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EXPANDED UNDERSTANDING OF IS/IT  

RELATED CHALLENGES IN MERGERS AND  

ACQUISITIONS: METHODS & RESEARCH CONTEXT  

Complete Research 

 

Gustav Toppenberg, Copenhagen Business School, Copenhagen, Denmark, gt.itm@cbs.dk 

Abstract 

Organizational Mergers and Acquisitions (M&As) occur at an increasingly frequent pace in today’s 

business life. Paralleling this development, M&As has increasingly attracted attention from the Infor-

mation Systems (IS) domain. This emerging line of research has started form an understanding of the 

challenges exacerbating related IT integration and the requirements on participating organizations to 

address these challenges. Extant literature has two limitations; the first limitation is that it has studied 

IS/IT issues in M&As in a limited set of industrial domains, the second limitation is that it has relied 

almost exclusively on two research methods: case studies and surveys. This research has the potential 

to improve our understanding of challenges and solutions in M&A activity, we attend to this potential 

through an explorative research approach.. In this paper, we adopted the focus group gathering tech-

nique (new method), specifically a ‘less-structured’ focus group process as well as the KJ method for 

analysis. We also used technology intensive companies as the research context (new industry domain) 

as they represent an unexplored industry with the potential for new knowledge according to Toppen-

berg & Henningsson (2013). Based on the analysis we identify gaps in the extant literature and sug-

gest directions for future research.  

Keywords: Acquisition, Integration, Post-Merger, Strategy, Merger, Focus Group, KJ Method. 

1 Introduction 

Organizational Mergers and Acquisitions (M&As) occur at an increasingly frequent pace in today’s 

business life. Paralleling this development, M&As has increasingly attracted attention from the Infor-

mation Systems (IS) domain and more specifically the Information Technology (IT) domain within IS. 

This emerging line of research has started form an understanding of the challenges exacerbating relat-

ed IS/IT integration and the requirements on participating organizations to address these challenges.  

However, reviewing the extant literature on IS/IT integration in M&As, Toppenberg & Henningsson 

(2013) concludes that although significant progress have been made, extant research has only started 

to explore the IT-related challenges of M&As. Specifically, the authors points to two specific limita-

tions in the way that research has been carried out, that may have impacted the emerging understand-

ing. The first limitation is that the extant research has studied IS/IT issues in M&As in a limited set of 

industrial domains, suggesting new research in innovation-driven acquisitions which are predominant-

ly in technology intensive industries such as the high-technology industry. Common for the indsutries 

already investigated in extant literature are the strategies pursued by companies who motivated by 

product extension, market extension, vertical (supply chain/operations consolidation) and horizontal 

(business consolidation), which each is indicative of the rules of competition in these commodity mar-

kets that are driven by different competitive dynamics. The industrial context generally frames chal-

lenges and solution related to any strategic initiatives (Chiasson & Davidson, 2005). For M&A, specif-

ically, different industrial contexts have been found highly correlated with the underlying reasons for 
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M&As. For example, in the financial sector banks are typically engaged in horizontal M&As motivat-

ed by economies of scale, while vertical M&As to ‘move up’ in the value chain has been common on 

European and North American manufacturing industries (e.g. H&M and SolarCity).The second limita-

tion is that the extant research has relied almost exclusively on two research methods: case studies and 

surveys. 

Addressing these limitations in the extant research on IS/IT issues in M&As, this paper present a study 

of IS/IT integration issues in the high-technology industry, specifically focused on large US-based 

companies, and is based on a focus group research method. For companies in high-technology indus-

tries (software, hardware, ecommerce, internet), IS/IT is not only a support function but also the prod-

uct or solution being acquired, and acquisitions are motivated by very different reasons than those 

mentioned earlier (eg. to complement innovation management). In addition, the competitive dynamics 

with fast innovation cycles and transient rather than sustainable competitive advantages are different 

we expect that M&As will reveal new insights. To study IS/IT integration challenges in this industry 

context, we adopted the focus group gathering technique, specifically a ‘less-structured’ focus group 

process. Less-structured approaches to focus groups are especially useful for exploratory research 

(Morgan, 1997). Given the interest in understanding the participants’ challenges while leading the ac-

quisition integration process, the less-structured focus group was an ideal format as it allows the par-

ticipants to surface new challenges and issues based on their experience, which is a useful way of 

avoiding researcher bias. The formal research question guiding the research is: 

RQ: What firm-level M&A integration issues exist in high-tech companies that can motivate 

an extension of the research agenda of IS/IT in M&A? 

As where and how a phenomenon is studied impacts the conclusions that can be drawn about it, these 

we hope that this new take on the phenomenon of IT integration in M&As can bring our attention to 

new challenges implies that current research has only given attention to a minor subset of all IS/IT 

related challenges associated with M&As (Toppenberg & Henningsson, 2013). 

The chapters that follow are divided into six sections. The next section covers a review of the literature 

included in the research and its relation to the research question. Following is the research method sec-

tion which details the data gathering methodology, data analysis methodology and research context. 

The findings section lays out the data analysis results from the focus group at the firm level. The next 

section connects the firm level issues with IS/IT relevant issues finally we discuss the contributions to 

theory and practice, research limitations, directions for future research, and present a short conclusion. 

2 Background 

Definition: in much of the research on IS/IT integration issues in M&As, no distinction is made be-

tween merger and acquisitions. The distinction is claimed to be only legal and not relevant from an IS 

perspective. To maintain terminological consistencies, this paper use the term post-merger IS/IT inte-

gration with reference to the process of integrate the IS/IT of the two parties in the organizational 

combination, regardless of the juridical definition is acquisition or merger.  

Extant literature has highlighted three knowledge domains of relevance to understand challenges and 

solutions to post-merger IS integration; they are integration capabilities, integration process and meth-

od, and integration outcomes (Table 1). Following is a brief review of the research that has it primary 

contribution in one of these knowledge domains and summarized in figure 1.  

2.1 Integration capabilities 

This knowledge domain represents the collective theoretical body of knowledge on the capabilities 

managers employ to manage the diagnosis and implementation phases of IT integration.  

Diagnosis of IT integration is the focus of four papers in the extant literature. The strategic positioning 

and alignment is the focus of two papers specifically (Merali & McKiernan, 1993; Mehta & Hirsch-
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heim 2007) they contribute to the extant literature by highlighting the decisions managers must make 

in the post-acquisition phase. Two additional papers focus specifically on the value creation and syn-

ergy diagnosis of M&As (Engert et al., 2010; Tanriverdi & Uysal, 2013) the researchers provide a per-

spective on finding and prioritizing synergies and acquirer value creation. Lastly, Yetton et al. (2013) 

provides a contribution to the extant literature that helps to get acquirers ‘Ready to Acquire’, with a 

focus on integrating IT Resources for a ‘growth-by-acquisition’ strategy. 

 

Table 1. Knowledge domains of relevance in extant literature 

Capabilities focused on the implementation of an integration is the focus of six additional papers in the 

integration capabilities knowledge domain. The capability of determining the most suitable implemen-

tation strategy and assessing capability fit is the focus of four papers. Alaranta & Henningsson (2007) 

& Wijnhoven et al. (2006) both focus on the process of shaping IS integration Strategy. Mehta & 

Hirschheim (2004) presents a framework for assessing IT integration decisionmaking in M&As, while 

Johnston & Yetton (1996) contribute with and with a framework that focuses on fit, compatibility and 

models of change. Two additional papers here (Robbins & Stylianou, 1999; Bannert & Tschirky 

(2004) look at the impact on IS capabilities and highlight challenges specific to technology intensive 

acquisitions.  

2.2 Integration process and methods 

This knowledge domain represents the collective theoretical body of knowledge on the processes that 

managers follow in the integration. The body of knowledge is divided into three areas; the operational 

processes, the offering processes and the development processes. Four papers make a contribution 

with a focus on the integration process and methods. The focus in this knowledge domain is on the 

operational aspects of the integration process (3 papers) while only one paper focuses on the offering 

aspects (i.e. the business value, the customer, business models and the sales process) and the develop-

ment aspects (i.e. research & development and innovation management). 
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Three papers focus primarily on the operational aspects of the integration process and methods. 

Engert, Kelly & Rosiello (2010) present findings from their research on the topic of organizational 

culture in M&A. Goedhart et al. (2010) present five types of successful integrations with a focus on 

the operational aspects of these integrations. Henningsson & Carlsson (2011) contribute with the 

DYSIIM model for managing IS integration in mergers and acquisitions. In addition, one paper has a 

focus on the offering & development aspects of integration; these are focused on the business success. 

Davis (2012) looks at M&A Integration, a practical guide for planning and delivering M&A integra-

tion for business success. 

2.3 Integration outcomes 

This knowledge domain represents the collective theoretical body of knowledge on the capabilities 

managers use to measure the outcomes of the integration and address any issues that emerge relating 

to the performance, specifically the value created from the acquisition. The body of knowledge is di-

vided into two areas; the acquisition performance and the organizational performance. Six papers 

make up this knowledge domain, with a focus on acquisition performance (4 papers) and organiza-

tional performance (2). 

Acquisition performance is the focus of four papers. The strategic value of IT in M&A and the role of 

technology competitive advantages is the focus of two papers (Rothaermel, 2008; Sarrazin & Wet, 

2011). While Epstein (2004) focuses on the drivers of success in the Integration process and Tanriver-

di & Uysal (2011) investigate how IT capabilities are not scale-free M&A integrations. 

Lastly, two papers investigate the organizational performance factors in IS M&A. Lin & Chao (2008) 

look at post-merger IT integration: with a focus on IT culture conflict perspectives and Haspelaugh & 

Jemison (1991), a seminal article in the domain of IS/IT in M&A look at how to create value through 

corporate renewal. 

The frameworks and models chosen for this conceptual review represents the comprehensive and 

cross-disciplinary work across IS/IT, strategic management, and organizational design of 19 research-

ers or research teams. At an aggregate level the extant papers are aligned into the following figure 1. 

This view represents the extant literature across all investigated industries and utilizing primarily case 

study research, given the research question the next area of focus is to determine if gaps exist in our 

knowledge base when looking closer at the high-tech industry. 

 

Figure 1. Knowledge domains and subsequent focus areas of the extant literature 

3 Research Method 

Given the motivation of seeking an expanded understanding of IS/IT related challenges of M&A 

through the process of interacting directly with practitioners through action research; we used a less-

structured focus group process. This approach to focus groups are especially useful for exploratory 

research (Morgan, 1997) and specifically for identifying new problems/issues that may result in gaps 
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in the extant literature. Alternative methods can be used to identify gaps in extant knowledge (Sand-

berg &  Alvesson, 2011) however, since this is an industry that likely is significantly different in its 

way of managing the acquisition integration process it is also likely the IS/IT challenges are sufficient-

ly different. Therefore the decision was made to first understand the gaps based on the focus group 

approach in an exploratory manner and then compare the findings to the extant literature before pro-

ceeding with the development of new research questions and advance to the point of explanatory re-

search. Given the interest in understanding the participants’ challenges while leading the acquisition 

integration process, the chosen focus group approach was an ideal format, a format of research that has 

been used in previous IS/IT related research but is a new method in the domain of IS/IT in M&A 

(Toppenberg & Henningsson, 2013). As in this case, when the basic issues are poorly understood or 

existing knowledge is based on researcher-imposed agendas, then an unstandardized interview guide 

will provide the opportunity to hear the interests of the participants themselves in each group. In addi-

tion, minimizing the moderator's involvement in the discussion will give the participants more oppor-

tunity to pursue what interests them. 

According to Fern (2011, pg. 5), “Exploratory tasks include creating new ideas; collecting unique 

thoughts; identifying needs, expectations, and issues; discovering new uses for existing products or 

discovering new products; and explaining puzzling results from quantitative research.” Given the ex-

ploratory nature, the phase of the research, and the desire to learn something new, the less-structured 

focus group was ideal. The researchers letting the participants speak freely without an agenda and 

without much guidance from either the researchers’ questions or the moderator's direction allowed the 

participants to explore the challenges in the acquisition integration process. The focus group process 

used is based on Kirk and Miller's (1986) general description of the four phases of qualitative research: 

planning, observation, analysis, and reporting. 

3.1 Planning phase 

The decision was made to utilize a ‘less structured’ focus group, as the approach to focus groups is 

especially useful for exploratory research, where basic issues are poorly understood or existing 

knowledge is based on researcher-imposed agendas. The approach was chosen as it encourages the use 

of an unstandardized interview guide that will provide the opportunity to hear the interests of the par-

ticipants themselves in each group. Participants were chosen because of their specific knowledge and 

skills in leading and managing mergers and acquisitions in technology intensive organizations. Ac-

cording to Morgan (1993) there are several “rules of thumb” when conducting focus group interviews. 

According to these rules of thumb, focus group projects most often have 6 to 10 participants per group 

and have a total of three to five groups per project. Following in Table 2 is a representative sample of 

one of the three focus groups conducted. The list includes information on participants by role, compa-

ny type, and number of acquisitions. 
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Table 2. Focus Group Participants 

3.2 Observation, analysis and reporting phases 

Given the exploratory nature of the focus group and the availability of a professional focus group 

moderator the researcher chose to follow the steps of the KJ method of observation, analysis and re-

porting. The KJ method was developed by, and named after, Jiro Kawakita2. The KJ method is known 

as a method for establishing an orderly system from a chaotic mass of information. The KJ method 

involves the systematization and converging of brainstorming. The feature of the KJ method is coop-

erative work toward insights. The KJ method consists of four steps which were employed by the re-

searcher in the focus group, see Fig. 1 for process details and table 3 for the steps. 

 

Figure 1 – The process of the KJ method – (Shigenobu & Munemori, 2007) 

Extending this process the researcher utilizes the compositions and the material from the focus group 

to identify the core focus areas that have the highest affinity for the focus group, this process is high-

lighted in figure 2. In this paper we will focus on the firm level issues (table 4) identified first then 

identify gaps in the extant literature (table 5) then extrapolate the IS/IT impacts and issues (table 6).  

                                                      

1 Acquisitions from each company – http://www.wikipedia.org, 2 Jiro Kawakita - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jiro_Kawakita   
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Table 3 – Steps of the KJ method 

 

Figure 2.The process of narrowing down from the firm level to the IS/IT level challenges/impacts 

4 Findings  

Following the process above, the focus groups identified specific firm level issues. The firm-level is-

sues identified by the focus group participants were then compared to extant literature and aligned to 

one of the knowledge domains; Integration capabilities, Integration process & methodology or Integra-

tion outcomes. 
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Table 4 – Focus group findings 

The purpose of this section is to determine which of the firm-level issues are related to extant literature 

and which may lead new research opportunities for IS/IT researchers. Following is a narrative descrip-

tion of each firm-level issue and a table identifying the potential gaps (Table 4.) 

4.1 Firm-level issue #1 - Diagnosis 

Sub-Area 1.1: Structural Fit and Target State – An acquisition integration team determines the ar-

chitectural target state and structural fit of organizational and operation components of the target com-

pany within the acquiring enterprise. The challenge expressed was the ability to master this task while 

balancing the unique nature of each acquisition. Several participants did not employ this process and 

found it interesting.  

We use a software tool for the development of a target state that allows us to prioritize our ef-

forts. Initially we used it to learn about previous deals by going through and rating and grad-

ing them retroactively. The first deal we used it on, we completely changed the deal strategy, 

so not just the integration strategy but the acquisition strategy. The original deal strategy 

came up with a medium score, showing us that the proposed deal would add major expenses 
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and complexity but add only incremental technology to our product offering. Allowing us to 

get a good idea of what the target state would look like helped us avoid a major investment 

that would have been a value destroyer from day 1; instead, we acquired only the technology 

from the target and not the entire company. – Focus Group #3 Participant #2  

Sub-Area 1.2: Value Drivers/Cost Synergies – The focus group identified this as a challenge, identi-

fying and capturing value drivers and cost synergies that were objective and measurable throughout 

the life cycle of the acquisition integration. In addition, the challenge in this area was on tracking the 

delivery of fulfilment of these drivers and synergies.  

4.2 Firm-level issue #2 - Hand-offs  

Sub-Area 2.1: Connecting deal team to integration team and transitioning ownership from inte-
gration team to Operations – The focus group identified several cards in these affinity groupings, 

especially in the area of translating the rational of the deal, the value drivers, to the execution team, 

ensuring that the deal value would not be destroyed in the process of integration. They also identified 

challenges in the handoff from the integration team to the business unit or operations unit in charge of 

the ongoing ownership and maintenance of the integration component.  

The ability to hand-off from deal team to integration team has been evolving over the past 

four-five years. When I first started in this area of acquisitions, within 15 days after close, 

you could not even get the deal guys on the phone; they were just like thank you very much, 

have a nice life, good luck. We now generally have had good “deal leads” on the integration 

committee the first two years post-close. So they are still involved and still keep apprised on 

the status of the integration. They have a say on accountability and track what we are deliv-

ering, if we are successful, or if we are missing the mark. –Focus Group #1 Participant #7  

4.3 Firm-level issue #3 - Offering & Development  

Sub-Area 4.1: New Business Models and Go-to-Market – The focus group participants focused 

much of the conversation and deliberation on this set of affinities as it represented one of the core ele-

ments of challenge for most of the organizations. Several of the organizations used the “acquire and 

integrate innovations” process to non-organically add innovations to their product portfolio by acquir-

ing small companies for “tech and talent.” The companies represented a new or adjacent business 

model in many cases to the core product portfolio along with different go-to-market models that in-

cluded new pricing and billing models such as pay-per-use or subscription models.  

Sub-Area 4-2: Sales Enablement –The focus group participants also identified sales enablement as a 

challenge. The ability to bring the product to a new market segment or to capitalize on bringing an 

existing customer base a new product offering depends largely on the ability to train up the sales force 

of an organization. Focus group participants identified both business process and systems issues par-

ticularly as they related to the area of sales compensation.  

Integrating new business models that are dissimilar to our own is challenging. We start by 

planting our own resources in the target or the acquired business, so that we have a better 

idea of how they do business. What we’re finding is that these really unique businesses have 

very different business models. We realize that they have a very different way of doing busi-

ness, and we want to understand this process so we don’t kill the business. -  Focus Group #1 

Participant #4  

Sub-Area 4.3: Integration of research & development teams - This was a concern identified across 

the focus groups. In technology intensive organizations and industries the impact of integrating the 

R&D team into the acquiring entity is critical to the ability to attain the value from the acquisition. 

This could be either as an early state product under development or a mature product being integrated 

into another offering.  
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4.4 Firm-level issue #4 – The Core  

Sub-Area 5.1: Leadership – In particular the focus group found aligning the leadership teams of the 

acquiring company and the acquired company as representing challenges in the acquisition integration 

process. Ensuring a strong alignment and on boarding the leadership team of the acquired company 

was identified as a success factor given the influence they have on the rest of the key talent of the ac-

quisition.  

Leadership alignment is vital to ensure sustainable results from our acquisitions. It can be 

very difficult to ensure the leadership alignment when leaders in our business units do not stay 

in the same role for the duration of an integration. It is also important that we ensure the 

leadership team of our target is well aligned with the leadership team in our company and the 

business unit leaders in the overall strategy for the acquisition. - Focus Group #2 Participant 

#6  

Sub-Area 5.2: Project Management, Governance, Planning, and Change Management – These 

elements represent the most traditional and fundamental challenges, most of which have been exten-

sively researched and theorized about across many other disciplines. They continue to remain one of 

the most difficult areas to address, however, by practitioners given how fractured and federated many 

of the integration teams are in these organizations. Ensuring a standardized approach of execution and 

experience is extremely difficult.  

Sub-Area 5.3: Scale and Agility – Most of the organizations who participated in the focus group 

were identified as serial acquirers, those that acquire and integrate multiple companies in a calendar 

year. To most of the organizations, the ability to scale the back-office of the acquiring organization to 

accommodate new business units and the ability of the acquired company to scale its unique opera-

tional capabilities to support a new set of customers represent challenges both from a process and sys-

tems perspective.  

Sub-Area 5.4: Integration Expertise – The ability for the integration team to continue to learn from 

previous acquisitions remains a challenge for organizations, though several focus group participants 

represented companies that have adopted organizational learning practices such as retrospectives and 

lessons-learned to capture key information that allows them to optimize the process and fine-tune spe-

cific elements of the process.  

4.5 Firm-level issue #5 - Stakeholders 

Sub-Area 3.1: Customer and Employee Experience – Both were identified as representing chal-

lenges for the majority of the focus group participants and represented companies. The integration im-

pacts on customers of both the acquiring company and of the target in the form of ordering, support, 

and service were the most common impacts. In terms of the employee, the on-boarding, retention of 

talent, and the area of a global workforce were common themes in this area.  

4.6 Impact of findings on IS & Opportunities for future research 

Focusing specifically on the areas above in table 4 where the extant literature has not been developed 

the following firm-level issues that could be researched further as they have an impact on IS/IT level 

issues. These firm-level issues include; ‘offering & development’ as well as the ‘deal rationale’. Be-

low we explore what the potential opportunities are for future research given this knowledge (table 5.) 
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Table 5 – Impact of findings on IS/IT & Opportunities for future research 

5 Discussion and conclusion 

This paper presented a study of IT integration issues in the high-technology industry, based on a focus 

group research method. The focus group gathering technique, a research method not used in extant 

literature was chosen since it was especially useful for exploratory research (Morgan, 1997) given the 

interest in understanding the participants’ challenges while leading the acquisition integration process.  

5.1 Discussion 

The findings from the focus groups suggest a significant area of firm level issues that pertain to the 

area of the offerings & development as well as the diagnosis knowledge domains of an acquisition. 

Specifically, the areas of R&D team integration, sales enablement, new business models and the go-to-

market /product-life-cycle were highlighted as well as the structural fit and target state. Each area has 
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a significant impact to the IS/IT managers and the five areas represent gaps in the extant literature. 

Figure 3 represents and updated view of the previously presented aggregate view of extant literature 

highlighting the areas with gaps identified.  

 

Figure 3 – Aggregate view of the extant literature & focus group findings  

The research presented in this paper is an initial step in the direction of extending the research agenda 

on IS/IT issues in M&A. It is motivated by the gap identified by Toppenberg & Henningsson (2013) 

acknowledging that the high-tech industry is underrepresented and that further research in this area 

could reveal new areas of research.  

5.2 Limitations and future research opportunities  

The current research has multiple limitations; specifically the use of focus group limits the representa-

tion of the industry to only a few representatives. The focus group is explorative in nature and is there-

fore meant as an initial step in the process. Given the areas of IS/IT level issues based on the firm level 

issues identified there is now an opportunity to further investigate the IS/IT level issues as well as the 

firm level issues further through case studies.  
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