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An IGO Consultancy Service 

As an introduction to the complexity of consulting to mergers and acquisitions we first want 
to refer to the notion of social defences. A central feature of IGO general theorising of 
organisational functioning is the notion that even the most efficient and reasonable patterns 
of work and divisions of labour have social defence properties. And because of this, we 
argue for a form of action research consultancy which we describe as a collaborative 
engagement between consultant and client to jointly explore the nature of their problems, 
to generate ideas for change, and then to test those ideas in practice and evaluate the 
results: and this is the way IGO works with client organisations regarding mergers. 
 
There are similarities to managing major change, but mergers present much greater 
challenges. Clearly this is going to be a difficult task for all concerned at all levels of 
management. This is a largely unprecedented situation, and for everyone, this new 
experience will demand a high level of competence, determination and understanding if 
desirable outcomes are to be achieved. This will be difficult and demanding work for all 
which will be a further demand over and above the normal management requirements of 
the various levels of management. As such it would not be surprising that some may 
experience difficulties and while all will require support, some may require extra support to 
help them through this crisis. The important role of senior managers is to ensure that such 
support as is necessary is forthcoming to provide the containment required. 
 
As a starting point, we may consider that the organisational cultures of both organisations 
are going to be destroyed in the process of merger. Cultures exist for a reason; here it is 
posited that they are a form of social system developed to enable members of an 
organisation to act in an appropriate manner under the circumstances imposed on them by 
the organisational environment. Cultures confirm and maintain a social order which also 
provides order for the internal worlds of individuals. New modes of looking at the world, new 
meanings, or just new ways of doing things, all threaten to destroy that shared reality on 
which social and individual order is felt to depend. Hence anxiety and resistance are evoked. 
When our world begins to crumble, we begin to crumble. It is this resistance that is not 
understood and which is considered to be irrational. Understanding organisational cultures 
is central to successful implementation. 
 
All threats to destroy the shared reality on which social and individual order is felt to depend 
will evoke anxiety and hence resistance. Radical change on a large scale such as the 
merger ruptures the very fabric of what links staff to their work, the enterprise, and to each 
other. Profound emotions are mobilised as staff confront their hopes, fears and resilience 
in making the transition through a very horrible time. If containment is not sufficient, 
persecutory fears will be rife, and staff will develop defence mechanisms to protect 
themselves from these forces. These may include repression – blocking out unpleasant 
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experiences; regression to the paranoid-schizoid position; projection onto and into the 
Board and managers, and denial.  
 
Such is the nature of mergers that primitive mental activity is triggered. To explain, In the 
earliest days of our existence the infant is engaged in what is referred to as primitive mental 
activity. At this stage of life this is a disorganised world, and when as a child we are suffering 
from frustration and anxiety we respond in very primitive ways. When other people interfere 
with the child’s desires, things are simply experienced by the child as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 
depending on the perceived experience. This is a ‘black’ and ‘white’ world where grey does 
not exist, and this is the most natural way of dealing with matters at the earliest stages of 
emotional development. Where other people are experienced as providing satisfaction of 
desires they are experienced as ‘good’; and, no matter that it is the same person who at 
another moment is perceived as thwarting the satisfaction of desires they will be 
experienced as ‘bad’. These views of black and white may be arrayed in the primitive 
manifestations of love and hate. At this stage of life, the infant is simply unable to distinguish 
other than at the level of black and white. 
  
In regard to regression, to what we refer to as the paranoid-schizoid position, people cope 
with intense anxieties and threatening fears by relying on the more rudimentary, primitive 
end of the defensive spectrum, employing principally splitting, projective identification and 
idealisation. This, in turn, leads to patterns of thought and experience characterised by 
blame, scapegoating, idealisation, persecution and other distorted perceptions. When 
operating from this mode, the ability to engage in interpersonal relations is seriously 
compromised. Concrete thinking leads to rigidity, a loss of creativity, and polarisation which 
hampers the capacity to integrate differences and to collaborate. 
 
As opposed to the negative actions that emanate from the regressive position, as children, 
we progress to what is technically known as the ‘depressive position’. At this position, we 
come to understand that our mother can be both good and bad, that the same person is 
capable of both being kind and caring and being harsh and neglectful. This is a considerable 
advance because the progressive position enables the integration of objects (different 
views, different groups or different people), learning from experience and the development 
of abstract thought, thus facilitating collaboration and transcendence in interests beyond 
their own survival and protection. While faced with the difficulties associated with projections 
into board members which may be difficult to bear, it is vital for the Board and other 
managers develop a capacity for working in the depressive position which enables the 
integration of objects (different views, different groups or different people), learning from 
experience, and the development of abstract thought, thus facilitating collaboration and 
transcendence in interests beyond their own survival and protection. 
 
Critical events such as the merger are in the category of needing to be accommodated. As 
such they may provoke considerable and possibly extreme anxiety. In these circumstances, 
a likely result is regression to what we referred to above as the paranoid-schizoid position 
whereby the use of primitive defences such as splitting, projective identification, and 
idealisation come into play. In this mental position, thought becomes rigid, concrete, 
inflexible, and polarised, which hampers the capacity to integrate differences and to 
collaborate. When people are managing in the regressive mode, the organisation is at risk 
since the capacity for problem-solving and genuine thought are possible only when 
depressive anxieties and modes of managing them dominate. Operating from the more 
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primitive paranoid-schizoid end of the spectrum brings out the grandiosity, persecution and 
inflexible thinking. 
 
The defences that people employ when operating from the regressive position are, 
inevitably, fragmenting. Unwanted bits of experience, painful feelings, and despised parts 
of the self are split off and evacuated elsewhere when splitting, projection, and projective 
identification are relied upon to manage at that end of the spectrum of defences. The legacy 
of paranoid-schizoid process is scapegoating; stalemated organisational splits; emotionally 
and intellectually disabled people; restricted collaborative ability across important 
boundaries; hateful, abusive, and paranoid authority relations; and an inability to understand 
immediate tasks in ways that allow people to link them to wider purposes. If managers 
regress and end up managing in this mode, there will be no hope of containment. 
  
From a merger perspective. It is important to understand the effects of these two positions 
on leaders in their attempts to exercise power. Should they fail to exercise self-containment 
and regress to a regressive mode of leadership, all trust will disappear, and phantasy and 
hatred will be the order of the day. It will be a stand-off between ‘us’ and ‘them’ that is 
unmovable and preventing the creativity and willingness required to build a new 
organisation. If leaders can stay in the progressive position, no matter what staff do, and 
consistently and persistently approach all situations by staying in touch with reality, this will 
result in creativity and working towards the development of a new organisation 
 
As has been shown mergers are a highly emotional experience for all concerned, high 
emotions can lead to regression and the development of an 'us' and 'them' situation that 
may prevent progress in the merger process. IGO understand the emotional disturbance 
that is likely to occur and develop processes for identifying possible regression regarding 
individuals and parts of the organisation. They are also are skilled in providing and 
supporting senior managers in a process of providing containment throughout both 
organisations and the new organisation when it’s formed. As has been shown on countless 
occasions, without this sort of consultancy support, the experience is a disaster. IGO have 
a successful record of successful and sustainable mergers. 
 

Enquiries 
Those interested should contact IGO with a view to making an appointment to discuss 
specific needs and for IGO to provide a tailor-made proposal based on the above approach. 
 

 


