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WHY SUCCESSFUL MERGERS ARE RARE 

In the last ten years or so there has been an increasing importance and frequency of
mergers, especially in the automotive industry on the background of  internationalization,
squeezing product-markets and new technologies.

Many potentially rewarding mergers and joint ventures across cultural boundaries did not
manage to cope with the challenge of realizing synergetic effects in organizational, i.e. technical
and economical, as well as cultural spheres.

Success (not only of mergers, but of every enterprise) is highly dependent on the
emergence of effective internal information and communication processes – cross-cultural mergers
implicate particular challenges regarding ‘culture’!

THE CASE OF VOLKSWAGEN-SKODA

The economic, social and political transformation of post-socialist Czech Republic has
to be looked at as a  specific historically and culturally context for the VW-Skoda merger-process,
which seemingly has been a ‘success-story’ in terms of profits, products, turnovers, etc. (graphs)

THEORETICAL REFLECTION

Our study builds on management theories’ proposals to establish stable information,
communication and decision making processes: strong  corporate culture is thematized  as
instrument to provide the existence of shared meanings and template for action. Corporate culture
is not necessarily homogenous, but may be a rather fragile working consensus. Cross-cultural
challenges should ‘produce’ emerging hybrid culture on organization level!

Intercultural ‘understanding’, however, does not imply automatically mutual acceptance
respectively acceptance of the communication process. Such forms of discourse are necessarily
permeated by power, interest and prejudice, and acceptance must therefore be achieved and 
secured by specific policy  of  ‘reflexive management’.
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Our working hypotheses are the following:
communication in multicultural enterprises is successful if:

Ø understanding on the level of daily interaction (or any functional equivalents) is
provided AND

Ø the continuation of communication processes can be achieved by measures of a
reflexive management

This field rests contested terrain, i.e. communicational success is not necessarily based on
harmony, but most probably on permanent conflict-management and on the emergence of a
working consensus.

Our goal is to examine how this working consensus is generated and stabilized, and how
it is coined by decision making processes. Furthermore we are analysing the internal structure of
the working consensus as crucial element of a configuration of organizational hybrid culture.

METHODOLOGY AND FIELDWORK

Methods
Qualitative interviews as well as document analysis

The analysis of documents focuses the development of the Skoda company since the
velvet revolution and should provide us with the relevant information in order to reconstruct the
"biography" of the VW-Skoda merger on societal and on organisation level.

Interviews were in most cases performed in the interviewees’ native language in order to
not only achieve direct information, but also to gain access to social semantics which are generated
and reproduced among different groups of Skoda employees (e.g. auto- and heterotypification
that structures knowledge about the culture of the respective country and company).

In order to meet the practical requirements of fieldwork in multicultural environments, our
research team is a multicultural one.

Fieldwork
Our  empirical data-base is about 25 semi-structured interviews mostly with Czech

employees on different management levels, but also with a couple of foreign service employees
from VW.

The point of main emphasis on Czech employees was originally not intended but a
consequence of  access to the company and of the practical process of the research-process.
However, this "bias" centred our study (designed as an explorative and preparatory study)  on
the question how transformation was seen through the eyes of the transformated.

It is clear that in the main study starting fall this year it will be necessary to "catch the
other side", too.
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Findings
We are going to present some of the results of the ongoing research. Keeping in mind the

so far Czech. orientated perspective and the stabilizing fact of economic success we would like
to highlight the following aspects of the working consensus:

As efforts to implement artificially a ‘new’ strong originate ‘Skoda’-corporate culture
failed due to socialist experience of the employees which made them sceptical toward
“ideologies”,  we can say, that at Skoda, a specific frame of discourse emerged during the merger-
process with VW where (real and potential) conflicts could be canalized and treated in productive
ways.

On macro level – i.e. society-related discourse - it can be recognized that the
transformation of the social and economic structures are intertwined with a shift to neo-liberal
free market semantics with legitimatory function. On the individual level this is indicated by the
tendency to interpret the transformation process  as a chance for personal development leading
to results which also support the positive development of the company.

On meso level – i.e. discourses focussing on organizational changes and problems - the
impact of  the transformation-process is reflected in a way, we would call the acceptance of a 
‘necessary temporary asymmetry’, which means that the VW-input is seen as an important
support in all relevant dimensions, which had to be accepted temporarily but which later should
be integrated  to a organically growing “Skoda-culture” (our semantic analysis clearly shows the
shift from the status of VW-subsidiary to the status of member of the VW-group side by side
with SEAT and AUDI!). In consequence this becoming culture is characterized by stability of
identities (personal level) and identification (organizational level) on the one hand as well as by
an ongoing motivation to point out and put into action new ways of organization and decision-
making on the other .

On the interactive level the culture-creating discourse covers the double-face of cultural
integration and diversity, since it is characterized not so much by shared meanings (or a shared
culture) but by “space” for thematization and mutual acceptance of different perspectives on each
other. In this context, apparently, a shared perception of cultural similarities seems to grow step
by step on the background of a long and often enough conflictive history of German-Czech
neighbourhood.


