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Abstract  

Increasingly, companies are drawing on capacities provided by external consultants to design and 
execute strategic IT initiatives. However, despite evidence of the impact of such services on IT 
performance, little is still known about the roles external consultants serve in relation to specific 
strategic IT initiatives and how companies can draw effectively on their services. This paper 
investigates the use of consultants in relation to one type of major strategic IT initiative: 
acquisition IT integration. Acquisition IT integration, which is the integration of the acquirer’s and 
target’s IT following a corporate acquisition, presents a difficult but crucial IT challenge for the 
many acquiring organizations. Through a comparative case study of four acquirers, theoretically 
grounded in the resource-based view of the firm, we analyse how acquirers draw on external 
consultants to realize acquisition IT integration. We identify two complementary and two 
supplementary roles consultants assume in these projects. Additionally, we identify three 
characteristics of the acquisition IT integration strategy that influence how the acquirers assign 
different roles to IT consultants. The resulting model, depicting the use of external consultants in 
acquisition IT integration, contributes to the literature on acquisition IT integration by providing 
an explanation for IT-based value creation in acquisition that is rooted in the external of the 
acquirer. In addition to adding to the limited, but highly relevant, extant literature on acquisition IT 
integration, the study also provides general insights into the use of consultants to address strategic 
IT initiatives.  

 

Keywords: acquisition, merger, IT integration, consultants, resource-based view 

 

1 Introduction 
External consultants have come to play a critical role in the shaping of IT strategies 
(Bradshaw et al. 2015; Chang et al. 2013; Bradshaw et al. 2012). In 2014, the global 
market for IT consulting was valued at $48.2 billion (KCRA, 2015). Most companies rely 
on the capacities of external consultants for assistance when embarking on IT projects of 
significance to the organization (Finney and Corbett 2007; Ko et al. 2005). The relative 
contribution that such consultants make is determinant for the outcomes of the IT 
initiatives. Studies have generally found that the relationship with external sources of 
competence is one key determinant for a positive impact of IT investments on firm 
performance (for reviews, see Wade and Hulland 2004; Premkumar 2003). For example, 
in an ERP context, high-quality external competence has been found to be among the 
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most significant determinants for the benefits extracted from ERP adoption, 
implementation and use (Ifinedo 2008; Thong et al. 1994; Wang and Chen 2006; Lech 
2013). 

However, despite the important contribution of external consultants to the shaping of 
strategic IT initiatives, explanations of the roles consultants serve in relation to specific 
strategic IT initiatives and how organizations can draw most effectively on the capacities 
of consultants remain scarce in the literature (Bradshaw et al. 2015; Chang et al. 2013; 
Bradshaw et al. 2012).  

In this paper, we focus on the use of external consultants in one particular strategic IT 
initiative: the IT integration of corporate acquisitions. Acquisitions are used as strategic 
means for companies to create value through economies of scale and scope, by securing 
access to important technologies, or through enabling future growth options (Haleblian et 
al. 2009; Hitt et al. 2009). While these acquisitions are frequently beneficial to the owners 
of the acquisition target, evidence shows that acquirers’ average returns (in either 
financial or accounting terms) are not statistically distinguishable from zero (Kengelbach 
et al. 2011). However, there is important variance around the mean of zero value creation. 
While some acquisitions lead to notable value creation for the acquirer, others lead to 
value destruction. Despite much academic attention (see, for example, Barkema and 
Schijven 2008 for an extensive review), the variance around the mean is still much in 
need of both theoretical and empirical work. 

The integration of the acquirer’s and target’s IT resources (henceforth referred to as 
acquisition IT integration) is considered important for explaining value creating 
acquisitions (Tanriverdi and Uysal 2013; Tanriverdi and Uysal 2011; Henningsson 2015). 
The role of IT integration in acquisitions is generally attributed to IT integration being a 
prerequisite for operational integration (e.g. Mehta and Hirschheim 2007; Wijnhoven et 
al. 2006; Yetton et al. 2013; Toppenberg and Henningsson 2014). Some 45–60 % of the 
expected benefits from acquisitions are said to be directly dependent on the integration of 
IT systems (Accenture 2005; Sarrazin and West 2011). Since IT integration has been 
reported as the third most cited reason for acquisition failure (Rodgers 2005), problems 
associated with IT integration constitute an important part of the explanation of 
acquisition performance variations.  

Consequently, an emerging literature investigates what makes an acquirer able to manage 
the acquisition IT integration challenge. In this stream of research, Henningsson and 
Yetton (2011) investigated how the initial IT conditions of the acquirer and target affect 
the challenge. Tanriverdi and Uysal (2011) found that acquirers that are generally more 
successful in cross-business IT integration are also more successful in acquisition IT 
integration. Tanriverdi and Uysal (2013) concluded that not all of the acquirer’s IT 
resources could easily be extended to support the target acquisition, thereby limiting 
synergy realization. Finally, Henningsson (2015) investigated how a successful acquirer 
built knowledge for IT integration through accumulation of experiences to design and 
implement the acquisition IT integration project.  

However, this literature exclusively searches for an explanation of effective acquisition 
IT integration in the internal capabilities of the acquirer. Indicative evidence suggests that 
a large proportion of all acquirers are heavily dependent on consultants in the planning 
and/or execution of acquisition IT integration (Accenture 2002; Freitag et al. 2010; Wirz 
and Lusti 2004). It is proposed that consultants may contribute essential knowledge 
through the processes of vicarious learning by transferring experience from one acquirer 
to the next as best practice (Ko et al. 2005). It has, however, also been proposed that such 
temporary consultants are badly suited to acquisition IT integration, as they typically do 
not possess a deep understanding of either the acquirer’s or the target’s IT (Henningsson 
2015).  

While the extant literature is occupied with the internal capabilities of the acquirer, this 
article investigates the use of external consultants as an explanation of effective 
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acquisition IT integration grounded in the external capabilities of the acquirer. Because of 
the limited knowledge about how external consultants contribute to an organization’s 
strategic IT initiatives in general, and about how they contribute to acquisition IT 
integration in particular, this article takes an inductive approach to exploring the roles of 
consultants. Our research objective, then, is to develop an empirically based 
understanding of how external consultants contribute to the acquisition IT integration 
project. With this objective in mind, we hope to (a) develop a framework that captures the 
different roles external consultants assume in acquisition IT integration, and (b) unearth 
how the use of consultants relates to the acquisition IT integration strategy.  

To achieve this, we adopt the resource-based view of the firm (RBV) as a general 
theoretical perspective to develop our descriptive framework. The RBV (Peteraf 1993; 
Grant 2002) has a proven track record in the IT literature in explaining how IT resources 
contribute to business value (Wade and Hulland 2004) and how acquisitions create value 
for the acquirer (e.g. Capron et al. 1998). Resources are the assets that a business owns or 
can access, including external consultants who can be sourced when needed (Capron et al. 
1998; Grant 2002).  

Drawing on the RBV, we attempt to accomplish our research objective through a multi-
case analysis of how four serial acquirers (BeerCo, FoodCo, PumpCo and EngineerCo) 
draw on external consultants in attending to IT integration in their acquisitions. Through 
this study we identify four different roles consultants play in the companies’ acquisition 
IT integration projects. We also identify three characteristics of the acquirers’ IT 
integration strategies that influence how the respective companies balance the use of 
internal and external resources in the integration project.  

In doing so, our research contributes specifically to the explanation of how acquiring 
firms successfully attend to the IT integration challenge, as well as more broadly to the 
knowledge domain of how organizations rely on external consultants to attend to strategic 
IT initiatives.  

2 Related literature and framework development 
With the argument that the distinction between “mergers” and “acquisitions” is only 
juridical, previous literature has frequently used the combined terms “merger and 
acquisition” (M&A) to refer to organizational combinations (Mehta and Hirschheim 
2007; Wijnhoven et al. 2006; Henningsson and Carlsson 2011). However, there is a 
growing awareness that the transactions studied in the domain of M&A’s are different 
from an IT perspective (e.g. Yetton et al. 2013; Henningsson 2015). The many 
acquisitions of relatively small targets that are undertaken yearly by organizations such as 
Siemens or Cisco are fundamentally different integration projects to the merger of two 
multi-business organizations (Henningsson and Yetton 2011). In this paper, we use the 
term “acquisition IT integration” to stress that we are principally interested in the type of 
organizational transaction where one major organization acquires a minor organization.  

In the following, we develop an initial theoretical framework for studying the use of IT 
consultants in acquisition IT integration. We start by briefly introducing the RBV on 
acquisitions. Subsequently, we review the literature on acquisition IT integration from a 
resource-based perspective. This review identifies two general acquisition IT integration 
capabilities: design and implementation. We thereafter integrate the reviewed literature 
with the limited previous research on the use of IT consultants in IT projects. Previous 
research on the use of IT consultants identifies the complementary and supplementary use 
of IT consultants. By integrating these reviews we derive a preliminary theoretical 
framework to guide further investigation.  
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2.1 The RBV on acquisitions 

The resource-based view of the firm (See, for example, Barney 1991; Grant 1991; Peteraf 
1993) posits that firms compete on the basis of distinctive resources that are valuable, 
rare, difficult to imitate, and non-substitutable by other resources. A firm with such 
organizational resources can enjoy superior long-term performance. Resources are assets 
and capabilities that are available and useful in detecting and responding to market 
opportunities or threats (Sanchez and Mahoney 1996). Assets are defined as anything 
tangible or intangible the firm can use in its processes for creating, producing and/or 
offering its products (goods or services) to a market (Wade and Hulland 2004; Capron et 
al. 1998; Grant 2002). An organizational capability is defined as the ability to perform an 
action, using the available resources, for the purpose of achieving a particular end result 
(Grant 2002). 

A number of categorizations of IT resources exist (Wade and Hulland 2004; 
Ravichandran et al. 2005; Mithas et al. 2011; Ross et al. 1996; e.g. Bharadwaj 2000). 
Generally, these categorizations emphasize the socio-technical nature of IT resources by 
differentiating between “technical” IT resources and “social” IT resources. Technical IT 
resources are referred to as technology assets, components, applications and 
infrastructure, while social IT resources are mainly referred to as skills, knowledge, 
operations and human experiences. Following Wade and Hulland (2004), we divide IT 
resources into IT assets, which are technology-based, and IT capabilities, which are 
systems-based.  

Fundamental to the explanation of IT-based value creation within the RBV is the insight 
that IT assets, including hardware and software, rarely lead to sustained competitive 
advantage by themselves. IT assets are the easiest resources for competitors to copy and 
therefore represent the most fragile source of sustainable competitive advantage for a 
firm. Instead, IT assets are combined with IT capabilities, including knowledge and 
management skills, and general organizational resources, which in complex relational 
patterns form sustained competitive advantage (Mithas et al. 2011). 

In this paper, we use the RBV to analyse IT resources in the particular context of 
acquisitions. Within the RBV, acquisitions are activities in which two organizations’ 
resources and capabilities are combined (Sudarsanam 2003). Value is created by the 
sharing and transfer of complementary resources between the two organizations to 
optimize the newly combined business (Capron et al. 1998). Such transfer includes 
sharing and transfer of IT resources – the acquisition IT integration.  

2.2 Acquisition IT integration 

The broad conclusion of previous research on acquisition IT integration (for overviews, 
see Toppenberg and Henningsson 2013; Toppenberg and Henningsson 2014) is that the 
principal role of IT rests in the realization of business benefits (Mehta and Hirschheim 
2007; Johnston and Yetton 1996; Wijnhoven et al. 2006; Giacomazzi et al. 1997; Böhm 
et al. 2011; Henningsson 2007, 2006). To this end, the IT function needs to be successful 
in two interrelated tasks: the design and implementation of IT integration (Figure 1). 
“Design” refers here to the assessment of the acquisition’s starting conditions and to-be 
scenario: what resources exist, what the dependence on the target’s IT is and what the 
eventual solutions should look like (Böhm et al. 2011; Merali and McKiernan 1993; 
Alaranta and Henningsson 2008; Mehta and Hirschheim 2007; Henningsson and 
Kettinger 2015). “Implementation” refers to the mostly technical work of the IT 
integration implementation (Stylianou et al. 1996; Wijnhoven et al. 2006; Toppenberg et 
al. 2015). 

 



Pre-edited version of Henningsson & Øhrgaard: “Consultants In Acquisition IT Integration: A Resource-Based View”. 
Paper forthcoming in Business & Information Systems Engineering. Refer to the published journal version for citations. 

5 

 
Figure 1. IT-based value creation in acquisitions. 

 

Alaranta and Henningsson (2007, 2008) contend that the design of an IT integration 
strategy should follow a thorough analysis of the synergistic effects expected from the 
acquisition. The analysis frames the IT integration project, suggesting a path to 
acquisition IT integration with specific decisions needed to be made based on the initial 
conditions. Along similar lines, IT integration strategy and acquisition benefits have been 
described as an alignment process (Mehta and Hirschheim 2007; Johnston and Yetton 
1996; Wijnhoven et al. 2006; Giacomazzi et al. 1997; Henningsson and Yetton 2011).  

Henningsson and Yetton (2014) outline four strategies for acquisition IT integration:  

• In IT absorption, data from the target’s IT systems are migrated to the acquirer’s IT 
systems, whereupon the target’s IT systems are retired. The strategy is useful when the 
targets can operate with the acquirer’s IT systems without damaging the business and 
enable business process standardization and cost reduction (Johnston and Yetton 1996; 
Giacomazzi et al. 1997; Wijnhoven et al. 2006). 

• In IT coexistence, IT systems that do not correspond to any system of the acquirer are 
retained. In full coexistence, all of the target’s systems are kept. In partial coexistence, 
only the target’s unique IT systems are retained, while parallel or comparable systems 
are changed to those of the acquiring organization (Johnston and Yetton 1996).  

• IT best of breed is a strategy in which a careful evaluation is made of each of the 
acquirer’s and target’s systems to select common systems for the combined 
organization. This is necessary when the target has some IT systems or IT-based 
business processes that are superior to the acquirer’s systems and processes (Johnston 
and Yetton 1996; Giacomazzi et al. 1997; Wijnhoven et al. 2006). 

• IT renewal is necessary if neither the acquirer’s nor the target’s IT systems can support 
the combined organization. This can be the case if the acquisition is made to 
fundamentally change the acquirer’s business strategy. In IT renewal, new IT systems 
have to be developed (Wijnhoven et al. 2006; Mehta and Hirschheim 2007). 

Effective delivery of acquisition IT integration is contingent on the acquirer being able to 
design and implement an IT integration project with a mixture of IT integration strategies 
(Henningsson and Yetton 2013). Henningsson (2015) investigates how an acquirer 
develops design and implementation capabilities. His conclusion is that these abilities 
have to be built during a series of heterogeneous acquisitions. Repeating the same type of 
acquisition over and over again may teach the acquirer how to implement IT integration 
that suits this particular type of acquisition, but variation in experiences is required to 
gain the expertise to appropriately design IT integration for a range of different scenarios. 
According to Henningsson (2015), the knowledge necessary to do so is highly tacit and 
requires in-depth knowledge of the acquirer’s IT resources and organizational context. 
The relevant knowledge therefore has to be built up from experience, rather than sourced 
from the external of an organization. Henningsson (2015) therefore suggests that 
temporary IT consultants may be unfit for the task. Yet, they seem to be frequently used 
in the acquisition IT integration process (Accenture 2002; Freitag et al. 2010; Wirz and 
Lusti 2004). 
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2.3 IT consultants 

External human resources are employed as agents that perform their work tasks for a 
client organization (Håkansson and Isidorsson 2012). Since Atkinson’s studies of the 
flexible firm (Atkinson 1985; Atkinson and Meager 1986), the external workforce has 
been generally perceived as a means of achieving flexibility. (Atkinson and Meager 
1986)on identified the external workforce as a secondary group of workers who 
contributed to numerical flexibility. Using employees on temporary contracts, employers 
found it easy to adapt staffing levels. The same conception of the external workforce 
appears in subsequent studies (Kalleberg et al. 2003; Houseman 2003). Numerical 
flexibility is presented as the opposite to functional flexibility (Kalleberg et al. 2003). 
Functional flexibility refers to internal flexibility through the design of the organization 
so that employees can vary their work tasks and participate in decision-making. 
According to the model of the flexible firm, the combination of functional and numerical 
flexibility results in core and periphery segmentation (Atkinson 1985; Atkinson and 
Meager 1986). The core is associated with functional flexibility, upskilling and high-
performance work systems. The periphery, on the other hand, is associated with 
numerical flexibility, deskilling and routine work (Kalleberg et al. 2003).  

However, the division into core and periphery has been called into question (Ackroyd 
2002; Håkansson and Isidorsson 2012). According to this critique, there is no evident 
core and periphery segmentation. Thus, when defining agency work, we initially make no 
distinction as to whether the agency worker contributes towards the periphery or the core 
of the client organization. Instead, following the RBV, we define IT consultants as human 
resources (Grant 1991) that can be added from the external resources of the company 
when needed. Consequently, while some definitions of IT consultants would exclude 
consultants either giving advice, performing highly skilled tasks or doing mundane 
everyday tasks, our definition includes consultancy in all these functions. We will return 
to this initial positioning in the discussion. 

In relation to IT and companies’ IT functions, two generic roles of IT consultants can be 
found: the complementary and the supplementary roles (e.g. Sedera and Gable 2010; Ko 
et al. 2005). Complementary roles tend to be associated with the use of best practice 
within organizations, and with introducing new knowledge to clients (Sedera and Gable 
2010; Davenport 1998). The supplementary role delivers resources similar to those the 
client already possesses, but answers the need for flexible staffing in times of high 
demand on the organization (Siakas and Balstrup 2006).  

In an ERP context, most companies rely on IT consultants to help in developing and 
implementing systems (Finney and Corbett 2007; Ko et al. 2005). High-quality external 
expertise is often seen as the most critical factor in effective ERP implementation (Thong 
et al. 1994) and the most significant determinant of ERP systems success (Ifinedo 2008). 
Studies have also found a correlation between the level of external expertise and ERP 
adoption success (Wang and Chen 2006).  

In these studies, the explicit or implicit role assumed by IT consultants is that of the 
external expert, who contributes expertise not possessed by the client organization. It is 
expected (with some variations) that external parties bring new knowledge to the software 
and to “best-practice” business processes (Davenport 1998). The expert agency worker 
complements the capabilities of the client. The complementary knowledge is gained from 
experiences in other companies that have faced similar problems. IT consultants thus 
present the possibility of vicarious learning from others.  

Around the mid 1990s, researchers interested in organizational learning began to question 
the assumption in learning research that firms only learn from their own experiences. 
Based on the theory of imitation (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) and vicarious learning 
(Bandura and McClelland 1977), researchers started to explore the possibility that 
organizations learned from each other. Vicarious learning enables an organization to 
explore a variety of ways of performing tasks without incurring any costs and risks that 



Pre-edited version of Henningsson & Øhrgaard: “Consultants In Acquisition IT Integration: A Resource-Based View”. 
Paper forthcoming in Business & Information Systems Engineering. Refer to the published journal version for citations. 

7 

might be associated with experimenting with alternative actions (Haunschild and Miner 
1995). Beckman and Haunschild (2002) use institutional theory from sociology and social 
learning theory from psychology to argue that organizations can learn to acquire more 
successfully by tapping into the experience of their network partners, suggesting that 
vicarious learning from the experiences of partners helps firms to increase the success of 
their own acquisitions.  

When it comes to IT consultants and acquisitions, the role of financial advisors and 
transactional advisors from investment banks has been the centre of attention (Allen et al. 
2004), primarily focusing on the impact they have on the price tag of the target. Lajoux 
(1998) recognizes the opportunity to utilize IT consultants in acquisition IT integration, 
stating that “Managers should consider using services of outsiders to compensate for their 
deficiencies” (p. 50), pointing to expertise and objectivity as benefits that companies can 
gain from using external resources in planning the integration.  

While the presence of vicarious learning effects among acquirers seems well established, 
research into the mechanisms of vicarious learning is still in an early stage (Barkema and 
Schijven 2008). Essentially, for vicarious learning to take place there must be a flow of 
information from one acquirer to another. We argue that, because of the common use of 
IT consultants in acquisitions, IT consultants can form an “information bridge” that 
enables the transfer of experiences between acquirers. 

The other use of IT consultants in IT organizations is in supplementary roles. Frequently, 
IT consultants increase staffing in times of great demand for services. In large-scale IT 
projects, such as ERP implementations, the challenge facing an IT organization is 
twofold. As well as the project being exploratory, its sheer scale presents a challenge. 
Retaining an IT organization that could handle peak demand during “normal” operation 
may not be possible. Hence, many IT organizations opt for flexible staffing solutions that 
include employing IT consultants to cope with peak demand. It has been argued that IT 
consultants frequently contribute with more of the same capabilities that the client already 
possesses, rather than providing the client with new knowledge (see, for example, 
Westrup and Knight 2000; Wang and Chen 2006).  

This role of IT consultants is also discussed in the outsourcing literature in what is 
sometimes called “insourcing”, here referring to bringing people into the organization in 
order to meet certain requirements and activities within a specific deadline (Siakas and 
Balstrup 2006). Quélin and Duhamel (2003) find that one of the key motives for clients to 
outsource a part of their business is the opportunity to use external resources that will 
help them overcome a peak demand for services. 

The needs and consequences of flexible staffing are associated with being adaptable to a 
changing business environment (Bouncken et al. 2012; Kalleberg et al. 2003). The 
consequences of flexible staffing involve important human aspects of work security for 
the individual worker (Houseman 2003), but there are also consequences for the client 
organization (Kalleberg et al. 2003). The common norm is to use temporary workers for 
well-defined tasks that require little independent thinking (Håkansson and Isidorsson 
2012). The external workforce is normally not seen as being equally knowledgeable about 
the client organization that they are expected to develop and design strategies for. Instead, 
they are seen as better suited to the execution of plans (Bouncken et al. 2012). The 
difficulty of the tasks to be performed by external workers influences their performance, 
making general IT consultants better suited to simple tasks with low qualification 
requirements (Bouncken et al. 2013).  

Knowledge retention is seen as a general problem with the use of consultants. The 
knowledge gained by temporary workers is not retained in the organization (Bouncken et 
al. 2013). If combined with Henningsson’s (2015) conclusion that acquisition of IT 
integration has to be experienced to be learned, this seems a reasonable consequence of 
high dependence on IT consultants for acquisition IT integration.  
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2.4 Initial theoretical framework  

Figure 2 outlines our integrated theoretical pre-understanding of how external consultants 
are positioned relative to the post-acquisition IT integration challenge. Acquisitions can 
be understood as a combination of two resource bundles into one (Wernerfelt 1984). 
Following the RBV, value is created in acquisitions by the sharing and transfer of 
complementary resources between two organizations (Capron et al. 1998). Combining 
resources can generate benefits of scale, scope, transformation and strategic renewal 
(Haleblian et al. 2009). 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Literature-based pre-understanding of the contribution of external consultants 
to the acquisition IT integration project.  

 

 

The actual combination of IT resources occurs in the acquisition IT integration, which 
can be decomposed into two broad tasks: the IT integration design, in which an IT 
integration strategy matching the potential of the acquisition is developed, and the 
implementation, in which the IT integration strategy is executed.  

Design and implementation is the responsibility of the IT integration team (DePamphilis 
2010). This team consists of internal capabilities from the acquirer and the acquired 
company (Zollo and Singh 2004) and, in most cases, external consultants (Wirz and 
Lusti2004; Freitag et al. 2010; Accenture 2002).  

In the next section, we provide a brief overview of our research setting and discuss our 
adopted methodology. However, before proceeding, we would like to clarify that the 
spirit of our study is one of discovery; our objective was not to deductively test the 
theoretical framework set up in Figure 2. Rather, this section should be perceived as an 
expression of our theoretical sensitivity. It provided us with a legitimate frame and 
potentially useful vocabulary to anchor our findings without straying in different 
directions.  
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3 Method 
The research presented in this paper follows a comparative case study approach 
(Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 1994), with the purpose of developing explanatory theory (see, for 
example, Gregor 2006) for how the use of external resources in the form of IT consultants 
contribute to the acquirer’s IT integration ability.  

3.1 Research context and case selection 

Our comparative case study approach may be characterized as “revelatory” (Yin 1994). 
Recognizing the paucity of in-depth field studies on the use of IT consultants in general 
and on the use of consultants for post-acquisition IT integration in particular, our strategy 
was to study examples of IT consultancy use to derive a richer understanding of the 
phenomenon.  

Our comparative case study was based on a positivist philosophical approach (Dubé and 
Paré 2003). The positivist approach, in which we examine a set of predefined 
propositions (Dubé and Paré 2003; Yin 1984), is different from critical or interpretive 
case study research, where the objective is social critique or understanding the social 
construction of reality (Klein and Myers 1999). 

Although we accept that the contribution of IT consultants can ultimately be seen as 
socially constructed, this study frames the roles of IT consultants from a simplified, 
modest foundationalist (Feldman 2002) view of unmediated experiences of a real world. 
In modest foundationalism, assumptions are made about the existence of certain key 
elements that allows for theory building until reasons to challenge these assumptions are 
found. For this study, we are assuming that the IT consultants’ influence on IT integration 
abilities can be captured by regarding them as real-world objects.  

The multiple-case approach was chosen to combine the case settings’ suitability for rich 
exploration of acquisition IT integration (Carlsson et al. 2011; Henningsson et al. 2010) 
with the possibility of perceiving converging and diverging patterns across cases 
(Eisenhardt 1989). The rich data of the case study presented the prospect that additional 
insights into the relationship between the acquirer’s acquisition strategy and the use of IT 
consultants might be gleaned. In line with the study’s exploratory outset, we search for 
variance in acquirer attributes regarding acquisition experience, types of acquisitions 
made, IT integration strategies employed, industry and the importance of IT integration 
for overall acquisition outcome in selecting cases.  

In total, four cases were selected to match the need for rich empirical data in the study 
(Table 1). The selected cases conformed to three criteria: first, they presented extensive 
use of IT consultants; second, IT consultants were used in distinct ways within the cases; 
third, the acquirers in the cases presented variance in their acquisition strategies. These 
conditions we expected to make the cases match the needs for an inductive exploration of 
the use.  

Table 1. Key acquirer data (figures from 2013) 

 BeerCo FoodCo PumpCo EngineerCo 

Business area Beer manufacturer Food ingredients 
developer 

Pump 
manufacturer 

Engineering 
equip. 
manufacturer 

Employees 42,000 6,800 17,900 2,300 

Turnover €8900 M 
 

€1800 M €3000 M  €290 M 

Customers End consumer Food processors Industrial 
companies 

Mechanical 
engineering 
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3.2 Data collection and analysis 

Interviews, listed in Table 1, were the primary method of data collection. Interview 
subjects in the investigated organizations included general business managers, IT 
managers and IT employees involved in the IT integration project. Initial interviews were 
based on a broad framework, but with a particular focus on concepts related to the 
composition of the IT integration team. Interviews were semi-structured to facilitate the 
collection of data for both the deductive and inductive analyses (c.f. Eisenhardt 1989). 
They were recorded and transcribed. Additional data sources were used to complement 
the interviews and to triangulate findings. Sensitive documents, including due diligence 
reports, internal evaluations and other strategic documents, were studied at the respective 
organization’s premises. Following Yin (1994), Table 2 summarizes the measures taken 
to ensure reliability and validity throughout the research process. 

 
Table 2. Measures to ensure research reliability and validity (based on Yin 1994) 

Reliability Validity  
Case study protocols 
-‐ List of acquisitions 
-‐ Organizational charts with potential 

informants 
-‐ Interview guide with areas of interest 
-‐ Strategy to allow for new information 
-‐ Strategies for different informant competences 
-‐ Risk areas with potential personal interests 
 
Case study database 
-‐ Audio recording, transcriptions 
-‐ Project documentation  
-‐ Field notes with potential alternatives 
-‐ Outcomes of reviews and informal discussions 

Multiple sources of evidence 
-‐ Interviews 
-‐ Documents 

 
Establishing chain of evidence 
-‐ Extended case stories with extensive use of 

quotes 
-‐ Key findings of consultants’ roles linked to 

specific quotes 
 

Review of case drafts 
-‐ Draft case stories were shared with 

employees of the case companies. Feedback 
corrected minor misconceptions of use, but 
supported our conception of how the case 
companies used consultants. 

 

We examined and made sense of our data, guided by the logic of constant comparative 
analysis to identify initial concepts, to link this evolving set of concepts to higher-level 
categories, and then to identify potential linkages between the categories as appropriate 
(Sarker et al. 2001). This meant that a first round of coding was done by simply marking 
passages in the text where the respondents talked about the tasks IT consultants 
performed related to their acquisition, and passages indicating the reasons for how 
consultants were assigned tasks. Subsequently two researchers independently revisited 
the marked passages with the aim of sorting the different uses into categories. Clustering 
was done with a constant comparison method (Strauss and Corbin 1990), where each new 
code was matched with the growing list of outcome codes. Following the constant 
comparison method, each code was associated with inclusion and exclusion criteria. This 

companies 

Acquisition 
activity 

Medium High High Low 

Acquisition 
experiences 

Small and large 
acquisitions 

Small and large 
acquisitions 

Small acquisitions Merger 

Interviews CIO1, CIO2, IT 
manager 

CIO, CFO, ERP 
manager 

CIO, ERP 
manager 

Integration 
manager, IT 
manager 
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task was performed by two researchers independently. Intercoder reliability was about 
84%. To resolve differences, we reread the cases until consensus on coding was agreed 
upon. Resolving discrepancies in this way is said to be a “superior way to correct coding 
mistakes” (Larsson 1993, p. 1521). The process also involved data triangulation across 
respondents’ organizations, and the roles of respondents (Patton 1990). This process led 
to the discovery of the different uses of IT consultants.  

Next, we organized them under the major theoretical categories suggested by our initial 
framework, and attempted to discern correlational tendencies (c.f. Eisenhardt 1989) 
between the roles and the companies’ acquisition strategies. Once empirical patterns 
started to emerge, we placed them in the context of the existing literature, as advised by 
Bryant and Charmaz (Bryant and Charmaz 2007). Based on empirically induced findings 
and supportive theoretical arguments, the antecedents of the use of IT consultants were 
derived. 

To integrate findings, we developed rich case stories supported by quotes and document 
references to ensure empirical support for the emerging stories. Here, we also made a first 
subjective assessment of the extent of use in the categories Low, Medium and High. High 
represented a situation where the consultants were the dominant actors in this type of 
task. Low represented a very marginal use. Medium as a category represented a situation 
where internal staff and IT consultants split the responsibility fairly evenly. These 
categories should only be seen as indicative, but they were validated and supported as 
representative categorizations by the interview subjects. The rich cases were shared with 
employees from the acquirers to get feedback on the representativeness of the findings. 
This feedback supported our conception of how IT consultants were used, and the 
antecedents to the use.  

4 Findings: The use of IT consultants  
Details about the case companies, their acquisition strategies and their use of IT 
consultants can be found in Table 3. All acquirers in the study have a strong reliance on 
IT consultants as part of their IT integration teams. However, their use varies notably 
among acquirers.  

Table 3. Cross-case comparison of IT consultant use 

BeerCo 
Acquisition strategy  
BeerCo’s growth by acquisition strategy has involved 60 acquisitions since 1997, including that of a 
European competitor in 2008 for $15.3bn. More recently, acquisition-based growth has been focused on Asia 
and developing markets in India and Eastern Europe. All the acquired companies are breweries, complete 
with production and sales organizations. The acquisition motives are to gain market leader positions within 
already operating markets, as well as new market entry.  
Following the acquisition, excellence programmes are typically executed in the new business units to 
optimize the acquired business. Acquisitions are usually integrated as independent business units in the first 
phase. This has been the approach since BeerCo started its acquisition programme in the 1990s.  
In 2008, BeerCo initiated a business process integration project. In 2011, it was rolled out in the first country. 
The purpose of the programme is to integrate the business processes across the business area. With this 
project, BeerCo is aiming at performing a pooled integration of all the targets acquired in Europe since the 
late 1990s. The pooled IT integration project followed an IT renewal strategy.  
Use of IT consultants 
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BeerCo used IT consultants for a wide variety of tasks during the pooled integration project. Initially it used 
IT consultants from tier 1 strategic management consultancies for high-level business cases for the project 
and for identifying synergies. For IT projects within the different business functions, other agent workers 
were used to identify synergies, assist in IT strategy definition for the area and manage projects. This is, for 
example, the case with HR application integration and implementation of shared service centres of 
accounting.  
All implementation tasks that can be specified are outsourced to externals based in low-cost countries, where 
one of the major global IT management and outsourcing providers accounts for the largest share of these 
tasks. More than 100 IT consultants have been making system configurations, and more than 200 IT 
consultants from the provider have been assigned to the project, where the provider also participates with 
project management resources. Externals are not given the economic responsibility of projects, but are 
however involved in the strategic and tactical IS decisions.  

FoodCo 
Acquisition strategy  
FoodCo has made 21 acquisitions since 1997 to transform itself from a local industry conglomerate into a 
global food ingredients producer. Most targets were small, accounting for 50–70 people per acquisition. Two 
targets stand out as large, path-breaking acquisitions. A California-based biotech producer with 1,300 
employees added a new business area to FoodCo, and a French food additives manufacturer, with 900 
employees, brought scale to the food ingredients business. Together, these two acquisitions account for 1/3 of 
FoodCo’s business in terms of revenue and employees.  
All acquisitions have been integrated into FoodCo following a sequentially executed absorption strategy 
based on the view that FoodCo is a “true global company”. Business processes are not dependent on 
geographical location or business area, but are streamlined throughout the business units on a global scale 
resulting in FoodCo being one large entity rather than a conglomerate of smaller entities. The post-acquisition 
integration on the information systems side follows this approach by pursuing an assimilation strategy for 
each acquisition. 
FoodCo’s IT infrastructure is rolled out at the target sites within the first weeks. Before the end of the first 
quarter, financial data are fed into the corporate data warehouse solution. The business processes, change 
management activities and ERP integration are finished within 6–12 months. In cases where the new business 
does not fit into the existing SAP platform due to special requirements, the global template is updated and 
rolled out across the business. 
Use of IT consultants 
During acquisition projects, other projects are down-prioritized to allocate resources for the integration. 
Despite this, about half of all project resources are IT consultants. Within many functionality areas, FoodCo 
has chosen two different partners, one for specialized tasks and another one for volume tasks, with IT 
consultants located in the same areas as FoodCo’s IT functions, and in low-cost areas, including Brazil, India 
and China. Specialized IT consultants are normally sourced from small, independent suppliers.  
While IT consultants are used for routine and specialized tasks, the company never transfers the final 
responsibility, and does not outsource project management tasks. IT consultants are not used for more 
strategic tasks related to the integration strategy either, as the strategy is tested, performed and non-negotiable 
and the approach is that integration capabilities should be located in-house in FoodCo.  

PumpCo 
Acquisition strategy  
PumpCo has made 25 acquisitions since 1997. All acquisitions fit into the corporate strategy focusing on the 
pump sector. Acquisitions are usually small compared to PumpCo, typically with 70–100 employees. This is 
because the industry is fragmented and characterized by many small players. The larger acquisitions have 
been of firms of 200–400 employees.  
PumpCo has two integration strategies, the use of which depends on the acquisition rationale. Targets that are 
acquired to become a part of the PumpCo brand and global organization are referred to as integration 
businesses. Companies that are acquired for other strategic reasons, such as a market position in low-cost 
segments, are referred to as separation businesses. Integration businesses follow an absorption strategy, while 
separation businesses follow a preservation strategy.  
Separation businesses are kept intact with their own IT organizations in order to operate and support their 
own systems. Separation businesses can utilize the group’s resources if relevant, but PumpCo’s IT 
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organization is not responsible for their IT. Integration businesses are eventually integrated with an 
absorption strategy, however in a non-sequential order. Most often, the acquired companies have local 
pockets of IT after the integration process, including both hardware and software that are phased out as the 
company shifts to PumpCo platforms.  
Use of IT consultants 
Approximately 15% of the resources in the IT function are IT consultants. External IT consultants are used 
both to deal with peak demand and to bring specific knowledge to the integration team. PumpCo utilizes IT 
consultants when no internal IT employees with the same competence are available in-house. This is often the 
case with project managers and SAP module developers and project managers. Strategic consultants are 
included in strategic IT projects that have a notable impact on the business. Recently, this has been the case 
with the design of a new IT architecture and an ongoing demand-planning project. PumpCo has the 
responsibility of delivering the projects in their portfolio, and generally keeps the responsibility in-house.  
Following acquisitions, resource demand is high, and allocating internal IT resources for the integration tasks 
is prioritized when meeting the new business unit to send a signal of an integrated company as well as 
appreciation of the acquired business. The internal resources need to be reallocated from their ongoing 
projects, and mostly IT consultants fill these roles.  
EngineerCo 
Acquisition strategy  
EngineerCo was created in 2008 is a result of the merger between Alpha and Beta. Following the transaction, 
Alpha was split into two parts. One part, the moulding business, was kept as a strategic business unit. The 
other part, the surface preparation part, was merged with Beta. EngineerCo was established as a common 
group function. In the merger, Alpha retained its pre-merger IT. In Beta, the overall IT integration strategy 
was absorption, with elements of best of breed to preserve some of the superior business processes in the 
transferred business. Due to the dominant market position gained by Beta, the German competitive authority 
imposed on EngineerCo to divest some of their business, for the merger to be approved. This resulted in the 
divestment of one Italian and two German business units.  
The integration plan focused on first identifying and harvesting the “lowest hanging fruits” in terms of 
eliminating redundant functions, moving labour from high-cost to low-cost markets, and thus focused on cost 
synergies that also affected the IT side. The next level of integration included a shift to one common business 
model and one common IT platform to support this. The merging businesses from Beta and Alpha were both 
using AX ERP systems, which were highly customized, supporting different business processes. The AX 
systems were shifted to Beta’s installation, following an absorption strategy, though expanding the 
functionality of the system, and making further customizations.  
Use of IT consultants 
EngineerCo IT, the result of the combined IT organizations of the companies that the group consists of, has 
in-house competencies within operation and support of the AX systems as well as the CRM system. The IT 
organization consists of about 50 people who support both the AX installation of Alpha and Beta. There is a 
focus on having competencies in the IT unit that understand both the business side related to IT in 
EngineerCo and more technical insights in their IT set-up. In line with this, changes to the ERP, as well as to 
other systems, are driven by the business, which proposes changes to or states requirements for the existing 
business processes.  
IT consultants were used to establish the new strategy programme, focused on new or optimized processes 
within production, marketing, sales and R&D, tasks that build and depend on IT. Additionally, they were 
used to assist and facilitate during the nine-month post-merger planning process. Prior to the acquisition, a 
series of synergies had been identified and the consultants were used to realize these synergies. Consultants 
were given the target cost savings, and the task to find out how the figures could be realized.  
As the move to one AX ERP system was carried out, external IT consultants were used for specialist 
assignments and configurations of the system, as the in-house IT competencies did not include development 
on the platform. The data migration from one platform to another was handled internally, and the project was 
driven in-house. In addition, consultants were used to make an assessment of the ERP system from a process 
perspective. Due to the economic downturn’s negative impact on the market, the company kept the use of 
external consultants during the IS integration to a minimum and thus used consultants less than expected 
initially in the integration planning. 

 

We present our findings related to the use of IT consultants in post-acquisition IT 
integration in two parts. We first outline our findings related to the roles of consultants in 
the four investigated organizations. Here, we identify four different roles, two 
supplementary (Muscle and Expertise) and two complementary (Craft and Brain). 
Subsequently, we present our findings relative to the positioning of consultancy use 
respective to the acquirers’ IT integration strategies. Our analysis reveals three important 
influencers of IT consultancy use: temporal organization, acquisition recurrence and 
integration specificness. Figure 3 graphically depicts the emergent view of how acquirers 
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draw on IT consultants as external resources for IT-based value creation in acquisitions. 
Next, we motivate and explain the components of this model. 

 

 
Figure 3. A model of IT consultancy use for IT-based value creation in acquisitions.  

 

4.1 The roles of consultants 

We found consultants contributing to the acquisition IT integration project in four 
different roles: Brain, Expert, Craft and Muscle. These roles can be distinguished by how 
they position themselves relative to (a) the tasks of the acquisition IT integration project, 
and (b) the distinction between complementary and supplementary resources (Table 4). 
Within the acquisition IT integration design, the consultants assume the complementary 
role of Brain or the supplementary role of Expert. Within the acquisition IT integration 
implementation, consultants assume the complementary role of Craft and the 
supplementary role of Muscle. We note that our claim is not that these roles are 
completely independent of each other, but rather that they represent qualitatively distinct 
patterns, with different dynamics and implications for practice.  

 

Table 4. Four roles of IT consultants in acquisition IT integration 

 Supplement Complement 

Implement Muscle Craft 
Design Expert Brain 
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Table 5 presents an overview of the presence of these roles the investigated acquirers use. 
This positioning of roles is relative to the acquirer’s internal resources. When an IT 
consultant performs a task for one acquirer, this might be in a supplementary role, while 
performing the same task in another company might be in a complementary role. This 
perspective helps describe how IT consultants are used across companies beyond the 
specific task performed. 

 

Table 5. Cross-case comparison of agency worker use 

 BeerCo FoodCo PumpCo EngineerCo 
Muscle High 

Large base of externals 
working with system 
configurations and 
defined 
implementation tasks. 

High 
Widely used in 
integration projects for 
standardized tasks. 
Especially in low-cost 
markets. 

High 
Frequently performing 
operational or 
predefined tasks. 

Low 
Not used as muscle – 
in-house resources 
were used for all tasks 
they were capable of.  

Expertise High 
For project 
management, IT 
strategy advice.  

None 
No use due to no-
responsibility 
outsourcing policy. 

Medium 
Limited use of IT 
consultants in an 
expertise role.  

Medium 
Used to make 
assessments of the 
ERP and assisting in 
integration planning. 

Craft High 
For support of legacy 
systems, for less 
defined 
implementation tasks, 
and for project 
planning. 

High 
IT consultants with 
specialist knowledge 
work within a specific 
business process area 
of the IT. 

Medium 
Used project managers 
or specialists where 
similar resources are 
not internal in the 
organization. 

High 
Used for all 
development tasks 
related to the ERP, as 
well as for other 
specialist tasks. 

Brain High  
Used to develop IT 
strategy, for IT 
strategy development 
in functional areas, for 
sparring, for synergy 
validation. 

None 
No use due to no-
responsibility 
outsourcing policy. 

Low 
Used for strategic IT 
project with business 
impact. This is not the 
case for acquisition IT 
integration. 

Medium 
Used to define their 
new strategy 
programme and to 
identify how to 
achieve the expected 
synergies. 

4.1.1 Muscle 

In three of the cases, IT consultants were involved in performing tasks that the company 
already had competencies to perform in-house, but with the increased workload during 
the acquisition were still unable to do. For work in this capacity, we refer to the role of 
Muscle.  

• IT consultants assuming the Muscle role perform implementation tasks that the 
company can do, but need extra people for due to the integration. This can, for 
example, involve migration of data or the development of integration points (Freitag et 
al. 2010).  

 

The use of IT consultants as muscle is driven by the high, temporary resource demands 
during the integration project. None of the companies have in-house resources dedicated 
to acquisition integration projects that are not dedicated to other tasks in between the 
acquisitions. Therefore, most of the companies use supplementary resources in the 
integration process to meet the resource demand for the rather standardized, predefined 
and well-documented tasks. In most acquisitions, IT consultants are used for different 
ERP integration tasks within business process areas, including finance, HR or production 
or for migration tasks. Furthermore, they are being used for system configurations on 
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large-scale projects, where the resource demand is exceptionally high for a limited period 
of time, or operational tasks.  

I assume that my people are engaged; they should be occupied 110% of the time. So there 
is a limitation to what new tasks we can assign them. (PumpCo, CIO) 

In one company, EngineerCo, consultants were not used in the Muscle role. Here, internal 
staff were used for all tasks they could possibly carry out. The consequence of this 
decision was that the IT integration project had to adapt to the capacity of the IT 
organization – not to the need for integration in the business organization. While this was 
a more cost-efficient way to implement the project, it also meant a very long IT 
integration phase. 

Interestingly, IT consultants in the Muscle role are used in two different ways. Either they 
are allocated to the specific IT integration project, forming part of the integration team, or 
external workers are used to free up internal resources for the integration project. The 
argument behind substituting internal resources with IT consultants to allocate them to IT 
integration projects is that the acquirer can then meet the target with its own resources, 
which can reduce resistance towards change.  

The choice between the two approaches is related to the predefinition of an IT integration 
strategy, i.e. the degree to which the IT strategy differs from one acquisition to another. In 
the acquisition cases where the IT integration strategy was predictable and not up for 
discussion, the acquirer used externals for subprojects of the integration, thereby 
allocating externals directly to the integration team. In cases where the IT integration 
strategy was not predefined, the acquirer preferred to send internal staff to perform the 
integration, consequently allocating temporary IT consultants to perform operational 
tasks. 

4.1.2 Expertise 

In three of the case companies, IT consultants were used for advanced design tasks even 
when the acquirer had the competence in-house to complete the tasks. We term this role 
Expertise. In one case the use was extensive, and in two there was a moderate level of use 
in this capacity. One acquirer, FoodCo, actively resisted using IT consultants in this role. 

• IT consultants can be used in the role of Expert when used for high-level tasks that the 
acquirer already has staff to carry out. This is a response to a need to complete 
acquisition IT integration within a given time frame, with limited internal resources 
available to complete the tasks.  

 
The use of IT consultants for added expertise occurs when IT consultants are hired in 
supplementary roles to perform integration design. IT consultants are being used for 
expertise tasks to a lesser extent than as muscle or as craft resources. Expertise is utilized 
as the company uses IT consultants to assist with or facilitate the integration planning or 
to do project management tasks where the project plans are not predefined, but where the 
company already has capabilities within the same area.  

In the beginning, you need to specify and transform your strategic business case to an 
operational business case. That requires a great amount of [company] knowledge and it 
requires some [company] people and some consultants who know [the company]. (CIO, 
BeerCo) 

The tasks performed in the expertise role include high-level project management, project 
planning sparring where extensive knowledge of the company is required, and objective 
assessments of business processes or information systems (IS). Large-scale integration 
subprojects, whose participants mainly consist of IT consultants, are often assigned 
project managers from the same agency to facilitate the process, despite the fact that the 
company has capabilities to manage the project with external participants. In some 
projects related to the acquisition integration of information systems, IT consultants are 
used for sparring during the design work of the project where they work closely together 
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with the company. Finally, IT consultants are used to perform objective assessments of 
the integration plans or business processes in the company, i.e. to validate the internal 
assessments made by the company. 

4.1.3 Craft 

The most common use of consultants, across all four case companies, was the use of IT 
consultants to do specific operational tasks in the implementation that the acquirer did not 
know how to do. In this Craft role, consultants were brought in to deal with specific 
implementation challenges that rarely recurred in the company. 

• The work of external workers can be considered as Craft when it requires know-how 
that is not present in the IT organization of the acquirer or the target. When IT 
consultants are hired for specific ERP implementation tasks that are not standard to the 
corporation, they are used as Craft.  

 

Craft resources are utilized to perform implementation tasks that the acquirer and the 
target do not have competencies to perform themselves. 

We have used consultants on those areas where we have made some kind of 
customization because there was a special need, or when we have made modifications to 
the system. (Integration manager, EngineerCo) 

The tasks are often well defined and the project managers are able to specify the work or 
output that the craft resources are to perform or deliver to a fairly detailed level. IT 
consultants, in these cases, are used due to their highly specialized knowledge with which 
they can execute the IT integration strategy of the given acquisition. Companies mostly 
use craft resources for ERP implementation tasks, within the different processes of the 
ERP implementation or for the customization or integration of small-scope applications 
that are locally anchored or heavily modified to fit specific business requirements.  

IT consultants as Craft are often sourced locally, being based where they perform the 
tasks. In many acquisition cases, the targets have legacy applications that cannot be 
outphased initially, and where integration with a corporate platform, or data integration 
through interfaces, requires work on the legacy applications. These applications are often 
local solutions with little or no documentation and are written or documented in local 
languages or contexts. Therefore local IT consultants are used for support or 
customization tasks. Furthermore, IT consultants with specialist knowledge within a 
specific sector, with extensive knowledge of the acquirer or with specialist knowledge 
within a specific non-standard business process, are more difficult to find and are 
typically located closer to the business. 

4.1.4 Brain 

With respect to reliance on consultants to actively design the IT integration strategy, the 
case companies took very different positions. One acquirer almost exclusively relied on 
consultants in this capacity, while another refuted this use completely. Two acquirers 
lined up somewhere in the middle of these extremes. We term this use of consultants the 
Brain role.  

• When companies hire IT consultants to act as Brains, they hire them to help the 
company develop integration strategies or high-level synergy assessment and 
integration plans that the company could not carry out on its own (Lajoux 1998).  

 

The investigated acquirers use IT consultants in the Brain role so as to facilitate strategy 
definition related to the integration or to the future IT landscape of the company. IT 
consultants are given the task of planning the realization of the expected synergies related 
to the acquisition or outlining opportunities for the newly integrated company.  
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There are a lot of situations where nobody in the company has tried to do this before. In 
these cases we have been through a lot of brain drains with externals to get things 
rolling. (CIO, BeerCo) 

IT consultants in the brain role are used for large projects where the outcome may have 
an impact on a corporate level, through the redesign of existing business processes or the 
adoption of a new system. Brain capabilities are used both globally and locally. Local IT 
consultants are used because of their knowledge of the company, typically from other 
projects. In cases where specific strategic capabilities are needed for the integration, but 
are not available in the local environment, internationally sourced brain capabilities are 
typically used.  

4.2 Consultancy use and the relation to the IT integration strategy 

Having identified four roles of IT consultants in acquisition IT integration, we recoded 
the empirical material to find reasons for the divergence in use. The emerging 
explanations pointed towards three categories of contextual conditions: temporal 
organization, knowledge induction and flexible staffing. Temporal organization refers to 
how the acquirer organizes the IT integration in the temporal space, either as a sequence 
of a minor project or pooled in a larger project. Knowledge induction refers to drivers for 
staffing the IT integration that resolves both short-term and long-term knowledge 
requirements. Flexible staffing relates to the need to balance experience variance with in-
depth understanding in the acquisition IT integration team. 

4.2.1 Temporal organization: sequential vs. pooled IT integration 

The temporal organization of an acquisition IT integration effort takes into consideration 
the fact that the IT integration project does not always come immediately after a deal is 
made, but can also be postponed to be co-located with other IT transformation initiatives. 
How the acquirer organizes this temporal dimension of acquisition IT integration has 
implications for the use of temporary IT consultants.  
When FoodCo and PumpCo acquire targets, the integration onto the corporate IT 
platform happens sequentially, due to an IT absorption strategy. In most cases the targets 
are integrated within a relatively short time frame after the acquisition. The integration 
project requires more resources than the normal resource level of the companies’ IT 
organizations, of which most are muscle and craft resources due to the limited scope and 
predefined tasks laid out by the IT integration strategy.  

In contrast, BeerCo acquired several companies, leaving the targets as separate business 
units while keeping their information systems and IT operations intact for years, initially 
following a coexistence strategy. The integration of the separate SBUs into one unified 
company is performed via a large project, covering integration of all the targets at once. 
The pooled integration approach led to a high-complexity project with great demand for 
resources throughout the integration effort within BeerCo, where there is a high 
dependency on all four types of temporary IT consultants. 

While PumpCo aims to perform acquisition IT integration immediately after the 
acquisition for integration businesses, the same is not true for what the company refers to 
as separation businesses, where the IS is initially preserved. However, drivers such as 
changes to the corporate strategy have the effect that occasionally some companies 
change status from separation businesses to integration businesses, facilitating 
integration of the target on the IT level.  
The drivers associated with sequential and pooled integration are the need to quickly 
substantiate IT-dependent acquisition benefits and the avoidance of redundant work, 
respectively. First, because the full potential of the acquisition cannot be realized without 
full IT integration (Johnston and Yetton 1996; Henningsson and Carlsson 2011; 
Tanriverdi and Uysal 2011), the acquirer is driven towards integrating the acquisitions 
one by one. However, within all acquirers there are IT platform cycles, which means that 
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acquirers are recurrently undertaking large platform projects to update their IT platforms 
(Reynolds and Yetton 2015). As the acquirer is getting closer to such a platform project, 
the substantial cost of integration is redundant as the acquirer will soon face the task of 
rolling out another platform to the acquired business. Therefore, there is also a driving 
force present for postponing and pooling integration.  

For the limited period of time where the IT integration work is taking place, the project 
significantly increases the need for personnel. The size of this demand peak, i.e. the need 
for temporary resources to perform the acquisition integration alongside with daily 
operations, depends on the nature of the acquisition act and the integration strategy, and 
thereby on the scope of the integration project. For the pooled IT integration project, the 
peak in demand is much more significant. This, then, has an impact on the extent of use 
of IT consultants in supplementary roles. Simply because of the comparatively higher 
peak demand, the pooled IT integration requires a more extensive use of IT consultants in 
supplementary roles.   

Interestingly, the four case companies deal with resource peak demands caused by 
acquisition IT integration either by allocating external resources directly to the integration 
project, or indirectly by allocating them to performing internal operations or participating 
in other non-integration projects in the IT organization. Direct allocation of IT consultants 
is the most frequently used method, and occurs when FoodCo uses muscle and craft IT 
consultants to participate in the integration projects under an internal project manager, 
when BeerCo sources all four agency worker roles to design, plan and execute the pooled 
integration project, and when PumpCo directly allocates craft resources to acquisition IT 
integration projects.  

FoodCo, on the other hand, actively down-prioritizes non-integration projects following 
an acquisition, to free up internal resources to work on the acquisition IT integration. The 
effect of this approach is the ability of FoodCo to enforce its no-responsibility outsourced 
policy, even during the resource peaks occurring with integration projects. This allows 
the company to limit the resource use to the implementation-focused roles of craft and 
expert resources.  

While PumpCo occasionally uses direct allocation when assigning craft resources to 
integration projects, the company most often uses indirect allocation where internal 
resources are freed up to participate in IS integration projects by assigning temporary IT 
consultants to perform the internal resources operational tasks, through the use of IT 
consultants in the muscle role.  

The observation that IT consultants are used to relieve internal resources from their tasks 
for them to be reallocated to integration projects gives temporary IT consultants a whole 
new role in the IS integration process. IT consultants can strategically be selected and 
allocated to where they bring the most value for the company throughout the acquisition 
IT integration process, which might not be as part of the integration project team. This 
needs to be considered as companies gain experience from integration projects, as the 
learning might be different depending on direct or indirect allocation of temporary IT 
consultants to deal with the resource peak.  

4.2.2 Acquisition recurrence: Induction vs. retention  

For BeerCo and PumpCo acquisition IT integration was perceived as a challenge where 
they needed knowledge induction from the outside. It has previously been proposed that 
using IT consultants as a mechanism of vicarious learning is most relevant for the novice 
acquirer that faces a problem for the first time (Barkema and Schijven 2008). Both 
BeerCo and PumpCo were experienced acquirers, but still perceived the need for 
knowledge induction. On the other hand, FoodCo explicitly tried to avoid using IT 
consultants in any task that had to do directly with the acquisition IT integration. Instead 
IT consultants were largely used to staff up day-to-day tasks, freeing up internal staff to 
do the acquisition IT integration.  
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We never used externals to do the thinking. When we use our own staff in integration, 
they learn and develop over time. (CIO, FoodCo) 

In practice, the need for knowledge induction and knowledge retention becomes at least 
partially excluding. The learning processes of vicarious learning (Bandura and 
McClelland 1977) and learning from experience accumulation (Zollo and Singh 2004; 
Henningsson 2015) have to balance.  

For the acquirers in the study, the deciding factor seems to be the extent to which the 
event is expected to be a repeated action. Despite the fact that BeerCo had made a large 
amount of acquisitions, the pooled integration project was a one-off time project. Hence, 
for BeerCo, the need for knowledge induction to overcome the specific challenge at hand 
was greater than the need for knowledge retention to be able to overcome similar 
challenges in the future. For FoodCo, acquisitions had become an integrated part of the 
operation and something that would also be repeated in the future, following a sequential 
integration approach. Therefore, the need to retain knowledge was more important than 
the need for knowledge induction. For PumpCo, every acquisition seemed to present new 
challenges to the acquirer. PumpCo needed both knowledge induction and knowledge 
retention, to improve and to solve similar problems in the future. Hence, PumpCo aspired 
to work with mixed teams that could allow for knowledge transfer. 

4.2.3 Integration specificness: Experience variation vs. deep understanding 

Henningsson (2015) concluded that a range of heterogeneous experiences is a prerequisite 
for the acquirer to be able to accurately design the acquisition IT integration project. With 
a small or homogenous set of acquisition experiences, the acquirer runs the risk of 
making errors in the design. IT consultants may have a wide range of acquisition 
experience and therefore the ability to spot inaccuracies in the IT integration design.  

I would like that we had some people here to assist in setting the stage and laying out 
the strategies. They probably don’t have to be there all the way through, but be there to 
make the strategy for how we integrate this company. People who have tried it before - 
who have tried it 100 times before. That would be super. (CIO, PumpCo) 

On the other hand, there is also a great need to understand the acquirer’s IT resources in 
depth to be able to understand the limitations of the resources and to be able to predict 
how the acquisition will be affected by using the acquirer’s IT resources (Mehta and 
Hirschheim 2007; Yetton et al. 2013).  

Every IT set-up is unique. If you come in from the outside, you first have to learn what is 
unique with this company and how we do business. … For us, it is incredibly important 
that we don’t make any exceptions to our standardization approach. It will hurt our 
agility. For other companies, it will not be such a big deal. Those nuances I think are 
very hard for an outsider to get. (CIO, FoodCo) 

Ideally, the acquirer has a knowledge base that is both broad and deep when designing 
and implementing integration. Frequently, however, that is not the case. Acquirers, 
including experienced acquirers such as PumpCo, express the need for the increased 
experience variation that comes with IT consultants. 

5 Discussion and conclusions 
5.1 Findings  

Investigating the use of consultants in four acquirers’ acquisition IT integration projects, 
we identified two complementary and two supplementary roles that consultants can 
assume in acquisition IT integration. The complementary roles of Brain and Craft are 
associated with the carrying out of best practice between organizations, bringing new 
knowledge to the client organization. The supplementary roles of Expert and Muscle 
deliver more resources similar to those the client already possesses, but address a need for 
flexible staffing in times of high demand on the organization. The four roles are 
combined in a descriptive framework for consultancy use.  
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In this study, we also start the process of explaining how the consultancy use related to 
the acquirers’ IT integration strategies. We identify three characteristics that influenced 
the consultancy use: the temporal organization of the IT integration projects, the 
recurrence of acquisitions and the need for specificness (as contrasted with applicability 
of general approaches) in the IT integration project.  

First, despite the common conception that acquisition IT integration is of sequential 
integration, we found examples of when the acquirers had chosen to pool their IT 
integration project to integrate several acquisitions with one large project. Our data 
indicates that this timing of the integration project has an impact on the consultancy roles 
being used, where sequential integration mainly requires the implementation roles of 
Muscle and Craft, while pooled integration leads to the use of diagnosis roles, including 
Expert and Brain.  

Second, the recurrence of acquisition within the investigated companies influenced the 
use in that the acquirers that expected acquisition IT integration to be a recurrent 
challenge for the company hesitated to involve IT consultants in complementary roles. 
For these acquirers, most prominently exemplified through FoodCo, the competence of 
acquisition IT integration could not be complementary to the organization. Because 
acquisition formed part of the growth strategy, the competence needed to support this was 
business critical and needed to be built in-house. Notably, BeerCo was a serial acquirer 
that relied heavily on complementary use of IT consultants. This was because BeerCo 
held the view that the pooled IT integration project would not be a recurrence. We can 
therefore conclude that there are interaction effects between the different characteristics.  

Third, the acquirers’ view on how specific their IT set-up and need for IT integration 
were influenced the use of consultants. This has to do with the trade-off between broad, 
generic knowledge about IT integration, associated with external IT consultants, and the 
importance of local knowledge about the acquirers’ specific IT set-up and strategies. 
Valuing the broad knowledge and the need for knowledge induction drives the 
complementary use of consultants. However, externally sourced IT consultants, it was 
argued, lack the in-depth knowledge of the acquirer and its IT system necessary to work 
independently with design tasks. 

5.2 Contributions to theory 

Our paper makes important contributions to the specific literature on acquisition IT 
integration as well as a broader literature on how companies draw on external resources 
when attending to strategic IT challenges.  

To understand the variation between acquirers in IT-based value creation of acquisitions, 
previous research has studied acquisition IT integration with a focus on the internal 
resources of the acquirer (Tanriverdi and Uysal 2013; Henningsson 2015; Benitez-Amado 
and Ray 2012; Morsell et al. 2009). A major limitation in this literature is that the 
analysis of how the acquirer attends to the IT integration challenge is limited to internal 
resources of the acquirer. Evidence from the general IT management literature suggests 
that the use of external resources, typically sourced as IT consultants, is extensive in these 
types of strategic initiative and that the use has an important impact on the outcome of the 
initiative (Bradshaw et al. 2015; Chang et al. 2013; Bradshaw et al. 2012). Our model of 
the use of IT consultants in acquisition IT integration, depicted in Figure 3, complements 
extant views by providing a explanation of IT-based value creation that is rooted in the 
external of the acquirer. It highlights a multifaceted interplay between internal and 
external human resources that in all the four investigated cases is necessary to bring about 
acquisition IT integration. It also conveys that this interplay has to be adapted to the 
specific characteristics of the acquirers’ IT integration strategy. These aspects of the IT 
integration project were previously not recognized in the literature on acquisition IT 
integration and further our collective understanding of why some acquisition IT 
integration projects are more effective than others. 
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Recognizing the role of external resources in attending to the acquisition IT integration 
challenge has important implications for how to proceed with research in the different 
streams of research on acquisition IT integration. One of these streams has tried to link 
the acquirers’ IT integration capabilities to acquisition performance (Tanriverdi and 
Uysal 2013; Tanriverdi and Uysal 2011; Robbins and Stylianou 1999; Giacomazzi et al. 
1997; Weber and Pliskin 1996). Commonly, when operationalizing the concept of IT 
integration capabilities, these studies measure only the acquirer’s internal capacity for 
integration. Our study suggests that redefining the notion of IT integration capabilities as 
a function of the resources that the acquirer has access to, as supposed to the resources 
that can be found within the boundaries of the acquirer, would give a higher precision in 
models.  

Another stream of research investigates how the acquirer builds acquisition IT integration 
capabilities (Parada et al. 2009; Henningsson 2015). This stream of research, focusing on 
learning processes such as routine refinement and experience accumulation, implicitly 
assumes that the acquirer’s learning takes place in isolation from the external. Our study 
contradicts this assumption, suggesting that external IT consultants are an important 
source of knowledge induction. Looking further into the empirical material of some 
previously published case studies supports this finding. In both the Danisco case (Yetton 
et al. 2013) and the Trelleborg case (Henningsson 2015), hiring new IT managers with 
extensive acquisition experience is mentioned as important events in building the 
acquirer’s IT capabilities. Although this is not exactly the same as employing external 
consultants, the cases indicate that the view that learning takes place in isolation from the 
external environment is too simplistic to explain how acquirers build IT integration 
capabilities. Therefore, future research should continue to explore how the interaction 
with the external of the company influences the trajectory of the acquirers’ IT integration 
performance over a series of acquisitions. Relevant questions include how different 
modes of organization of IT consultants (e.g. as independent units or in mixed teams), 
structures and mechanisms enable or inhibit knowledge induction and retention. It is also 
relevant to consider how the different approach for IT integration (absorption, 
coexistence, best of breed and renewal) relates to the use of consultants. Our data did not 
contain sufficient material clearly pointing in a specific direction as to how the 
approaches influenced the use. However, we have some indication that the choice of 
integration strategy has an indirect effect through the three identified characteristics. For 
example, the pooled integration was associated with a renewal strategy and the sequential 
integrations with an IT absorption strategy. We can only speculate that this will be a 
recurrent pattern, and encourage future studies to specifically investigate the validity of 
the relationship.  

Our model can be seen as a substantive theory – a theory developed for a special area of 
inquiry (as opposed to a general theory with universal application) (Gregor 2006). As 
such, the dimensions of the model are contextually adapted to particularly meet the IT 
consultancy use in acquisition IT integration and should not be seen as universally 
applicable to any IT consultancy use situation. However, by specifically investigating the 
use of consultants in this domain, we contribute to an understanding of the more general 
question of how IT consultants can contribute to the performance of strategic IT 
initiatives.  

First, in developing the initial theoretical framework for this study, we tentatively 
postulated that the established view of the external workforce as a secondary workforce 
performing tasks of less importance to the focal company was less relevant for our study 
of IT consultants. Confirming this initial assumption, our study shows that IT consultants 
do indeed perform work that is both core and peripheral to the company. Therefore, the 
characterization of the external workforce as a secondary group of employees that only 
carries out mundane tasks is not applicable in our study. Instead, what seems to be the 
overarching logic for when assigning works to external consultants are the questions of 
the recurrence and uniqueness of the challenge at hand. Interestingly, we see that for 
strategic challenges that the company expect to occur once or at least seldom, the 
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willingness to involve consultants in decision-making is extensive. It also corresponds to 
the resource-based view that the company should build capabilities in areas that can 
generate a sustainable competitive advantage. A one-off challenge would not generate 
such an advantage and it does not seem to be of interest to the acquiring companies to 
build capabilities attending to such a challenge.  

This finding that the acquirers extensively draw on IT consultants when addressing what 
they perceive as one-off challenges is interesting as it may influence how further research 
investigates the question of how companies learns how to attend to rarely occurring IT 
challenges. While we know comparatively much about how companies attend to 
recurrent, operational challenges by building routines and capabilities with reliable 
performance levels (Miner et al. 2008; Cohen et al. 1996; Cohen and Bacdayan 1994; 
Cyert and March 1963; March and Simon 1958), we know substantially less about how 
organizations attend to strategic challenges that happen once in a while and where every 
instance to some degree is unique (Zollo 2009; Zollo and Winter 2002).  

The extensive use of consultants in the companies and the decisive roles they took in our 
study for rarely occurring decisions showcase how important it is to understand the 
interplay between the internal and external to conceive of an explanation for how 
organizations attend to strategic IT challenges. This opens up an important avenue for 
further research looking at how to weave the company-specific knowledge of the internal 
with the general knowledge that can be sourced from the external. Such research can both 
draw on and contribute to the emerging literature on improvisational learning (Miner et 
al. 2001) and learning sequences (Bingham and Davis 2012). 

5.3 Implications for practice 

We see in our study and from previous research that the use of IT consultants is extensive 
in strategic IT initiatives as well as influential for the outcome of the initiatives. 
Therefore, managing the external workforce associated with the initiatives becomes a 
critical management challenge. Managing consultants means that external consultants 
need to be coordinated with the internal workforce (Chang et al. 2013), and need to 
adhere to the general goals of the client organization (Chang et al. 2013). This is 
potentially difficult as consultants typically can be expected to bring their own agenda 
associated with specific technologies and the wish to make themselves indispensable 
(Bloomfield and Danieli 1995). It is therefore critical for the client organization to 
understand the relative advantages and disadvantages of IT consultants when attending to 
specific challenges, and to be able to assess the consultants’ capacities in relation to the 
role they are supposed to fill in the project.  

Acquiring organizations can use our model when developing strategies for the use of 
consultants. This includes new uses to reinforce the acquisition IT integration ability, as 
well as identifying and understanding the consequences of current use. Balancing the 
drivers and the possible negative impacts of IT consultants requires a careful management 
of the IT integration team. Kolb and Frohman (1970) suggest that the temporary IT 
consultants’ intervention in the organization should be “directed not only at solving the 
immediate problem, but also at improving the organization’s ability to anticipate and 
solve similar problems”. For this to happen, agency worker use has to be managed in this 
direction. The investigating acquirers who saw this as a desirable benefit made sure that 
the IT consultants were engaged in teams, together with employees of the acquirer.  

Finally, it has previously been proposed that the use of IT consultants as a mechanism of 
vicarious learning is most relevant for the novice acquirer who faces a problem for the 
first time (Barkema and Schijven 2008). Both BeerCo and PumpCo were experienced 
acquirers, but still perceived the need for knowledge induction. This leads us to suggest 
that experienced acquirers should also assess the possibilities of using IT consultants for 
knowledge induction.  
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5.4 Limitations and future research 

Together, the acquisitions performed by the companies in the study represent a diverse 
base of acquisitions, but this does not provide a sufficient basis to make general 
statements about the effects of IT consultants. Furthermore, all the participating 
companies are private sector manufacturing companies. Future research should 
investigate other industries, public agencies and NGOs and use data analysis enabling 
statistical generalizations to enrich the model, and to establish its boundary conditions. 

In this study we have investigated IT consultants in acquisitions with one clearly 
dominant part, not covering the topic in relation to mergers of equals. The more complex 
merger of equals lies outside the boundaries of the conclusions derived. It is likely that 
mergers present additional or augmented needs for the use of IT consultants. A merger 
would be notably larger and likely require more supplementary IT consultants. In 
addition, a merger is a unique event in the life of an organization. There would be little 
use in retaining knowledge for a subsequent merger. Both of these factors favour 
extensive use of IT consultants. Investigating the use of IT consultants in a merger is one 
of the future avenues for research into agency worker use.  
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