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Abstract: This study examines how positive beliefs about organizational changes during a foreign
acquisition case influence organizational identification, perceptions of ethical organizational culture,
and individual performance seven months post-acquisition. By integrating theories of social identity
and organizational change, we offer a new perspective on how positive perceptions of change
influence key outcomes following mergers and acquisitions (M&As). Using a cross-lagged design
with two cross-sectional datasets within a high-intensity telecommuting organization in Romania, we
found that viewing change positively significantly enhanced organizational identification, perceptions
of ethical organizational culture, and individual performance. These findings highlight the crucial
role of effectively managing the narrative surrounding change processes and enhancing employee
perceptions in successful organizational integration following M&As.

Keywords: mergers and acquisitions; attitudes toward change; organizational identification; ethical
organizational culture; performance; organizational change

1. Introduction

In the dynamic landscape of modern organizations, change is both inevitable and
essential for creating and maintaining organizational competitive advantage. Organi-
zations frequently undergo mergers and acquisitions (M&As) and such changes elicit
perceptions of insecurity, uncertainty, and vulnerability (Cartwright and Cooper 1990;
Saunders and Thornhill 2003; Rodríguez-Sánchez et al. 2018). These transitions can be
threatening to employee identity (Amiot et al. 2006; Marks and Mirvis 1992), lead to
reduced well-being and performance (Marks and Mirvis 2001), and bring changes to or-
ganizational culture (Elstak et al. 2015), disrupting the sense of organizational belonging
for employees.

Positive organizational change beliefs have been linked to the success of organizational
changes such as M&As (Sung et al. 2017), they motivate employees to show support for
organizational changes (Oreg et al. 2011), speed up the process of institutionalization of
changes (Mugenyi et al. 2022), and thus reflect an important antecedent of and resource for
employees’ adaptation to change.

Although past research has highlighted the role of change perceptions in foster-
ing M&A adaptation (Steigenberger and Mirc 2020), there is a scarcity of research on
how positive change beliefs relate to post-acquisition outcomes such as identification,
ethical organizational culture, and work performance. Previous studies have only in-
vestigated dimensions such as the expected personal or organizational utility of the
change as antecedents of post-acquisition identification during M&As (Bartels et al. 2006;
Elstak et al. 2015; Jetten et al. 2002; Sung et al. 2017). Moreover, change beliefs have been
linked to employee performance and the perceptions of organizational culture post-change
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(Oreg et al. 2011), but these effects have not been extensively investigated in the context
of M&As.

Moreover, although the role of communication climate (Bartels et al. 2006, 2009) and
justice, fairness, or status perceptions (Amiot et al. 2007; Edwards and Edwards 2012;
Elstak et al. 2015; Giessner et al. 2006; Gleibs et al. 2008; Lipponen et al. 2017) have been
previously examined in the context of M&As, emergent ethical organizational culture has
not yet been investigated. Ethical organizational culture reflects a shared set of beliefs
concerning the extent to which organizations create conditions to support ethical organiza-
tional conduct (Kaptein 2008; Roy et al. 2024) and such shared beliefs change in the context
of M&A as new managerial practices and changes in organizational processes shape the
emergence of ethical organizational culture.

Because high uncertainty among employees frequently sinks M&As (Dao and Bauer 2021;
Ullrich et al. 2005), exploring the relationships between the attitudes towards change and
their effects on outcomes related to employee integration proves pivotal during organiza-
tional change. As such, we aim to examine the role of positive organizational change beliefs
as antecedents of post-acquisition organizational identification, perceptions of ethical or-
ganizational culture, and individual performance in a study of a Romanian organization
undergoing an international acquisition. Our study contributes to previous research on
the role of organizational change in driving beneficial outcomes during organizational
change (Oreg et al. 2011) and answers direct calls to investigate the antecedents of ethical
organizational culture (Mayer 2014; Roy et al. 2024).

These outcomes are especially relevant during M&As, because of the uncertainty
these changes bring to employees (Elstak et al. 2015). For example, ethical organiza-
tional culture sets the stage for ethical behavior and may give employees and managers
guidance when navigating these transitions (Roy et al. 2024). Moreover, identifying
with the post-acquisition organization may enhance retention and facilitate integration
(Edwards et al. 2017; Jetten et al. 2009; Steigenberger and Mirc 2020), while motivating
employee performance through positive change beliefs may counteract the withdrawal
behaviors frequently associated with M&As (Tian et al. 2021).

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Organizational Change Beliefs and Perceptions of Ethical Organizational Culture

Because M&As often bring changes to the organizational culture and the need to adopt
new values (Elstak et al. 2015), the beliefs individuals hold about organizational changes
can influence perceptions of the ethical organizational culture post-change.

Ethical organizational culture is a subset of organizational culture, or the emergent shared
values, beliefs, and basic assumptions specific to an organization (Schneider et al. 2017).
While ethical climate defines what constitutes ethical behavior, ethical organizational cul-
ture reflects whether employees believe their organization has the necessary conditions,
virtues, or practices that stimulate ethical conduct (Kaptein 2008; Newman et al. 2017).
Kaptein’s (2008) Corporate Ethical Virtues Model defines multiple organizational virtues
(clarity, congruency, feasibility, supportability, transparency, discussabilty, and sanctionabil-
ity) that guide ethical behavior in an organization.

Although ethical organizational culture has been less studied than related constructs
such as ethical climate perceptions, it is believed to be a more stable predictor of important
outcomes such as ethical behaviors, employee well-being, burnout, or stress (Kaptein 2008;
Roy et al. 2024; Onesti 2023) and organizational effectiveness (DeBode et al. 2013). A
strong ethical organizational culture is linked to enhanced company performance, em-
ployee commitment, and organizational citizenship behaviors (Huhtala and Feldt 2016;
Thelen and Formanchuk 2022).

A strong ethical organizational culture enables a seamless alignment between the
individual’s and organization’s values, nurturing a profound sense of purpose, belong-
ing, and identity among workers (DeBode et al. 2013; Huhtala and Feldt 2016). Because
organizational change introduces uncertainties and potential value misalignment, the
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way employees view change could make a difference in how this transition is perceived
(Roy et al. 2024). Moreover, believing the new organization has the necessary conditions
for ethical conduct may give employees trust and foster retention (Kaptein 2008). During
organizational transitions that reshape organizational processes and practices (as is the
case in M&A), new leadership practices create a context in which the shared values and
beliefs of the employees are pressured to change. We argue that M&A are contextual forces
that reshape the ethical organizational culture.

Organizational change beliefs are described as opinions or convictions about the veracity of
specific outcomes or actions, which may not be immediately verifiable (Armenakis et al. 2007).
In the organizational change beliefs framework, Armenakis et al. (2007) identify five key
dimensions that determine the degree of buy-in from change recipients: discrepancy
(recognizing a need for change), appropriateness (evaluating if the proposed change fits
well with the identified needs), efficacy (perceived ability to successfully carry out the
change); principal support (feeling that the change is supported by key leaders and peers),
and valence (seeing the personal and organizational gains that the change will bring). The
beliefs evoked by organizational transitions significantly influence future behavior and
attitudes toward change (Oreg et al. 2011). Organizational change beliefs are therefore
cognitive filters through which employees make sense of the organizational transformations
triggered by the M&A processes. When the organizational context changes, positive
organizational change beliefs are buffers against the threatening neuter of change and this
helps employees to adapt swiftly to the new organizational practices and processes.

Lewin’s Field Theory is an integrative framework that provides an interactive account
of behavior as a function of personal variables in context, arguing that key individual
outcomes such as attitudes and behaviors are influenced by how individuals perceive
themselves and their environment (Burnes and Cooke 2013; Lewin 1943). Field Theory
provides a generous framework for studying changes in ethical values in the context of
M&As and we focus on internal factors (positive organizational change beliefs) in the con-
text of a broad organizational change. As such, we explore how changes in the contextual
factors—the changes prompted by the acquisition—shape the impact of personal variables
on the emergence of shared ethical values. Positive change beliefs can be considered to
create a force that aligns employees with the ethical standards and values of the organiza-
tion, enhancing their perception of ethical organizational culture (Armenakis et al. 2007;
Mugenyi et al. 2022). Positive beliefs about change can reduce the psychological distance
between employees and organizational values, making ethical principles more salient
and integrated into their life space. Conversely, negative change beliefs act as opposing
forces, potentially distancing employees from the organization’s ethical culture by creating
dissonance in their psychological field (Choi 2011).

Organizational changes are important drivers of ethical organizational culture as
they impact normative frameworks and organizational processes (Roy et al. 2024). In
M&As, normative systems are changing, as employees are exposed to differences in ways
of working, organizing activities, and regulatory frameworks specifying what is right or
wrong in organizational settings (Kaptein 2008). However, because the literature on the
antecedents of ethical organizational culture is scarce (Mayer 2014; Roy et al. 2024), we
draw on the literature on perceptions of justice and other related constructs to theorize the
link between M&A and ethical organizational culture.

Through transparent communication about the change and explicit support from
leaders and colleagues, a positive perspective toward organizational change can strengthen
the perception of ethical organizational culture (Roy et al. 2024). Employees who view
changes optimistically could be more inclined to believe these shifts are not mere surface
adjustments—they align with core ethical principles. Conversely, negative perceptions of
change have the potential to erode perceptions of the organization’s ethical commitments.
Similar to the concept of principal support (Armenakis et al. 2007), previous studies showed
that if leaders support and communicate about the change, the feelings of uncertainty are
reduced (Giessner 2011; Lipponen et al. 2017; Mühlemann et al. 2022). Moreover, changing
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beliefs have been previously linked to similar concepts related to ethics and values, such
as distributive and procedural justice perceptions (Armenakis et al. 2007). Based on this
previous research, we hypothesize that positive change beliefs play a key role in shaping
employees’ ethical culture perceptions and we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1. Positive organizational change beliefs predict positively the perceived strength of
ethical organizational culture post-acquisition.

2.2. Organizational Change Beliefs and Post-Acquisition Organizational Identification

M&As represent a critical juncture in the life of a company, being often marked by
uncertainty as the employees have to adapt to the new image of the organization, new man-
agerial practices, adopt new values, and sometimes even embark on major career changes
(Elstak et al. 2015; Rodríguez-Sánchez et al. 2018). Such changes impact the way employ-
ees perceive the organization and are especially consequential for their organizational
identification (Bartels et al. 2006; Steigenberger and Mirc 2020; Sung et al. 2017).

Stemming from Social Identity Theory (SIT, Tajfel and Turner 1986), the concept of
organizational identification describes a form of social identification where individuals
define themselves in terms of their membership within the organization and feel a sense of
belonging to their organization (Ashforth et al. 2008; Mael and Ashforth 1992).

The scientific literature on the relationship between M&As and employee identification
presents two divergent viewpoints that can be explained through the Social Identity Model
of Organizational Change (SIMOC, Haslam et al. 2021; Mühlemann et al. 2022). The first
perspective argues that organizational changes threaten identification by increasing uncer-
tainty, leading to negative outcomes like resistance to change, and decreased commitment
to the new organizational forms (Giessner et al. 2006; Graebner et al. 2017; Jetten et al. 2002;
Ullrich et al. 2005). Drawing on SIMOC, when individuals feel disconnected from their
previous identity, they may perceive this change as a loss, leading to negative outcomes.
Maintaining identification amidst M&As is a challenge, as the redrawing of group bound-
aries can threaten the distinctiveness of pre-acquisition identities, complicating the process
of identification (Bartels et al. 2007; Haunschild et al. 1994; van Dick et al. 2004, 2006).

In contrast, the second perspective suggests that organizational changes can strengthen
identification, driven by employees’ efforts to adapt to new norms and rules through
social comparisons and information seeking (Bartels et al. 2006; Edwards et al. 2024;
Elstak et al. 2015). SIMOC posits that employees are more likely to experience growth
and positive outcomes when they can either maintain their existing organizational iden-
tity or form a new, meaningful one post-change. Considering this perspective, a better
understanding of the factors that drive post-acquisition identification will help in ensuring
positive outcomes for the employees and organization.

Transitions such as M&As offer a chance to rebuild or form fresh organizational iden-
tities, and successfully identifying with the new organization can actually aid adjustment
to the novel work situation (Jetten et al. 2009; Steigenberger and Mirc 2020). These change
opportunities are more likely to be perceived by employees who hold positive change be-
liefs (Oreg et al. 2011). Literature to date has extensively explored the role of identification
with the post-acquisition organization as a key driver of M&A success (Elstak et al. 2015;
Graebner et al. 2017). However, previous studies on the role of organizational change beliefs
as antecedents of organizational identification during M&As have only investigated facets
such as personal or organizational valence (see Bartels et al. 2006; Sung et al. 2017). More-
over, positive change beliefs are antecedents of institutionalization and impact the speed
with which employees develop and accept normative frameworks after organizational
change processes (Mugenyi et al. 2022). In other words, we expect that if employees score
high on positive organizational change beliefs, they interpret the changes triggered by M&A
as growth opportunities and tend to identify faster with the new organizational forms.

Through the lens of Field Theory (Lewin 1943), organizational identification is under-
stood as the result of psychological forces acting upon employees within the organizational
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field (Burnes and Cooke 2013). Positive organizational change beliefs act as forces that
can motivate employees to align their identity with the changing organization (Choi 2011).
When employees view change positively, it generates a force that moves them closer to
the new organizational image, integrating the new values and goals into their self-concept.
In line with the instrument used to assess change beliefs (Armenakis et al. 2007), we
theorize that holding positive change beliefs in the form of high values of discrepancy,
appropriateness, efficacy, principal support, and valence will foster identification with
the post-acquisition organization. For example, similar to the dimensions of discrepancy
and valence (Armenakis et al. 2007), Giessner (2011), and Ullrich et al. (2005) showed that
perceiving organizational change as a necessity increased feelings of identification, while
Sung et al. (2017) and Bartels et al. (2006) linked expected organizational and personal
valence to post-acquisition identification. We therefore hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2. Positive organizational change beliefs predict positively organizational identification
post-acquisition.

2.3. Organizational Change Beliefs and Performance

Drawing on Field Theory (Burnes and Cooke 2013; Lewin 1943), employees who hold a
positive outlook on organizational change could experience lower barriers to performance,
akin to reducing resistance within Lewin’s force field. In contrast, negative beliefs might
act as negative forces, leading to increased resistance, anxiety, skepticism, and withdrawal
behaviors that would impede performance. Positive perceptions of change can significantly
boost an individual’s motivation, commitment, and ultimately, productivity within the
workplace. Research confirms that embracing organizational shifts leads to favorable em-
ployee behaviors (Khaw et al. 2023). Additionally, those viewing changes as opportunities
for personal and professional growth tend to pursue ambitious performance objectives
more eagerly (Oreg et al. 2011). This positive perspective may lead to an employee display-
ing increased productivity, suggesting a readiness to invest extra time and effort, driven by
an anticipation of positive results.

The five core beliefs (Armenakis et al. 2007) play critical roles in shaping these percep-
tions. For example, when employees recognize a genuine need for change (discrepancy)
and believe that the proposed changes are suitable (appropriateness) and supported by
leadership (principal support), they are more likely to believe in their collective ability to
succeed (efficacy) and see personal and organizational benefits (valence). This understand-
ing of change processes may lead to increased performance, as the anticipation of positive
outcomes may drive employees to invest extra effort, enhancing overall performance. We
therefore hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3. Positive organizational change beliefs predict positively individual performance
post-acquisition.

3. Methods
3.1. Sample and Procedure

We followed an organizational change process in a high-intensity telecommuting soft-
ware company from Romania. During data collection, the organization employed between
450 and 600 individuals, out of which 61% were female. In 2022, 46.8% of employees were
aged under 30, 48.3% were 30–39, and 4.9% were 40–49. The most significant change was
an acquisition by a larger American organization. After the acquisition, the target company
still existed as a subsidiary of the larger organization, but the acquisition led to several
changes to organizational culture (change in declared values for a better alignment with
the acquiring organization), team structure (reorganization of team structure, change of
division, and team labels), management team, as well as the physical office (change of
colors and setting to match the acquiring organization).
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The research team was responsible for composing the survey and an invitation to
participate in the study, detailing the general research aims and ethical considerations
(voluntary participation, anonymity of responses). Company representatives assisted in
data collection and contacted the participants through their direct communication channels,
distributing the invitation and online survey. Because the main organizational interest was
to examine general employee reactions, the survey was framed as relating to the multiple
organizational changes prompted by the recent acquisition. The company distributed the
online survey at two time points, to all employees: at the onset of the transition (Time 1,
just as the change was being introduced, November 2022), and seven months after the
onset (Time 2, June 2023). All participants gave their consent to participate in the study.

We only included participants who responded to all questions at both time points. We
had good response rates (41%) at Time 1 (240 participants, 64% were women, average age
of 31, range 24–47) and at Time 2 (35% response rate, 209 participants, 62.7% were women,
average age of 30, range 24–48). On average, they had been working at the company for
three years. The majority of our participants indicated a university degree as their highest
education (60% BSc level and 29.1% MSc level), 9.1% indicated a high school degree, and
1.8% indicated a doctoral degree as their higher education.

3.2. Measures

Organizational change beliefs were evaluated at Time 1 using the Organizational
Change Recipients’ Beliefs Scale (OCRBS, Armenakis et al. 2007). The scale consists of 5
dimensions, with 4 items for Discrepancy (example item: “We needed to change the way
we did some things in this organization”, α = 0.87), 5 items for Appropriateness (example
item: “The changes we implemented were correct for our situation”, α = 0.96), 5 items for
Efficacy (example item: “I believe we can successfully implement these change”, α = 0.90),
6 items for Principal Support (example item: “Most of my respected peers have embraced
the changes”, α = 0.86), 4 items for Valence (example item: “These changes will benefit
me.”, α = 0.85). We asked employees to think about the change initiatives prompted by the
recent acquisition that were being implemented within their organization. Responses were
rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree) and Cronbach’s
alpha for the overall scale was 0.95, indicating very good internal reliability and an overall
high score on this scale reflects positive organizational change beliefs.

Organizational identification (with the target organization) was evaluated at Time 2
using a single-item graphic scale developed by Shamir and Kark (2004); the scale presents
7 images of circles representing the organization and the employee, overlapping to dif-
ferent degrees (1 represents a lack of identification with the organization; 7 represents
complete identification).

Ethical organizational culture was evaluated at Time 2 using the Corporate Ethical
Virtues Model Scale (CEVMS, DeBode et al. 2013; Kaptein 2008). The scale consists of
8 dimensions with 4 items each: Clarity (example item: “The organization makes it suf-
ficiently clear to me how I should conduct myself appropriately toward others within
the organization”, α = 0.86), Congruency of Supervisors (example item: “My supervisor
sets a good example in terms of ethical behavior”, α = 0.96), Congruency of Management,
(example item: “The conduct of the Board and senior management reflects a shared set
of norms and values”, α = 0.91), Feasibility (example item: “I am not asked to do things
that conflict with my conscience in my immediate working environment”, α = 0.83), Sup-
portability (example item: “In my immediate working environment, everyone has the
best interests of the organization at heart”, α = 0.87), Transparency (example item: “If a
colleague does something which is not permitted, my manager will find out about it”,
α = 0.90), Discussability (example item: “In my immediate working environment, there is
adequate opportunity to discuss unethical conduct”, α = 0.91), Sanctionability (example
item: “In my immediate working environment, ethical conduct is valued highly”, α = 0.89).
Responses were rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 6 = Strongly Agree)
and Cronbach’s alpha for the overall scale was 0.97, indicating very good internal reliability.
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Due to the rather small sample size used in our analyses, we decided to use the global
score of the ethical organizational culture scale as an indicator of ethical culture strength
for further analyses.

Performance was evaluated at Time 2 by adapting a measure developed by
Rousseau and Aubé (2010); participants evaluated their individual performance on
4 indicators, including achievement of performance goals, productivity (quantity of work),
quality of work accomplished, and respect for deadlines. Responses were rated on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = very low; 5 = very high). To have a complete view of performance,
we asked participants to evaluate both their on-site (α = 0.89) and remote performance
(α = 0.93). The final score was obtained by averaging the two dimensions (α = 0.80).

We included age and education as control variables because they have been shown to
influence the key variables included in our study (Elstak et al. 2015).

4. Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Age (T1) 32.07 4.99
2. Education (T1) 4.15 0.85 0.06
3. Organizational change beliefs (T1) 4.95 1.05 0.29 * 0.06
4. Ethical organizational culture (T2) 4.99 0.82 0.15 0.02 0.45 **
5. Organizational identification (T2) 4.84 1.14 0.07 −0.07 0.59 ** 0.58 **
6. Performance (T2) 3.89 0.58 0.04 −0.04 0.47 ** 0.22 0.40 **

* p < 0.05 (two-tailed), ** p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

The data were screened for missing data, outliers, and regression assumptions. Linear-
ity, normality, multicollinearity, homogeneity, and homoscedasticity were all met. We ran
three separate multiple regression models in SPSS v26 for the three dependent variables,
with all variables entered simultaneously (see Table 2).

Table 2. Summary of multiple regression analyses.

Model Predictors b (SE) 95% CI (b) β t p

Dependent variable:
Organizational
identification

(Intercept) 2.786 (1.060) [0.659, 4.914] 2.629 0.011
Age −0.023 (0.026) [−0.076, 0.031] −0.099 −0.852 0.398

Education −0.136 (0.149) [−0.436, 0.163] −0.102 −0.914 0.365
Organizational change beliefs 0.674 (0.125) [0.423, 0.926] 0.625 5.377 0.000

Dependent variable:
Ethical organizational

culture

(Intercept) 3.157 (0.863) [1.425, 4.889] 3.659 0.001
Age 0.004 (0.022) [−0.039, 0.047] 0.025 0.194 0.847

Education −0.008 (0.121) [−0.252, 0.236] −0.008 −0.063 0.950
Organizational change beliefs 0.350 (0.102) [0.145, 0.555] 0.447 3.429 0.001

Dependent variable:
Performance

(Intercept) 3.068 (0.599) [1.865, 4.271] 5.120 0.000
Age −0.012 (0.015) [−0.042, 0.018] −0.107 −0.835 0.408

Education −0.041 (0.084) [−0.210, 0.128] −0.060 −0.486 0.629
Organizational change beliefs 0.281 (0.071) [0.138, 0.423] 0.506 3.956 0.000

b = unstandardized regression coefficient, SE (b) = standard error, β = standardized regression coefficient.

For ethical organizational culture, the overall model was significant, F(3, 51) = 4.42,
p < 0.01, R2 = 0.21, adjusted R2 = 0.16, indicating that the predictors accounted for 20.6% of
the variance in perceptions of ethical organizational culture at Time 2. Only organizational
change beliefs positively and significantly predicted ethical organizational culture (β = 0.45,
t(51) = 3.43, p = 0.001), providing support for Hypothesis 1.

For organizational identification, the overall model was significant, F(3, 51) = 9.94,
p < 0.001, R2 = 0.37, adjusted R2 = 0.33, indicating that the predictors accounted for 36.9% of
the variance in organizational identification at Time 2. Only organizational change beliefs



Adm. Sci. 2024, 14, 234 8 of 12

positively and significantly predicted organizational identification (β = 0.63, t(51) = 5.38,
p < 0.001), providing support for Hypothesis 2.

For performance, the overall model was significant, F(3, 51) = 5.28, p < 0.01, R2 = 0.24,
adjusted R2 = 0.19, indicating that the predictors accounted for 23.7% of the variance
in individual performance at Time 2. Only organizational change beliefs positively and
significantly predicted performance (β = 0.51, t(51) = 3.96, p < 0.001), providing support
for Hypothesis 3. Age and education did not predict organizational identification, ethical
culture perceptions, or individual performance.

5. Discussion
5.1. Theoretical Implications

Given the complex psychological and organizational factors at play during M&As, our
study aimed to empirically examine how anticipatory beliefs about organizational changes
influence their post-acquisition perceptions of ethical organizational culture, their identifi-
cation and performance. Our results consistently supported the hypotheses proposed.

Our results extend previous research on the effects of change beliefs on perceptions of
organizational culture or climate (Bartels et al. 2007, 2009; Elstak et al. 2015; Onesti 2023) by
linking change beliefs with perceptions of ethical organizational culture post-acquisition.
This finding suggests that viewing the change in a positive light can lead to a perception of
a more positive value system after the changes take place. The strength of ethical organiza-
tional culture is strongly impacted by leadership practices (Roy et al. 2024) and because
ethical leadership drives employee empowerment, engagement, and their perceptions of fit
with the organization (Abuzaid et al. 2024) it is important to understand more clearly how
changes in leadership practices impact the emergence of ethical organizational culture post-
M&A. In particular, the role of (changes in) ethical and engaging leadership are particularly
important as these forms of leadership impact directly on employees’ readiness for change.

Moreover, our results extend previous findings about the importance of change beliefs
in influencing organizational identification post-M&A. Because M&As can either weaken or
strengthen organizational identification, and identification is considered a key to successful
M&As, the finding that change beliefs can act as a catalyst for the positive effects of
organizational change has important implications. Past research has highlighted the role
of perceptions of valence or discrepancy in driving employee adaptation during M&As
(Bartels et al. 2006; Giessner 2011; Sung et al. 2017; Ullrich et al. 2005), but this is the first
study to date that uses an integrative model of change beliefs. Moreover, research also
showed that employees’ identification with the new organizational structures takes time to
develop (Cremers and Curs, eu 2024), therefore future research could further investigate in
longitudinal designs the dynamics of organizational identification as a function of positive
organizational change beliefs.

Our results are also supportive of an individual adaptation effect, as change be-
liefs positively predicted individual performance post-M&A. However, these positive
effects may actually be short-lived, as a function of within-person fluctuations in per-
formance (Dalal et al. 2014, 2020). Moreover, although holding positive views about the
change may initially motivate employees, the additional invested effort and increased
performance in the context of organizational change processes could lead to heightened
stress, burnout, and withdrawal behaviors, inadvertently resulting in negative outcomes
(Van Iddekinge et al. 2023), if the effects on performance are not properly monitored and
managed, or if employees are not given enough recovery opportunities (Bennett et al. 2018).
Future studies could employ experience sampling or daily diary methods, to better grasp
the dynamic and longer-term effects of organizational change beliefs on performance.

Surprisingly, age and education did not predict either organizational identification,
ethical organizational culture perceptions, or employee performance. Previous meta-
analytic results suggest that demographic characteristics are not always stable predictors of
outcomes, their effect sizes tend to be small and may be moderated by various contextual
factors (see Kooij et al. 2011; Ng and Feldman 2008, 2009, 2010). As our research was
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conducted within a single organization, it could be that these relationships were influenced
by other factors related to either cultural characteristics or the specific work context, which
could explain our non-significant results.

Our results are consistent with previous literature highlighting the importance of change
beliefs for adaptation during M&As (Elstak et al. 2015; Rodríguez-Sánchez et al. 2018) and
with the core tenets of SIT (Tajfel and Turner 1986) and Field Theory (Lewin 1943). Addition-
ally, although the cross-lagged nature of our data does not allow us to draw definite causal
inferences, it eliminates limitations such as hindsight bias and reduces concerns about
common method bias. Overall, our study provides a more comprehensive understanding
of the role of change beliefs and reactions during M&As.

5.2. Practical Implications

By examining the effects of change on both attitudinal and performance outcomes,
our research provides valuable information on the approaches that can promote effective
adaptation after M&As. Given the complexities of human resource management during
M&As (Rodríguez-Sánchez et al. 2018), our findings may provide an incentive to directly
target positive beliefs in change management initiatives. Because our findings suggest
that holding positive beliefs about future organizational changes can prove beneficial to
employees, change management strategies should specifically target change reactions and
aim at creating positive expectations about the forthcoming organizational change. For
example, management should aim to create a narrative that highlights the necessity and
adequacy of the M&A, mention direct and indirect benefits, raise employee efficacy about
being involved in specific changes, address potential concerns and uncertainties directly
and transparently, as well as show support for and alignment with the change. Such efforts
might facilitate a positive view on change, and reduce the sense of threat and insecurity
typically associated with M&As. Using these strategies before the changes take place could
help organizations have more successful M&As, resulting in high levels of post-acquisition
organizational identification, higher perceptions of ethical organizational culture, and
positive employee performance outcomes.

5.3. Limitations and Future Directions

Despite the robust findings of our study, it is important to acknowledge certain
limitations that might influence the interpretation and application of our results. Firstly,
our research was conducted within a single organization, which limits the generalizability
of our findings to other contexts or countries. Moreover, because we did not ask direct
questions about the M&A process or the acquiring organization and used a more general
framing in our survey, it could be that individual answers regarding change beliefs actually
reflect attitudes towards specific changes related to the recent acquisition that were more
personally salient and not the general change. As we did not measure and could not
control for initial values of organizational identification, ethical organizational culture, and
individual performance at Time 1, we cannot draw any inferences about actual change in
outcome variables. Because we only measured change beliefs after the acquisition was
announced but before the actual changes took place, it could be that initial reactions to
change refer more to anticipated rather than actual change.

Additionally, our study’s reliance on self-reported data might introduce common
method bias. Although we followed recommendations that reduce common method bias in
designing the study, such as temporally separating the study variables and protecting the
anonymity of participants (Podsakoff et al. 2003, 2024), future research could investigate
these relationships using multisource data. Another potential limitation is the use of a
single-item measure for organizational identification, yet because this specific measure is
widely used as a valid indicator of organizational identification, it enables us to directly
compare our findings with previous studies while minimizing respondent time, thereby
enhancing response rates.
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Future research should aim to introduce more complex models that incorporate moder-
ators and mediators to further unpack the dynamics of organizational change, particularly
during M&As. For example, exploring potential moderators such as organizational climate
or leadership styles (ethical and engaging leadership) could provide deeper insights into
the conditions under which change beliefs might more strongly influence organizational
identification and perceptions of ethical organizational culture. Additionally, examining
mediators like trust in leadership or perceived organizational support could help clarify the
mechanisms through which change beliefs translate into individual and organizational out-
comes. This approach would allow researchers to capture the multifaceted and interactive
effects of various factors influencing employee reactions to organizational changes.

In conclusion, our study highlights the need for organizations undergoing M&As to
address the organizational change beliefs of their employees when undergoing significant
organizational changes and transitions. By fostering positive change beliefs among employ-
ees, organizations can enhance both individual and organizational outcomes, ultimately
supporting the success of M&As.
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