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Abstract

Prospective research on psychosocial effects on employees’ health associated with organizational mergers has been

scarce. The first aim of this study was to explore the subjective health effects (exhaustion and functional incapacity) of

an organizational merger among employees who had experienced a change in their own job position differently

(improved, unaltered, and declined). Secondly, the effects of pre-merger social support (organizational, supervisor, and

coworkers) at work on the experienced change in job position and on subjective health were examined. The merger took

place in 1999 between two multinational firms of equal size. The study is based on two surveys (n=2,225) carried out in

1996 and in 2000 in the Finnish part of the company. The data on age, sex, pre-merger sickness absence (1996–98) and

subjective health status (1996) were used as covariates. The results indicate that all sources of social support had a

significant effect on the experience of change in one’s job position. A decline in job position strongly increased the risk

of poor subjective health after the merger. Weak organizational support was associated with impaired subjective health,

especially in blue-collar workers, while weak supervisor support impaired functional capacity in white-collar workers.

In turn, strong co-workers’ support increased the risk of poor subjective health among blue-collar workers when their

job position declined. We conclude that negative changes experienced in one’s job position and lack of upper-level

social support at work create a potential risk for health impairment in different employee groups in merging enterprises.

r 2003 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

In order to survive and succeed in modern business

life, companies have to cope with technological changes,

international competition, the opening up of new

markets, and cuts in expenses. In the face of these

challenges, companies often have to grow in size via

mergers and acquisitions. In an acquisition, a large

company obtains the ownership of a smaller firm and

gains clear control over the other (Lohrum, 1996). A

‘merger’, on the other hand, refers to an amalgamation

of two companies (Hogan & Overmyer-Day, 1994).

Amalgamations are globally increasingly common in the

private sector.

Changes in job positions, employee status, and health risks

While the primary goals in mergers are economic, they

may have a considerable impact on employees’ psycho-

social working conditions. However, the bulk of the

literature on mergers has focused on the financial and

strategic aspects (Datta, 1991), whereas psychosocial
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studies on mergers and their health-related consequences

are lacking (Begley, 1998; Hogan & Overmyer-Day,

1994). In the present study, mergers are viewed from the

employees’ perspective as an organizational change

process, which influences the tasks and positions of the

employees and requires psychosocial capacities, as do

other important organizational changes.

A merger can change work in many ways: the nature

of the job itself can change, as can the person’s role in

the organization, the human relations at work, and the

career advancement of those involved (Cartwright &

Cooper, 1997). A negatively experienced change can be

defined as a potential stressor that threatens to exceed

the adaptive resources of the individual (Monat &

Lazarus, 1985). Therefore, these kinds of changes may

have negative effects on the well-being and health of the

employees (Brockner, Grover, Reed, & DeWitt, 1992;

Terry, Callan, & Sartori, 1996), for example, through

job loss, reduced status, threats to self-esteem, and

interpersonal conflicts at home and at work (Schweiger

& Ivancevich, 1985), and feelings of uncertainty and

anxiety (Buono & Bowditch, 1989). The changes during

a merger can nevertheless be positive for the employees,

for instance, by improving the quality of work (Felder-

man & Emmerling, 1997), and by offering opportunities

for increased decision latitude (see Jackson, 1992). These

work-related resources have been found to be potential

protectors against health risks (e.g. Vahtera, Kivim.aki,

Pentti, & Theorell, 2000). Thus, mergers may have a

double-edged role from the employees’ perspective,

because the merger-related experiences may threaten

the health of some workers by causing stressors, but they

may also enhance the health of those who experience

improvement in their work-related resources. However,

past research does not indicate whether there is an

association between improved or declined job

position and subsequent health in the context of the

merger or not.

Numerous studies suggest that employees at different

levels of the organizational structure may experience the

changes differently. This may associate with their health

impairment during organizational upheavals. For ex-

ample, Hunsaker and Coombs (1988) reported that,

during a merger, white-collar workers at higher levels in

the organization experienced less distress than employ-

ees at the lower levels (see also Hardey, 1998). By

contrast, various studies have also indicated that white-

collar workers who are usually responsible for carrying

out the changes during an organizational transforma-

tion are especially at risk of experiencing an increased

level of stress at work (Hogan & Overmyer-Day, 1994;

Srivastava, Hagtvet, & Sen, 1994). It can be also argued

that the symbolic value of the job itself often differs

between white- and blue-collar workers. Compared to

blue-collar occupations, the work in white-collar occu-

pations is often viewed as part of self-realization in life

(e.g. Shapira & Griffith, 1990). In line with this, changes

in one’s job position may particularly affect the

subsequent health of white-collar workers.

In the present investigation, we explored the impact of

differently experienced changes in job position during a

merger, i.e. a potentially stressful period of changes on

the health of white- and blue-collar workers. We used

the terms ‘declined position’, ‘unaltered position’, and

‘improved position’ to refer to the overall experience and

evaluation of an employee regarding promotion or

demotion of his/her job position during the period of the

merger. Our first hypothesis was that declined job

position increases the risk for poor post-merger sub-

jective health.

Social support as a resource in changes

Various sources of social support have been regarded

as critical resources of successful coping by the workers

(e.g. Hobfoll, Lilly, & Jackson, 1992). It is plausible

that, during the merger, employees higher in the

organizational hierarchy have better opportunities to

obtain information about the change process and to

receive important support, and to use this information

and support to protect or even improve their own

position during an organizational change. Social net-

work research suggests that network support promotes

career optimism at upper levels of the organizational

hierarchy (Friedman, Kane, & Cornfield, 1998) and that

individuals with high social status jobs benefit from their

social contacts in finding better jobs (Wegener, 1991).

Studies on career development have generally shown the

beneficial role of strong social relations in career

progress (e.g. Flum, 2001). Prior research, however,

has not explored whether workers differ from each other

in their capacity to cope with the change and improve

their job position due to their pre-merger resources of

social support, and whether this effect differs between

white- and blue-collar workers. The second hypothesis

was that, during a merger, social support is positively

associated with the experience of an improved job

position.

Psychosocial theories on stressors and ill health (e.g.

Karasek & Theorell, 1990) have suggested that social

support also provides a major resource for health by

reducing the feeling of threat and thus increasing the

manageability and the controllability of the situation

(Terry et al., 1996). Basically, two types of relations

between social support and workplace health have been

proposed. Most studies have shown that work-related

social support has a direct effect on stress reactions and

on health (e.g. Moyle, 1998; Niedhammer, Goldberg,

Leclerc, Bugel, & David, 1998), but buffering effects

have also been noted (e.g. Buunk, 1990; Cohen & Wills,

1985; Vahtera, Pentti, & Uutela, 1996). In the context of

a merger, the ‘stress-buffering hypothesis’ means that
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