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Abstract: Interventions to improve organizations are common in both practice and research, but relatively little evaluation
research has focused on the long-term effects of an intervention. This study opens a unique window into the longevity of an
intervention’s outcomes and the factors that can help to sustain these. In this paper we report a long-term effect evaluation of a
comprehensive intervention that focused on developing employeeship and that took place over six years in a University unit
(the Intervention Unit, IU). A former evaluation showed that the intervention had been successful in achieving its outcomes in
the first three years until 2015. In 2016, a major organizational merger was conducted. This provided a natural opportunity to
evaluate the long-term sustainability of the intervention in terms of its effects on the psychosocial work environment. The
present long-term effect evaluation is a multi-method study with contextual data from multiple sources and stakeholders. The
final survey was administered one year after the merger. In addition to the survey, organizational records were examined and
interviews with stakeholders were carried out to examine the contextual issues affecting the intervention. To evaluate the
intervention, we used ARK, which is a systematic and validated tool. ANOVA analyses of the intervention- and control groups
showed that the positive results were compromised in the follow-up survey (a further three years later). The contextual
evaluation with ANCOVA pointed to main changes connected to the organizational merger and especially for the IU.
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long-term follow-up effect evaluation of the intervention, in
light of major contextual changes in the form of an
organizational merger that took place after the short-term
evaluation had been completed. As such, the present study
supplements earlier evaluations of this intervention by
examining its effects in the long run, while considering
contextual challenges in the Intervention Unit (IU) compared
to the rest of the organization. In addition, it also helps us to

1. Introduction

Organizational interventions are common in both practice
and research, but relatively little evaluation research has
focused on the long-time effects of an intervention, for
practical reasons. As a result, we know little about the
mechanisms underlying long-term sustainable intervention

outcomes, especially when external change or other 3 o S :
programmes threaten to undermine successful results, ~CcXPlore the importance of building sustainability in
Therefore, such evaluation opportunities can offer invaluable ~ Organizational interventions and the usefulness of a
learnings. systematic approach to intervention evaluation [4].

Sustaining and improving successful organizational

The first evaluations in our lonf-term study showed that
the intervention was successful in both the process and effect
evaluations conducted [1 - 3]. The present study describes a

interventions involves the ability to identify the key
components of an intervention that have been effective.
Therefore, intervention research calls for documentation and
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evaluation of both intervention outcomes and the
implementation process [5, 6]. An outcome or effect
evaluation answers the question of whether an intervention
worked or not [7] by considering changes in individual and
organizational outputs such as stress, well-being,
absenteeism, or financial targets [1].

In this intervention under study, the effect evaluation
showed that the intervention was successful in improving the
psychosocial work environment through reducing conflict
among employees and strengthening social community,
empowering leadership, and increasing trust in management
[2]. When an intervention leads to substantial outcomes, it is
important to understand which components contributed to
that success: to identify what works, for whom, why, how
and under which circumstances [8]. In this intervention, such
a process evaluation was undertaken in 2016 [3]. This
showed that an engaged line manager is essential for
maintaining employee motivation and involvement in the
longer term, and that this is done through building
empowerment and trust, establishing a work group, and
integrating support from internal and external consultants;
concluding that the intervention had been successful overall
(Authors, [1 - 3]. After the intervention was completed, the
IU experienced substantial changes which led to a necessary
contextual investigation to document the content of these
changes. By acknowledging the role of the intervention
process and context for intervention outcomes, we can
minimize challenges associated with evaluations that focus
solely on outcomes or effects. This is because effect
evaluation only considers explanations of variations in given
outcomes, rather than the mechanisms that explain how
organizational intervention programs work [9].

Furthermore, it has been argued that contextual elements
are often neglected in intervention research and that the
context in which an intervention takes place is one of the
most influential elements for intervention outcomes [10 - 14]
and therefore if the context changes so may the outcomes.
Context is defined as ‘situational opportunities and
constraints that affect the occurrence and meaning of
organizational behavior as well as functional relationships
between variables’ [15]. In recent years, interest has
increased in viewing organizations as continuous collectives
of processes that link different players or actors together [16,
17]. In this view, it is through its relations with others that a
certain object or individual have power, and the effect of one
of them on the other will occur only if these collectives are
organized in a way that allow the actors to have an effect
[18]. This is in line with principles of Realist Evaluation,
which argues that: ‘it is not programs that work; rather, it is
the underlying reasons and resources that they offer that
generate change’ [19]. As such, it becomes relevant to
consider the complex context in which interventions take
place [20] and more specifically how organizational
interventions, such as any planned change activity, must
adapt to the routines and operations of the organization [21].

The results of the intervention that we followed for six
years and had evaluated as successful in the short-term were

challenged as soon as the IU faced a new reality. Specifically,
major organizational changes were introduced over a
relatively short period, highlighting the need to identify
concurrent processes that were seemingly unrelated to the
intervention, in order to consider elements that may have had
an impact on the intervention outcomes, either directly
through their role in the implementation of the intervention
activities or indirectly by influencing the behaviors of those
involved [22, 17]. A contextual analysis can shed light on
these processes. Such data can be obtained from interviews
or from meeting notes and organizational records, as in this
study.

The aim the present study was therefore to conduct a
follow-up effect evaluation of a long term employeeship
intervention in the context of a major organizational change.

1.1. The Intervention

Before we describe the long-term evaluation, it is
important to outline the intervention itself and the short-term
evaluation that has taken place. This description is
necessarily brief but refer the reader to detailed sources of
information. The senior management team (SMT) of the
organization initiated the intervention after a regular survey
highlighted a less-than-optimal psychosocial = work
environment, rife with interpersonal conflicts, in one
administrative unit that then became the intervention unit.
The intervention consisted of two complementary parts that
were implemented sequentially: the Employeeship
Programme (EP) and the Health, Safety, and Environment
Project (HSEP) (for more detail on EP see 1. The EP aimed
to increase employees’ awareness and skills related to
interpersonal relationships. It consisted of three mandatory
workshops aimed at: 1) reducing interpersonal conflict
through developing a positive focus on employee diversity
(which was delivered using the Diversity Icebreaker Test
[1]); 2) offering practical training in teamwork,
communication, and customer service; and 3) promoting
positive aspects of the workplace such as more positive
interactions among the employees. The broader intervention
evaluation indicated that the participants perceived the EP
positively and that it had positive effects on relationships at
work [1].

The HSEP, on the other hand, was designed to support the
continuous development of a positive and health-promoting
psychosocial work environment and as such was based on the
job demands-resources model [23, 24]. The HESP aimed to
strengthen the links between the EP and the organization’s
daily life. This was essential, because employees who
perceives intervention activities as relevant and proximal to
their daily work are more prone to show participation and
engagement [25]. The HSEP action consisted of four
workshops: 1) establishing a shared understanding of the
intervention’s purpose, 2) employee training in the
organization’s conflict management policy, 3) creating
procedures for developing a positive work environment, and
4) training and application of new procedures.

The EP and HSEP were implemented by external
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consultants with help from internal Human Resources in
cooperation with the SMT. The consultants’ aim was to
empower the leaders to take responsibility for the
intervention process. As such, their role was to train, guide,
and support the leaders. Through this, the consultants
contributed with the key principles related to participation:
management support and intervention fit (see model
developed by Nielsen and Noblet, [26]). The researchers (and
authors of this study) were involved in the evaluation of the
intervention but not its implementation.

To supplement the intervention process, a Work Group
(WG) was established as part of the HESP to facilitate the
implementation of the intervention. The WG consisted of the
department manager, a union representative, a safety
representative, and employee representatives. Its purpose was
to be a collective voice for the employees and to provide
guidance and support to the management. Through
systematic and ongoing work, the WG helped to keep the
intervention momentum — for example, through mini
evaluations, adjustments, communication of the results, and
supporting participation. At the end of the intervention, the
unit decided to retain the WG as it was regarded as useful
and important.

1.2. The Context of the Long-term Evaluation

After the intervention was completed in 2015, a number of
changes occurred in the IU. Specifically, these included a
merger and a major reorganization, no available support from
the external consultant firm, increased turnover, changes in
management, and termination of the work group, and these
changes emerged between the end of the intervention in 2014
and the new survey in 2017. These contextual issues had a
special impact on the IU compared to the rest of the
university especially that they received many new employees
(almost a 50% turnover) and this may have had a negative
impact on the parameters used to evaluate the effects of the
intervention; specifically interpersonal conflict and social
community, as well as the covariates empowering leadership
and trust in management. This study was an opportunity to
examine intervention effects after major contextual change.
We can therefore expect that because of their negative nature,
the contextual issues listed above had a special impact on the
IU compared to the larger organization where the turnover
was close to cero.

It was possible that the positive impact of the intervention
on the psychosocial work environment reported between the
baseline assessment (2012) and the post-intervention
assessment (2014) may have not been maintained the follow-
up (2017) due to these changes in the context. For the long-
term evaluation, we thus maintained the same two
hypotheses on the content of the intervention as per the first
effect evaluation and added one related to the context of the
intervention. More specifically we hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 1: Positive changes reported in interpersonal
conflict between baseline and post-intervention were not
maintained in the follow-up investigation.

Hypothesis 2: Positive changes reported in social

community between baseline and post-intervention were not
maintained in the follow-up investigation.

Hypothesis 3: Increased levels of interpersonal conflict
and decreased social community experienced by those in the
IU are linked to changes in empowering leadership and trust
in management.

2. Method

2.1. Procedure and Participants

Early in 2012, the intervention unit (IU) at a large
university initiated an intervention which was implemented
because an internal survey showed that interpersonal
conflicts were widespread and that the psychosocial work
environment was in need of improvement. The interpretation
of the results from the survey in 2012 was carried out by an
external consultancy.

The intervention was launched in February 2012 (just after
the internal survey) and completed in March 2014. In
addition to the description of the intervention provided
earlier, a more detailed description can be found in [1 - 3].
The evaluation was in two parts: effect evaluation, for which
a self-report survey was used, and context evaluation for
which the contextual variables and organizational records
from the University were used.

The survey was undertaken at baseline in 2012 and
administered at the whole university at the end of the year,
represents the baseline for the effect evaluation. It was
administered again post-intervention (October 2014) and at
follow-up (2017) across the whole university (N=3,855 at
post-intervention and N=4998 at follow-up), including the U
(n=59 at post-intervention and n= 79 at follow-up). post-
intervention and n= 79 at follow-up). All employees in the
organization were invited to participate (for demographic
information see [1 - 3] and Table 1). Response rates ranged
from 53.6% at baseline for the whole University to 93.7% for
the post-intervention survey at the IU (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for survey respondents.

Group Invitations  Respondents Response
rate
baseline University* 5637 3023 53.6%
baseline IU 60 43 71.7%
post-intervention University* 5237 3855 73.6%
post-intervention [U 63 59 93.7%
follow-up University* 7290 4998 68.5%
follow-up IU 94 79 84.0%

Note. *IU not included

2.2. The Survey

We used KIWEST, which is a working environment and
working climate intervention tool developed by four of
Norway’s largest universities for use in the academic sector.
KIWEST I was used at baseline in 2012 and KIWEST II was
used post-intervention in 2014 and at follow-up in 2017, and
there are some minor differences (described below) in what
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scales these questionnaires used to measure certain factors.

Table 2. Mean and Standard Deviations for the study variables.

Variable M NTNU MIU SD NTNU SD IU N NTNU NIU
Interpersonal conflict 2012 2.06 2.31 1.01 99 2978 43
Interpersonal conflict 2014 2.26 2.03 99 93 3838 59
Interpersonal conflict 2017 227 247 .96 .84 4980 79
Social community at work 2012 3.79 3.61 78 .84 3002 43
Social community at work 2014 3.98 4.15 75 .70 3849 59
Social community at work 2017 3.96 3.86 .76 74 4984 79
Empowering leadership 2012 3.26 2.87 1.07 92 2948 42
Empowering leadership 2014 3.84 3.34 93 1.06 3665 57
Empowering leadership 2017 3.72 3.22 91 1.05 4957 79
Trust in management 2012 3.87 3.62 73 .82 2972 42
Trust in management 2014 391 3.62 .74 .80 3837 59
Trust in management 2017 3.90 3.66 75 .73 4955 77

The survey is described in detail in a former publication
from the study [2] and included questions covering
demographic information, subjective occupational health,
and other work-environment and organizational climate
scales including the ones used in the present investigation.
The following scales were selected to address the research
question: Interpersonal conflict, Social community at work,
Empowering leadership, and Trust in management.

Internal reliability Cronbach’s alpha for all scales are
shown in Table 3. All scales had an o >.7, which is
considered the lowest acceptable [31].

Table 3. Cronbachs alpha for the indexes in the study.

Variables baseline  post-intervention  follow-up
Interpersonal conflict 091 0.86 0.85
Social community at work ~ 0.85 0.83 0.83
Empowering leadership 0.87 0.90 0.89
Trust in management 0.83 0.83 0.84

Note. *Cronbachs alphas are based on the University sample

The questionnaire was sent to all university employees by
e-mail, using the Select Survey (www.selectsurvey.net)
online survey system. Reminders were sent by email about
three and six weeks later. If employees answered fewer than
half of the questions of any scale within the survey, their
responses were excluded from the analyses.

2.3. Analytical Approach

For the effect evaluation a two-way (2x3) factorial
ANOVA was run to compare the IU with the rest of the
university, examining group belonging over three points in
time. Two separate ANOVAs are used to examine group
differences between baseline and post-intervention, and
between post-intervention and follow up (contextual
changes). In addition, a two-way independent ANCOVA was
conducted to examine the effects of empowering leadership
and trust in management on the dependent variables
interpersonal conflict and social community at work.

The contextual analysis was based on a review and
narrative interpretation of the contextual variables, with
secondary data from organizational records, intervention
records, notes from meetings, and material from interviews

with stakeholders that were carried out as part of the short
term evaluation (see [1, 3]). The contextual analysis covers a
comprehensive assessment of the contextual factors around
the intervention over its course and describes the merger,
support from the external consultant firm, turnover, and the
working group.

3. Results
3.1. Effect Evaluation

For interpersonal conflict, the 2x3 ANOVA showed a
significant main effect of time (F(2, 11,971) = 4.16, p =.016)
and a significant interaction effect (F(2, 11,971) =3.95, p =.019;
see Figure 1). Between baseline and post-intervention, an
interaction effect indicated that the levels of interpersonal
conflict had decreased for the IU over time, but increased for the
rest of the university (F(1, 6,901) = 5.38, p <.05, reported in
previous study [2]. Between post-intervention and follow-up, the
ANOVA indicated a significant interaction, where interpersonal
conflict had increased over time for the IU, more so than for the
rest of the university (F(1, 8,952) =6.22, p =.013).

e |ntervention Unit

Interpersonal Conflict o
University-total

2 \\/

Scores - Interpersonal Conflict
w
.

2012 2014 2017
Time of measurement

Figure 1. Development over time for Interpersonal Conflict.
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For social community, the 2x3 ANOVA analysis showed
significant main effects of time (F(2, 12,010) = 10.85, p
<.001) as well as a significant interaction (F(2, 12,010) =
3.52, p =.03; see Figure 2). Between baseline and post-
intervention, an interaction effect showed that social
community had increased more over time for the IU than
within the rest of the university (F(1, 6,936) = 5.13, p <.05,
as reported in [2]. Between post-intervention and follow-up,
the ANOVA found that social community had decreased over
time for the IU, and not for the rest of the university (£(1,
8,967) =4.41, p =.036).

e INtervention Unit

Social Community e
*University-total

121

101 4

81 A

61 -

41

Scores - Social Community

2012

2014
Time of measurement

2017

Figure 2. Development over time for Social Community.
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Figure 3. Development over time for Interpersonal Conflict with Leadership
and Trust in Management as covariates.

After including empowering leadership and trust in
management as covariates in a two-way 2x3 ANCOVA analysis
with interpersonal conflict as the dependent variable, the results

showed a significant main effect of group belonging (¥, (1,
11,641) = 5.28, p =.022), as well as a significant interaction
effect between group belonging and time (F (2, 11,641) = 2.96,
p =.051). See Figure 3. Both covariates were significantly
related to interpersonal conflict, empowering leadership (F (1,
11641) = 70.05, p <.001) and trust in management (¥ (1, 11,641)
= 1589.49, p <.001). Covariates included in the model are
evaluated at the following values: empowering leadership (58,36)
and trust in management (65,31).

There was a significant increase in interpersonal conflict
for the IU between post-intervention (M=2.03) to follow-up
(M=2.47) (p =.005). This change was not found for the rest
of the university.

For social community, there was an increase in the IU
between baseline (M=3.62) and post-intervention (M=4.16),
and the same was found for the rest of the university, from
baseline (M=3.80) to post-intervention (M=3.98). Both these
changes were significant (p<.001; as reported in previous
study [2]). The IU showed a decrease in social community
from post-intervention to follow-up (M=3.87), and this
change was found to be significant (p=.022). This change
was not found for the rest of the university.

Empowering leadership increased for the IU between
baseline (M=2.87) and post-intervention (M=3.35), and this
change was significant (p =.023). The same was true for the
rest of the university, from baseline (M=3.26) to post-
intervention (M=3.85), which also was significant (as
reported in previous study [2]). A decrease in empowering
leadership was found for the IU between post-intervention
and follow-up (M=3.22). This change was also found for the
rest of the university from post-intervention to follow-up
(M=3.73), where only the latter was significant (p <.001).

No significant changes in trust in management were found
between post-intervention and follow-up.

. . e |Nterve ntion Unit
Social Community

University-total
121

101 -+

81 4

61 4

41 4

21 4

2012

2014
Time of measurement

2017

Figure 4. Development over time for Social Community with Leadership and
Trust in Management as covariates.
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When including empowering leadership and trust in
management as covariates in a two-way 2x3 ANCOVA
cubed analysis with social community as the dependent
variable, the results show a significant main effect of group
belonging (F (1, 11,661) = 10.01, p =.002), a significant
main effect of time (F (2, 11,661) = 8.93, p < 0.001), and a
significant interaction effect (¥ (2, 11,661) = 5.31, p=.005).
See Figure 4. Both covariates were significantly related to
social community, empowering leadership (¥ (1, 11661) =
607.11, p <.001) and trust in management (F (1, 11661) =
1899.29, p <.001). Covariates included in the model are
evaluated at the following values: empowering leadership (36)
and trust in management (65, 27)

Overall, the changes over time in the variables measured
indicates that the effect of the intervention between the first
two waves (baseline and post-intervention) of the survey was
not evident in the next two waves (post-intervention and
follow-up), supporting Hypotheses 1 and 2.

3.2. Contextual Analyses

We start the contextual analysis with a discussion of the
merger, which was the major change and immediate that
could have impacted on the sustainability of the intervention
and then present additional contextual factors that the
examination of organizational and intervention records
highlighted. Together, these are factors that emerged as
important for affecting the principles and elements of the
intervention discussed in the Introduction.

The merger. The merger started early in 2016 and was
completed by mid-2017. Process evaluations carried out prior
to the merger indicated that only 38% of employees at the
university were positive about the merger [32]. Of relevance
to our study, it was further found that the merger would be
most demanding for the administrative employees (including
the IU department that consist of only administrative
employees). This is because a major reorganization like this
entails initiatives related to digitalization, standardization,
and automation of work tasks and services [33-34]. This
restructuring had a substantial impact on the employees
including more reports of sleep problems [35, 36, 34].
Several studies also support the fact that stress during merger
in the university sector negatively affects employees in the
form of reduced health [37, 38]. Based on more pressure on
effectiveness and digitalization initiatives during the merger,
this has also led to a burden on the employees that resulted in
qualitative and quantitative job insecurity [39, 40, 34].

Support from the external consultant firm. The consultant
firm had a great impact on the intervention from the start
when they were responsible for the Employeeship Program
(EP) in 2013 and the Health, Safety, and Environment
Project (HSEP) in 2015. In many ways they were the driving
force of the intervention process [4]. After the intervention
ended in 2015, they had no official tasks in the intervention
unit.

Staff turnover. Table 1 shows that the number of
employees grew from 63 to 94 in the three years between
post-intervention and follow-up in the IU. The new

employees came from other academic institutions with their
own culture and a few of them were not integrated in the U
but continued to work from other geographical areas in the
country. The unit also initiated a change of unit manager in
the year before follow-up (during 2016).

The work group. The work group enabled the intervention
process to be dynamic and adjusted to the local context [4,
41]. The work group was however terminated when the
intervention ended in 2015.

The contextual analyses in sum supported Hypothesis 3.

4. Discussion

The results of this study indicate that the positive effects
found in the post-intervention survey were compromised in
the follow-up survey three years later. Maintaining the
positive effects of an intervention over years in the long term
can therefore be problematic. This can have important
implications for understanding and planning for intervention
sustainability.

Based on the contextual analysis, this decrease in gains is
understandable since various issues had appeared between
post-intervention and follow-up, and specifically a merger
that affected the IU more than it affected the rest of the
organization. The growth of IU after the merger with 31 new
employees (almost a 50% growth) who had not taken part in
the intervention itself may help to explain the loss of
intervention gains. It is not possible for an intervention to
have long-term sustainable effects if the context of the
organization changes substantially over time as in this case.
For example, the strategies that employees had learned
during the intervention period may not be transferable to new
employees without repeating some of the content of the
Employeeship program. Similarly, substantial changes in
staff may bring fractures in the organizational culture and
move it away from the established gains. This does not mean
organizational interventions are wasted effort, but that they
should be part of a healthy 'lifestyle' of an organization. We
can, however, extract learnings from this case about what
issues must be considered to secure positive and sustainable
intervention effects.

The contextual analysis highlighted several factors of
relevance to understanding the intervention effects. First, the
intervention unit was involved in an organization-wide
merger that was implemented one year after the intervention.
The merger particularly affected administrative employees,
who were the majority of staff in the Intervention Unit. Their
engagement and integration in the IU would not have been
the same as for the existing staff. Second, there was an
increased staff turnover in the IU as a result of the merger, of
both managers and employees at other grades. This may have
impacted on morale, workloads/work priorities, and team
cohesiveness. Third, the team of external consultants who
been responsible for implementing the EP and the HSEP and
who was a driving force in the intervention [4] had no role in
the IU after the intervention ended. Finally, the Work Group
that was established during the intervention to help secure
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participation and adjust the intervention to the local context
[41, 4] had been dissolved. Substantial resources were lost
with the team of consultants and the Work Group. We
discuss the importance of these in more detail next.

The merger. Mergers lead to changes in an organization’s
defined structures [42] and, as a result, they are often
disruptive, contested, and costly in both human and financial
terms [43]. In the context of change, people are more
sensitive to their circumstances, and negative experiences
produce stronger and more lasting effects than positive ones
[44]. As such, although intervention participants, in this case
IU staff, may build stronger resources as a result of the
intervention [45], subsequent developments, in this case the
merger, may also increase demands, rendering previous
resources insufficient in this new context. In addition, [46]
concluded that employees are more focused on their
immediate work environment than on the meaning and
significance of larger organizational-level change. The
merger that the whole organization went through had an
impact that was of special and immediate significance for the
IU. The evaluation of this department by the internal Health
and Safety team stated: “There was some turmoil this winter
related to restructuring in connection with the merger, with
this having resulted in increased sickness absence” [36]

Staff turnover. The contextual analysis pointed to
increased managerial turnover in the IU. The importance of
the management’s role in the success of any work
organization intervention has been long acknowledged [47,
48, 49, 7, 14] as well as being highlighted an area important
for healthy change [50]. One problem often encountered in
intervention work is that external experts, such as consultants,
often fail to involve stakeholders in the intervention [51]. The
immediate manager and their support with the intervention is
especially crucial and it is therefore important to employ
strategies to achieve ownership by this group [52] secure
their commitment, and maintain buy-in in the intervention
[53]. In the intervention that we studied, this was achieved
through the consultants’ efforts to guide, train, and empower
the managers in the intervention. However, if such crucial
support is tied to specific individuals, and these individuals
leave the unit, the situation can become very difficult and
continued ownership of the intervention may be challenged
[45].

Furthermore, the merger also resulted in increased
turnover amongst employees. Considering the employees’
role as active participants involved in determining the quality
of intervention efforts [54], it is reasonable to assume that an
increase in new employees in the IU will influence
intervention effects in the long-term. The assumption that the
intervention targets all employees is no longer true when the
staff composition of the TU changes, either in the form of
employees leaving or new employees joining the unit [55].
Because these new employees have not been involved in and
may not even be aware of the intervention aims and activities,
any positive changes in attitudes, behaviors, or values in the
IU may be diluted. Mixing organizational units as a result of
a merger may lead to challenges with integrating different

sub-cultures. Even as the pre-merger aspects such as the
Work Group and intervention management supported a good
“fit” between the intervention and the earlier organizational
context, the merger brought inevitable changes to the
organizational context through employee turnover. Being
unprepared for such events could influence planned potential
positive effects [56, 57]

Culture change. Acculturative stress can occur during
fusion processes, and cultural differences between the
respective institutions often present challenges e.g., [58, 59,
60]. The merger involved higher education institutions that
would tend to share fundamental characteristics, goals and
values. But as stated by Buono et al. [61], even organizations
that appear similar and should have similar cultures may
have underlying differences that can undermine their
integration. For example, [62] discuss differing values and
loyalties between university employees and university
college employees. This especially regards governance,
where university employees may not be as tolerant of
bureaucratic and hierarchal “modes of operation” as
university college employees [62]. As such, organizations
that may appear similar on the surface may have differing
cultures. However, as the main remit of the IU in this study
was administrative responsibilities, they may have been less
influenced by these cultural classifications than units with
academic responsibilities, as these classifications stem
largely from academic tradition [62, 63]. “Sub-systems” such
as administrative units can be very individualistic in
behaviors and culture, but they are nevertheless subject to
disciplinary ties that exist to hold certain groups together [63].
As such, the context of merging organizations pre-merger
becomes relevant, as differing principles may shape and
characterize how they perceive culture (how they do things)
[64].

Furthermore, a merger process can initiate multiple
feelings of threatened identity and uncertainty, which can
often lead to feelings of anger, grief and resistance to change
[65 - 67]. We know that individuals define themselves as
members of social categories and groups, and attribute
themselves to typical traits typical of these categories as per
Social Identity Theory, [68] and Self-categorization Theory,
[69]. This perception of the self as a group member provides
the basis for perceptual, attitude and behavior-related effects
of group membership. In addition, an asymmetric power and
size ratio between units to be merged can be seen as extra
challenging [66, 67, 70]. Several of these forces describe the
IU, with substantial numbers of employees feeling very
dissatisfied with the merger and expressing frustration and
dissatisfaction [36]. As the context of change makes
employee sensitive to their circumstances, heightened
awareness of their membership can trigger comparisons with
“other” organizations [71]. [7] states how participation in an
intervention may cause an intervention group to view
themselves as an “in-group” as opposed to other groups not
receiving the intervention. Such an identification processes
may impact on the integration processes of a merged unit,
such as the IU, and cause a division between employees. As
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shown by the findings of [57], employees not part of an
intervention steering group reported poorer well-being post-
intervention, which may have been due to their identification
as the “out-group” [7]. Similarly, Giever and colleagues
found unexpected negative effects in terms of differences
between participants and non-participants of an intervention
[72]. In particular, participants showed more organizational
commitment and engagement, and an improvement in
psychosocial work environment, compared to non-
participants [73]. Bearing in mind the detrimental effects that
mergers can have on employees, it becomes important to
consider both social identification processes and cultural
dimensions to address the likelihood of high levels of stress
and conflict [62, 74]

External consultants and the Work Group. The external
consultants were, in earlier studies of this intervention,
identified as a driving force behind the intervention [4]. As
such, their role in the intervention is likely to have influenced
its effects. However, as discussed above, the consultants
worked to secure participation and ownership of the
intervention both through guiding, training, and empowering
management, and through the establishment of the Work
Group. As such, the departure of the external consultants in
the intervention may not have been as detrimental to the
intervention’s effects, as it can be argued that they
contributed to creating capacity in the internal change agents
throughout the intervention.

In terms of the role of the internal change agent for
employees’ reaction to mergers, the Work Group was
identified by participants as one of the most important
aspects of how interventions should be managed to produce
sustainable effects in the long term [4]. In the context of
mergers, a bottom-up approach is recommended, where
employees are provided opportunities to voice their
expectations and concerns, which can help manage
misconceptions and unmet expectations [75, 71]. Having a
work group or committee with representatives for employees
can function in a bottom-up manner to help organizations
build on the knowledge of the type and scope of challenges
they meet as a result of the merger [76], as well as insure
participation of employees in matters that affect their work
situation. In addition, it can function as a resource to
disseminate top-down information, a strategy which has been
shown to have a significant negative relationship with
anxiety about the change at the time of merger
announcements [77].

It was recommended that the Work Group in the
intervention should be integrated into the organizational
structure, to give a continuous focus on manager-employee
communication, as well as employee participation and
engagement [4]. However, our contextual analysis showed
that the Work Group was disbanded after the intervention
and the benefits of such a resource were dissolved. In
addition, this not only led to the withdrawal of possibly
beneficial resources, but also had the ability to interfere with
the positive effects of the intervention that materialized pre-
merger. [77] showed how one unit, after a reorganization

following an intervention, perceived the loss of gains from a
“problem-solving committee” established in the intervention,
after their unit directors who supported the committees were
replaced. As such, managerial turnover may also play a role
in involvement and participation of employees.

It is suggested that non-significant or negative results more
often are caused by contextual and process factors than by
the content of any given programs or activities [78].
Although earlier evaluations of this intervention showed that
it has been implemented well and was successful [1, 2, 4],
this evaluation shows that these effects have changed. Using
a longitudinal approach allows us to compare participants
ratings of their psychosocial work environment both before
and after the intervention, as well as before and after the
changes identified in the contextual analysis. In addition,
through earlier evaluations of both the intervention’s
implementation process and effects, we have a richer
understanding of what caused the observed effects [79],
which clarifies how the contextual challenges identified had
an impact on the intervention effects.

Healthy change. Organizational change is stressful [80, 81].
The Healthy Change Processes (HCP) framework outlines
the necessary conditions that help to maintain or enhance
mental health during organizational change [50]. According
to the HCP, four dimensions characterize healthy change:
awareness of diversity (the importance of being aware of the
different reactions employees may have towards the change),
manager availability (the importance of managers being
present during change and of good information flow and
dialogue between manager and employees), constructive
conflicts (represents the acceptance of resistance as natural
and human response to change and finding ways to appraise
employee reactions), and role clarification (the importance of
establishing new roles and tasks early on in the change
process to avoid role ambiguity and conflict). The factors that
the contextual analysis identified fit very well with the HCP
framework. Intervention effects could have been sustained in
the longer term if these HPC dimensions had been considered
earlier in the process. Under the umbrella of the HCP,
contextual analysis can be integrated as a standard part of any
intervention evaluation to help adjust the activities and
support sustainable effects [82].

Methodological considerations

Any empirical work has limitations as well as strengths. In
relation to this long-term evaluation, we outline the following:
the experimental or rather quasi-experimental design (e.g.,
use of baseline measures and participant randomization) and
the limitations of self-report measures (e.g., social
desirability and self-serving bias).

It was not possible to have a true evaluation baseline since
the first survey was administered after the start of the
intervention but before its completion. Thus, it is likely that
the intervention had already had an impact on the outcomes
and the timing of the data collection may have impacted on
the findings. However, the data were collected on three
occasions and using standardized and validated measures [27]
that were appropriate for university settings, which added to
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the strength of the evaluation. Even if pre-post valuation was
not possible, it was possible to gauge changes over time at
the group level.

In addition, random allocation of participants into an
intervention and a control group was not practical in this
organization. Randomization is a way to enhance certainty
that any changes could be attributed to the intervention rather
than to the characteristics of the participants within the group
— it is also most challenging in intervention research [82]. It
is possible that at baseline the intervention group participants
were already experiencing positive changes or that being in
the intervention group produced a Hawthorne effect in that
group. By using existing groups which were similar in their
broad job and environment characteristics, our evaluation
utilized a quasi-experimental design, which is an appropriate
approach in applied research. Furthermore, including both a
control group and an intervention group allowed to
strengthen the comparison.

It was also not practical to match participants at all three
data collection points: baseline, post-intervention, and
follow-up. This was not practical for data protection reasons
and also because the staff turnover was too high to allow for
meaningful matching. However, we were able to use
identifiers to match individuals between post-intervention
and follow-up surveys. We also focused the examination on
the development of the unit (as opposed to individuals), since
the unit was the level of interest and the contextual analysis
showed major changes at that level. It is important to match
the level of analysis with the focus of change. Since our
focus was on the organization rather than on individuals,
changes at the collective level over time are most informative
when examined using contextual analysis.

In relation to limitations of self-report measures, using a
survey for the evaluation may have limited our findings.
Although all cautions were followed to protect participants’
anonymity and the confidentiality of the data, it is possible
that some mistrust or concerns remained about the senior
leadership having access to the survey responses. Social
desirability [80] and participant self-serving bias [81] may
have also influenced the findings, reducing reliability of self-
report surveys. Finally, for practical reasons, it was not
possible to use paper surveys at post-intervention and follow-
up, which means that a small percentage of employees may
not have been able to participate (although all had access to
computers).

Organizational level interventions are as dynamic as
organizations themselves. Methodologically, it is important
to develop ways to understand the impact of an intervention
in the long term and changes of that over time. Reliance on
effect evaluation is even more limited in the long term where
it is important to document the longevity of change within
changeable contexts. Therefore, effect evaluation ought to be
supplemented and enhanced by contextual evaluation that
can fortify the successful outcomes of an intervention. Akin
to action research, evaluation can then become a tool to both
monitor and change the course of an intervention, to ensure
that it is effective and sustainable. This makes realistic

evaluation [8] more pertinent for long-term evaluation, as our
study has demonstrated.

5. Conclusion

It is not easy to implement a successful organizational
intervention and it is equally difficult to document
sustainable effects in the long term [58]. In this project the
intervention was followed from its launch until five years
later to document changes in its effects. Some of the
positive effects disappeared when evaluated again at five
years. A focus on understanding the context helped us to
explain these diminishing effects. Because an intervention
is designed to address a specific issue for a specific group
and in a specific workplace at a specific time, changes in
the context may disrupt potential intervention gains. It is
therefore necessary to integrate context awareness and to
invest resources in maintaining gains in the long term. This
study's offer is the knowledge that consideration an
intervention's context can help to understand intervention
effects. If context evaluation takes place earlier or, ideally,
if it is integrated in the intervention programme, it can help
to align intervention efforts and maximize intervention
resources to ensure successful and sustainable intervention
effects.
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