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A. Summary 

The study by Schweiger & Denisi focused on organizational phenomena 

surrounding the announcement of a pending merger.  Typically, employees find 

themselves in higher states of stressfulness when such uncertain declarations are made.  

When management keeps direct communication low, employees inevitably turn to more 

informal means of gossip and rumors, which are usually negative and untruthful.  The 

authors conclude that direct information passing to employees is the only adequate 

anxiety-decreasing technique, to get the workers through such uncertain times.  Other 

dysfunctions include increased job dissatisfaction and desire to leave, and lowered levels 

of perceived organizational trust and commitment.  Combined, these dysfunctions will 

lead to low productivity and higher rates of turnover and absenteeism, all threats to 

organizational success. 

One such method for addressing this issue, and the driving force behind this 

study, is a “realistic job preview”.  Defined through the authors‟ research as a mechanism 

for employees to deal with their transitions, job previews are vehicles for communication 

and information, passed from the top down.  These previews typically include 

information about a job, both its positive and negative aspects, usually through film or 

tape.  According to research, they‟ve had positive past results, and are effective because 

they both provide real information, and they show organizational commitment. 

Also in their research, the authors note that there has been little investigation into 

whether or not employers should directly communicate merger information to their 

workers.  What scarce empirical data exists is controversial, so it has been taken upon the 

authors to conduct a more conclusive, yet laissez-faire, study of their own.  Because of its 

high-risk nature, realistic job previews must be treaded upon lightly. 

The first hypothesis was that the announcement of a merger would result in 

increased uncertainty, stress, absenteeism, and turnover, and, contrastingly, decreased 

levels of job satisfaction, commitment, intentions to remain, self-rated importance, and 
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various organizational perceptions.  Secondly, the authors postulated that job previews 

would aid in decreasing uncertainty and dysfunctional outcomes.  The third and last 

hypothesis was that uncertainty and dysfunctional outcomes would increase without such 

job previews over time, but would stabilize after implementation of previews. 

To test these suppositions, the researchers worked with two merging Fortune 500 

companies.  Over the course of six months, these two companies would be combining 

their product lines and sharing resources, but their merging was only to affect three 

divisions in total.  The authors decided to use two plants, one controlled (without job 

preview) and another experimental (with job preview), and then compare their results.  

The plants were selected from certain criteria: that they actually are affected by the 

merger, have few employees (to prevent information leakage), be matching in 

characteristics, and be geographically distant from one another (to prevent 

contamination).  A coin toss determined which plant would be the experimental plant. 

The idea was to collect data from employees at four distinct points: before the 

merger announcement, directly after the announcement, after the preview was deployed, 

and again four months later.  These points would provide appropriate data to analyze the 

outcomes between the different communication methods used during a merger.  The 

surveys used were administered by a psychologist, were voluntary, and were reportedly 

similar to past surveys done at the organization so suspicion was assumed to be low.  In 

the experimental plant, 126 employees were used initially, which lowered to a count of 

75 by the end of the study.  In the control plant, it began with 146 employees and ended 

with 72.  The researchers also conducted t-tests for sample variation in early versus late 

stages.  Peculiarly, during the third survey, control plant management noticed heavy 

drops in their employee morale, and so the human resources vice president requested the 

implementation of a second job preview.  Therefore, no data was analyzed in the long-

term (the fourth survey) for the control plant, as it compromised the research‟s integrity. 

As mentioned previously, job previews are usually carried out through video 

media only.  In this study, however, newsletters, hotlines, and face-to-face meetings were 

used to transfer information to and from employees during the merger (in the control 

plant, there was no formal communication besides the initial CEO letter).  It is important 

to note also that this study, unlike realistic job previews, included announcements only 
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and not implementations.  Despite these differences, the researchers did analyze both the 

job preview content and its medium. 

The most relevant independent variable involved in this study was the realistic job 

preview.  Again, defined by the authors, these previews are a mechanism for dealing with 

the uncertainties surrounding organizational mergers.  Another independent variable was 

the plant not being introduced to job previews, known as the control plant.  

Communication was also an independent variable, controlled by the researchers and the 

organizations.  In regards to the dependent variables the “dysfunctional outcomes” 

include perceived uncertainty, global stress, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, 

perception of company trust, honest, and caring, employee intentions to remain with the 

company, performance, absenteeism, and turnover.  Of these, only absenteeism and 

turnover were operationally defined as the number of absences divided by work days, and 

voluntary departure from the company, respectively.  The other dependent variables were 

measured through various scales extracted from past research and techniques. 

Because the researchers were comparing different samples from the same 

population and there were considerable multivariate effects, MANOVA and ANOVA 

tests were in order.  It was shown in both plants that stress, uncertainty, and absenteeism 

were on the up while everything else went down, so it was determined that the merger did 

in fact have negative effects; thus, hypothesis #1 had strong support.  To examine the 

other two hypotheses, regarding the merger‟s effects over time, the third and fourth 

survey results were compared to the second‟s.  It was concluded that the experimental 

plants‟ employees experienced lower levels of uncertainty over time.  Also, comparing 

pre- and post- levels over longer terms, the job preview showed a strong impact, 

suggesting its‟ positive effects in helping bridge or stabilize employee transitions through 

a merger. 

 

B. Internal validity 

Generally, the study showed convincing internal validity.  Each of the steps taken 

by researchers to strengthen their work seemed to successfully avoid more common 

pitfalls.  For example, the merging organizations employees were used to surveys, and so 

this study was able to work around any issues involving subjects responses and reactions.  



Mergers 5 

While the selection of employees within the organizations weren‟t elaborated upon, the 

selection of the merging organizations seemed valid enough to use for this study. 

As it was hinted upon in the literature, studying job previews requires a certain 

level of finesse, as their acknowledgement can create distrust from the subjects, or at the 

very least contaminate the results.  And so, the methods used to keep internal 

communications low – geographical distance, etc. – also seemed reasonable.  The only 

issue around direct intervention and discussion about the job previews might be regarding 

whether employees knew in the end whether or not their job preview was part of a study, 

and not a „natural‟ organizational concern.  (Though this act could then create real 

distrust from employees, negating any benefits.) 

The methods used to measure the employees levels of uncertainties appeared 

valid, using several proven scales developed by other researchers.  Specifically, each of 

the elements of the study/hypotheses looked addressed through the researchers‟ 

questions; that is to say, they seemed to be studying the thing they were studying.  On the 

other hand, generally, employees being asked about their feelings and uncertainties 

towards their parent organization might create additional distress, not measured or 

addressed in this study.  While the authors stated there was no reason for employees to 

view it as unusual, that is a bold statement to make without presenting some minimal 

evidence of its truth.  This study aside, many might argue that no matter how many 

routine surveys are conducted, once a merger is announced, most workers would cite the 

last survey as being suspicious after-the-fact, and any further questioning by management 

would be unnaturally high in employee misgivings. 

 

C. External validity 

The biggest threat to external validity, as touched upon by Schweiger & Denisi, is 

the studies job preview‟s similarity to real-life job previews.  Just as any research study 

requires strict scrutinization for the purposes of generalizability, this study‟s content – 

realistic job previews – also must be strongly aligned to those which real merging 

companies may utilize.  For instance, in this study, the content of the previews was not 

focused on related job issues.  Rather the content was focused on employee uncertainties 

(the clandestine purpose of the study itself), so the effects of which may differ in regards 
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to benefiting employees.  Additionally, more time for this study, for follow-ups and 

implementation, would have made the previews more realistic, and a closer look at the 

gender splits (i.e. 70% men) effect on which industries this study may or may not be 

generalized towards. 

Also, the media used in this study is admittedly not the same as real previews.  

Whereas the typical job preview uses only a film or video medium, this study used three 

different communication methods.  One might question why the researchers did not 

suggest then that altering or adding to the media could be a viable research topic, 

especially for the purposes of strengthening job previews. 

Another questionable characteristic involves the merging organizations and their 

relationship.  Because this joining wasn‟t hostile (in corporate terms) and there were no 

massive layoffs, there was an environment where interactivity and communication were 

fostered.  The act of agreeing to this study signified the merging organizations 

commitment to employee health, well-being, and happiness, all identifying traits that 

make them least likely to warrant job previews in the first place. 

Lastly, it was stated that conflicting opinions in the area of organizational 

communication during times of mergers or acquisitions is what led the authors to conduct 

their study.  Some professionals believe direct employee communication is needed, while 

others say it is too risky and can cause more harm than good for both employee and 

management.  But if Schweiger & Denisi want their research to carry more weight, they 

must first establish that job previews do in fact have positive outcomes, and must focus 

heavily on the effects of job previews themselves, ignoring, temporarily, their content. 

 

D. Context 

This study is a mix of postpositivism and advocacy/participatory.  It is 

postpositivist in that it sought to discover what truths it could from their empirical 

research, testing their original assumptions and hypotheses about employee uncertainties 

during mergers.  However, the study is directly tied to the critical theory that workers are 

being oppressed through lack of communication, and so it also falls under the category of 

advocacy/participatory.  Through their research, the authors were aiming to liberate the 

employees from managerial domination; whether or not management was aware of or 
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concerned with this fact is irrelevant.  This negative assumption influenced the study in 

that it presumed something was wrong, and the researchers took it upon themselves to 

target some problem and its possible solutions. 

Schweiger & Denisi‟s research on employee communication and mergers lies 

squarely in the quantitative paradigm.  The study‟s ontological beliefs, that company and 

personal behaviors follow general, natural laws of nature, direct it towards the 

quantitative paradigm.  Next, the studies epistemological assumption, that the authors can 

observe and measure the phenomena surrounding involved workers in mergers, 

reinforces the paradigm.  Lastly, the research conducted utilized methodological choices 

also found under the quantitative paradigm: cause and effect, dependent and independent 

variables, and surveys. 

Finally, the research topic is one of high risk and poses a threat to both the 

researchers and the involved organizations.  Assume an already uncertain and highly 

stressed employee discovers that his or her employee is in jeopardy because of a secret 

merger, but that they‟ve also been subjected to some kind of study to boot.  What kind of 

fallout could ensue, organizationally, interpersonally, and even safety-related?  The 

researchers did, however, thoroughly address the studies more general issues, such as the 

idea that they weren‟t depriving the control group of anything, but rather providing the 

experimental group with something supplemental, a supplement determined to be 

innocuous. 


