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Abstract

This study has examined the relevance of internal communication in contexts of organisational
integration ('merger communication’). Today, mergers and acquisitions represent a key means
of growth. The fundamental impacts of mergers on the people within the affected organisations
are, however, frequently underestimated. Many difficulties experienced in mergers appear to be
the result of misguided communication founded on a lack of understanding of the underlying
communication processes. Previous research and practice on merger communication may
have relied too heavily on transmission-oriented approaches which insufficiently address the

complexities of merger scenarios.

The present study adopts the philosophical commitments associated with ‘critical theory' and
‘critical realism'. In methodological terms, a qualitative, interpretive approach was used for the
research. The data analysis was split into two parts: the first part involved data collection and
analysis using grounded theory. As a result a new theory of merger communication was
induced. Primary data was obtained by interviewing 32 subjects who were involved or affected
by merger integration. Subjects questioned had differing backgrounds, occupied various
positions and gained experience in different organisations. The second part of the research
involved a broadly-based literature review which, detached from grounded theory principles,
served to corroborate the findings from the primary data analysis.

The study found that merger communication involves reciprocal interaction processes. During
these processes, fields of joint and socially constructed views are produced.

Overall, the study advances communication theory which has been empirically tested in merger
settings, i.e. there was an examination of the interplay between communication and
organisational integration. As a result the field of cultural communication, a route within
communication theory, has been furnished with an explanatory approach which extends current
understanding of shared meaning relationships. The mergers and acquisitions theory on the
other hand is confronted with the finding that an instrumental approach to communication is of
limited use only.

While a few academics in the area of mergers and acquisitions have regarded merger
communication as involving the sharing of meanings none have developed this idea any further
with an overarching model.

vi



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

List of Figures

Chapter 1: Introduction and Research Aim

1.1 Mergers and Acquisitions: Worldwide Transaction Value
1.2 Merger and Acquisition Types

1.3 Types of Internal Communication

14 Study Structure

Chapter 2: Epistemological and Ontological Commitments
2.1 Epistemological and Ontological Commitments
2.2 Stratified Ontology

2.3 Structures, Mechanisms and Events

24 Causal Explanation in Critical Realism

Chapter 3: Methodology and Design

3.1 Qualitative and Quantitative Research Strategies
3.2 Kolb's Experimental Learning Cycle

3.3 Literature Review and Grounded Theory

34 Contrasting Grounded Theory Designs

3.5 - Cading

3.6 Interview Participant Profile

3.7 Phase 1 Sampling

3.8 Phase 2 Sampling

3.9 Phase 3 Sampling

Chapter 4: Findings

4.1 Process of Data Collection and Analysis
42 Initial Concept and Category Structure
4.3 Open and Axial Coding

4.4 Result of Open and Axial Coding

45 Main Categories and Subcategories

4.6 Relation of Main Categories

4.7 Preliminary Assertions from the Memos
4.8 Final Coding Structure

vii



Sheffield Hallam University
Facuity of Organisation and Management

Chapter 5: Theoretical Perspectives

5.1 Dysfunctions of the Merger and Acquisition Process

5.2 Category Thinking

5.3 Typical Fears on Different Hierarchy Levels during a Merger
5.4 Loyalty, Compliance, Voice and Neglect Model

5.5 The Coping Cycle

5.6 Schein's Three Levels of Culture

5.7 Integration Typologies and Cultural Integration

5.8 Preferred Adaptation Process of the Acquired Organisation
5.9 Preferred Adaptation Process of the Acquiring Organisation
5.10  Cultural Development Model

5.11  Typology of Cultures in Organisations

5.12  Contributions to Communication

5.13  Shannon and Weaver's Model of Communication

5.14 Laswell's Model of Communication

5.15 Communication Square

5.16  Two Perspectives on Human Communication

5.17  Cultural Differences

5.18 Two Models of Communication

5.19  Critical Communication Approach to Organisations

5.20 The Vicious Cycle

Chapter 6: Towards a New Approach

6.1 Mind Processes and Merger Context

6.2 Confrontation of Two Communication Perspectives
6.3 New Approach to Merger Communication

6.4 Misinterpretation

6.5 Varying Degrees of Shared View Formation

6.6 Formation of Underlying Views

6.7 Balance between Humanitarianism and Effectiveness

viii



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

Acknowledgements

| would like to express my sincere thanks to my supervisors, Prof. Jim Bryant and Dr. John
Darwin for their support and guidance during my time at Sheffield Hallam University. Their
patience, encouragement and constructive criticism extended to me during this research project
were of great help.

1 am also indebted to all of my interview partners for their precious time and valuable insights.

Many thanks also go to my fellow research students for always having an open ear and helpful
recommendations.

Finally, | would like to thank my wife Stefanie for her love, support and tolerance during this

time.



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

1 Introduction and Research Aim

"So many mergers fail to deliver what they promise that there should be a presumption
of failure. The burden of proof should be on showing that anything really good is likely
to come out of one." (Warren Hellmann, former head of Lehman Brothers, quoted from
Sirower and O'Byrne, 1998: 107)

Mergers can have profound effects on the future of an organisation. By providing access to new
technologies, know-how, production facilities, new products, new markets or distribution
channels, mergers appear to provide a more rapid means of achieving organisational growth
compared to conventional 'organic’ expansion. Mergers promise optimisation of existing cost
structures through synergies. Consequently, it is not surprising that these prospective benefits
appear irresistible to many managers (Grube and Tépfer, 2002).

The graph below illustrates the total worldwide financial transaction value (financial volume of
deals) in the years 1996 to 2005. It serves as an indication of the economic relevance of
merger and acquisition activity over the last decade:

Figure 1.1 Mergers and Acquisitions: Worldwide Transaction Value

Deal value in trillion $

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Year

Source: Aigner, 2006: 112, translation

Even though the world merger and acquisition market experienced a decline at the start of the
new Millennium, figures indicate a revitalisation of merger activity during the last few years so
that the volume has now almost reached the peaks before the slump. A recent report suggests
that the value of merger and acquisition deals in Europe alone exceeded one ftrillion US dollars
for the year 2005 (Bawden, 2005).

While the popularity of merger and acquisition activity seems incessant, there are also warnings
about potential downsides. In many cases. expectations raised before the merger were high but
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expected advantages often remained unachieved. Many organisations did not realise the
predicted cost synergies, generated insufficient earnings or exhibited declining share price
levels (Bryson, 2003; Fokken, 1999; Jansen, 1999). In their empirical survey research of 103
combinations between 1994 and 1998 involving German firms, Jansen and Koérner (2000)
found that profitability dropped in every second merger deal.

The time after a merger, known as the 'post-merger integration phase’, is claimed to have a
strong influence on the overall success of a combination. There have been a number of studies
concerned with this issue (Agrawal et al., 1992; Ansoff et al., 1971; Seth, 1990; Shelton, 1988).
Other authors emphasise its importance (Napier, 1989; Hunt and Downing, 1990; Grube and
Topfer, 2002; Picot, 2002). The post-merger integration phase sets in immediately after a
merger is announced and continues until the integration of the organisations is completed. This
process can take months or even years (compare Covin et al., 1997).

Increasingly, authors are beginning to attribute undesired merger developments to people-
related issues. Cartwright and Cooper (1990) who conducted extensive research in this area
contend that, in order to achieve merger value, human issues require more attention. In their
view, mergers often condition employee behaviour negatively which results in decreasing
employee incentive, lowered morale, increased sick leave and focus on personal concerns
(compare Cartwright and Cooper, 1993a). In her case study based research Bryson (2003)
relates merger failure to human resource management issues: she stresses that maintaining
workforce stability is essential to reduce merger risks. Mergers often fail to integrate different
cultures, there is a loss of the quality of services, motivation decreases, key personnel exits,
and customers are lost. Bryson adds that mergers often lead to neglecting long term objectives.

Due to the evolving discussion about questionable merger accomplishments:

"attention has begun to shift toward human resource concerns, the cultural
ramifications of merger activity, management of overall combination process, and

specific efforts aimed at post-combination integration." (Buono and Bowditch, 1989: 10)

Based on their consultancy experience, Marks and Mirvis (1986) conclude that employees
often experience the so-called 'merger syndrome' which arises out of fears and anxieties.
Thereby, employees become defensive, they start to 'fear-the-worst' and they are susceptible to
rumours of job losses, pay freezes or loss of benefits. Resultant predicaments are believed to
produce decreases in productivity as well as increases in labour turnover. Increased labour
turnover is a common characteristic of mergers and can weaken the strength of the new
organisation Buono and Bowditch (1989) found in their study of a bank merger.

Other management literature has attributed the cause of merger failure to poor management
planning as well as to insufficient focus on cultural issues (Pritchett et al., 1997). The mixing of
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divergent cultures often leads to a 'culture shock'. This disconcerting event, Pritchett et al.

conclude, can lead to a fall in productivity, morale and organisational effectiveness.

The role of internal communication (merger communication) has also received attention in the

literature:

A number of research studies have specifically examined the role of internal
communication practices during a merger (Bastien, 1987; Cornett-DeVito and Friedman,
1995; Napier et al., 1989; Kramer et al.,, 2004; Schweiger and DeNisi, 1991; Whalen,
2002). The studies revealed that internal communication plays an important role in
organisational integration processes.

Jansen and Kérner (2000) identified a positive correlation between merger success and the
development of internal and external communication strategies.

Merger failure is frequently attributed to inadequate attention to long term corporate identity
and communication issues, Balmer and Dinnie (1999) found in their interview based study.
The authors suggest that stakeholders of the merging organisations are often not
sufficiently cared for, which subsequently leads to a lack of 'goodwill' towards the new
organisation.

An empirical study by Whalen (2002) correlated internal communication to merger success.
Her study found that strategic communication is a critical element for integrating employees
into a new organisation and its corporate culture. The study revealed that informal
communication practices such as joint activities, one to one discussions, group meetings as
well as joint training proved to be more effective for integration than formal communication

practices like large group meetings, intranet databases or newsletters.

Several consultancy-oriented texts have also addressed the importance of internal

communication during a merger:

Communication during mergers is often neglected and not done properly Pritchett et al.
(1997) claim. It is management's role to communicate in such a manner that ambiguity is
dealt with by effective and prompt decision-making. Employees will accept change more
willingly if they understand the reasons for change, Pritchett et al. add.

Based on their consulting experience, Galpin and Herndon (2000) identified communication
as one of the key elements in a merger. In their view, organisations should practise 'honest'
communication. Additionally, organisations should take precautions to ensure that their

messages are proactive, coherent as well as communicated as early as possible.
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As we have seen in the preceding examples, the role of communication during organisational
integration is recognised in the mergers and acquisitions literature.

In retrospect, a majority of the studies and other texts reviewed implicitly presuppose
communication theories in which communication is equated to the transportation of messages.
Communication is thus viewed as a linear concept which relies on the transportation
(transmission) of information; a phenomenon also frequently encountered in other dominant
management literature (Varey, 2000a). These approaches presuppose cause and effect
relations in which certain information stimulus from a sender leads to predictable responses by
the receiver (persons or groups). Frequently, reference is made to effectiveness of information.
Common interest is also given as to how information is disseminated, for instance, through
certain mediums, systems or formal/informal channels (compare Whalen, 2002, Napier et al,,
1989).

The relevance of communication is thus recognised and advocated but not explored in-depth.
There is little reference to communication's underlying conceptions and processes. Little is still
known in the merger and acquisitions literature on how communication conditions the

behaviour of those affected.
1.1 Personal Motivation for Research

The following overview shows some initial themes of interest related to the concept of
communication during mergers. These statements are based on personal experiences of a
merger between two large German professional service firms (accounting) in which the author
was employed from 2002 until 2005. As the merger progressed some interesting phenomena

evolved.

Many colleagues complained about being ill-informed, and criticised current merger
communication provided. People stated that they felt unhappy with the communication practice.
At the same time, senior management implemented a number of communication mediums
(Intranet based Q&A forums, regular e-mail updates on merger progress, databases with
merger information or newsletters) and events (joint employee meetings, team building

exercises, training sessions or seminars).

Observable phenomena during this time: there was an increased labour turnover in key people
(including complete department walkouts), many colleagues articulated that they were
experiencing feelings of anxiety, resentment and helplessness as well as decreased motivation.
Others expressed negative perceptions of the other organisation's culture; a form of 'we-them’
thinking evolved. A number of colleagues complained about the 'new' leadership style and
expressed disapproval of the more intrusive operating procedures. As the integration
progressed, the financial situation of the organisation deteriorated.
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These subjective perceptions stimulated a personal interest in investigating this phenomenon in
more detail. Consequently, it is also acknowledged that personal preconceptions towards this
topic may have evolved. In order to minimise personal biases, a research design was selected
(see Chapters 3 and 4) which draws on other people's understandings and interpretations of
specific incidents and events. The intrusion of some personal predispositions is, however,

inevitable.
1.2 Research Project and Aim

Even though there has been extensive research in the mergers and acquisitions field from
different disciplines, failure rates of mergers have remained relatively stable over the last
decades. Cartwright and Schoenberg (2006) have therefore deliberated whether the current
research may still lack certain 'completeness’; some relevant issues may have been
overlooked.

Specific aspects of internal communication may just be some of these missing constituents it is
argued by the author of this study. Although there are suggestions that 'communication' may
prove important in a transition phase, the current post-merger literature provides no sufficient
explanations about what merger communication really is. Many underlying influences based on
perceptioris, thoughts and understandings are not adequately addressed. In the literature
communication is frequently viewed as a tool or instrument, a 'thing’ which can be used as
needed (for instance, to gain confidence, support, ensure control or contain employee unrest).
From this perspective communication is reduced to the transportation of messages from one
mind to the other.

Communication, it seems, is one of the underlying foundations for integration related activities.
All measures that guide integration activities prerequisite some form of internal communication.
A skewed apprehension of communication may lead to implementing inadequate measures
and actions during a merger with possible attendant unfavourable outcomes. In light of the
gaps identified in the current body of knowledge, an exploration of: 'the relevance of internal
communication in contexts of organisational integration' was conducted. The thesis will aim to
make advancements to our understanding of communication in integration contexts.

This study will explore how people process the ongoing events during a merger and why they
behave in a certain way. There is no intention to highlight or compare specific activities in
detail; on the contrary, the study intends to gain more understanding of the underlying
processes of merger communication in a more general sense; i.e. what we mean when we
speak about merger communication.

In order to fill the voids in the current body of knowledge the following developmental aims were
formulated:
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(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 1998). Grounded theory involves an
inductive and systematic analysis of particular cases, allowing for grounding theory in data. It is
fundamentally about "beginning with data and then seeing where they lead" (Strauss and
Corbin, 1998: 292) rather than about "interpreting everything in terms of a theory (laying pre-
assumed meanings and relationships on data)" (292). Grounded theory aims at generating a:

"theory that was derived from data systematically gathered and analyzed through the
research process. In this method, data collection, analysis, and eventual theory stand

in close relationship to one another." (ibid: 12)

Grounded theory uses an iterative process in which data collection and analysis are cohesive;
the data findings gained from individual interviews are subject to 'constant comparison',
‘theoretical sampling' and ‘coding'.

Data-gathering and analysis (reported in Chapters 3 and 4) involved interviewing 32 different
subjects using administered interview guides. Interview participants selected for questioning
included merger consultants, senior management executives as well as regular staff members.
All subjects had either co-ordinated or been subjected to organisational integration measures.
Interviewees were asked to comment extensively on memorable incidents or other critical
events that they had experienced during this time.

As critical realism is still a 'young' philosophy, it 'possesses' no methodology or research design
of its own. Grounded theory has found supporters in the critical realist community, provided that
the researcher follows the philosophy's assumptions and conventions (see Chapter 2).
Compared to other designs evaluated, grounded theory appeared well-suited for gaining in-

depth understanding of underlying communication processes.

The second module of research involved a critical review of the existing literature (Chapter 5).
This extensive review synthesises some of the relevant theoretical perspectives of current post-
merger integration theory. The existing theory was not taken at face value but questioned and

critically assessed. This review was conducted after the fieldwork had been completed.

Contrary to grounded theory conventions, the analysis of the interview data was detached from
the analysis of the literature. This issue is justified more extensively in Chapter 3. The literature
review (secondary data) is viewed as an additional mode of analysis used to identify possible
gaps, corroborate the primary research findings and as a supportive means in crafting a new
approach to merger communication. The literature review is fully independent and is not
regarded as a compulsory constituent of the grounded theory data collection and analysis
process (primary data).

Due to the methodological route selected, the generalisability of the findings is limited to the
subjects and industries studied (mainly auditing and consulting). It is, however, imaginable that



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

other organisations may have faced events similar to those investigated. In this case there may
be related learning outcomes. The readers will need to decide whether the findings also apply
to other situations (Douglas, 2003). Some of the key criteria which should apply to the
evaluation of this research are specified in Chapter 3.

1.4 Definitions

A number of terms used in the following chapters require further explanation. Some terms will
be subject to further refinement as the report progresses. Other terms introduced later on will
be clarified as needed. At this point 'organisations’, 'mergers', ‘acquisitions', 'integration’ and

'internal communication' are expressed in a more analysable form.
1.4.1 Organisations

'Organisations' designate the primary enquiry setting. It is therefore necessary to define the
meaning of the term organisation as it is understood here. An organisation can be defined as a
social entity with an inherent formal structure which follows certain objectives. Formal structures
thereby enable and align the activities in such a manner that the organisation's objectives can
be fulfilled (compare Kieser and Kubicek, 2003). Another accepted meaning is taken from
March and Simon who define an organisation as:

"A system of co-ordinated action that survives by transforming conflict into co-
operation, mobilising resources, and co-ordination of efforts, accomplished mostly
through control of information, identities, stories, and incentives." (March and Simon,
1958, quoted from Varey, 2002a: 4)

In this context organisations are viewed as collective constructs which consist of people who
seek to achieve certain goals. It is assumed that an organisation is shaped by formal influences
set through structures and hierarchies as well as through informal influences like values, roles
and relationships. Organisations are regarded as 'living' entities that possess their own
knowledge system. They are not static structures but rather dynamic systems which are in
constant movement. It is assumed that organisations consist of differing subcultures, thoughts,
interpretations, interests as well as views and opinions which are all coexistent and that these
aspects are closely interlinked.

14.2 \ Mergers and Acquisitions

'Mergers' and 'acquisitions' in this context are meant to have interchangeable definitions; they
designate the combination of two or more organisations. Both terms signify a process which
involves the integration or the joining together of two or more organisations into an existing or

new entity.

It is, however, acknowledged that mergers and acquisitions usually have different meanings.

Generally an 'acquisition' refers to the purchase of an organisation by another organisation,

9
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simply signifying an ownership transfer. A merger may be seen as a combination of
organisations, in which one organisation gives up its former existence (in legal terms) and

integrates into another entity.

In situations where a small entity is integrated into a larger one this is often referred to as a
'merger of unequal partners'. Cases where two organisations of 'equal size' or 'strength'
combine their resources to establish a completely new entity are often called a 'merger of
equals' (see Grube and Topfer, 2002). Some authors like Galpin and Herndon (2000) argue
that mergers of equals do not exist. One of the former partners, so their argument goes, will
always have a more dominant or influential position within the new organisation (compare van
Knippenberg et al., 2002). A further deliberation of this issue is omitted here as this may
possibly justify a study of its own.

Depending on the business activities of the two partners prior to the merger, the following
categorisations can be made:

Figure 1.2 Merger and Acquisition Types

Horizontal
e
——e
Acquirer operates in the same | Both organisations have Sometimes also referred to
market or geographic region | complementary products and | as 'conglomerate merger' in
as the organisation to be services. The value chain is which the organisation
acquired. Both offer similar extended as successive expands its operations to
products or services. processes are joined together. | previously unrelated
business areas.
The aim is to strengthen core | Core competencies can be Leads to a diversification of
competencies, increase widened. The value chain of products and services
market presence and market | the organisation can be offered and allows for a
power. extended forwards or diffusion of risks. The client
backwards. base, at the same time, can
remain unchanged.
Problems may arise out of too [ The new organisation faces a | Knowledge deficits pertaining
much congruence of both risk that former clients may to technology and markets
organisations. turn into competitors. pose a potential risk.

Source: adapted from Grube and Tépfer, 2002: 25-28

Mergers are also frequently categorised by the circumstances of their pre-deal formation.
Below, mergers are classified into four different types (Pritchett et al., 1997):

10



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

'Rescue’: in the case of a rescue, the acquiring organisation comes into an organisation
with financial difficulties in order to prevent further financial demise or to defend the
organisation (‘white knight') from a hostile takeover attempt by another organisation. In both

cases the acquirer is often welcomed as a 'saviour'.

'Collaboration’: mergers based on collaboration are believed to represent the most
successful type of merger as both organisations show willingness to combine. These

mergers are usually preceded by overt and friendly negotiations.

'Contested": in these mergers the organisation targeted initially rejects any form of takeover.
However, as the deal progresses satisfaction sets in. Acceptance of a takeover bid is
usually attained through 'logical' argumentation (acceptance of certain terms) rather than by

attaining emotional willingness and acceptance to merge.

'‘Raid" in a raid situation the organisation targeted rejects any form of takeover. Raids
represent the most hostile form of integration. The negotiation phases are dramatic; they
frequently involve propaganda battles in the media as well as attacks on people's personal
integrity and competence. All in all, hostile raids are emotional and it is assumed that they
can affect employees' perceptions adversely over a long period. It is not uncommon that
employees join together in the bidding phase to express their opposition to the takeover.
Often post-acquisition situations produce feelings of resentment that equate to post-war

situations (the 'defeater’ or 'winner' versus the 'defeated’ or 'loser").

Mergers can also be classified in other ways. Napier (1989) classifies integration processes in

terms of their integration 'intensities":

'Extension’: in this weakest form of integration intensity, the acquiring organisation only
seeks to implement minimal changes in the acquired organisation.

'Collaborative': this type of merger involves integrating certain organisational operations
through synergies or exchanging/transferring certain technology, intellectual know-how or
expertise.

'‘Redesign': represents the strongest form of integration intensity. It encompasses extensive
restructuring which leads to a complete assimilation of the organisation acquired. The
former identity of the organisation acquired, its business procedures and methods are
adapted to those of the acquiring organisation.

In this research, the focus will be upon organisations that have been subject to extensive

integration efforts (redesign), i.e. cases in which a 'new' organisation is created by two 'equal’

partners or where an organisation of 'significant’ size is assimilated by another. 'Significant’ size
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means that the organisation assimilated will have been 'similar in size' to the organisation it
integrated with or, in other words, that its integration was 'noticeable’. For this study, cases
related to all acquisition types (horizontal, vertical and lateral) and pre-deal scenarios (rescue,

collaboration, contested and raid) are examined.
1.4.3 Integration

There are many different definitions of 'post-merger integration'. The following definition takes a
more function-oriented approach describing Integration as:

"the making of changes in the functional activity arrangements, organizational
structures and systems, and cultures of combining organizations to facilitate their
consolidation into a functioning whole." (Pablo, 1994: 806)

In this context 'integration’ refers to the process of combining separate entities (organisations)
in order to create a form of completeness or wholeness. Here, integration will refer to any
combined people-related activity that occurs when two organisations are joined together. In this
study the term Integration will be less concerned with matching or unifying structures and
organisational systems.

Some literature suggests that the post-merger phase typically consists of three main sub-
phases:

4. 'Integration management' which involves the overall planning of the integration process,
analysis of integration potential and the setting up of integration rules (necessities or
prohibitions) aligned to corporate strategy.

5. 'Integration measures' which pertain to five levels of integration; 'organisational’, 'strategic’,
‘administrative', 'operative’ and 'cultural’ integration.

6. 'Post-merger audit' that follows up on: efficiency (acquisition controlling), realisation of
synergies and causes of undesired merger developments.

(Source: adapted from Grube and Topfer, 2002: 46)
Integration in this context will refer to people issues contended with in all three phases.
1.4.4 Internal Communication

The American Heritage Dictionary (2000) defines communication as a means of transmission:
"The exchange of thoughts, messages, or information, as by speech, signals, writing, or
behaviour". Another definition views communication as "the management of messages for the
purpose of creating meaning” (Frey et al., 1991: 28). There are numerous other definitions for
the term.

12



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

Employees within organisations essentially engage in communication in order to satisfy basic
‘wants'; these include the desire for information, entertainment, personal identity as well as
social acceptance (Tonnemacher, 1998).

The figure below briefly recapitulates the types of 'internal communication' contrasted with the
power relations commonly found in organisations:

Figure 1.3 Types of Internal Communication

Communication occurs on | Employees on each hierarchy level
the same hierarchy level communicate with each other

Between different hierarchy | Assumed to be the most common
levels type used by organisations:
superiors communicate with
subordinates and vice versa (formal
power relations)

Between different, There is no formal power
unrelated departments relationship
within an organisation

Source: adapted from Noll, 1996: 42

The primary focus here will be upon vertical internal communication. According to Noll (1996)
this form of internal communication represents the most common type of formal intra-
organisational interaction. The greatest potential frictions are assumed to exist in formal power
relations between different hierarchies, i.e. in situations in which the management engages with
its employees in a directive manner. However, when viewed as relevant, horizontal and

diagonal aspects will also find consideration.

Attention will be paid to 'formal' communication, i.e. communication practices that are
supervised, regulated or endorsed by the organisation as well 'informal' communication which
refers to rumours as well as unmonitored and uncontrolled employee relations.

Based on an organisational perspective, Reddoch (2001) separates internal communication
into four types of 'information' flow all of which are subject to scrutiny here:

1. 'Leadership communication”: articulated by the management to provide understanding for
decisions and to align employees to organisational aims (top-down approach).

2. 'Functional communication': signifies instructional information (how to do what and at what
time) conveyed to employees in order to facilitate their daily work routines (top-down
approach).
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3. 'Collaborative communication”: signifies intra-organisational information flows which are

often impeded by geographic or other organisational segregation factors (lateral approach).

4. 'Feedback communication": reactions from employees to management (bottom-up

approach).

At the present stage, 'internal communication' is simply regarded as an intra-organisational
operation in which one person's views and opinions are exchanged with another person in
whatever way. This form of communication can be a linear, circular, interactive or reciprocal
process that occurs on an interpersonal or group level. Furthermore, communication may be
informal, formal or utilise technical or other mediums. For the purpose of this study the terms
'merger communication' and 'internal communication' are interchangeable. In the subsequent
chapters the concept of ‘communication’ will receive further elucidation.

1.5 Study Structure

Above, the research topic was introduced with the given approach indicated. The plan of the
remainder of the thesis is briefly laid out here. The following chapter reflects extensively on
epistemological and ontological commitments and their methodological implications. Leading
on from the preceding accounts, Chapter 3 on methodology and design will look at the practical
issues of conducting research.

The findings from the field work conducted are presented in Chapter 4. A critical analysis of the
relevant literature in Chapter 5 will provide a critical review of current theoretical knowledge
related to mergers and acquisitions as well as communication. Afterwards, in Chapter 6 the
literature and the primary fieldwork findings are reconciled and a new approach to merger
communication is suggested. Finally, this dissertation concludes with Chapter 7 outlining the
contributions to knowledge, limitations of this research and by addressing possible implications
for future enquiries.

Figure 1.4 Study Structure

Chapter 1:  Introduction and Research Aim

Chapter 2:  Epistemological and Ontological Commitments
Chapter 3:  Methodology and Design

Chapter 4. Findings

Chapter 5:  Theoretical Perspectives

Chapter 6:  Towards a New Approach

Chapter 7:  Conclusion

Source: Author
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2 Epistemological and Ontological Commitments

"All our knowledge begins with the senses, proceeds then to the understanding, and
ends with reason. There is nothing higher than reason.” (Immanuel Kant)

The aim of the following chapter is to justify the philosophical position taken for this research.
These issues centre on the epistemological and ontological commitments followed and the way
that they influence the methodological route.

Our ingrained conceptions about warrantable knowledge and reality are believed to condition
the way we approach a research case. This development in turn impinges on our analytical and
reflexive capabilities.

Initially, terms like epistemology, ontology and methodology will be briefly clarified. The analysis
will continue by outlining personal philosophical predilections. Finally, the personal
commitments and their implications on methodological choice are examined in more detail.

To summarise, this chapter serves to:

® Elucidate espoused philosophical underpinnings and conventions.

® Provide background knowledge on the designated philosophical route.
e Outline methodological implications.

e Ascertain the possibilities and limitations of research.

® (Create a foundation for argumentation in subsequent chapters.
21 Epistemology, Methodology and Ontology

Epistemology is concerned with the study of the origin and nature as well as the limits of human
knowledge (Philosophical Society, 2003). Fundamentally, epistemology seeks to provide an
explanation of knowledge itself; trying to ascertain whether there is an ultimate ground for
knowledge. The study of epistemology is also concerned with the meaning of 'truth’, delineating
its boundaries and limitations, ascertaining whether it is absolute or relative and how we can
observe it, if at all.

"Epistemology is the study of the criteria by which we can know what does and does
not constitute warranted, or scientific, knowledge." (Johnson and Duberley, 2000: 2-3)

All humans are essentially bound to some form of epistemological commitment that they rely on
in order to understand and analyse the world (Wordiq Internet Encyclopaedia, 2003). Humans
are also constantly influenced by rival epistemological assumptions, Johnson and Duberley
(2000) contend. All epistemic standards are thus contestable.
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Epistemology and methodology are closely related (Trochim, 2000): epistemology is based on
the "philosophy of how we come to know the world" (internet page), whereas methodology
represents the practice of doing so.

Another important aspect requiring consideration is the way that humans perceive the world
also referred to as ‘ontology’. According to Gill and Johnson (1997), ontology is "the study of
the essence of phenomena and the nature of their existence" (178). In other words ontology
discusses how we perceive the social world or how the social or physical world exists
independently from our being.

Epistemology and ontology are also closely interlinked. Bisman (2002) emphasises that
ontological viewpoints structure epistemological assumptions with regard to how knowledge
and understanding of reality can be generated.

A fundamental issue affecting the research route therefore lies in the philosophical
commitments of the researcher. Some researchers suggest that "all approaches to social
sciences are based on interrelated sets of assumptions regarding ontology, human nature, and
epistemology” (Morgan and Smircich, 1980: 491). Essentially, the underlying epistemological
and ontological assumptions specify the methodological route (Johnson et al, 2004). A
comprehension of our personal commitments lets us assess what impact they have on our work
(compare Hughes and Sharrock, 1997; Johnson and Duberley, 2000); we gain understanding
of how and why we ask particular questions:

"Our epistemological commitments influence the process thfough which we develop
what we take to be warranted knowledge of the world. Such deeply held taken-for-
granted assumptions about how we come 'to know' influence what we experience as
being true or false, what we mean by true and false, and indeed whether we think that
true and false are viable constructs.” (Johnson and Duberley, 2000: 7)

2.2 Personal Commitments

At this point the underlying personal epistemological and ontological commitments of this
research are laid out in more depth. This presentation is done in order to illustrate the
foundations of this research. Additionally, this brief introduction of personal commitments
describes how this research was understood and essentially carried out.

Followers of more widely held philosophical prediiections like positivism or neo-positivism (see
Johnson and Duberley, 2000) are confronted with an alternative approach to management
research. While it is acknowledged that the thoughts presented here will not necessarily gain
wide acceptance to these readers, it is hoped that at least some of the thoughts and angles
presented here may find some viable contribution in their own work.
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This study follows commitments associated with the ‘critical' philosophical movements of
‘critical theory' and 'critical realism'. Critical theory serves as a constitutive way of thinking. It is
seen as an exemplary doctrine for human behaviour in general. Adopting some of the basic
ideas of critical theory, critical realism sharpens these critical underpinnings by actually
pinpointing the practical route of research. All subsequent methodological activity finds its
derivations in the mindsets briefly laid out in the following sections.

2.21 Critical Theory

In this context, critical theory is specifically understood in relation to the concepts evolving from
the ‘'Frankfurt School'; the philosophical movement led by theorists of the 'Institut fur
Sozialforschung' founded in 1929. The most outstanding figures of this movement included
Theodor Adorno and Herbert Marcuse. Initially their philosophical background originated from
the work of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Karl Marx. Later, critical theorists abandoned
the Hegelian and Marxist positions, although they still opposed the destructive elements of
capitalism. Critical theory developed by analysing social and cultural imperfections; its followers
seek to improve existing social arrangements in order to create a just and democratic world
(Johnson and Duberley, 2000; The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, 2003).

"Critical theory is primarily a way of doing philosophy, integrating the normative aspects
of philosophical reflection with the explanatory achievements of the social sciences.
The ultimate goal of its program is to link theory and practice, to provide insight, and to
empower subjects to change their oppressive circumstances and achieve human
emancipation, a rational society that satisfies human needs and powers." (Cambridge
Dictionary of Philosophy: 278)

Critical theory advocates that knowledge leads to 'emancipation’ and 'progress' (Johnson and
Duberley, 2000). It "focuses upon the inherent connections between politics, values and
knowledge and, thereby, provokes a deeper consideration of the politics and values which
underpin and legitimize the authority of 'scientific’ knowledge" (115, based on Alvesson and
Willmott, 1988).

Johnson and Duberley have portrayed Immanuel Kant's critique of positivism or 'pure reason'
and have shown his influences on critical theory. Kant rejected the idea of the early empiricists
(route of positivism) that researchers are able to obtain data neutrally. He stipulated that we are
not passive receivers of sense data; there can be no 'theory-neutral observational language'.
Kant was also critical of the positivistic concept of 'Cartesian dualism'; where one differentiates
between a separated knower (the subject) and what is known (the object). Kant argued that
there is a 'noumenal world' (a reality in itself, a physical, natural and social world) and as we

cannot neutrally observe or access it, we are 'stuck’ or 'trapped' in a phenomenal world, a
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reality for us: "we automatically select, limit, organize and interpret our experience of external
reality.” (ibid: 65).

According to Kant the world appears in our consciousness, it is filtered through our 'a priori'
cognitive structures or transcendental factors (factors in a system e.g. elements of culture)
which we cannot evade. By engaging with the world, we therefore create it phenomenally. In
effect, "we endow the world with meaning"” (ibid: 65), the opposite of early empiricist belief. Kant
argued that the categories, concepts and meanings people use only appeared to originate from
what they took to be the external world. In fact that they were actually based on inherent a priori
cognition (i.e. learned through social interaction and experience). We are thus merely able to
interrogate our reflections of a priorii experience. Rorty (1979) adds that:

"the Kantian picture of concepts and intuitions getting together to produce knowledge is
needed to give sense to the idea of 'theory of knowledge' as a specifically philosophical
discipline, distinct from psychology ... if we do not have the distinction between what is
‘given' and what is 'added by the mind', or that between the 'contingent' (because
influenced by what is given) and the necessary (because entirely 'within' the mind and
under its control), then we will not know what would count as a 'rational reconstruction’
of our knowledge. We will not know what epistemology's goal or method could be."
(168-169)

At present, Jirgen Habermas, another member of the 'Frankfurt School', is viewed as one of
the most renowned advocates of critical theory (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). Having adopted
the Kantian position, Habermas, has criticised positivism for neglecting the epistemic subject
(or knower). He argues that the knower is conditioned by the influence of socio-cultural factors;
a process of social construction. This process foils all positivists' attempts to gain objectivity.
Perceptions, Habermas argued, are pre-categorised by the mind, factors like previous
experiences or learned and handed down practice all influence our cognitive processing of
sensory data. The ‘physical apparatus' restrains observational capacities, it is therefore
impossible to observe everything (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). As Parker adds: "we cannot
know all there is to know" (1995: 555).

Like Kant, Habermas follows a phenomenological approach. As Johnson and Duberley (2000)
infer, Habermas accepts that there is a reality which exists independent of us that we cannot
fully access: that we can never know. In effect, human cognition shapes reality for us: therefore
the knowing subject utilises a priori categories and concepts in every act of perception and

thought. Habermas believes that knowledge is mediated by social experience.

According to Habermas (Johnson and Duberley, 2000) knowledge is based on principles that
differentiate it either from the natural sciences or the social sciences (humanities). He initially
differentiates between two 'object-constituting' categories of knowledge, both of which are
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pivotal to human needs, Firstly he refers to an ‘empirical-analytical' science involving
‘instrumental action' which deals with aspects of the physical world e.g. moving bodies, water or
wood. Secondly, Habermas mentions knowledge that is involved with social 'interaction' and
communication between human beings, 'speaking and acting subjects' whose 'utterances' and
‘conditions’ we experience and understand symbolically. This area is also titled as 'historical-
hermeneutical' science.

Additionally, Habermas identified a third constitutive interest of knowledge called ‘critical
science' which originates from an 'emancipatory interest. Here Habermas calls for the
individual's critical self-reflection so people free themselves from domination exerted through
the systematic distortion of communication and interaction. He contends that this domination
and repression is imposed through the exercise of power that justifies itself through discourse
and the pretence of consensus.

Habermas (1971) argues that often validity claims are distorted through the exercise of power
imbalances. Asymmetrical structures of power and domination inhibit social interaction and
consensus through systematically distorted communication. Communication may appear
democratic but is in fact distorted as more powerful elements misuse it to inflict their own ideas
or preferences upon the less powerful.

It is the goal of the critical sciences, Habermas says (Johnson and Duberley, 2000), to facilitate
the process of self-reflection, it empowers the individual by developing his (or her)
emancipatory interest and by giving him more control. Habermas stresses that it is pivotal to
develop self-knowledge and an understanding generated through self-reflection so that the
'unconscious is made conscious', an enablement of self-conscious decision-making.

The patterns of language usage encountered in daily communicative interaction create knowing
and understanding. In Habermas' view humans are a 'symbol-using animal':

"What raises us out of nature is the only thing whose nature we can know: language.
Through its structure, autonomy and responsibility are posited for us. Our first sentence
expressed unequivocally the intention of universal and unconstrained consensus.
Taken together, autonomy and responsibility constitute the only idea we possess a
priori in the sense of the philosophical tradition." (Habermas, 1971: 314)

Essentially, Habermas endorses discourse that emerges in 'ideal-speech situations'. These 'fair
play' situations ensure that all participants are given equal opportunity for expression. He
argues that the fundamental faith in the 'power of reason' constitutes the central tenet of
producing truth claims. Constraints such as domination, especially differences in power, status,
authority and culture should be overcome, Habermas (1984) insists.
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Habermas' ideal-speech situations (Johnson and Duberley, 2000), require a condition where all
participants have equal opportunity to participate, a right to state, defend or mistrust factual or
normative claims without being constrained by differences of status or role. In order for
knowledge to achieve a status of legitimation, it must be discursively produced by stimulating
socio-rational consensus, without compulsion, oppression, distortion or deceit. Knowledge,
Habermas claims, should not only be the privilege of a group with fortunate access. Legitimate
knowledge should be disseminated and accessible to all. If this is achieved, then discourse
between individuals will reach a consensus about truth and the validity of norms, resulting in a
discursively produced rational consensus. To Habermas, consensus must come out of
discourse that is agreed through unimpeded public debate. Thus, truth resides within
democratic relationships; its level of validity is dependent on the degree of social repression
and distortion it is subjected to. Bernstein (1995) contends that:

"the participants in an ideal speech situation [must] be motivated solely by the desire to
reach a consensus about the truth of statements and the validity of norms." (50-51,
bracket added)

In order to attain ideal-speech situations, the participants must have 'communicative
competence' which entails criteria like:
e 'Comprehensibility": the proposition is understandable by speaker and hearer.

e 'Truth': the proposition concerns a true situation (sharing knowledge of the objective world).

e 'Sincerity": the expressed intentions are honest (establishment of trust in the subjective

world).

e 'Normative': the norms referred to in the speech are correct or socially acceptable (in the

social 'environment').
(compare Brand 1990; Habermas 1984)

Habermas emphasises that there is a distinct difference between observing nature and
observing people (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). Enquiry into social activity requires
understanding meanings that are developed within the social context and the individuals'
‘environment'. The individuals' 'environment' refers to those activities and ideas resulting from
their ties to institutional, social and economic structures. Essentially, the socio-cultural factors

condition sensory experiences.
222 Critical Realism

At this point the basic concepts of ‘critical realism' are briefly introduced. The founder of critical
realism, Roy Bhaskar (1986, 1998), examined whether society can be studied to the same
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extent as nature. Essentially, he concluded that the structure of generating knowledge in both
social and natural sciences is the same; he asserted that it is possible to have a unity of
method under which the methods of both natural and social sciences can fall, although he
stressed that there are differences in these methods. According to Bhaskar's understanding,
beliefs signify social objects: "it is the nature of the object that determines the form of its
possible science” (Bhaskar: 1998, 3).

Critical realism follows a Kantian approach of transcendental arguments where the conditions
of the possibility of knowledge are the human mind. Bhaskar argues that the conceptual
categories that people use to recognise and understand social events are socially
(institutionally) and historically determined. Social sciences deal with human relations that are
real but not empirical. To Bhaskar causal laws are invisible; they are entrenched in the natural
structure (Bhaskar, 1998).

Other than in empiricism, Bhaskar (1986) emphasises that human experience cannot be
equated to objective reality. Experiences are always structured by our human concepts. Other
than in postmodernist belief, however, reality is not simply constructed in our minds. In critical
realism the existence of an objective reality in all of our actions is assumed; this relates
especially to knowledge claims concerning cause and effect relationships. Human beings can
essentially conceptualise a number of interpretations of the world. Thereby, truth assertions can
be overthrown by novel findings.

In critical realism, "social reality consists in part of social actors' concepts and understandings”
(Hughes and Sharrock, 1997: 165). Critical realism is 'value cognisant' (Bisman, 2002), its

followers are conscious of human systems and their values.

Archer et al. (1998) stipulate that the involvement of 'human agency' leads to a rejection of the
possibility of a theory-neutral observational language and a correspondence theory of truth.
There is no independent standpoint, no pure data. People experience the world in terms of the
‘stories' they tell about it. Experiences are produced through narratives and concepts.
Knowledge to realists is historically and socially constructed. Critical realism aims at generating
causal explanations. Archer et al. add that the validity of knowledge is sought through
corroboration and tests of 'practical adequacy": "Criterion that determines the truthfulness of
knowledge through consideration of the extent to which such knowledge generates
explanations regarding the results of human action that are actually realized. In other words,
the extent to which knowledge is practically useful" (Gill and Johnson, 1997: 178).

Critical realism is rooted in the concept of 'alethic truth'; "the discovery of the reason for things
... the underlying generative mechanisms which stratify and differentiate the world" (Bisman,
2002: 11).
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Truth in critical realism relies upon notions of consensus and coherence. In coherence theory,
Bisman contends, an observation sentence is only justified or warrantable if it is verifiable within
a theory. Truth therefore signifies coherence within an interrelated system. In other words, it is
the belief that a proposition is true to the extent that it agrees with other true propositions;
therefore, the truth conditions of propositions reside in other propositions.

The consensus theory "asserts that an observation is true when there is general group
agreement (e.g. in the community)" (12). These theories of truth are in contrast to positivism,
where an observation sentence is accepted as true when it "corresponds to, or is 'isomorphic’
with reality” (ibid: 12) Bisman adds.

Knowledge and truth in critical realism require constant self-introspection, Bhaskar (1986)
emphasises. Critical realism does not entail any claim for permanent, neutral or historical
foundations. Its advocates accept that it is inherently value-laden.

While critical realism denounces positivist shortcomings, it also seeks to free itself from
contentions of relativism:

"The philosophical imperative for the critical realist is that truth must be more than the
outputs of a language game yet it cannot be absolute." (Johnson and Duberley, 2000:
151)

Although truth is important, critical realists are mainly concerned with issues of ontology
(Dobson, 1999).

Critical realism seeks to identify underlying, invisible 'generative mechanisms' (‘causal laws')
which, embedded in the natural structure, lead to certain events or actions (Bisman, 2002).
Generative mechanisms have underlying powers that lead to the occurrence of things; they
signify a key concept within critical realism.

"We will only be able to understand — and so change — the social world if we identify
the structures at work that generate those events and discourses ... These structures
are not spontaneously apparent in the observable patterns of events, they can only be
identified through the practical and theoretical work of the social sciences." (Bhaskar,
19809: 2)

For this study it was important to discover the reason for things (underlying or hidden
mechanisms). This idea is deeply grounded in realist thought; 'realists":

"claim that social entities (such as markets, class relations, gender relations, social
rules, social customs or discourses and so on) exist independently of our investigations
of them. ... That many of these entities are disputed and not directly observable (and
hence refractory to quantification) does not rule them out of consideration for analysis,
a position that distances realist- from empiricist- or positivist-orientated analysis.
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Furthermore, that these disputed entities exist independently of our investigations of
them distances realism from postmodernism." (Ackroyd and Fleetwood, 2000: 6)

According to Bisman (2002), critical realism is more 'scientifically flavoured' and less radical
than critical theory. Critical realism is both scientific and transcendental; it sees the world as
structured, shifting and differentiated.

Critical research philosophies, like critical theory and critical realism (see Johnson and
Duberley, 2000), share their dedication towards social critique, exposing suppressive and
alienating forces of the status quo. The critical branch of philosophy essentially aims for
emancipatory behaviour, seeking to improve people's conscious ability to change their social
and economic circumstances. This advancement of human life is frequently constrained and
inhibited by social, cultural and political domination (Myers, 1997).

Like critical realism, emancipatory science implicates freeing individuals from false beliefs and
"oppressive social arrangements” (Hammersley, 2002: 35). Science in Bhaskarian terms,
Hammersley elaborates, comprises of several endeavours "telling us about what is, about why
it came to be the way it is, and about how it ought to be” (35, emphasis in original). Both critical
theory and critical realism, Bisman (2002) maintains, seek to participate in criticising and
changing the world. In contrast to critical theory, critical realism seeks to "unmask hidden
realities" (14).

The following figure illustrates how critical theory and critical realism are positioned in contrast
to positivism/neo-positivism and postmodernism:
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Figure 2.1 Epistemological and Ontological Commitments
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Source: adapted from Johnson and Duberley 2000; Johnson and Duberley 2003
2.3 Key Concepts of Critical Realism

Some of the key assumptions of critical realism are presented in the following sections. it is
important to note that all subsequent research activity is deeply embedded in these beliefs.
These presumptions impinge on the analytical process (Chapter 4) and support the
reconciliation of the research findings (Chapter 6).

2.3.1 Transitive and Intransitive Dimensions

Critical realist philosophy (Johnson and Duberley, 2000), adopts a subdivided ontology in which
social and natural reality consists of 'intransitive dimensions' which are not observable and
which exist independently of our human knowledge. These intransitive dimensions refer to the
actual underlying structures of reality. In critical realism it is assumed that an external and

independent (intransitive) reality exists which is inconceivable to us.

People's 'Intransitive’ dimensions describe the underlying structures of reality, in effect the
objective reality that we cannot access (Bhaskar, 1998).
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Transitive dimensions, on the other hand, refer to our perception of reality. "Different people
may apprehend different (i.e. transitive) realities according to the varying paradigmatic,
metaphorical or discursive conventions deployed through their human agency." (Johnson and
Duberley, 2000: 154). In critical realist thought a natural and social reality exists independently
of human knowledge (Archer et al.,1998).

Kant's approach stipulated that there was a necessity for individuals to have conceptual
categories in order to comprehend and identify social events, in other words the human mind
allows for conditions of the possibility of knowledge. In critical realism (Myers, 1997) social
reality and conceptual categories are not assumed to be exogenously determined but rather
historically constituted, produced and constantly reproduced by human beings (see also
Bhaskar, 1998).

In terms of a merger, people will have perceptions of ongoing events and their immediate
effects on their social surroundings. This reality describes their 'transitive’ reality. People will

thus base their interpretations and conduct their analysis based on this perceivable dimension.

According to Danermark et al. (2002), "The transitive dimension is socially determined and
changeable." (200) Therefore, this will also pertain to all knowledge as it consists of theories

and notions grounded on our perceptions of transitive reality (Danermark et al., 2002).

Things related to the merger that are not perceivable for an individual occur in the intransitive
dimensions. These can be all those things that impinge upon the individual although the causes
for this influence remain indiscernible.

A key term of critical realism is 'epistemic fallacy', which refers to the failure of not being able to
distinguish between reality and our conception of reality. As we cannot perceive an objective
reality, our possibilities of gaining truth and knowledge of this intransitive domain is predestined
to be ‘fallible’ (Collier, 1994). Hence, there is a risk of making faulty statements about what is

'true' and 'real'. Epistemic fallacy equates to:

"Reducing reality to empirical observation, that is, apprehending and defining reality as
identical with empirically grounded conceptions." (Danermark et al. 2002: 205)

This study is limited to exploring communication phenomena set in the transitive dimension.
Intransitive reality remains inaccessible. All claims have the risk of being erroneous. There is no
ultimate knowledge or truth so that existing or evolving theories may be overthrown by
succeeding research. With the help of abstractions, certain notions about the intransitive
domain may possibly be made, but these assumptions cannot be substantiated through
‘conventional' empirical observation.
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23.2 Stratified Ontology
Supporters of critical realism assume that reality consists of three layers:

1. The 'real' layer signifies an unperceivable realm which possesses deep or underlying
mechanisms that have generative powers leading to observable events (Danermark, 2002).
The real layer possesses structures and mechanisms bestowed with enduring properties
(transfactual) (Mingers, 2002).

2. The 'actual' layer exists in time and space. This layer denotes the realm in which events
occur: "all the things which happen independently of whether they are observed or not"
(Danermark, 2002: 57). It signifies the layer in which events and non-events are generated
by mechanisms (Mingers, 2002).

3. The 'empirical' layer signifies the realm of experiences or observation which one can
empirically observe: the empirical layer "is comprised of our experiences of what actually
happens" (Danermark, 2002: 57) or in other words the "domain consists of what we

experience, directly or indirectly" (Danermark et al., 2002: 20).

Social phenomena originates from underlying real structures, it becomes actual and finally
empirically observable. In positivistic thought, structures and mechanisms leading to events or

non-events are not investigated as they are declared unobservable (Mingers, 2002).

Figure 2.2 Stratified Ontology

Event

Emergence

Source: adapted from Mingers, 2002: 299

The social world involves 'emergence’ which is a description of the phenomena that have arisen
through the combination of several elements. 'Emergence’ describes the "appearance of
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something new; objects composed of other objects so that new structures, powers and
mechanisms have appeared” (Danermark et al., 2002: 205). According to Sayer (2000):

"critical realism argues that the world is characterized by emergence, that is situations
in which the conjunction of two of more features or aspects gives rise to new
phenomena, which have properties which are irreducible to those of their constituents,
even though the latter are necessary for their existence.” (12)

Reality is an ever changing dynamic complex. One must be aware that personal experiences
(perceptions) can be misunderstood:

"The real world is neither confined to our experiences, nor is it fully explainable in terms
of these experiences. Our experiences are delimited to a narrow range of events, and
these events are again caused by mechanisms which may only be identified through
their effects (events). Some mechanisms may block effectuality of other mechanisms
and thereby render them outside of the empirical world for the time being. Causality is
thereby related to the activation of mechanisms which are embedded in the structure of
objects." (Wad, 2001: 3)

Reality in critical realism consists of different levels or so-called 'strata’ that are "hierarchically
ordered" (Danermark, 2002: 57). Lower levels create the conditions for higher levels.
Danermark stresses that each level has unique (non-related) generative mechanisms which are
different for each level. Therefore, one cannot degrade the causes of occurrences on one level
to another level, regardiess of whether a level is higher or lower than the other. Some of the

more important levels include:
1. 'Social and cultural level'
2. 'Psychological level'

3. 'Biological level'

4. 'Molecular level'

On each level, new mechanisms are continuously being created (emergent powers)
(Danermark et al., 2002). In critical realism, research usually focuses on the social levels where
'social powers' constitute 'social phenomena’. Thereby, mechanisms from other levels may also
be engaged or active. Sayer (2000) notes that:

"social phenomena are emergent from biological phenomena, which are in turn
emergent from the chemical and physical strata. Thus the social practice of conversing
is dependent on one's physical state, including signals sent and received around our
brain cells, but conversing is not reducible to those physiological processes.
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Reductionist explanations which ignore emergent properties are therefore inadequate.”
(13)

Some authors like Layder (1993) divide the social world into interrelated levels. In this model,
the highest social level is referred to as 'context’; it signifies the 'macro social organisation’' like
social and economic organisations, values, traditions or power relations. This level is followed
by the 'setting’, which relates to the 'intermediate social organisation', like labour markets,
military (work) and social clubs (non-work), thirdly the 'situated activity' or 'social activity'
involving face to face activity, the use of symbolic communication, a focus on views and
understandings and finally the 'self’ which pertains to 'self identity' and 'individual's experience'

which concentrates on the personal life career.

"Social reality must in principle be regarded as a constantly changing complex totality
made up of interwoven, and partly non-observable, effective and affected social
properties and processes on different levels." (Ekstrém, 1992: 118)

As the layer of the 'real' is inaccessible to direct observation, it appears necessary to make
abstractions in order to identify underlying communicative occurrences. The choice of

methodology must therefore be guided by a suitable enquiry strategy.
2.3.3 Structures, Mechanisms and Events

One of the key assumptions of critical realism centres on the interplay of structures,
mechanisms and events. Hence, following terms are important for understanding critical realist
conceptions: '

® 'Structures”: structures are enduring and facilitate or constrain the relationship between
objects; they represent "a set of internally related objects" (Danermark et al., 2002: 206).
Things can be equipped with powers due to structures (put powers into effect). Structures,
however, only shape or form events but do not directly cause them.

® 'Mechanisms": located in the domain of the 'real', a mechanism causes certain things to
happen in the world. Mechanisms are capable of generating events or non-events. When
triggered, mechanisms lead to directly or indirectly observable 'events'. Mechanisms have
'generative’ properties and like structures they are 'relatively’ enduring. Research seeks to
pinpoint generative mechanisms that lead to a concrete phenomenon. Thereby,
consideration must be given to identifying counteracting mechanisms.

® 'Causal powers: worldly objects possess certain forces (causal powers) or intrinsic
properties; these forces are bound to the object or lie in their 'nature’ (see mechanisms).
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e ‘'Events": they represent the directly or indirectly observable (concrete) outcomes or

occurrences which resuit from activating a generative mechanism.
(Source: adapted from Danermark et al. 2002)

Critical realism assumes that the world is shaped by structures and mechanisms; "that there
are enduring structures and generative mechanisms underlying and producing observable
phenomena and events" (Bhaskar, 1989: 2).

Social interaction is characterised by its setting in complex contexts in which various
mechanisms are at work. In social research it seems a futile task to isolate just one mechanism.
Social processes are thus ‘'contextually determined', often conditioned through factors of
culture, class and gender. The 'empirical manifestation’, the appearance or the experience of
certain mechanisms, thus relies on the context in which the phenomenon is studied
(Danermark, 2002).

The following model by Sayer (1992) depicts how structures and mechanisms activate events
in the social world. The model illustrates that there are no predetermined causal chains but
rather contingent relations. intervening mechanisms may therefore condition resultant events:

Figure 2.3 Structures, Mechanisms and Events
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C S1 Sz Sk Structures
T

Source: Sayer, 1992: 117

One of the key challenges of this study is to identify indiscernible mechanisms and structures
related to merger communication.
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2.3.4 Causal Explanation

Critical realism entails the adoption of causal explanation. Other than in positivism, however, it
does not satisfy itself with observing constant conjunctions of events. Critical realists explore
the underlying mechanisms, essences, powers or conditions leading to the cause and effect

relationships (Johnson and Duberley, 2000).

Critical realism is occupied with the possibility of an object of study; it endeavours to ascertain
what the conditions of the possibility of knowledge are. Causal analysis is involved in
ascertaining why the things taking place actually happen or it supports us in "explaining how
the event came about" (Danermark et al., 2002: 52).

Below a model taken from Sayer (1992) depicts the causal relations assumed by critical
realists:

Figure 2.4 Causal Explanation in Critical Realism

Object with Has causal Under specific conditions ~ Will produce
structure S powers and (context of other events
liabilities structures)

(mechanisms)
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""" Contingent relation
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Source: Sayer, 1992: 109

From this viewpoint, causation is reliant on the context of the object: thereby contexts are
subject to constant change. Set in 'open systems', mechanisms are incessantly influenced by
other mechanisms and events. There are no predictable outcomes when a mechanism is set
off. For instance, if triggered at another point in time, a mechanism may lead to different events
or non-events. On the other hand, comparable events.observed may be the result of completely
different mechanisms or 'causes' (Sayer, 1992).

"that while there is a necessary relationship between an object and its causal
mechanisms, the relationship between the generative mechanisms and their effect is
contingent.” (Danermark et al., 2002: 70)

30



D2 2& /5 3
+2 ¢ 3" *25 2 "5 25 -252* & 5
, 2 5" 5% 2 2 " 2 "5 & 2% &5 " 5 25 4 5 2 2
5" $ " 5 3 5* 2% 2 2 "5 :07 "& ));< 5* " $
4 " 5* H &4" 25 75"8 oo 4 *5 2 &4 2 " 2 "5 H <6 5
2% 2 3 1% 1$25 2 25 1%2 2 2 F 2 2 24 " "5 @ 2 2
"&4 @ 3 25 "5 25 $'F "5 " 25* (H 2 2 " "82
"5 $ 5* C e 4 75"8 o "5 @ C 25 "'F " "&42 "5 '3
2 5* 2 '2 " "$5 2 $2 2 *$& 5 H ' ( <6
5" 8" 2 2% 2 @4 252 "5 " "2 5 2 "5 255" ' F$ * '3 "&42
8 &4 2 42 56 92% 2 "5 5" 2 &2 " "8 1$ 5 3 &4 2 *$ 2
&4" 25 5 "$5 3 57 5* 25 & 25 & "5 5 =25 &2 7
;<6
5 " 2 2 "5 28 2 4"8 2 5 ' 25 "5 1$ 5 3 $5"' 2" '3
"5 5 "52 & " $ 5 52 $ 2 5 6 2 & 3 2 o
"$ "& " 25 2% 2 4"8 2 3" % 5 4 : 25 5 5 2 «< 2 3
=25 &2 7 26 ; ;<6
+" "8 5* 23 07 "& :));< "5 $ 2 2 2 2 5" &4 2 "5
$5 " 5* 5 52 2 " 2 "5 H& 25 5* " "2 4 "4 H < 2 8 2
$'° 1% 5 25* 5 & 6 " 2 "5 @ 1% J "&42 2 J 2 * 6
H " or 2 3 2 $& " @ 5 "$* 8 255" " "5
2 "52 3 "'F 2 $ "$5 $ 5 42 666 25 25 " 2 5"4& $ 3
@ 5 "$* 8 &23 " 2 "5 2 5 5* &6H @' ( <
e 2 2 & 25 4" & 2 & 2 2% 2 @4 252 "5 " 4 5"& 5"5
2 & " 5" 2 & 2 4 "5 2 6 )) <6
H! "5 2 "8 &4 2 *$ 2 8 C 5" &2 "8 *5 2 3 2
C "5 $ "5 @ $2 3 4 5 5 42 5 5 25 5" 2% 2 4"8 666
*$ 2 2 5 2 5 235" 2 $ 5 "5 "5 " 2% 2 36H :07 "&
)i ( <
=25 &2 7 :; ;< $** &4 2 &25 2 "5 "$ 5" *2 2 &4 2
*$ 2 '$ 2 2 J 5 5 J6 5 5 " H 4 "45 32 & 25 & 2
2 $2 4"8 E 5 2 " 4 "4 " & 25 &H :G)<6 | 5 2
& 25 & &2 5 52 $5 3 2 *x 25 8 8 2 & 25 &
8 "4 2 4 5 "5 4 2 5 "5 "5 " $& 25 6 5 " 2 2 3 2
&253 "5 % 5 & 25 & 8 &23 5" " 5% 2 2 " 6 $ 8 2 2
*5 2 & 25 & &23 2 "5 *x $575"85 25 8 25 " & 3



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

speak of 'tendencies'. Accordingly, theories derived from social research can only provide

statements about tendencies rather than prediction.

People's future is not predestined for them. Social reality is not equated to fate or destiny;
rather social behaviour is wilful and premeditated:

"Social actions are regarded as the reproduction and transformation of practices and
structures that are relatively enduring and already exist for the individual. But
individuals are not passive conveyors of roles and structures. They possess causal
powers, capacities for bringing about change in reality, this through conscious and
intentional activities." (ibid: 115)

It is important to understand that every individual is a unique and complex being set in specific
social contexts. When a person is subjected to certain events, this person may react the same
or differently from other persons who have also experienced this event. Regardless of how one
reacts, the causes for certain behaviour may be multifaceted. One person may allocate a
completely different meaning to an event and still visibly behave the same way as another
observed person. In addition, when two people experience the same event and give the same
meaning to it, they may not necessarily react in the same way. Human behaviour is thus
influenced by many inherent factors.

2.3.5 Open Systems

Critical realism presupposes that the natural and social world consists of 'open systems'
(Archer et al., 1998). In open systems, there are extraneous forces or mechanisms that
influence the observation of a mechanism and its effect on an event. In an open system, any
given event may have derived from a number of ‘causes'. In a closed system (e.g. under

experimental conditions) repeated causes will have the same effect on an object.

According to Andrew's (1965) theory, open systems allow for an exchange of material with the
environment as opposed to closed systems. Imports or exports of material are not hindered by
any boundaries. Open systems are self-regulatory systems that seek to achieve a steady state.

"Social reality, like nature, is regarded as a changeable, complex and open system,
consisting of causally efficacious mechanisms in interaction." (Ekstrém, 1992: 115:
emphasis in original)

'Open systems' lead to a number of implications. Downward (1999) concludes, "There is no
logical symmetry between causes and events in open systems." (178) Experiments conducted
in open systems cannot produce a consistent single interpretation. There are no recurring event
regularities; therefore the focus of research should entail explanation and not prediction.
Subsequently, less emphasis is given to sampling representative populations. Due to their lack
of predictive ability, open systems are inappropriate for deductive testing of theories. In
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situations occurring naturally, one cannot establish experimental conditions from which 'laws'
can be derived.

In open systems, "generative mechanisms operate in combination with each other; the more
mechanisms involved, the more difficult to anticipate the outcome" (Danermark et al., 2002:
206). Studying the social world cannot be conducted under controlled conditions. There are no
artificially closed systems in social research which would provide experimental conditions.
Human societies are undergoing constant transformation and it is difficult to isolate individual
mechanisms from other intervening mechanisms. In addition, we must remember that the
objects of knowledge in social science are intransitive while our epistemological capabilities are
limited to accessing the transitive dimension (Danermark et al., 2002).

Merger communication is about dealings between humans. These dealings, it is assumed,
occur in the social contexts of an organisation and inherently affect the way that people
behave. As they are affected by various peripheral influences, merger settings are viewed as
dynamic and incessant processes. In other words, the social settings of interest are not static or
controllable realms but open systems subject to constant transformation. As Sayer (2000)
underlines "Social systems are always open and usually complex and messy" (19); they lack
ordered conditions.

2.3.6 Structure and Agency

The interplay between structures and the actions of agents is another key concept in critical
realism (Archer, 2004).

Realists generally accept that a stratified reality possesses both structures and agencies.
Structures essentially signify the "inner composition of entities in the world which gives them
their necessary character (and causal powers) i.e. what they are and not something else”
(Morton, 2003: 21). Following Sayer, Morton argues that structures consist of interrelated
‘'objects' or 'practices’ which are attributed with causal powers. He asserts that "Social
structures are systems of human relations among social positions. Social positions have
interests, resources, powers, constraints and predicaments." (21) Structures represent a
'macro’ or 'collective’ viewpoint (Dobson, 1999).

Agents on the other hand are individuals who are engaged in actions; agents in effect create
(social and cultural) structures, Cruickshank (2002) contends. He accentuates that, once these
structures are manifested, they exert their impeding or facilitating effects (‘conditioning
influence') on other agents. Agents possess a "continuous sense of self* (Archer, 2004: 5), they
are "reflexively self-conscious” (5).

Structures and agencies, Archer notes, refer to two distinct but related categories that consist of
different powers and properties. Archer emphasises that structures and agencies interact with
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one another and thereby result in 'social transformation' and 'social reproduction’. Structural
and cultural properties affect agents as they "work as conditional influences upon them" (ibid:
2). Alternatively, it must also be addressed that agents react to these structural and cultural

properties induced upon them:

it is the interaction of two sets of causal powers which determine how structure
conditions agency. On the one hand, structural and cultural properties tendentially
influence agents (both individual and collective) by exercising the powers of constraints
and enablements in relation to different courses of action — both potential and actual.
On the other hand, agents own reflexive powers allow them to deliberate about which
projects would realise their personal (and corporate) concerns within society and to act
strategically in order to promote their concerns. The mediation of structural conditioning
by agency is what happens at the nexus where these two sets of causal powers
intersect and interact.” (ibid: 2, emphasis in original)

Archer adds that due to the concept of stratified ontology, critical realism assumes two
disparate sources of emergent powers: structurally emergent properties/powers (SEP) e.g.
"distributions, organisations or institutions" (ibid: 4) and culturally emergent properties/powers
(CEP) e.g. "propositions, theories or doctrines" (ibid: 4); both of which are inanimate. These
emergent powers stand in contrast to animate agents' actions or personal emergent powers
(PEP). What is decisive in the analysis of these powers, Archer adds, is not only to show how
they converge but also to show to what extent they harmonise or conflict with each other. It is
the structural and cultural emergent properties that impose 'constraints and enablements' upon
society (objective structures), although they do so without conscious intent or wilfulness.
Contrarily, agential properties entail refiexive capabilities. Although introspection may not
necessarily change personal circumstances, it allows for the monitoring and controlling of the
agent's self, invoking personal strategic decision-making. This form of 'agential deliberations'
thus inhibits the generation of 'standardised outcomes' but rather produces 'personal variability'.
So regardless of how stringent certain structural and cultural constraints are, agential reflectivity
can counteract or bypass these properties or powers. 'Constraints and enablements' although
bearing causal powers, are dependent on activation by agents who seek to attain certain
‘projects’ (subjective projects), 'projects’ which are reliant on humans to uphold them. If certain
'projects’ are not activated, then these 'constraints and enablements' remain without effect.
Archer concludes that:

"the exercise of constraints and enablements will only be a tendential influence
because of human reflexive abilities to withstand them and strategically to circumvent
them. The effect of these socio-cultural causal powers is therefore at the mercy of two
open systems: the world and its contingencies and the human agent's reflexive
ingenuity, creativity and commitment." (ibid: 5, emphasis in original)
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relevance, then, social science conceptualization must both be grounded in the
contents of everyday knowledge and integrate the same, while everyday concepts at
the same time must be surpassed and surveyed in a theoretical form at a more general
level — otherwise no new knowledge has been added.” (37)

When doing research we must be aware that all research is theory-laden, Danermark et al.
caution. Essentially, researchers are predisposed by personal experiences, principles and
conceptions, and these factors condition how and what a researcher observes. Furthermore,
there is no detached or neutral point from which he (or she) can embark to conduct research.

Researchers need to recognise that not only the data they collect is theory or value-laden
(Bisman, 2002) but that they themselves are also influenced by subjective biases. Therefore,

they need to develop 'value consciousness’.

According to Gill and Johnson (1997) people are influenced by prior theories which affect and
condition the way they see the world, i.e. influence what people take as 'factual observations'.
Interpretation, theory and data are unified as one and become inseparable. The theory-laden
nature of observation inevitably questions positivism's faith in the existence of a theory-neutral

observational language and a subject-object dualism:

"Thus the issue of how observation is 'theory laden' raises the problem that there is no
independent or neutral point from which an observer might occupy and objectively
observe the world and thus all knowledge is knowledge from particular points of view or
paradigms” (23)

'Conceptual abstraction' is described as an important form of conceptualisation (Danermark et
al., 2002). It describes "the outcome of a thought operation whereby a certain aspect of
concrete object is isolated" (205). Abstraction, thus by thought, simplifies complex phenomena
or objects by notionally separating specific aspects of concrete objects. Abstraction aims at the
identification of constituent properties (generative mechanisms) that the object possesses. This
process of separation helps to contain the effects of other exogenous influences (other
mechanisms) in open systems which may also interrelate or have effects on the concrete
phenomenon of interest, Danermark et al. contend. As we have seen, some mechanisms may
be enforcing or neutralising each other while some mechanisms may temporarily restrain
others.

Causal mechanisms are embedded in the 'real’ layer of the social world, as Sayer (1992) notes.
He maintains that abstraction allows the researcher to identify the initially hidden, real
generative or causal mechanisms that lead to certain phenomena of the social world. In his
view abstraction helps to distinguish causal structures, assisting in differentiating between
external and internal relations between certain objects or occurrences. There is, however, the
difficulty, of actually identifying a suitable methodology that will allow for abstraction.

37



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

In critical realism abstraction often starts with an empirical problem, whereby the relation
between the deeper causal structures and the concrete phenomenon is analysed. Being an
iterative process, further evidence collection may lead to review or affirmation of the generative
mechanisms identified. This process continues until 'saturation’' is reached, i.e. when the
generative mechanisms identified appear strong (dense) and when they are not questioned by
other contradictory statements, e.g. further empirical evidence. Sayer contends that:

"Knowledge must grasp the differentiations of the world; we need a way of individuating
objects; and of characterizing their attributes and relationships. To be adequate for a
specific purpose it must 'abstract’ from particular conditions, excluding those which
have no significant effect in order to focus on those which do. Even where we are

interested in wholes we must select and abstract their constituents." (86)

Merger communication necessitates the identification of relevant mechanisms that generate
certain events. For this purpose a number of mechanisms were distinguished during analysis,
i.e. implied through abstraction (see Chapter 6).

As we have seen, social research occurs in open systems and there are no controllable
research settings:

"We therefore have to rely on abstraction and careful conceptualization, on attempting
to abstract out the various components or influences in our heads, and only when we
have done this and considered how they combine and interact can we expect to return
to the concrete, many-sided object and make sense of it." (Sayer, 2000: 19)

As extensively laid out in Chapters 3 and 4, conceptualisation and abstraction represented
a key means of data analysis.

2.3.9 Implications for Research

Critical realists like Danermark (2002) endorse that personal ontological perspectives of the
researcher should guide the choice of methodology. Key advocates like Margaret Archer (1995)
accentuate that:

"the nature of what exists cannot be unrelated to how it is studied ... the social ontology
endorsed does play a powerful regulatory role vis-a-vis the explanatory methodology
for the basic reason that it conceptualises social reality in certain terms, thus identifying
what there is to be explained and also ruling out explanations in terms of entities or
properties which are deemed non-existent.” (Archer, 1995: 16-17)

As suggested earlier, it seems questionable whether it is always sensible to adopt the methods
used by the natural sciences for research in the social sciences (management research). Gill

and Johnson (1997) have critiqued this stance from an 'emic' versus 'etic' perspective:
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which in turn are empowered or set-off by existing social structures. As a result causal powers
exert their forces on the individual.

Mergers, it appears, are also characterised by influential agents (e.g. senior executives,
experts, academics) who guide or possibly even direct integration processes.

Critical realism provides an analytic framework for the investigation of the implicit forces that
direct people's actions. It is assumed that many occurrences related to interpersonal
communication in a merger are triggered on lower level realms (real). Hence, their exploration
presupposes 'realist' abstraction. Critical realism is about getting inside social situations
(mergers) and exposing the causal linkages. Observations in the layer of the 'actual' or
‘empirical' provide indications of an effect ('Auswirkung') but do no not explain the cause
('Ursache'). Any form of 'empirical’ questioning (e.g. interviewing) should thus be supplemented
by an abstraction process (by notionally entering the layer of the real). It is felt that only this
deeper understanding can clarify communication's bearing.

While conducting the research, it was important to maintain vigilance and constant critical
introspection in order to differentiate between ascendancies arising from the analysis and pre-
existent personal beliefs.

A critical stance to research practice also involves taking on the responsibility to liberate
subjects who are subjected to suppression. Critical aspects were partly integrated into the
research question scheme (see Chapter 3).

For the investigation of merger communication a carefully devised data collection and analysis
strategy is necessary. The next chapter will therefore outline the methodology and design
considerations made.
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3 Methodology and Design

"The outcome of any serious research can only be to make two questions grow where
only one grew before." (Thorstein Veblen)

As the previous chapter has shown, epistemological and ontological commitments have a
fundamental impact on research initiatives with subsequent implications for the research
methodology used.

Based on these assumptions, the following chapter presents the proposed methodology and
research design route.

Initially, a brief overview of the ongoing quantitative and qualitative debate and its resultant
implications for this study are presented. Subsequently, methodological and research design
considerations are introduced, including their expediency and potential contributions and later
the kind of enquiry techniques adopted and other guidelines are explained. This chapter will

conclude by deliberating about suitable evaluation criteria for this research.
3.1 Methodological Route

As indicated earlier, the research project is explorative in nature. The objective was to produce

theoretical statements about communication that are data-grounded and self-supportive.

The enquiry was concerned with finding out how people interact when faced with a merger. In
this context, the main focus was on analysing the interpretations and perceptions of people who
have been directly affected by such an event or who have co-ordinated related transitions. One
of the major challenges facing the field exploration phase was to make sense of situations the

subjects had been involved in and to evaluate these experiences at a more abstract level.

Human thought occurs in people’s minds. These internal mind operations, it is assumed, seem
to be subject to a wide range of thought-influencing powers that enforce, counteract or
neutralise each other. Although we may observe or describe the resulting human behaviour
and generate certain statistical correlations about social activities, it is necessary to pinpoint the
underlying causes or 'true' reasons for certain behaviour.

Consequently, a methodology was required that would make it possible to access these
indiscernible and complex social domains. This circumstance involved devising suitable
methods to collect the necessary data as well as a corresponding analysis strategy. In
methodological terms this meant following either a quantitative and/or qualitative approach.

3.1.1 Quantitative and Qualitative Research

To pinpoint the most feasible route for exploring communication in merger contexts, it is

necessary to contrast qualitative and quantitative research briefly.

42



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

'‘Quantitative research' essentially draws on 'quantified' or numerical data, testing, measuring
and analysing relationships between variables. Its results usually show statistical relationships
such as intensity or frequency of particular variables. Quantitative research is usually
‘deductive' and is used to verify or falsify a theory or specific hypotheses. Another characteristic
of quantitative research is that it frequently uses methods common to natural sciences (see Gill
and Johnson, 1997).

Conversely, 'qualitative research' is rooted in interpretive epistemological positions usually
applying non-numerical data (Mason, 1996). Qualitative approaches look at aspects of how the
social world is interpreted, experienced, perceived and generated. Methods of generating data
are adaptable and sensitive to the social contexts in which research is taking place. Qualitative
research often involves explanation-building and non-statistical analysis. Furthermore, it usually

consists of enquiries into aspects of great complexity, context and detail.

According to Hammersley (1990), qualitative research is usually set in everyday or natural
contexts rather than in experimental conditions. In many cases, it involves collecting
unstructured data. Often there are no existing hypotheses or any predefined definitions and
inductivist reasoning is frequently made use of. Rather than looking at large populations,
qualitative studies are concerned with getting into the social settings of individuals, Hammersley
adds. Concerns related to generalisability are normally only of ancillary interest to the
qualitative researcher Patton (1990) adds.

The following overview distinguishes between the two methodological routes:

Figure 3.1 Qualitative and Quantitative Research Strategies

,Quanfit:étivef Res ar

Emphasises quantification in data collection Emphasises words rather than quantification
and analysis in data collection and analysis

Deductive approach, testing of theories Inductive approach (predominantly),
generation of theories or hypotheses;
theories emerge from observation, creation
and exploration

Incorporates the practices and norms of the Rejects the practices and norms of the
natural sciences. Strong relation to positivism [ natural sciences and positivism. Emphasis on
the way people interpret their social world

Social reality is construed as an external Social reality is construed as a constantly
objective reality shifting emergent property of the individual's
creation

Source: adapted from Bryman 2001: 20-22
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Other than quantitatively-oriented social research which seeks to establish correlations
between variables, qualitative research often involves observing, describing and generating
hypotheses.

"Critics of quantitative research argue that ... experiments, official statistics and survey
data may simply be inappropriate to some of the tasks of social science. For instance,
they exclude the observation of behaviour in everyday situations. Hence, while
quantification may sometimes be useful, it can conceal as well as reveal basic social
processes." (Silverman, 2000: 7-8)

Law et al. (1998) assert that views and understandings of people are generally best explored
through qualitative approaches.

As Silverman (2000), stipulates, qualitative research is often criticised for its lack of reliability
with reference to the consistency of its results if, for instance, the research is done by
somebody else or repeated on a different occasion.

Essentially, the choice of whether to adopt a qualitative or quantitative methodology approach
should depend on what findings are required (Silverman, 2001). Both qualitative and
quantitative routes should not be seen as adversaries and, depending on the settings and
research objectives being dealt with, both routes are to be justified.

In order to access more sensitive aspects of social behaviour, this study has relied on a
qualitative approach. Merger settings were viewed as uncomfortable situations to those
affected; a complex and emotional social issue necessitating a sensitive enquiry strategy. It
was felt that a quantitative study would not provide sufficient analytic depth to explore these
potentially unsavoury incidents. Capturing people's thoughts about their experiences
necessitates an approach allowing more flexibility and insight. Hence, for this case qualitative
research is believed to provide better access to other people's social environments. A
quantitative approach, on the other hand, appeared to focus too strongly on observable event
relationships; describing observable cause and effects relationships instead of facilitating the
identification of real causal relationships underpinning visible human behaviour.

There was, however, some reliance on quantitatively derived data. The theory found in existing
literature (secondary data) is to a large extent rooted in quantitative traditions. This data was
used to supplement and strengthen some of the original qualitative (primary data) findings
made. Quantitative data which was already available proved invaluable for gaining a wider
understanding of general merger contexts and proximate fields of knowledge.

For this study, the researcher was required to demonstrate dynamic and flexible behaviour
involving constant adaptation to changing phenomena and contexts. New ideas emerging
during social interaction led to constant modifications of the enquiry method (interview scheme
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whereas 'induction' describes:

"General inferences induced from particular instances, or the development of theory

from the observation of empirical reality." (177)

Based on Kolb's experimental learning cycle, described in Gill and Johnson (1997), inductive
research initially draws upon concrete experience of events. After observations and reflections
have been verified, hunches or patterns may emerge. Through further reflection, dialogue and
data collection, abstract concepts and generalisations may evolve that will lead to the

development of abstract rules, hypotheses or even theories.

Figure 3.2 Kolb's Experimental Learning Cycle

Concrete Experiences

Testing Implications of Observations and
Concepts in New Situations Reflections

Formation of Abstract
Concepts and
Generalisation

Source: adapted from Gill and Johnson, 1997: 24

Following an inductive approach would thus reflect the right hand side of Kolb's model where
observations and reflections made are the basis for developing theories, the eventual outcome
of the research (see Gill and Johnson, 1997).

Deductive research on the other hand involves the corroboration of specified theories through
empirical observations. The left side of Kolb's model thus represents the conventional starting
point for deductive approaches. Theories or hypotheses, for instance, drawn from experience,
literature or from other sources are tested through empirical analysis — tested for predicted out-
comes. Less relevance is usually given to the source of a theory. Deduction seeks to generate
'covering law explanations' which describe relationships between variables in terms of their
correlation or regularity to one another. 'Covering law explanations' are acknowledged for
explaining past observations and are also usually regarded appropriate for predicting future
observations. Deductive processes of empirical testing can involve approaches aimed at theory
validation or falsification, the latter process is also known as the 'hypothetico-deductive'

approach (see Gill and Johnson, 1997).
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Due to reasons of 'practical adequacy' or the 'extent to which knowledge is practically useful"
(Gill and Johnson, 1997: 178) some critical realists have accepted the 'traditional' modes of
inference like induction and deduction (compare Bisman, 2002). The author of this study has
done likewise by following an inductive mode of reasoning. The objective was to generate
(induce) theoretical statements that are "rooted' in empirical data.

3.1.3 Probing for Design

In order to explore the complexities of merger communication an appropriate research design
was selected. The research design essentially specifies the map or route on how data is
collected, analysed and interpreted. The research design is a "systematic plan for a research
project. Usually includes formulating a strategy to resolve a research question(s). It also details
the methods for collecting, recording, processing, and analyzing the recovered data in the field
and laboratory." (Webster Online Dictionary, 2004: internet page).

According to Law et al. (1998), the research design should relate to the aim of the research
study and to the degree and extent to which participants are involved; for instance to gain in-
depth knowledge of their experiences of certain issues. The design should also reflect on the
type of intended reasoning and should ideally be congruent to the underlying world views or
philosophical assumptions of the researcher.

In choosing an appropriate research design, a number of approaches were scrutinised. Here
some of the main designs considered are briefly reiterated: they included 'action research’,
'[critical] ethnography', 'case studies’ and 'grounded theory'. These designs were initially
considered appropriate to achieve the research objectives. They were also, some at least
partly, in concurrence to personal philosophical commitments.

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) contend that 'action research' is "the systematic collection of
information that is designed to bring about social change" (223). Action research goes back to
Lewin (1948) who stated:

"The research needed for social practice can best be characterized as research for
social management or social engineering. It is a type of action-research, a comparative
research on the conditions and effects of various forms of social action, and research
leading to social action. Research that produces nothing but books will not suffice."
(202-203)

The process involves a cycle of steps each comprising "a circle of planning, action and fact
finding about the result of the action" (ibid: 206). The process can result in continuous
modification of the approach. Lewin stresses that it is essentially an approach aimed at
promoting change in social settings. Action research is rooted in ideas of democratisation,
liberation, empowerment, equality and freeing oneself of unjust and oppressive conditions. The
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Case study approaches were also scrutinised in terms of their practicability. According to Yin
(1994), "a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context
are not clearly evident."(13) Case study research allows the researcher to gain insights into
organisational procedures and human interaction which are normally inaccessible for scientific

enquiry.

This design would allow for an in-depth investigation of the phenomenon of merger
communication. However, case study research would usually necessitate substantial research
activity spent on site at one or more organisations (Yin, 1984). This design had to be dismissed
because none of the initially targeted organisations were willing to provide access for such an
analysis.

Eventually, grounded theory was considered to be an appropriate research design. Grounded
theory is a systematic process of data collection and analysis attributed to Glaser and Strauss
(1967). Here, a phenomenon is explored in order to distinguish its relevant concepts and
categories and their relationships. In contrast to speculative conjectures, the theoretical
propositions developed are grounded on data. Grounded theory is usually allocated to the
qualitative domain. It draws on distinctive procedures like 'theoretical sampling’, ‘constant
comparison' as well as 'coding’ in order to develop theoretical constructs (Strauss, 1987). Data
collection and data analysis are fused and iterative, meaning that there is a constant
interrelation and modification between these processes (Bryman, 2001).

"A grounded theory is one that is inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon
it represents. That is, it is discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through
systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to that phenomenon.
Therefore, data collection, analysis, and theory stand in reciprocal relationship with
each other. One does not begin with a theory, then prove it. Rather, one begins with an
area of study and what is relevant to that area is allowed to emerge." (Strauss and
Corbin, 1990: 23)

Although grounded theory may also comprise deductive elements — induction clearly dominates
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998).

Grounded theory design was viewed as well suited and in concurrence with the overall
research objectives:

® The methodological objectives of the research are in alignment to grounded theory
conventions — both essentially follow inductive and qualitative conventions (compare
Strauss and Corbin, 1998).
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® In grounded theory the process of proposition and theory-building is a direct result of the
research and does not precede it (compare Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The aim of the
study is the generation, not the testing, of a theory.

® Grounded theory does not require prolonged access to one organisation for an extended
period of time. Research activities can be suspended when needed (compare Strauss and
Corbin, 1998).

® Sampling in grounded theory can comprise members from different organisations or
backgrounds (compare Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Such a route allowed for certain
diversity of the data.

® Grounded theory and critical realism are not in any fundamental philosophical or
methodological conflict. Some critical realists have endorsed the usage of grounded theory
(compare Yeung, 1997).

® Grounded theory appeared feasible for exposing 'generative mechanisms' and underlying
'structures' (at least notionally) (compare Yeung, 1997).

3.2 Grounded Theory Design

The primary aim of grounded theory is the generation of a theory out of 'raw' data. "In this
method data collection, analysis, and eventual theory stand in close relationship to one
another." (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 12) This means that the theoretical accounts generated
are not based on any unsubstantiated presumptions, but are rather products of rigid data
collection and analytical process:

"Theory derived from data is more likely to resemble the 'reality' than is theory derived
by putting together a series of concepts based on experience or solely through
speculation. Grounded theories, because they are drawn from data, are likely to offer
insight, enhance understanding, and provide a meaningful guide to action.” (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998: 12)

Grounded theory adopts a methodical and modulated design. Strauss and Corbin (1998) note
that it is an approach that relies on "the procedures of making comparisons, asking questions,
and sampling based on evolving theoretical concepts” (46, emphasis in original).

In grounded theory it is not a specific view, opinion or standpoint of certain individuals that is
sought, it is not a specific person that is of interest but certain events. In other words, grounded
theory is about analysing data relating to certain occurrences or happenings that people
experienced in certain periods of time (happenings relating to substantive themes). As a result,

50



Sheffield Hallam University
Faculty of Organisation and Management

data collection and analysis did not focus on a specific organisation or person but rather on

‘events' or 'incidents' that people experienced in mergers.

Grounded theory typically centres on problems or issues of interest to the subjects studied. It is
an approach that explores events interpreted by people. Grounded theory analyses how the
subjects deal with situations and engage with others in their natural settings (Strauss and
Corbin, 1998). Accordingly, the selected participants were encouraged to talk about personal
issues of concern and report experiences that were of interest to them.

"The goal of grounded theory is to generate a conceptual theory that accounts for a
pattern of behaviour which is relevant and problematic for those involved. The goal is
not voluminous description, nor clever verification." (Glaser, 1978: 93, quoted from
Glaser 2004, par. 13)

Essentially, grounded theory seeks to illustrate how respondents see the world (people's
perception of reality) rather than to provide a projection of how the world really is (objective
world). It also does not entail gaining 'neutral’ perspectives or 'objective truths' from the analyst,
but rather denotes an analysis of respondents' 'personal truths' (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).

"It is not the researcher's perception or perspective that matters but rather how
research participants see events or happenings" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 47,

emphasis in original)

All interviews were structured only minimally and relied solely on qualitative data. Although all
data is acceptable in grounded theory, qualitative data is usually preferred, as Glaser (2004)
notes. Furthermore, data can have many forms, it can be 'interpreted, 'vague’, 'baseline' or
'‘properline' and should never be devalued as being 'subjective’, 'obvious' or 'constructed'.
Grounded theory helps the researcher to sharpen the generated concepts systematically.
Hence, all the data from the interviews was accepted as valuable input, people's statements
were not devalued in any way i.e. rated for their 'quality’ or 'truth'. The subsequent analysis
treated the data in an equitable way. No data, for instance, from different group members was
rated higher or viewed as more valid.

However, not all statements by the respondents were taken as factual data. During the
research, care was taken to remain critical, maintaining analytic distance and constantly

questioning the explanations given by the subjects:

"Our aim must be to integrate (not just accept) actor's explanations into our own
interpretations. If we accept them without questioning, then, as the anthropologists
would say, we have 'gone native'." (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 291)
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Grounded theory is not about description but rather about abstraction; an analytic situation in
which one enters or becomes immersed in the data in order to capture the underlying sense.
One needs to:

"understand that, from an analytic standpoint, it is the data that are relevant, not the
specifics of a case or an individual or collective ... There is a radical difference between
this type of close 'listening' to data (i.e., abstraction from data) and the opposite, which
is application or laying on top of data theories and concepts" (Strauss and Corbin,

1998: 66, emphasis in original)

According to Glaser (2004) a key requirement is to avoid making any pre-conceived hypothesis
or judgements, the aim is "to listen and observe and thereby discover the main concern of the
participants in the field and how they resolve this concern" (par. 44, emphasis in original). It is
the emphasis on what will conceptually emerge through constant comparative analysis rather
than the focus on preconceived frameworks or notions.

Although keeping a certain distance is necessary for grounded theory, it was impossible to
escape personal and other people's subjectivity. This stance is also acknowledged by Glaser
(2004):

"There is always a perception of a perception as the conceptual level rises. We are
stuck with a 'human' view of what is going on and hazy concepts and descriptions
about it." (par. 45)

Throughout the fieldwork analysis, special care was taken to maintain 'sensitivity' towards the
data. During the enquiry, it was attempted to submerge into the data to find the deeper
meaning beneath it. Thereby thought was given not to accept the 'obvious' but to look for the
'new' (compare Strauss and Corbin, 1998). In their earlier text, Strauss and Corbin (1990)
describe this as "the ability to recognise what is important in data and to give it meaning" (46).
'"Theoretical sensitivity' is about capturing nuances in the data that are not obvious at first
glance. During analysis it was kept in mind that "interpretations are the researcher's
abstractions of what is in the data" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 294).

Embedded in inductive tradition, grounded theory essentially draws on 'emic’ understanding.
Grounded theory seeks to understand the views and interpretations of the respondents (emic)
rather than those of the researcher (etic).

During the research project theoretical frameworks (categories) regarding certain phenomena
evolved. Afterwards these categories were then evaluated and associated with each other in
novel rather than in conventional ways (compare Strauss and Corbin, 1990).

In grounded theory "appropriate data depends on the object of inquiry; but it is important that
much of the data deals with process, intentionality and their outcomes" (Lee, 2000: 21).
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Grounded theory deals with inspecting processes or evolving developments, Borgatti (2005)
notes. Strauss and Corbin are primarily concerned with "coding everything that is dynamic —
changing, moving, or occurring over time — in the research setting” (4). Hence, the data was
therefore analysed from different angles of progress.

Grounded theory generally endorses approaches that use varying data sources or as Strauss
and Corbin (1990) term them: different 'slices of data'. Correspondingly, data for the primary
research originated from multiple sources:

® \Verbal reports of the interview participants (interview data transcriptions).

® Observations of the interview scene (especially non-verbal behaviour like facial

expressions, postures, gestures and intonations).

® Supplementary documentation provided by the interviewees (analysed after the interviews).
3.21 Reviewing the Literature

For this study an extensive and independent critical review of the literature was carried out
(Chapter 5).

There is a certain controversy about conducting 'conventional style' literature reviews when
using grounded theory. Glaser, for instance, argues that grounded theory research
presupposes 'theoretical sensitivity' on behalf of the researcher's analytic capacities; the
researcher should have no 'predetermined ideas' before starting the research. Glaser argues
that "theory emerges from the data not from extant theory" (par. 46). Intensive reading at the
start of the research can inhibit the researcher's ability to identify undetected themes — possibly
restraining personal capacities for theoretical sensitivity.

Strauss and Corbin (1998) note that: "All assumptions of pre-existing theories are subject to
potential scepticism and, therefore, must be scrutinized in light of one's own data." (292,
emphasis in original) Strauss and Corbin argue that the literature review is important, but
should represent just another source of data integrated into the constant comparative analysis
(compare Glaser, 2004).

As indicated this investigation has deviated from advocated practice in regard to examining the
literature — the review of the literature was conducted separately from the data collection and
analysis process. Both the critical assessment of the literature as well as the grounded theory
analysis conducted in the field are fully independent analyses.
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Figure 3.3 Literature Review and Grounded Theory

Reconciliation
of Findings
(Chapter 6)

Source: Author

Although some overlaps between the preliminary literature review and the fieldwork phases
were unavoidable, it must be stressed that the bulk of the literature was analysed after the
analysis with grounded theory had already been completed. No work was carried out
simultaneously in both areas. Consequently, there were no intrusive influences on the
theoretical emergence process required for conducting grounded theory (compare Strauss and
Corbin, 1998). The review of the literature had no influence on the emergence of the fieldwork
theory.

Reconciling findings from the literature with theoretical findings from the fieldwork at a later
stage is in no breach with grounded theory principles. The findings from the literature review
are introduced at a stage in which the primary theory building process has already finished:
"when the grounded theory is nearly completed during sorting and writing-up, then the literature
search in the substantive area can be accomplished and woven into the theory." (Glaser, 1998:
67)

According to personal belief, certain influences are inescapable. It therefore seems a futile task
to block all preconceived notions and ideas which may have possibly developed through the
preliminary literature review or through other previous personal experiences made. Strauss and
Corbin (1998) also acknowledge that "no researcher enters into the process with a completely
blank and empty mind." (294)

For this study an independent literature analysis ensured for an additional point of reference for
reflecting on and for substantiating the findings of the grounded theory analysis. As previously
indicated, the relevant findings in the literature are later reconciled with the research findings
(Chapter 6). Both data sources essentially serve as a foundation for the development of a new
approach to merger communication.
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(compare Strauss and Corbin, 1998), it was attempted to identify what was 'happening in the
data'. As the research progressed these theoretical abstractions were continually reassessed
and regrouped and gradually formed a theoretical construct. With the increasing density of
these categories, the overall structure was fortified until a core category evolved. Finally, based
upon the preceding category-relationship building process, an all-embracing theory was
generated. The detailed activities related to the theory emergence are presented in Chapter 4.

3.2.3 School of Thought

An important issue to be kept in mind was that theory is grounded (‘emergent’) in the data and
not fitted (‘forced’) into preconceived structures (compare Glaser, 1992). Glaser argues that his
approach, which was reflected on after Glaser's and Strauss' joint text was published in 1967, is
more flexible (laissez faire') and less descriptive and procedure-oriented than Strauss' later

version.

The following distinctions between the grounded theory approaches by Glaser and Strauss are
based on Babchuk (1996) who notes that the dissimilarities may not be directly noticeable to
the research novice:

Figure 3.4 Contrasting Grounded Theory Designs

- More flexible, fewer rules, less structured

- Research is directed by the people
questioned

- Based on people's perception of their
socially constructed realities

- Natural emergence of theory (less
empbhasis on procedure orientation)

- Minor or no focus on process

- Glaser warns that the coding paradigm
(advocated by Strauss) is too reliant on a
predefined framework. There is thus the
danger that data is 'forced' into existing
structures. Preconceived structures inhibit
the emergence of theory. The paradigm
model also contains the inherent danger of
encouraging description

- Main focus on qualitative principles

- No verification of data, focus lies on theory

- More rigidly structured, many rules,

systematic

- Enquiry into people's perceived realities,
entailing a more detailed description of
the social setting

- Danger of forced theory emergence
(according to Glaser)

- Regulated process

- Focus on the paradigm model which
seeks to relate categories and
subcategories in 'new ways' conceptually
(drawing on a model involving action/
interaction, causal conditions,
consequences, contexts)

- Advocates 'canons of good science' like
'replication’, 'generalisability’, 'precision’,
'significance’ and 'verification’

- Maintains traces of quantitative principles
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generation (concentration on induction) - Theory generation (inductive elements)
- Ideally, no predefined research problem and constant verification and validation of
(emerges during research) emerging theory (deductive elements)

- Research questions can have multiple or
selected origins

Source: based on Babchuk, 1996

It must be noted that the differences portrayed here are based mainly on Glaser's critique of
Strauss' approach — rather than vice versa. In Glaser's view Strauss is a proponent of a more
prescriptive and analytically structured approach. According to Glaser too much focus on
procedural issues inhibits necessary creativity and leads to theory ‘forcing' rather than theory
‘emergence' (compare Douglas, 2003).

Essentially, both approaches are regulated and prescriptive, even though Glaser (1992) may
argue otherwise. This thesis has sought to combine the best aspects of both 'worlds'. Certain
differences of thinking are evident but these appeared commensurable when applied in practice
Data analysis was sufficiently systematic and process-oriented whilst it also attempted to let
theory emerge freely and without force. So both Glaser's and Strauss's influence should
become visible here.

In grounded theory not all of the advised procedures have to be strictly abided by in the
smallest detail. Their application is dependent on the research aims and may also be confined
by issues of practicability. Remaining close to grounded theory procedures, however, ensures
that the theory development process is more systematic, sound as well as auditable (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998).

3.2.4 Grounded Theory and Critical Realism

As asserted earlier, it is assumed that the choice of an appropriate research methodology and
design is directed by the philosophical assumptions underpinning the research. Grounded
theory represents a feasible contribution to critical realist research. Lee (2000; 2002), for
instance, advocates that grounded theory is consistent with critical realism, offering the most
suitable and best developed method for theory formation compared to present alternatives (see
also Yeung, 1997; Bisman, 2002).

"In constructing the empirically grounded theory, the [researcher] does not try to
simplify; rather he endeavours to capture the complexity of the data by empirically
establishing many different secondary concepts and relationships and weaving them
together with the core concept into structures and causal mechanisms." (Lee, 2000: 9,
bracket added)
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Combining a critical realist philosophy and a grounded theory research design also bears some
controversy. Danermark 2002 et al. critique on grounded theory as being too empiricist in
nature as reality is often not questioned; data based on subjects' accounts is taken as factual.
Necessary abstraction and conceptualisation on a more theoretical level, so their argument, is
thus undervalued. The authors criticise that grounded theory relies primarily on inductive theory
generation, while other modes of inference suggested by critical realists are disregarded. They
add that grounded theory also does not give enough consideration to the 'double hermeneutic'
or, in other words, it lacks sensitivity in terms as the researcher interprets the interpretations of
the people studied.

Critics argue that grounded theory "relies too much on the subject's narrative of concrete social
phenomena" (Yeung, 1997: 63). This reliance on 'direct data' from the persons questioned,
Yeung warns, bears the risk that both the subject and the researcher become too deeply
immersed (essentially trapped) in the research setting. In order to escape from this possible
entrapment the researcher needs to raise himself (or herself) conceptually above the data
collected at times so that he (or she) is able to identify more macro-like structures or
implications not perceivable at the level of the interview setting. Furthermore, 'generative
mechanisms' cannot be 'read off' directly from the data, they require further abstraction. In
essence, however, Yeung concludes that grounded theory can contribute to critical realist
methodology "by grounding abstract causal mechanisms in empirical data" (Yeung, 1997: 63).

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), data is not taken as factual, one should bear in mind
that "we [do not] use the literature or experience as data per se. Rather what we do is use the
examples to stimulate our thinking about properties or dimensions that we can then use to
examine the data in front of us" (44, emphasis in original, bracket added). Research is about
being sensitive to the views in the data; examining how the participants interpret their world, not
the researcher.

Taking the perspective of an objective observer is impossible, as Strauss and Corbin concede.
The researcher's biases based on personal values, experiences or beliefs will run through the
entire research, regardiess of whether it is qualitative or quantitative. These underlying
assumptions can also be fundamentally different from those of the research subjects.
Researchers, however, should try to block certain 'intrusions’ by taking ‘appropriate measures'
(for instance, by using the constant comparison method, using different enquiry techniques on
the same phenomenon, contrasting the findings with literature, gaining views from different
subjects about a certain phenomenon, maintaining scepticism and by taking a more
conceptually minded approach to the data).

In dominant literature, Glaser (2005) notes, grounded theory is frequently associated with
'symbolic interactionism' — a sociological view commonly associated with George Herbert Mead
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