Charles Darwin University

The “betrayal effect” on post-acquisition integration
A performative appraisal of management control systems in a merger context
Razi, Nazila; Garrick, John
Published in:
Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management
DOI:
10.1108/QRAM-01-2018-0004
Published: 17/06/2019

Document Version
Peer reviewed version
Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Razi, N., & Garrick, J. (2019). The “betrayal effect” on post-acquisition integration: A performative appraisal of
management control systems in a merger context. Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management, 16(2),
279-303. https://doi.org/10.1108/QRAM-01-2018-0004

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.
• Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
• You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
• You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 09. Jan. 2023

The ‘Betrayal Effect’ on Post-Acquisition Integration: A Performative
Appraisal of Management Control Systems in a Merger Context

Abstract: This paper draws on actor network theory (ANT) to investigate the role of
management control systems in the establishment of post-acquisition integration. The study
adopts a qualitative case study approach where data is collected and analysed from an Australian
company which had recently completed several acquisitions. Findings demonstrate the complex
ways power is exercised within and through the network of actors involved in shaping customer
and sales integration activities, including the forms resistance may take. In this case a bitter
betrayal was perceived to have occurred in an early stage of the merger, and this paper argues
that the use of a performative theoretical framework has enabled subsequent post-acquisition
integration strategies to be rendered more visible and thus actionable.
Keywords: Merger Betrayal, Accounting Strategy, Management Control Systems, PostAcquisition Integration, Performative Theory.
1. Introduction
Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) are distinctive and dominant growth and expansion business
strategies (King et al., 2004; McKinsey Global Institute, 2015). Yet they fail at a rate of more
than 50 percent (Haleblian & Finkelstein 1999; Ruess & Voelpel, 2012; Rottig, 2017). Despite
this alarming failure rate they remain commonplace (DePamphilis, 2012). In fact, 2015
constituted the strongest year for worldwide merger and acquisition activity since records began
- reaching $4.28 trillion (Mckinsey & Company, M&A 2015 report). Furthermore, Baker
Mckenzie, (2017) predict that the “key strengths” in the global economy are predicted to support
an increase in “deal activity” in subsequent years (Global Transactions Forecast).
M&As have been studied by academics from several different disciplines and perspectives
including accounting, financial economics, strategic management and organisational behaviour.
Many focus on process with a critical factor for acquisition success identified in most of
these studies being ‘Post‐Acquisition Integration’ (PAI) (Razi & More, 2010; Oberg, 2011;
Maire & Collerette, 2011; Rajeev & Jyoti, 2011; Marks & Mirvis, 2010, 2001; Larsson &
Finkelstein, 1999). Rajeev & Jyoti (2011) and Graebner (2004) even assert that PAI is where
value in an acquisition is achieved. Many such studies have concentrated on investigating
integration difficulties, with Oberg et al., 2011; Rajeev & Jyoti, 2011 asserting that advances
have been made by studying different aspects of PAI. Despite advances, PAI research remains
inadequate with existing knowledge disjointed in terms of the different aspects of the PAI
process (Cartwright & Schoenberg, 2006). Given how often mergers fail, further acquisition
research is clearly required (Rottig, 2017; Lauser, 2010).
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The inadequacy of PAI knowledge is more evident in the accounting field with a comprehensive
literature review revealing sparse research on the integration process in acquisition and
management accounting and control. Further, we have little understanding of the performance of
the integration midway through the post-acquisition period (see Beusch, 2007; Yazidfar et al.,
2008). Existing studies mainly concentrate on ‘general issues’ (such as Roberts’ 1990 pioneering
work on the links between accounting and strategy. Many authors take an ‘ostensive approach’
(see Porter, 1980; Jones, 1985; Mintzberg, 1988; Whittington, 2006). Others adopt a narrow
focus by ignoring social elements, and only take economic considerations into account. In such
studies, humans tend to be given prominence with a secondary function assigned to ‘non-human’
factors such as accounting and Management Control Systems (MCS) (Chenhall, 2003). This is
despite Granlund’s claim (2003, p. 215) that such non-human factors play a key role and
contribute to the success or failure of the acquisition (also see Jones, 1985). Rottig (2017) thus
calls for innovative research approaches to enable new insights into MCS and overall acquisition
performance.
Some contemporary studies on the link between accounting and strategy (in general) take a
‘performative’ approach (see Skærbæk & Tryggestad, 2010; Boedker, 2010). These suggest that
social structures and elements such as MCS are actors in that they have potential to shape the
economic environment. Currently, studies with a performative focus on the “relationship
between MCS and post-acquisition strategies are scarce and under-researched” (Granlund, 2003,
p. 208). We still lack insight into the roles of both technical and social dimensions of
management accounting systems in acquisition integration processes (Rottig, 2017; Yazdifar et
al., 2008). Gaining further knowledge of this terrain becomes imperative because if MCS does
play an important performative role in strategising PAI relations, further key research questions
flow: to what extent and in what ways can MCS shape processes of integration? Are they coproducing the effects of an acquisition? If so, then how/in what ways? Given the high failure rate
of mergers and acquisitions answers to these types of questions would be most valuable.
Given the important role of ‘actor-hood’ in the topic, Latour’s (1986, 1991, 2005) ‘performative
theory’ is ideally suited for application to a practice-based case study. The study examines the
role of MCS in post-acquisition integration1 by deploying Latour’s (1991) framework and
Callon’s (1986a) translation model as together these perspectives integrate both social and
economic elements of post-acquisition practices. Further, the principles of Actor Network
Theory (ANT) are useful in that they suggest a collection of human and non-human actants, such
as MCS, can play roles in integration strategies that are worth examining. According to Callon
and Latour (1981, p. 277) when discussing who has power (or not), in ANT power resides in the
network as the macro-actor, with micro-macro relations conceived in dynamic terms. This study
seeks to discover how the main actors participate in the actual practices that shape integration
relations (and the post-integration organisation) in a specific acquisition context. We further seek
to identify more precisely what roles the various actors are performing in the integration process.
Subsequent sections provide the details of how the principal researcher (Razi) participated in
observing the integration activities of PROC2 following the acquisition of HID. Findings reveal
1

This research was conducted on different aspects of integration including management, human resources (HR), customer and
sales processes in PROC. NB. However, to contain the scope of discussion in this article customer and sales integration are the
primary analytical focus here.
2 Real names are disguised for confidentiality reasons.
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that in post-acquisition circumstances it is crucial to explore in depth the complex links between
MCS and human actors in strategy enactment (Skærbæk & Tryggestad, 2010) and therefore in
shaping strategic identities. Whilst addressing the above research questions, it is the more
nuanced ways that management accounting is theorised that can contribute most to improving
how practitioners use MCS in integration relation formation and implementation.
This study makes contributions to management accounting research by furthering our knowledge
of MCS in understanding and sustaining integration strategies. This research provides insights
into the everyday working practices of customer and sales integration strategy-making: How
employees at various levels (engineers, managers, staff in sales and warehouse departments)
enact and draw on MCS and accounting numbers on a day-to-day basis to perform PAI
strategies. Latour (2005) points out that we can understand the functioning of MCS by
investigating ‘what actants make actors do’. Indeed, a better understanding of the roles played by
MCS in PAI processes is developed by following actors in their daily working lives noting how
employees learn informally on the job often producing tacit know-how (see Garrick, 2018, p.
211). Indeed, the research interviews sought specific illustrations of how MCS can shape one’s
daily role including defending and/or rejecting the strategic options of integration and postacquisition economic performance. This includes how actors in the network are ‘enrolled’ into
sought-after strategic directions. The study identifies that abilities to be more reflective
practitioners become more vital than ever in an era whereby artificial intelligence is already close
to overtaking human decision-making functions in accounting practices.
The paper is divided into five further sections commencing at (2) a review of the literature to
address ostensive versus performative studies in accounting strategy; (3) the conceptual
framework used to review the link between ANT and PAI; (4) the context of the research and its
case study methodology; (5) an appraisal of empirical observations, and (6) a brief discussion
and conclusion.
2. A Review of the Literature: Ostensive versus Performative studies in accounting
strategy
This section highlights ostensive and performative points of view in the existing literature.
2.1 Studies on Management Accounting and Acquisition: The Ostensive approach
Existing studies on the role of management accounting in merger and acquisition mostly take an
ostensive approach - with humans given prominence and “where complexities and contingencies
[in terms of non-humans] are often overlooked” (Mair & Collerette, 2011, p. 285). They assume
strategy and accounting exist as reasonably coherent objects, with the essence of ‘accounting’
and ‘strategy’ known beforehand and having pre-determined, fixed forms. This creates problems
in their ability to explain post acquisition integration, as in most of these studies there is a divide
between social and economic elements when investigating integration processes with social
considerations almost excluded. Power is centralised, leaving much less room for non-human
agencies. This limits a thorough analysis of post- acquisition integration, which is important
since social and economic elements combine in an integration process.
For instance, Hopwood (1973) asserted that management accounting systems in organisations are
the source of formal information. According to Jones (1985, p. 179): “management accounting
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systems form an integral part of an organisation’s structure and processes to effect control. Their
importance stems from the ability to facilitate organisational integration, to motivate, to assist
decision-making, and to provide measurements of performance through enabling characteristics
such as the delegation of authority, communication of objectives, participation and informational
feedback.” Kitching (1967, p. 89), even earlier, had suggested “the nature of reporting
relationships set up between parent and acquired companies, along with the organisational
responsibilities and control systems established, is a dominant influence on the success or failure
of the M&A”, as confirmed later by Buono and Bowditch (2003).
Authors such as Jones (1985) and Roberts (1990) have focused on the connections between
‘acquisition performance’ and ‘high failure rate’. Jones conducted several studies within the
rational choice realm, partly using the same data on M&A and MCS (see 1985, 1986, 1992).
These studies took a static view of parent-subsidiary relationships, focusing only on the parent
company, how changes are implemented and their complexities (Yazdifar et al., 2008). Jones
(1985) found that management accounting systems techniques became much more important
after M&A, and “a high level of conformity was introduced as regards overall control” (1985, p.
83). His findings revealed that “accounting system conformity reflected the willingness between
the acquirer and the acquired company to accept variation in the system” (Jones, 1985, p.92).
Several earlier studies looked at the extent to which systems are made to conform to the needs of
the acquirer rather than to support the acquired organisation (Kitching, 1967; Jones, 1985).
Taking a political perspective, researchers have shown that politics have sometimes decided
which management accounting systems and control systems are adopted (Yazdifer et al., 2008).
More recent research has revealed problems in long-range and strategic planning, as well as
other dysfunctional effects, including “poorer quality of information and over-formulization of
rules and procedures” (Beusch, 2007, p. 3). Research on the integration process in studies on
acquisition and management accounting and control does, however, remain sparse with little
current understanding of the performance of the integration midway through the post-acquisition
period.
Studies addressing the management control factors that affect acquisition outcomes (from a
process perspective) have used various theoretical frameworks. For instance, Granlund (2003)
focused mainly on the management integration process and used institutional theory (Burns &
Scapens, 2000); and Giddens’ (1979, 1981) meta-theory was used to provide an explanation for
management control problems that might arise in corporate acquisition. This research examined
a couple of organisations of similar proportions, but with various cultures and MCS, to see how
the new systems were created after the acquisition. The study generally supported Jones’ later
findings (1985a, p. 179) that “goal ambiguity, cultural conflicts, unintended consequences and
dominant individuals play a crucial role in the management accounting evolution process”.
Hardy (1996) investigated why and how management accounting systems in a subsidiary
company emerge (or fail to emerge), are sustained in the subsidiary company, and then change
over time. Granlund (2003) later emphasised that “management accounting systems play a major
role in M&A as they can be seen to uphold organisational routines” (p. 215). A range of studies
from 1993 to 2001 identified other internal and external factors relating to the acquired firm that
influence M&A performance.
A limitation of the studies that solely rely on an ostensive lens is that they tend to assume power
is centralised, paying little attention to the potential agencies and range of actors in the overall
4

network. An extension of this limitation is that existing integration relationships are narrowed to
only those between the acquirer and acquired firms. Impactful relationships may often involve
more than these two. For instance, what if there are actors and actants (such as external actors,
reports, inscriptions, technical objects and equipment) collectively contributing to and shaping
these relationships. It could then be said that these actors and actants are nested into acquisition
networks of relationships. Focusing solely on acquired and acquiring firm relationships would
therefore be insufficient for exploring and explaining the networks of integration relationships.
2.2 The Performative Approach
In contrast to ostensive studies, a performative approach examines accounting-strategy topics
(see Revellino & Mouritsen, 2015; Skærbæk & Tryggestad, 2010; Boedker, 2010). This research
calls for a more ‘practice-based’ perspective on the accounting-strategy relationship (Chua,
2007) to enhance our understandings of the constitutive powers of accounting (Boedker, 2010).
In these studies, strategy is considered to be a process enacted through a variety of organisational
routines and practices (Skærbæk & Tryggestad, 2010; Whittington, 2006), necessitating special
consideration of the social elements involved (Roberts, 1990). Seen in this dynamic way,
accounting and financial reporting are practical activities with accounting ‘strategy’ having the
potential to create unexpected outcomes including new strategy proposals such as PAI (Skærbæk
& Tryggestad, 2010; Davila, 2005). Strategy via accounting can thus be viewed as a social
practice concerned with the everyday actions of participating actors in the network and of the
specific strategy-makers in an organisation.
This view provides a new lens for understanding the complex dynamics of accounting, in part
because ‘accounting technologies’ are often considered central to sociological explanations of
accounting and accountants’ activities (Justesen & Mouritsen, 2011). In contrast, ostensive
researchers tend to assume that strategy and accounting exist as reasonably coherent objects,
already knowing the essence of ‘accounting’ and ‘strategy’ beforehand, more certain in the
knowledge of what strategy is, including its properties, and how it moves and operates in
practice. Researchers in this stream thus study ‘accounting’ and ‘strategy’ as ‘objects’, assuming
they have pre-determined, fixed forms. Latour (1986, p. 264) rejects this approach advocating
that:
“The nature of society is negotiable, a practical and revisable matter (performative), and
not something that can be determined once and for all by the sociologist who attempts to
stand outside it (ostensive).”
Czarniawska (2001, p. 256) notes “a performative perspective means that the understanding of
things (including words) depends upon their use.” It is thus proposed here that it is essential for
the performative aspects of relationships to be studied to better understand how ‘objects’ are
discursively created. Accounting practices and technologies do not exist in isolation from the
social worlds that create them. It is thus necessary to first investigate how the ‘objects’ may be
moved (or performed) in actual day-to-day practice: how objects may take form (i.e. be
objectivised through the discursive practices of relationships and actor networks). Researchers
thus study ‘accounting’ and ‘strategy’ as fluid relationships, not as ‘black-boxed’ objects.
Latour’s performative theory elaborates on the tenets underpinning this approach:

5

“Social phenomena emerge in and through networks of practice, and their identity
resides in neither an individual nor a technology but in a chain of relations between
actors” (1986, p. 273).
2.3 Power, Actors and Agencies
Power, actors and agencies are viewed differently in these alternate perspectives. In the ostensive
view, power is centralised, leaving less room to factor-in a broader range of possible
explanations for network influences (internal and external). In the performative view, on the
other hand, power, actor roles and agencies are discursive produced. The performative approach
thus gives more prominence to narratively constructed relationships that seek to transform social
life and human action. But both theories assign a central role to accounting practice and
according to Latour (1986, p. 265) this central role is due to the ‘in actu’ powers that are exerted:
“When you simply have power ‘in potentia’, nothing happens and you are powerless, when you
exert power ‘in actu’ others are performing the action and not you… power is not something you
may possess and hoard. Either you have it in practice and you do not have it –others have – or
you simply have it in theory and you do not have it. What makes the difference between power ‘in
potentia’ and power ‘in actu’? The actions of others. Power over something or someone is a
composition made by many people, I will call this the ‘primary mechanism’ and attributed to one
of them, this will be called the ‘secondary mechanism’. The amount of power exercised varies
not according to the power someone has, but to the number of other people who enter into the
composition.”
Furthermore, MacKenzie’s (2006) performativity theory argues that where calculative practices
such as accounting can be understood as engines new knowledge is produced including insights
that can inspire actors to do new things and new propositions. Revellino and Mouritsen (2015, p.
33) describe this as follows:
“These engines influence the world because they yield information that people would
take as a starting point for their … the study of performativity is not primarily a study of
the ability of the engine to make precise promises about the world but rather about the
degree of the power of the engine to lure people into actions whose consequences may be
nearer to or further away from the promises of the engine than expected.”
MCS in this view is more than merely the recording of the world. It is in fact an engine that plays
a performative role that drives the world when combined with people’s engagement (Skærbæk &
Tryggestad, 2010). When accounting is performative, it is understood to influence managers’,
firms’ and institutions’ practices (Mouritsen et al., 2001; Vosselman, 2014) and strategizing in
general (Skærbæk & Tryggestad, 2010). Yet there is relatively little knowledge as to whether this
remains the case in acquisition circumstances including the ways in which MCS plays a
performative role in establishing and sustaining PAI strategies.
Rottig’s (2017, p. 9) meta-analysis reveals that “mergers and acquisition continue to be a
dominant strategy for corporate renewal and expansion and are projected to further increase in
number, size and importance due to the continuing globalization of the world’s economies;
therefore, it becomes important to gain a better understanding about the post-acquisition
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integration as one of the important determinants of acquisition performance”. The current
research addresses the existing gap in the literature by taking a ‘new approach’ (King et al.,
2004, p. 188) that focuses on ‘unique’ (Rottig, 2017) and ‘behind-the-scenes factors’ (Varra,
2003), such as accounting processes in action (Burchell et al., 1980; Granlund, 2003; Skærbæk &
Tryggestad, 2010), and the evolution of MCS in creating PAI and the overall integration process.
If, in the post-acquisition period, management control systems play a performative role and are a
source of important information that leads to new actions and practices it is worth asking how
they may influence integration processes and affect the success of an acquisition. They should
come more sharply into focus as constituencies within the business, along with those who are
responsible for managing the integration process. The new findings seek to inform both the
theory and business practices when developing integration strategies and add valuable insights to
the current body of knowledge.
This study investigates the “the performative role of management control systems in the creation
and sustainability of post-acquisition customer and sales integration networks”. It draws largely
on Latour’s (1991, 1986) practice-based perspective and Callon’s (1986) framework where a
PAI strategy and MCS are regarded as relationally defined social practices (i.e. they are
necessary elements that force actors to converge in the network). They are understood as bundles
of activities that comprise of interactions between diverse actors and actants. Drawing on the
principle of ‘action-in-making’, this field-study follows the actors, both human and non-human
(i.e. MCS), and documents how they go about their everyday activities of formulating PAI
relations.
3. The Conceptual Framework: Linking ANT and PAI
Social theories have often been concerned about defining power relations, but this has always
been notoriously difficult (Foucault 1980, p. 114). This is in part due to the construction of false
dichotomies between social and technical. Latour (1991) argues that we can avoid a singular
focus on social relations by including non-human actants in the sense that these have the capacity
to assist in holding society together as a durable whole. In his view (1991, p. 129) we should
abandon the divide between society and technology as they “are not two ontologically distinct
entities, but more like phases of the same essential action.”
Latour (1991) devises a set of concepts that replace the technology and society divide useful to
our study. These new concepts rephrase some of the traditional questions of social order and
especially that of the durability of domination of power. The invention of these concepts allows
him to move away from context and contents towards association and substitution. He uses the
example of a minor innovation in a European hotel to illustrate his new concepts. In this example
the hotel manager is trying to overcome the problem of hotel guests leaving the hotel taking their
room keys with them. Initially, an imperative statement inscribed in a sign ‘please leave your
room keys at the front desk before you go out’ is displayed for the customers (he refers to them
as ‘listeners’) to see, and to make them behave according to the hotel manager’s wish (he refers
to him/her as the ‘speaker/enunciator’). But it might be the case that customers have other
concerns and so most don’t follow this sign (i.e. anti-programs). To address this issue, the hotel
manager replaces the sign with a large, cumbersome weight attached to room keys - to ‘remind’
customers what they need to do. With this act, suddenly, customers are more than happy to rid
7

themselves of the annoying heavy object and not to carry it out of the hotel. According to Latour
(1991, p. 104), “where the sign (i.e. the inscription, the imperative discipline), or moral
obligation all failed, the combination of hotel manager, the innovator, and the metal weight
succeeded.”
Latour introduces us to the notion of ‘programs of action’ (for example, the statement ‘please
leave your room keys at the front desk before you go out may be presented by the speaker as the
overall goal that must be followed by the listeners to achieve it). But it is likely that antiprograms - not to follow the track determined by the speaker – may even grow to erode the
program goal. So, in order to accomplish the program goal the speaker initiates a stream of
‘technological actions’ (for example adding the weight to the key). Technological actions (such
as the initial sign in this example) might not initially work sufficiently, therefore, additional and
successive technologies may be required to modify the attitude of anti-programs. In this
description an underlying assumption appears to be that having listeners obey the speaker is what
will ultimately achieve higher levels of goal success to stabilize the program. However, it is the
combination of interactions between the speaker/enunciator and anti-programs and the ability of
managers to adapt technologies in innovative ways that help to make the policy achieve a
practical outcome.
For Latour (ibid) programs of action commence with the speaker initially enunciating a
statement. This statement refers not to linguistics, but to the gradient that carries the program
from words to things and from things to words (such as a word, a sentence, an object, an
apparatus or an institution). In this way any given statement involves the simultaneous
production of both ‘text’ and ‘context”. Latour (1991, p. 106) explains:
“Any division we make between society in one hand, and scientific or technical content
on the other is necessarily arbitrary. The only non-arbitrary division is the succession of
distinction between ‘naked’ and ‘loaded’ statements. These, and only these, are the
distinction and successions which make up our socio-technical world. These are the ones
we must learn to document and to record. We wish to be able to follow both the chain of
speakers and their statements and the transformation of speakers and their statements.
We thus define two dimensions: association and substitutions.”
He further elaborates that the initial statement (or technological action) is naked, and different
listeners might follow different paths upon receiving it. So, it is the case that the path the
statement will follow depends on what successive listeners do with the statement. In fact, Latour
(1991, p. 105) specifies:
“The fate of the statement is in in the hands of non-humans that transport a statement
and the succession of transformations undergone by that statement.”
To predict the path, the speaker needs to load the statement in such a manner that creates solid
relations between human and non-humans, to ensure listeners (anti-programs) conform to the
program. Each load produces a successive version of the statement by going through a series of
subtle translations that displaces existing inscriptions (Callon, 1986). The crux of “the notion of
translation is to see how and when any drawing together of relations takes place” (Munro, 2009,
p. 131) as the degree of attachment of an actant to a program of action varies from version to
version. The version where the actors and actants are mobilised, succeeded in aligned points of
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view and interests, share the strongest attachment, association and alliance, is considered the
most enriched version in that it finally succeeds in making listeners abandon their anti-program,
and enrol into the program (Latour, 1991). At this stage, the anti-programs conform to the
speaker, obey the order with may be a few exceptions.
The number of loads that a speaker needs to attach to the statement depends on the antiprogram’s resistance and how badly the speaker wants to shape behaviour or control antiprograms. Latour (1991) suggests that researchers should identify the important speaker [power]
and their point of view as an ‘originary source’; then follow their statements (and the
transformation of those statements over time) by focusing on the two dimensions of association
and substitution. Latour (1991, p. 106) describes these two dimensions as follows:
“We can think of these [two dimensions] as the AND dimension, which is latitude, and
the OR dimension, which plays a role of longitude. Any engagement of non-humans can
be traced both by its position on the AND-OR axes and by the recording of the AND and
OR positions which have successively defined it. The vertical dimension corresponds to
the exploration of substitutions, and the horizontal dimension corresponds to the number
of actors which have attached themselves to the innovation.”
By adopting this approach, post-acquisition integration can be seen as a program of action
containing a number of sociotechnical networks of stable associations (Law, 1992) and relations
that involves the “enrolling both social and material actors and actants in new networks” (Latour,
1986, p. 275). This ‘translation process’ is achieved through four critical moments:
problematization, interessement, enrolment and mobilization (Callon, 1986).3 According to
Latour (1991) the translation process transforms the initial statement and program as the actants
within the network get engaged with ongoing process of loading statements and creating further
technological actions in response to anti-programs. Actants have the power to introduce and
mobilise other actors and resources (Callon, 1986) and make the program succeed. It is in this
sense (of ‘mobilising’ others) that they can go from being a powerless engineer (Latour, 1991) to
dominating and directing human action (Callon and Latour 1981). Studies following this
conceptual framework can then focus on identifying each specific program, anti-program and
successively describe and record all the new actors, whether human or non-human, single or
collective.
Entities are represented through a process of description which must meet the requirement of
stability, mobility and combinability. If we display a socio-technical net-work defining
trajectories by actants’ association and substitution, defining actants by all the trajectories in
which they enter, by following translations and finally by varying the observer’s point of viewwe have no need to look for any additional causes. The explanation emerges once the description
is saturated. The explanation should focus on stabilization of networks, and not search for
mysterious or global causes outside the networks. However, the researcher should focus on
providing as complete a description as possible to explain effects of the cause that is the result of
a stabilized network that is already in place. This is particularly challenging as Latour (1991, p.
111) notes:

3

‘Interessement’ is where the main actor aligns the interests of the various actors together in order to ‘enrol’ them in the network.
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“The main difficulty of integrating technology into social theory is the lack of a narrative
resource. This is unfortunate because whenever we discover a stable social relation, it is
the introduction of some non-human that accounts for this relative durability… The most
productive way to create new narratives has been to follow the development of an
innovation.”
By deploying actor network theory in this research, we seek to foster new narrative resources for
management accounting analysis - by identifying innovative elements around PAI networks
which possess the power to influence post-acquisition integration.
4. Context for the Research and Methodology
An Australian packaging company (PROC) that was established in 1987 was chosen for the field
study with observation and interviews being employed. The company was incorporated in
February and was listed on the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX) in March 2005. The company
is a manufacturer and distributor of 100% biodegradable ‘flowable’, void-fill packaging
products. It also distributes general industrial packaging products, operating with two main
divisions: industrial packaging and rigid packaging. The company implemented a new integrated
Customer Relations Management and accounting system to improve sales and financial reporting
and a platform for additional sales. The group has had a strategy of acquiring complementary
general industrial packaging distribution businesses and between 2005 and 2012 made 17
acquisitions. This strategy prompted migration to a new IT system in 2006. The company’s
stated main objectives include profit improvement and a strategic acquisition program. Against a
backdrop that included the GFC, the 2012 result was still strong for the company. Revenue rose
15% - from $133 million dollars to $173 million dollars - recorded in the 2013/2014 financial
year.
Eight acquisitions were completed and integrated (including ‘HID’, a Sydney-based distributor
of industrial packaging, safety and warehouse products) in 2012. HID had developed a value
proposition that differentiated it from other distributors by selling direct via a catalogue and a
new online ordering system. The business had consistent annual growth since inception, with an
annualised turnover in excess of $7.5 million dollars, complementing the company’s existing
product and customer profiles. The initial integration into PROC operations took place in
December 2012 proved to be unsuccessful. Most interviewees in the study believed this was
because adequate consideration of the practical requirements needed for some integration aspects
had not occurred during the due diligence with some key information overlooked. The
integration process took longer than initially planned and expected financial gains were
satisfactory but not fully realized. The company had relied heavily on budgets as the main means
of control in the organisation. The CEO: “We have very strong financial controls”. The MD
explained further:
“Everything is [based] purely on budget; very much driven on budget versus the actual.”
The Industrial Product Manager also emphasised that:
“Budgets are really important … the major focus.”
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Following Latour’s performative theory, the methodology adopted for this research is a case
study, and inscriptions are utilized for data analysis. Robson (1992, p. 689) defines an inscription
as:
“The material and graphical representations that constitute the accounting report:
writing, numbers, lists, tables.”
In gathering the data several resources were used with the main body of the data collected
through semi-structured interviews (involving 30 employees out of total of 110). Interviewees
were employed at various levels of the work hierarchy. (A summary of the position profiles of
interviewees follows in Appendix A). The semi-structured interviews were conducted to provide
insights into everyday phenomena. Causal inferences were included (see Yin, 2003). Interviews
were conducted between January 2013 - March 2014, and involved employees of both
companies in the acquisition activities. The interviews sought open-ended descriptions of how
they were ‘acting out’ everyday life at work prior, during and post- integration.
Semi-structured interviews were ideal for this study by delivering rich descriptions of lived
work-experience. However, with this method the principal researcher must be aware of potential
interviewer bias in both the interviews and at the time of transcript analysis (see Oliver et al.,
2005). Therefore a tactical approach was used to limit such possible bias - by first designing an
interview guide (or protocol) to “ensure complete and consistent coverage in each interview”
(see Langley, 1999, p. 712). Second, pre-specification of neutral questions and probes were inbuilt into the protocol to further minimise researcher intrusion. The principal researcher made a
conscious effort to remain neutral to any responses to probes and to ensure answers were not
lead by the interviewer. A key principle was always to promote the authenticity of responses.
The next data set was collected through observation. This was especially useful when the
researcher was seeking to understand ongoing processes involved in the integration (see
Kawulich, 2005). Initial access was successfully negotiated with the CEO enabling relevant site
visits to observe early PAI relations. In addition to observing meetings, further observations were
made during on-site visits to review documents and when visiting to conduct the interviews.
Data Source

Primary Format

Data Produced

Annual Report
Regional Business Plan
Minutes of Executive meetings
Unofficial Corridor Discussions
Office Memo
Press Release
Departmental Meeting Minutes
Observations
Pronto Operation Manual
Integration Cost Budget
Interview with MD
HID Sales Report
Semi-Structured Interviews
Transcription of the Interviews

PDF Document
PDF Document
Word Document
Hand Written Notes
Word Document
PDF Document
Word Document
Hand Written Notes
Word Document
PDF Document
Hand Written Notes
Excel Document
Digital Voice Recordings
Word Document

2011-2015
2012-2013
July -December 2012
July 2013-May 2014
May 2014
April 2012
August 2012-January 2013
September 2013
October 2014
November 2013
May 2013
November 2013
2013-2014
2014
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Table 1. Summary of PROC Data Sources (2011-2015)4

The narrative data analysis included the following elements: identifying, coding, categorising
patterns and interpretation (following Powell and Renner’s (2003) model). Narrative analysis is
consistent with Latour’s performative theory and involves reading the text and analysing it in a
way that is coherent with the underlying theory.
4.1 ANT Point of View: Issues
Appropriate to ANT adopted in this study, narrative style is chosen to examine post-acquisition
integration processes. This requires the researcher to pay special attention to the three central
principles of ANT, generalised symmetry, generalised agnosticism and free association (Callon,
1986).
Generalised symmetry
The principle of generalised symmetry is applied to human and non-human actants, that is, what
is human and non-human (such as artefacts and organisation structures) should be integrated into
the same conceptual framework. The notion of ‘social’ in this view has no specific centre in that
it emphasises that no one acts alone as there are important roles played by a range of actors and
resources of all kinds, including equipment, data, money, publicity and power. So, human and
non-human actors (actants) are assumed to be subject to the same analytic categories. This
implies that researchers should seek to avoid a priori distinctions between nature and society,
human and non-human actants, and explore how human and non-human interactions produce
particular effects. In Callon’s words (1986, p. 200) “the researcher needs to convey a narrative
that convinces the reader the story line chosen adequately represents the ‘technical and the social
aspects of the problem studied.”
Agnosticism (Indeterminate Interests)
Actor network theorists argue that each actor is associated with many and varied interests hence,
researchers should be talking to them about multiple interests rather than a single interest. A
broader, more inclusive approach is required to allow for various possibilities to be included in
the investigation. No single-interest explanation is to be privileged over others (Latour &
Woolgar, 1986). In ANT research “interests are not only multiple but indeterminate and
unspecified” (Callon, 1986a, p. 200; also see Callon & Law, 1982; Law, 1994; 2007).
Free Association
Rather than a free-standing structure, actor network theorists view a network of relationships as a
recursive process (Law, 1994) both the medium and outcome of the interactions. The network
recursively (and precariously) can generate and reproduce itself in further interactions (Law,
1992, 1994) implying that nothing is permanently stable or complete. Hence, stability can never
be taken for granted. Networks are considered sites of struggle, resistance and negotiation and,
through these, constantly change. This dynamism is often perceived as a methodological problem
4

In addition to interview and observations, document reviews formed part of the data collection process. The inscriptions and
thus the data utilized in this research consists of field notes, interview recordings and transcripts, primary documents such as
annual reports, regional business plans from all phases of the research (see Table 1). In addition to internal documents, public
documents were included - containing information related to integration relations such as press releases, newspaper items,
internet postings and published annual reports.
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for scientific research with Callon (1986, p. 197) asserting that “science and technology are
dramatic ‘stories’ in which the identity of the actors is one of the issues at hand. The observer
who disregards these uncertainties risks writing a slanted story.”
For this research we have considered ‘actor identity’ by taking into account the significance of
interviewee positions in the work hierarchy and how they perceive their own position in the
integration network. Following ANT the principal researcher was embedded with the actors as
they went about their everyday business. The following sections provide the details and analysis
of the case study.
5. Appraisal: Exploring PROC Customer and Sales Integration
Senior executives were motivated about the acquisition of HID and immediately engaged in
discussions on determining appropriate strategies to achieve the integration believing integration
success a key responsibility of the Managing Director (MD). The CEO put it this way:
“Her [MD] role is key, critical, because the MD’s skill is dealing with people and getting
them on-side, to do what they need to do, and building the culture of the organisation. So
it’s a long story. Firstly, she has a very strong operation here, coming from an IT
background, building systems around processes and procedures for running banks; she
has the discipline of operations and she has very strong people skills - where she works
in the trenches with the people, right, and works with them and shows them, rather than
siting above them…”.
The MD did act as the speaker of the program of action, arranging the first strategy meeting and
inviting the management team, including the sales department manager. The problematization of
integration network was expressed by the MD in this way: “The objective of the acquisition
initiative is mainly to integrate the customers and sales of all the units of operation to realise the
consequent financial benefits of the acquisition.”
In Latour’s language (1991 p. 105), the statement “the objective of the acquisition initiative is
mainly to integrate the customers and sales” is the ‘program-of-action’ that is being established
by the speaker (MD) and all the employees (i.e. anti-programs) are required to comply with it.
Callon (1986, p. 197) describes this program-of-action/compliance dynamic as an “obligatory
passage point that needs to be problematized.” Not everyone will automatically comply. The MD
started by encouraging all entities in the integration network to recognise the ‘program’ she had
initiated, emphasizing the importance of compliance and need to form alliances to achieve
success. Achieving customer and sales integration included the problem of having to create a
system of alliances between important entities. To forge alliances between entities, each was
required to ‘have a desire’ to respond to her PAI problematization - with each actor required to
recognise their shared interests in achieving certain goals.
As a critical participating entity in the PAI network, the executives recognised the importance of
integration focussing on future increased revenues and financial benefits. In this sense they
shared the same interests as the MD and were willing to spruik that purpose. At the same time
they expressed concern about possible ‘unpredicted costs’ that might emerge. They saw this
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unpredictability as an obstacle which the MD was required to address. For this reason an initial
Integration Cost Budget (ICB) was produced. The CEO described this as follows:
“In our investment recommendations we made estimates on integration costs, they are
very important in the process, as a strong financial control”.
Guided by economic incentive figures, the MD sought to tie together the divergent interests of all
the actors to ‘enrol’ them in her program-of-action. She used the incentives figures to attract
PROC employees in the following way:
“I talked about the financial resources enabling us of moving them [employees] to a
much larger brand-new building, better working conditions, providing modern separate
offices for most of the employees, brand new office furniture, meeting rooms, kitchen
facilities, computers, and privileges such as cars, lap tops and mobile phones”.
She knew that among all the employees, participation of the sales team was crucial to the
integration process. So, negotiations with the sales team as the next participating entity
commenced. This is where the Sales Department Manager, on behalf of that team, raised two
major problems that they were facing. The CEO described the first one:
“It [HID] was an online business, concentrated on SME market and it is not main focus
of our business. Our main focus is our major customers. We operate in hard volume
large pick high dollar value, but HID is all sub five hundred dollars orders, so lots of
small pick, lots of orders, that is a different mentality. Our core competency is in
servicing our major resellers who are buying large quantities. We had to maintain the
revenue stream of both categories of customers. So, there were concerns whether we had
the right set of skills and whether it was the right foot for us in the first place”.
The second obstacle was viewed as being grounded in product handling issues with the
Warehouse Logistics Manager describing the issue this way:
“The HID product catalogue was online, whilst PROC’s catalogue was manual because
PROC did not have the infrastructure to accommodate online ordering. PROC and HID
were purchasing the same products with the same descriptions and same brand from the
same suppliers, but they came under two different product-code because each company
had its own catalogue. The delivery was an issue too. PROC had the general rule of ‘pick
today and deliver tomorrow’, while HID’s policy was ‘pick today and deliver today.”
The CEO explained: “what they [the sales team] struggled with integrating here [is that] you
needed a different skill set to deal with those kinds of orders and customers”. Because of the
above two obstacles and executive interpretation of them there was resistance to speaker’s
initiation. The MD actively engaged in the interessement of these actors describing the manner in
which the process took place:
“I would normally sit with each employee one on one and spend a bit of time with them
so we develop a good trusting relationship…and I go out of my way to develop that
relationship so they feel comfortable enough to come and tell me their concerns… I
would know every staff member and every name throughout Australia… I deliberately try
to have that kind of relationship.”
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She listened to the problems raised and promised to resolve them. Next, she created new roles
and hired additional staff members to distribute the work load more effectively, introducing
commissions for the target sales. To soften the change process, lunch and refreshments were
made readily available at briefings and site meetings. The interessement effort was strengthened
when the management team created the concept of ‘PROC as one-stop shop’ in the organisation.
This promoted the idea that the acquired company and its employees were an essential part of
PROC’s plans to grow and to become ‘one family’ in responding to customer needs, with all
employees being part of a ‘big shop’. This pitch appeared, at least on the surface, to help with the
interessement of the PROC employees. One of the PROC members described this interessement
as follows:
“It is a positive thing in a sense that you work in a bigger team, you are part of a social
environment that you can meet more people, you have a bigger range of products and
you are part of the bigger business, when you talk to customers you say you are part of a
bigger company you got […] million dollars turnover, so brings credibility to your
business. So, brings a lot of credibility to sales people. And you have more resources and
you can do a lot more.”
The HID management team and most of its employees belonged to a specific religious group
(Brethren). The Company Secretary described this situation as follows:
“This is quite unique to the industry [packaging], as it is based on a religious group (the
‘Brethren’)… they have certain beliefs that I am not totally familiar with it but from what
I understand they would avoid things like computers, the modern day technologies, etc…
and they also do a lot of business amongst themselves and would not work for other
companies with non-Brethren beliefs… which was the case in the HID business. We were
aware of it upfront, and we did do quite a lot of probing to ensure that this business
would continue once under the new ownership.”
Their view of the world had a major impact shaping their day-to-day business practices. They
had strong ties with Brethren customers who formed the majority of the customer base. Their
participation was crucial for a successful PAI. Contrary to the expectations of PROC
management, however, they (according to PROC managers) demonstrated a total lack of interest,
even dishonesty and untrustworthiness. Tensions quickly appeared in the relationships between
the Brethren and PROC management as the integration process progressed and, shortly after,
they left the company. They had a strong influence on their employees, sharing close bonds with
them. The PROC Warehouse Manager described the shared bonds in this way:
“The people who were in HID warehouse were a good team. They were also very much
driven by their Brethren management, they were very close and were told exactly what to
do, it always came from that. They had a good knowledge of the products, processes and
procedures, and were working together as a team.”
The PROC Sales Manager further described this influence as follows:
“Religious beliefs of the management team had a strong presence and influenced social
interactions, entire practices in the business and all the important decisions, specifically
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decisions about customers and suppliers, and even the manner of handling employees
was dependent on Brethren principles.”
HID management took advantage of such strong ties by successfully persuading a few
employees to join them. This presented itself as strong anti-program (resistance) with potential to
prevent the MD from achieving her goals. In response, the MD created a new role of ‘National
Marketing Manager’ appointing a specialist to help with the promotion of the company’s large
product range.
Despite concerns and perceptions of a lack of support from some of the entities within the
network, a swift physical integration took place a few months after the acquisition followed
quickly by product integration. Problems such as product code duplications and many warehouse
issues such as improper stock location, incorrect sales order processing, administration,
receiving, dispatching, picking, transport and container loading, began to surface. In his own
words the Warehouse Manager explained the problems this way:
“The lack of effective functionality of the warehouse caused customer service issues,
which led to customer dissatisfaction. There were significant delays in deliveries, and
wrong stock and quantities were being delivered. Consequently, number of customers,
mainly from newly acquired companies, were lost and therefore sales dropped.”
At that stage, because of perceived betrayals by some key actors, several important PAI relations
in the new network disintegrated. The MD needed to form new alliances and quickly stabilise
relationships. Forming new relationships faced challenges, as a number of other actors began
attempting what Law (1999, p. 206) describes as “translating the interests of the other actors”.
Latour (2005, p. 111) describes this as a form of mutual translation:
“Translation is considered from the point of view of multiple actors simultaneously
attempting to translate each other’s interests into the network they build.”
It sounds messy and it was. A few months prior to the acquisition, HID vendors established
another similar business and secretly breached the PROC acquisition agreement. The MD
described this betrayal as follows:
“They [HID management] stayed with us until, I think, the end of August [2012] on this
site. And that should have been good enough for us to hand over and take control. But
the big thing about the Brethren is we believe that what they did was that they have given
all our intellectual property that we may have acquired to their other Brethren company.
So, with the HID customers there is quite a large portion of their major customers who
were Brethren companies. Now during due diligence, we did ask them what impact will
this have - that we are non-brethren and they are brethren companies - what impact will
that have in our sales and he [name withheld] said, ‘oh absolutely no impact
whatsoever’. But of course, once they left all those Brethren companies stopped buying
from us. So, we may end up in a legal situation.”
Furthermore, the MD believed that, at the time of due diligence and acquisition negotiations, the
Brethren management provided false information about one of their key employees (a Sales
Manager) - by excluding his wage from their cost report. This led PROC management to
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eliminate him when executing the acquisition contract claiming most of the sales were now to be
generated by the online catalogue. Creating this redundancy may have been perceived by
Brethren as a wrongdoing to offload a highly paid employee. This was clearly an early tension
point subsequently confirmed in an interview with that dismissed manager who admitted that
when he left he used his well-developed relationships to convince major Brethren customers to
buy from their newly established company.
The MD’s take on this situation is as follows:
“That is what they told us, so we looked at the numbers in a due diligence perspective.
We said ok we got our own sales force we don’t really need this very highly paid
employee. We kind of accepted what they told us, so his wage was excluded from their
costing, exactly, that is what they did… which is wrong and should never accepted what
they told us…My understanding is, what happened is, they based a sales guy they set him
up in another business and they moved a lot of customers in there.”
Consequently, PROC was never able to adequately establish relations with major HID
customers. Indeed, most of them were lost.
The situation went downhill fast. SME customer management was not the main capability of the
parent company and this led to further losses, as the CEO explained:
“We operate in hard volume large pick high dollar value, but all HID customers are sub
five hundred dollars orders, so lots of small pick lots of orders, that is a different
mentality. And I think that is what they [HID] struggled with integrating here. Especially
you needed a different skill set to deal with those kinds of orders and customers, as the
major customers were high volume high dollar value.”
In early 2013, a sales budget was produced and presented to the management team by the sales
department manager. He distributed hard copies amongst members and explained all the
specifics. The budget figures indicated a constant decrease in the sales, but, more importantly it
revealed previously overlooked and alarming details. The numbers were disappointing, showing
a big discrepancy between the predicted and actual budgets. This visual and numerical
demonstration of the reality of the lost sales (and its impact on the bottom-line profits) alerted the
executives to the extent of the problem. Consequently, several new strategies were developed
with a new action plan requiring tighter financial controls, a direction for future operations and
specifics for both financial and non-financial resources.
The following sub-section discusses key aspects of the new course of action including the
formation and stabilisation of three specific PAI networks namely the ‘ECP’, ‘SME’ and
‘expanding skilled human capital’ teams. These are highlighted as they demonstrate how
management control systems played a crucial role in addressing challenges produced by the
perceived betrayal by key actors (above) and facilitating the enrolment of new actors in
establishing new PAI networks. The performative role of accounting in the development of these
projects is also briefly examined.
5.1 Sales Integration
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Management team members agreed that higher sales figures could be achieved only by effective
customer relation management. After a few weeks of deliberation, a newly appointed team
proposed an E-Commerce Project (ECP) aimed at rolling out the original HID model of customer
access to an online product catalogue and ordering system. The proposal was to invest in an
interactive online ordering, administration and payment platform that would make it easy for
customers to purchase products from PROC ‘anytime, anywhere’. This project was perceived to
be crucial, as some major customers required PROC to have this technology as a pre-requisite to
doing business with them. Driven by these requirements, the team sought to implement a ‘best of
class’ E-Commerce platform to integrate with their ERP package and systems and provide the
business with an online catalogue of products across all businesses. This involved real-time
information and reporting on inventory movements, customer behaviour, product analysis and
sales trends, with advanced electronic data interchange capabilities between systems.
The project was then transmitted and inscribed into the organisational practices via an
accounting template called ‘ECP’. This template was shared among the executives to inform
main conversations. The MD opened the discussion by outlining internal estimates of supplier
implementation costs and resource utilisation needs to implement the ECP. Ensuing discussions
about increasing sales revenue through the customer catalogues were informed by a section of
the accounting template on financials. This projected an expected 5% increase - based on stock
value of Aus$1 million. Even though discussions started with some scepticism, most members
eventually saw an achievable project that provided a solid foundation for sales integration. The
project was approved and went live towards the end of 2013. As the MD saw it:
“We allocated costs for the e-commerce project and appointed a team to follow it. It is
the first in Australia in our particular market that would offer the customer the ability to
enter an order online. But, what I also like about it is that customers place their purchase
order in SAP and it automatically flows into our system. It reduces significant costs for us
in terms of transactional costs and that is why we implemented it.”
This initiative later proved to be an effective integration tool in that it resulted in increased sales.
This constitutes an example of how accounting practices (i.e., the estimated savings sheet), as a
representation of the ‘better customer service’ theme, filtered through the management team
where support and buy-in were mobilised. Had the projections been wrong the accountants
would have then faced a different type of narrative!
The success of the ECP initiative led to an unexpected outcome. A new nationally centralised
purchasing system was introduced leading to supplier integration. A new role for a ‘National
Procurement Manager’ was created and filled to lead a procurement team responsible for
selecting suppliers, maintaining supplier relationships, purchasing, product sourcing, buying at
best price, and maintaining stock levels. A new offshore processing and procurement centre in
Malaysia was also established, with new policies developed and announced. The perceived
betrayal of the Brethren was more firmly in the background. However, new specific forms
designed and distributed among employees to obtain management approval also ensured a degree
of management awareness of the range of activities indicating some brutal lessons were taken on
board from prior experience. In exercising managerial control, budgets were now given even
more prominence, playing a larger role in performance appraisal (of Sales Department
employees). For example, the sales department manager was required to prepare weekly reports
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that compared actual sales with budgeted sales. This was supposed to help sales staff exercise
some control over total sales. In addition, budgeted costs of a customer service department were
compared with actual costs each month, to highlight areas where greater cost controls were
needed. An objective of these reports was to provide benchmarks for managers in controlling
financial resources.
5.2 Customer integration
In May 2013, an updated ICB was produced that showed detailed figures on lost revenue as a
consequence of departing SME customers. Based on that information, the next course of action
which aimed at recovering lost SME customers was crafted. It was decided to create a new ‘SME
team’ to establish new customer relationships via a call centre instead of traditional site visits.
The MD explained the rationale this way:
“We have always favoured sales reps on the road going out to see customers, but we
found that if you speak to the customer frequently and if there is an issue, you can send
someone up to go and see them, and if you just combine that with quarterly visits to your
customers, you actually are going to have the highest customer satisfaction than going
once or twice a month, because you are not driving from place to place, you can touch a
lot more customers. What we found is that the revenue of the SME team is going up and
the revenue of the reps on the road probably stagnating. They [SME team] are just
maintaining the customers because they don’t have to do anything more than that,
because it takes a lot of time in Sydney to drive from place to place, to go and see your
customers, and so the majority of them would say I would like all to move to the model. I
spend more time in the office talking to the customer on the telephone than actual site
visits.”
The internal Sales Supervisor described the new controls as “setting certain budgets for our
[SME] team; every couple of days I get an update to see how the SME team is going.”
Despite some problems, the call centre was operational by June 2013. Most interviewees agreed
the project was a success, in the sense of ‘performed well’ and ‘gradually attracting a back a
large portion of lost customers’. The success of the project was supported by improved sales
figures, at least provisionally.
6. Discussion and Conclusion
6.1 Discussion
The initial call for ‘PROC post-acquisition integration network’ made by the MD became an
imperative for staff through the ongoing processes, strong associations and power relations
created by management control systems - such as integration cost and sales budgets. In the first
and naked version of the statement loads, the interessement efforts of the MD were unsuccessful
and attracted only a very small number of participating actors (namely PROC management
team). According to Latour (1991, p. 105) “the force with which a speaker makes a statement is
never enough, in the beginning… to predict the path that the statement will follow… he [the
speaker] can load his statement in such a way that lots of listeners all behave in the same
manner.” At the early stage, the MD had no power over the employees to ensure they conformed
to her program of action. Instead of joining PAI, they acted as anti-programs, resisting her
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integration objectives. We draw on Latour (1986, p. 265) to describe the MD’s apparent
powerlessness at the beginning:
“It appears that power is not something one can possess; indeed, it must be treated as a
consequence rather than as a cause of action. In the translation model, power is
composed, and by enrolling many actors in a given political or social scheme, and is not
something that can be stored up and given to the powerful by a pre-existing society…
when you simply have power ‘in potentia’ nothing happens and you are powerless; when
you exert power ‘in actu’ others are performing the action and not you … [power] as an
effect, but never as a cause.”
The exertion of power by the MD in making sales and customer integration successful was only
based on her power through organizational authority, namely power ‘in potentia’ (Latour, ibid).
This power enabled her to provide directions for people to follow, maintain her commitment to
the objective of integration and to direct other entities in the network to obey her commands. She
was following the directives of Senior Executive and had their apparent support. For instance,
she was empowered to make staff replacements and create the new role of National Marketing
Manager. She selected the new person. Other entities in the network did not possess such power;
however, the success of the integration was compromised at the outset by perceived mistrust and
betrayal between PROC and the Brethren. This left an indelible mark on what was to follow.
This reveals that despite the MD’s institutional power, she did not “hold power to enrol,
convince and enlist others into associations on terms which allow the initial actors to represent
all those involved” (Murdoch, 1995, p. 733).
At the earliest stages, anti-programs demonstrated substantial resistance towards PAI networks
beyond the MD’s control. The speaker was mindful that the establishment of integration network
required new powers, strategies and technological actions. She subsequently devised several
statement-loads and program displacements to make anti-programs to converge, align and
behave in the same manner to enable her to achieve higher goal success. But this did not work. It
was only after the betrayal and in subsequent new action plans that the strongest form of power
and domination was demonstrated. This did lead to an agreement between the MD and
employees of the parent and acquired company. Such power over the integration program is
produced in multiple ways throughout the PAI network and shaped by the antecedent experience
of personnel in the organisation.
For Latour (1991) power and domination is traced to a set of effects that are generated as a result
of ‘associations’ between human and non-human actors. In the case of the PROC integration, the
effects of the betrayal led to heightened use of budgets and financial reporting requirements
which directly impacted staff. Outcomes in this case lend some support to Munro’s (2009, p.
131) finding that the materialisation of these effects conjures up a more durable translation that
leads to action becoming more stable.” However, in such a transforming industry ‘stable’
outcomes are never predictable, nor necessarily lasting.
Two further effects of special interest include, first, that when the SME team and E-commerce
projects were implemented, contrary to past practices, sales representatives of both parent and
acquired companies were assigned an equal number of tasks and responsibilities. They received
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the same privileges, support and rewards. Further, when the E-commerce project replaced the
manual product catalogue with an online version, more user-friendly for PROC employees, these
strategic initiatives were reported a s creating satisfaction and strong sense of belonging amongst
employees - of both acquired and parent company. This in part may be attributed to being
encouraged to work together and follow common goals. Only then, and after the betrayal, did
they respond to and enrol in the MD’s project. When the product catalogue changed from manual
to online and sales representatives received the same commissions and equal responsibilities, the
employees became allies. Perceptions of PROC as a place to work changed from unpleasant to
enjoyable and rewarding.
Second, perceptions of the identities of the MD and PROC management more generally were
altered. From employees’ points of view, after initial resistance, the stayers subsequently became
accommodating. The employer was perceived to be providing stable employment, better
incentives and working conditions. Even some employees who had left the organisation willingly
returned to PROC. This was not surrender by the anti-programs, but rather a shift in perception
of more stable networks - making customer and sales integration more successful and
incorporated into PROC norms and rules.
From a performativity theory perspective, the links between MCS and the players on the ground,
yields new insights into post-merger behaviour. The effects of the different world views in the
merged entities contributed to irreconcilable differences and perceptions of betrayal and possibly
even intellectual property theft. The shared bonds of the Brethren had been used by management
to service bottom-line goals, but the creation of a redundancy that targeted one of the highly paid
Brethren became a tension point. Once he was removed his Brethren (customer) connections
were persuaded to buy elsewhere. This contributed to a sense of betrayal that was both sensitive
and two-way. However, following this betrayal experience, management controls were infused
with power to reinscribe the performance regime. The new integration strategy would not be
easily misled again.
The betrayal by key actors at the initial stage of translation process was a central feature of this
case study. The pre-acquisition HID network consisted of the management team, the Brethren
beliefs, employees, a shift to an online product catalogue, and Brethren customers. The world
view in operation did not generate strength or stability at the outset with deep misunderstandings
and taken for granted assumptions that as it was a merged entity everyone would simply follow
orders. The management team exercised power ‘in potentia’ even after they joined PROC.
Ultimately it was this power that enabled provisional success from a mutual translation against
the MD, to a functional relationality in the PAI network. The acquired company’s management
team (and its employees) were considered as the most crucial actor for the ultimate success of
PAI network. Their participation was instrumental in achieving a positive outcome for the
translation initiated by the MD. But instead of participating, they initially used their powers to
betray and act as a strong anti-program against her interessement efforts. This resulted in the
initial failure of the program-of-action and halted the formation of PAI. But the counter-exercise
of ‘in actu’ power -through the use of budgets and financial reporting requirements - were
instrumental in overcoming the parallel translation and ‘in potentia’ powers of HID management
(see Callon, 1986a). It had the effect of contributing to perceptions (and buy-in) of new common
interests among key HID employees who had left PROC and then returned. Whether ‘scar tissue’
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remained and what (if any) effects this might have on the organisation were questions that
remained outside the scope of our research.
In the post-betrayal sales integration - where ICB presented by the sales department manager
generated important information on the ‘actual vs budgeted’ figures the E-Commerce project and
creation of the ECP template emerged. These elements helped actors to inscribe the sales
integration strategy enabling the fundamental switch from a manual product catalogue to online.
The key actors were successfully drawn into new relationships in the network (sales team with
lost Brethren customers, PROC and HID sales teams’ in collaboration). The new course of action
by the sales team, to re-establish ties with lost customers also facilitated the ‘SME team’ which
appeared to be an effective integration initiative.
In the post-acquisition period management control systems were used strategically in the creation
of customer and sales integration and, in turn, this impacted on a new regime of key performance
indicators for staff. Despite great challenges and a sense of betrayal experienced by some of the
crucial actors, the PAI network survived and stabilised during the period of the research.
6.2 Conclusion
By drawing on actor network theory this study found that an integration strategy does not exist in
a concrete form and is not something that an organisation can ‘possess’. Rather, it is better
understood as ‘processes of translation’, that is, when strategy themes or narratives are ‘acted
out’ (performed and translated) - through practical integration activities - the integration strategy
is defined relationally. This study has shown how relations in the early stages of a merger can be
highly unpredictable. Here we witnessed a deep sense of betrayal early in the merger process that
had lingering effects.
Any integration strategy following a merger will invariably have a variable ontology! The
integration we have observed was, in part, a consequence of the complex relations and divergent
wold views in which it occurred. This relational complexity may be understood as bundles of
integration activities which emerge in and through actor-networks, often (as we found) in
unanticipated ways. It (i.e. the integration) ‘exists’ in the doing, that is, when activities take place
with the purpose of integration. It follows that understanding integration strategy may be grasped
best by understanding actors in-situ as they ‘perform’ integration strategy. The strategy is
produced by various actors and agencies in diverse locations and shaped by the different
perceptions or world view as it is ‘acted out’. Strategizing PAI relations is a network effect and a
co-production process.
Findings here revealed that in the PAI period, through MCS, integration strategy-making is not
centred and does not solely reside in the hands of a few key human actors (such as the CEO or
MD) and ‘in potentia’ powers. Authority and power over integration strategy is much more
dispersed and shaped by numerous contributing actors. During processes of translation, actors
define and re-define integration themes. Power in this study was shown to reside in the hands of
various actors, each of whom contributed in some way – both compliant and in-resistance. In this
theorisation, management control systems (including non-human actors) have more effects than
we may have originally anticipated, as they possess ‘in actu’ powers that do affect human
activity. The key performance indicators that flowed-on from the new financial reporting
requirements did exert some influence and control over human activity. But in post- acquisition
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circumstances, actor capacity to disperse action and enable (or disable) integration strategy is
clearly made by a variety of actors. Actors initiate and frame PAI networks and face many
challenges, including the experience of betrayal and feeling betrayed, to stabilise them. We
found that for some engaged actors the experience included becoming more reflexive about their
own roles in those processes. The exercise of managerial or executive power and its
effectiveness was shown to be highly contingent upon multiple elements engaged in the network
and deep challenges remain in promoting reflective practitioners in volatile merger contexts.
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Appendix A: Interviewee Profile

Interviewee
Chief Executive Officer
Managing Director
Chief Financial Officer/Company
Secretary
National Human Resources
Manager
National Marketing Manager
National Compliance and Logistic
Manager
General Manager Procurement
State Manager
General Manager for NSW
Operations
Industrial Product Manager
Financial Controller
Warehouse and Logistics Manager
NSW
SME Internal Sales Supervisor
Internal Sales Manager
Marketing Executive
Sales and Supply Chain Manager
New Product Development
Manager
Warehouse Supervisors
Divisional Manager (Ex Sales
Manager of HID)
Warehouse staff members
Sales Department staff

Number of
Interviews
1
1
1

Duration
One hour
One hour
One hour

1

1.5 hour

1

2 hours

1

40 minutes

1
1
1

40 minutes
40 minutes
60 minutes

1
1
1

30 minutes
30 minutes
60 minutes

1
1
2
1
1

60 minutes
40 minutes
30 minutes each
30 minutes
30 minutes

2
1

40 minutes each
40 minutes

6
3

30 minutes each
30 minutes each
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