miller, 2000; Slowinski et al., 2002). “Issues like loyalty, affiliation, and 

attachment to core company values are not as easily acquired and integrated as are 

inventory systems, invoicing procedures, or packaging requirements. When one company 

purchases another company, two corporate cultures confront each other, and new identity 

tensions are created” (Pepper & Larson, 2006, p. 50). This integration can be even more 

challenging when there are distinct differences between the cultures to be integrated 

through merger and acquisition. The more engrained a culture is, the more challenging it 

is to modify. As stated by Creasy et al. (2009), “Co-mingling companies with vastly 

different cultures has a negative effect on establishing an identity for the newly, 

consolidated company” (p. 36). Therefore, the difficulty in modifying cultures becomes 

quite salient during mergers and acquisitions (Chatterjee, 1992), which obviously affects 

the ability to establish a unified organizational identity.  

While past research has examined the effect of organizational culture related to 

the success or failure of mergers and acquisitions, very little research has examined a 
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core aspect of organizational culture, that of organizational identity. Organizational 

identity is defined as that which is central (i.e., fundamental to the organization), 

enduring (i.e., persisting over time), and distinctive (i.e., uniquely descriptive) about an 

organization’s character (Albert & Whetten, 1985). Given this critical and central 

organizational construct, understanding the identity processes and role during large-scale 

change such as mergers and acquisitions can yield many benefits. As stated by Kroon and 

Noorderhaven (2010), “During post-merger integration, employees strive to make sense 

of the identity of their organization” (p. 1). However, little knowledge exists about the 

processes that organizations and their employees utilize to construct organizational 

identity during postmerger or acquisition integration (Kroon & Noorderhaven, 2010). 

While some researchers (Clark, Gioia, Ketchen, & Thomas, 2010; Creasy et al., 2009; 

Kroon & Noorderhaven, 2010; Pepper & Larson, 2006) have begun to bring 

organizational identity into the discussion of the challenges with mergers and 

acquisitions, there has been very little empirical research to examine this construct and its 

role in the merger and acquisition process. Therefore, the problem addressed by this 

study was the lack of knowledge regarding organizational identity processes for an 

acquired organization.  

Purpose of Study and Research Question 

The purpose of this study was to increase the understanding of organizational 

identity processes for acquired organizations as well as the role of purposeful awareness 

of organizational identity in acquisitions. Researchers such as Albert and Whetten (1985), 

Dutton and Dukerich (1991), Gioia, Schultz, and Corley (2000), and Hatch and Schultz 

(2002) have presented the process of identity construction, but little research has 
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addressed the process of identity (re)construction during or after mergers and 

acquisitions. As previously stated, mergers and acquisitions present unique challenges, as 

they involve the integration of multiple organizations, each of which maintained unique 

preintegration identities. The consolidation of multiple organizational identities presents 

an opportunity to explore the identity construct further and expand existing literature 

along with theoretical propositions. While this dissertation presents supporting 

information for both mergers and acquisitions, this study focused on the practice of 

organizational acquisition, given that the study site had acquired, not merged with, 

another organization.  

This study addressed the research question: What are the organizational identity 

processes occurring in an acquired organization? A qualitative research approach was 

used, constructed in alignment with the study’s conceptual framework, to assess the 

environment of integrating organizations.  

Theoretical Foundations 

This study drew on theory describing how organizational identity is constructed 

and altered. Sensemaking and sensegiving were also perceived as elements in the 

construction of organizational identity. 

The Construction of Organizational Identity 

Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) summarized three primary concepts presented in 

the literature as critical to the construction or alteration of organizational identity: social 

comparisons, external images, and anchoring of identity perception in the past or future. 

The study also drew on the cultural element within Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) model. 
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Social comparison. Albert and Whetten (1985) posited that organizational 

identity is constructed through a process of “ordered inter-organizational comparisons” 

and reflection on these comparisons over time with the intended purpose of making sense 

of them. Coupled with their criteria of identity as distinctive to an organization, they 

presented social comparison as a theoretically positioned process for organizational 

members to construe organizational identity. Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) noted the 

lack of research that has examined this specific process as well as its effect on the content 

of perceived organizational identity.  

External images. Hatch and Schultz (2002) presented a model of organizational 

identity dynamics that included ongoing processes of image comparison (Figure 1.1). As 

noted in their model, organizational identity is, to a degree, shaped by organizational 

image. Organizational image refers to the perception that others outside of the 

organization have about the organization. Hatch and Schultz (2002) indicated that 

organizations express their identity out to the environment in order to leave desired 

impressions.  

 
Figure 1.1. The organizational identity dynamics model. Reprinted with permission from 
Hatch and Schultz (2002). 
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In addition, their model illustrated how organizational culture is another key 

construct shaping identity. In a key 1997 publication, Hatch and Schultz addressed the 

interdependent relationship of organizational identity and culture. Affirming culture as 

contextualizing identity, they addressed the effect of organizational boundaries and 

interaction with the external environment on organizational culture. They noted that 

organizational cultures that are more open to external interaction, and therefore external 

influence, will exhibit greater interdependence with identity. “Organizational identity is a 

self-reflexive product of the dynamic processes of organizational culture” (Hatch & 

Schultz, 1999, p. 361). In a later published work, Hatch and Schultz (2002) introduced 

the relationship of expression, whereby culture makes itself known through identity 

claims. Therefore, organizational images create and shape identity through mirroring 

processes.  

Culture. Building upon this process of identity construction, Hatch and Schultz 

(2002) further posited that once images are mirrored in identity, they are interpreted 

through embedded cultural understandings. As a result, current organizational identity is 

validated or potentially altered through this reflective process, whereby identity is 

compared to deep cultural values and assumptions. It is this reflective process that forms 

the relationship of identity and culture. They explained, “We believe that reflecting on 

organizational identity embeds that identity in organizational culture by triggering or 

tapping into the deeply held assumptions and values of its members which then become 

closely associated with identity and its various manifestations (e.g., logo, name, identity 

statements)” (Hatch & Schultz, 2002, p. 1000). Summarizing their position, Hatch and 

Schultz (2002) posited that organizational identity is not completely cultural nor 
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completely imagistic, but constituted by a dynamic process that interrelates the two 

concepts; furthermore, they argued that “organizational culture needs to be considered in 

the explanations of the development and maintenance of organizational identity” (1997, 

p. 360).  

Perceptions of the past or future. Addressing the last identity construction or 

adaption process presented by Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010), identity can be a 

function of perceptions of the past or the future (Thomas & Lindstead, 2002). This 

indicates that perceptions of legacy organizational identity and of future organizational 

identity potentially influence the identity construction process and ultimately the 

organizational identity that is constructed. Walsh and Glynn (2008) defined legacy 

organizational identity “as the shared claim by former organizational members to ‘who 

we were as an organization,’” noting that this concept “draws from the central and valued 

identity elements from the past into the present and is enacted regularly through 

collectively shared activities and artifacts” (p. 262). As noted by Kroon and 

Noorderhaven (2010), who acknowledged the scant research available on this factor: 

Discontinuous organizational change, like a M&A [merger or acquisition], is 
likely to bring about comparisons with the past organization identity and 
speculations regarding the future identity. This may have important implications 
both for the contents of the organizational identities formed and for the progress 
of the post-M&A integration process. (p. 8) 

This statement not only highlights identity construction as a function of the past or future, 

but also highlights the critical role identity may play as a catalyst for successful 

integration of organizations engaged in mergers or acquisitions.  
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Sensemaking and Sensegiving 

The goal to reduce ambiguity and confusion during a merger or acquisition may 

initiate the sensemaking and sensegiving processes (Clark et al., 2010). Sensemaking 

involves processing selective information, interpreting that information, and taking action 

to reduce ambiguity as well as developing plausible schemes for further interpretation 

and action taking (Weick, 1979). This process often occurs when discrepant cues 

interrupt individuals’ ongoing activity, and it involves the retrospective development of 

plausible meanings that rationalize what people are doing (Weick, 1995; Weick, 

Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). Central to the development of plausible meanings is the 

bracketing of cues from the environment and the interpretation of those cues based on 

salient frames. In essence, sensemaking is about connecting cues and frames to establish 

a perception of what is going on (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). 

In contrast, sensegiving has been defined as processes that top managers employ 

to influence others’ construction of meaning in an attempt to create some preferred 

meaning, interpretation, and/or definition or organizational reality (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 

1991). Through the sensegiving process, managers attempt to shape stakeholders’ 

interpretations by providing information that appeals to their values, framing strategic 

issues, and directing actions and thinking by focusing on some issues while neglecting 

others (Ketchen, 2007; Tushman & Romanelli, 1985).  

Conceptual Framework 

Leveraging the model of Hatch and Schultz (2002), Figure 1.2 illustrates the 

conceptual framework of this study. This study focused on the integration or construction 
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of identity from acquisitions, wherein legacy cultures, images, and identities exist, and 

included the role of sensemaking and sensegiving in the process.  

 

 
Figure 1.2. Conceptual framework: Organizational identity during mergers and 
acquisitions. 
 
 

Significance of the Study 

Past studies have focused on organizational culture as opposed to identity when 

addressing the success or failure of mergers and acquisitions. However, recent empirical 

studies by Clark et al. (2010), along with Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010), highlighted 

the need for future research on mergers and acquisitions and the role of identity during 

these times of organizational change. This study adds to the literature and addresses voids 

in it, with implications for both theory and practice. 
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Theory 

While this study primarily contributes to the theory of organizational identity, it 

also contributes to theory on culture and organizational behavior for mergers and 

acquisitions. Constructive processes, such as social comparison and image, along with the 

role of past or future identity, have been propositioned, but little empirical research has 

examined the organizational identity processes occurring for an acquired organization. 

The results from this study serve to enhance our understanding and further refine existing 

theoretical processes of identity construction, specific to the practices of organizational 

mergers and acquisitions. Additionally, this study adds to the existing theory regarding 

the relationship of identity and culture. This knowledge can help further validate the 

predominant theoretical relationship established by Hatch and Schultz (2002), adding to 

its validity to include stability when undergoing change, or theorize a more accurate 

depiction of the relationship during the merger and acquisition process.  

Practice 

Research has indicated that the lack of ability to successfully integrate cultures is 

a primary reason for the failure of mergers and acquisitions. Given culture’s inherent 

relationship with identity, a better understanding of organizational identity processes for 

acquired organizations may help to increase the success of mergers and acquisitions. A 

better understanding of identity processes may provide organizational leaders insight into 

how to establish and drive toward a desired organizational identity state. Given the more 

tangible notion of culture, leaders may be able to craft culture, especially organizational 

values and the meanings of symbols, artifacts, images, and language, to effectively shape 

organizational identity. 
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Overview of Methods 

This study utilized a qualitative single case study research approach. The study 

was completed at a private, family-owned midsized transportation organization, referred 

to as “FamCo” to ensure the anonymity of the organization. Since 1946, FamCo has been 

a quality marine transporter and has grown to be the leading carrier on America’s inland 

waterways. In April 2012, FamCo reached an agreement to acquire a smaller marine 

transportation company. For purposes of this study, this organization is referred to as 

“AcquiredCo.”  

Data were collected through interviews of 19 cross-level organizational leaders 

and associates from the acquired organization to best address the research question. A 

semistructured interview format allowed for open-ended questions and follow-up 

questions, which focused primarily on the organization identification processes as 

experienced by organizational leaders of AcquiredCo after the acquisition. Additionally, 

the interview process sought to assess the participants’ organizational perceptions prior to 

the acquisition and their understandings of why the acquisition occurred.  

Data were also collected through review of 21 documents and 8 artifacts to obtain 

relevant information regarding organizational identity and culture before, during, and 

after the integration. Operating from the conceptual frame of the research, sensemaking 

and sensegiving cues and processes were also assessed to help better understand the 

research question.  

Relying on theoretical propositions, data were analyzed by using open coding 

followed by axial coding. This process yielded 405 codes. Codes were continuously 

refined to eliminate codes that did not add value and to integrate codes that had 



 

14 

significant overlap in meaning and interpretation. Eventually, codes were reduced to 281, 

which were applied 1,484 times to the qualitative interview data and were aggregated into 

46 unique code families. The reduction of 281 codes into 46 code families was based on 

grouping codes into constructs aligned to the conceptual frame of the research study. This 

allowed for the emergence of the most common constructs from the data, based on past 

theoretical and empirical research, to best address the research question. Results were 

outlined in terms of four organizational identity claims for the acquiring organization, 

four organizational identity themes for the acquired organization, and organizational 

identity processes. 

Two primary techniques were used to increase the study’s trustworthiness: 

triangulation and reflexivity. The study was approved by the institutional review board, 

and all interviewees participated voluntarily and provided informed consent. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

As with all research, this study faced limitations that may constrain the 

application of results. While the study focused on the acquired organization, the 

participant population was also limited to those who were retained through the 

acquisition, as well as those who were still employed with the acquiring organization at 

the time of data collection. This approach inherently limited potential study participants 

and could raise participant bias by potential inclusion of those who had successfully 

integrated into the acquiring organization. In addition, the lack of observation was a study 

limitation. While the research process did include an onsite facility visit with 

opportunities for discussion with leaders and education about practices, there was no 

opportunity to observe most research participants in their natural work environment. 
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Given that most interview participants were vessel-based associates, the logistics and 

schedules of their work (i.e., navigating vessels through open waterways) resulted in this 

limitation. While these limitations are noted, results of this study can yield beneficial 

theoretical and practical information regarding the organizational identity processes of 

acquired organizations.  

The timing of this research study was a strong delimitation. Given the research 

question—What are the organizational identity processes occurring in an acquired 

organization?—and the fact that semistructured interviews were a key data collection 

method, obviously the timing of the interviews, relative to the acquisition, was critical. 

Research and data collection were conducted over a 4-month time period, which was 

approximately 10 months after the acquisition was announced. This timeframe provided 

enough time after the acquisition so that participants had experienced their new 

organization and could effectively answer the interview questions, but did not occur so 

late after the acquisition that participants could not effectively recall information related 

to the acquisition and integration.  

Key Definitions 

The following are key terms and definitions used in this study: 

Absorption: When one organization imposes its work practices, norms, and culture on the 

other organization (Ellis, 2004). 

Acquisition: The purchase of one organization from another, where the buyer or acquirer 

maintains control (Borys & Jemison, 1989). 
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Anxiety theory: Theoretical framework to describe the reactions, emotions, and behaviors 

of those involved in mergers and acquisitions prior to formal integration of the 

organizations (Seo & Hill, 2005). 

Artifacts: Things or objects within the research environment (Merriam, 2009). 

Axial coding: Process of grouping open codes that goes beyond descriptive coding, as it 

involves interpretation and reflection on meaning (Merriam, 2009). 

Case study: An in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system, whereby bounded 

system refers to a single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries 

(Merriam, 2009).  

Critical incidents: Important organizational events, specifically what occurs and how the 

organization responds (Flanagan, 1954). 

Disidentification: The process of actively distancing oneself from an entity, akin to being 

repulsed by or pushed away from an identification entity (Dukerich, Kramer, & 

Parks, 1998). 

Documents: Any written, visual, digital, or physical materials that one may review or 

examine in relation to the research question (Merriam, 2009). 

Epistemology: One’s belief regarding the nature of knowledge (Merriam, 2009). 

Information load: The complex mixture of the quantity, ambiguity, and variety of 

information that people are forced to process (Weick, 1995). 

Interpretivist (interpretive research): Research that assumes that reality is socially 

constructed, that there is no single, observable reality. Rather, there are multiple 

realities, or interpretations, of an event (Merriam, 2009, p. 9). 
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Interview: A process in which the researcher and research participant engage in 

discussion regarding questions that address the research study phenomena 

(DeMarrais, 2004). 

Legacy organizational identity: The shared claim by former organizational members to 

‘who we were as an organization’ (Walsh & Glynn, 2008). 

Open coding: Process of reviewing transcripts or documents and making notes in the 

margins relevant to the research question (Merriam, 2009).  

Organizational culture: The tacit organizational understandings (e.g., assumptions, 

beliefs, and values) that contextualize efforts to make meanings (Hatch & Schultz, 

2002). 

Organizational identity: That which is central (i.e., fundamental to the organization), 

enduring (i.e., persisting over time), and distinctive (i.e., uniquely descriptive) 

about an organization’s character (Albert & Whetten, 1985). 

Organizational image: Perception that others outside of the organization have about the 

organization (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). 

Purposeful sampling: A process based on the assumption that the investigator wants to 

discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from 

which the most can be learned (Patton, 2002).  

Reflexivity: A process whereby the researcher actively engages in critical self-reflection 

about his or her potential biases and predispositions (Johnson, 1997). 

Sensegiving: Processes that top managers employ to influence others’ construction of 

meaning in an attempt to create some preferred meaning, interpretation, and/or 

definition of organizational reality (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). 
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Sensemaking: Processing selective information, interpreting that information, and taking 

action to reduce ambiguity as well as developing plausible schemes for further 

interpretation and action taking (Weick, 1979). 

Social learning: A cognitive process whereby individuals can learn from each other 

through social interaction, observation, imitation, and modeling (Bandura, 1977). 

Triangulation: Using multiple investigators, sources of data, or data collection methods 

to confirm emerging findings (Merriam, 2009).  
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview and Strategy of Search 

Given the research question—What are the organizational identity processes 

occurring in an acquired organization?—the primary constructs identified for the 

literature review included organizational identity and culture, mergers and acquisitions, 

and sensemaking. The purposes of the literature review were to identify existing 

empirical research that had examined the question under study, as well as obtain relevant 

scholarly publications that could provide supporting theoretical propositions in relation to 

the research question.  

Organizational Identity and Culture 

Review of the research on organizational identity and culture initially began with 

a broad topical search for organizational culture, as the early objectives of this research 

were focused on culture and, more specifically, the process of culture change. Through 

the research process on organizational culture, organizational identity emerged as the 

more applicable and relevant concept to be addressed in regard to organizational mergers 

and acquisitions.  

After identifying organizational identity as the critical construct, a broad title 

search of this term was performed using the online-enabled Gelman Library System at 

George Washington University, as well as Google Scholar. In the Gelman Library 

System, articles were searched via EbscoHost, with the two main databases of Academic 

Source Premiere and Business Source Premiere. Additional databases located in the 
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business/management classification were utilized, specifically ABI Inform and Lexis 

Nexis, along with the PsychInfo database located in the human resources classification. 

The broad, independent article title searches for organizational identity and 

culture, along with the combined title search for identity and culture, produced numerous 

valuable articles. These articles were reviewed for relevance, including review of their 

citations for additional research articles not obtained through original database searches. 

Additional research studies relevant to organizational identity and culture were obtained 

through this process, yielding approximately 50 with potential application to the research 

areas of interest. Additionally, through discussion with academic professors, four 

additional articles presented at a recent conference were available and identified as highly 

relevant to the research question. This included one article by Kroon and Noorderhaven 

(2010) that specifically addressed identity dynamics during postmerger integration. The 

literature obtained through these thorough search processes produced highly relevant 

foundational information and support for the research study and validated the need for 

addressing the dynamics of identity and culture during and after organizational mergers 

and acquisitions.  

A title search of books was also conducted via the online Gelman Library system, 

as well as Google Scholar. This produced three highly relevant books, with one, 

Organizational Identity by Hatch and Schultz (2004), being a compilation of research 

articles, many of which had previously been obtained through the article searches. The 

remaining two books, Identity in Organizations: Building Theory Through Conversation, 

by Whetten and Godfrey (1998), and The Expressive Organization: Linking Identity, 
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Reputation, and the Corporate Brand, by Schultz, Hatch, and Larsen (2000), proved to be 

valuable resources.  

Last, in relation to organizational identity and culture, a search was conducted that 

encompassed each of these constructs in relation to mergers and acquisitions. In regards 

to organizational identity, this search produced only a few relevant articles, but did result 

in a key article for the study that focused on organizational identity and the concept of 

‘transitional identity’ during an organizational merger. With respect to organizational 

culture, this combined search produced a number of applicable articles. Primarily, results 

of this search produced articles that highlighted the neglected focus on integration of two 

or more previously independent organizational cultures through the merger or acquisition 

process. While not directly related to organizational identity, these articles were valuable 

in that they shed light on continued neglect of the “human side” of mergers and 

acquisitions, specifically in relation to acculturation and cultural due diligence.  

Mergers and Acquisitions 

To obtain relevant information regarding organizational mergers and acquisitions, 

a basic web search of these terms was conducted via Google search. Information located 

online provided initial foundational definitions, including delineation of concepts and 

information from research organizations that provided supporting data on the increasing 

practice of mergers and acquisitions in recent years.  

To obtain more respected sources of information, the terms mergers and 

acquisitions were also searched in the online-enabled Gelman Library System at George 

Washington University. As with organizational identity, EbscoHost was used as the 

primary search system, scanning the two associated databases, Business Source Premiere 
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and Academic Source Premier. Mergers and acquisitions, while a component of the 

research question, had a more contextual role in the study. However, a strong 

understanding of the practice, to include a clear definition, along with data regarding 

frequency of practice and measures of success, was warranted. While this search 

produced numerous results, seven relevant articles were identified that provided scholarly 

value to the research.  

Sensemaking 

Last, given that the study focused on the organizational identity processes 

occurring in an acquired organization, sensemaking was an inherent component of the 

research. Therefore, the construct of sensemaking was reviewed in order to obtain 

relevant literature, both theoretical and empirical, that provided theoretical propositions 

for the research question. Sensemaking was searched as both an independent construct, as 

well as in conjunction with organizational change and organizational identity. This 

allowed for the identification of relevant literature related to sensemaking within the 

change or merger context. While not abundant, the search results did produce both 

theoretical and empirical literature critical to the research question and helped identify 

resources that presented the sensemaking component as a function of a dynamic 

environment. Specifically, a key article by Clark et al. (2010) highlighted sensemaking as 

a critical component of organizational identity transition during organizational mergers.  

Additionally, a title search of books was conducted via the online Gelman Library 

System, as well as Google Scholar. This produced three key books on sensemaking. 

These books, all by Karl Weick, were Sensemaking in Organizations, published in 1995, 

along with the Making Sense of the Organization, with volume 1 published in 2000 and 
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volume 2 published in 2009. These books provided highly relevant information to 

understand the sensemaking process as a contextual component of the research question.  

Review of Theoretical Literature 

Mergers and Acquisitions 

Borys and Jemison (1989) defined acquisition as the purchase of one organization 

from another where the buyer or acquirer maintains control, whereby merger is 

characterized as the consolidation of two or more organizations into a single 

organization. While they are different practices, they are highly similar with the end 

result being one consolidated company from what was previously two or more 

independent organizations. While this study focused on organizational acquisition, some 

of the research and data presented encompasses both mergers and acquisitions, since they 

are so often presented concurrently in research and publications. 

Organizational mergers and acquisitions have been a part of the business world 

since the establishment of formal business organizations through government regulation 

processes. In the early 1900s, termed the Great Merger Movement, the U.S. business 

sector was highly involved in mergers and acquisitions. Predominantly a U.S.-based 

business phenomenon spanning 10 years, from 1895 to 1905, small firms with little 

market share consolidated with similar firms to form large, powerful institutions to 

deliver superior products and services designed to dominate their markets.  

Many times, it appears that organizational acquisitions are communicated as 

mergers to be perceived as less threatening to the acquired organization (Teerikangas & 

Very, 2006; Vaara & Monin, 2008). The United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development estimated that only 3% of organizational integrations were actually mergers 
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(Teerikangas & Very, 2006). Furthermore, Stahl, Kremershof, and Larsson (2004) 

conducted a case survey of mergers that indicated that all cases demonstrated asymmetry 

of power. As Marmenout (2010) stated, “Thus, it appears that in practice there is always a 

winner and a loser, there are always power plays, and even if power differences are not 

ratified within the deal (as in the case of a merger of equals), they will be perceived by 

the individuals concerned” (p. 331). Therefore, it could be argued that mergers and 

acquisitions are very similar processes in regard to the effects they have on employees. 

In any event, mergers and acquisitions are a lawful and somewhat common 

practice in the business world whereby, in essence, multiple companies become one. The 

process of integration from both a legal and organizational structure perspective can vary 

significantly due to numerous factors, such as the legal structure of the merger and 

acquisition, the size of the organizations, leadership, the products and services produced, 

organizational strategies, and business locations. This integrative process can be highly 

complex and turbulent and can create uncertainties about the organization’s future, 

including its mission, vision, values, and, ultimately, identity. Mergers and acquisitions 

often have a significant impact on existing organizational identities and cultures for the 

companies involved. Given the rise in the numbers of mergers and acquisitions, it would 

serve organizational interests to understand the identity processes occurring after 

integration.  

Organizational Identity 

Organizational identity has received increasing attention over the past couple of 

decades and is now a burgeoning domain among organizational theorists and researchers 

(Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010). Since Albert and Whetten’s “Organizational 
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Identity” chapter was published in the 1985 book, Research in Organizational Behavior 

by Cummings and Staw, researchers have accepted the organizational identity construct 

and have explored its meaning and implications in a multitude of settings (Gioia et al., 

2010). While multiple definitions of organizational identity have been presented by 

researchers, Albert and Whetten (1985) established the most commonly cited and 

accepted definition of organizational identity, as that which is central (i.e., fundamental to 

the organization), enduring (i.e., persisting over time), and distinctive (i.e., uniquely 

descriptive) about an organization’s character. Fiol, Hatch, and Golden-Biddle (1998) 

defined identity as the “aspect of culturally embedded sensemaking that is self-focused 

. . . defining who we are in relation to the larger social system in which we belong” 

(p. 56). Later, Gioia (1998) introduced the concept with a more simplistic approach, 

stating that identity can be understood as a shared answer to the question: Who are we as 

an organization? Finally, Navis and Glynn (2010) further added to the simplistic concept 

of identity posited by Gioia (1998) to include “what we do.” In summary, identity refers 

to the collective organization level and is separate from identification, the process in 

which members attach their self-definition to the organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 

Corley et al., 2006; Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994; Ravasi & van Rekom, 2003). 

Constructing Organizational Identity 

Most of the research on organizational identity has been conducted to understand 

what it is and how it is constructed. Multiple researchers have presented theoretical 

constructs for this process. As previously noted, Albert and Whetten (1985) posited that 

organizational identity is constructed through a process of “ordered inter-organizational 

comparisons” and reflection on these comparisons over time with the intended purpose of 
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making sense of them. This position has been supported by additional researchers, who 

have viewed the construction as a result of comparisons and reflections, with the 

intention of processing the information for meaning. Gioia et al. (2000) indicated that 

organizational identity is not solely internal, but is heavily influenced and constructed 

through both internal and external interactions.  

This comparative process, specifically in relation to external interaction, creates 

an organizational image by the external environment, which serves as a “mirror” for the 

organization. Mirroring, a concept introduced by Dutton and Dukerich (1991), serves to 

establish and shape organizational identity. In essence, it is the process whereby 

organizations assess who they are in relation to their image, a consolidation of the 

opinions and views of the media, community members, and external stakeholders. The 

external view and opinion of the organization serves as the “mirror” that organizations 

use to construct identity. As stated by Dutton and Dukerich (1991), “What people see as 

their organization’s distinctive attributes (i.e., its identity) and what they believe others 

see as distinctive about the organizations (i.e., its image) constrain, mold, and fuel 

interpretation” (p. 551). In short, mirroring plays a critical role in establishing 

organizational identity.  

Building upon this process of identity construction, Hatch and Schultz (2002) 

argued for a more profound role of mirroring in identity creation, to include stakeholders’ 

own organizational images leaking into the organizational identity process. They 

supported this position with the premise that organizations are becoming more interactive 

with their environment through collapsing organizational boundaries, and therefore 

stakeholder images influence identity to a larger extent than posited by Dutton and 
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Dukerich (1991). Hatch and Schultz (2002) stated, “The notion of identity is not just 

about reflection in the mirroring process, it is also about self-expression” (p. 999). In 

addition, Hatch and Schultz incorporated organizational culture within this process, 

positioning identity as the key construct that mediates the relationship between image and 

cultural understanding through primary processes such as mirroring, reflecting, and 

expressing. Figure 2.1 presents the organizational identity dynamics model established by 

Hatch and Schultz (2002), illustrating how image, located in the right part of the model, 

serves to establish the central construct of identity.  

 

 

Figure 2.1. The organizational identity dynamics model. Reprinted with permission from 
Hatch and Schultz (2002). 
 
 
 

Much as image serves as a critical component in establishing organizational 

identity, it is also a key component in continuously assessing identity and allowing for 

reconsideration and adjustment (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). As posited by Gioia et al. 

(2000), image often acts as a destabilizing force on identity, frequently requiring 
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members to revisit and reconstruct their organizational sense of self (p. 67). This 

continual reflexive process ensures that identity adapts as needed by the organization to 

align the purpose of the organization with that desired by its leaders and members. In 

addition, the organization also expresses its identity to affect the image perceived by the 

external environment, thereby assuring alignment of identity and image. This adaptive 

process was illustrated by Dutton and Dukerich (1991) in their chronicle of identity 

adaptation in the New York Port Authority. Continual mirroring and reflection with the 

external environment shaped the Port Authority’s organizational image, moving from 

what they viewed as an external problem of the homeless population to organizational 

action by addressing the issue as part of their organizational identity.  

Organizational Identity and Change 

In today’s complex business environment, organizations are almost always 

involved in change. Strategic change has been described as “that which involves an 

attempt to change current modes of cognition and action to enable the organization to 

take advantage of important opportunities or to cope with consequential environmental 

threats” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 433). Organizational mergers and acquisitions are 

on the rise and have become a widespread phenomenon during the past decades 

(Marmenout, 2010). Whetten and Godfrey (1998) also acknowledged that mergers, 

acquisitions, and spin-offs have been occurring at historically high rates, which can create 

unique problems and challenges for organizational identity. They further posited that 

during these times of large-scale organizational change, organizational identities become 

particularly salient. What makes this change so unique and compelling is the simple fact 

that multiple organizations, each with their own identity, have now engaged in the 
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process of becoming one single organizational entity. As Clark et al. (2010) stated, 

“Largely underplayed in the literature on organizational identity change, however, is a 

consideration of the ways in which identity changes during major transformations that 

require third-order change, such as changes that transcend the boundaries of single 

organizations” (p. 398). 

Addressing the organizational change specifically resulting from mergers and 

acquisitions, Whetten and Godfrey (1998) posited that “the normally tacit, taken-for-

granted nature of identity is most likely to surface in these situations” (p. 166), further 

stating that “as in mergers, crisis may make identity more explicit” (p. 167). In essence, 

the inherent organizational change associated with mergers and acquisitions can serve to 

elevate the concept of identity from one that is assumed and most likely operating from a 

dormant perspective, to one that is more active and potentially explicit in influence.  

Regardless, the organizational change associated with integration can have a 

significant impact on organizational identity, to include its construction, role, and 

influence within the organization. Large-scale change often creates a dynamic, turbulent 

environment, where ambiguity may be prevalent. According to Gustafson and Reger 

(1995), turbulent environments require a new way of thinking about organizational 

identity.  

Though Albert and Whetten (1985) argued that mergers and acquisitions affect 

the role of organizational identity, there is some lack of agreement among researchers 

about the influence of this change. Some researchers have argued that the organizational 

change and disruption that occur with mergers and acquisitions are primarily negative in 

relation to identity, while others have argued that this change offers significant 
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opportunity for the positive role and adaptation of identity. According to Dutton and 

Dukerich (1991) and Fiol and Huff (1992), organizational identity serves as a critical 

psychological anchor for its members during times of organizational uncertainty and 

upheaval, but at the same time is also a source of resistance to change. This statement 

highlights the critical role organizational identity plays during change, especially that of 

attachment by organizational members, yet also presents identity as a potential barrier to 

effectively navigating through the change process.  

Gioia et al. (2000) argued that identity is potentially fluid and unstable, adaptive 

in facilitating organizational change as opposed to operating as a deconstructive element. 

Based on this premise, identity would help to proactively drive organizational change 

actions as opposed to assuming a passive, reactive role. In addition, Dutton et al. (1994) 

argued that employees will especially be able to make sense of and articulate 

organizational identity when dealing with radical discontinuities. This position would 

assume that, in the face of organization change and lack of clarity regarding identity, 

members would proactively seek to stabilize identity. As noted by Whetten and Godfrey 

(1998), “Organizational crisis forces members to think about what really is most 

important to them, and, it is hoped, to take action consistent with those values” (p. 167). 

In essence, the change can act as a catalyst to quickly reestablish a valid and desired 

organizational identity, and then, as described by Gioia et al. (2000), possibly assume a 

central role in the change process.  

However, identity may not assume a completely positive role during 

organizational change. Supporting Dutton and Dukerich (1991) and Fiol and Huff (1992), 

Gustafson and Reger (1995) argued that the role of identity during a time of changing 
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environments may not solely be positive, given that identity patterns members’ 

perceptions (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Fiol & Huff, 1992), ultimately affecting 

interpretation and therefore constraining organizational action and change (Fiol, 1991). 

Fiol and Huff (1992) further stated that changes that threaten identity can be problematic, 

due to schemas of identity influence which can occur, and often do occur, outside of 

conscious awareness. In addition, the change can have a significant effect on 

organizational members at a personal level, specifically relating to their identification 

with the organization. As stated by Whetten and Godfrey (1998), in regards to 

acquisitions, employees of the organization being acquired often express concern about 

loss of personal identity, as the organizational identity of the acquiring firm overtakes 

their identity.  

Finally, as a result of organizational change, the organization may maintain 

multiple identities for extended periods of time and ultimately be unable to effectively 

migrate to an accepted and assumed identity by organizational members. Leveraging the 

initial definition of Albert and Whetten (1985), Pratt and Foreman (2000) stated that 

“organizations have multiple organizational identities when different conceptualizations 

exist regarding what is central, distinctive, and enduring about the organization” (p. 20). 

They posited that managers can deal with multiple organizational identities through 

identity plurality (i.e., changing the number of identities) and synergy (i.e., changing the 

relationship of identities) and established four potential responses: compartmentalization, 

deletion, integration, and aggregation. Compartmentalization preserves all identities, 

deletion removes identities, integration fuses identities into a new whole, and aggregation 

maintains all identities, establishing links between them. Depending upon the desired 
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organizational structure, knowledge of these responses for addressing multiple identities 

can be highly useful for organizational leaders in relation to their desired organizational 

identity. Ultimately, multiple identities may have a detrimental effect on the 

organization’s effectiveness.  

Allowing multiple organizational identities can result in increased 

intraorganizational conflict as well as expended energy and resources due to negotiation 

among entities maintaining different identities (Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997; Pratt & 

Rafaeli, 1997) and may affect employee commitment and engagement via identification 

alignment. Among organizational members who have experienced a change such as a 

merger or acquisition, many may continue to associate with their preintegration identity. 

As noted by Walsh and Glynn (2008), maintaining legacy identity “beyond the lifespan 

of an organization can offer those who claim it an anchor in a sea of dramatic change” (p. 

263). In short, it may provide comfort to members who hold onto past organizational 

identity and attachments. Therefore, legacy identities are thought to be resilient, with the 

ability to ‘bounce back’ even from organizational death (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). 

Regardless of the type of organizational change, research indicates that 

organizations may develop and/or maintain multiple identities during and after change 

initiatives. Given the extent of the construct and the organizational question of ‘who we 

are as an organization,’ Whetten and Godfrey (1998) admitted that identity differentiation 

is likely to be high among organizational members. Further supported by Corley (2004), 

researchers have often written about identity as a holistic single construct assumed to be 

understood and shared by all organizational members, although the complexity involved 
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with a large group of people sharing one unified understanding of their organizational 

identity can be challenging.  

Sensemaking and Sensegiving 

Since mergers involve multiple actors who will, by nature, have differing 

preferences and interpretation, mergers are often an extremely equivocal process 

(Thomas & Trevino, 1993). The goal to reduce ambiguity and confusion may initiate the 

sensemaking and sensegiving processes (Clark et al., 2010). However, as Clark et al. 

(2010) acknowledged, “Relatively little is known about the processes of sensemaking and 

sensegiving within and between organizations attempting to accomplish a major 

interorganizational change such as a merger” (p. 402). 

Sensemaking is a process that involves processing selective information, 

interpreting that information, and taking action to reduce ambiguity as well as developing 

plausible schemes for further interpretation and action taking (Weick, 1979). This process 

often occurs when discrepant cues interrupt individuals’ ongoing activity, and it involves 

the retrospective development of plausible meanings that rationalize what people are 

doing (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). Central to the development of plausible 

meanings is the bracketing of cues from the environment and the interpretation of those 

cues based on salient frames. In essence, sensemaking is about connecting cues and 

frames to establish a perception of what is going on (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). 

Utilizing a sensemaking perspective is highly useful when assessing ambiguous 

environments such as change implementations (Stensaker, Falkenberg, & Gronhaug, 

2008) or mergers (Vaara, 2000, 2003). Therefore, organizations can expect employees to 

engage in cognitive processes such as sensemaking in order to understand the merger or 
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acquisition and its impact on them and their roles within the organization (Stensaker et 

al., 2008; Weick, 1995). Stensaker et al. (2008) further noted that each employee will 

need to initially proceed through sensemaking at an individual level. However, given that 

sensemaking is a social process (Weick, 1995), individual sensemaking serves as the 

beginning of a collective sensemaking process (Stensaker et al., 2008).  

Conversely, sensegiving has been defined as processes that top managers employ 

to influence others’ construction of meaning in an attempt to create some preferred 

meaning, interpretation, and/or definition or organizational reality (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 

1991). In essence, through the sensegiving process, managers attempt to shape 

stakeholders’ interpretations by providing information that appeals to their values, 

framing strategic issues, and directing actions and thinking by focusing on some issues 

while neglecting others (Ketchen, 2007; Tushman & Romanelli, 1985). Oddly enough, 

some have acknowledged that these processes themselves may create ambiguity, which is 

acknowledged as the primary catalyst for both the sensemaking (Weick, 1979) and 

sensegiving (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007) processes.  

During mergers or acquisitions, the sensemaking and sensegiving processes are 

likely to be associated as managers in the integrating companies interact, interpret, learn 

from, and respond to various stakeholders involved in a merger (Clark et al., 2010). Clark 

et al. (2010) further stated: 

Perhaps most importantly, each top management team is trying to make sense of, 
and give sense to, its primary stakeholder and counterpart in the merger 
enterprise—its prospective merger partner. From this perspective, making a 
merger work depends to a significant extent on the ability of the top management 
teams of each organization to reorient current modes of thinking and acting by 
initiating and managing major cognitive shifts on the part of members of both 
organizations. (p. 402) 
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Organizational members have a basic need to understand change in a way that 

‘makes sense’ to them or aligns with a revised interpretive scheme or system of meaning 

(Bartunek, 1984). To accomplish this, they must either alter or abandon their existing 

sensemaking bases and frameworks, including their organizational identity (Greenwood, 

Hinings, & Brown, 1994). Additionally, they must then fashion new, different, and 

shared ways of making sense of who they are in a competitive environment. Without this 

new shared understanding, employees may develop a sense of an organizational change 

that is vastly different from that of their managers and the intent of the organization 

(Bartunek, Rousseau, Rudolph, & DePalma, 2006). In summary, both sensegiving and 

sensemaking serve as critical processes for organizational identity, at both the individual 

and collective levels, further exacerbated by organizations experiencing change such as a 

merger or acquisition.  

Review of Empirical Literature 

Organizational Identity 

Gioia et al. (2010) indicated that most research on organizational identity has 

focused on ongoing construction rather than identity formation; they could locate only 

three studies of organizational identity processes and formation and concluded that “there 

has been no comprehensive empirical study to assess how organizational identity forms 

from inception” (p. 1). Therefore, they conducted an empirical study to address this 

research gap and developed a grounded theory model, with organizational identity 

forming through the interaction of eight processes. Four of the processes occurred in 

more or less sequential fashion: articulating a vision, experiencing a meaning void, 

engaging in experiential contrasts, and converging on a consensual identity. Four 
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additional processes were associated with two or more of the sequential stages: 

negotiating identity claims, attaining optimal distinctiveness, performing liminal actions, 

and assimilating legitimizing feedback. Liminal actions were identified as those “taken 

with a sense that the rules and expectation have yet to solidify, so actions happen in a 

tentative manner” (p. 27). The results of this study indicated that internal and external, as 

well as micro and macro, influences had a significant influence in forging organizational 

identity. Furthermore, results indicated that both the social constructionist view and the 

social actor view of identity-related processes were not only related to the formation of 

organizational identity, but also integral to creating a workable organizational identity. 

Results of this study, although not centered on merger identity creation but creation of 

identity from inception, support the notion that identity formation is a complex process 

that unfolds over extended periods of time. This is consistent with Albert and Whetten’s 

(1985) position that organizational identity change is also a lengthy process that spans 

many years.  

Regarding organizational identity in relation to mergers, an empirical, 

longitudinal study by Kroon and Noorderhaven in 2010 was conducted to assess identity 

reconstruction after the merger of two companies. They found that “organizational 

members use social comparison extensively in constructing their organizational identity” 

(Kroon & Noorderhaven, 2010, p. 24). Additionally, these social comparisons were 

almost entirely with the merging company, “with the effects of all other identity 

construction processes paling in significance” (p. 20). Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) 

noted that the comparison was not always a reflection on the perception of the external 

environment, but a process of making sense of the integration. While similar in process, 
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this type of comparison appeared to differ from that described in previous processes (e.g., 

Hatch & Schultz) of identity construction, in which the image processed back to external 

stakeholders was of significant concern. In the study of Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010), 

the reflexive component of image did not appear to play as large a role in identity 

construction—perhaps because of an elevated role of identity threat along with the lack 

of perceived need to present a particular image to an organization viewed as a threat, as 

opposed to an external projection in which organizations typically desire a positive 

image. The role of identity threat was critical in Kroon and Noorderhaven’s (2010) 

findings of identity reconstruction, and they stated that “the spontaneous emergence of 

perceived identity threats may be more important than strategic change (or stability) 

efforts of top management in the change process of organizational identity” (p. 26).  

The study conducted by Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) also yielded another 

interesting finding: “When an identity threat is present, identity can change not only 

through the meanings attached to labels, but also through the identity labels themselves” 

(p. 25). Given the “meaning” making they alluded to, the meanings attached to labels are 

often embedded and assumed, a component of cultural influence. While culture is thought 

to be embedded and to contextualize identity (Hatch & Schultz, 2000), organizational 

members may take a more proactive approach to interpreting the meaning of cultural 

artifacts and symbols when faced with an identity threat from another organization. This 

could serve to elevate the role of culture in identity (re)construction during mergers and 

acquisitions. Referencing Figure 2.1 of Hatch and Schultz’s model of the relationship 

between image, identity, and culture, culture may play a much more direct role in 

establishing identity than currently depicted.  
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This view was moderately supported by Ravasi and Schultz (2006), who 

conducted a longitudinal study where organizational members were attempting to make 

sense of their identity due to identity threat. As they noted, construed external image, 

along with cultural practices and artifacts, provided cues for members reevaluating their 

organization’s identity. Furthermore, while their results indicated that image served as a 

destabilizing force, Ravasi and Schultz (2006) reported that “the visible and tangible 

manifestation of the organizational culture seemed to have an opposite effect, inspiring 

and circumscribing members’ responses and preserving their coherence with underlying 

assumptions and beliefs underpinning the collective sense of self” (p. 451). Therefore, in 

relation to identity processes, culture may assume a more active role and a direct 

influence during organizational change such as mergers or acquisitions.  

Another recent empirical research study examined organizational identity within 

the context of mergers. Clark et al. (2010) addressed organizational identity processes 

and formation in merging companies. Supporting the need for this research, they too 

noted the lack of research in this arena, stating that while “identity issues during a merger 

have attracted some research attention in the merger literature (e.g., Maguire & Phillips, 

2008; Vaara, 2001; van Knippenberg & van Leeuwen, 2001), how two merging 

organizations might make the shift from holding separate identities to holding a single 

identity remains unknown” (p. 402). Results of their study produced a dynamic model 

(Figure 2.2) that illustrates the processes and components of organizational identity 

change during mergers.  
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Figure 2.2. An emergent model of identity change during a merger. Reprinted with 
permission from Clark et al., 2010.  

 
 
 
Their findings, and therefore their designated model, indicated that identity 

destabilization was required as an initial step in creating a shared identity by two 

organizations that maintained differing premerger identities. Perceived mutual threats, the 

complexity of the stakeholder landscape, and identity ambiguity and confusion provided 

the foundation for the destabilization process. Once identities were destabilized, identity 

change primarily involved three important cognitive shifts: (1) current identity to 

projected future identity, (2) sensemaking via image comparison to sensegiving via image 

management, and (3) local identification to collective identification. As illustrated in their 

model, these cognitive shifts were facilitated by the transitional identity. Each shift 

“represented a progression from a source of identity inertia, or an identity change 

inhibitor, to an enabler of identity change” (Clark et al., 2010, p. 431).  
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Ultimately, their study highlighted the concept of transitional identity during the 

identity change process. They defined transitional identity as a sense held by members 

about what their organizations were becoming and, furthermore, recognized this construct 

as the most critical component in moving the organizational change process forward. 

They noted that transitional identity allowed top managers in each respective 

organization to suspend their premerger identity and focus on establishing a new, 

collective identity. They surmised that the “transitional identity appears to have been 

effective because it was ambiguous enough to allow multiple interpretations of what the 

merged organization would become to eventually coalesce into a common understanding, 

but not so ambiguous as to be threateningly unfamiliar” (p. 397).  

As summarized by Clark et al. (2010), in a major interorganizational change effort 

(i.e., merger), members in merging organizations are likely to have a different 

understanding of who they are as an organization. Ultimately, a transitional identity will 

be required to establish reconciliation or integration of premerger identities in order to 

attain a successful, workable merger.  

Walsh and Glynn (2008) also highlighted the challenges in moving to a singular 

identity after merger or acquisition. Through a study of the acquisition of Digital 

Equipment Corporation (DEC) by Compaq in 1998, they noted that aspects of the DEC 

identity were prevalent a decade after acquisition in the collective memory and activities 

of former DEC members. These activities included such things as alumni networks and 

associations, various newsletters and publications, and online message boards and 

networking, all of which served to preserve valued aspects of DEC’s identity to its 

members. Their study further highlighted the role of leadership during organizational 
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change and the opportunities for leadership to engage in meaning making in order to 

facilitate identity transition.  

Much as Clark et al. (2010) noted identity destabilization as a critical component 

in identity transition, Walsh and Glynn (2003) focused on critical leadership activities, 

including sensebreaking, as critical for identity transition. Sensebreaking is a proactive 

meaning-making action designed to eradicate the past through acknowledgment of an 

organizational demise or death (Walsh & Glynn, 2003). As indicated, without such 

actions, legacy identities can be maintained for years after organizational acquisition.  

Large-scale organizational change can also affect identity processes in additional 

ways. Corley (2004) conducted a study in which, after a major organizational 

transformation, identity differentiation occurred among members. Identity differentiation 

was established through hierarchical lines, as opposed to previous literature that proposed 

that differentiation during or after organizational transformation was established by 

professional, functional, or ideological lines. Therefore, organizational roles, levels, and 

functions can also play a significant role in identity reconstruction after large-scale 

change. These variables, in addition to the social comparison processes illustrated by 

Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) and Clark et al. (2010), may affect the process of 

sensemaking in relation to identity during and after the change.  

Sensemaking and Sensegiving 

As highlighted in the empirical organizational identity and identity change 

literature, sensemaking and sensegiving are key components of the change process. A 

few empirical studies have assessed these concepts in relation to change. A study by 

Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) focused on the role of the chief executive officer (CEO) in 
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strategic change efforts. Results of their study identified four phases of the change 

process: envisioning, signaling, revisioning, and energizing. The CEO’s actions reflected 

both sensemaking and sensegiving during this time of organizational change, with 

sensemaking mostly associated with the envisioning and revisioning phases and 

sensegiving associated with the signaling and energizing phases. Gioia and Chittipeddi 

(1991) further noted that these sensemaking and sensegiving processes typically occurred 

in sequential and reciprocal patterns, which included progressively larger audiences 

affected by the strategic change initiative. Additionally, study results indicated that 

lower-level associates were engaged in the sensemaking process as they were “trying to 

figure out the meaning of the proposed strategic change effort, what its effect on them 

would be, and what their role in it would entail” (p. 442). Based on study results, they 

concluded that the CEO’s primary responsibilities related to change efforts might be best 

understood within the sensemaking and sensegiving constructs.  

In regards to these processes, Gioia and Thomas (1996) conducted a study that 

indicated that “under conditions of change, top management team members’ perceptions 

of identity and image, especially desired future image, are key to the sensemaking 

process and serve as important links between the organization’s internal context and the 

team members’ issue interpretations” (p. 370). As noted, the desired future image may be 

a catalyst for the sensemaking and sensegiving processes and could serve to facilitate the 

change process identified by Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991).  

While sensemaking and sensegiving have been evaluated empirically within the 

context of organizational change, less empirical research has assessed these constructs 

within the specific change action of organizational mergers. In their study, Clark et al. 
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(2010) recognized that “sensemaking and sensegiving activities have been established as 

important to managing major changes in organizations (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; 

Bartunek, Krim, Necochea, & Humphries, 1999), but how sensemaking and sensegiving 

occur between two merging organizations has not been adequately examined” (p. 403),” 

and they included these key constructs in their study of organizational identity transition 

resulting from a merger. Results of their study highlighted sensemaking and sensegiving 

as important subprocesses within the organizational identity change process. They noted 

that these constructs acted in highly influential ways during pivotal shifts in the modes of 

understanding associated with the sources of identity inertia and enablers of identity 

change. As the transitional identity became accepted, the employees of each merging 

company used “sensemaking processes via image comparisons, which centered on how 

one’s own organization was superior to the other, [which] gave way to sensegiving via 

mutual image management” (p. 427). Therefore, the sensegiving processes aided both 

organizations in dismissing their own previous organizational identity and focusing on 

developing a shared future identity. They summarized: “Exploring these shifts provided 

new insight into sensemaking and sensegiving relationships during identity change, 

especially between two organizations attempting to accomplish a major 

interorganizational change like a merger” (Clark et al., 2010, p. 426).  

Synthesis of the Theoretical and Empirical Literature 

This chapter has presented literature related to the topics of organizational 

identity, culture, sensemaking and sensegiving, as well as mergers and acquisitions, 

reviewing both theoretical concepts as well as empirical studies. The current study 

utilized Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) model (see Figure 2.1) as the conceptual frame for 
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organizational identity and identity dynamics. This model effectively illustrates the 

dynamic processes of organizational identity to include the key constructs of 

organizational image and organizational culture. As Hatch and Schultz (2002) stated, 

“The contribution of this model lies in the articulation of the processes linking identity 

and culture (reflecting and expressing), and of the interaction of all four processes 

working dynamically together to create, maintain, and change organizational identity” 

(p. 989). Noting that much of the research on organizational identity centers on the idea 

that it is a relational construct formed through interactions (Albert & Whetten, 1985; 

Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991), Hatch and Schultz (2002) theorized 

that identity needs to be considered in relation to culture and image and the interaction of 

internal and external influences. In essence, the dynamics of the four processes within the 

model help to construct organization identity, which in turn has an influence on identity 

and image. As noted, the ‘image’ component of this model is the process that has the 

greatest degree of interaction with the external environment. Given that organizational 

image is constructed as a result of how others (i.e., external entities) perceive the 

organization, there is a continuous comparative process between how the organization is 

perceived and how the organization desires to be perceived. The expression of identity is 

the key process that can influence the image of the organization.  

Relating this theoretical construct to the empirical research of organizational 

identity during mergers, the studies of Clark et al. (2010) and Kroon and Noorderhaven 

(2010) yielded results that support this comparative process as critical and central to 

organizational identity transformation and reconstruction.  
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In Kroon and Noorderhaven’s (2010) study, results indicated that comparison to 

the merging partner was the primary process utilized, and it held a high degree of 

influence when reconstructing organizational identity after the merger. As they noted, 

comparison was not always done as a reflection on the perceived external environment, 

but also to make sense of the merger. Furthermore, the merging companies were 

concerned with the image they portrayed to each other. Therefore, both the sensemaking 

and sensegiving components were key processes utilized in the reconstruction of 

organizational identity. Culture also played a critical role in the reconstruction process. 

Employees attempted to make meaning of the integration through the sensemaking of 

cultural aspects of labels and cues. Aligning with Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) model, in 

which they posited that culture is thought to embed and contextualize identity, employees 

looked to cultural aspects of the organizations in order to make sense of their new 

environment. In summary, the study by Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) supported the 

theoretical model proposed by Hatch and Schultz (2002), as it demonstrated the 

constructs of image and culture as influential components of identity construction. The 

comparative processes of the merging companies served as the primary process for 

reconstruction. Last, as illustrated in the Hatch and Schultz (2002) model, sensemaking 

and sensegiving were shown to be key constructs utilized through the process. These 

processes were associated with the four dynamic components (i.e., mirroring, impressing, 

expressing, and reflecting) operating between the constructs of image, identity, and 

culture.  

Results in the study conducted by Clark et al. (2010) were very similar to those in 

the Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) study. Identity destabilization was identified as the 
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initial phase that allowed for identity transformation. However, a component of this 

process was the perceived mutual threat of the merging company. This aligns with the 

results of Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010) and the model of Hatch and Schultz (2002), in 

which identity is expressed externally and perceived back to the organization. 

Furthermore, as identified in the sources of identity inertia, social comparison of 

organizational images to the merging companies was a dominant process within this 

phase. Additionally, this process was noted as a sensemaking function, as the social 

image comparison helped to make sense of the organizational integration. Last, Clark et 

al. (2010) identified the sensegiving process via image management as one of the key 

processes that enabled identity change. These sensemaking and sensegiving components, 

additionally facilitated by the established transitional identity, allowed the merging 

organizations to transition from independent organizational identities into a new, 

collectively shared identity. In summary, results of this study also align with the 

theoretical construct posited by Hatch and Schultz (2002). This study also illustrated the 

highly influential image component when establishing organizational identity. This was 

associated with sensemaking and sensegiving processes of image comparison and image 

management. These comparative processes, with the dynamics of the four processes 

identified by Hatch and Schultz (2002), were all demonstrated through the destabilization 

and reconstruction of organizational identity of the merging companies.  

In summary, Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) model of organizational identity 

dynamics provides a strong conceptual framework for this research study. While the 

original model was not necessarily focused on organizational change such as mergers and 

acquisitions, the organizational identity processes identified through the studies of Kroon 
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and Noorderhaven (2010) and Clark et al. (2010) validated this model of identity 

construction and transformation. Each of these studies noted the social comparison 

sensemaking process focused on image, the internal sensemaking process of cultural 

reflection, as well as the sensegiving processes of expressing culture into organizational 

identity and, ultimately, identity into desired organizational image.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

Organizational identity, constructed on values and principles identified as central, 

distinct, and enduring, may be critical to aid in the success of mergers. Research is 

warranted to both close existing gaps in the literature and translate the findings from 

research to practice. This research study sought to begin that journey and add to the 

understanding of organizational identity processes in acquired organizations. It addressed 

an overarching research question: What are the organizational identity processes 

occurring in an acquired organization? 

This qualitative research study utilized a single case study design. The next 

section describes the epistemology, theoretical perspective, and rationale for choosing 

this form of study. The chapter then presents information on the study site, sampling 

strategy, procedures for data collection and analysis, and issues related to trustworthiness 

and ethics. 

Research Method 

Epistemology 

Merriam (2009) stated, “What makes experimental studies scientific or rigorous 

or trustworthy is the researcher’s careful design of the study, applying standards well 

developed and accepted by the scientific community” (p. 210). One of the key practices 

to establish rigor, specifically in qualitative research, is to ensure alignment of 

epistemology. Epistemology effectively refers to one’s belief regarding the nature of 

knowledge (Merriam, 2009) and provides a framework on which the research 
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methodological procedures are based. This study adopted an interpretive/constructive 

epistemology, giving a voice to the people who actually experienced the phenomenon 

under study.  

Research that is concerned with understanding and meaning making from a 

participant perspective, along with how this meaning making influences behavior, is 

often aligned with the interpretivist framework (Maxwell, 2005). As noted by Merriam 

(2009), most qualitative research is interpretive. In essence, interpretive research assumes 

that “reality is socially constructed, that there is no single, observable reality. Rather, 

there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of an event. Researchers do not ‘find’ 

knowledge, they construct it” (Merriam, 2009, p. 9). As such, the terms interpretivism 

and constructivism have been used interchangeably (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005).  

With the interpretivist/constructivist research approach, the objective is to rely on 

the research participants’ views as much as possible (Creswell, 2007) to gain an 

understanding of this perspective as a reality, not just that which can be assessed in terms 

of truth or falsity (Maxwell, 2005). Therefore, within the interpretivist framework, what 

one believes to be true or real is dependent upon one’s values, personality, and past life 

experiences (DeMarrais & LeCompte, 1999). 

The study’s research question was concerned not only with identifying relevant 

processes that explain how organizational identity is (re)constructed after an 

organizational acquisition, but also how participants interpreted and made sense of what 

was happening, which then influenced their behaviors and actions. Therefore, based on 

this qualitative research grounding, the interpretivist/constructivist framework was an 

appropriate epistemological foundation for this research study. Additionally, interpretivist 
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research relies strongly on data collection through open-ended interviewing (DeMarrais 

& LeCompte, 1999), which was employed in this study.  

Theoretical Perspective 

The theoretical perspective that provided the foundation for this research was 

based on the research and propositions of Hatch and Schultz (2002). Hatch and Schultz 

posited a model (see Figure 2.1) depicting organizational image, identity, and culture as 

linked by four dynamic processes: mirroring, impressing, reflecting, and expressing. 

Mirroring, the process in which identity is mirrored in the images of others, and 

impressing, the process of identity expression that leaves impressions on others, link the 

constructs of image and identity. The process of reflecting embeds identity in culture, and 

the process of expressing occurs when culture makes itself known through identity 

claims. Hatch and Schultz (2002) summarized that “all four processes work dynamically 

with each other to create, maintain, and change organizational identity” (p. 989).  

In addition to organizational identity, the theoretical and empirical literature has 

positioned sensemaking and sensegiving as key components within processes of 

organizational change, specifically mergers and acquisitions. Incorporating these 

processes into the established organizational identity dynamics model provided by Hatch 

and Schultz (2002) provided a robust conceptual framework for the research study.  

Methodology 

This research study utilized a case study design. Merriam (2009) defined case 

study as “an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system,” noting that a 

bounded system refers to a “single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries” 
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(p. 40). Various types of case studies exist, with the appropriate type depending upon the 

research objectives, the research question(s), and the research phenomena. A single case 

study utilizes one ‘case’ to assess the research question, while a multiple case study uses 

multiple ‘cases’ for the research. This research study employed a single case study design 

in which only one case (i.e., organization) was used to collect data. This provided a single 

bounded unit of analysis appropriate to adequately address the research question.  

Yin (2009) noted that case study is appropriate for research questions that begin 

with ‘how’ or ‘why.’ Given the research question and its focus on the process of meaning 

making, this study’s research question met Yin’s criterion. Yin (2009) further noted that 

case study was appropriate when the study did not require control of behavioral events 

and focused on contemporary events. This study also met those criteria. 

As with all qualitative research methods, single case studies can have limitations 

and weaknesses. Yin (2009) cautioned that in single case studies, researchers need to 

carefully consider the identification of the case in order to minimize the chances of 

misrepresentation as well as ensure appropriate access to collect critical research data. 

There is a risk that the selected case will not yield the environment required to effectively 

address the research question. Yin (2009) further stated that a single case study is 

analogous to a single research experiment and that strong rigor must be applied when 

assessing potential cases. The researcher should commit to study of a particular case only 

after examining all major research concerns and ensuring that the identified case can 

provide an appropriate research setting to answer the research question.  
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Research Site 

In seeking a case for the research study, criteria were developed to focus on 

potential organizations that were a fit with the research question. To develop these 

criteria, past research and scholarly publications were reviewed. Although most of the 

research was focused on cultural integration or acculturation following a merger or 

acquisition, these studies assisted in identifying appropriate criteria, most notably the 

degree of integration among merging organizations as well as the temporal domain in 

relation to the merger or acquisition. Site criteria primarily focused on organizations that 

had completed a merger or acquisition within the prior year and had done so with a 

business that produced a similar line of product or service with the intent to integrate the 

acquired organization wholly into the acquiring organization.  

I identified an organization that met all of these criteria, which is hereforth called 

“FamCo.” I was able to gain approval for conducting this research at FamCo through 

established professional relationships. FamCo is a private, family-owned midsized 

transportation organization. Since 1946, FamCo has been a quality marine transporter and 

has grown to become the leading carrier on America’s inland waterways. The study was 

coordinated through the FamCo headquarters office located in the Southeast United 

States. The inquiry focused on the acquired part of FamCo, here called “AcquiredCo.” 

Sampling 

Purposeful sampling was utilized to identify the most appropriate individuals to 

interview. Patton (2002) defined purposeful sampling as a process “based on the 

assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and 

therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 77). With this 

http://www.ingrambarge.com/default.aspx?v=barge/about/advantages
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approach, also called criterion-based sampling, the researcher creates a list of attributes 

essential to the study and then finds individuals with those attributes (LeCompte, Preissle, 

& Tesch, 1993). For this study, these attributes included being employed by the acquired 

organization, having knowledge of preacquisition identities, experiencing the acquisition 

and integration process, and having an understanding of the postacquisition identity. 

There was a goal to have a sample population that spanned a variety of organizational 

roles, although there was a strong focus on barge captains and pilots of the acquired 

organization, since all ‘wheelhouse’ associates were retained through the acquisition. 

Finally, consistent with the purposeful sampling strategy, there was a goal to find 

participants who could provide the greatest amount of insight related to the acquisition 

integration and research question focused on identity processes of an acquired 

organization.  

With these goals in mind, 19 associates within the organization were interviewed. 

These individuals included those in the waterway side of the business, specifically vessel 

captains and pilots, as well as the shore-based side of the business, such as finance, 

human resources, and logistics, for the acquired organization. All individuals received 

information about the study and gave informed consent; participation in the interviewing 

process was voluntary. 

Data Collection 

For this research study, I utilized three data collection methodologies: 

semistructured interviews, document reviews to include archival review, and artifact 

review. Yin (2009) identified interviews as one of the most important sources of 

information for case studies and also noted that document review is likely to be relevant 
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to almost all case studies. Archival review can be considered the same as document 

review but focuses on past documentation or records nonrelevant to the current 

environment or organizational dynamics. While Yin (2009) noted that physical artifacts 

typically have less relevance in most case studies, he also noted that they can be an 

important part of the case study research when relevant artifacts are identified and 

included in data collection and analysis. Ultimately, data were collected through 19 

interviews, review of 21 documents, and review of 8 artifacts. While I did have the 

opportunity to do an onsite facility visit for discussion with leaders and education about 

their work environment, I did not specifically include observations as a data collection 

methodology. This is due to the limitation that most research participants were operations 

based (i.e., navigating vessels on open waterways), and I did not have the opportunity to 

travel on a vessel and observe them in their natural work environment.  

Interviews 

Semistructured interviews served as the predominant form of data collection in 

the study. An interview can best be described as a process in which the researcher and 

research participant engage in discussion regarding questions that address the research 

study phenomena (DeMarrais, 2004). Interviews can take various forms, and identifying 

the most appropriate type of interview to utilize is a critical decision in the research 

process. One issue relates to the amount of structure required to most effectively obtain 

interview data in relation to the research question (Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) 

categorized interviews as having a highly structured, semistructured, or unstructured/ 

informal format. Structured interviews, also referred to as standardized interviews, are 

composed of a specific set of questions to be asked, and the order is typically identified 
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prior to the interview. Unstructured interviews are essentially exploratory in nature and 

do not include any predefined questions. This approach is often most appropriate when 

there is very little knowledge regarding the phenomena. Semistructured interviews fall in 

between the structured and unstructured format. While predefined questions are 

established prior to the interview, the interview is typically more open ended, is less 

structured, and can allow for more freedom in discussion. Utilizing a semistructured 

format facilitates a process that allows for a fluid conversation, though guided by a 

consistent line of inquiry.  

For this study, 1-hour semistructured interviews were conducted with each of the 

19 participants from AcquiredCo. The 14 interview questions appear in Appendix A. 

Depending on the participant’s answers, additional follow-up questions may have been 

posed, which typically entailed clarifying information or gaining further insight into the 

interviewee’s response. While responses were captured through note-taking during the 

interview, the interviews were also recorded with a digital audio recorder. This practice 

ensured accurate capture of data and allowed me to continuously assess my questions and 

interview techniques for improvement. Participants were informed of both data collection 

methods prior to the interview to ensure a personal level of comfort and gain agreement 

in moving forward. Participants were also informed that they could remove themselves 

from the process at any point during the interview without any repercussions.  

Document and Archival Review 

In addition to semistructured interviews, document review was also utilized. 

Documents can be thought of as any written, visual, digital, or physical materials that one 

may review or examine in relation to the research question (Merriam, 2009). For this 
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study, I reviewed 21 documents and archival materials, including press releases, business 

community-based articles, relevant internal memos, meeting agendas and minutes (e.g., 

strategic planning, communication planning), and business unit integration action plans. 

All documents were obtained from FamCo, the acquiring organization, as none were 

available for AcquiredCo, the acquired organization. Many of these sources of evidence 

provided rich data that aided in addressing the research question regarding organizational 

identity, although some did not have any direct value to the research question.  

Yin (2009) noted the benefits of analyzing documents in case studies, which 

include verifying names, titles, and organizations that may have been mentioned in 

interviews, providing details that corroborate information from other sources, and 

drawing inferences from information presented. However, Yin (2009) also cautioned that 

while documents can play an explicit role in data collection, they must be carefully 

utilized and information contained in them should not necessarily be construed as literal 

recordings of events.  

Archival records are basically the same as documentation with the only difference 

being retrieval and document timeframe. Archival records take the form of historical 

documentation that, while often more difficult to retrieve, can yield meaningful data. Yin 

(2009) also cautioned that when archival evidence has been located and deemed valuable 

to the research, the researcher must be cognizant of the conditions of the time in which 

the evidence was produced as well as the need to assess its accuracy.  

Artifact Review 

Last, physical artifact review was conducted. While some (e.g., LeCompte et al., 

1993) have included the constructs of artifacts within documentation, they are not one 
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and the same. Artifacts can be thought of as things or objects within the research 

environment (Merriam, 2009), with Yin (2009) defining artifacts as “a technological 

device, a tool or instrument, a work of art, or some other physical evidence” (p. 113). 

Given that each of the two companies had unique identities and cultures prior to the 

merger, assessing artifacts to include signs, symbols, and images from each of the two 

companies before, during, and after the integration provided useful information. Yin 

(2009) specifically noted that artifacts can provide valuable insight into cultural features 

and technical operations of the bounded research case.  

For this study, eight unique artifacts were available for inclusion in the data 

analysis. As with document review, all artifacts were from FamCo, as artifacts were not 

available for AcquiredCo. These eight artifacts proved highly valuable in addressing the 

research question, particularly as it related to identifying and understanding the 

organizational identities of both organizations. The eight artifacts included the operations 

vessel, vessel computer systems, a glass plaque with organizational flags, the 

organizational logo, one operational map, one poster, one awards nomination card, and 

one binder with various visual operational models and acronyms reinforcing 

organizational values and operating standards.  

Data Management 

Data were managed through audio recording of interviews and electronic storage 

of data documents. Interview notes were transcribed via a third-party transcription 

service, and data were loaded into a qualitative research data software program (Atlas.ti) 

for analysis. Audio recordings were also retained as electronic files. All electronic 

documents and files were stored on a local PC with backup via a USB storage device. 
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This approach ensured that data were maintained in multiple storage formats and could 

be retrieved if one source became corrupt or files were accidentally deleted from storage, 

yet it also maintained confidentiality of information stored electronically.  

Data Analysis 

As with data collection, proper data analysis is also a critical component to ensure 

research integrity and validity of results. For case study research, data analysis typically 

involves crafting a detailed description of the case as well as its setting (Creswell, 2007). 

However, this is a challenging process, as it is one of the least developed and most 

difficult components within case study research (Yin, 2009). Unlike other methodologies 

that may benefit from well-defined analytic techniques, case study data analysis often 

“depends on an investigator’s own style of rigorous empirical thinking, along with the 

sufficient presentation of evidence and careful consideration of alternative explanations” 

(Yin, 2009, p. 127).  

This study employed a strategy that relied on established theoretical propositions 

for construction of a conceptual framework. This is often the preferred strategy in case 

study data analysis (Yin, 2009). Leveraging this strategy, I utilized open coding and axial 

coding. Open coding refers to reviewing the transcripts or documents and making notes 

in the margins relevant to the research question (Merriam, 2009). The benefit of this 

process is that it is not restrictive in what comments or notes are generated, allowing the 

researcher freedom in capturing initial thoughts without coding restraints. Additionally, 

axial coding was utilized. Merriam (2009) noted that this process entails grouping open 

codes and, citing Richards (2005), noted that this process goes beyond descriptive 

coding, as it involves interpretation and reflection on meaning. This method allowed for 
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consolidation of similar themes from the data. Following Merriam’s (2009) proposal, 

category names were based on content, the theoretical literature around the study, and 

researcher intuition. Continuing to align with Merriam’s (2009) criteria, the categories 

were scrutinized to ensure they were responsive to the research question, sensitive to the 

data, exhaustive, mutually exclusive, and conceptually congruent. Finally, I assessed the 

data via organizational-level logic analysis, that is to say, the tracing of organizational 

events. Given that that the research question was process focused, this yielded beneficial 

results in understanding the identity (re)construction process.  

As indicated, codes were created primarily through the utilization of themes and 

not according to specific interview questions. This process yielded 405 codes initially. As 

a first step in code reduction, I assessed frequency data, easily identifying 132 codes that 

were only utilized once. These codes were generally consolidated with other codes or 

deleted if they did not add any value to the research question. However, some codes with 

one application did remain as a viable, independent code. Using the criteria indicated 

above, codes were continuously refined to eliminate codes that did not add value and to 

integrate codes that had significant overlap in meaning and interpretation. Codes were 

eventually reduced to 281, which were applied 1,484 times to the qualitative interview 

data.  

Finally, the 281 codes were aggregated into 46 unique code families, each with 

two or more unique codes. To accomplish this aggregation, I leveraged the conceptual 

frame for the study, grouping codes into code families aligned with the constructs 

contained in the conceptual frame. Given that the conceptual frame was based on 

previous theoretical and empirical research regarding organizational identity, it provided 
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the proper context for the axial coding process, during which coding moved beyond 

description into inference of the meaning aligned with the conceptual frame. The naming 

schema utilized for the code families were directly aligned to the constructs in the 

conceptual frame to best illustrate the dynamic identity processes related to the research 

question. As an example, the code family “Sensemaking via Organizational Comparison 

(FamCo to AcquiredCo)” was created, which included seven individual codes applied a 

total of 87 times to the research data, depicting sensemaking via organizational 

comparison through different processes. Another example was the creation of the code 

family “Values Associates” as an identity claim for FamCo. This code family included 28 

individual codes applied 128 times to the research data, illustrating 28 different ways that 

the “values associates” claim emerged in the data. Analysis of family data was used to 

identify the most common themes and constructs emerging from the data and, therefore, 

to assess the research phenomenon under study.  

Trustworthiness 

As noted by Johnson (1997), “when qualitative researchers speak of research 

validity, they are usually referring to qualitative research that is plausible, credible, 

trustworthy, and therefore, defensible” (p. 160). In essence, trustworthiness addresses 

research validity. That is, trustworthiness is a concept and practice concerned with 

establishing sound research practices to generate credible and authentic results that may 

increase the generalizability of research findings. For this research process, I utilized two 

primary techniques, data triangulation and reflexivity, to increase trustworthiness.  
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Data Triangulation 

As stated by Merriam (2009), “Triangulation involves using multiple 

investigators, sources of data, or data collection methods to confirm emerging findings” 

(p. 229). Specifically, this study utilized three methods of data collection: semistructured 

interviews, document/archival review, and artifact review. As a result, data sources could 

be compared with each other, allowing for confirmation or disconfirmation of findings. 

This is a powerful strategy, as it is based on multiple perspectives for mutual 

confirmation of data (Krefting, 1991). Additionally, it is also one of the most common 

techniques, with Merriam (2007) noting, “From an interpretive-constructivist perspective 

. . . triangulation remains a principal strategy to ensure validity and reliability” (p. 216). 

Case studies that have used data triangulation have been rated more highly in terms of 

overall quality than those that have not (Yin, 2009).  

Reflexivity/Subjectivity 

In addition to triangulation, researcher reflexivity was included as a component of 

the study. Johnson (1997) defined reflexivity as a process whereby the researcher 

“actively engages in critical self-reflection about his or her potential biases and 

predispositions” (p. 160). Although I had very little knowledge of FamCo, by having a 

few established relationships with leaders and associates at that organization, I was aware 

of potential bias. Given that reflexivity/subjectivity operates during the entire research 

process (Peshkin, 1988), I followed the path recommended by Peshkin to seek out my 

own subjectivity. As stated by Peshkin (1988), “By monitoring myself . . . I do not, 

thereby, exercise my subjectivity. I do, rather, enable myself to manage it, to preclude it 

from being unwittingly burdensome” (p. 20). Therefore, I attempted to acknowledge and 
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control for any bias throughout the process in order to maintain adequate researcher 

independence required for research integrity.  

Ethical Considerations 

With any research project, ethical standards must be maintained through the 

study. Ethics are often highly reflective of the researcher and, to a large extent, have a 

direct impact to the reliability and validity of a study (Merriam, 2009). Therefore, it is 

highly important for the researcher to maintain ethical standards.  

This study complied with all ethics guidelines established by The George 

Washington University. The study was approved by the institutional review board. In 

regard to participants, while purposeful sampling was employed, inclusion in the research 

study was completely voluntary. For those who participated, informed consent was 

obtained. This process served to provide an overview of the research to each participant 

to ensure he or she had a full understanding of the research question, process, data 

collection, and data analysis. Additionally, all participant data were kept confidential 

throughout the process. Anonymity of the research site was maintained through the use of 

a pseudonym for the organization. Although basic information was used in describing the 

company, it was limited to protect the confidentiality of the site. Once the research study 

is completed, materials such as audio recording and data transcripts will be destroyed in 

accordance with university guidelines. The researcher will maintain the right to store 

some of the data and transcripts that may be beneficial for future research or publications. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

RESULTS 

This study explored the organizational identity processes occurring in an acquired 

organization. This chapter presents the results of the study, beginning with an overview 

of the acquisition and an acquisition timeline of events and a description of the identity of 

both the acquiring organization, FamCo, as well as the acquired organization, 

AcquiredCo. This provides a foundational understanding of both organizations. The 

chapter then reviews the organizational identity processes at play, presenting a summary 

model and describing the stages of ambiguity and confusion before integration, perceived 

organizational identity via organizational image, ambiguity and confusion after 

integration, sensemaking and sensegiving, and reduction of ambiguity and confusion.  

Overview of Acquisition and Timeline of Events 

In April 2012, FamCo entered into an agreement to acquire AcquiredCo, with the 

sale finalized in May 2012. Upon finalizing the sale, FamCo immediately began the 

processes of integrating AcquiredCo, which included adding approximately 300 

AcquiredCo associates and adding 17 towboats and approximately 650 barges to the 

FamCo fleet. AcquiredCo was a much smaller organization than FamCo, with FamCo 

employing approximately 3,000 associates and operating more than 100 towboats and 

nearly 4,000 barges. The integration efforts by FamCo were designed to integrate 

AcquiredCo associates into the policies and procedures as well as culture of FamCo, 

highlighted with the statement of “How do we bring them into our culture and policies?” 

with assigned ownership located in the acquisition project planning document.  
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As with any acquisition, many activities occurred through the pre- and 

postacquisition processes. These activities included letters of interest, due diligence, 

financial discussion relating to the purchase, compliance and legal matters, negotiation 

and agreement, communications, and integration. A timeline of activities is presented on 

the following page in Figure 4.1 to provide insight into the primary activities that 

occurred through this acquisition.  

 

 
Figure 4.1. AcquiredCo acquisition timeline. 

 

Organizational Identity Claims for the Acquiring Organization 

Based on the three data collection methods, a collective picture of organizational 

identity was constructed for FamCo. Four primary identity claims emerged from the 

triangulation of data: that FamCo valued associates, focused on safety, was customer 

focused, and was respected as an industry leader. These four identity claims are presented 

below, along with supporting interview quotes and document and artifact data. Tables 

A.1 and A.2 in Appendix B present the frequency and percentage data for the identity 

claims. 
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FamCo Claim 1: Valuing Associates 

The primary organizational identity claim for FamCo was that the organization 

valued its “associates,” or employees. As associates from AcquiredCo noted, they felt 

welcomed and accepted by FamCo immediately following the acquisition. “I’ve been 

very well received. I feel welcome. I mean, everybody has been great about welcoming 

us on board. It’s still hard to believe that there’s that much acceptance and there really is, 

across the board,” stated one interview participant. Another echoed this sentiment, 

stating, “They’ve treated me well—everybody from our operations leader, to the CEO, 

even the company owner himself.”  

The valuing of associates was also supported by FamCo’s recognition of the 

existing service time and job levels for the associates coming over in the acquisition. 

Associates generally indicated that this made them feel welcome, valued, and 

immediately viewed as a tenured FamCo associate.  

I got a 15-year service award in February. They granted all of our seniority and our 
time, which a lot of companies don’t even do that. . . . It’s just nice that, you know, all 
my years of experience in the different areas and things, you know, and they 
acknowledge that. . . . I’ve been told, you know, by upper management in 
[headquarters location]: You know, your hire date is not the acquisition. . . . I don’t 
want to hear you refer to it that way, you know. So that right there tells me that they 
brought us in with open arms and they want us to be a part of . . . who they are now. 

I’ve just been a captain about a year [at AcquiredCo] before FamCo bought us out. 
And we kept our positions, you know. Through their acquisition they left everybody 
in their position. They didn’t take, you know, take FamCo captains and put me back 
to pilot; they just left me where I was, and it’s working out pretty good.  

Additional evidence to support the identity claim of valuing associates appears in 

Table 4.1. The table’s first section provides general statements about valuing employees. 

Later sections provide examples participants gave as evidence of this value in both their 

personal and professional lives.  
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Table 4.1 
Interview Quotes Supporting FamCo Claim 1, Valuing Associates 

Type Quote 
General 
statements 
about valuing 
employees 

• I think you’re somebody to them rather than just a number, and I 
think that’s important to the whole outlook, you know—looking 
forward to your job and not dreading your job. It’s nice to be 
somebody and be cared about and be important to FamCo, and I feel 
like they make all the employees feel like they are somebody. 

 • I think they’ve got a strong work ethic, and I think that they want to 
accomplish that goal, but . . . I don’t think it’s a company that they 
want to do it at the price of the employees. I think they value their 
employees more than that. 

 • I think they trust their employees, . . . and when you can gain their 
trust and everything else, they will go above and beyond to do 
anything, you know, for the company and everything. And I think 
that’s how most of the people that works for FamCo are, you know, 
because they’ve got a lot of confidence in their people. 

 • I think they truly care about their people. I think—of course they 
want to make money, they’ve got to make money, but I think they 
truly care about their people. 

 • I feel like the people genuinely care about, you know, how you feel, 
how I feel. They take into consideration, you know, circumstances 
of the different people and stuff and, you know, they’re very fair 
about the things that they do.  

Examples that 
were personal 
in nature 

• Over here since I’ve been acquired, my wife had a baby—more than 
accommodating, getting me off, taking me home, you know, never 
heard a thing about it, no complaint. You know, it was just like it 
was—they was happy to do it. 

• I told FamCo . . . I’m moving to Florida. I totally explained to them 
what was going on and they said—they encouraged me, they said, 
“Well, you just live anywhere you want to. . . . We’re proud for 
you.” They’re going to help me with my transportation back and 
forth and keep me even lined up on the boat and, you know, 
everything. And I mean, . . . that makes you feel good. 

Examples that 
were 
professional in 
nature 

• I went on a duck-hunting trip with him [company owner] back in 
January. . . . They treated us like old friends, you know. It made me 
feel . . . like you want to be treated. 

• [FamCo leaders] seem to care about their people . . . just like what’s 
going on right now with having boats tied up, you know. They can 
tie boats up and send people home and they’re not doing it, you 
know; they cut our overtime. . . . Well, it gives me a sense of 
security knowing that they are that versatile and that they are trying 
to keep their people working. 
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In their personal lives, FamCo showed support by assisting associates with 

aspects such as their family and where they chose or needed to live. A commitment to 

family was also supported via the corporate logo, where “Family Pride” was listed as one 

of the four tenets of what the organization stood for. As stated in the associate handbook, 

family pride meant that “we promote a family culture where associates care for one 

another and take pride in our shared history and accomplishments” (p. 1). This logo was 

visible on many of the documents and artifacts reviewed. The “Who We Are” section of 

the associate handbook explicitly stated, “We care about our associates and our values 

reflect this. We’re relying on you to be a part of our family. Together, we will take on 

any challenge” (p. 1). Professional examples that reflected this support were associated 

with more organizational-wide actions, included company outings and business 

decisions. This identity claim manifested in different ways, such as ensuring commitment 

to their safety, health, and wellness; reward and recognition programs; communications 

and sharing of information; training and education; and fair and equitable compensation 

and benefits programs. 

Health and wellness. A specific aspect of the organization that participants 

indicated showed a genuine concern for the associates was the diet and overall wellness 

of associates. One participant stated, “They want people healthy and, you know, on the 

boats, . . . they want them eatin’ right and they want to make sure they’re getting, you 

know, quality food.” Another commented, “You see it in the stuff they send you about 

wellness—you know, health, wellness, and talking about the sleep apnea in there that’s 

part of your company meeting. . . . It’s not all financial.”  
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Additionally, the company’s quarterly magazine, referred to as FamCoMag for 

anonymity purposes, featured several articles regarding overall associate wellness. These 

included a spotlight article on chefs who had focused their efforts on providing healthy 

meals to vessel crews, a wellness class to teach healthy cooking practices, a review of a 

mental health first aid class recently held, as well as resources for stress management. 

Finally, the publication featured information relating to the associates’ Onlife health 

account, a free online portal where associates could access tools to set and achieve 

various wellness goals.  

Reward and recognition. Rewards and recognition were also mentioned as ways 

FamCo valued its associates. As highlighted by one participant, “They praise you. . . . If 

you do a good job, you know, they’re always telling somebody in the department. And 

they’ll even say it in our meetings. . . . They want to give you the acknowledgment that 

you deserve.” Rewards were also evidenced in the documents and artifacts. One such 

document was a “Kudos” card, an index card for nominating associates who had done a 

great job. Nominating someone required describing the activity and identifying its 

alignment with corporate values. Those receiving Kudos awards were recognized in the 

FamCoMag. In addition to recognizing recipients of the Kudos award, the magazine also 

recognized other associates and their accomplishments. A few relevant examples 

included the acknowledgment and recognition of new associates, associates with recent 

promotions or new roles (titled “Associates on the Move”), and associates who had 

achieved milestone service dates. 

Communication. Communication and information shared with associates was 

also identified as an action indicating that FamCo valued its associates. “We have the 
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town hall meetings that we go through, and that’s for the entire company, so it’s—they 

continue to communicate with us and offer us, you know, communication,” stated one 

participant. Another shared,  

FamCo shares a lot of information. . . . Every week on Friday there was an update 
from the CEO letting all the associates know what was going on. And, you know, 
to me that is saying that, you know, you’re a part of this company. You know, we 
want you to know what’s going on. 

Another participant noted, “There’s a lot of communication here. We have meetings all 

the time [laughing]. Well, but we have to, though. . . . If we didn’t have that 

communication, then we wouldn’t be able to run like we do.” 

The FamCoMag also served as a strong communication tool. This document 

included a letter from the chief operating officer on business updates and upcoming 

corporate initiatives, as well as other relevant business articles covering topics such as the 

acquisition of seven vessels and recent participation in a homeland security exercise.  

Training and education. The commitment to training and education, both for 

personal and professional development, was identified as supporting the identity claim of 

valuing associates via emphasis on career paths and development for internal promotion. 

One participant noted, “They’re really strong on education. They give us the opportunity 

to advance and to do better for ourselves,” while another stated, “They are looking at 

long term, moving up, [through] FamCo’s steersman program. They’re behind moving 

everybody up. They’ve got different classes to keep you moving.” While much of the 

training and education was provided by internal associates of the company, FamCo 

maintained a partnership with North America’s largest mariner’s service agency. With a 

main office and dock located very close to the training facilities, FamCo offered much 
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training and education through this partnership and its Center for Maritime Education. As 

stated on the website,  

The Institute’s Center for Maritime Education (CME) empowers mariners with 
valuable training, providing professional advancement opportunities through SCI 
[Seaman’s Church Institute]–developed and USCG [U.S. Coast Guard]–approved 
courses. Instructors train mariners utilizing expertise in adult education principles 
and the latest computer simulation technology. 

Associates could take many educational classes, both required and elective, at this 

location. Courses included a variety of topics, such as regulations, safety, policy, and 

process, as well as management and leadership skills.  

Information located in the associate handbook, while more formal in nature, 

included a discussion of associates as one of the company’s four building blocks of 

strategy. The information focused on the Invest program, FamCo’s training and education 

initiative: 

Invest is a FamCo initiative to help direct and develop careers. The Invest 
program emphasizes finding strengths and then using those strengths in the 
workplace. Experienced associates, upon meeting prerequisites, are eligible to 
participate in training programs such as the Steersman program, which is 
FamCo’s way of developing future Captains and Pilots, and the Jr. Engineer 
Program, which puts associates on the path to becoming a marine engineer. All of 
our training programs are designed to help associates reach their full potential. (p. 
7) 

The associate handbook had another section titled “What We Offer.” This section 

provided more detailed information on vessel advancement opportunities, both the “deck 

tech” program and the steersman and junior engineer program. This section of the 

handbook further supported the development and advancement of associates, stating, 

“One of the greatest benefits of a river career is for opportunity of advancements. FamCo 

is committed to promotions from within and to associates’ development” (p. 33).  
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Compensation and benefits. Associates from AcquiredCo also indicated fair and 

equitable compensation as a strong indicator of FamCo’s commitment to valuing 

associates. Various areas such as direct pay/salary, a benefits program that included 

health coverage and retirement, and bonus plans were mentioned as a component of 

compensation. As one participant stated, “There’s not many better companies out here 

than FamCo as far as benefits and, you know, retirement and health insurance. And 

they’ve got top of the line in all of that.” Another participant supported this sentiment, 

referring to “a very good bonus system and structure over here. That’s really attractive to 

everybody that’s moving over here. That’s attractive when you get a good daily rate, got 

benefits.” Additional quotes that supported this value were positioned in the context of 

standard industry practices as well as practices of the organization they came from and 

the impact on associates.  

The way FamCo does everything overall as a whole is quite a bit different than 
what I was used to as far as your raises and regular annual pay increases. It was 
like 3 years, 4 years since we had any kind of even a wage adjustment, you know, 
for a cost of living or anything, so you know that was a pleasant surprise. And 
then the bonus program that’s set up, you know, you can—if the company does 
good, you can really, you know, get a pretty nice bonus out of it. A lot of the 
people strive to do all that they can do to make that happen. 

Sharing the success of the company with the employees, you know, like their 
bonus plans, and you know a lot of companies don’t do that. They’re matching on 
the 401k. The retirement, you know, they’re just top notch. . . . A lot of 
companies don’t have those type of benefits, you know, and I think that has a 
good impact on the employees within the company. 

The associate handbook also proved to be another source of rich information 

related to FamCo’s compensation and benefits philosophy. Many pages were dedicated to 

the review of the compensation system, including detailed information regarding 

operational pay and various bonus eligibility programs, such as safety and company 
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performance. A quote from the chief operating officer, reprinted from a previous 

publication, stated, “While our competition has been struggling and some of them have 

been taking drastic steps, we still have been able to pay bonuses, keep everyone working, 

and gain new customers” (p. 31). This was indicative of the company’s commitment to 

fair and equitable pay. Additionally, the handbook provided detailed information 

regarding the company’s benefits, including but not limited to 401k and retirement plans, 

adoption assistance, leaves of absence, and paid time off.  

FamCo Claim 2: Safety and Zero Harm 

Safety and zero harm were identified as an identity claim of the organization and 

one to which the organization was strongly committed. Zero harm referred to the overall 

concept of keeping both the associate and the environment safe; the organizational goal 

was “zero harm to the associates, environment, customers, communities and property.” 

The quarterly magazine included a letter from the chief operating officer on the first 

page, which read, “As is our custom, let’s begin with a report on Safety and Zero Harm” 

(p. 1). This sentence was followed with approximately half of the communications 

dedicated to an update on safety and zero harm. Additionally, 2 pages were dedicated to 

safety and zero harm, recognizing all vessels and facilities that achieved zero harm and 

received zero harm awards: “Congratulations to the 64 vessels and 11 facilities that 

operated with Zero Harm!” (pp. 5-6). Zero harm was also addressed in the associate 

handbook as one of the four building blocks for FamCo’s strategy. The explicit 

commitment read,  

One of our values is safety, which we pursue through an operating philosophy 
called Zero Harm. To identity and eliminate safety risks, we use an assessment 
process called SLAM, which means Stop, Look, Assess, and Manage, before 
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work begins. Once hazards are assessed, we first try to safely eliminate them. 
When elimination is not possible, we make every effort to reduce that hazard to 
ALARP, or As Low As Reasonably Possible. (p. 7) 

Additional support found in the associate handbook included articles on a river 

cleanup project and RiverWorks discovery, indicating FamCo’s commitment to zero 

harm to the environment. Furthermore, the handbook discussed the organization’s 

commitment to training, specifically using “world-class computer simulation” technology 

as well as a safety bonus structure that validated the organization’s commitment to zero 

harm. Further evidence came in the form of a PowerPoint presentation provided to the 

board of directors, which included a review of the safety blitz for all AcquiredCo 

associates, as well as a transition document that identified specific safety training plans 

for AcquiredCo associates.  

Zero harm was also a tenet contained in the corporate logo. This logo was 

prevalent in nearly all documents and communications, as well as artifacts. It was 

encased in glass and found on safety artifacts, including laminated posterboards for zero 

harm. These boards defined zero harm and highlighted four cultural components 

necessary to achieve zero harm, five best practices to reduce risk, and a risk assessment 

matrix.  

The commitment to safety and zero harm was also supported through interview 

data. As summarized by one participant, “Their biggest value I see is safety. . . .  

The two top ones would be safety and [no] harm to the environment.” Additional 

evidence from the interviews supporting the identity claim of safety and zero harm 

appears in Table 4.2. 
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Table 4.2 
Interview Quotes Supporting FamCo Claim 2, Safety and Zero Harm 

• As far as safety or as far as zero harm, put it all together safety and environmental, 
which would be the zero harm, they’re very—I’ll have to say, . . . they’re very serious 
about it. 

• I think they want to be number one in safety. And really, safety sticks out over here to 
me. . . . I mean, it’s there . . . and deal with it. And I like it. 

• They’re concerned about how they operate their company. They want to be efficient. 
They want to be environmentally safe. They want their crews safe. I mean, that’s the 
big thing to me—I mean they, you know, the safety thing. 

• We’re always taught: Stop and think about it, you know. If it isn’t safe, don’t do it! . . . 
If they’re calling for a real bad storm, it’s okay to park it if, you know, it’s coming. 

• Safety. Safety. And it shows, you know, through the recordable incident rate and the 
man overboard’s and, you know, the trim lines that [senior leader] goes through. It’s 
extremely impressive. Very safe company, and being the largest and the safest is a big 
deal. 

• I think safety is their key priority, and I think the safety of their employees and not 
just—not just out on the vessels, you know, everywhere, you know. And I think it’s 
something that they push. 

• Safety is a big number one priority. . . . That means a lot for the—you know, the 
success for the company, so you know I think that’s a positive. 

• They’re concerned about you and your family and your health and your welfare. I 
mean, they—you know, they want everybody to go home safe. 

 
 
 

When asked to provide some specific examples of FamCo’s commitment to safety 

and zero harm, one interview participants provided this example:  

We were there in the fleet and my captain was wondering, “Should we go, should 
we not go?” And [FamCo senior leader] had sent out a memo: “Take the time you 
need to make operations safe.” Three people on tugs told us they would sit there 
in the fleet, you know, would not leave with this weather coming, but the 
captain’s still thinking: “You know, I need to go. I need to try to go because it 
ain’t doing nothing right now; you can’t sit here and wait on it to do something.” 
But everybody within the company that had already been there has the mentality 
it’s coming—you know, it’s dangerous to leave. You’re in a safe spot. Why take 
yourself and put yourself somewhere dangerous where something could happen? 
You know, you’re minimizing the risk. And we did wind up sitting there after 
three people on tugs, you know, three other captains or pilots had said they would 
sit there and the dispatcher in the St. Louis office had said she didn’t recommend 
leaving. 
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With regard to safety and zero harm, FamCo invested back into its operations and 

equipment to ensure associates had safe and up-to-date equipment. As one participant 

noted,  

FamCo spends more money on their equipment, keeping it up and renewing it and 
even building new barges and, you know, new boats and acquisitions of different 
companies and stuff like that, so it seems like they are top of the line as far as 
making sure that people have the right equipment to do their jobs. 

Another participant stated, “They invest in their equipment and stuff like that, you know, 

put money back into what you’ve gotta work with and build barges and stuff like that.” 

Finally, many participants cited various operational processes, such as meetings 

and paperwork, dedicated to safety and zero harm. One participant explained: 

Like their safety forms and stuff. . . . They’re really big on safety, which that’s a 
good thing, but their safety form you’ve got a monthly form and you’ve got to log 
all your meetings on there—you know, each safety meeting you have, and you’ve 
got to type it out. And then, you know, for your drills, I mean we’ve got tons of 
drills, different types of drills—man overboard, incapacitation—you know, just 
security drills just on and on and on. And you’ve got to log them, you know, and 
do so many of them a quarter. 

Another participant supported this view and shared,  

Well, being more strict on like their safety policies and stuff always seemed like it 
was going to be a pain in the butt, but after you get into the system and see how 
well it’s working, then you realize that—you know, this is a lot better. 

Finally, another summarized FamCo’s overall philosophy of safety, which was to 

plan and prepare and exercise good, sound judgment in operations: 

They want you to operate safely but efficiently, and that doesn’t mean for you just 
to stop when it starts raining; that means to stop and plan, you know, have a little 
meeting beforehand. . . . They had that prewatch huddle. 
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FamCo Claim 3: Customer Focused 

A customer-focused orientation surfaced as an identity claim. As with the other 

identity claims, this was an explicit claim contained in the company’s logo. Labeled as 

“customer satisfaction,” it was defined as “we help our customer succeed, resulting in 

productive, sustainable relationships” (p. 1). A focus on the customer surfaced numerous 

times in the FamCoMag quarterly magazine. This included a half-page “customer 

spotlight” article reviewing one of its customers and specifically how FamCo serviced 

them. Additionally, in a letter from the editor, there was communications regarding a 

recent visit to a customer, which concluded that it was “fascinating to learn about [their 

business]” (p. 2).  

A strong customer focus was evident in many of the acquisition-related 

documents. Specifically, in the 39-page transition planning document, customer focus 

was identified as one of the three guiding principles of the transition, explicitly stated as 

“no disruption of service to the customer! Seamless to all” (p. 2). Additional 

organizational actions noted in the transition document included letters to AcquiredCo 

customers announcing the acquisition and informing them of port closings, as well as 

numerous initiatives designed to better understand AcquiredCo customers, summarized in 

the transition document as “Develop an understanding of communication processes that 

exist between AcquiredCo and their customers regarding order entry, invoicing, barge 

positions, updates, etc.” 

Finally, customer service was an explicit claim found on the FamCo corporate 

website. Stating an advantage of superior customer service, the website explicitly 

supported this claim through capabilities such as immediate location of vessels and 
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barges to include accurate estimation of arrival times and internal fueling services to 

avoid disruption to service, as well as guarantee of on-time delivery and best value for 

transportation dollars. This claim was used to support the statement that FamCo was the 

leading carrier on America’s inland waterways, with customer practices that were 

“second to none.” 

The customer service orientation was further supported through interview data. 

Here are a selection of quotes from different participants: 

I think they want to make sure that their customers are happy with the way that 
we move their products and making sure we get things there on time and making 
sure everybody does a good job. 

I think they care about their customers and making sure, you know, that overall 
that everyone’s happy, I see that. 

Being efficient, you know, in doing your job safely and efficiently . . . not only 
for the people that work within the company but for the customer working in the 
business and trying to transport their products. 

These statements served to validate the importance of the customer and 

commitment to customer excellence, both internally and externally.  

FamCo Claim 4: Respected in the Industry/Industry Leader 

Evidence emerged to support the identity claim of being an industry leader for 

FamCo across all three data sources. Notable subthemes were inherent within this claim. 

Being respected in the industry and viewed as an industry leader manifested in such ways 

as respect and reputation, having high standards to include being named after the family, 

and having a long-term vision, including investing back into the business.  

Reputation. From interviews, many participants indicated that FamCo had a 

strong, positive reputation in the industry and was respected within its marketplace, both 
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by customers and competitors. This was summarized in one participant’s observation: “I 

think that if anybody in the industry would talk about FamCo, they would talk about 

integrity, honesty—you know, they have a very good reputation in the river industry.” 

Another stated, “They’ve got a good name in the industry. . . . People will respect them.” 

One participant elaborated and provided specific examples for this reputation relating to 

how FamCo treated customers:  

FamCo does so much business up and down the river that these other companies 
respect that too, and I mean, you know, we—they don’t put us on the backburner 
whenever we go into a fleet to do tow work. They try to get right on us so they—
that kind of sets [us] aside. 

Finally, espousing a broader idea, another stated,  

I mean, after being here I know why [they’re an industry leader]. I mean, you 
know they’re a leader in the industry for a reason. They know what they’re doing 
and they keep it to themselves and then they run a business, they run a really good 
business. 

Additionally, some even referred to the respect and reputation FamCo had among 

others in the industry as an organization that was willing to help associates of competing 

organizations. Referring to the trust they had of FamCo associates with regard to advice 

and counsel for riverway navigation prior to the acquisition, one participant noted, 

I always like the fact that you could ask them a question even though you weren’t 
working for FamCo; they’d give you the right answer. When I was with 
AcquiredCo, you know, if I wanted to know something, I felt like I could call a 
FamCo boat and ask them.  

High standards. Having and maintaining high standards of operational 

excellence, specifically compared to the rest of the industry, emerged as a notable 

subtheme to support being respected in the industry and having a strong reputation. One 

participant summarized the subtheme with this statement: 
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Safety, regard for equipment, you know, standards—the standards that are set 
here are high and above I would say the rest of the industry. . . . I think that you 
know the culture and the attitude here is that you know the best barge line in the 
business and we’re going to do the things that are necessary to, you know, hold 
that and keep that true. 

Furthermore, noting the standards set forth by FamCo, participants alluded to the 

type of associate that it took to work at FamCo, given their high standards for operational 

excellence and, therefore, their standards for associates. Simply put by one participant, “It 

seems like it’s a unique person that comes to work for FamCo, and I would say it has a 

lot to do with the standards that they require of the people that they hire.” Fully realizing 

that their standards for their associates and operations were not only required to be an 

industry leader, but were also reflected in the organization’s external image, another 

participant noted,  

They expect a lot out of you, but you know that’s a good thing. You know, they 
expect you to act a certain way and present yourself in a certain way, and that’s 
just a reflection on what kind of company that they are, you know, and it takes a 
certain caliber of person to work here. . . . They’re going to hold you to a higher 
standard than most companies out here do. 

Finally, the fact that the organization was named after the family and that the 

FamCo name was on every boat emerged as another motivating factor for high standards. 

This sentiment was summarized by one participant: 

When you’re a privately held organization or company, then it’s a direct 
reflection of them. . . . Over here you’ve got FamCo and that—I knew right off 
the bat that with their name on it, they’re going to expect nothing less than the 
top. 

Other participants validated this thought with additional statements: 

Their name means something to them, very significantly, or they won’t be viewed 
as a leader in the industry. And when I say leader in the industry, I mean in pretty 
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much every respect. . . . As far as the organization as a whole, I mean they expect 
it to be upheld to the highest standards. 

I think it’s just the name. . . . I always kind of thought of FamCo as like the 
flagship of the river industries, you know. . . . They were supposed to be the best. 
. . . I think they’re just viewed as like the biggest and one of the best and a good 
organization to be a part of. 

Evidence for this commitment to high standards also surfaced through documents 

such as the associate handbook, which highlighted FamCo as one of the first marine 

transportation companies to be accepted as a partner in the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency’s SmartWay program. The handbook described this program, which focused on 

measuring and improving environmental performance of a fleet. The CEO also indicated 

the company’s commitment to be “on the cutting edge of developing new policy and 

procedures for marine transportation as they relate to the environment.”  

Additionally, being an industry leader also surfaced on FamCo’s webpage, in 

which it stated that it was the “leading carrier on America’s inland waterways.” The 

claim was further supported by corporate data relating to operations and barge vessels, 

noting nearly 4,000 barges powered by the industry’s best towboat fleet, 100 linehaul 

vessels ranging up to 10,500 horsepower, and nearly 40 boats under 1800 horsepower. 

This claim also surfaced from a 3 × 5 topical map outlining FamCo waterway 

transportation routes and services, with a comment that FamCo was the largest inland 

waterway service provider.  

Long-term vision. Finally, a long-term focus and commitment was identified as 

supporting FamCo’s being viewed as an industry leader. Interview participants 

highlighted decisions made in the best long-term interest of the company, rather than with 

a short-term focus: “It’s like they’ve got a plan, you’ve got a long-term plan, not just, 
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they’re not just looking to tomorrow.” “They’re in it for the long haul, you know; they’re 

not in it to make a bunch of money and get out of it.”  

One aspect of this long-term vision was investment back into the business and 

operations. Given that many of the interview participants worked as a part of the 

organization’s vessel operations, a commitment to the maintenance and upkeep of vessels 

and barges was often identified. Multiple participants verbalized this as a “commitment 

to the long term,” noting that this approach was very different from that of other 

organizations in the industry. One participant stated: 

FamCo spends more money on their equipment, keeping it up and renewing it, 
and even building new barges and, you know, new boats, so it seems like they are 
top of the line as far as making sure that people have the right equipment to do 
their jobs and work with even the computer side of things. You know, everything 
is new equipment. 

Others validated these points with comments noting that “the equipment is kept 

up and them putting the money back into the company” and “they kept investing money 

in it [the business]. If you’re not investing money in your equipment and doing things to 

grow in the right way, then you’re not going to be around long.” These organizational 

actions also supported the associate tenet of empowerment, which was found in the 

corporate logo and described as being “empowered with the resources and tools to do our 

jobs effectively and take ownership of our performance.”  

Organizational Identity Themes for the Acquired Organization 

Unfortunately, no document or artifact data were available from AcquiredCo to 

review. However, a consistent description of the acquired organization emerged from the 

interview data. The definition of organizational identity used for the study—that which is 
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central (i.e., fundamental to the organization), enduring (i.e., persisting over time), and 

distinctive (i.e., uniquely descriptive) about an organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985)—

suggests that these claims represent the positive features of an organization that 

distinguish it from other organizations in its industry. In this study, the description of the 

acquired organization from the interview data revealed characteristics that may not be 

considered enduring over time nor viewed as positive identity claims. Therefore, for the 

purposes of this study, themes were used to describe AcquiredCo as opposed to identity 

claims. 

Thirteen themes emerged from the data. As was the case with FamCo’s identity 

claims, many themes from AcquiredCo were connected. Four themes emerged as 

dominant, in essence defining the organization, and are presented below. Table A.3 in 

Appendix B highlights the four themes and presents the frequency and percentage data 

for the identity theme data for AcquiredCo.  

AcquiredCo Theme 1: Poor Management 

Poor management was a dominant theme when describing AcquiredCo. For the 

purposes of this dissertation, management refers to both the company ownership and 

senior leadership. This theme manifested in many ways and was described as bad 

management, selfish leadership, the misleading of associates, the absence of work and 

operational standards, and the lack of commitment to organizational values. As stated by 

one participant: 

You take somebody that’s got no personal skills, no leadership skills, you know, 
don’t know how to talk to somebody and handle somebody and put them into the 
main managing position you—that’s not good, you know. It was just—I don’t 
know, it was poorly ran altogether. It had bad upper management and it trickled 
the whole way down. 
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Another stated, “It was a sorry company, poorly managed by uneducated people 

in just about every position there was. You know, people running it that weren’t educated 

to do what they were doing.” Some further elaborated on the effects of poor management 

on the workforce, including lower morale: “The morale over the last 5 years has just—

you know, has gone way down. Our office staff dropped down to less than half of what it 

was because the people that we had in charge pretty much ran everybody off.” Others 

highlighted a loss of confidence in the leadership team: “We just didn’t have a lot of 

confidence in our management in [city], at our corporate office. I didn’t. I mean I can’t 

speak for everybody.” 

Some indicated specific organizational changes that led to the theme of poor 

management. Specifically, many participants indicated that changes in ownership were 

the primary drivers behind changes in the organization and, ultimately, their responses to 

many interview questions. Given that many of the interview participants were tenured 

associates, they specifically discussed the changes over the past few decades. The 

company changed ownership in approximately 2005 to AcquiredCo. At that time, it then 

became owned by a venture capital firm. Participants noted that while things were good 

initially, there was a steady decline in the business after the new ownership. Additionally, 

some noted that with ownership by a venture capital firm, the owners and senior leaders 

were not knowledgeable about the barge industry and solely cared about profit, at the 

expense of people and sound operational practices. Table 4.3 presents representative 

statements describing this theme.  
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Table 4.3 
Interview Quotes Supporting AcquiredCo Theme 1, Poor Management 

• I guess we had became [AcquiredCo] we had different management than what we 
ended up with. And we had some kind of shady management in there for a period of 
time, and you know we went through periods . . . where I was worried about my job 
because of the individuals running the company and I wasn’t really on board with the 
way they’d done things, so there was a period for me of fear. 

• To me when it left [previous company] and become [AcquiredCo], it was very shortly 
thereafter it was a steady deterioration as far as like our benefits and stuff such as that, 
you know. They—it’s like they just didn’t care. 

• Where the big change comes into effect is when [previous company] sold out to the 
investors to [AcquiredCo], that’s when it changed. 

• Whenever it went to [AcquiredCo] . . . you could just tell it was different. You just 
kind of didn’t feel like they necessarily cared about—really cared about you as a 
person so much; it was just more about them caring about the company. 

• It was just like a bad, bad train wreck. It just kept wrecking and it went on for 2 or 3 
minutes except was based out over 5 or 6 years. It was just such a bad wreck. And the 
reason it was so bad wreck is they were hiding so many things. And, whenever you 
would say something, it was like: “Yeah, I listened to it, but ain’t nothing gonna 
change.” You either deal with it or go on.  

• When it became [AcquiredCo] and you know everything was okay there for a little bit 
going through this, going through that, but still it never—you know, everything just 
kept, you know, your insurance kept getting higher, your benefits kept getting worse 
and but they—ah, just everything got worse. 

 
 

Selfish leadership. Participants alluded to selfish leadership under the ownership 

group. This was evidenced in statements such as, “The people that came in just really 

didn’t care, you know; they were out for themselves and, you know, the people that 

worked there suffered,” as well as “The people that were in charge were very selfish 

people. They were in it for the money; they weren’t in it for what the company meant to 

the rest of us.” Some noted that since the company was owned and operated by venture 

capitalists, they certainly weren’t committed to long-term success; many tended to view 

venture capital firms as caring solely about profits. One participant surmised: “It wasn’t a 

long-term investment for them. I think it was just long enough for them to actually, you 

know, make their money back and make profit and then move on.”  
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Misleading of associates. Participants also shared that management intentionally 

misled associates and misrepresented facts. Numerous statements regarding this theme 

surfaced, particularly as they related to the sale of the business to new ownership and the 

new ownership’s plans for the future. AcquiredCo associates were told new ownership 

wanted to grow the business, although most management and organizational actions 

signaled otherwise. “We were told on the front end when AcquiredCo was created that 

the owner was a long-term holder—he bought, held, and grew companies—and nothing 

was adding up to that. And in the end, it was all about making the profit he wanted to get 

out,” expressed one participant. Another shared: 

He [venture capitalist] was brought in to get it ready to sell out from under the 
people because they had just had a meeting with the captains in the early part of 
that year . . . telling them how great it was going to be, how big a bonus they was 
going to get, and how wonderful everybody was doing, and then in July . . . bam. 
Sold off. 

Finally, a wheelhouse leader discussed meetings he had been involved in when he 

heard these misleading claims:  

I was in only—the meetings in [city] when it became AcquiredCo, and that was 
what was preached to us that [venture capitalist owners], that’s what he did was 
he bought companies, he hung onto them for the long haul, and he used the 
current management to aid in growing the company into something bigger. All the 
years that we were in that, from 2008 or, yes, 2008 until the sale, nothing 
indicated that it was happening. They didn’t put the money into it that they 
were—that we didn’t grow, that was—you know, it was more about milking the 
company for what they could get out of it and getting rid of it. 

Lack of meaningful work practices. Further validating the theme of poor 

management, the lack of meaningful work practices emerged in the data. This manifested 

in multiple ways, from operational and safety-related work practices, as well as human 

capital practices, including performance evaluations and merit or cost of living increases.  
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AcquiredCo supposedly had rules and procedures of which you went by, but it 
didn’t matter; it mattered who you was on what got done. Like if it—if a certain 
situation come up and if you had it in the operations procedure manual of what 
should be done and what shouldn’t be done, you wouldn’t go by that or the policy 
that was written, you would go by who that person was. So basically policies and 
procedures at AcquiredCo, you might as well just throw them out the window 
because they wasn’t worth anything. 

At AcquiredCo, the office told you, be careful, you know, use a ladder, but then 
the upper management above that was hurry up and move it, you know, and then 
that came to the captains, which said don’t worry about it, just get it done and 
let’s go, you know, catch a couple wires and let’s go. 

Interview data also revealed that there was little to no accountability for leaders’ 

actions or decisions. The lack of repercussions applied not only to decisions by leaders 

that went against policy and procedure, but also recommendations for safety 

enhancements. A participant gave an example: 

The safety department, you know, they would come out and have talks with the 
boats; they’d get on the boats and, you know, try to push that stuff. But you know 
if they didn’t do it, what was the repercussions of not doing it? They wasn’t going 
to fire them. There weren’t any consequences, so they didn’t follow it. 

Finally, two participants shared frustration with the lack of beneficial human 

capital practices, including regular performance evaluations and merit/salary increases: 

There was no pay increases for 4 years. You didn’t get evaluated, there was no 
evaluations, you didn’t have nobody to go to. 

It was like 3 years, 4 years since we had any kind of even a wage adjustment, you 
know, for a cost of living or anything. 

Lack of organizational values. Also supporting the theme of poor management, 

the lack of any organizational values was cited as a supporting factor for this theme. 

When asked what corporate organizational values the company had, one participant 

blatantly responded, “None whatsoever,” while another simply stated “no.” For those 

who identified organizational values, most were quick to clarify that while values existed, 
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they were in writing only and not lived or supported by organizational actions or 

leadership behaviors. “Well, they said they had values, but I don’t know that we ever 

actually saw any. It was more like a ‘do as I say not as I do’ type thing,” expressed one 

participant. Others said “they had ‘values’—you know, to me it was more on paper than 

what they really believed or acted” and “It’s like they talked the talk but didn’t walk the 

walk.” One participant specifically referenced a value of integrity, though clarifying the 

organization’s actual lack of commitment to it by stating, “They had standards of 

integrity and all that, but like I said, I don’t think that it was—you know, it was just 

something that was there.”  

However, some noted that lack of values and integrity were primarily an issue 

with the ‘corporate’ side of the business, not necessarily of individual vessels or work 

teams. One commented: “It wasn’t negative because you still had the people out on the 

boats, the people in the offices. I’m talking about more on the corporate side of things, 

wasn’t—you know, they didn’t walk the talk.” Another participant expressed, “At one 

time there was a lot of family values, and they still had some, you know. . . . It was the 

very owners and the CEO’s that just got—they didn’t care; they could care less.” 

AcquiredCo Theme 2: Did Not Value Associates 

Interview data strongly indicated that AcquiredCo did not value its associates. 

This was a predominant theme and frequently linked to other themes such as poor 

management and being profit driven. Evidence from the interviews follows in Table 4.4.  
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Table 4.4 
Interview Quotes Supporting AcquiredCo Theme 2, Did Not Value Associates 

• The only thing important to AcquiredCo was their—just the bottom dollar, making 
money. You know, as far as caring about the people, they didn’t care. Just like I said, 
they didn’t care about who you was, what you did, or anything else; it was the bottom 
dollar. The investment group wanted a return on their money. 

• They didn’t care if you went home safe. They had a safety person because they had to 
have a safety person, and they didn’t care if you went home safe or not as long as you 
made money for them, you know—whatever it took to do that. 

• They didn’t have anything—you know, family values or nothing like that. They didn’t 
care about you as a person. They didn’t care about what you had at home, you know. If 
you had a wife at home that needed you for something, that did not matter, you know. 
If it was going to cost them money to get you off and get you home, that was bad. 

• They always stressed everyone was important. They also—it’s like they talked the talk 
but didn’t walk the walk. . . . You didn’t see them rewarding the people that worked 
hard and stayed and made sure things ran the way they should. You could just feel like, 
you know, it just felt like you were just somebody filling a space, so to speak. 

• It was like all of a sudden we went from reasonable to, people I think just got the idea: 
Well, they just don’t care. They’re trying to get rid of us. They don’t want us. They’re 
just—they’re trying to save a buck and they just don’t care anymore. 

• I understand you have to keep the bottom dollar but you need to make the people 
happy too, and you could tell that they didn’t really care so much about it. You had 
people that had worked there, that had tons of longevity, that were leaving after all 
those years that probably would have never left if things didn’t feel the way they did. 

 
 
 

When asked to provide examples to support their statements, some provided both 

personal and professional examples. Focusing on a very difficult part of his personal life, 

one participant shared,  

My great-grandmother died and they tried to get me to stay on the boat through 
that. I wanted to go home for the funeral, and it was a big deal. . . . It didn’t make 
you feel like you was important to them. At AcquiredCo, you was just a number, 
you was nobody but a number. You could be replaced. 

Other examples alluded to decisions that they felt put associates in harm’s way: 

Somebody’d pick up the phone: Why are you sitting still in the fog? You’ve got a 
radar. Run with the radar [unsafely]. I’ve heard that done, you know, but—and it 
wasn’t about being able to see with the radar or not; it’s about what’s out there 
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that you don’t know, you know, running over somebody then it’s you that’s in 
trouble, not the company. 

Finally, focusing on questionable senior leadership decisions during Hurricane 

Katrina, one participant shared: 

They left a couple boats down in Davant when Hurricane Katrina came in. . . . We 
were kind of starting to fall under questionable management and people were kind 
of forming their opinions about the management at the time. We had two boats 
down there that rode it out. . . . We had some guys that really rode some rough 
stuff out down there. 

Furthermore, many discussed how AcquiredCo cut their benefits, which they 

interpreted as not valuing them as associates.  

I’d say lack of importance was the way they done us with our health insurance 
and our benefits. The health insurance, it went to nothing. We was basically self-
insured in my opinion. That told me they didn’t care nothing about you; just use 
you up and throw you away. 

I was fixing to have to do something as far as my health insurance and my family 
insurance and all that because, I mean, you know, we was looking at paying 
thousands and thousands of dollars out of our pocket each year. 

Lack of communication was also cited as an action indicating the organization did 

not value associates. This was related in several statements: 

There was no communication anymore, you know; they didn’t tell us what was 
going on in the company, you know, with the budgets and those types of things. 
You just felt like kind of, you know, like you were in the dark a little bit. 

I didn’t know anything previously [at AcquiredCo] on how it did last year. you 
know, financially. 

We never knew anything about them [the owners] other than they were part 
owners in the company, but as far as who they were, they were very secretive. 
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Participants expressed the desire to know what was going on with FamCo, as such 

knowledge made them feel a part of the company and helped them make the best 

business decisions.  

Some participants also asserted preferential treatment practices as another 

indication that senior leadership didn’t care: 

It was like you knew he [AcquiredCo leader] had like a good list and a bad list. 
And if you’re on the bad list, he would make you miserable until you left. 

If he didn’t think that you were following in his footsteps, then they treated you 
horribly, just absolutely horrible. 
 

AcquiredCo Theme 3: Profit Driven 

Another theme that emerged through the data was that AcquiredCo was solely 

profit driven. Specific subthemes that emerged in this item were reduction of human 

capital and associated costs, as well as reduction of supply and operational costs. 

Participants portrayed AcquiredCo as being solely profit driven in statements such as “I 

don’t think [they] knew what they wanted to do. I don’t think they really had goals other 

than just make what they could, . . . the more the better” and “it’s all about the dollars. 

And we knew that going in. Everybody did, and they aren’t going to share that with us.” 

Further supporting statements included:  

AcquiredCo was owned by investors. The whole point was to make a dollar for 
them, you know . . . cut, cut, cut! Spend less, spend less, spend less. Give less. Do 
less for the employees. Make more for the overall operation to go back to the 
investors is what the purpose of that company was, you know. And once again 
you had, you know, investors from New York or somewhere sitting up there—
they don’t even know what a towboat is—I would say, you know, that are trying 
to run it and make money off of it. 

What was important to them [AcquiredCo] was to make money. You know, 
they’d have meetings with us, you know, if you carry one more inch of cargo that 
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means that’s a million dollars across the board, you know, on each barge so—you 
know that’s what your meetings were about and actually financially about what 
you were doing. They’d have a small talk like on safety or standards of integrity 
or something, you know, but 90% of the meetings you went to was about what 
needed to be done to meet financial goals. 

Reductions in human capital costs. As presented in the previous theme on not 

valuing associates, many interview participants alluded to the reduction of their benefits 

as signs both that the company did not care about them and that the company would go to 

any extremes to maximize its profit, including at the expense of the associate. Numerous 

comments indicated the reduction in benefits as one of the primary organizational actions 

in reducing costs. One of the vessel leaders noted that this change came after some time 

with the new ownership: 

It was about 3½ years into it, that’s when we got the big raise, you know, and I’m 
talking about a really big raise. And then all of a sudden 6 months later, they take 
all the benefits away. Well, we figured it up: we lost 11% of our, you know, of 
our total. 

Referring to cuts in traditional benefits such as health care and retirement, one 

participant expressed: “They kept cutting the benefits, the insurance and stuff was down 

to basically no insurance. They had taken away 401k. . . . Just anywhere they could find 

to cut, you know, they would cut it.” Finally, citing very specific reductions to health care 

benefits, one alluded to the changes in premiums and deductibles, stating,  

You had a high-deductible plan where as a single mom with a child I was going to 
have to shell out $3,000 before my benefits would kick in for a reasonable rate . . . 
or you could go to PPO coverage, which for family coverage they were charging 
like $860 a month. So, I mean, it was like all of a sudden we went from 
reasonable to, people I think just got the idea: Well, they just don’t care. 

Clearly, cuts in traditional benefits was a strong indication to the associates that 

management only cared about profit, at the potential expense of the associates.  
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Furthermore, highlighting both traditional benefits, as discussed above, and 

additional benefits relating to compensation that were removed, another shared: 

They kind of dumped it all at once, you know. They took the insurance down to a 
bare minimum, they took the retirement away, all that happened at one time. They 
took trip pay, which is when you ride on your days off, you got a little extra pay 
like 20% or something, they took all that away . . . and it just never improved 
really. 

Others confirmed the reduction in benefits beyond traditional health care and 

retirement, noting additional cost reductions in travel reimbursements: “About everything 

was snowballing. They was taking our benefits away, our mileage away; they took our 

travel away. Anything they could think of to cut they did.”  

Reductions in supply and operational costs. Reductions in supply and 

operational costs were identified as measures the company took to maximize profit. 

Specifically, the lack of reinvestment in the business, particularly on the operational side 

to include maintenance and upkeep of the boats, was cited with statements such as “they 

quit repairing stuff and everything was cut, cut, cut, cut” as well as “there’s not as much 

investment in the boats [compared to FamCo]” and “they didn’t put the money into it [the 

business].” Statements specifically identifying cuts in supply costs surfaced as well. 

These included quotes such as “towards the end we had trouble getting paper to print on, 

and you have to have that to print your orders and, you know, to run, you know, stuff like 

that; they just didn’t want to spend money on that.” Another participant explained:  

I buy supplies and stuff. I mean, they cut back on the supplies, and you’d order 
stuff and you might get it or you might not. And then I mean just a lot of things, 
you know, they were doing like that to benefit themselves. . . . It takes a lot to—a 
lot of cleaning supplies and a lot of paint to paint one of them boats every year, so 
and then they cut back on the painting on the boats, you know. If you didn’t need 
it, don’t paint it and things like that. So that kind of pointed things in a different 
direction, I mean, because used to be we—you know, we’d paint the boats every 
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year. And they really—they really looked good. And, you know, when they 
started cutting, they cut everything. 

Interview participants also noted the selling of operational resources such as 

barges as key organizational actions in order to reduce costs and maximize profits. Two 

interview participants discussed this: 

You could tell that they were trying to sell off anything that they had, like in parts 
and stuff through the engineering stuff and all that just to show a big profit at the 
end of the year. . . . They actually sold off parts they had to buy back later from 
the people they sold them to. 

I think they more or less bought it and kind of drained the—you know, 
equipment, and then sold it [the business].  
 

AcquiredCo Theme 4: Family Organization 

The last theme identified for AcquiredCo was that of being a family organization. 

With a relatively tenured workforce, and with many associates having worked together 

through multiple changes in organizational ownership, interview participants indicated a 

strong family atmosphere among the associates. Participants described AcquiredCo as a 

family with supporting statements such as, “To all of us, most of us, you know, it was 

like a family; we all knew one another,” “like a family, we all knew each other. We were 

a big enough company to—but anyway, we were still small enough that you knew 

everybody” and “It was kind of a family atmosphere, you know; everybody—well most 

everybody knew everybody. You know, we had gone through some growth through the 

years.” The associates valued each other and had an appreciation for their coworkers on a 

personal and professional level. Additional supporting evidence is included in Table 4.5. 
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Table 4.5 
Interview Quotes Supporting AcquiredCo Theme 3, Family Organization 

• I guess we’d all worked together for so long, most of us did, you know; we’d been 
there for years. In fact, I’d say two-thirds of them who had come to FamCo, you know, 
had been there like me for years. Years and years gone by and we’d grown to really 
knew one another at the dock, you know, talk or at the meetings, met the families, you 
know, knew the kids—all that stuff. 

• It was a good place to work, and I knew about everybody that worked there because 
AcquiredCo—you know, before that it was [previous company] and before that it was 
[another previous company], so we had all been together for years. A lot of the pilots 
and captains working for AcquiredCo, you know, had decked for me in years gone by 
and everything, so a lot like FamCo you know, like family.  

• Well, everybody was pretty close knit, especially the people that had came that were 
from [previous company], you know, because everybody knew everybody personally, 
you know. You know, you get on a boat you might have four or five other captains or 
pilots or cooks or whatever call you and see what you’ve done on your days off and 
stuff. 

• I mean, I was there 22 years, and . . . I was still fairly the new person, you know. We 
didn’t have a whole lot of people that were—you know, fairly young in service time, 
because once you got a job there, we didn’t go anywhere, you know, kind of like 
everybody here. You’ve got people that work at FamCo that have been here 35 and 40 
years, and it’s just—and you know and it’s the same reason because it’s been a family. 

• You just felt good, you know. Every—you walk in the office and everybody knew 
everybody. The same way on the boat: you go on any boat and just about everybody 
knew everybody. And even though we had 16 boats it, we still had more of a family 
feel to it. 

• The people on the boat cared about the people on the boat but not just the people on the 
boat, but the people also . . . your kids, your family, you know what I’m saying. 

• The people had grown to where, you know, we knew their family; we knew their 
children, you know. We went through every heartache and every, you know, 
graduation and marriage and all that stuff with their children. That’s what I remember 
and will value most of all of the company. It was actually for me a relief when we were 
actually being sold. And like I said, when we found out that it was FamCo, we were all 
breathing a sigh of relief that we felt like we were a family and that we were going 
back to a family. 

• I would say AcquiredCo was kind of a—I felt more like a family organization over 
there. We all had input, you know; we could say what we wanted to say and it was just 
a—it was more of a family climate than it was a corporate climate. 

 

While some participants described the organization as a family, many were quick 

to clarify that although there was a family atmosphere, it existed mainly with associates 

on the vessels and at the ports, but not necessarily with the corporate office or senior 
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corporate leadership. Participants indicated they did not have personal relationships, nor 

necessarily effective working relationships, with most of the corporate office associates 

and leaders, in part because they felt they were not valued and did not have a “voice” in 

the organization. Most of these attributions were associated with AcquiredCo in more 

recent years and the changes in leadership, including ownership by a venture capital firm. 

“We’d been there so long we were like—you know, kind of like family together, you 

know, because we knew each other really well and got along and talked, you know, on 

the phone and stuff like that back and forth, and it’s kind of like a family-oriented,” was 

espoused by one interview participant, although he followed this directly with 

clarification stating, “between the people on the boats, but not the company, but just the 

people on the boats.” It is interesting to note that he differentiated between “the 

company” and “the people on the boats.” Some also distinguished between various work 

groups (mostly operations and vessel associates) and the corporate home office (i.e., the 

company). Another example cited the actions of the individual associates versus the 

actions of the organization as driving the “family atmosphere”: 

We all knew each other and we knew what each other’s hobbies was and you 
knew most of the wives and kids. And we actually have a little—two or three little 
functions, get-togethers where we have, you know, little picnics and barbeques 
and stuff like that. The company wasn’t sponsoring them; we were doing them 
ourselves. 

This suggests that while there was a family atmosphere at AcquiredCo, it was 

primarily at the individual or local level, and not corporate. Based on responses, this was 

clearly a point that many felt was worth raising and clarifying, in order to place the 

appropriate context around the theme of family atmosphere. Additional supporting 
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statements noting the distinction and distance between individual and local associates, as 

opposed to corporate office members, included the following:  

We had a good, small group of people over at that office. It was just the corporate 
side of it that wasn’t as strong. It was a good, small company that—I guess where 
I’m going with it is the corporate view was, you know, they were down in [city], 
they were looking at the ocean company. The terminal and the barge line more or 
less was kind of the redheaded stepchild a little bit. 

The problem wasn’t there in [city]. The problem was . . . [corporate office] was so 
closed off to anything that we wanted. And it wasn’t that you couldn’t talk to 
them; it was just that it was like talking to a wall.  
 

Summary 

The organizational identity claims for the acquiring organization and the identity 

themes for the acquired organization serve as a foundation for the exploration and 

description of the identity processes. It is important to understand these claims and 

themes for both organizations, as they provide a strong context for the environment the 

AcquiredCo associates were moving from and moving to. These environments could 

have significant effects on their experiences through the acquisition and ultimately on the 

identity of the new organization as they may relate to identity claims, interpretation, 

making sense of the new environment, and temporal domains. The next section describes 

the organizational identity processes for associates of AcquiredCo.  

Organizational Identity Processes 

Multiple identity processes in AcquiredCo emerged from the analysis of data. 

Figure 4.2 offers an overview and summary model of these processes.  
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Figure 4.2. Organizational identity processes. 
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In essence, associates of AcquiredCo felt initial ambiguity and confusion, both on 

a personal and professional level. As associates began to make sense of the acquisition 

and related organizational change, an organizational identity began to emerge based 

solely on the organizational image. Once FamCo began the formal process of integration, 

sensemaking via absorption, social learning, and organizational comparison become the 

primary processes for understanding the new organization’s identity. Ultimately, these 

sensemaking processes served to reduce ambiguity and confusion for members of 

AcquiredCo and, over time, allowed for the establishment of organizational identity 

labels from FamCo. 

Ambiguity and Confusion (Preintegration) 

Upon learning of the acquisition, many participants expressed that they were 

concerned and confused. Participants indicated that initially their concerns were more 

personal (i.e., what will this mean for me?). Their reaction upon hearing of the sale was 

to express concern about their employment status (i.e., will I have a job?), as well as the 

organizational environment and logistics of the acquisition itself and potential new 

employer. As one participant stated, “I didn’t know what that meant for me or the folks 

that worked there, whether people were going to have jobs or not, or how all of that was 

going to pan out. . . . There was a sense of: What’s going to happen to me and my 

family?” This sentiment was pervasive, as others expressed similar thoughts about 

employment status: “I was nervous to know whether or not you were going to have a job 

or if they were going to let you go” and “My very first thought was whether I’d have a 

job or not, you know, whether I was going to—whether they’d keep the employees or 
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not, whether I’d be hunting for a job, I was afraid of that.” Other participants also 

expressed initial concern about their employment status:  

I was real curious about how everything was going to unfold, as to what 
department that I would be working in or what I would actually be doing or if I’d 
even be offered a job. 

It was the fear of not knowing if I was going to have a job or not. 

We were at first kind of nervous on whether or not we would have a job. 

I was a little scared, do you know what I’m saying, because I wasn’t guaranteed 
anything, and I still have a few more years before I can retire. I wasn’t on the 
vessel side. I was on the land and shore side, and I was a little nervous and I 
didn’t know from one day to the next if I was going to have a job or not. 

Everyone felt that nervousness, that unknown feeling, because they came in, they 
talked to everyone, but they made you feel like they were going to give everyone 
something, but we didn’t really know for sure if we would. 

In addition to having direct concerns about their employment status, some 

expressed general nervousness and anxieties relating to the potential change and the 

“unknown” that was associated with the acquisition. As stated by one participant, “You 

was still nervous, you know, about the whole thing—you know, just the change, I guess, 

still nervous about that.” Another commented, “We all had anxieties, you know, about —

I mean, everybody did about what was going to happen.” One participant surmised, 

“Everyone felt that nervousness, so it was just kind of that unknown feeling.”  

During this phase, although most concerns centered on the question of 

employment status, many participants also expressed concerns about FamCo. There was 

little information directly following the announcement of the sale, and participants had a 

number of questions if they became a member of FamCo: What would this mean? What 

would the new organization be like? What would my role and responsibilities be? Who 
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would I be working with? What are the company’s standards? What are the reward and 

recognition systems?  

Many of the participants, after expressing initial concern regarding their job 

status, followed their statements with concerns regarding the organization. After one 

participant indicated he was “nervous” and “wondered whether I’d have a job coming 

over,” he further stated he was nervous about  

whether I’d lose money or have to go to a different position, you know, get 
bumped from a leadership position back to a deckhand position. . . . I worried 
about what would happen with all the crews, you know, if we’d all get split up. 
You’re like a family out there, you know; you wonder if you’ll go somewhere 
else if people will be mean. I wondered that, you know, just things . . . fears I 
guess. 

Professional concerns were expressed in many ways, but for the most part, they 

focused on the new work environment as it related to roles and responsibilities, 

leadership and peer interactions, organizational expectations, as well as compensation 

and benefits. For example, some participants stated: 

You always have concerns: Are you going to keep your seniority? Are you going 
to keep any kind of retirement? You know, are they going to put you under 
another group, operate you at a lower rate [of pay] or, you know, you don’t know 
what’s going to happen. 

Our benefits and what we would actually get as far as—you know, how we would 
be treated as newcomers, where we stood in the basic order of seniority or not 
necessarily the seniority but how our longevity would be viewed, you know. I 
mean, what we would actually—would we lose more than we would gain? 

Furthermore, some expressed concerns over the environment, including where 

(i.e., boat or location) they may be working, for whom they may be working (same 

manager or new), and changes in working standards. All of these were unknowns at this 



 

101 

time to the associates and ultimately added to the nervousness they already felt about the 

primary concern of employment status. Describing his concerns, one participant stated,  

That was a concern to people, you know: Well, are we going to be left on our 
boats with our same crews? . . . You don’t want to get put right on a boat without 
any—without knowing anybody after your company, you know, in a deal like 
this, I mean because that just makes you nervous. 

Similarly, another stated,  

I was hesitant about being, uh, about my boss, if they were going to let me stay 
where I was at. Not too much change. I didn’t want to be put on a bunch of 
different boats and hopefully could stay on the boat that I was on. 

As stated, there was also concern over operating standards and what may be 

different should they move to FamCo. One industry veteran stated: 

I wasn’t really worried about if I was going to be captain or if I was going to be 
pilot or this or that or what boat I was going to ride, but just the whole transition 
part of it. . . . If you worked somewhere 21 years, you were there pretty much 
during all the policies that were set . . . and you knew what all of them were, but 
coming over here, you know, you didn’t know what any of them were. 

Another stated, “It was kind of overwhelming in a way, you know, because you 

don’t know if you’ve got to change . . . a lot of the way you operate and you know 

different guidelines and stuff like that.” Last, in regard to operating standards, while not 

expressing significant concern or nervousness, one simply stated, “Kind of curious as to 

how they [FamCo] run everything.” 

Moving beyond the initial reactions of employment and environment concerns, 

many associates had additional reactions relating this acquisition to other past and 

professional experiences with acquisitions and losses. “I was sick to my stomach,” noted 

one participant, “mainly because I’d just 6 years before that gone through such a bad one 

[acquisition]. It was anxiety from a previous experience.” Clearly, previous experiences 
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with mergers and acquisitions had a negative effect on his reaction upon hearing of this 

acquisition.  

Interestingly enough, reactions were also based on other personal life experiences 

as well as in relation to one’s career status. As noted by one participant who had 

previously retired from the industry, “Actually, I didn’t care. . . . Like I say, I’m retired.” 

He added,  

When you retire, once you get pretty flexible, when you’ve been out there as long 
as I have, you know, you just take everything with a grain of salt. Like I say, my 
age and my experience and you get your—you get immune to a lot of this junk. 

Given that he had retired once and decided to return to the workforce, the acquisition did 

not elicit as strong of an immediate personal response, either positive or negative, as it 

did with other participants. Similarly, another respondent qualified his reaction to the 

acquisition in relation to his career status, stating very simply, “I’m 63 years old. I don’t 

have but a couple more years to go anyway.”  

Finally, others began the sensemaking process by relating this acquisition to past 

work experiences, specifically working for organizations similar to the acquiring 

company: 

I was more relaxed probably coming to FamCo than a lot of them were because I 
was used to it—the computers, for example. You know, I was a little more 
comfortable, you know, doing the swap over than a lot of them was because I 
come from a big company. 
 

Perceived Organizational Identity via Organizational Image 

During the initial acquisition process, participants described looking to FamCo’s 

public image as a way to understand the acquisition and what the new organization may 

be like. As previously described, associates expressed that they were concerned not only 
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about their employment status with FamCo, but also with the organizational environment 

(i.e., what will the new organization be like?). To help answer their own questions, they 

began to create their own image of the organization based on the knowledge of FamCo 

prior to the acquisition. Three main organizational image themes emerged from the data. 

They described the image of the organization as a private and family organization, a large 

organization/big player in the industry, and an organization that valued associates. This 

description was summarized by one participant in the following words:  

I think they know it’s not publicly traded. They know it’s a family company. We 
always . . . viewed FamCo as like . . . the flagship of the river industries, you 
know. They were the biggest; they were supposed to be the best; they were, you 
know, family owned. . . . FamCo is always viewed as like, you know, this 
ultimate, top company. . . . I think they’re just viewed as like the biggest and one 
of the best and a good organization to be a part of, and I think a lot of that has to 
do with size, but I think a lot of it has to do with the FamCo name and just the 
family-owned company as well.  

The participants gathered what they knew about FamCo and, based on this 

information, began to assess what the new organization may be like. One participant 

stated: 

Well, being in the industry as long as I have, you know, I know . . . quite a few 
people that works here. . . . Back when I was a tankerman, back years ago, . . . I 
would do a lot of pumping of their FamCo fuel for their barges on my off time 
and everything, so I got familiar with FamCo that way. 

Direct interaction with both the organization and its associates not only provided a 

perception of the organization externally, but also provided internal insight into the 

company.  

Another also reflected on his longevity and experience in the industry, stating, 

I’ve been in the river industry my entire life. I, you know, we’ve always known 
that it was a family-run business and you know it was run like what [previous 
company] was, . . . being a family and everybody knowing everybody. 
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This was also a comparative process, as participants described the degree to 

which the new organization may be similar to or different from their current organization.  

They were growing, obviously growing. I knew—I felt like they were a solid 
organization, and that was just my perception, but everything indicated that as a 
privately owned company that they were obviously in it for the long haul because 
they kept investing money in it. 

Participants also noted how different FamCo was compared to their previous company, 

where there was significant cost cutting to the expressed detriment of the operation.  

Others noted that they were aware of FamCo prior to the acquisition and 

compared it not only to their old organization but also to other organizations in their 

industry. One participant commented: 

I watched them grow from a small outfit to one of the biggest outfits there is, you 
know. I watched them buy out [a transportation provider]. I watched them buy out 
[another transportation provider]. I think they bought out another one.  

Others supported this statement, noting, “I knew that they were one of the biggest towing 

companies on the river” and “I knew they were a big player in the industry.”  

While some noted the organization’s size, they also noted its position and image 

in the marketplace. One participant stated, “I knew they were a very big part of the river 

industry; . . . it was a fairly large company,” while another simply stated, “I knew them as 

the largest barge line, and I certainly know them as the leader in the industry.”  

Based on FamCo’s organizational image, other participants expressed that they 

thought FamCo valued associates. One commented on FamCo as “a good outfit to work 

for” with “good benefits and stuff like that,” and another elaborated: 

I knew that FamCo was a good company . . . because, just like I said, I know 
people that’s worked here for 30 years plus. . . . When you’ve got employees 
that’s been there 30 plus years, . . . it’s got to be a pretty good place to work. 
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Others stated that they based their impression of the acquiring organization on 

conversations they had with others in the industry, conversations they had directly with 

FamCo, or information they heard from others. Their impression of FamCo was that it 

“took care of its people”: “We’d heard, you know, pretty good stuff about them. . . . 

Everything I heard about them, you know, as far as the way they took care of their people 

and all that stuff was good,” stated one participant. Another surmised, “I did have some 

conversations with him and he let me know it was a great company to work for and they 

do promoting and things like that.” Alluding to multiple conversations over the years in 

regard to FamCo, an industry veteran stated, “A lot of folks over the years have told me 

they were good people, that they took care of their people.” Finally, in a direct 

conversation with a friend who worked for FamCo, one participant indicated that his 

friend communicated that “they’re moving” and “he liked working here.”  

Once AcquiredCo members moved beyond the initial states of anxiety and 

confusion, they began to leverage existing knowledge or perceived knowledge of FamCo 

as a next step in the sensemaking process. This information alone, as well as using this 

information as a basis of comparison with their current organization, served to shape 

many associates’ reaction to not only the act of acquisition, but also the organization that 

had purchased them. Most interview respondents indicated that, based on this 

information, their reaction to being purchased by FamCo was positive. Most perceived it 

as a move for the better, and many followed up their initial statements about anxiety and 

confusion about the acquisition with clarifying statements once they learned who would 

be acquiring them: 
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When we found out FamCo was getting it, I mean, we was all pleased because, 
you know, we knew their background and they’ve been in business a long time 
and, you know, we thought we was making a good move. 

Everybody was happy when they knew that FamCo was going to acquire us. 

We’d all been wanting to go to work at FamCo, so now we’re going to get bought 
out by FamCo, so it’s a pretty happy feeling. you know, for that because they’ve 
been around for years. . . . With FamCo buying us, you know, we knew we were 
going to be okay. 
 

Ambiguity and Confusion (Postintegration) 

The previous section presented associates’ ambiguity and confusion during their 

initial reactions to the acquisition, prior to any formal integration between the two 

companies. However, participants described ambiguity and confusion continuing after the 

integration. While this may or may not have been experienced by FamCo, this was 

certainly felt by AcquiredCo associates. “I could see confusion and I’m talking about 

everywhere, you know. I could see FamCo management people confused because they 

didn’t know what to tell people,” stated one participant regarding the acquisition once the 

companies began integration. Another stated,  

To start with, we had FamCo dispatching and AcquiredCo dispatching, so we 
worked—they all sort of worked together, but we were getting orders from 
FamCo and orders from AcquiredCo, and they’d get sort of crossed up, mixed up. 

The preceding quote described the initial confusion that is often associated with merging 

two organizations. A more detailed example was provided by another participant:  

That’s when the confusion really got started. Here’s the deal. All right. I’m 
operating a boat. It’s got AcquiredCo on the side of it. It’s got a AcquiredCo crew 
on it, and I’m answering to AcquiredCo and I’m doing my payroll in AcquiredCo, 
but I’m also operating under FamCo, and FamCo is throwing all this stuff out 
there that they want us to—you know, this, this, this payroll and all this stuff, but 
we don’t know how to put the payroll into the computer, you know, and stuff like 
that. They throw new computers with new operating systems at us, but I’ve got to 
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navigate that boat 12 hours a day; I ain’t got time to sit there and play with that 
computer. And I’m trying to do payroll, but I’m doing payroll with AcquiredCo. 
But I’m also doing—trying to set up payroll with FamCo, and I can’t log nobody 
on the boat if I do not have a FamCo ID number, and they won’t give you an ID 
number because we not actually in the payroll yet. 

Organizational confusion surfaced in descriptions of personal stress, as the 

participant who provided the story stated,  

Like I say, there for about 2 weeks—well, I’ll tell you what, I got off, . . . I had to 
go see a doctor. I could not get my blood pressure down. I told them, I said, 
“Man, ya’ll about drove me nuts. This is a mess!” 

Citing changes in navigation systems as part of the integration, the following 

excerpts provide additional insight into the confusion and lack of knowledge regarding 

operational practices for the new organization.  

He [another associate] was on a tug, you know, so he got on. Well, the new 
system, it was a new FamCo system, and he hadn’t really saw it. But between he 
and I, we made it to Baton Rouge, you know, and everything, figured out, you 
know, how to send email and stuff like that. And the traffic, well, we just made hit 
and miss until we got to Vicksburg and everything was so messed up, well, I was 
about ready to just walk off and say the heck with it. 

They were calling me wanting me to do this, and I would do it and it still 
wouldn’t work, you know. And I was getting more aggravated by the minute 
anyway. When I finally told them I’ve done all I can do and it’s still not working, 
you know, and I forget who it was in [FamCo headquarters location] here or 
something with the—that system, he said it sounds to me like you need some 
help. I said I need some help. . . . I was by myself for a couple of days there; it 
was like to run me nuts. 

Both participant statements described the confusion and tension that arise when working 

under unfamiliar circumstances, as well as the personal reactions associates of an 

acquired organization experience when integration effort begin.  
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Sensemaking and Sensegiving 

As described in the previous section, ambiguity and confusion, both before and 

after acquisition, were part of the initial identity processes for associates of AcquiredCo. 

Individuals in the organization reflected on the possibilities and the information they had 

about FamCo. In addition, FamCo began or initiated actions and processes as part of the 

formal integration process. This section describes these processes, which are proposed as 

sensemaking processes.  

Sensemaking via organizational sensegiving. Interview participants shared 

numerous actions of FamCo that helped them understand the acquisition and what might 

happen. One of the first such actions by FamCo was an official welcome letter to 

members of AcquiredCo. This letter was sent from the CEO and was titled “Welcome to 

FamCo.” This letter welcomed the recipients, expressed pleasure with the acquisition, 

and provided an overview of forthcoming actions. “I think we got a letter of—you know, 

saying about the acquisition and how happy they are that—you know, it’s happened,” 

stated one participant, with another stating, “They sent a deal to us also welcoming us 

aboard and all that. I think just, you know, more or less that they was glad to have us.” 

This communication provided some insight into what working for FamCo would be like. 

As summarized by one participant,  

I think that we had received an email; it might have been from [the CEO], 
welcoming us into the company, . . . welcoming everybody aboard, you know, 
and to be part of the FamCo family. It was a nice gesture, you know—to receive 
something from the company and say, you know, welcome to our company. I 
mean it was—I thought it was very professional, plus it, you know, it give us a 
good feeling of being part of their company right away. 
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Additional communications and actions followed the initial welcome letters and 

again described future organizational actions so new members would be aware of what to 

expect. “We had a couple of emails from FamCo later on, you know, that we’d be having 

meetings and they’d be helping us to get transitioned over,” noted one participant. Other 

organizational actions followed. One of the early actions involved soliciting questions 

from members of AcquiredCo in order to address their concerns and questions regarding 

the acquisition.  

They started feeding us information whenever they knew they had the company 
bought for sure and they were emailing stuff to us. . . . They were really good 
when we—when everybody turned all those questions in and they went through 
and they, you know, took all the different questions and made a form and they 
sent it to them and FamCo answered them promptly and to the best they could. I 
mean, they couldn’t tell us everything because we weren’t [formally] part of the 
company yet, but they told us as much as they could.  

The interview participant who made this statement then provided his 

interpretation of what this meant in his process of understanding the new organization:  

It [answering questions] kind of started setting people’s minds at ease and kind of 
relieved a little bit of the stress, you know, from not knowing actually what was 
going to take place. . . . That really got me to thinking that they had to be some—
it’d be a good place to work. . . . They took the questions that we sent in and they 
put the questions on a form and then they put the answer underneath them and 
they wanted everybody to see the questions that come in then the answers they 
gave. So I printed that out, you know, and showed it to my wife, and then it eased 
her pressure too. Because she—you know we were just—didn’t know what was 
going to take place when it all happened, but after that, I mean, that really—that 
was a really good turning point for the people at AcquiredCo.  

These preintegration actions such as welcome letters and solicitation of questions 

were meant to provide direction regarding the acquisition and, as noted by the 

participants, provided an understanding of the new organization as associates of 
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AcquiredCo began the transition. As noted, many participants began to interpret these 

actions and formed initial opinions regarding the identity of the new organization.  

Sensegiving actions on the part of FamCo were in the early stages as AcquiredCo 

began to be absorbed into FamCo. FamCo took numerous additional actions to begin the 

absorption process and assimilate members of AcquiredCo into its organizational policies 

and practices. These sensegiving actions included offering orientation sessions and 

various initiatives regarding training and education, as well as making support and 

resource materials available.  

Orientation. Orientation sessions were often mentioned as both an initial and 

primary organizational action in which AcquiredCo associates began to make sense of the 

new organization. Many participants indicated these orientation sessions were helpful and 

valuable in learning how the acquisition would affect them on a personal level as well as 

learning about their ‘new’ organization. On a personal level, associates appreciated 

receiving information about organizational benefits and some organizational policies 

through these sessions. This was expressed in statements such as the following:  

They had a big benefits session, told us all that, and we filled out all our 
paperwork to get our direct deposit started and our insurance and everything. And 
that’s one of the best things that’s happened in a long time to us—or me 
personally, and I mean everybody else pretty well feels the same way. 

We had an orientation meeting that we went to if you were off the boat that gave 
us a lot of information about where things were going and how it was going to be. 
And what I—I mean, there was a slide show and the whole 9 yards, . . . you know, 
disability stuff. I mean, we got pamphlets that had individual folders that had all 
this information in it for us, so they helped us with that.  

Well, actually, FamCo was really great. They came over on a very regular basis. 
[CEO] came down; I mean, it wasn’t just like the people [from city]; there were 
representatives from [headquarters] that came down and went over the benefits 
and different things. And at the time, we didn’t even know if we were going to go 
with FamCo or not, but we were all included in on that just so we wouldn’t come 
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into it not knowing information, you know. They were real good about passing 
information onto the vessels in that way.  

[For] the benefits department stuff, you know, we had meetings at AcquiredCo, 
with the AcquiredCo people and the FamCo people, you know, sort of telling us 
what they were doing and explaining their systems and benefits to us and all of 
that. 

These meetings also provided opportunities to learn about the history of FamCo, 

which was presented via videos and PowerPoint presentations, as well as set some 

organizational expectations moving forward. Two participants described these meetings: 

FamCo was very informative. They came over and they had meetings with the 
boats. . . . They started having meetings at the office and trying to schedule people 
to come. They brought a video and showed them the background of FamCo and 
you know what the business was and what they had built. . . . We had several 
meetings. FamCo was very informative.  

They had several orientation meetings and people off AcquiredCo boats were 
coming in in groups, you know, and going in and the CEO was giving a 
presentation. You know, he’d talk and they took captains and pilots in separate 
rooms, you know, later in the day, and [senior leader], you know, explained to us 
about, you know, what the company expected out of us and everything.  

Last, participants noted that associates from the FamCo home office came to their 

location not only to present information, but also get to know members of AcquiredCo 

and address any concerns.  

We had people coming over and introducing themselves during the acquisition. 
. . . We probably had 25 people over there just going like—just kind of going 
around and introducing themselves and just kind of talking to us and seeing just if 
we had any concerns, if we were okay—you know, just our general well-being. 
Then we actually had, we started having meetings over there and—which was 
very informative and very helpful. 

These organizational actions served as sensemaking actions in that they allowed 

for interpretation and sensemaking on the part of the AcquiredCo associates. The 

participants indicated that they appreciated both the opportunity to get to know FamCo 
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associates as well as the useful information they provided. A participant indicated that 

this “put their mind at ease” regarding the acquisition, as it provided both personal and 

professional information regarding the transition. This sentiment was summed up nicely 

by one participant: 

I was afraid of that [the meetings], but then the reaction afterwards, you know, 
after we had the meetings and got informed about how things was going to work 
and that we’d have jobs and what the pay and stuff would be, the benefits, it was a 
relieved feeling, you know, to be going somewhere where you could run again, 
you know, be a towboat, get the things you needed and have the support you 
needed to do what you was supposed to be doing. 

Training and education. Training and education was also useful to participants 

during this stage. Participants identified many different forms, such as in-class training, 

on-the-job mentored learning, and educational resources such as books and pamphlets. 

Formal workshops were provided to AcquiredCo associates as part of the transition in 

order to review operational practices and address any questions. One participant 

commented on “crews going to their workshops” to “get them up to speed on their way of 

doing things.” The most useful training during this stage as identified by participants was 

the placement of FamCo vessel associates with AcquiredCo vessel associates to help 

navigate routes and learn operational practices. Many participants cited this as a crucial 

action in truly learning the operational procedures and vessel culture of FamCo. Several 

explained: 

They got people on the boat to work with you on—get you into their systems. I 
mean, they spent a lot of money having people ride over just to help us, you 
know, answer questions and get us up to date on their computer systems and all 
their stuff, and that’s not just wheelhouse; I mean, they even put deck crew on to 
help the deck crew with, you know, all their paperwork and all their rules and 
regulations and stuff, so I was pretty impressed with that. 



 

113 

We had a couple of ambassadors get on the boat, you know, from FamCo, other 
captains to kind of help us . . . and that was really nice to help smooth the 
transition. 

We also had a mate from FamCo, and he rode with us and helped the deck crew 
with purchasing orders . . . and if they had any questions about any policies, 
procedures, or anything like that, you know, he helped them along with that also. 
So that was—that was good.  

They put guys, regular [FamCo] captains off their regular boats on there to help 
us learn their computer system and their traffic. . . . They were really good about, 
you know, communication and staying in touch with you. 

They actually put a guy on the boat with us to make things easier about the 
computer systems and the traffic logs and stuff about how you log everything that 
you do—just so you can be driving and not have to worry about trying to figure 
out a new system. 

Some of the deck crew guys on the road with us and helped us learn initially what 
we needed to know to be successful with the [FamCo] policies and procedures, 
and we were given some help.  

More specifically, some mentioned safety as a key component of what was being 

taught through inclusion of FamCo vessel leaders placed on AcquiredCo boats. “They’re 

putting FamCo people on some former [AcquiredCo] boats, trying to interject the culture 

more or less, and a lot of it is the safety culture,” stated one participant, describing his 

view of not only supporting learning through mentorship, but also injection of 

organizational culture with a focus on safety.  

Participants noted that the actions taken by FamCo during this stage were very 

valuable and aided in their transition. One particularly noted that the action not only 

helped AcquiredCo members learn the new operating procedures, but was done in a 

positive and supportive manner, not in a way that was critical or punitive. These actions 

also helped AcquiredCo associates better understand FamCo. As one participant stated: 

They’re not getting on there, going on there and looking at your boat and making 
sure you’re doing everything right; they’re getting on to make sure that you’re 
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comfortable with the company and you know that you’re satisfied with the way 
things are going on your boat. They’re not on there to criticize you or get onto 
you because your boat’s not kept up good or anything like that. I mean, they’re 
getting on there for personnel and they’re wanting to make sure that everybody is 
satisfied and happy. 

While everyone indicated that this was a beneficial action, one participant noted 

that he was placed with a traditional (preacquisition) FamCo boat and crew and thought 

this may have further benefited the transition: 

On the other hand, if you took everybody and split them up, it would really make 
the acquisition easier getting used to the FamCo ways. I wound up going to a 
FamCo boat about 6 months ago, and it is so much easier because everybody 
knows how things work; they know how things are done, you know. You don’t 
have to sit there and wonder. 

Organizational resources. Finally, the organizational resources provided to 

AcquiredCo associates also helped participants better understand the new organization— 

both its policies and practices and what it valued and stood for as an organization. As 

with training and education, resources provided and available to AcquiredCo associates 

took many forms, from pamphlets about the company, employee handbooks, and contact 

and call center support to vessel operating procedures. Associates noted feeling supported 

throughout the transition with both the information provided as well as knowledge that 

they had organizational contacts to reach out to with any questions. Two participants 

described this: 

We actually went to a meeting and everything and then I mean lots of booklets 
and stuff about standards of integrity and like I said the safety policies and 
procedures . . . and then barge registry information. Any kind of information you 
needed about the company was there. And there was one set for the pilot house 
and one set for the deck crew, so I felt like that was good because, you know, 
everybody was wanting to read them. 
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We had—you know, handouts, little pamphlets, and it had people’s names. . . . It 
had their name and their picture and what they did with the company and how 
many boats they were handling. 

FamCo also provided contact resources and operating manuals while on the 

vessels.  

It’s phenomenal resources—I mean, anything that you need to know, most of it 
you can look it up on a—even on a computer, you know, the answer to a lot of 
questions or stuff that you need to know about . . . standard operating procedures 
and stuff, you know. It’s just, you know, a big help like that.  

As far as the systems and stuff the—we got the help desk through the IT 
department that we could call for any information that we needed. Anybody that 
just—if you didn’t know who to talk to, all you had to do was call somebody, you 
know, and they’d point you in the right direction.  

We had plenty of uh, brochures, welcome aboards. We have plenty of contact 
numbers on the vessels. 

Artifacts. Artifacts refer to things or objects within the research environment 

(Merriam, 2009). For this study, two primary artifacts had a significant influence in how 

associates of AcquiredCo continued to make sense of the acquisition. Those artifacts 

were computer systems on the vessels and corporate images on the vessels (colors, logos, 

pendants/flags, etc.). As indicated by most participants, vessel changes occurred very 

quickly, and this was interpreted as intentional on the part of FamCo. “We’ve changed 

that out on the boats, the names and stuff. FamCo wanted to come off of that 

[AcquiredCo name/logo],” stated one interview participant, with another stating, “That’s 

part of the process. . . . You had to change the color on the boats and the painting 

schemes and the way the boat was painted and . . . the logos, the stack emblems, and 

getting all that accomplished.” When questioned how quickly that occurred and how that 

was interpreted by others, he followed up, stating:  
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It happened pretty quickly. . . . They did a good job. I mean, well, that’s part of 
the process of making you feel a part of the company right away. . . . Let’s say for 
instance if you went for 6 months and you kept a [AcquiredCo] stack emblem on 
there, . . . I think that would have more of a negative effect to people than 
changing the boat over right way and trying to get in the groove with, you know, 
the other . . . boats and make you part of the company. . . . That was a big step, 
you know; I thought that was a good thing. 

Others also validated the actions as well as the interpretation of the actions, with 

one additional participant stating,  

We got the pendant flags and all those kinds of things. . . . We immediately got 
the computers and stuff on the boat that had all this information in it in order to do 
what we needed to become FamCo or, you know, to create the FamCo look.  

In both quotes, the phrases “make you a part of the company” and “become FamCo” 

were associated with having not only the look and feel of the new organization, but also 

operating under its policies and procedures. Additional supporting evidence for 

integration of artifacts as an organizational sensegiving action is provided in Table 4.6. 

 
Table 4.6 
Quotes Supporting Artifacts as an Organizational Sensegiving Action 

• We got the stacks repainted. . . . We painted the bands and . . . a piece of plywood 
with a red stripe [FamCo logo]. Yes, for the boat, but as far as everything else, we got 
that pretty quick. 

• We got new stack logos and things like that. That stuff happened pretty quickly, . . . 
within the first month, I guess. 

• They brought the boats in and put all their equipment on there and their computers 
and their alarm systems and educating us on all that. The computers and stuff was 
real quick [in relation to the acquisition]. It was within a month. . . . They put the 
essential stuff on first and got everybody so that we can communicate, and then now 
they’re going back and updating the boats to like their alarm systems and things like 
that.  

• They come on at about 6:00 or 7:00 in the morning and they left at 10:00 at night. 
Somebody from [AcquiredCo corporate office], I think, called the guys, and they 
were nice folks, you know, but I mean they were doing what they had to do. Rip it 
out and put the other stuff on. . . . Anyway they were gone by 10:00 that night. 

• The computers and stuff. you know, and then they got on one morning and was on 
there all day. They took all of our stuff off, and we had all FamCo stuff, you know—
just bam . . . there it is!  



 

117 

Sensemaking via social learning. Social learning proved to be a very common 

method by which members of AcquiredCo began to learn about their new organization 

and understand its values and what was important to the organization. Social learning, as 

defined by Bandura (1977), is learning from one another primarily through observation of 

behaviors and outcomes of those behaviors. Social learning can also occur through 

interaction and dialogue with others. Participants expressed that they learned through 

interaction and dialogue with others and that they valued these opportunities in aiding the 

transition. Some indicated they began to communicate with FamCo vessels immediately 

on the river once they learned of the acquisition, and this helped to provide some insight 

into the new organization. One participant commented: 

[You would] pass a FamCo boat and call them up or they’d call you up, “Hey, 
how does it feel to be FamCo now?” They’d—you know, everybody always had 
something good to say. The only thing that FamCo ever said was the safety was a 
lot, but to me that’s a great part of it, you know. I think that’s important. 

These conversations served to set expectations early about the organization’s 

commitment to safety and zero harm. One participant shared: 

It wasn’t so bad after you got to talking to people with FamCo. You know, you 
started talking to boats when you’d pass them, and they’d tell you how things 
were good and how things were ran and stuff like that. . . . That made it a whole 
lot better. 

The participant indicated that although they didn’t learn specifics, the information shared 

was valuable in reducing the ambiguity and confusion associated with the acquisition. 

The participant learned new information about the organization and gained a better 

understanding of how the company operated.  

Additionally, once integration efforts began and associates were formally a part of 

FamCo, social learning among vessel associates was also critical in continuing to learn 
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about the company and operational practices. As stated by multiple participants 

acknowledging on-the-job learning via social modality, “We kind of learned [operating 

standards] fly by wire, you know, or listened to other guys telling us and calling other 

boats, . . . so we kind of learned it on the fly,” with another supporting statement: 

So far, you know, I haven’t met anybody that hadn’t tried to help me in any way 
they could—you know, you pick up the radio, talk to another boat from FamCo, 
and they’re more than willing to help you out, you know, any way they can. 

Informal interactions between associates in the office also provided critical 

learning opportunities for members of AcquiredCo. These interactions included talking 

with members who were a part of FamCo prior to the acquisition as well as associates 

who had transitioned in the office environment from AcquiredCo. “Just talking with 

people, you know, in the company, you kind of get a better idea more of what the 

company is about,” stated one participant. Social interactions with associates who were 

previously with AcquiredCo also offered them an understanding of what was different 

with the new organization and a further understanding of the acquisition. As summarized 

by one participant:  

Talking to some of the people that has come to the [city] main office that used to 
be AcquiredCo, employees, you know, they would kind of give me their thoughts 
and feelings about different things and how it was different compared to what we 
used to have where we worked at and, you know, kind of gave me insight on 
things like that, you know. If I wasn’t here to be part of it, you know, they would 
kind of keep me up on things so that was—that’s been helpful. 

Additionally, the informal development of peer relationships surfaced as key to 

sensemaking for associates of AcquiredCo. One participant summarized this action well: 

I feel like one of the people that I work with, [FamCo leader], I mean, he’s made 
sure that I’ve learned policies and procedures and he makes sure that I understand 
how to do like the tow building and talk to the boats and do—I mean, he’s taken a 
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lot of time to show me those things, and I think that he wants me to learn and 
grow. I can see that. 

Sensemaking via comparison to AcquiredCo. Participants expressed that they 

frequently compared the two organizations—FamCo and AcquiredCo—during the 

transition and said that comparison was key to their understanding of FamCo at that time. 

Given that most interview participants were from the operations groups (i.e., vessel 

associates), most comparisons were specific to the vessel operating practices between the 

two companies (i.e., safety). However, participants also expressed comparisons related to 

company culture, company size, and operational practices. Specifically, many 

participants noted the size difference between the organizations as one critical factor in 

understanding the new organization and how things would be different. Given the 

number of supporting statements, many of these are presented in Table 4.7.  

 
Table 4.7 
Sample Quotes Showing Sensemaking via Organizational Comparison 

Theme Quote  
Company 

culture 
• They [AcquiredCo] were very secretive and here they’re not—you know 

who the company is, what it stands for, and where they’re going, and you 
didn’t—you didn’t know that [with AcquiredCo].  

 • The difference there [AcquiredCo] was they were short-term view, 
flipping the company, whereas coming over to FamCo, totally different, 
different perspective because [FamCo’s got a] long-term view and takes 
care of its people and, you know, [it’s a] totally different situation. 

 • Just comparing the difference between the two different companies there, 
you know it seems as if FamCo has their priorities straight as to what is 
most important. 

 • When we came to FamCo, that was completely different [as compared to 
AcquiredCo], you know. It’s ran different. It’s operated different. Most 
of the people in the office know—you know, the majority of them came 
from a boat it seems like, . . . and that’s something over here that’s way 
different with FamCo is that they have a lot of hands-on experience. 

 • They [AcquiredCo] didn’t have anything—you know, family values or 
nothing like that. They didn’t care about you as a person. Over here [at 
FamCo] since I’ve been acquired, my wife had a baby. [They’ve been] 



 

120 

Theme Quote  
more than accommodating getting me off, taking me home, you know, 
never heard a thing about it, no complaint. You know, it was just like it 
was—they was happy to do it.  

 • I don’t think that their [AcquiredCo] values changed. I think with the 
management that we had, . . . I feel like that they strayed and that’s the 
reason that they ended up where they were.  

 • Of course, the company [AcquiredCo] was for selling stuff, but some of 
our benefits had diminished down and so the acquisition with FamCo 
was a very big plus for us . . . because we actually increased our benefits. 

 • I know that they [FamCo] like to promote within and move people 
around and move people up and over. At AcquiredCo, you didn’t have 
those opportunities. 

 • They’ve [FamCo] been sharing the company’s finances and . . . I think 
that’s good to know. I didn’t know anything previously [at AcquiredCo] 
on how it did last year, you know, financially.  

 • If there was somebody wanting a job, I would recommend them to 
FamCo. Well, the last 5 years at [AcquiredCo], I never—somebody 
would ask me about a job, and I’d say go somewhere else . . . but don’t 
stop here.  

 • It’s [FamCo] a good place to work and . . . they’ve got opportunities, you 
know; they’ve got stages you’ve got to go through to get these 
opportunities, and . . . there’s a lot of room for advancement here, which 
we did not have, you know, with AcquiredCo. 

 • Over in [city, at AcquiredCo], you know, I wore blue jeans and t-shirts 
every day if I wanted to because I was going to be on a boat every day 
and if I wanted somebody down the hall, I just yelled. . . . It was just so 
open that way and, you know, I just—I don’t see me yelling three or four 
offices down here [at FamCo] [chuckle]. 

Company 
size 

• That was just AcquiredCo; now all three companies, it was like 700, 800 
associates, but even that’s nowhere close to FamCo, you know. But you 
know it’s a little—it was a little intimidating. 

 • They [FamCo] is such a big company, you know, and like AcquiredCo 
and [previous company], they was small. But like we had, I think, 17 
boats altogether, about 14 actual line boats or something like that, and 
you know where FamCo had like 100 and something, so it was kind of 
overwhelming in a way. 

 • It [AcquiredCo] wasn’t like FamCo, you know; you’ve got all kinds of 
people in [FamCo’s] office, you know, and like you go down there—
you’ve got crews for this. Of course, FamCo is a big company. . . . They 
got a whole lot of boats, 150-some boats, maybe more, . . . so they’ve got 
to have more people. 

 • It [AcquiredCo] was smaller. It was a more closer relationship with the 
office person. . . . Fourteen boats compared to what, 150-some odd or 
whatever they said up there, 250 whatever it is [FamCo boats]. . . . Of 
course, it was [more intimate], you know.  
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Theme Quote  
Operational 
practices 

• FamCo spends more money on their equipment, keeping it up and 
renewing it and even building new barges and, you know, new boats and 
acquisitions of different companies and stuff like that. So it seems like 
they are top of the line as far as making sure that people have the right 
equipment to do their jobs and work . . . just a lot of things we wasn’t 
accustomed to [at AcquiredCo]. 

 • We might be going somewhere [at AcquiredCo] and have to wait 6 or 8 
hours, you know, to get tug service to drop or pick up a barge or 
whatever. It’s not like that over here [at FamCo]. They’ve got good 
connections, and they keep their boats moving, you know, where some 
companies don’t.  

 • I’ve seen a lot more streamlined way of doing things [at FamCo]. The 
measure of help that we have now is considerably larger. We were used 
to fending for ourselves in a lot of ways. The processes that are in place 
with FamCo are a lot more goal-oriented. In other words, they’re more 
efficient. We went from struggling to have a tow to put in front of the 
boat to one’s there every time you need one. 

 • Their safety forms are totally different from what we were used to [at 
AcquiredCo], and I mean, you know, I was a little concerned about that 
because they’re—you got—you know, they’re really big on safety.  

 • You can see that they got the work, you know. I mean, over at 
AcquiredCo, it got to the point you didn’t know . . . if you were going to 
be working or not. 

 • The paperwork and the, you know, the computer programs, we [at 
AcquiredCo] wasn’t that far advanced on this computer stuff. We run the 
navigation charges like they do, and we had a little company program 
that we’d done our logs and stuff on, but it’s nothing like theirs [FamCo], 
and you’re having to completely learn all that stuff. 

 • It’s the paperwork, policy, and procedures, things like that, you know, 
that’s different [than AcquiredCo].  

 • If you have any questions or any, you know, technical part of it like a 
computer, getting used to their program and just insurance stuff or 
anything that you’ve got to, you know, you call somebody and somebody 
get back with you and, you know, they’ve [FamCo] got so many 
resources on everything you know—like us, before, we didn’t have that 
much. 

 • You have more information at your fingertips [at FamCo]. You know, 
you can go to a book and look up maybe if you got a problem, or you can 
call somebody to help you. Over there [at AcquiredCo], you might not 
get the right answer. If your ops manager didn’t get it, there wasn’t that 
many people to talk to.  

 • The more time you spend doing the [FamCo] ways, you learn that they’re 
okay to do because it’s the complete opposite of what you was taught 
before [at AcquiredCo].  
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Theme Quote  
 • And there is policies and procedures over here [at FamCo], and I know 

that you have to abide by them. It’s totally different. It’s totally different 
[as compared to AcquiredCo].  

 • Well, FamCo being more strict on like their safety policies and stuff [as 
compared to AcquiredCo] always seemed like it was going to be a pain 
in the butt, but after you get into the system and see how well it’s 
working, then you realize that, you know, this is a lot better. 

 • They [AcquiredCo], you know, they—it’s laid back. They didn’t have 
this many rules as this [FamCo] company’s got. 

 • Over here [FamCo], it seems like everybody’s for it [safety]. You know, 
it is actually important, which has been something that a lot of people 
have had trouble switching from, you know, people that had been from 
AcquiredCo. 

 • If you got a problem getting safety stuff, over here, you call someone and 
they’ll get you to somebody in safety. Over there, we had a safety 
department, it was just one guy, . . . but it was like he was way too 
overloaded. 

 
 
 

Sensemaking via comparison (other). Last, sensemaking via comparison to 

companies other than AcquiredCo or to the industry in general was indicated in the data 

results as a primary component of making sense of the acquisition and the new 

organization. These processes were focused solely on making sense of the acquisition 

itself in relation to ‘what it means for me.’ As presented, these processes focused on 

comparison to one’s stage in life (i.e., age and retirement) or a previous acquisition the 

participant had experienced. These comparative processes addressed the act of the 

acquisition of the company, but were not a comparative sensemaking process in 

understanding the identity of FamCo. However, sensemaking processes comparing 

FamCo to other companies that the participant may have worked at previously or the 

occupational industry in general further helped associates understand their new 

organization. This is obviously very similar in process to comparison to AcquiredCo, just 
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using a different comparative source than AcquiredCo specifically. Comparisons took 

many forms, from culture and values to operational practices and standards. 

Regarding the culture and values, general statements were provided that 

compared FamCo to the industry itself: 

They’re [FamCo] involved in, you know, United Way and just culturally so 
advanced, you know, in comparison to other companies I would say—you know, 
inside or outside of the barge industry. 

How well the equipment is kept up and them putting the money back into the 
company and, you know, sharing the success of the company with the employees, 
you know, like their bonus plans, and you know a lot of companies don’t do that. 

Other participants highlighted the benefits to associates, particularly as they 

related to health and retirement:  

There’s not many better companies out here than FamCo as far as benefits and 
you know retirement and health insurance, and they’ve got top of the line in all of 
that, so there’s only one or two companies out there that can match them. 

Like the wellness that they have, the different options that you can go through to 
manage your health care, . . . stuff like that that a lot of companies don’t offer. 

Clearly, associates highlighted identity characteristics they viewed as setting 

FamCo apart from the rest of the industry. This was further evidenced by operational 

standards designed both to ensure world-class operations and to ensure the safety of the 

associate, as several participants noted: 

They’re [FamCo] going to hold you to a higher standard than most companies out 
here do, and that can be intimidating. But there again, when you really get into the 
system and see how good it works, not so much. 

The standards that are set here are high and above, I would say, the rest of the 
industry. . . . The culture and the attitude here is that, you know, the best barge 
line in the business and we’re going to do the things that are necessary to, you 
know, hold that and keep that true.  
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I’ve worked at other companies, I’ve tripped for other companies, but [as] far as 
their organization-wise over here, I think they’re pretty much as good as it can 
probably be for me. 

Others focused specifically on the organization’s commitment to safety and zero 

harm: 

I think they care more about their people than a lot of places I’ve been, you know. 
Of course we did, we try to keep everybody safe, keep them from getting hurt and 
everything, but I mean FamCo seems like [it] puts a lot more [emphasis on it]. 

As far as safety or as far as zero harm, put it all together safety and 
environmental, which would be the zero harm, they’re very—they’re very serious 
about it, I guess, would be the right way to put it. A lot of companies if it costs, 
they want to holler safety and all that to you, [if you] tell them what they can do 
to help and if it costs money, that’s the end of the conversation. I’ve seen that a 
lot. 

Clearly, aligning organizational actions to words could be powerful in sending messages 

to associates.  

Reduction of Ambiguity and Confusion 

As posited and supported by past research, ambiguity and confusion is a natural 

occurrence during organizational change, specifically acquisitions. However, in this study 

several factors emerged that served to reduce ambiguity and confusion and begin to 

establish the organizational identity claims of FamCo for associates of AcquiredCo. 

Responses supporting the reduction of ambiguity were generally provided in response to 

two interview questions posed to all participants: “What efforts have you seen by FamCo, 

if any, to integrate AcquiredCo as a part of FamCo following the acquisition?” and 

“What has influenced how you see this organization since the acquisition?” Additionally, 

although not a formal part of the interview protocol, most interview participants were 
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asked as to whether they now felt a part of FamCo. Supporting data were also often 

provided in response to this question.  

As presented, the passage of time was mentioned by many participants as one 

factor that aided their transition into understanding the company they now worked for 

and feeling a sense of belonging to that company. As time elapsed through the 

integration, participants expressed that time allowed them to experience the new 

organization in many ways: They became more knowledgeable in their role, became 

more comfortable with coworkers, and gained a deeper knowledge and understanding of 

organizational policies and practices. One participant summarized this idea nicely:  

I just think it’s something that comes with time—you know, the longer you’re 
with people and learn people and their personalities and their likes and dislikes 
and you work together as a group, I just think over time you just start to feel more 
comfortable. 

Another stated, “Just the company’s actions in general, you know, as time goes 

on, it’s just, everything that happens is basically an example.” “Example” here referred to 

the values of the new organization as they were reflected in organizational actions over 

time. Each of these actions was described by participants as assisting in their 

understanding of the new organization and helping to identify its core organizational 

identity traits. Summarizing the experience, one participant expressed, “You feel like an 

outsider at first for sure, and then you kind of slowly start transition into feeling like 

you’re part of the group.” These statements related to time as a component of being 

accepted by others and feeling like a part of the team. More general statements regarding 

the passage of time and participants’ inclusion as a member of the organization with 

reduced ambiguity and confusion included the following:  



 

126 

I’m starting to feel like we’re a part of it [the organization] and . . . overall 
everything is coming together. We [are] finally getting a feel for the organization 
like we [are a] part of it. 

At first, I’ll be honest with you, . . . I always would talk about [FamCo] as being 
another outside company, like I wasn’t part of them. But you know, over time and 
being more involved with the company seems to make it easier for me to let go of 
that. . . . That’s the way I feel presently, you know, but it did take a little while to 
get used to, you know, getting away from the 25 years that I’ve been with the 
other companies. 

I think that the longer I’m here, and the, you know, the more I do things and—I 
just think that’s [assimilation] just time. 

[I am] more now [feeling a part of FamCo] than, you know, a month ago or 2 
months ago, you know, as time goes on. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This single case study addressed organizational identity for an acquired 

organization. Specifically, it examined the research question: What are the organizational 

identity processes occurring in an acquired organization? Although research has been 

conducted on cultural integration in mergers and acquisitions and on the structural 

concept of organizational identity and its influence and role in organizations, little 

research has addressed the specific research phenomena identified for this study: identity 

construction processes in an acquired organization (Kroon & Noorderhaven, 2010). 

Researchers such as Albert and Whetten (1985), Dutton and Dukerich (1991), Gioia, 

Schultz, and Corley (2000), and Hatch and Schultz (2002) have posited the theoretical 

processes of identity construction, and this study was designed to enhance that 

knowledge, specifically with regard to identity construction processes in acquired 

organizations.  

Mergers and acquisitions frequently produce substantial change in organizational 

processes and strategies as multiple organizations come together to form one 

consolidated organization and multiple legacy identities and cultures are involved. 

Recognizing the criticality of successful integration as it relates to the goals or objectives 

of the acquiring organization, it is important to understand how members of an acquired 

organization begin to make sense of the transition and interpret and ultimately understand 

and identify with claims of their new organization. This research can serve to raise 

consciousness regarding the critical role organizational identity plays during the merger 

and acquisitions process. A stronger understanding of this process has significant 
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implications for the practice of acquisitions, specifically for acquiring organizations as 

they identify and structure organizational actions that seek to assimilate and integrate new 

members. Given the high rate of failure of mergers and acquisitions, a better 

understanding of these processes may contribute to the increased success of these 

organizational actions.  

The organizational identity dynamics model by Hatch and Schultz (2002) 

provided the foundational theoretical framework for this research. Incorporating the 

constructs of identity, image, and culture, this dynamic model presented organizational 

identity as a creation of image and culture through reflecting, expressing, and mirroring. 

By integrating sensemaking and sensegiving as critical constructs for integration of two 

organizations, a conceptual framework was established for this study.  

The setting for this research was a private, family-owned transportation 

organization, referred to as “FamCo” for this study. Since 1946, FamCo has been a 

quality marine transporter and has grown to become the leading carrier on America’s 

inland waterways. In 2012, FamCo acquired a smaller marine transportation company. 

Associates from this acquired organization, referred to as “AcquiredCo,” were the 

participants for this study.  

This chapter begins by presenting and discussing the study’s primary findings, 

followed by implications for both theory and practice. Conclusions from the research 

study are then presented, as well as recommendations for future research that could 

benefit the understanding and practice of organizational identity specific to organizational 

acquisitions. The chapter closes with concluding remarks. 

http://www.ingrambarge.com/default.aspx?v=barge/about/advantages
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Primary Findings and Discussion 

The three primary findings from this study include individual-level factors as a 

significant aspect of identity-related processes; sensemaking, triggered by numerous 

actions, as the primary catalyst in the identity process; and the critical role played by 

preacquisition organizational environments in the identity process.  

Finding 1 

Individual-level variables such as personal anxiety or career status were 

significant factors in the organizational identity processes. 

Preintegration. Personal anxiety affected associates of AcquiredCo once they 

learned of the acquisition; they expressed concerns about their employment status, 

compensation, and benefits, as well as potential work logistics. This finding is consistent 

with past research regarding mergers and acquisitions. As noted by Huang and Kleiner 

(2004), with regard to acquisitions, the greatest concern among people of the acquired 

organization is the personal aspect. Questions such as “Will I lose my job?” “Will my pay 

be affected?” and “Will I have to move?” are the real issues in the minds of the 

employees. Ultimately, Huang and Kleiner (2004) summarized this stage by stating, 

“Everyone is suffering from the unknown” (p. 57). Given that identity-related processes 

focus on understanding what is central, distinct, and enduring about an organization, and 

that associates have not yet formally been integrated into the acquiring organization, 

associates from the acquired organization have not learned how the acquisition will affect 

them personally.  

In this study, participants specified the “unknown” as the cause for this personal 

anxiety. Anxiety theory, as posited by Seo and Hill (2005), is a theoretical framework to 
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describe reactions, emotions, and behaviors of those involved in mergers and acquisitions 

prior to formal integration of the organizations. This theory helps to explain these initial 

reactions, particularly in relation to the way in which people begin to interpret and make 

sense of the acquisition in this pre–identity construction stage. The anxiety experienced is 

often a result of employees trying to predict the impact of the merger and acquisition in 

relation to their job and careers, and oftentimes doing so by predicting the worst-case 

scenario (Marks & Mirvis, 1985; Rentsch & Schneider, 1991). Understanding that 

associates may move to worst-case scenarios, which may involve loss of employment, it 

is easy to understand why associates involved in an acquisition are primarily concerned 

about the immediate personal impact.  

This study found that individual sensemaking in relation to one’s career status 

(i.e., how close one was to retirement) was a key factor in how the members perceived 

the acquisition. Participants noted in their reaction to the acquisition, “Actually, I didn’t 

care. . . . Like I say, I’m retired,” and, “I’m 63 years old. I don’t have but a couple more 

years to go anyway.” Pending retirements affected how participants internalized 

information about the acquisition and began to make sense of its impact on them 

personally. First, these participants did not express the personal stress relating to 

acquisition that was expressed by other research participants. They were not as concerned 

with employment status (i.e., Will I have a job?) or other employment-related factors 

such as job title and responsibilities, as well as compensation. Additionally, these 

participants indicated that they were less concerned than other study participants about 

understanding the identity of the acquiring organization.  



 

131 

Postintegration. Personal anxieties, as posited by anxiety theory, are typically 

associated with preintegration actions. However, once companies merge into one 

organization, confusion and ambiguity continue for associates, particularly those from the 

acquired organization. As stated by Pepper and Larson (2006), “When one company 

purchases another company, two corporate cultures confront each other, and new identity 

tensions are created” (p. 51). Furthermore, Pepper and Larson (2006) noted that these 

tensions inherently cause conflict and anxiety at both the individual and organizational 

levels. This conflict is often exacerbated as the integration process begins, since members 

of the acquired organization frequently operate under the policy and practice of both their 

past and current organizations until the transition is fully complete.  

Findings from this study support the views of Pepper and Larson, as interview 

participants expressed confusion and ambiguity as soon as the organizations were 

integrated. As one participant summarized, once integration efforts began, “that’s when 

the confusion really started.” The confusion and ambiguity were mostly centered around 

new work procedures, briefly operating under practices of both AcquiredCo and FamCo. 

The participant further elaborated on his statement, highlighting specific aspects of the 

integration that led to this confusion and ambiguity:  

Here’s the deal. All right. I’m operating a boat. It’s got AcquiredCo on the side of 
it. It’s got a AcquiredCo crew on it, and I’m answering to AcquiredCo and I’m 
doing my payroll in AcquiredCo, but I’m also operating under FamCo, and 
FamCo is throwing all this stuff out there that they want us to—you know, this, 
this, this payroll and all this stuff, but we don’t know how to put the payroll into 
the computer, you know, and stuff like that. They throw new computers with new 
operating systems at us, but I’ve got to navigate that boat 12 hours a day; I ain’t 
got time to sit there and play with that computer. And I’m trying to do payroll, but 
I’m doing payroll with AcquiredCo. But I’m also doing—trying to set up payroll 
with FamCo, and I can’t log nobody on the boat if I do not have a FamCo ID 
number, and they won’t give you an ID number because we’re not actually in the 
payroll yet. Like I say, there for about 2 weeks—well, I’ll tell you what, I got off, 
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. . . I had to go see a doctor. I could not get my blood pressure down. I told them, I 
said, “Man, ya’ll about drove me nuts. This is a mess!” 

Trethewey and Ashcraft (2004) also supported this notion, noting that confusion, 

ambiguity, and stress are to be expected during times of organizational change. 

Highlighting irrationality and organizational tensions, they concluded that these reactions 

and emotions are normal and to be expected, further elaborating that irrationality can be 

present in the action of the organization as well as its individual members.  

In summary, while findings from this study supported past research regarding 

mergers and acquisitions, implications for the identity processes indicate that for most 

members of an acquired organization, individual anxiety relating to the acquisition must 

first be addressed before they one can engage in organizational identity processes. Study 

findings indicated that members of AcquiredCo had to address those individual-level 

employment-related issues, particularly relating to whether they would have a job with 

the acquiring company, before they could engage in identity-related processes to better 

understand the acquiring organization. Additionally, once the employment issue was 

addressed, it was normal for members to continue to feel ambiguity and stress once the 

acquired organization was formally integrated. Study results indicated that having to 

learn new processes and procedures, and working under the banners and practices of two 

organizations for a brief time, created an expected level of stress and confusion for 

members of AcquiredCo.  

Finding 2 

Sensemaking was critical in the identity process of members of AcquiredCo.  

This study found that sensemaking was a critical component in organizational 

identity processes in the acquired organization. Sensemaking is a process that involves 
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processing selective information, interpreting that information, and taking action to 

reduce ambiguity as well as developing plausible schemes for further interpretation and 

action taking (Weick, 1979). Weick (1995) further noted that sensemaking is a social 

activity often triggered by the ‘nonroutine’—in essence, something that is unusual, 

unexpected, and out of the ordinary. The acquisition was a nonroutine event for the 

members of this organization. In this research study, sensegiving, a process that top 

managers employ to influence others’ construction of meaning in an attempt to create 

some preferred meaning, interpretation, and/or definition or organizational reality (Gioia 

& Chittipeddi, 1991), was key in enacting the organizational identity processes for 

members of the acquired organization. Sensemaking as a component of the organizational 

identity processes described in this study included several key factors: organizational 

image, sensegiving by the acquiring organization, comparison processes, social learning, 

critical incidents, artifacts, and time.  

Organizational image. A key component of sensemaking in the early identity 

processes was organizational image. Organizational image refers to the perception that 

others outside of the organization have about the organization (Hatch & Shultz, 2002) 

and is also referred to as external identity (Tripsas, 2009). Leveraging the organizational 

identity dynamics model by Hatch and Schultz (2002), which also provided the 

conceptual frame for this research, image works dynamically with organizational culture 

to constitute identity. This model posits that an organization expresses its identity to the 

environment in order to leave desired impressions, though identity is ultimately a 

function of “a set of processes by which an organization’s self is continuously socially 

constructed from the interchange between internal and external definitions of the 
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organization offered by all organizational stakeholders” (Hatch & Schultz, 2002, 

p. 1004).  

Organizational identity and image have also been posited as a function of the industry 

in which the organization operates. Theorists (Hannan, 2005; Hsu & Hannan, 2005; Polos, 

Hannan, & Carroll, 2002) have suggested that external audiences have perceptions (i.e., 

image-based identity) of organizational identity based on organizational category (i.e., 

industry) and therefore have expectations about how an organization will and should act 

based on this. AcquiredCo operated in the same industry as FamCo, and AcquiredCo 

associates formed perceptions of the organizational identity of FamCo given their specific 

knowledge of the industry as well as the image of the FamCo organization. In this study, 

participants discussed what they knew about FamCo, and findings from this study described 

their image of FamCo as an organization and the industry in which FamCo operated.  

Safety was identified as an aspect of FamCo that was related to the industry. 

Many interview participants acknowledging “hearing” or “knowing” that safety, both 

personal and environmental, was an important component at FamCo. However, also 

acknowledged by participants was the fact that safety was traditionally a very important 

value of the industry in general. This notion was reflected in some participants’ 

statements, such as, “You know, through the years, safety has changed so much that—

that’s top priority on everybody, all these companies that I know of” as well as “high 

values on the environment being, you know, accident free and spill free. We had all the 

basic values that most of the companies have out there.” Values and related practices 

indicated to be both important and consistent across the industry appeared to be part of 

the perceptions of organizational image and, therefore, image-based identity.  
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Additionally, most participants indicated making inferences about the identity of 

FamCo based on image-related characteristics such as its size and position in the marine 

industry. As noted in chapter 4, many indicated they ‘knew’ FamCo was a large 

organization, if not the largest in the industry, and that it was family-owned. As stated by 

one participant,  

I think they’re just viewed as like the biggest and one of the best and a good 
organization to be a part of, and I think a lot of that has to do with size, but I think 
a lot of it has to do with the FamCo name and just the family-owned company as 
well. 

This statement highlights characteristics of the image that were also included as 

identity characteristics, such as being one of the best in the industry and a “good 

organization to be a part of.” Given that FamCo was named for the family and remained a 

family-owned and -operated business, organizational identity claims were also presumed 

from the organizational name. Study findings supported this idea, with some participants 

indicating that the organizational name influenced perceived organizational identity: 

Over here you’ve got FamCo and that—I knew right off the bat that with their 
name on it, they’re going to expect nothing less than the top. 

Their name means something to them, very significantly, or they won’t be viewed 
as a leader in the industry. And when I say leader in the industry, I mean in pretty 
much every respect. . . . As far as the organization as a whole, I mean they expect 
it to be upheld to the highest standards. 

I think it’s just the name. . . . I always kind of thought of FamCo as like the 
flagship of the river industries, you know. . . . They were supposed to be the best.  

FamCo’s name and its expression of family ownership communicated several aspects of 

the organizational image as perceived by participants, including organizational values 

and related expectations.  
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This finding supports Glynn and Abzug’s (2002) work noting that organizational 

image can be influenced by organizational category and, furthermore, that organizational 

identity may often be symbolized by organizational names. In addition to the influence of 

industry on perceptions of identity, Glynn and Abzug (2002) found that an organization’s 

name is often related to its associated industry and traditional naming practices and 

patterns within the industry. Other scholars have also argued that organizational names 

encode meaning (Ollins, 1989) with central features of identity (Ashford & Gibbs, 1990; 

Boddewyn, 1967). Organizational name and industry may influence organizational image 

as well as perceptions of organizational identity.  

Additionally, Gioia’s (1998) work on organizational identity noted that 

organizations typically engage in practices that result in them appearing similar to other 

organizations in a chosen group, but they attempt to differentiate themselves from 

members of the group. In this study, the fact the FamCo was named with respect to 

traditional industry naming practices, and was named for the family who owned the 

organization, allowed for image-based perceptions of identity and expectations of 

individual and organizational performance and standards. While the traditional naming 

practices used by FamCo implied inclusion in a group (i.e., the marine transportation 

industry), including the family name as part of FamCo distinguished it from other 

organizations in the same industry.  

Clearly, the organizational identity processes experienced by members of an 

acquired organization include not only sensemaking via individual reflection regarding 

personal impact, but also existing knowledge or perceived knowledge of the acquiring 

organization. Therefore, organizational image played a strong role in the identity-related 
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sensemaking processes for research participants. Image was found to be influenced by a 

number of factors including the organization itself, to include the organizational name 

and the industry in which it operated. Study findings indicated that sensemaking via 

organizational image was found to be the first sensemaking process used to begin 

understanding the identity of FamCo.  

Organizational sensegiving. FamCo took structured, proactive organizational 

actions that participants described as helping them begin to make sense of who FamCo 

was as an organization. FamCo’s leaders initiated actions to ‘absorb’ AcquiredCo. 

According to Ellis (2004), absorption occurs when one organization imposes its work 

practices, norms, and culture on the other organization. Absorption is expected in an 

acquisition as opposed to merger, with the intent of assimilating the acquired 

organization into established policies, procedures, and practices. As previously posited, 

these organizational actions and the way in which they were interpreted by members of 

AcquiredCo provided sensemaking opportunities regarding the organizational identity of 

the new company. Sensegiving actions such as offering orientation, training, and 

education, providing organizational resources, and implementing artifacts provided 

opportunities for members of AcquiredCo to engage in sensemaking regarding the 

organizational identity of FamCo, both by the content of the sensegiving action (i.e., what 

learning the action was designed to provide) as well as the context of the action (i.e., 

taking proactive action, which was interpreted by participants as demonstrating concern 

for members of AcquiredCo).  

These interpretations were critical during this phase of identity construction. 

Weick (1995) posited that during perceived environmental uncertainty (Duncan, 1972), 
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perceptions matter. Weick defined perceptions as “a joint product of properties of the 

environment, processes, structures of organizations, and disposition of individuals” 

(p. 86). Furthermore, Weick noted that the environmental determinants, properties of 

ongoing flow that increase the probability individuals will take notice of what is 

happening and act, are most salient for sensemaking purposes. Leveraging Huber and 

Daft (1987), Weick (1995) specifically cited information load as a key environmental 

determinant property. Information load refers to the “complex mixture of the quantity, 

ambiguity, and variety of information that people are forced to process” (p. 87). 

Ultimately, Weick argued that information load enacts sensemaking as it forces ‘cues’ 

out of ongoing flow. In this study, information load via sensegiving actions provided 

relevant cues for sensemaking purposes. Furthermore, aligning with Weick’s 

propositions, these cues that people chose to act on (sensemaking) also served to 

influence future sensemaking action as to what was absorbed and what was ignored in 

this phase of the identity construction process. In summary, the sensegiving actions 

enacted individual sensemaking as they provided plausible perceptions by members of 

AcquiredCo during the environmental uncertainty and provided the proper information 

load for absorption of the information disseminated by FamCo.  

Comparison. Another primary driver of sensemaking in the identity construction 

process was comparison. Comparison actions manifested in a multitude of ways, from 

comparison of the change (i.e., acquisition) to previous organizational changes 

participants had experienced, including those of previous mergers and acquisitions, and 

comparison of FamCo to past organizations where many had worked. In short, members 

of AcquiredCo compared their new organization, FamCo, to their past organization, 
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AcquiredCo, in attempts to understand the new organization and its characteristics, 

particularly those qualities that were central, distinctive, and enduring (organizational 

identity) for the organization. Sensemaking via comparison was the primary identity-

related process utilized by members of AcquiredCo to understand FamCo. This 

comparative process (comparing FamCo to AcquiredCo) allowed members of 

AcquiredCo to interpret the new organization by providing comparative context between 

their current and past organization.  

This process of comparison in the identity construction stage is consistent with 

past findings, specifically Kroon and Noorderhaven’s (2010) longitudinal study 

examining organizational identity in merging organizations. They found that 

“organizational members use social comparison extensively in constructing their 

organizational identity” (Kroon & Noorderhaven, 2010, p. 24). These social comparisons 

almost entirely involved comparisons between two organizations, with the other 

comparative identity construction processes having less influence. While the current 

research study examined identity processes for an acquired organization and Kroon and 

Noorderhaven’s (2010) study examined merging companies, the current findings are 

consistent with their research in that the process involved a comparison of the ‘old’ and 

the ‘new’ and aided individuals not only in making sense of the new but in the integration 

process itself.  

Additionally, findings from this study are consistent with results from the Clark et 

al. (2010) study, which examined organizational identity during a merger. Clark et al. 

(2010) found that a “projected future identity” was an enabler of identity change. In their 

study, organizational members were projecting a future organizational identity during a 
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merger. In this case study, organizational members were comparing their past 

organization(s) to their new organization and constructing their perceptions of its identity 

in the process.  

Social learning. Social learning also facilitated organizational identity 

construction processes. Social learning, as defined by Bandura (1977), is a cognitive 

process whereby individuals can learn from each other through social interaction, 

observation, imitation, and modeling. Social learning occurred through social interactions 

and engagements between members of AcquiredCo and members of FamCo. Social 

learning as enacting sensemaking is consistent with Weick’s (1995) definition of 

sensemaking in that it is a social activity and can be triggered by the nonroutine. In this 

study, social learning was an important trigger of sensemaking in the organizational 

identity construction process.  

Participants indicated that informal social learning began almost immediately 

after the acquisition was announced, prior to any formal integration actions between the 

two organizations. Participants noted that almost immediately people on the different 

vessels began communicating as they encountered each other on the river. They 

described how they learned about FamCo. For example,  

It wasn’t so bad after you got to talking to people with FamCo. You know, you 
started talking to boats when you’d pass them, and they’d tell you how things 
were good and how things were ran and stuff like that. 

This social learning continued once formal integration efforts began. Participants 

described how they learned operating procedures “on the job” through observation and 

dialogue with colleagues from their new organization as well as their original 

organization. As summarized by one participant, “Just talking with people, you know, in 
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the company, you kind of get a better idea more of what the company is about.” In 

summary, social learning processes played a critical part throughout the identity 

construction process for AcquiredCo associates.  

Critical incidents. Critical incidents surfaced as a key component in the identity 

construction process. Conceptually, critical incidents (Flanagan, 1954) generally refer to 

important organizational events, specifically what occurs and how the organization 

responds. Often, there are detailed descriptions of the organizational environment when 

the critical event occurred, how the event unfolded, the organizational members involved 

and their responses to the event, and, ultimately, results of the organizational action. In 

essence, critical incidents are events that members notice and construe meaning from. 

Critical events are also key in organizational identity, given that organizational identity 

surfaces particularly during significant events in an organization’s history (Whetten & 

Godfrey, 1998). These incidents are often depicted as fork-in-the-road events that can 

alter the organization’s identity dependent upon the decision and actions the organization 

chooses to take.  

While organizations may espouse identity claims and value sets, critical incidents 

provide opportunities for organizations to act on and support values aligned with their 

identity claims (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Whetten, 2006). Organizational members may 

participate in these events or hear stories about them through commemorations or 

retellings of an organization’s history. These events offer opportunities for the 

organizational members to make sense of identity claims, reinforce what they believe 

about the organization, and align events with espoused claims. As stated by Weick 

(1995), “Seeing what one believes and not seeing that for which one has no beliefs are 
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central to sensemaking” (p. 87). Critical incidents provide the appropriate opportunity for 

members of an acquired organization to “see” what they may believe—beliefs based on 

what may have only been communicated but not witnessed. In short, critical incidents 

provide the opportunity for organizations to ‘walk the talk,’ whereby actions truly do 

speak louder than words and reinforce the identity claims espoused by the organization. 

Additionally, as previously posited based on research findings, organizational 

members may have established a perceived organizational identity of the acquiring 

organization based on the organization’s image. However, once integrated into the 

organization, members can observe actions and assess alignment with perceived 

organizational identity or establish new organizational identity claims based on their 

observations.  

Results of this study indicated that critical incidents provided a strong framework 

for making sense of the new organization and what was central, distinctive, and enduring 

about it as an organization. Critical incidents provided context and insight into identity 

claims (i.e., learning what the organization stands for) and a way to validate these claims 

through organizational actions. While critical incidents are most often associated with 

organizational-level actions and decisions (i.e., macro-level events that affect the entire 

organization), for the purposes of this study, I have used critical incidents to refer to both 

organizational-level events as well as events experienced at an individual level. As 

presented, sensemaking via critical incidents was an important finding from this study. 

While sensemaking is a social process (Weick, 1995), Stensaker (2008) posited that 

sensemaking first needs to be processed at an individual level, and this serves as the 

beginning of the collective sensemaking process. Therefore, regardless of whether the 
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organizational action or decision affected the macro level (entire organization) or micro 

level (individual), it served to enact sensemaking and legitimize identity labels, ultimately 

having the same influence on the organizational identity processes. Table 5.1 summarizes 

critical incidents along with their reinforced organizational identity claim as specifically 

related to construed meaning about organizational identity by AcquiredCo associates.  

 
Table 5.1 
Critical Incidents 

Critical incident Claim Implication(s)/meaning to associates 
15-year service 
award 

Values  
associates 

“That right there tells me that they brought us in with 
open arms and they want us to be a part of, you know, our 
history and everything; they want to be part of—part of 
who they are now.” 

Supported 
relocation of 
associates 

Values  
associates 

“It’s just really good. . . . It—that makes you feel good.” 

Supported birth  
of child 

Values  
associates 

“A lot to make it feel like they cared.” 

Outing—duck 
hunting with 
company owner 

Values  
associates 

“I was just pretty impressed that the guy took the time to 
want to do that. I mean, I know he likes to hunt, but he 
didn’t have to do that. It made me feel, uh, feel like you 
want to be treated, you know. That’s the way . . . I would 
want to treat somebody if I . . . had an employee, . . . 
would want to treat them just like I’ve been treated.” 

Communication 
regarding 
operational 
incident 

Values  
associates 

“To me that is saying that—you know, you’re a part of 
this company, you know; we want you to know what’s 
going on.” 

Management of 
associates when 
business is slow 

Values  
associates 

“It tells me that they care about keeping their people 
working.” 

Support when 
associate was sick 

Values  
associates 

“It showed me that they stand behind what they say they 
do.” 

Navigation 
decisions 

Safety and  
zero harm 

“It’s more important to do it safe, you know, than to make 
that extra 10 miles.” 

Quarterly safety 
drills 

Safety and  
zero harm 

“They’re really big on safety, which—that’s a good 
thing.” 

Investment into 
company 

Respected in  
the industry/ 
industry leader 

“The culture and the attitude here is that, you know, the 
best barge line in the business and we’re going to do the 
things that are necessary to, you know, hold that and keep 
that true.” 
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As indicated in Table 5.1, AcquiredCo associates extrapolated meaning from the 

actions of FamCo in these critical events, and this meaning reinforced the identity claims. 

As noted by Whetten (2006), “If an organization fails to honor its distinctive 

characteristics,” a key criterion of organizational identity, “it risks becoming 

unpredictable and untrustworthy” (p. 224).  

Artifacts. Artifacts can be thought of as things or objects within the research 

environment (Merriam, 2009). Artifacts can have significant influence on the perceptions 

and interpretations of members of an acquired organization, as they provide an additional 

opportunity for sensemaking. Ollins (1989) argued that a firm expresses its central idea 

through products, communications, behavior, and physical environment. In this study, 

artifacts played a significant role in the sensemaking processes relating to organizational 

identity for members of AcquiredCo. Specifically, two artifacts were described as key in 

the organizational identity processes for members of AcquiredCo: the changeover to 

FamCo computer systems and the changing of the vessel’s appearance to FamCo 

standards (colors, logos, pendants/flags, etc.). However, as Schein (1985) noted, while 

artifacts are clearly related to identity, as they are highly visible, they are often not 

directly interpretable nor identity-defining or identity-expressing.  

Study findings showed how AcquiredCo associates clearly interpreted the 

transition and introduction of new artifacts to signal the shift of new ownership and begin 

to establish inclusion in FamCo. Based on participants’ responses, artifacts not only 

provided the foundation for the identity of the new organization (i.e., what the physical 

artifact visually communicated), but also provided a strong sense of the organizational 

change as a result of the acquisition via symbolic action. Van Riel (1995) supported this 
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assumption, noting that an organization’s self-representation is expressed through 

behavior, communication, and symbolism, whereby symbolism can be represented 

through organizational action. In short, from the perspective of the new associates, these 

artifacts were deemed critical in aiding the transition from their ‘old’ organization to the 

‘new’ organization. It was not just the transition of physical properties such as computers, 

flags, and logos that was important, but their representation as an action-based symbolic 

psychological change agent and an expression of FamCo’s organizational identity for 

associates of AcquiredCo.  

Time. The passage of time was mentioned by many participants as one factor that 

aided their transition into FamCo and their understanding of the organizational identity of 

the new organization. Research findings indicated that not only did time, as a passive 

element, allow for the understanding of FamCo’s identity, but it also influenced 

members’ sense of belonging to FamCo. In essence, AcquiredCo associates’ experience 

and interaction with FamCo over time allowed them to make sense of those interactions 

and understand FamCo, what it represented, and how it fit with the policy and 

procedures.  

This view is consistent with existing research, which has found timing, or 

temporal factors, to have a variety of influences on organizational identity (Chriem, 2007; 

Corley & Gioia, 2004; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). As Chriem (2007) stated, in evaluating 

studies assessing organizational identity in relation to acquisition integration, 

“specifically, social and temporal contextual factors emerged as particularly significant in 

influencing (identity) interpretations” (p. 451). 
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The temporal aspect has a strong influence on the processes of organizational 

identity for members of an acquired organization. It is the events and actions from the 

past as well as the actions and interactions that occur during the acquisition process that 

provide opportunities for meaning-making about the organizational identity for members 

of the acquired organization. Not all members may have the same experiences and 

interactions at the same time, or hear the same stories from the organization’s history. 

Regarding the importance of critical incidents as key to validating espoused identity 

claims, only time provides the opportunity for all members of an acquired organization to 

witness these organizational decisions and actions. Some of the critical incidents 

presented—such as supporting an associate’s move to a new state, supporting an 

associate during the birth of his child, working with the corporate office regarding 

navigation decisions, and going on a hunting outing with the company owner—were 

examples of actions that were not necessarily experienced by all associates at the same 

time. Time ultimately allowed each individual associate to experience the structured 

sensegiving actions designed for the collective group (i.e., AcquiredCo associates), but 

also those organizational actions that were organic and created in real-time, at the 

individual or small-group level. In Chriem’s (2007) study, his participants noted changes 

“over time” or “with time” in relation to identity. He stated:  

The temporal context is important in understanding coincidence in [identity] 
interpretations. . . . Areas of ‘trouble’ may be resolved through agency and 
interaction over time. As such, organizational participants clarify ambiguities, 
institute organizational procedures that decrease fragmentation, and interact with 
each other, thus arriving at convergent [identity] interpretations. (p. 474) 

In addition to critical incidents over time, the organizational environments of both 

organizations involved in an acquisition can be a contributing factor in identity-related 
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processes in relation to time. As discussed in the organizational history of AcquiredCo, 

the identity themes for that organization were not considered positive. While members of 

AcquiredCo engaged in image-based identity sensemaking processes and therefore had 

some perceptions of identity before the acquisition, they obviously had not had “lived” 

interactions with FamCo at that time and, therefore, could not begin to formalize identity 

labels based on “lived” experience. Interaction and experiences with FamCo over time 

provided this opportunity.  

Time could be an even more crucial element for organizations whose identity 

claims contrast with one another. Given the contrast in organizational environments (i.e., 

identity and themes) between AcquiredCo and FamCo, time may have been more critical 

in identity transition than it would have been with other acquisitions. In short, members 

of AcquiredCo may have been more hesitant and resistant to what was “said,” relying 

more on what they experienced over time, and may have been more conscious in their 

sensemaking to compare organizational action to espoused identity labels. Moving from 

an environment of ‘misaligned’ organizational actions to espoused values, more time, 

coupled with increased organizational action aligned to espoused claims, may have been 

a key factor in establishing identity claims as valid.  

In summary, sensemaking processes by members of AcquiredCo were enacted 

through a multitude of structured and informal actions and interactions with FamCo. 

Sensemaking served as a mechanism for learning about the new organization, a process 

that ultimately reduced ambiguity and confusion about both the integration process and 

the organizational identity of FamCo.  
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Finding 3 

The preacquisition environment of the acquired organization had a significant 

role in identity-related processes.  

Chapter 4 presented organizational themes for AcquiredCo. While the research 

study questions were designed to identify the organizational identity claims for 

AcquiredCo, the term ‘themes’ was determined to be a more appropriate reference, as 

findings did not fully align with Albert and Whetten’s (1985) established definition of 

organizational identity. Specifically, while some findings could align with the criteria of 

central (i.e., fundamental to the organization) and distinctive (i.e., uniquely descriptive), 

given the organization’s history, these findings did not directly align with the criterion of 

enduring (i.e., persisting over time). Additionally, the findings did not describe 

characteristics that were considered to be positive organizational traits and therefore were 

inconsistent with the implied assumptions of organizational identity associated with 

Albert and Whetten’s (1985) definition.  

While the organizational themes described AcquiredCo’s environment and 

culture, many participants noted during the interview process that these organizational 

characteristics better described the most recent years rather than the long term. 

Specifically, many referred to a 2006 acquisition, whereby new ownership and senior 

leadership teams assumed management of the organization. This was noted more by the 

tenured participants interviewed, who had ‘lived’ through the pre- and postacquisition 

organizations of AcquiredCo and implied that the current organizational environment was 

different than the earlier years of the organization.  
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Understanding the organizational themes for AcquiredCo provided context for the 

organizational identity processes as described by members of AcquiredCo, both at the 

individual and organizational level. While specific questions were not posed to research 

participants regarding their level of identification (or disidentification) with AcquiredCo 

prior to the acquisition, participants described a negative environment. Research suggests 

that people will choose to identify with groups or organizations that are congruent with 

their existing self-concepts and/or that will enhance these self-concepts (Dutton et al., 

1994). Additional research suggests that it is easier for individuals to identify with an 

organization when they enter environments or groups whereby they perceive they will 

obtain positive benefits from membership (Elsbach, 1998), with Elsbach (1998) further 

positing that disidentification also underscores the salience of negative information and 

the diagnosticity of negative information. Therefore, if associates of AcquiredCo did not 

perceive their preacquisition environment as positive or congruent with their self-

concept, it is logical to speculate they did not have a high degree of identification with 

AcquiredCo, and that many may have disidentified with the organization. 

Disidentification is the process of actively distancing oneself from an entity and is akin to 

being repulsed by or pushed away from an identification entity (Dukerich et al., 1998). 

Given that researchers have argued that individuals first need to deidentify with an 

organization before they can begin identity-related processes for a new organization 

(Elsbach, 1998; Empson, 2004), the environment of the acquired organization, and the 

degree of identification of its members, would impact identity-related processes.  

Therefore, findings from this study indicate that preacquisition environments may 

play a significant role in the organizational identity processes for members of an acquired 
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organization. As previously presented with regard to sensemaking in the comparison of 

AcquiredCo to both the organizational image and identity of FamCo, the context of these 

comparisons can play a significant role in relation to the perceived change in benefits by 

the individual. Benefits could potentially include a change to an organizational 

environment that is perceived as positive and more congruent with self-concept, and thus 

could play a role in the identity-related processes for members of an acquired 

organization.  

Implications 

Theoretical Implications 

This case study was highly aligned with its conceptual framework, which 

leveraged the Hatch and Schultz (2002) organizational identity dynamics model. While 

the specific research question—What are the organizational identity processes occurring 

in an acquired organization?—was exploratory, findings did confirm the dynamic 

relationship between identity constructs, to include image and culture, which in an 

acquisition environment were facilitated by both sensegiving and sensemaking processes. 

As depicted in Figure 5.1, the acquiring organization, FamCo, structured sensegiving 

actions to ‘absorb’ members of AcquiredCo into its organization. These structured 

sensegiving actions facilitated both individual and collective sensemaking for 

AcquiredCo associates. Furthermore, study results validated sensemaking as the primary 

identity-related process for members of an acquired organization. While many specific 

aspects of sensegiving were identified in the study, results were consistent with past 

research, specifically the study of Kroon and Noorderhaven (2010), in that the 

predominant identity-related process was sensemaking via organizational comparison 
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(FamCo to AcquiredCo). However, this study elevated the comparison process, notably 

adding the similarities or differences in the organizational environments as a potential 

key construct that may play a significant role in identity-related processes for members of 

an acquired organization.  

 

 

Figure 5.1. Conceptual framework: Organizational identity during mergers and 
acquisitions. 

 
 
 
At an individual level, study results support past research in that members’ most 

immediate concerns were how the acquisition would affect them. Results indicated that 

associates had initial concerns about their job security, job roles, and working 

environment. However, this study raised the point that for some, initial sensemaking at an 

individual level related to one’s career state. Some members of AcquiredCo had 
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significantly less concern and anxiety over the acquisition, as they were nearing 

retirement. Based on this, one can logically conclude that given their financial security, 

the loss of employment would not be as critical for them as for others, or a potential shift 

in working role and/or environment with a new organization, whether perceived as 

positive or negative, would not result in as much stress or anxiety, as it could be viewed 

as ‘short term.’ The theoretical implication is that while collective identity-related models 

can be established via research, individual-level factors are a critical component and 

cannot be ignored. A model of identity processes for members of an acquired 

organization must include the examination of both micro and macro factors in order to be 

holistic and yield a complete understanding of identity processes that occur during this 

transition.  

Additionally, this study further contributes to the theory of organizational identity 

processes for members of an acquired organization by identifying the preacquisition 

environment of the acquired organization as a significant contributor influencing identity 

processes. Given the distinct organizational differences between FamCo and AcquiredCo, 

this study highlighted the level of identification of the acquired organization by its 

members as a potential contributing influence on the identity processes. Therefore, the 

organizational environment contributing to the identification of its members must be 

acknowledged in theoretical frameworks depicting identity processes for acquired 

organizations. Additionally, as with the organizational environment, this study suggested 

that preexisting knowledge of the acquiring organization has an influence on the identity 

processes. Therefore, perceived knowledge of the acquiring organization by members of 
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an acquired organization must be accounted for when developing theoretical models of 

organizational identity processes specific to acquisitions.  

Last, from a theoretical perspective and as presented in the theoretical research on 

organizational identity, there has been significant debate about the role of organizational 

identity during significant organizational change. Whetten and Godfrey (1998) acknowledged 

that during times of large-scale organizational change, organizational identities become 

particularly salient. Elaborating on mergers and acquisitions, they posited that “the normally 

tacit, taken-for-granted nature of identity is most likely to surface in these situations” 

(Whetten & Godfrey, 1998, p. 166). However, as also acknowledged, there is debate among 

scholars about the role identity plays as an influence of this change. Dutton and Dukerich 

(1991), as well as Fiol and Huff (1992), argued that organizational identity serves as a critical 

psychological anchor for its members during times of organizational uncertainty and 

upheaval, but at the same time is also a source of resistance to change. Gioia et al. (2000) 

argued that identity is potentially fluid and unstable, adaptive in facilitating organizational 

change as opposed to operating as a deconstructive element. Therefore, organizational 

change can act as a catalyst to reestablish a valid and desired organizational identity. 

Alternatively, Gustafson and Reger (1995) argued that the role of organizational identity 

during a time of changing environments may not solely be positive, given that organizational 

identity patterns members’ perceptions (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Fiol & Huff, 1992), 

ultimately affecting interpretation and therefore constraining organizational action and 

change (Fiol, 1991). Additionally, Fiol and Huff (1992) argued that changes that threaten 

identity can be problematic due to schemas of identity influence which can occur, and often 

do occur, outside of conscious awareness. This change can have a significant effect on 

organizational members on a personal level, particularly as members of an acquired 
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organization struggle to understand the new organization and make assessments of alignment 

with their personal value systems.  

With regard to this study, the strong commitment to the organizational identity of 

FamCo did appear to serve as a stabilizing force during the time of organizational change for 

members of AcquiredCo. Organizational policies and practices, along with organizational 

artifacts, continuously supported the commitment to espoused identity claims. However, the 

commitment of FamCo to its organizational identity, as manifested through its culture and 

image, did serve as a catalyst for enabling identity change for members of AcquiredCo. 

Given this continued debate about the role of identity during change, the context in which 

identity is examined could be critical in truly understanding the role of identity during 

significant organizational change. In essence, organizational identity could serve a 

paradoxical role during times of significant organizational change: that of a stable factor that 

serves as a critical psychological anchor (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Fiol & Huff, 1992), but 

also a catalyst for identity change for members of an acquired organization (Gioia et al., 

2000; Gustafson & Reger, 1995).  

Practical Implications 

Little empirical research exists on the organizational identity dynamics that occur 

for members of an acquired organization. As noted by Vaara (2003), “Discussion 

concerning organizational change processes following mergers and acquisitions did not 

really start before the middle of 1980s” (p. 859). This creates problems for organizations, 

as research has indicated that it is what happens after a merger or an acquisition takes 

place that is relevant to understanding the consequences and impact to an organization 

(Buono & Bodwitch, 1989; Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991; Sales & Mirvis, 1984). 
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Regarding practical implications of this research study, while the actions after an 

acquisition are critical for the acquiring organization, this study also indicated that 

preintegration macro- and micro-level factors strongly influence the identity process for 

members of an acquired organization. Regarding macro-level factors, this study 

highlighted the potential benefits to acquiring organizations in understanding the 

organizational environment (identity and/or culture) of organizations they choose to 

acquire. Knowledge of this environment may provide a greater understanding of the ease 

or challenge that members of acquired organizations may face in understanding the 

identity of the new organization and, ultimately, choosing to identify with that 

organization. Past research has indicated that members will attempt to protect their 

group’s identity if they believe another group they are joining is inferior (Haunschild, 

Moreland, & Murrell, 1994; Hornsey & Hogg, 2000). This factor could make an 

acquisition more challenging as opposed to moving to an environment that is superior, 

which may make the process easier. Environmental knowledge may aid in structuring the 

amount, content, and timing of organizational sensegiving actions, designed to 

appropriately destabilize identity for members of an acquired organization and establish 

identity claims for their new organization.  

Another preintegration macro-level factor with practical implications is the image 

of the acquiring organization. In addition to understanding the context of the organization 

being acquired, the acquiring organization needs internal knowledge of its own image. 

When the acquisition involves a company in the same category, members from the 

acquired organization may have image-based identity perceptions of the acquiring 

organization, which can have a strong influence on their sensemaking processes. Valid 
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knowledge of its own public image may allow an acquiring organization to provide the 

most appropriate sensegiving actions, ones that are aligned with the organization’s 

identity claims or actions and that seek to eradicate perceived image-based claims and 

legitimize true organizational identity claims. Additionally, from the perspective of 

organizational practice, this study reinforces the importance of organizational image to 

ensure that the image and organizational brand are an accurate reflection of the 

organization, but perhaps more important, reflect the positive aspects about the 

organization’s character, an implied component of organizational identity. This becomes 

more salient in an acquisition, whereby organizational image and brand are associated 

with the organizational name of the acquiring organization, and therefore, image and 

brand should be strongly considered during the acquisition to ensure they communicate 

that which the acquiring organization desires. Therefore, an organization can take 

appropriate actions to ensure its image is consistent with its identity and that the image 

provides the positive perceptions desired by external stakeholders, thereby potentially 

making the acquisition more readily acceptable for members of the acquired organization.  

Additionally, data indicated that organizational identity processes in relation to an 

acquisition may be strongly influenced at the individual level, particularly in relation to 

one’s career status or need for employment security. The primary practical implication 

for organizations is to understand that upon learning of an acquisition, members’ first 

concern will be for themselves. While acquisitions are chaotic by nature, organizations 

can structure acquisition actions to immediately address the individual concerns of 

members of the acquired organization. The quicker the organization is to communicate 

human capital–related decisions and actions resulting from the acquisition, the quicker 
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the individual-level anxiety associated with the acquisition will be addressed and 

potentially resolved. Additionally, addressing this personal anxiety will allow individuals 

to more quickly engage in identity-related sensemaking (i.e., What will the new 

organization be like?). Finally, regarding the finding relating to career status influencing 

identity-related processes, acquiring organizations can benefit from this knowledge, 

gaining an understanding that individuals who do not plan to be a part of the organization 

for an extended period of time may not be as easily ‘absorbed’ into the organization or 

identify with organizational identity claims that are espoused or prospered via 

sensegiving actions. These individuals may be focused on the short term and be more 

difficult to assimilate into the new organization, ultimately making it more challenging 

for them to enact sensemaking processes regarding the identity claims of the acquiring 

organization as well as engage in the identification process.  

Last, study results yielded strong implications for alignment of organizational 

actions to espoused identity claims. While organizations can espouse identity claims 

through verbal and written communication, as well as artifacts, members of an 

organization will routinely assess organizational decisions and actions for alignment to 

espoused claims. Therefore, organizations must use opportunities to engage in 

appropriate decisions and/or actions to reinforce identity claims, not only to establish 

them as valid but also to avoid the negative consequences of organizational actions 

misaligned with espoused claims. Misaligned organizational decisions and actions can 

result in erosion of trust by organizational members. Additionally, action must be 

considered in the context of not only misalignment to espoused identity claims, but also 

inaction by the organization. While action, either aligned or misaligned with identity 
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claims, provides opportunities for sensemaking, so does inaction. This can provide an 

interesting conundrum for organizations, particularly in regard to those decisions and 

actions that may be difficult in nature and perceived as negative, often exacerbated by 

visibility within the organization. Weick (1988) highlighted this challenge, stating, 

“There is a delicate tradeoff between dangerous action which produces understanding and 

safe inaction which produces confusion” (p. 305). Therefore, organizations should be 

conscious of their actions and inactions, as each serves to provide sensemaking cues for 

organizational members, particularly those making sense of a new environment.  

Additionally, there are practical implications regarding social learning as enabling 

identity-related sensemaking processes. Whereas structured sensegiving actions may be 

in place during a period of organizational change, the ability of social learning to enact 

strong sensemaking for members of an acquired organization highlights the importance 

of structuring actions that include members of the acquiring organization so that all 

sensegiving actions and social interactions align with regard to desired outcomes (i.e., 

identity claims), much as organizational actions need to align with espoused claims. 

In summary, while this study contributed to the empirical research and provided 

value-added implications for existing theory regarding identity during acquisitions, it 

yielded simple implications for the practice of acquisitions. In essence, it highlighted the 

need for acquiring organizations to better understand the macro-level factors (i.e., culture, 

environment, and image) as well as the micro-level factors (individual) for the acquired 

organization and its members, as well as the impact of its own organizational image in 

impacting identity processes. Last, this study highlighted the actions of organizations as 

critical in the identity-related sensemaking process for new members, thereby elevating 
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consciousness of organizational actions for those who wish to legitimize identity claims 

via organizational action.  

Conclusions 

Over the years, significant attention has been given to the practice of mergers and 

acquisitions—including the fact that acquisitions often fail to achieve their intended 

outcomes. Past research has indicated multiple factors contributing to this failure. While 

studies on the integration of organizational cultures have received a significant amount of 

attention, such studies have, to a degree, neglected the research on organizational identity 

as a key construct in this process.  

This single-case study was designed to address existing gaps in the research 

regarding organizational identity with regard to acquisitions and specifically to answer 

the research question: What are the organizational identity processes occurring in an 

acquired organization? The study examined a family-owned marine transportation 

organization that had acquired another competing organization. The acquisition occurred 

approximately 9 months before the commencement of the research study and therefore 

provided a rich environment for examining the phenomena under study. In summary, 

research findings highlighted the key identity-related processes occurring for members of 

an acquired organization, all guided by individual and collective sensemaking efforts in 

understanding both the organizational change, as well as the organizational identity of the 

acquiring organization.  

Study findings indicated that individual, micro-level factors influenced identity-

related processes during acquisitions, mostly after the announcement but before the 

integration. Given the concern, at an individual level, about how the acquisition would 



 

160 

affect members of the acquired organization (such as whether they would have a job), it 

is logical to conclude that associates of an acquisition cannot engage in identity-related 

processes during this time. As posited by Huang and Kleiner (2004) and supported in this 

research, personal anxieties must be addressed before employees can begin to consider a 

unified organization and engage in collective, organizational-level analysis and 

sensemaking processes in trying to understand ‘who are we’ with regard to the acquiring 

organization.  

Moving beyond individual-level anxiety and stress resulting from the acquisition, 

study results indicated confusion and ambiguity after the integration. As depicted, this 

primarily resulted from members of the acquiring organization having to integrate into 

the new organization while operating under policies, practices, and systems of the two 

organizations simultaneously. While acquiring organizations can work expeditiously to 

absorb members of the acquired organization into their policies and procedures, as well 

as value systems, acknowledging the expected confusion and ambiguity as a natural part 

of the process could potentially help members of the acquired organization during the 

transition. Additionally, communicating the organizational actions that will be enacted to 

address any confusion and ambiguity may help associates reduce their personal and 

professional anxiety and ambiguity, thereby allowing them to move more quickly into 

organizational-level identity processes in understanding the new organization.  

Study results indicated that comparison—specifically, the comparison of the 

acquiring organization and the acquired organization—was the primary identity-related 

sensemaking process utilized by members of AcquiredCo. It is logical to conclude that 

members of an acquired organization may utilize these sensemaking processes not only to 
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better understand the new organization, but also to identify aspects of the new 

organization that they perceived as more beneficial or positive compared with their past 

organization. Based on this comparison process, and the perceived benefits or losses 

resulting from the acquisition, it is also logical to conclude that members of acquired 

organizations may readily accept the acquisition if they perceive the new organization to 

be more favorable and beneficial to them. This recognition may allow them to more 

easily engage in identity-related sensemaking processes to better understand the new 

organization and, ultimately, more easily identify with it. Therefore, acquiring 

organizations may benefit substantially by highlighting aspects of their organization (e.g., 

culture, human capital practices, etc.) that they believe are superior to those of the 

acquired organization.  

Conclusions can be extrapolated from critical incidents, the alignment of 

organizational action to espoused identity claims. With regard to findings from this 

research study, construed implications from critical incidents served to both validate 

FamCo’s organizational identity claims as well as provide context for aligned behavior, 

decisions, and actions for AcquiredCo associates in the future. In essence, these were 

identified as the true tests for sensemaking identity-related processes, whereby 

AcquiredCo associates could “experience” the identity of FamCo beyond structured 

sensegiving acquisition actions via unstructured, daily organic events. The alignment of 

organizational actions and decisions with espoused identity claims not only indicates 

commitment to the identity claim, but is likely to engrain guidelines for future behavior 

by those who witness the organizational action and make sense of its implications. Weick 

(1995) identified this as action formation within sensemaking. Ultimately, these 
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behaviors become embodied in these individuals as habits (Bourdieu, 1990) and are often 

repeated by these individuals with little thought (Zucker, 1991), becoming in essence a 

self-reinforcing system. As stated by Weber and Glynn (2006), such habits serve to 

stabilize sensemaking in an organization by reducing variability. In the context of critical 

incidents, the actions reinforce future actions. For members of an acquired organization, 

this process is likely to provide defining guidance for their future behavior, ultimately 

behavior that becomes a habit, one that does not require as much sensory processing for 

aligned action over time. 

Future Research 

Based on the results of this study, additional research is warranted. Results of this 

study highlighted the contributing influences of both micro- and macro-level factors 

triggering identity-related sensemaking processes. Additional research focusing on the 

following areas would further contribute to the understanding of identity-related 

processes for members of acquired organizations.  

1. Additional research should be conducted to further examine the 

conclusion that individuals cannot engage in identity-related sensemaking practices 

until personal stress and anxiety relating to the acquisition are addressed. Results 

from this study indicated that individual-level factors, particularly those around 

employment status, were of primary concern once the acquisition was announced. While 

data indicated that associates did not engage in identity-related sensemaking processes 

during this time, research focusing solely on this relationship would further contribute to 

the existing body of knowledge regarding organizational identity processes for members 

of an acquired organization. 
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2. Further research should be conducted to examine organizational image as 

a key contributor of identity-related processes for members of an acquired 

organization. This study highlighted organizational image as a key contributing 

influence on the initial identity-related sensemaking process for members of an acquired 

organization. Additional research is warranted to determine the effects of organizational 

image on identity-related processes after organizational integration. Such knowledge 

would aid the understanding of organizational image as a potential key contributing 

factor for identity-related sensemaking postintegration (i.e., acquired members continue 

to base claims on image) or provide valuable information regarding the degree to which 

members can shift from claims construed from image as opposed to claims construed 

through experience and interaction with an acquiring organization.  

3. Further research should be conducted to better understand the 

importance of the acquired organization’s environment and its direct impact on 

identity-related processes for its members. Results of this study highlighted the 

preacquisition environment of the acquired organization as having a significant impact on 

the identity-related processes of members of the acquired organization. Future research 

focusing specifically on the environments of organizations involved in an acquisition 

may yield a greater understanding of these variables and their direct impact on identity-

related processes.  

While the aforementioned future research is warranted, based on the process of 

this research study, it is recommended that document and artifact review be conducted as 

the initial step of data collection. In this study, documents and artifacts were reviewed 

after the semistructured interviews. Conducting document and artifact review prior to 
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interviews may help establish the best interview questions for the research study, and 

specifically may help provide clarity for open-ended dialogue during the interview. 

Additionally, document and artifact review may provide insight that can be addressed, 

clarified, and/or validated during further data collection processes throughout the 

research study.  

Concluding Remarks 

This study has significant implications and conclusions, not just from the 

findings, but also in regard to the importance of organizational identity as a construct. 

Organizational identity, defined as that which is central, distinctive, and enduring (Albert 

& Whetten, 1985), addresses the ultimate question of ‘who we are as an organization.’ In 

short, it gets to the core of an organization’s essence and values, ultimately defining its 

reason for existence. As succinctly stated by Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, and Corley 

(2013):  

The idea of organizational identity simply resonates. It resonates with people in 
organizations, and it resonates with those who study organizations. It resonates 
because it constitutes the most meaningful, most intriguing, most relevant concept 
we deal with in both our personal and organizational lives. Identity is about us—
as individuals and as organization members—and it enquires into the deepest 
level of our sensemaking and understanding. (p. 125) 

Specific to acquisitions, organizational identity becomes even more salient, 

particularly in regard to its influence on success in relation to both the integration of an 

acquired organization as well as achieving desired outcomes of the acquisition. Identity 

must be considered and managed effectively during the acquisition process in order to 

properly establish identity claims. Neglecting this construct as well as the sensemaking 

processes associated with it during acquisition can lead to ill-fated integration efforts, 
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which often have many negative consequences for the organization. As best stated by 

Whetten (2006), “Although chronic mistaken identity is troublesome for individuals, it is 

a fatal flaw for organizations” (p. 223).  
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APPENDIX A: 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Thank you for participating in this interview. My name is Cameron Griffith and I 
am a doctoral student at George Washington University’s Graduate School of Education, 
Department of Human and Organizational Learning. This study is being conducted as a 
requirement for a doctoral dissertation in support of the Doctorate of Education (Ed.D.) 
degree. The study is being coordinated through the FamCo corporate office located in the 
Southeast United States. Please be aware that your responses are completely confidential. 
No identifying information will be included in the results nor provided to FamCo 
leadership. Data will be included in the research without attribution. Only aggregated 
data will be provided back to FamCo leadership in the form of a copy of the published 
results from the study.  

This interview will be recorded for purposes of data accuracy. A transcript of our 
interview can be made available to you after the interview to ensure accuracy of content. 
All audio recordings will be destroyed after completion of the study.  
 The purpose of this study is to better understand the organizational identity 
processes occurring in an acquired organization after acquisition. I will ask you questions 
regarding your experience with the recent acquisition.  
 
Demographic Questions: 

1. What is your role at FamCo? 
2. How long have you been affiliated with FamCo or AcquiredCo, prior to the 

acquisition? 
 

Interview Questions: 

1. What was your role in AcquiredCo prior to the acquisition? Did it change 
following the acquisition? If so, in what ways?  

2. How would you describe AcquiredCo prior to the acquisition by FamCo? What 
was its primary purpose? What did it stand for? What were its values? 

3. If I were to ask you who or what was AcquiredCo, how would you answer? What 
was most central to that organization?  

4. What set AcquiredCo apart from similar companies? 
5. What is a story that represented AcquiredCo? 
6. What is a critical or significant organizational event that occurred during the 

tenure of AcquiredCo? What is the story of that event? Why was it important?  
7. What did you know about FamCo prior to the acquisition? How did you perceive 

this organization?  
8. What was your initial reaction to the acquisition? What were your concerns? How 

did they change? 
9. What was your understanding of the reason for the acquisition? 
10. What communication was provided related to the acquisition? How did you begin 

to process this communication and its implications? 
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11. What changes have you experienced in the organization since the acquisition?  
12. What efforts have you seen by FamCo, if any, to integrate AcquiredCo as a part 

of FamCo following the acquisition?  
13. How would you describe the organization today following the acquisition? What 

do you believe this organization ‘stands for’ and what is its ‘purpose’? What is 
core to who you are as an organization? What sets FamCo apart from similar 
companies? 

14. What has influenced how you see this organization since the acquisition? 
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APPENDIX B: 

CODING FOR ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY CLAIMS  

Table A.1 
Organizational Identity Claims for FamCo Based on Interviews  

Identity claim 

Individual 
codes 

included 
(n) 

% of 
total 

codes 

Times 
assigned 

to 
quotes 

% Within 
quotations 

Frequency 
ranking 

(applied to 
quotes) 

Values associates 28 38.4% 128 37.0% 1 
Respected in 

industry/industry leader 
17 23.3% 85 24.6% 2 

Safety and zero harm 10 13.7% 58 16.8% 3 
Family organization 2 2.7% 17 4.9% 4 
Honorable organization/ 

committed to work 
4 5.5% 16 4.6% 5 

Efficient/agile company 3 4.1% 11 3.2% 5 
Customer focused 2 2.7% 5 1.5% 6 
 
 

Table A.2 
Organizational Identity Claims for FamCo Based on Document/Artifact Data  

            Documents                           Artifacts               

Identity claim 

Frequency  
applied 
within 
family 

% 
Applied 
within 
family Rank 

Frequency 
applied 
within 
family 

% 
Applied 
within 
family Rank 

Safety and zero harm 14 28% 1 10 52.6% 1 
Values associates 13 26% 2 3 15.8% 2 
Customer focused 8 16% 3 1 5.3% 4 
Respected in the industry/ 

industry leader 
6 12% 4 2 10.5% 3 

Honorable organization; 
committed to work 

4 8% 5 1 5.3% 4 

Efficient/agile company 3 6% 6 1 5.3% 4 
Family organization 2 4% 7 1 5.3% 4 
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Table A.3 
Organizational Identity Claims for AcquiredCo Based on Interviews 

Identity claim 
Codes 

included 

%  
of all 
codes 

Times 
assigned  
to quotes 

% Within 
quotations 

Frequency 
ranking 

(applied to 
quotes) 

Poor leadership 35 41.2% 131 38.1% 1 
Did not value associates 13 15.3% 64 18.6% 2 
Stood for making money 10 11.8% 57 16.6% 3 
Family organization 6 7.1% 38 11.1% 4 
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