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Acquisitions Can Revitalize: Realizing Their Promise 

William P. Macaux, Ph.D. MBA 

There are relatively few firms - large, medium, and even some smaller ones - who do not look to 

acquisition as a critical strategy for achieving growth. Despite the storied failure rate in M&A, most hold 

hope that they can get it right. And even a little success – our own, or that of competitors – intensifies 

these expectations.   

We'll look at some insights from one practically-minded business researcher concerning how to make 

acquisitions work - indeed, how to leverage acquisition for revitalizing their entire enterprise. I will then 

identify how success implies competence in leadership communications.  

The Upside of Acquisitions 

Freek Vermeulen, from the London School of Economics, has done some very interesting research into 

the potential for acquisitions to revitalize companies. It's not simple to succeed, nor can it be reduced 

to mere procedural automaticity. In fact, that is really the point! 

Vermeulen, like Jim Collins (How the Mighty Fall), is quick to observe that the biggest foes in failed 

acquisitions is ourselves, namely a creeping state of complacency. As soon as we lose our sense of 

humility, our curiosity and openness to learning - in this case from the approaches of the firms we 

acquire - we reduce the likelihood of a revitalization effect.   

Such vulnerabilities lay at the root of what caused Good-to-Great companies (Collins) to lose their way 

and suffer subsequent declines. Similarly, Vermeulen found that companies once quite competent in 

adaptively responding to the challenges of post-acquisition integration were also at risk of becoming too 

sure of themselves and losing their edge.  

But lest we lose heart, let's consider the upside potential that Vermeulen identified as well as his 

recommendations for maximizing this potential. I think you will agree that it's a strategy worth 

mastering, and if we heed a few lessons learned, there is no reason we can't succeed. 

The Revitalization Effect 

In his research, Vermeulen studied companies who had executed many acquisitions for a variety of 

reasons. He made some interesting observations about what predicted success and what the smart 

management in some of these companies learned from their experience: 

 Although the companies' original aims were focused primarily on specific strategic goals (e.g. 

obtain a key technology or increase geographic spread), some of the actual pay-offs were 

"softer" (e.g. improved decision making processes, innovative HR practices, and faster/better 

product development). 
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 Figuring out how to integrate businesses often involved power struggles and culture clashes - 

something initially viewed as an unwelcome nuisance factor. But those who persisted and found 

ways to work through these struggles regained their vitality. They recognized and reversed signs 

of stagnation in their legacy businesses. 

 Based on these unexpected gains, some firms actually decided to do smaller acquisitions on a 

regular basis (one or two per year) in order to prevent rigidity and complacency. The 

serendipitous revitalizing effect became a reason in itself! Integrating something new prompts 

healthy revitalization of the whole. So why forgo this benefit? 

 In summary, Vermeulen characterized effective acquisition as a "consciousness-raising 

experience" for management. Drawing from the field of genetics, he compared the revitalization 

effect to "hybrid vigor," i.e. increased vigor arising from cross-breeding genetically different 

plants or animals. 

 He was studying companies who did acquisition well, so it goes without saying that there were 

hard measures of improved business performance to augment these observations. 

However, the successful firms also learned that it usually takes longer than they may have 

initially thought to obtain these benefits. Persistence is key! 

Principles for Making Revitalization Work  

Vermeulen suggests five principles to keep in mind when approaching acquisition as a strategy. Doing so 

will enable you to achieve your desired strategic gains and will help you realize the added benefits of 

a revitalization effect:   

1. Select acquisitions you can learn from. He recommends something akin to the Aristotelian 

"golden mean." If a target acquisition is too similar it provides too few differences to generate a 

constructive struggle. If it is too different there may not be sufficient common ground to grasp, 

relate, and integrate one another's differences - vitality is out of reach. 

2. Link size of acquisition to corporate need. Big acquisitions can be disruptive, but in some cases - 

when a company is stuck - disruption may be just what the doctor ordered. However, a healthy 

firm (e.g. Cisco) may not want this disruption; they may prefer to pursue smaller, innovative 

companies. This helps to maintain the host firm's "energy and entrepreneurial spirit."  

3. Integrate but don't destroy acquisitions. "Blending" is the answer. This requires that you avoid 

the either/or tendency to totally assimilate or leave the acquisition alone. You must hit the 

differences "head on." He recommends bringing people from both firms together to decide on 

best practices and then ensure that they are put into place. The answer is not always their way 

or our way, it may indeed be a third, a hybrid. 

4. Embrace friction. He recommends a way to re-frame integration issues: "...integration problems 

should not be viewed as problems on their own but as part of a larger effort to re-examine old 

methods and routines." The conflict can initially cause participants unease. However, as they 

discover the benefits of working through it, the organization and its managers cultivate an 

increased tolerance for constructive conflict. 
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5. Balance acquisitions and organic growth. He tells us that companies that managed to sustain 

growth best were those who pursued both. "[The] two modes of growth are not substitutes for 

one another but complementary." Rather than viewing the acquisitions merely as a portfolio of 

separate businesses to be managed, they treated acquisitions as "platforms for further 

expansion." 

Implicit in these principles are manifold calls for leadership communications. We can only highlight them 

here, and I will do so by relating them to the observations and the five principles Vermeulen 

has presented.  

The Role of Leadership Communications 

Most contemporary approaches to leadership theory and practice are clear on one central point: 

Leadership communication is action! In the opinion of many, it is the most important action. 

In this regard, we may distinguish between two kinds of action that would seem especially pertinent to 

Vermeulen's insights about what it takes to succeed with acquisitions. The two kinds of leadership 

action (communication) are strategic action and communicative action. Some explanation may help. 

Strategic Communications 

Strategic in this context implies action toward a specified outcome that has business relevance and 

frequently monetized value. This involves rational-logical discourse. It is problem solving and analysis for 

the purpose of evaluating issues and opportunities related to a specific strategic aim, e.g. acquiring a 

new technology. 

This kind of exchange will be informed by factual data, but also by alternative interpretations of the 

data. Communication will be characterized by lively debate, logical-analytical arguments, 

and projections of future value. This strategic action will usually involve a select group of subject matter 

experts (technical, financial, commercial, etc.). 

The quality of this thinking, talking, and communicative exchange encourages a critical edge, even a 

purposeful skepticism - "Okay, show me your case to support those projections." Although the critical 

quality is intended to produce intellectual rigor and a tough-minded testing of ideas, it may also breed a 

bit more of an aggressive-defensive interpersonal dynamic. 

It is communication for purposes of making a case and persuasion. The ultimate aim is to converge upon 

the best appraisal of the issues and opportunities - something we regard as "objective" because it is 

supported by data and logical reasoning. This is familiar ground for most B-School grads and seasoned 

executives. 

The risks associated with this approach are also familiar: 1) We (buyer) do our analysis based on the best 

facts we can obtain, knowing that they (seller) is going to be "spinning" the facts in a manner that makes 

their assets most attractive and valuable. 2) The intellectual rigor can bleed into an aggressive style that 

may end up favoring those who are more forceful in their presence and behavior, perhaps suppressing 

dissent and better ideas. 

Now, if we call to mind Vermeulen's first principle, selecting acquisitions you can learn from, it is clear 

that relying on this strategic style of communication alone may not be sufficient. After all, much of what 
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there is to learn from an acquisition is "softer" in nature, e.g. dynamics of culture, teamwork, and 

decision-making. 

Communicative Action 

We won't get an appraisal of all that we have to learn through critical analysis and logical argument. 

There is also a need to communicate for understanding, understanding that only comes when people 

speak freely in a situation of trust, and where others listen attentively and seek to understand points of 

view and the experience associated with them. 

This is where communicative action becomes a vital dimension of the communications competency of 

those leading the acquisition strategy. It is only "touchy feely" if you believe that relationships do not 

make a difference, and in my opinion that is a fatal assumption. 

Communicative action is less about things (technology, monetized value, procedures, and products) and 

more about people. It is less about making a case and persuading than it is about seeking to understand 

one another. It is less about the force of our reasoning that about our reasons, the underlying 

motivations and values that guide our judgment and action tendencies. 

It is competence in this area of leadership communications that will enable management to not simply 

bring people together (which Vermeulen emphasizes in not enough), but to create the conditions that 

will allow them to apply two other key principles: integrate acquisitions, but don't destroy them; 

and embrace friction. 

Conclusion 

What we have discussed here is relevant to all phases of an acquisition strategy. It should give you pause 

to reflect afresh on how you target acquisitions, i.e. what is the benefit you hope to gain from them? 

Have all the appropriate voices been heard on this question? 

In your due diligence, how are you approaching communications internally and externally in order to 

ensure that you appraise fully what you can learn from a potential acquisition, how much disruption you 

want and can handle, and how you will integrate without destroying the businesses and human 

organizations you acquire? 

You know that one of the critical factors is embracing friction. Most of us would respond with a hearty 

assertion, "easier said than done!" This may give you cause to consider what you have to learn about 

facilitating constructive conflict and working through difficult conversations. Be honest with yourself. 

Most of us talk a better game than we play in this area. 

Integration and realizing the revitalizing potential from an acquisition requires getting people from both 

organizations to find ways to blend the best of both worlds. Yet politics and issues of self-interest (e.g. 

competition for key jobs) can get in the way. Do you know how you will handle this? 

Seeking a bit of outside advice on how address these matters would seem prudent. As sponsors of the 

overall effort to obtain value from acquisitions you will benefit from some perspective-taking. Some of 

your most important contributions will stem from your skill, strategy, and style in communicative 

leadership.   

 


