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Abstract	
 
Title: The brightest shining stars in the darkest sky - A qualitative case study of identification 
in the post-stage of a merger. 
  
Submission Date: 18th of May 2018. 
 
Course: BUSN49: Degree Project in Managing People, Knowledge and Change.  
 
Authors: Nicoline Emnell and Sofia Gripwall. 
  
Supervisor: Nadja Sörgärde.    
    
Keywords: Mergers and Acquisitions, Nostalgia, Identity, Identification, Post-merger. 
  
Thesis purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to get a deeper understanding of how nostalgia 
matters when it comes to identifying with a new organization after M&A activities, as well as 
contributing with increased knowledge within the intersection of the theoretical fields.  
     
Methodology: A constructionist, interpretivist epistemological approach has been used to get 
a deeper understanding about how individuals perceive M&A. Through a qualitative case 
study where we have conducted semi structured in depth interviews, we found interesting 
patterns that served as starting point for our research. In line with the abductive oriented ap-
proach we later related the empirical material to theory. 
 
Theoretical framework: In our theoretical framework we combine research of nostalgia and 
identity in relation to M&A theory.  
  
Contributions: In this study we have reached four conclusions regarding how nostalgia can 
affect individuals’ identification with a new organization after M&A activities. First, we 
found that nostalgia can function as a restriction when identifying with an organization after 
M&A. Second, we found that nostalgia can be considered to strengthen the employees alterity 
towards the rest of the bigger organization after M&A. Third, we found that nostalgic memo-
ries of the past could work as comfort in rough times, which made employees stay within the 
new organization even though they could not identify with it. Finally, nostalgia can contribute 
to forming a glorified identity as different nostalgic perspectives are enhancing the self-view.  
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1.	Introduction	
In this chapter we will introduce the reader to the background of the research topic and con-

tinue by presenting the problem statement, purpose and research question that this thesis is 

built upon. We will also present the thesis outline. 

 

1.1	Background	
“Before, the employees were taken care of, the employees and their knowledge were valuable. 

In a service firm, the employees bring the biggest value and today they don’t care about the 

employees in the same way anymore, resulting in a lot of people leaving. They are not invest-

ing in our products either, it feels like they are destroying a well functioning company.” - 

Hedvig (2018) four years after the merger and acquisition 

 

In today’s highly competitive business world, where the corporate environment is rapidly 

changing, organizations are increasingly looking for strategies to gain competitive advan-

tages. One way to do so can be to perform a merger or acquisition (M&A). However, as seen 

in the statement above, not all M&As reach desired results for all parts involved. M&As are 

often written about in business press and usually cause excitement in the business community 

(Sinkovics, Sinkovics, Zagelmeyer & Kusstatscher, 2016). It is often aiming to create syner-

gies and through that reach value (McCarthy and Weitzel, 2013). Despite being a popular 

strategy M&As often fail (Kwok, 2018; Kusstatscher & Cooper, 2005; Slowinski, Rafii, Tao, 

Gollob, Sagal & Krishnamurthy, 2002). The reason has been discussed both within media and 

in the academic field (Friedman, Carmeli, Tisler, Shimizu et al., 2016; Sinkovics, et al., 2016) 

and Kusstatscher and Cooper (2005) have highlighted neglected people issues as an increas-

ingly popular way of understanding the high failure rates. Cartwright and Cooper (1993) high-

light that acknowledging the importance of humans in M&As is often overlooked, even 

though it has been argued that M&As are disruptive and emotional events (Pepper & Larson, 

2007; Kusstatscher & Cooper, 2005), which often result in stress, anxiety and uncertainty 

among the employees (Dauber & Fink, 2011; Sinkovics et al., 2016).  

 

During M&A activities, the companies do not only combine their technology and market 

share, they combine structure, people and culture as well (Denison & Ko, 2016). Organiza-

tional identities can be affected by M&A activities, which often imply that either one or both 
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organizations leave their old identity and adapt to a new one (Seo & Hill, 2005). However, 

issues with the integration of the organizations depending on the employees’ identification 

with the pre- and post acquisition state often occur, where employees tend to feel more loyal 

towards their old company (Pepper & Larson, 2007). Pratt (1998) argues that organizational 

identification is crucial for the relation between organizational commitment and identity.  

1.2	Problem	statement,	purpose	and	research	question		
As mentioned above, previous studies have confirmed that there is a high failure rate in 

M&As, often resulting in not reaching even close to expected payoff  (Kwok, 2018; Kussta-

tscher & Cooper, 2005; Slowinski, et al., 2002; Tetenbaum, 1999). A number of reasons such 

as size, similarities, communication and management have been suggested as explanations to 

this (McCarthy & Dolfsma, 2013; Gomes, Angwin, Weber & Tarba, 2013; Sinkovics et al., 

2016). Previous researchers are in general agreeing on the human factor being important in 

M&As, but there is still a lot of focus on the harder aspects such as financial factors (Denison 

& Ko, 2016). 

 

Previous research has shown that members of organizations talk a lot about past events 

(Ybema, 2004). It has also been highlighted that threats such as changes that can occur within 

an organization can increase nostalgic memories among employees (Milligan, 2003; Brown & 

Humphreys, 2002). Academics have emphasized the importance of understanding nostalgia in 

identity-construction (Yang, 2003; Bardón, Josserand and Villesèche, 2015; Iyer & Jetten, 

2011; Brown & Humphreys, 2002; Milligan, 2003), although, there is a lack of studies when 

it comes to nostalgia in identity construction and identification in relation to M&As. Bhratt, 

Van Reil & Baumann, (2016, p. 469) highlight this gap in M&A studies by saying that “It 

would be important to investigate how identities in M&As develop over time and to explore 

how past or future oriented these identities become. Such research could focus on organiza-

tional nostalgia in highlighting how the past is evoked to make sense of the present and to 

make claims for future identity”.   

 

With inspiration from Bhratt, Van Reil and Baumann (2016) suggestion, the purpose with this 

research is to investigate how memories of the past influence the present in identity formation 

after M&As. We will elaborate on what impact nostalgia has on identity and how that may 

affect the possibility to identify with a new organization after M&A activities. Our ambition 
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is to contribute to M&A theory with the help of a theoretical framework consisting of nostal-

gia and identity.  

Our study is guided by two main research questions: 

 

How do employees of an organization that has gone through M&A activities, view themselves 

four years after the M&A? 

 

How do employees of an organization that has gone through M&A activities, view the organi-

zation four years after the M&A? 

1.3	Thesis	outline	
To facilitate for the reader and present a clear overview of the thesis, we will present a outline 

of our research:  

 

Chapter 1, Introduction: In this chapter we have introduced the reader to the topic of the re-

search, and presented the purpose and research questions. 

 

Chapter 2, Literature review: In this chapter we aim to present previous general ideas about 

M&As, identity and nostalgia. That will be done through presenting a literature review and 

our theoretical framework.  

 

Chapter 3, Methodology: Throughout this chapter we will discuss what decisions we have 

made along the process of writing this thesis. It will contain our strategy of collecting and 

analysing data. We will also present our research design and approach together with philoso-

phical grounding and our thoughts about reflexivity and delimitations. 

 

Chapter 4, Empirical analysis: The empirical part contains our findings from the interviews 

focusing on the most important parts for our thesis, consisting of themes that have worked as 

a foundation for us to answer our research questions.  

 

Chapter 5, Discussion: In this chapter we have discussed the analysis of our empirical data in 

relation to previous research presented in the literature review and the theoretical framework..  
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Chapter 6, Conclusion: Here we have rounded off the thesis by giving an answer to our re-

search questions and presented our theoretical and practical contribution. We have also pro-

vided the reader with suggestions for further research within this area of study.  

2.	Literature	review	
In the literature review we will elaborate on previous research and theories in the field of 

M&A. We will continue by exploring previous research within our theoretical framework, 

focusing on identity and nostalgia, and examine how those areas have been studied in combi-

nation before.  

2.1	Mergers	and	Acquisitions		
As described in the introduction chapter, mergers and acquisitions (M&As) have become 

widespread strategies to gain a competitive advantage (Bower, 2001). A merger is when two 

organizations unite, and start to co-exist as one (Koi-Akrofi, 2016), while an acquisition in-

volve one organization purchasing more than 50% of the acquired company’s stock capital 

(Gerpott, 1993 cited in Kusstatscher & Cooper, 2005). The intention of performing M&A is 

often to create synergies and through that reach value (McCarthy and Weitzel, 2013). The 

synergies occur when the value of the organizations involved in the M&A is higher than when 

they are operating separately. M&As involves organizational change to some extent, varying 

depending on the motives and whether all or some parts of the functions and activities of the 

organization are being integrated (Seo & Hill, 2005). Various researchers have studied the 

outcomes of different strategic drivers for performing M&As. According to McCarthy and 

Weitzel (2013) there are four dominant reasons, consisting of strengthening existing opera-

tions, product diversification, geographic expansion and cost cutting. Bower (2001) provides 

four recommendations to reach success for product or market extension. The first one is to 

“know what you are buying”. Bower (2001) argues that the further away the acquired com-

pany is located, the harder it is to be certain about this kind of knowledge. The second rec-

ommendation is awareness of that core processes may not be considered the same way in the 

acquired company, and that national regulations as well as cultural differences can hinder 

implementation of core processes. His third recommendation is to understand how the target 

company reached success, and how to take advantage of their qualities. The last recommenda-

tion is that the bigger the acquiring company is compared to the acquired, the better chances 

for success. This since it is easier to impose new values and processes than it would be with 

M&A of a “near equal” (Bower, 2001).  
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Gomes, Brown, Weber, and Tarbas (2011, cited in Sinkovics et al., 2016) argue that different 

types of M&As can cause different problems. The ways in which firms can be acquired can 

be divided into different categories. A horizontal acquisition implies that one company ac-

quires another in the same industry, typically a competitor, and a vertical acquisition is refer-

ring to when a company acquires a supplier. In a conglomerates acquisition, a company wants 

to diversify, and a concentric acquisition refers to when the firms origin from different but 

related industries (Gomes et al., 2011 cited in Sinkovics et al., 2016). Depending on the mo-

tives of the M&A, the degree of organizational change can vary (Seo & Hill, 2005). Further, 

there is a difference between a friendly and a hostile takeover. During a friendly takeover, the 

acquired firm proves information and participates in forming the structure to achieve satisfac-

tion from both firms. When there is a hostile takeover, the acquired firm is not interested in 

being acquired and has therefore no interest in sharing information, and can even try to avoid 

being acquired (Sinkovics et al., 2016). 

Despite the aim to reach synergies and success, M&As have a high failure rate (Kwok, 2018), 

where some researchers suggest a failure rate of 20-70 percent (Denison & Ko, 2016) while 

other suggest that rather 70 percent of all M&As fail to meet their initial goals (Slowinski, et 

al., 2002). There is an extensive body of literature that has elaborated on the reasons for the 

high failure rate (Horwitz, Anderssen, Bezuidenhout, Cohen, Kirsten, Mosoeunyane, Smith, 

Thole & Van Heerden, 2002). It has been suggested that the relative size of the acquiring 

company matters, the status as a public or privately listed firm, how well the acquired and 

acquiring company can relate, the price paid and also that communication may matter for 

M&A success or failure (McCarthy & Dolfsma, 2013; Gomes, et al., 2013). Kusstatscher and 

Cooper (2005) suggest that neglected people issues are a dominant underlying cause for why 

M&As fail, and the integration is according to Koi-Akrofi (2016) the most critical part of the 

M&A process, where the biggest issue is the human factors. Sinkovics et al., (2016) highlight 

communication and management as crucial for M&A success and argue that one issue when it 

comes to M&As is the distance between the two firms involved.  

Academics within strategic management have highlighted the importance of strategic fit be-

tween the two companies in the M&A to avoid a failure. It is considered important for com-

panies to evaluate the strategic fit carefully in the pre merger stage, which can be facilitated 

by conducting a soft due diligence (Horwitz et al. 2002). Organizations often perform a due 

diligence when exploring possibilities for business opportunities after M&A. Generally, a due 

diligence focuses on the financial and the strategic factors, but a soft due diligence would fo-
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cus on the more soft factors such as culture (Denison & Ko, 2016). Horwits et al. (2002) fur-

ther argue that conducting a soft due diligence can help the organization identify problems 

and create a plan for managing differences. The preparations in the pre-merger stage is de-

scribed as a make it or break it factor by Tetenbaum (1999), who argues that humans are the 

central part of the M&A, as the employees create much value and are central for the organiza-

tion to reach the desired synergies. The employees of the organization are of highest impor-

tance and have to unite under the new strategies (Tetenbaum, 1999). Dauber and Fink (2011) 

state that when there is a big difference in the structure, culture, rules, behaviour and stories 

between the organizations, there is a bigger risk for the integration being harder. If the acquir-

ing company does not pay attention to the acquired companies narratives, there is a bigger 

risk of a less successful integration process (Dauber and Fink, 2011). Academics as well as 

business people and change agents agree upon the assumption that culture plays a crucial role 

for M&A success (Marks & Mirvis, 2011). However, there are different ideas about how the 

cultural dimension affects acquisitions. Some say that the cultures of the two partner compa-

nies have to be relatively similar to avoid cultural clashes (Nguyen & Kleiner, 2003; Lodorfos 

& Boateng, 2006; Erez-Rein, Erez, & Maital, 2004). Other theorists have stated the opposite 

perspective, finding positive links between cultural differences and M&As, such as contribut-

ing to a more innovative working climate (Stahl & Voigt, 2008), competitive advantages 

through valuable qualities within the different cultures, wider market range and broader 

knowledge (Olie & Verwaal in Marks & Mirvis, 2011). 

M&A is highly emotional and one of the most disruptive events an organization can go 

through (Pepper & Larson, 2007; Kusstatscher & Cooper, 2005). There are cultural differ-

ences, communication and politics that the employees have to deal with (Koi-Akrofi, 2016). 

M&As are known to create anxiety and stress among the employees (Sinkovics et al., 2016) 

as well as uncertainty and instability about the present and what will come in the future for 

the organization (Dauber & Fink, 2011). Researchers have highlighted the meaning of emo-

tions in M&As and defined it as merger syndrome, which is a phenomenon that describes 

employees’ reactions to M&As (Sinkovics, Zagelmeyer & Kusstatscher, 2011). Feelings of 

stress and uncertainty, rumors about new organizational structure or changes, job dismissals 

and factors threatening social identity can trigger emotions (Marks and Mirvis, 1997; 

Sinkovics, Zagelmeyer & Kusstatscher, 2011). The emotions are of different intensity in dif-

ferent stages and can last after a completed M&A, as long as there are still stories about the 
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past time or a individual experience challenges to values (Sinkovics, Zagelmeyer & Kussta-

tscher, 2011). 

2.1.1	Mergers	and	acquisitions	in	relation	to	identity									
Scholars have for a number of years tried to emphasize the dynamics of organizational identi-

fication in M&A (Lupina-Wegener, Drzensky, Ullrich & van Dick 2014). Giessner, Ullrich 

and van Dick (2011) argue that since a strong post-merger identification result in high motiva-

tion and less risk for conflict, it is crucial during a merger to understand the history of em-

ployees’ identification with the merged organization. Previous research has highlighted that 

M&As are challenging both the identities for the organizations taking part of the M&A, as 

well as the possibility for employees to identify and feel affiliation to the new organization. 

The authors argue that the identification is important, but hard to achieve (Giessner, Horton, 

Wong Humborstad & 2016). Further, it is common that the employees involved in a merger 

show resistance (Giessner, Viki, Otten, Terry, & Täuber, 2006). It is stated that M&As make 

individuals reflect on their organizational identity and self-view. Giessner et al. (2006) argue 

that in a merger, a new organizational identity will replace the old one, which often causes an 

us versus them dynamic where the dominant organization often find it easier to identify with 

the new organization. Giessner, Horton & Wong Humborstad, (2016) reason similarly by ar-

guing that when a new organization is formed, so is a new organizational identity that re-

places the former. The employees can either accept it and identify with it, however, that is not 

self-evident. Another alternative is to stick to their old identity, and the third option is to ig-

nore both (Giessner, Horton & Wong Humborstad, 2016). Individuals maintaining the identity 

of the old organization may imply problems and hinder the two organizations to unite, which 

in turn can imply serious problems that affect the success of the merger (Gaertner, Dovidio, & 

Bachman, 1996). Ekelund and Aske (2005) highlight the importance of looking at elements of 

history in a positive way to be able to form a new collective positive identity, focusing on a 

valid and functional storytelling. 

Hill and Seo (2005) argue that within organizational identity, employees that hold a lower 

status and do not believe that the higher status of the other organization is entitled will be 

more negative towards the M&A and less able to identify with the new organization in com-

parison with the employees with the higher status. This can imply that the higher status orga-

nization gets upset and starts to exclude the lower status organization. Another situation can 

be that the lower status organization view the other organization with higher status in a more 

positive way, which enhances their attempt to dis-identify with their former organization and 
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re-identify with the new one (Seo & Hill, 2005). Giessner, Horton and Wong Humborstad 

(2016) argue, that to the higher extent individuals can identify with their organization, the 

more their behaviors, thoughts and feelings will be steered by the view of themself which 

correspond to the organizational identity, i.e. the norms and characteristics of the organiza-

tion. Due to this, the view of the self is not only based on the individual relationships and 

characteristics (personal identity), but also based on the relationships and characteristics from 

experiences of group memberships (social identity). Through that, individuals can make use 

of individual interest and motivation to create shared means of interest and motivation (Gi-

essner et al., 2006).  

From the literature review above it can be seen that there is an extensive body of previous 

research within M&As. Despite a number of studies focusing on the relation between M&As 

and identity, not much has been done taking nostalgia into account. It is argued that memories 

from the past are affecting organizational members (Gabriel, 1993). However, it is not self-

evident how memories matter after M&A. Throughout this research we will elaborate on what 

impact nostalgia has on identity and how that may affect the possibility to identify with a new 

organization after M&A activities. Through this purpose, we aim to contribute to M&A the-

ory by filling the gap of nostalgia in relation to identity and M&A.   

2.2	Theoretical	framework		
We have throughout this essay viewed our empirical material through the lens of identity and 

nostalgia. An identity is necessary to be able to identify with something. Therefore, we will 

start of our theoretical framework focusing on identity and later reaching identification. We 

will also present theories within nostalgia, and the different perspectives of identity and nos-

talgia in combination. 	

2.2.1	Identity	as	a	theoretical	perspective	
Identity is a central concept within organizational studies (Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton & 

Corley, 2013) and it can be found in multiple levels of management and organizational theory 

(Alvesson, 2001), such as personal (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002), organizational (Pratt, 1998; 

Gioia et al., 2013) and identification between two or more individuals or entities (Thomas, 

2009; Russo, 1998). We will focus on organizational identity and how individuals can iden-

tify with that. Organizational identity refers to “who we are as an organization” (Gioia et al., 

2013). Individuals can identify with organizational identity, where they see themselves as 

members of an “in-group” and different and more positive from people that are not in the in-

group (out-group) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Organizational identity is not to confuse with 
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identification or alterity, which we will explore later in this theoretical framework. Identity 

answers the question “who am I?” (Pratt, 1998) and the answer can depend on professional or 

occupational affiliation, position in the organization or less formal aspects such as interests 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Hence, when answering the question, the individual is forming 

a self-narrative. Factors that identity derives from can be cultural aspects such as language, 

symbols, and values, as well as interactions with others, messages by agencies such as 

schools, and even unconscious processes (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Thomas (2009) is 

also taking history into account.  

 

It is being argued that discourse is one of the factors that affect the way individuals construct 

their “self” (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). A discourse is a way of reasoning, consisting of a 

verbal and textual communication, connected to reflection of versions of the social world and 

specific structural characteristics (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000; Heracleous & Barrett, 2001). 

Thomas (2009) is raising Musson and Duberley (2007, p. 147) statement: “Appropriating 

certain discourses and rejecting others is thus central to identity construction”. Self-identity 

therefore consists of both conscious and unconscious aspects (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002).  

 

Identity construction requires reflexivity (Thomas, 2009; Gioia et al., 2013) where individuals 

look at their identity resources, which in combination with life history, desires and aspiration 

create the individual identity. The social context that the individual faces can function both as 

restrictions and as support to identity construction (Thomas, 2009). Alvesson (2001) argue 

that it is crucial to work with identity regulation to be able to associate with and handle differ-

ences in organizations. The creation of an identity can be seen as an activity where the indi-

vidual view him/herself as cohesive, distinctive and positively valued (Thomas, 2009). 

 

Kleppestø (2005) argues that identity consist of not only defining oneself and identifying with 

a specific group, but also knowing which group not to identify with. In all cultures, people 

position themselves in relation to others, and include some identities and exclude some, which 

is defined as alterity (Leerssen & Corbey, 1991). Van Alphen (1991) argues that alterity has 

no meaning, it is rather a code for making identity reach meaningfulness and content. In alter-

ity questions such as “How am I different? And from whom?” are central (Czarniawska, 

2008).  
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Identification 
Individuals have a desire to identify with something, which has often come to result in indi-

viduals introducing themselves with a title and organization, which shows the importance that 

work and professional roles plays for many individuals (Russo, 1998). Identification focuses 

on “How do I come to know who I am in relation to you?” Where the “you” can be seen as 

the organization (Pratt, 1998). With the help of rules and resources, the individual can identify 

with the organization, implying a feeling of connection between the organization and the in-

dividual, depending on the values in the organization (Pepper & Larson, 2007). Russo (1998) 

present another way for individuals to commit to an organization, which is through a com-

mitment to an occupation, and then a commitment to an organization, may follow since the 

organization provides the platform for exercising the profession.  When an individual is feel-

ing an attachment to the organization and its values, the individual is identifying with it (Pep-

per & Larson, 2007). Identification is a social event that depends on messages from outsiders 

and from action of people within the group, the identification is far from static (Russo, 1998). 

Ashforth and Mael (2011) argue that within social identity theory, individuals define themself 

partly based on prominent group membership, involving direct or indirect experiences of the 

entity’s success or failure. Further, they argue that identification is based on groups being 

unique, prestigious and conscious about other groups. Within identification, the individual 

should participate in activities that conform their identity, to see oneself as a part of the group 

and to reinforce group formation through for example interactions (Ashforth & Mael, 2011).  

2.2.2	Nostalgia	as	a	theoretical	perspective		
Previous research has shown that members of organizations talk a lot about past events 

(Ybema, 2004). Every organization has a history where narratives and stories are involved 

and experienced by the member of the organization (Dauber & Fink, 2010). Nostalgia is cen-

tral within many organizations and among its members and it often affects the way members 

of the organization think. Nostalgia functions as a source of symbols and meaning and can 

create an approach to feelings and fantasies. Changes occurring in organizations can contrib-

ute to that individuals involved in the change view themselves as different from the people 

that might join the organization after the change, due to being united around a nostalgic mem-

ory (Gabriel, 1993). 

 

Gabriel (1993) argue that “nostalgia is a state arising out of present conditions as much as 

out of the past itself” (Gabriel, 1993, p. 121) saying that the individual focuses on selective 

positive parts of the past, influenced by symbols and meaning. Ybema (2004) and Gabriel 
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(1993) state that nostalgic reflections about the past are often romantic reconstructions, rather 

than documented history and have little or nothing to do with actual historical events. Because 

of this, Ybema (2004) means that romantic and melancholic stories about the past may rather 

tell us about understandings and worries about the present, than actually describing history in 

an accurate way. The contents of nostalgic stories in organizations appears to be very similar 

to each other, expressing past loyalty, genuine commitment and geniality being substituted to 

more impersonal and business-like relations, focusing on that the joy of working for the com-

pany has disappeared due to ongoing reorganizations and more bureaucratic rules. People 

tend to appreciate looking back at the “good old days” and often tell stories about the com-

pany’s founder, previous products and colleagues, old working methods, a friendly atmos-

phere and a shared dedication of the past (Ybema, 2004). 

 

Iyer and Jetten (2011) suggest that nostalgia can have different functions. On the one hand, 

individuals’ tendencies to look back at the history with nostalgic eyes can hinder their ability 

to successfully navigate and conform to a new context. This goes in line with the more his-

torical perspectives about nostalgia, where it has been viewed as a psychological illness, char-

acterized by loss and sadness (Sedikides, Wildschut, & Baden, 2004). On the other hand, 

more recent studies have shown that nostalgia predominantly consists of positive, self-

relevant and social emotions that serve as important psychological functions (Sedikides, 

Wildschut, Arndt, & Routledge, 2006). Sedikides et al. (2006) suggest that nostalgia pre-

dominantly generates a positive effect, which can increase self-esteem, foster social belong-

ingness and linder perceptions of existential threats. Nostalgic memories of the past can there-

fore have a positive effect on people's psychological well being and ability to cope with pre-

sent challenges (Sedikides, et al., 2006).  

Ybema (2004) highlights that even though research about nostalgia has been conducted in 

several contexts. The findings show that nostalgia often creates similar stories with reappear-

ing themes. A central feature of organizational nostalgia is family feeling. It is common for 

people within an organization to focus on “the golden age” from which a heritage where in-

terpretations and judgments about the present origin (Gabriel, 1993). In nostalgia, the past 

always outshines the present (Gabriel, 1993), and nostalgic stories are characterized by de-

scriptions of being driven away from a dream world to a not as pleasant reality where the past 

is described as what is missing today (Ybema, 2004). 
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2.3	The	role	of	nostalgia	in	Identity	construction	
Previous academics have highlighted the importance of understanding nostalgia in identity-

construction (Yang, 2003; Bardón, et al., 2015; Iyer & Jetten, 2011; Brown & Humphreys, 

2002; Milligan, 2003; Gabriel, 1993). For example, Yang (2003) states that collective nostal-

gia can work as a ground for meaning and identity and thereby work as means for identity 

construction. Milligan (2003) has described nostalgia as a tool to create identity continuity 

when facing discontinuity. In her study she focused explicitly on identity discontinuity when 

one group of employees experienced displacement, as their organization was moved to a new 

site. Brown and Humphreys (2002) argue in “Nostalgia and the Narrativization of Identity: A 

Turkish Case Study” that nostalgia in many ways play an important role to understand indi-

vidual and organizational identity-construction. It can fill the function of keeping a united 

understanding about socio-historic continuity, as defense against anxiety and as a source of 

resistance. In their research, they illustrate how shared storylines construct a collective iden-

tity, and how acts of collective nostalgia in different ways can affect these stories. Through 

shared stories, individuals and groups experience their current situation, self-esteem and also 

how they react to perceived threats. The researchers argue that nostalgia opens the door for a 

shared understanding of important and identity-relevant beliefs and values, which can func-

tion as emotional support during organizational change processes, and also as a form of 

“uniqueness claim” which becomes important for the individuals identification towards the 

organization (Brown & Humphreys, 2002).  
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3.	Methodology		
In this chapter we will provide an explanation about the philosophical grounding of our re-

search and how that has been useful throughout the research process. Further, we will explain 

and elaborate on our research approach and research design. This chapter will also contain an 

explanation of how we have collected data and analyzed it. Finally, we will elaborate on the 

trustworthiness of the study and how we have worked with reflexivity throughout the research 

process.  

3.1	Research	approach	
The epistemological position of this research is grounded in the interpretative traditions. In 

the interpretative tradition, reality is viewed as constructed through acts of interpretation. 

Thus, the human interpretation is viewed as the starting point for developing new knowledge 

about the social world, and in line with this reasoning the thoughts and understanding of the 

interviewees within this study have been the base to contribute with insights for theory and 

knowledge for practitioners. Another central dimension within the interpretative traditions is 

the social dimension in reality construction. This means that in social practice, subjectivity is 

often limited as individuals often moves tacitly towards common understandings and mean-

ings about the social world they live in. A socially constructed reality is possible since we 

have the ability to attach meanings to interactions, objects and events (Prasad, 2005). This 

insight has been valuable for our research, since we have studied individuals’ experiences and 

thoughts about an event that they have all been a part of and experienced together. Therefore 

it has been useful for us to be aware of that what is a reality to one individual, can be uncon-

sciously affected by the social dimension. In line with the interpretative tradition, we have had 

a qualitative approach to our research.  

 

In general, qualitative research is interpretive, and this method should be used when the aim 

of the research is to reach deeper understanding about people’s complexity, ideas and 

thoughts (Prasad, 2005). Qualitative methods take stand in a subjective worldview, building 

on the assumption that individuals, in interaction with one another, contribute to shaping the 

reality within which they live (Bryman & Bell, 2011). According to Bryman and Bell (2011), 

the purpose is to understand this reality by exploring different existing perceptions of it. This 

approach has been suitable for our study, since the aim has been to contribute with a rich un-

derstanding of how identities are shaped. Further, we believe that the qualitative approach has 



	 18	

given us the possibility to reach a deeper understanding of how the interviewees have experi-

enced the M&A events and how that has affected their thoughts.  

 

The hermeneutics tradition has been central within our research, as it is a suitable method 

when the researcher wants to reach a deeper understanding about human understandings 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011), with a goal of clarifying the obscure (Prasad, 2005). Originally, her-

meneutics refers to an approach used for interpretation and understanding of texts (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011), with the central idea to interpret the text and understand the meaning from the 

authors perspective (Prasad, 2005). This calls for close attention to the context within which 

the text was written. The hermeneutical circle functions as a foundational pillar of the herme-

neutic tradition. It refers to the assumption that different elements of the text, “the parts”, can 

only be understood in relation to their context, “the whole”, and vice versa. The movement 

between “the parts” and “the whole” continues in a circle until the researchers have been able 

to draw meaningful conclusions (Prasad, 2005). With this in mind, we have treated the sum 

off all of the interviewees stories as “the whole” and the specific single interviews as the “the 

parts”. Through this, moving back and forth, looking at the whole and the parts, we have 

gained an understanding of how they relate and tried to see patterns of what has been said and 

what we have found between the lines.  

 

Within the hermeneutical tradition, Prasad (2005) also highlight the significance for research-

ers to find hidden meanings of the text. Therefore, one must be observant about the “layers of 

text” to find the “subtexts”, meaning the text underneath the surface. Throughout the process 

of conducting this study, we have paid attention not only to what is being said straight out, but 

also what is not being said. To be able to clarify this, we had to read between the lines to get 

an understanding of what was really being said.   

An abductive approach to theory 
Bryman and Bell (2011) describe two main roles of theory in relation to conducting research, 

which are deductive and inductive theory. The deductive approach aims to test already exist-

ing theories, while the inductive approach on the other hand is theory generating, and views 

theory as the result of the research. Throughout this research we have had our main focus on 

the empirical material, and not the previously established theories. However, instead of treat-

ing the induction and deduction as two separate approaches, we have emphasized a mixture of 

the two. Thus, this research is based on an abductive approach, which could be described as 
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the deductive and inductive approach in combination (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2007). We have 

included elements of the deductive approach as we started out by reading about several rele-

vant theories to have some pre-understanding of the topic of study. When we reached the 

starting point of collecting the empirical data we had not yet decided upon the theoretical 

framework. We used this approach since we wanted to develop our own understanding of the 

case and what the interviewees highlighted as important, in line with the inductive approach, 

and not be limited by already existing theories. During the data collection process we dis-

cussed the empirical material in relation to different relevant theories, and ended up with a 

theoretical framework consisting of M&A, identity and nostalgia theories that have func-

tioned as an essential foundation for us to understand and analyze our empirical material. 

Throughout the process, our empirical data functioned as the core and the theories as support. 

It is therefore arguable that we used a inductive approach with deductive elements.  

3.2	Research	design	
Our research is based on the case study design, which is usable when conducting empirical 

research that aims to get in-depth knowledge of a case in its “real world-contexts” (Bromely, 

1986 cited in Yin 2012). The closeness aims to create a deep and insightful understanding 

about the case, which in turn hopefully leads to new knowledge of real-world behavior (Yin, 

2012). As we have conducted a study focusing on “How nostalgia matters when it comes to 

identifying with a new organization after M&A”, where the aim was to get a deep understand-

ing about individuals interpretations and thoughts about an event, a case study design was 

suitable.  

 

The case that we have focused on in this study is based on the organization Swedex, a Swed-

ish company operating in the software industry. Before the M&A, Swedex was headquartered 

in Sweden. In the autumn of 2014 American Inc., that was primarily a hardware company that 

wanted to expand into software, acquired Swedex and thereafter they made several acquisi-

tions of smaller software companies. Six months after the acquisition of Swedex, American 

Inc. also bought the American software company Amware, which were Swedex’s biggest 

rival and the biggest software company that American Inc. had ever acquired. Primarily, pre-

vious Amware managers got the managing positions at American Inc.’s software enterprise 

and consequently, it was mostly Amware products that were developed and sold. As a former 

Swedex employee put it, the “gradual emaciation” of Swedex started to take place as a lot of 

Swedex-people got dismissed or chose to leave the organization out of free will. After further 
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reorganizations and M&As, now solely Amware and Swedex are operating together, merged 

into one unit representing the software enterprise, with solely Amware at managing positions. 

The names of the organizations and its’ members used in this research are fictional, and will 

due to confidentiality be used through our study to ensure the anonymity of the organizations. 

We have chosen to delimit this case study to only one organization. It could have been inter-

esting to look into a larger number of organizations, however, we saw this as a unique case 

where the employees remaining from the organization has been going through many changes 

that has led to radial differences. Further, we chose to only focus on former Swedex-

employees. It could have been interesting to include former Amware-employees, American 

Inc. and new employees as well to investigate their perspectives and attitudes towards the 

changes. We made this decision since we wanted to conduct in-depth interviews and by fo-

cusing on one organization and fewer people, we have been able to put more time and effort 

in each interviewee and reach a more thorough analysis. Through that, we aimed to contribute 

with a strong understanding of how a specific group of people who experienced M&A activi-

ties was able to identify with the new organization.  

	3.3	Data	
This study is based on primary data, which implies that the data was produced exclusively for 

our study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The primary data consists of twelve in-depth interviews 

with current and former employees from Swedex. The data from the interviews has func-

tioned as empirical material for the analysis and consists of ten hours of in-depth interviews, 

which has resulted in 84 pages of transcribes material, where some parts unrelated to the sub-

ject has been left out.  

 

When performing qualitative research, it is crucial that the interviewees possess deep knowl-

edge about the topic of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The interviews were held with rep-

resentatives from Swedex, including people have had left the organization and employees 

who are working in the new, merged, organization. All interviewees were a part of Swedex 

when it was acquired and since they have all been a part of the change process, we made the 

judgment that they had good knowledge about the topic for our research. Further, all respon-

dents have been employed by Swedex for more than ten years (some with a shorter period in 

other organizations but ending up returning to Swedex). The selection contains employees 

with different hierarchical positions and from different departments, to help us better under-

stand our case from different point of views. 
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To get in contact with the first interviewees from Swedex we used a non-probability sampling 

in terms of convenience sampling, which means that people who were available and lived up 

to the selection criteria consciously were asked to participate (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The 

selection criteria in our case, was that the interviewees should have experienced the merger 

with Amware. We had an entrance at Swedex, who provided us with names of people that 

were still working within the organization or had left the organization for various reasons, and 

were interested in participating in interviews. The problem with using convenience sampling 

was that we could not be sure if the sample was representative. As stated, we were not aiming 

to generalize our findings, as that is not central in qualitative research. However, we asked our 

first interviewees to provide us with names of people who they thought might have experi-

enced the situation differently, which resulted in a couple of interviews with people we had 

not known about from the beginning. This approach goes in accordance to the snowball sam-

pling (Bryman and Bell, 2011), which we hoped would enrich our empirical material and en-

able us making more interesting findings. 

 

The number of interviewees desirable for a study is dependent on when the saturation of in-

formation arises (Seidman, 2006). The saturation of information arises when the same infor-

mation has been repeated during several interviews, and the researchers do not learn anything 

new about the topic of study through more interviews. This is a good sign of that the gathered 

data covers the information that is interesting for the study. As mentioned, we have conducted 

twelve in-depth interviews, which was expected as enough to reach saturation. We perceived 

that the twelve interviews have worked as a satisfying empirical foundation, which in combi-

nation with our theoretical framework enabled detailed analysis and interesting conclusions. 

Nine of the interviewees still work within the organization, whereof six individuals work with 

development of a software product from Swedex that is still getting some focus within the 

bigger organization. Four of the interviewees were current or former managers, and three of 

the interviewees have left the company for different reasons.  

 

Semi-structured in-depth interviews  

The aim of a qualitative interview is to examine the interviewees’ personal thoughts, views 

and perspectives about the topic of research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As previously men-

tioned, we have used an abductive approach in this research, which goes in line with letting 

the interviews guide us to the theories applied. According to Bryman and Bell (2011), an in-

depth interview can be divided into unstructured and semi-structured interviews. In this study, 
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we have used a semi-structured method. Typical for the semi-structured interview is that the 

outline is set from a couple of themes and questions framed to match the topic of research. 

We started interviewing with an open mind and open questions, making the interviewees steer 

the interview in their direction. After the first interview was conducted we started highlighting 

interesting elements to focus on. By doing that during our first interviews, we later found in-

teresting topics that permeated the interviews, which we decided to focus on during the re-

maining interviews. As we held interviews with twelve different employees, some structure 

was also useful for comparison and analysis of the answers (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

An interview guide is used as base for the semi-structured interview, but the questions do not 

have to be asked in the same sequence, and there is always the possibility to exclude ques-

tions and to ask follow up questions if the conversation leads to topics the researchers find 

particularly interesting (Bryman & Bell, 2011). By asking questions focusing on “how” rather 

than “what”, we aimed to get a better understanding about our interviewees’ perceptions 

about the acquisition. As we have been using the hermeneutical approach to research, the goal 

was to get the interviewees to talk about their personal versions of reality, without being af-

fected by us.  

Approach during interviews 
According to Bryman and Bell (2011), there is a risk that the quality of the interviews will be 

reduced if the interviewee perceives a risk of the conversation being overheard by others. 

Hence, every interview has been held in a separate room with closed doors at the company’s 

office. Another choice we made to increase the quality of our interviews was that we held 

them in Swedish, which is our interviewees’ native language. This based on the assumption 

that we would get to take part of deeper reasoning if the participants did not experience any 

language barriers.  

 

During all the interviews both researchers have been present. One person have had the main 

responsibility to lead the interview and ask questions, while the other researcher has acted 

more as an observer. The ”observer” has been able to take notes and to pay attention to addi-

tional information the interviewer may not always has noticed, such as expression of emotions 

and body language of the interviewee. The observer also contributed with follow up questions 

when additional information in certain areas was needed, and was able to change direction of 

the interview to avoid that questions were asked in a subjective way. We chose this distribu-

tion of responsibilities to get as rich empiric data as possible. 
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The interview in three steps 
As inspiration for the interview guide, we have considered the three phases of the in-depth 

interview that fills different purposes, described by Seidman (2006). Seidman means that the 

thoughts and actions of a person can only be understood when they are considered in the con-

text of a person’s life. Therefore, the first phase of the interviews have focused on the life and 

history of the interviewee, where our aim has been to get the interviewees to talk as much as 

possible about themselves in a way that would be relevant for our study. This has been done 

to be able to put the rest of the interviewee’s answers into the context of the person’s life. The 

primary purpose of the second phase of the interview has been to take part of more concrete 

details about the interviewees perceptions linked to the topic of study (Seidman, 2006). For 

example, we asked for the interviewees’ individual stories and understandings about the ac-

quisition. In the third part of the interview, the aim was to get the interviewee to reflect upon 

the meaning of their experiences, which according to Seidman (2006) will create a deeper 

understanding of the emotional and intellectual connections between a person’s life and work. 

Therefore we asked the interviewees to describe what the acquisition has implied for them at 

a personal level. The combination of examining the interviewees personal backgrounds and 

also to ask for more detailed descriptions of their experiences have enabled deeper analysis of 

the interviewees thoughts and understandings. The third phase of the interviews, when the 

interviewees were asked to reflect upon the meanings and consequences, their experiences 

became more valuable as the context of their answers had been established in the first two 

phases of the interview.  

 

Seidman (2006) further argues that researchers will sometimes have reasons to explore alter-

natives to the structure, and as long as the structure of the interviews allows the interviewees 

to reflect upon their experiences in the context of their own lives, rearrangements of the three 

phases can be done. In our interview guide, we have chosen to consider the purpose of the 

three phases, but with the characteristics of the semi-structured interview in mind, the ques-

tions of the three phases have not always been asked in the ”right order”. This since the semi-

structured interview relies on flexibility where the questions are conformed to, and asked in a 

way that fits the conversation. We have found Seidman’s (2006) structure for the deep inter-

view suitable to our hermeneutical approach, where we have aimed for access to subjective 

reasoning and understanding of the interviewees’ answers in the context of their own lives. 
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For more concrete advice on how to act during our interviews, we considered Seidmans’s 

(2006) advice about interview technique, consisting of listening to the interviewee rather than 

talking, following up on interesting aspects but not interrupt, ask the interviewee to clarify if 

something is hard to gasp, to ask open-ended questions and accept the silence which leaves 

room for the interviewee to think.  

Pilot interview 
Before we held any interviews, we conducted a pilot interview to test the functionality of the 

interview guide as well as its relevance to the purpose of our study. Subsequently a couple of 

adjustments were made to clarify our formulation of questions and to avoid too much repeti-

tion. The duration of the pilot interview was 45 minutes, which was in line with our time plan, 

but is not considered in our research since the purpose was to test our interview guide and an 

opportunity for us to practice our skills as interviewers. 

3.4	Analysis	
When analyzing the collected data we have tried to have an open mind and avoid personal 

biases. The interviews that were held were recorded and all data that was interesting for our 

study was transcribed. Later, selective parts of the transcriptions were translated into English 

to work as ground for the analysis of our thesis. The transcriptions took place in direct con-

nection to the interviews, for us to be able to analyze the material immediately. We started the 

process of analyzing by looking at the material individually, and through that we reached a 

strategy of looking at the material from different views, which enabled a more thorough 

analysis and for us to remain reflexive throughout the process. By continuously analyzing our 

material, the interviews contributed with ideas for important topics and theoretical directions 

useful for future interviews. 

 

When coding our empirical material, we categorized it in accordance to Strauss and Corbin’s 

(1998) model presented in Styhre (2013), including three steps. The first one is open coding, 

where key concepts and most common understandings about the case have been identified. In 

the second step, axial coding, we created sub-categories and grouped the coding from the first 

step, and through reduction we found patterns and themes that we evaluated as most interest-

ing to study at a deeper level. The purpose with reducing the material is to create a good rep-

resentation of the material, which Rennsatm and Wästerfors (2015) describe as a “delicate 

task” as everything cannot be included in the written text at the same time as the researcher 

should not only select the material one pleases to reinforce a favorite thesis. We found the 
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abductive approach helpful to present a representative material, as we had not decided upon 

the thesis of our study before the data collection, but started out by finding the most common 

patterns in our material, upon which we later found inspiration to formulate our research 

questions. In the last step, selective coding, Corbin (1998) involved integration of theory. 

What we found was that all the employees were describing their past organization, Swedex, in 

a positive way compared to the new organization, where they remembered how good things 

used to be compared to now. This made us consider nostalgia theory as a suitable lens to bet-

ter understand the situation. Further, the interviewees seemed to have a problem identifying 

with the new organization. This led us to identity and identification theory, as we considered 

it being a suitable way of understanding how the employees had problems identifying with the 

new organization. When analyzing our empirical material through our theoretical lenses, we 

have always tried to find the connection between how nostalgia can have affected the em-

ployees’ ability and willingness to identify with the new organization.  

3.5	The	trustworthiness	of	the	study	
According to Guba and Lincoln (1994, in Bryman and Bell, 2011), there are four ways of 

evaluating the trustworthiness of a qualitative study. The first criterion is credibility, which 

refers to the trustworthiness of the study’s result, i.e. how well the findings correspond with 

the interviewees’ views of the studied topic. To strengthen the credibility within our research, 

we have asked open questions during our interviews with the aim to get the interviewees own 

understandings about their situation, and if something was unclear we asked follow up ques-

tions. In the beginning of the interviews we did also tell the participants that we were inter-

ested in their personal perceptions and understandings connected to the topic of study. During 

all interviews both researcher have also been present to strengthen the possibility for us to 

understand the interviewees’ perceptions the right way. One further measure that we applied 

to strengthen the credibility, was letting one of the interviewees look through the essay when 

completed to make sure that we gave a trustworthy and presentable view of our empirical 

material. 

    

The other criterion, transferability, refers to what extent the study can be generalized to other 

situations than the specific context that is studied. As qualitative research aims to get deep 

understandings about a unique context, qualitative researchers are rather encouraged to pro-

vide a thick description of the context that is studied. We have aimed to do this by providing 

background details of our case in the empirical chapter for other researchers and practitioners 
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to be able to make estimations of what findings of ours might be applicable and useful in an-

other context. 

 

For the third criterion, dependability, Guba and Lincoln (1994) recommend qualitative re-

searchers to take an audition approach, which implies ensuring that records from the research 

process are being documented. We have therefore strived for careful documentation during 

the research process, where all interviews have been transcribed and recorded. In the chapter 

“3. Methodology” we have aimed for thorough description of our research approach, data 

collection, selection of interviewees and our approach of interviewing to make our research 

process as transparent and honest as possible. 

The fourth criterion, confirmability, highlights the importance of the researchers being objec-

tive during the research process (as far as the qualitative method allows) by not letting per-

sonal interests or values affect the research and its results. During the whole research process 

we have tried to have an open mind, not letting any personal interests steer the direction of the 

research. Both researchers have also processed all the empirical and theoretical material for 

our analysis with the aim to minimize subjectivity.   

Reflexive criticism 
Our theoretical framework of nostalgia and identity theory could also be viewed as a limita-

tion to the study. Alvesson and Kärreman (2012) have highlighted that theoretical frameworks 

should be treated with caution, and the importance of being aware of that a theoretical frame-

work tends to push the view of the world in a certain direction. Therefore they advocate a 

reflexive approach to research, where the researchers through looking at the material with 

various theoretical lenses of interpretation get different insights and a better understanding of 

the phenomena of study. We have done this by using the two different perspectives of nostal-

gia and identification to analyze our empirical material. However, we are well aware that 

looking at our case through these theoretical lenses, existing alternative findings that could be 

drawn from our case has been left out. However, Yin (2012) highlights that within qualitative 

research it is not possible to cover all aspect that could be considered for a study and that the 

aim of a case study is rather to be able to generalize the findings to a theoretical framework, 

to be able to make theoretical contributions. In line with Yin’s (2012) argumentation, we hope 

that the reflections and conclusions drawn from our study can generate analytically generaliz-

able findings, which can contribute to development of the theories within our theoretical 

framework. 
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4.	Analysis	
In this chapter we will present the analysis of our empirical material, which serves as a foun-

dation for us to build our discussion on and be able to answer our research questions. We 

worked through the empirical material with the aim to find the most interesting thoughts to 

focus on for our case. Out of them we shaped four themes involving the ‘Swedexers’ united 

picture of the past, the perceived threat that the M&A seems to have implied for their self-

view, how the post-M&A phase is painted black in comparison to the past, and a final reflec-

tion about why people choose to stay within the organization even though it is described in 

such negative terms. 

4.1	The	Land	of	Milk	and	Honey	
What struck us when conducting the interviews and when processing the empirical material 

was that the interviewees gave a united picture of the former Swedex as a great company to 

work for. 

  

“It was a small, personal company. It was special to join a company with that spirit and 

growth. It has been really cool and as a person I developed enormously during those years” 

was the way one of the interviewees, Olof, described his former employer. 

  

All of our interviewees agreed upon that working for Swedex were something special, and 

during the interviews they talked about several aspects that used to be very good within the 

company. Johanna said, “Swedex was like a family. It was a good company. They took good 

care of us”, and Petra described the company as “A clan. Almost like a sect. But in a positive 

way. We had the feeling of a family and a nice atmosphere.” Our interviewees talked about 

that they used to arrange continuous activities that also strengthen their relationship to each 

other. Johanna looked back saying ”We have had movie nights together every week in 15 

years and we have been doing different activities outside of work. A lot of us were jogging 

together after work and did other activities. We are not just colleagues, we are friends to.” 

  

As seen from the quotes above, the interviewees talked warmly about their former colleagues 

and they also expressed their appreciation of their close relationship to the company’s leaders 

and managers. “We had a very flat structure and not much hierarchy, I thought that was very 

nice” Steve said. Stefan expressed that “One could easily take the elevator with the CEO and 

talk about whatever.” That the interviewees express liking of the former flat organizational 
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structure, can be traced back to the appreciation of being treated as equals with management. 

This could be expected to enhance their self-view and self-esteem.  

  

What seems to have been important for the former Swedex-employees was that their individ-

ual knowledge and competence was highly valued within the company. This can be seen in 

the quote from Hedvig, who said, “The employees and their knowledge were highly valued by 

the management.” Also Johanna said “The management trusted us to make decisions of how 

we worked and we got to influence how the products should be developed in the future and 

which techniques we would use.” Also Elisabeth argued, “We were treated with a lot of re-

spect from management.” From the statements above we can see that it seems like feelings of 

being valuable and seen was important for the interviewees, as they emphasized the impor-

tance of attention from the management.  

  

Several of our interviewees agreed upon the special culture that they used to have within the 

company. “We had a great culture, we had fun and we worked hard together.” Ulf said, and 

Tor was agreeing, saying, “The open culture was a big part of Swedex.” Hedvig gave an ex-

ample, which she called a small proof of the great culture within Swedex, “We still have a 

Facebook-group with old ‘Swedexers’. We are still publishing things in it, people are telling 

about new things but it is also a lot of old. Old photos from conferences and such are being 

published. It is people from all around the world speaking about how nice it used to be, even 

though several years have passed.” As the interviewees highlighted the former culture as im-

portant and something that they still hold on to, it can be argued that it still matters for them 

and is something that they appreciate a lot. Another aspect that the interviewees highlighted 

was the great commitment that everyone within the former Swedex used to feel for the com-

pany. Olof told us “Everyone was always available. The company was always the first prior-

ity, and the loyalty towards the company was enormous.” Also Elisabeth stated that during 

the Swedex era “Employees were working towards the same goals and made an extra effort to 

reach those goals.” It can be argued that this also had to do with the culture, where everyone 

wanted to help out and work hard. This can be seen as a proof of an atmosphere where the 

organization is valued high. Despite the individuals sacrificing some of their personal life, it 

does not seem like they see it that way themselves. Instead, it appears like they appreciate the 

confidence in knowing that all employees had the same attitude towards working.  
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Further, the former Swedex employees talked about the great products and reputation of their 

former organization. “We had a big market share, happy customers and very good reputation 

for our good products and knowledgeable employees.” Hedvig said. From Hedvigs quote we 

can detect that Swedex seemed to have a big customer focus that the employees was proud of, 

feeling like they had a really good offer on the market that people appreciated. It can be ar-

gued that this shaped the ‘Swedexers’ perception of what a good organization should be like, 

affecting their thoughts and values.  

  

Several of the interviewees talked about the 4 C’s, which were Swedex’s core values that con-

sisted of Creativity, Cheerfulness, Competence and Commitment. The interviewees that raised 

the 4 C’s were agreeing on that it was something that truly meant something, and that perme-

ated the entire operations. “It was not just a slogan”, Olof said. Something special about the 4 

C’s was that the new HR-manager (20 years ago) raised the suggestion of the four words after 

being in the organization for a few weeks, since she felt that they were describing the culture 

very well. Petra says that the four 4 C’s where “an important ground for values within the 

organization.” Even though not all employees though much about these values in their every-

day work, and some of them even showed a bit skepticism towards value-words as a concept, 

they still agreed on that the 4 C’s described their organization in a honest and true way. “That 

kind of stuff can be a bit silly sometimes. But the fun thing with Swedex was that we already 

had that in our culture and then someone wanted to put a label on it, so it described Swedex 

well” Tor said. 

  

As can be seen from our interviewees quotes above, they seem to have a united picture of 

Swedex as a company which they all valued high and was a big part of their lives. They cher-

ish their time in the organization and have a positive view on what used to be. They describe 

Swedex as not just a company, but a place for family members, with an open culture and flat 

structure, with good products and managers who trusted and valued the employees for their 

individual competence and knowledge. All of these aspects, which they also highlighted a 

liking towards, could be considered as positive and attractive parameters for the ‘Swedexers’ 

to identify with. However, some of our interviewees reflected about that not everything was 

perfect. For example, Allan said, “We were flexible with most things which was practical and 

positive in the short run, but when one wanted to look back at processes they were not always 

easy to verify.” Also Bjorn stated,“Swedex was a very humane organization with a lot of joy 

and flexibility. But well, you could miss some sharpness.” Some of the employees seemed to 
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reflect upon the possibility that they remember selective parts of the past. For example, Hed-

vig said that “When one gets confronted with something that is very different, maybe one 

cherish the past even more.” Hedvig finishes her reasoning with the statement: “However, it 

really was so that everyone was agreeing on that we had something special.” 

  

Due to the fact that some of the interviewees reflected upon the negative aspects of the orga-

nization, and Hedvig’s quote, which indicated that she probably remembers the best parts of 

the past, we have a reason to understand the ‘Swedexers’ descriptions of their former organi-

zation as a bit glorified. Hence, we do not take for granted that everything during the Swedex-

era was as fantastic as the Swedex employees have told us. 

Summary 
In the section “The land of Milk and Honey”, we have presented our interviewees united pic-

ture of Swedex as a great company to work for. When describing the organization they talked 

about the former family feeling, flat structure and the great products and reputation the com-

pany used to have. They highlighted their close relationship to management, and how man-

agement trusted and respected the knowledge of the employees, which led to that they had big 

influence in the business. The interviewees also described the great commitment from the 

employees towards the organization. All of the statements above show signs of the interview-

ees missing their old status and working environment, and based upon the interviewee’s sto-

ries it seems like they felt strong identification to their former employer. However, when 

asked if everything was that good, some of the interviewees highlighted a few aspects that 

was not perfect and also reflected upon the possibility of telling a glorified version about the 

past. This gave us a reason to believe that the former Swedex-employees have told us nostal-

gic stories about the past, where positive selected parts of the past have been highlighted. This 

insight has laid ground for the rest of the analysis of the empirical material, as nostalgic ele-

ments seemed to be crucial for the interviewees when shaping their understandings of their 

current situation. 

4.2	The	threat	to	the	self-view	
Our empirical material shows that the general assumption of how the M&A affected Swedex 

and its employees was negative. As can be seen in our empirical material, the interviewees 

have a united picture of what an organization should be like and where they belonged. There-

fore it can be argued that being faced with a big change was perceived as a big threat towards 

their values and what they stand for. This assumption is being confirmed by their description 



	 31	

of the merger with Amware as a catastrophe. Hedvig stated that she “Personally only see the 

differences from before as negative. I would describe the M&A as a catastrophe.” Several of 

our interviewees used the expression “American Inc. has destroyed a well functioning com-

pany” and Karin stated that it felt like Swedex has been “Eaten up by Amware.”  

 

Hedvig described that when Swedex got acquired by American Inc. and later merged with 

Amware, “They started dismantling the former Swedex-products and put Swedex in a ‘main-

tenance mode’” implying that they were maintaining the already existing customers but did 

not seek for new ones. Hedvig told us that when Amware got acquired by American Inc. 

mostly Amware products and personnel were prioritized which led to that a lot of people from 

the former Swedex got fired, and also chose to leave the organization out of free will. This 

seems to have been something that the interviewees reflected much upon and had a problem 

with. Going from being seen and valuable, to not being a central part of the business seemed 

to disturb them. As the interviewees described the “dismantling of Swedex” as a disaster, in 

combination with people leaving the organization, it can be suspected that they viewed the 

M&A as a big threat to the former organization that they strongly identified with.  

The loss of family members 
The interviewees described that one of the biggest changes after the M&A was the loss of so 

many colleagues who got fired or left the organization, which most of the interviewees high-

lighted as a sad aspect of the merger. It can be argued that this is an additional threat towards 

what was left of their organization, and therefore towards the platform from which their nos-

talgic memories derives. “Swedex was like a family. They took good care of us and now it is 

not like that anymore. After the merger the family feeling was lost.” Johanna said. Also Olof 

expressed sadness over the loss of so many colleagues. “It is very sad to see that we have lost 

so many competent colleagues who are needed here.” 

  

The extensive layoffs that were carried through as a consequence of the M&A seem to have 

implied a lot of uncertainty for the employees still working within the organization. “The 

management has not been consistent. First they said that they would invest in our product and 

then they fired half on the development team. I have no trust in the management anymore” 

Johanna said. Also Steve talked about the uncertainty the layoffs had implied for him “It was 

very uncertain. I think clear information is important, we got some emails but it is better to 

meet someone in person who can tell you about the changes. Even if they are planning to cut 

down I think it is better to be honest about it, because living with uncertainty sucks.” 
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As can be seen in Bjorns quote below, the employees perceived that the layoff implied a de-

crease in value for the organization. Bjorn talked about how the layoffs of so many people led 

to a loss of value for the organization. “There is not much value left, from my point of view. 

Very few of the people bringing value to the company are here today.” Hedvig expressed a 

similar reasoning, saying “In a service firm, the employees bring the biggest value and today 

they don’t care about the employees in the same way anymore.” Another aspects that seemed 

to have made the former Swedex people feel less valuable, is that some people from the 

Swedish organization were being fired and replaced by Russians. “One does not feel very 

highly valued when they fire people at my department and hire Russians instead. I feel like 

that is downgrading my role a bit, since the Russians cannot even speak english properly” 

Stefan said. As the interviewees argued that the organization went through a decrease in 

value, and made sense of it by expressing that the people were the biggest asset of the former 

organization one can suspect that they turned back to those thoughts to find comfort and con-

firmation, since they felt more valuable in the Swedex organization. Based on the quotes 

above, the layoffs of so many Swedex-employees can be suspected as something that made 

the former ‘Swedexers’ question their importance and status. As Hedvig expresses, the value 

of the employees was something central within Swedex, where the employees could identify 

themselves as contributing and valuable. As the new organization did not seem to view the 

employees in that way, it can be considered as a threat to the interviewee’s self-image and 

self-esteem. Hence, the values of the new organization could be considered as less attractive 

for the former Swedex employees to identify with. 

The decreased opportunity of influencing the business  
One of the most central aspects that our interviewees have highlighted in negative terms in 

comparison from before is the new organizational structure. The flat and open structure that 

the interviewees appreciated in Swedex is now replaced with what is described as an “extreme 

hierarchy”. For example, Tor said, ”Amware is an extreme pyramid. One person in the top 

who decides everything, the people in the middle are scared and the people at the bottom do 

the work. It is extremely hierarchical.” Olof described Amware in a similar way. “Amware is 

an exceptional bureaucracy that we were not close to at all before.” Bjorn was agreeing: 

“The biggest difference is the hierarchy. Everything has to go through different levels, and 

everything is decided top-down. We used to work in an agile way and be really flexible, which 

is the opposite to waterfall. That is the way they work in Amware.” 
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Hedvig told us that due to the hierarchy, the organization is managed a lot more top down, 

and therefore not as much responsibility is given to people lower down in the hierarchy as it 

used to be. “During the Swedex-era, I worked at the head-office close to the corporate man-

agement. I had a lot of insight and possibilities to influence decisions. When we got acquired, 

I ended up 700 miles away from all of that, and my possibilities to influence got much 

smaller.” Several of the interviewees used the expression “Amware-standard”, which the new 

management often refers to as an explanation to why things are done in certain ways. Hedvig 

expressed that “There is no reason for the employees to express any opinions because they 

will only get the answer ‘This is how it is, how it has always been and how we will do it in the 

future.’ And the employees should not question that.” 

  

Based on the quotes above, it can be seen that the employees highlighted the current hierarchy 

as one of the major reasons to why they have lost their possibility to influence and affect deci-

sions in the business as they used to. As already reflected upon, it seems like the Swedex em-

ployees used to identify themselves as important and contributing employees that played a 

crucial role for their organization and its operations. Due to the structural differences and the 

longer distance to decision making, several of our interviewees said that the feeling of being a 

contributing and an important part of the business has disappeared. Elisabeth highlighted the 

importance of feeling needed by saying ”You are not involved in the organization. You are 

just doing whatever makes things work. It is all about being involved, to feel needed, it is an 

important part of being an employee.” Several of our interviewees stated that it does not feel 

like the management trusts their competence in doing their jobs. Johanna exemplified this by 

saying “They should trust the employees, that employees can manage. Trust their knowl-

edge.”  

  

As the interviewees highlight the opportunity to influence the business as decreased, it can be 

argued being something being important for them. One can suspect that since the ‘Swedexers’ 

perceived that they used to have such big possibilities to influence, they are experiencing their 

current situation of not being able to influence much worse than if the had started to work in 

Amware right away. Hence, their memories from the past can be seen to worsen their percep-

tion of their current situation. Another aspect that can be argued to enhance the feeling of not 

being able to influence is that the interviewees experienced a decrease in trust from the man-

agement, perceiving that they are not knowledgeable enough. As mentioned, the interviewees 
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emphasized knowledge as important in a service firm, implying that Amware is taking a vital 

pillar of their identity away by not trusting them and giving them room to influence.  

Loss of development possibilities 
Another consequence from the M&A that could be considered as a threat to the former 

Swedex-employees self-view, is the decreased development possibilities in the new organiza-

tion that many of the ‘Swedexers’ have raised concerns about. Elisabeth told us “There are no 

performance reviews anymore. We were supposed to have wage negotiations a while ago but 

I have heard nothing from my boss.” Also Johanna highlighted the same issue “I used to have 

performance reviews every month about how I had performed and what could be improved. 

Today we have no performance reviews and no salary negotiations, we just receive an enve-

lope with our new salary.” She continued, “Not having performance reviews has not affected 

my daily operations directly, however, it has affected my career.”  

  

As Johanna expressed that the non-existent performance reviews had an effect on her career, 

this could be understood as a threat to her personal development. In line with what has al-

ready been discussed, the interviewee’s perceptions of how they are being treated as less im-

portant by their current managers than what they were used to within Swedex, seems to have 

had a negative effect on them and made them uncertain about their future. When factors ap-

preciated from before are being challenged, it seem to further enhance the interviewees feel-

ings of longing for the past, viewing it in a positive manner. This can be suspected to make 

the employees taking distance to their current employer and rather identifying with values 

from their comforting past, to be able to keep the view of themselves as important and valu-

able employees. 

Summary 
In the section “The threat” we have described how the employees understand the M&A as the 

reason and explanation for why the family feeling in the organization is now gone. The em-

ployees described the feeling of lost value, both because so many colleagues had to leave and 

also because of that the employees who are still working within the organization do not have 

the same possibility to contribute with their knowledge anymore. In this chapter we have 

identified factors such as influence, contribution and development, as factors that used to be 

important for the former ‘Swedexers’ in their working life. The interviewees has not directly 

expressed that these factors were forming their identity, but it could be argued that they can 

be considered as important building blocks for the employees when forming their identity. 
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These aspects have changed which seems to have created a feeling of being lost and not 

knowing what the future will bring. The uncertainty can be connected to that management is 

not prioritizing Swedex products or their employee’s knowledge, and also have dismissed 

several of their colleagues. Signs of holding on strongly to the history can be seen in the em-

pirical material, as the interviewees are constantly comparing their past in a way that out-

shines their present situation. One can assume that the interviewees hold on to the stories 

about the past especially hard since they feel like their identity is threatened in the new orga-

nization. As more and more people are leaving the organization the collective stories are be-

ing weakened and losing its voice, why it might becomes vital for the interviewees who are 

still within the organization to hold on to the stories even stronger. 

	4.3	The	now	is	painted	black		
When we asked our interviewees to describe the current organization that they are working 

for, they are constantly comparing the situation with what they used to have. It seems like 

they are focusing on the negative aspects of today, comparing them to the positive aspects 

from the past. According to our interviewees, the M&A has led to several concrete changes 

that they have perceived as negative in comparison to before.  

Management 
A central aspect of the present situation that the interviewees have compared to the past in 

negative terms is the new American management. In comparison to the close relationship to 

the former Swedish managers, the managers of Amware were described in a totally different 

way. The interviewees told us that their American managers are not engaged in their work to 

the same extent as their former Swedish managers used to be, as shown in the quote from 

Johanna that follows. “My boss has no interest in what I am doing. She is just old and wants 

to retire.” Also Elisabeth said that “My boss is located abroad, I only contact him whenever 

there is a problem”, and Hedvig stated that her manager “Has no interest in getting to know 

her.” Hedvig described that she was trying to arrange a meeting with her manager abroad, to 

get the opportunity to meet him and other employees in the department which was located in 

the US, as she was working on her own from Sweden. However, her manager did not seem to 

be interested and the visit never occurred. 

  

The interviewees’ descriptions of their new American manager indicate that they miss their 

close relationship to management that they used to have. The management problem can be 

referred back to the structural problems where first of all, the managers are located geo-
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graphically far away from the interviewees, and second of all imply a sense of being distanced 

not only geographically but also on a value-level. Olof told us about how he perceived the 

difference in how the former Swedish management and the current American management 

were treating their employees. “In one period during the Swedex era when we had to fire a lot 

of people, the CEO walked around crying in the corridors as those people were like his chil-

dren. Today it is not like that at all. They have cut down without realizing the value of the 

employees. I am very negative towards how it all has been handled.” The fact that Olof raised 

this comparison and remembered this event says’ a bit about the former and current organiza-

tions and their differences. It is a very clear example of the former management being en-

gaged in the employees. Despite having to make decisions that were right for the company 

they were very sad because of the outcome, implying losing employees.  

  

There also seems to be a common understanding of the new American managers as incompe-

tent. Bjorn told us “The corporate management have never taken the time to really under-

stand what the Swedex-products can offer” and Petra said, “Amware management had no 

long-term plan or goals for the organization. They often did not read up about the business 

why they often made decisions that were not properly thought trough”. Johanna told us about 

a meeting arranged by the management where it became clear that they did not understand the 

work that the Swedex was performing. “The management made a development plan for one 

year onwards, involving features to develop for our product. But what they did not know was 

that all the features already existed in the product.” Out of this, it can be argued that losing 

trust in the management also meant losing trust in the organization, enhancing the emotion of 

the Swedex operations not being important, since the management did not even care about 

understanding what the Swedex-product could offer and what the future held for them. The 

way in which the employees described their managers as incompetent, can be understood as 

they are trying to distance themselves from the organization and trying to define themselves 

as different from the management. In their former organization, the interviewees described 

that they used to be appreciated for their knowledge and competence, which the current man-

agers are not paying attention to anymore. Hence, the understanding of the American manag-

ers as incompetent can be a way for the employees to make sense of why they are not appre-

ciating the Swedex employees competence, as a way for them to be able to continue identify-

ing oneself in that way. Furthermore, the perception of the incompetent American manage-

ment can be seen as a way for the former Swedex-employees to, once again, strengthen their 

own self-view and self-esteem. 
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Several of the interviewees seem to believe that the big changes in the management style has 

to do with national differences. Ulf argued that “Swedish companies have a great advantage 

of their management culture” and Hedvig said that she believe that “The Swedish manage-

ment style is differing from the rest of the world with the flat organizations, where every-

body’s knowledge is highly valued”. Elisabeth said that “There is a focus on the individual 

rather than the collective in Sweden”, expressing a sense of not being seen anymore. Bjorn 

explained the American lack of flexibility as a kind of  “American hubris”. “Americans are 

Americans. Of course it is easy to generalize, but there is a certain attitude. They seem to 

think, ‘they know best’.  Could their lacking knowledge about that there is something outside 

of the US be one of the problems? It feels like there is a lacking understanding for differ-

ences.” This last statement is interesting since most interviewees has explained themselves as 

the ones who knows best, but when someone else view themselves that way, it is a problem. 

One interesting aspect in the statements above is that the interviewees seem to think that eve-

ryone should agree upon the Swedish management being superior to other management 

styles, not paying attention to the possibility that people or organization may have a different 

point of view. It can be argued that this is a way of glorifying the interpretation of their values 

of the former organization as the best. The way in which the employees are differentiating 

between the American and the Swedish management style is a clear example of how they 

make sense of “what they stand for, that we do not”, taking distance from the bigger organiza-

tion. A further example of how the former Swedex employees were distancing themselves 

from the American management is the negative attitude most of our interviewees expressed 

towards the company’s new CEO. Bjorn stated that “Amware’s CEO who runs the business, 

everyone is scared to death by him!”  Petra seemed to agree by saying that “He is a psycho-

path”, and Ulf described Amware’s CEO as a “Real asshole, but a smart and talented 

asshole.” 

  

According to our interviewees’ stories, it seems like their current American managers stand 

for everything that the interviewees were not used to from before. It could be argued that the 

interviewees make sense of the current situation by exemplifying the management as some-

thing that they do not want to be coupled with. The interviewees are distancing themselves 

from the management and the management style, which can be understood as a way of form-

ing a self out of excluding what they are not. Further, all the memories of their former manag-

ers who the ‘Swedexers’ had a close relationship to, can also be suspected to strengthen their 

negative view of their new managers. In accordance with Hedvigs’ statement in the beginning 
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of this chapter, where she said that “When one get confronted with something that is very dif-

ferent, maybe one also cherish the past even more”, we have a reason to believe that the in-

terviewees memories of their old managers are a bit glorified. It can be assumed that when 

comparing the glorified pictures of the former managers with the present, it strengthens the 

negative picture of the American managers even more. 

Working processes 
Further aspects that the interviewees compared negatively from the Swedex-era, were the 

working processes and systems within the new organization. Several of the interviewees 

showed distance to the bigger organization that according to Johanna and Ulf they have now 

been “squeezed into” and Johanna told us that she was disappointed about how the new sys-

tems had affected her daily work. “Their systems are just sooo old fashioned. It is obvious 

that our systems were more modern and user-friendly”. Clear signs of “us versus them” can 

be detected in Johannas description of her current employer, as she refers to the old system as 

“our systems” and the systems used within Amware as “their systems”. 

  

Karin said that she was happy about the way they used to work in Swedex. The development 

department in which she is working, she describes as a “more innovative and modern part of 

the business, that does not fit with the rest of the organization”. She continued. “We are try-

ing to work in our bubble. That is comfortable as long as it is possible, but there are people 

who try to stick a hole in our bubble and change our way of working. And we are doing it our 

way… That is not a good thing. Since we have been working together for 20 years we might 

have been formed somewhat after each other and developed the same worldview.” Karin’s 

statement shows clear signs of viewing “the own group” as different from the bigger group, 

arguing that they are more modern and innovative than the rest of the organization. In her 

statement saying that they are trying to “work in their bubble”, one can even see that the de-

velopers are actively avoiding integration, partly due to that their collective worldview shaped 

in the past does not match with the bigger organization. 

Decreased commitment and lack of identification 
The great commitment that the former Swedex employees described existed during the 

Swedex era, also seems to have vanished after the M&A “I have been in the organization for 

many years. In the early years I worked with a lot of people who were extremely committed 

and driven. Since we got acquired in 2014 a lot of that has disappeared” Tor said. 
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Several of the interviewees were talking about the company as a less important part of their 

life than it used to be, for example Olof described how his commitment towards the company 

changed after the M&A. “Before I lived within and for my company, I do not do that any-

more. Before, I brought my work cell phone everywhere I went, now I leave it at the office 

when I go home. When I go home, I go home. Now it is clear that my private life and my 

working life are two different things, they were not before.” Also Tor said, “Before, I was a 

proud ‘Swedexer’. I don’t feel quite like that with Amware. It is no pride in it.” It is not self-

evident what has contributed to the loss of commitment among the ‘Swedexers’, but as pre-

sented in this empirical analysis chapter, it can be seen that many factors may have mattered. 

Not only the current factors that the interviewees experience as negative, but also that the in-

terviewees are looking back at the past remembering the good things that makes them distanc-

ing from Amware. 

  

Several of the interviewees expressly said that they could not identify with Amware in the 

same way as they did with Swedex. Bjorn for example expressed that “It was easy to identify 

with Swedex, but it is harder with Amware”.  The strong identification Bjorn expressed that 

he felt for his former employer, can in this case be argued to work as a restriction for him be-

ing able to identify with the values of the new organization. As Bjorn told us that he had 

worked within Swedex for almost 20 years, one can assume that his personal values have 

been somewhat formed and shaped from his time within Swedex. Not being able to, or want-

ing to, feel affiliation and commitment to the organization was something that multiple of the 

interviewees expressed. The general way to handle it seemed to not be doing anything about 

it, and keep working. However, the lack of commitment and identification made some of the 

interviewees consider leaving the organization. For example Bjorn said that “It gets hard, 

especially for me, how to meet idiocy and a non existent professionalism. It gets hard, and I 

think about how I should act and handle it all. This may sound a bit messy, and it is messy. 

But it affects me since I have my own strong personal values that are being stressed, and then 

I think about if I should stay here or not.” 

  

Another clear example of not being able to identify with the new organization is the quote 

from one respondent who is currently looking for a new position in another organization. 

”Swedex was quality and knowledge, it was a good company. No one knows what Amware is 

in this small town. So when presenting myself while looking for new jobs, I say that I work for 

Swedex.” She continued, “It is like this, either you identify with the company or you have to 
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move on. It is not the company who is working for me, I work for them, and if cannot identify 

with their company it is up to me to find something else.” From the quote above one can see 

that the interviewee who is planning to leave Amware is identifying with the quality and 

knowledge of Swedex, which she does not perceive that the new organization stands for. One 

can suspect, that strong identification to her former employer where she were appreciated for 

her personal qualities, have made it even harder to identify with a new organization that does 

not do so.  

Summary 
In the section “The now is painted black compared to the shining old”, we have showed sev-

eral examples of how the interviewees are shredding a light on their former organization as 

superior to the new one. There is a perceived distance to the current management, as the em-

ployees do not feel like they care about what they do and also that they are lacking compe-

tence about the business. Several employees describe that they do not trust the management in 

the same way as before and also show a big distance towards their new CEO. In comparison 

from before, working processes are described as less modern and efficient. As already stated, 

we are suspecting that the people from Swedex understand their current situation in compari-

son with selective, positive parts of the past. It could be suggested, that the employees are 

constructing their current view of the world, i.e. the view of the organization and the view of 

themselves based on the precious past, comparing everything that they perceive does not work 

in the current organization with everything that used to be so good in the former organization. 

Hence, the present may be experienced even worse as it is compared to a glorified past. In 

other words, the positive memories can be considered enhancing the negative view of current 

factors mentioned above such as structure, system and management, as the current negative 

factors are compared to glorified memories. As shown in this section, the M&A seems to 

have led to decreased commitment and lack of identification among the employees of the 

former Swedex. This can be traced back to the values of Amware not corresponding to the 

employees’ personal values, which made some people considering leaving the organization. 

Hence, when looking at the empirical material with the “theoretical glasses” of nostalgia and 

identity theories, one can suspect that former values of the old organization that the employ-

ees felt affiliation to, are making it harder for them to adjust to the culture and values of the 

new organization. 
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4.4	Why	do	people	stay?	
Throughout our research it has been clear that the former ‘Swedexers’ show resistance and a 

negative attitude towards the new organization after the M&A. However, some of them have 

obviously chosen to stay within Amware. When we asked the interviewees who are still 

working within the Amware-organisation for reasons why, the answers varied a bit. Some of 

the interviewees said that the economical compensation had been crucial for staying within 

the company, as for example Tor told us that he has gotten “A bonus for staying”, and also 

Karin mentioned “The good pay” as a reason for staying. 

  

However, the most central aspect for staying within the company seemed to be commitment 

to the specific working task. Most of the interviewees who are still working within Amware, 

work at the development department with an explicit software product that was developed 

during the Swedex-era. The interviewees told us that the product they work with received 

increased focus from management a couple of weeks ago, which have been very positive and 

made the future look brighter. Bjorn described the product that the developers work with as 

“Our baby”, and that they are “Convinced about that what they are working with is contrib-

uting to customer value. Since we have worked with it so much we know that it has a great 

value. That situation makes it all a bit hard. What we do contributes to customer benefits. We 

believe in what we do and we would like to spread it to our customers.” The developers seem 

to agree upon that an important reason for staying is that they still work with something they 

perceive as fun and important. Steve said that many of those who left the company did not get 

to work with what they wanted, but within development they still work with their original 

tasks. He says that he enjoys his working tasks, but that “It is not just about having fun but 

also to know that you are contributing with something.” 

  

That the developers perceive their work as something important that can contribute to cus-

tomer value can be considered as a way for them to enhance the view of themselves as com-

petent and knowledgeable workers. Hence, the product they have been working on for so long 

could be considered something they strongly identify with as professionals. Therefore, the 

developers view of themselves, which could be suspected to be based upon their former glory 

and achievements, might becomes a crucial factor for why they choose to stay within the or-

ganization even if they do not like it, as leaving Amware would imply the loss of an important 

part of their professional identity. Also, the fact that Amware is the only place for the 

Swedex-employees to re-experience the feeling of belonging to the Swedex-family can be 
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considered a reason for them to stay within the organization as strengthened from the quotes 

below. 

  

“It is the team I work with, we have fun and we work with fun things” Bjorn mentioned as 

crucial reasons for him staying within the company. Also Johanna described the loyalty to the 

team as a crucial factor for staying. “I am loyal to the team, I love my colleagues and my for-

mer boss. I will do my best for as long as I can.” 

Summary 
The reason to why the employees within the development department chose to stay within the 

organization, primarily seems to be due to that they still can perform their profession to some 

extent and think their work is still fun. All of these people have worked within the organiza-

tion for a long time, and developed a product that they are proud of. As Bjorn calls their prod-

uct “their baby”, it can be suspected that it means a lot to the developers, and they seem con-

vinced that it is contributing to something good and bringing value to the customers. One 

could understand the situation as that the developers to a high extent identify with the work 

they have accomplished in the past, which is why they want to hold on to it as hard as they 

can. Staying within Amware will be the only possibility for them to continue taking care of 

“their baby” and being a part of their family, and they will have no other choice but to stay for 

the possibility to keep the strong identification to those factors. 
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5.	Discussion	
In this chapter we will look at our empirical material in relation to our theoretical framework 

consisting of nostalgia and identity theories. We will elaborate on how our research can con-

tribute to the development of the use of already existing theories in a situation of M&A.  

5.1	Sticking	to	the	old	
From chapter “4. Analysis”, it is clear to see that the interviewees have a collective view of 

the past, describing their old organization in a positive manner. The stories of the past are 

mostly focusing on the family feeling, flat structure, great management and the great products 

and reputation of Swedex, and feelings of commitment and belongingness to the organization, 

which according to Ybema (2004) are common reappearing contents of nostalgic stories. 

When asking the interviewees if they could express more negative aspects of the former orga-

nization, they suddenly seemed to remember that everything was not perfect. As reflected 

upon in Chapter ”4. Analysis”, we have reason to believe that the interviewees have given us 

a glorified picture of the past and told us most and foremost about the positive selective parts 

as Ybema (2004) and Gabriel (1993) states is common in nostalgic stories. That the inter-

viewees are remembering the selective positive parts of the past, and compare them to selec-

tive negative parts of the present, can be argued to contribute to the individuals finding it even 

harder to identify with the new organization. Ekelund and Aske (2005) highlight the impor-

tance of looking at elements of history in a positive way to be able to form a new collective 

positive identity, focusing on a valid and functional storytelling. However, signs of this can 

not be seen in this case. Holding on to the positive stories of the past seem to rather hinder the 

employees to form a new positive identity that fits the new organization. Hence, nostalgia can 

be viewed as a reason for the employees of not being willing or able to connect and identify 

with the new organization after the M&A.  

5.2	The	role	of	nostalgia	as	comfort	in	changing	times	
The most prominent factor that arose from our empirical material was the sense of that the 

organization had changed from being flexible and family-like into a hierarchy and a “extreme 

bureaucracy”, which has led to the interviewees expressing feelings of that they are at the 

bottom of a pyramid. Something that contributed to their sense of helplessness is that they had 

been “squeezed into a four cornered box” causing inefficiency, and when asking for help they 

did not get any response. Working in systems and processes that are insufficient can be ar-

gued to contribute to the overall picture of an inadequate and inefficient organization. It is 

clear from chapter “4. Analysis” that the interviewees are comparing today with yesterday 
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making it harder to accept the changed structures. This goes in line with Iyer and Jetten 

(2011) suggestion that individuals tend to look back at the history with nostalgic eyes, which 

can hinder their ability to successfully navigate and conform into a new context. The inter-

viewees talked positively about the former Swedex organization, where they had a flat and 

flexible structure and a close relationship with managers and leaders of the organization. The 

interviewees were emphasizing that they were given room to influence the business and were 

reasoning about the close relation to the management where their knowledge were respected, 

which indicates that they perceived that they had an important position in the organization. In 

accordance with Alvesson and Willmott’s (2002) reasoning, these aspects could be viewed as 

vital parts of the former ‘Swedexers’ identities. From our empirical material we can see that 

the interviewees used to identify themselves as important and influential employees who con-

tributed and mattered a lot for the business. It is clear that this is something that they miss 

today. Further, multiple of the interviewees were raising the term “valuable”, and that was 

something they return to in relation to different areas. We can only speculate in the factors 

creating a sense of being valuable among the interviewees, but it is arguable that the previ-

ously mentioned factors of being seen and confirmed from the management matter. Since they 

keep returning to the importance of being valuable, it can be argued that it is a part forming 

their identity.  

 

It can also be seen that the interviewees were feeling threatened of the new focus of the busi-

ness, not prioritizing their operations nor their employees. When people leave, it can be ar-

gued that their collective stories of Swedex are being weakened. This can be a further threat 

to the identity that the Swedex people are holding on tightly to. The interviewees perceive that 

the layoffs have implied a lot of uncertainty, loss of value for their company, and a down-

grade of their own value. Further, since the interviewees have a strong connection to their 

stories, there is a risk of people leaving the organization due to loss of affiliation since the 

stories are being weakened. This can be seen as a negative spiral where losses of employees 

decrease the stories, which in turn make people leave. As previous researchers mentions, un-

certainty is an often-occurring problem after M&A (Dauber & Fink, 2011). One of the rea-

sons for that uncertainty arose in Swedex after the M&A was the reason explained above. 

Ybema (2004) argues that the nostalgic stories function as creating an understanding of the 

worrying present. It can be argued that since the interviewees unite around the stories of nos-

talgia, people leaving the organization are of great significance for the life span of the stories. 

If this can be assumed, then the uncertainty that is experienced by the interviewees might not 



	 45	

only be based on what the future will bring, but also a loss of their view of the history and 

what unites them to their small group that they identify with. It can be argued that the inter-

viewees are focusing on the stories not only because they are missing the past, but because 

they are worried about the present. Hence, nostalgia can be argued to play a crucial role for 

the employees to find comfort in the present, by rather turning to and identifying with former 

ideas of being important and contributing individuals as a way of dealing with the uncertainty 

of today. Thomas (2009) argues that the social contexts the individual face can function both 

as restrictions and support to identity construction. Due to this, collective nostalgic memories 

of the past can be seen to work as a restriction for the employees to construct an identity that 

fits the new organization.  

5.3	Us	versus	them	
Today the interviewees are arguing that the situation is the total opposite from what it used to 

be. Multiple interviewees were distancing themselves from the rest of the organization and 

argued that Swedex was a much better organization than Amware. Despite what area they 

referred to, the interviewees expressed that they are different from other parts of the organiza-

tion. The interviewees were generally highlighting themselves as more competent and tal-

ented, and they seemed to have a hard time gasping, and was also being frustrated about, that 

not everyone viewed them the same way. When looking back in time they see the great things 

that they have accomplished and they argue that they have no room for that anymore. Crobey 

and Leerssen (1991) argue that people in all cultures position themselves in relation to others 

by including some identities and by excluding some, defined as alterity. The interviewees 

view of what they used to be can in line with former arguments about nostalgic memories be 

suspected as somewhat glorified, and the strong identification with what is probably selective 

and glorified parts of the past can make the distance to the current organization even bigger. 

Hence, the employee’s identities built on selective stories from the past, can be considered to 

shape an even stronger distance to the new organization and what they are not. Therefore, 

nostalgia can be considered to strengthen the employee’s alterity towards the rest of the big-

ger organization. As the interviewees are expressing that they are viewing themselves as dis-

tinctive, positively valued and define the organization that they are all formally members of as 

something else, it can be argued that they are identifying with their small group within the big 

organization, in line with Kleppestø’s (2005) argument that identity consist not only of identi-

fying with a specific group, but also by knowing what groups not to identify with. When look-

ing at the current situation and their disability to commit to the organization, it is clear that 



	 46	

they in general experience the old days as much better than their current situation, where there 

is several aspects within the new organization that they feel alienated from. 

 

From chapter “4. Analysis”, we can see that nostalgia is present in all interviews with the 

former employees at Swedex. It is clear that they are focusing on selective parts from the past, 

which might indicate that they give us a glorified picture. The former organization seemed to 

be something that the interviewees wanted to be a part of and identify with, no matter whether 

it referred to their previous management, tasks or values. Proof of the strong organizational 

identity that the interviewees wanted to identify with was the 4 C’s. The employees let the 

four 4 C’s guide them into viewing themselves as a part of the in-group, functioning as tool to 

unite around. The 4 C’s could be viewed as the discourse describing the company’s opera-

tions, since it was derived from the company’s daily operations. Brown and Humphreys 

(2002) state that shared stories contribute to a collective identity. Despite the organization 

being gone, the interviewees still remember the times through stories. Today the interviewees 

are not identifying the same way with the current organization as they did with the old one, 

which can be seen in our empirical material not only because they are explicitly expressing it, 

but also based on all the factors contributing to not feeling an attachment to the new organiza-

tion, such as management, structures and values. It can be argued that the stories about the 

past are still being present and contributing to this. Further, nostalgic stories from the past 

reinforce the identity of the interviewees, creating a sense of community around it, where they 

are still identifying with the old, viewing themselves as the in-group and the rest of the orga-

nization, that does not share their history, as the out-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).  

 

With background in our empirical material it can be argued that Swedex and Amware are two 

opposites, so different from each other that the interviewees are expressing a loss of affiliation 

resulting in people leaving the organization. As two opposites, it is arguable that this case is 

especially strong when it comes to identification, since it does not only refer to having a 

strong foundation of stories and affiliation to the old, but also knowing that you are very dif-

ferent from the new. Not being able to, or wanting to, feel affiliation and commitment to the 

organization was something that multiple interviewees expressed. Pepper and Larson (2006) 

argue that when an individual is feeling an attachment to the organization and its values, the 

individual is identifying with it. However, the negative attitude towards everything that the 

M&A has implied, such as more hierarchy, bad managers, bad processes and so on indicates 

that the ‘Swedexers’ does not identify with the new organization. The nostalgic memories of 
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Swedex can be argued to make the employees view the new organization in a more negative 

way and making it harder to identify with it, than if they would have started to work in the 

company from the beginning. 

5.4	Has	nostalgia	led	to	a	glorified	self-image?	 	
Something that struck us when conducting this research was why people chose to stay within 

the Amware organization, even if they disliked it and perceived their situation as something 

so negative. One of the reasons that seemed to be central for staying was that the interviewees 

perceived that they work with a product that is really important and contributes to customer 

value, the old Swedex product. They even described their product as their “baby”, implying 

that it means a lot to them. However, the new management does not seem to share this pic-

ture, which can be perceived by the Swedex employees as a threat. Sedikides et al., (2006) 

suggest that nostalgic memories of the past can have a positive effect on people’s psychologi-

cal well being and ability to cope with present challenges while at the same time ease the per-

ceptions of existential threats. This can be an explanation to the ‘Swedexers’ strong attach-

ment to the old memories and not wanting to let go. The Swedex employees have positive, 

nostalgic memories and they still believe in the product, which can be contributing to them 

not wanting to alter their self-identity and identify with something they are not. In accordance 

to this, it can be argued that the Swedex employees are shaping their identity through the help 

of alterity. Czarniawska (2008) is focusing on whom you differ from and why that is impor-

tant when forming an understanding of the “self”. This is also something that our empirical 

material shows us. The interviewees are distancing themselves from the bigger organization, 

forming their own narratives based on nostalgia. Some of them have even described their 

situation as working in their own bubble, separated from the rest, actively avoiding integra-

tion and to be a part of the whole. In line with Gabriel’s (1993) argument, the employees can 

be assumed to unit under the same collective nostalgic memory, which makes them view 

themselves as different from the rest. For example, the majority of the interviewees express a 

distance to the American management culture, their incompetent managers and the psycho-

pathic CEO who they do not want to be associated with. However, even though the former 

‘Swedexers’ focuses on the selective positive parts of the history which seems to make them 

distancing from everything that is new and different, it could also be seen as it is not only 

their unwillingness of integrating and identifying with the new organization that has been the 

problem but also how they have been treated by management. Some of the interviewees have 

shown signs of willingness to integrate with the new organization by showing interest in get-
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ting education and visit the new departments, without getting any response. This can be con-

sidered to enhance the negative feelings towards the American management even more. 

 

Thomas (2009) argues that life history contributes to forming an identity, and in line with this 

argument, our empirical material shows signs of that the stories of the past are serving as the 

‘Swedexers’ current key identity resource. If looking back in history implies remembering the 

good aspects, nostalgia can be considered contributing to form a glorified identity. In this 

case, the memories of the former identity of being superior and the best on the market lingers 

on, it can be argued that the reason why the employees chooses to stay is because of this. 

Even though they are facing uncertainty and anxiety their identity is not being altered. To 

cope with the situation they make use of their identity and nostalgic memories where self-

esteem and psychological well-being is central, focusing on their “baby” and through their 

memories enhancing their identity by distancing themselves from the bigger group. If the em-

ployees were to leave the organization, the nostalgic memories would be harder to gasp and 

they might never be able to revive them. That is why Amware can be viewed as the only do-

main that can provide the sense of connection to the old. Amware is the platform where the 

Swedex employees can find the closest relation to the past, why it can be assumed that they 

choose to stay. However, this is not entirely corresponding with Russo’s (1998) argument, as 

it is not the profession but rather the very specific occupation and “their baby” that the em-

ployees are feeling affiliation to. One can argue that the reason for the ‘Swedexers’ staying 

within Amware is that their identity is being positively reinforced by their nostalgic memories 

of the past. Therefore it can be argued that a strong former identity can be of use in a new 

organization because it makes people stay, despite the employees not changing it and adapting 

it to the new organization.  

What seems to have been important for the people at Swedex during the Swedex-era, is their 

possibility to influence and being an important part of the business. Getting confirmation from 

customers and managers as being professional and knowledgeable people, correspond to 

Thomas’s (2009) statement about social context supporting the identity construction. This can 

function as enhancing their self-image of being important. The interviewees are focusing on 

the positive parts of the past, and therefore we can assume that they are leaving out negative 

stories. In this case it can be suggested that identity is formed out of selective parts of the his-

tory, rather than a consistent picture of the history. When only focusing on the positive as-
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pects it can be argued that the current identity of the Swedex employees has been formed by a 

glorified picture of the past. 
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6.	Conclusion	
Throughout this chapter we will summarize the discussion of the thesis and wrap up our main 

findings. We will also provide suggestions for future research, as well as giving some practi-

cal contributions, which could be of interest for managers and change agents.  

6.1	Closing	remarks	
With our qualitative case study, we have elaborated on and examined how nostalgia matter in 

identifying with an organization after M&A. This research has implied several implications, 

especially in the area regarding post-merger integration. The study provides new theoretical 

insights in regards to how nostalgia matters in identifying to a new organization after a M&A. 

As mentioned in chapter “1. Introduction” the previous research that has highlighted nostalgia 

in relation to identification is limited. We hope that this study has contributed with interesting 

findings, highlighting the correlation between the theoretical fields of nostalgia, identity and 

M&A.  

 

We have reached the following four conclusions: 

 

First, we found that nostalgia can function as a restriction when identifying to an organization 

after a M&A. Strong nostalgic memories about their former identity and identification to the 

former employer, made it harder for the employees to adjust, feel affiliation and to identify 

with the with the new organization.  

 

Second, the employee’s identities built on selective stories from the past, shaped an even 

stronger distance to the new organization and what they are not. Hence, nostalgia can be con-

sidered to strengthen the employee’s alterity towards the rest of the organization involved in 

the M&A. 

 

Third, we found that nostalgic memories of the past can work as comfort in rough times, 

which made employees stay within the new organization even though they could not identify 

with it. This could be explained by the organization being the best platform to revive the 

memories of the past, consisting of for example former organizational values, colleagues and 

product. Despite not being able to identify with the new organization the employees still per-

formed their tasks. 
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Fourth, nostalgia can be considered to contribute to form a glorified identity as different nos-

talgic perspectives are enhancing the self-view. The employees seems to be using nostalgic 

memories as their key identity resource, forming their identities based on positive selective 

parts of the past. As a result, this weakened the employee’s possibility to identify with the 

new organization, since they identified themselves as being better.   

6.2	Practical	implications		
Besides providing theoretical implications as described above, this research further contrib-

uted with practical implications. Our research has provided implications for the practice of 

change management, contributing to an increased understanding of how nostalgia matters in 

identification in change processes in general and M&As in particular. It focuses attention on 

the idea that time will not heal all wounds. As this study focuses on an organization four years 

after the M&A, we can see that the perceptions of a failed M&A still lingers. It can be argued 

that through nostalgic memories, the employees enhance their sense of not wanting to identify 

with the new organization and used their nostalgic memories of the past to rather identify with 

the past.  

6.3	Future	research		
For future research, it could be interesting to look at how newly hired employees from differ-

ent organizations, joining the same new organization, perceive the possibility to identify with 

it when there are not any collective nostalgic memories present. Another interesting aspect to 

study is if nostalgia matters in other change processes besides M&A, and if that differs from 

M&A. Further, looking at organizations of different sizes and industries might provide a al-

ternative picture of how nostalgia matters in change processes. Finally, to extend the view of 

how nostalgia matters when it comes to identifying with a new organization after M&A, it 

could be interesting to look further into the whole M&A process. Since we have focused on 

the post-merger phase, we can only speculate about the employee’s former identities and 

identification to the former organization. If looking into the organizations before the M&A, 

one could get another picture of how the former situation differs from the current, and it could 

be easier to get a view of what role nostalgia plays during the process of the M&A. 
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Appendix	1	
 

Interview	guide		
	
 
Theme 1. Personal thoughts 

• Can you tell us a bit about yourself? 
• What do you perceive as important during a change process? 
• Has the acquisition of Swedex fulfilled your expectations? 
• How did you react to the news of the organization being acquired? 
• What motivated you to stay within the company after the acquisition/ What made you 

leave the company after the acquisition? 
 
Theme 2. Swedex 

• How would you describe Swedex as an organization? 
• Why did you like/not like to work there? 

 
 Theme 3. Overall perception of the M&A 

• Can you tell us about how the M&A proceeded? 
• What is your perception of the M&A 
• What has the acquisition meant to you? 
• Has the acquisition affected you personally? In what ways? 
• Has the M&A affected you emotionally? 
• Is there anything you have perceived as especially important for your experience of 

the M&A? 
• Do you believe that your perception of the M&A has been affected by other percep-

tions? 
 
Theme 4 - Amware 

• How would you describe your current employer, Amware? 
• Are there any differences in the organization after the M&A? If yes, can you describe 

them? 
• Have the differences (if any) implied positive or negative changes? 

 
Round off 

• Is there anything you would like to add to our conversation? Something you consider 
as important that has been left out so far? 

• Can you think of anyone who might has experienced the M&A in a different way than 
you have, who it would be interesting for us to talk to? 

	


