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Introduction and Background
Microsoft had a long list of merger and acquisition history since 1990s.  Among which, the purchase of Hotmail (in 1997) , Forethought Inc. (in 1987), Skype (in 2011), Mojang (in 2014) (Clark, 2016) were the most famous and successful examples.  Forethought was the company that created Powerpoint and Mojang was a company that created the popular desktop and internet game-Minecraft.  However, unsuccessful cases were also found.  For instance, in the purchase of aQuantive (an adverting metrics company) in 2007, Microsoft wrote off US$6.3 billion (Clark, 2016; Davenport, 2016).  The company wrote-off US$7.2 billion for Nokia’s phone business (Davenport, 2016).  In 2008, the company failed to purchase Yahoo! for nearly $48 billion under the leadership of former CEO Steve Baller because Yahoo! demanded more than Microsoft was willing to pay (Clark, 2016 ) .  After the new CEO Nadella was on board in 2014, Microsoft closed the deal with LinkedIn Corp in December 2016 at US$26.2 billion and it was the largest purchase recorded in Microsoft’s 40-years of history (Greene, 2016).  CEO of LinkedIn Jeff Weiner commented that under the leadership of Nadella, Microsoft became “more agile, innovative, open and purpose-driven” (Eadicicco, 2016).     With reference to Wikipedia’s “Top M&A deals worldwide by value ($20 billion or larger) from 2010 to 2019”, the acquisition of LinkedIn by Microsoft was recorded as the 58th largest deal during 2010-2019 period (Wikipedia, 2021).  Prior to the purchase of LinkedIn, Microsoft had acquired another business social network company, Yammer Inc. in 2012 for $1.2 billion (Bershidsky, 2016) but customers did not show much interest to the product.  At that moment it looked like that Microsoft had lost a battle in social network field.  The company saw LinkedIn as another opportunity to capture the social network arena and they came up with the deal in 2016.  However, things were not always positive.  There were comments that Microsoft was “well-known” for overpaying its acquisitions.  To name a few, Skype, Nokia, aQuantive as well as the unsuccessful deal for Yahoo were all considered to be over priced.  Implications to human resources management from the marriage between Microsoft and LinkedIn operated in the past years would be a good case to study. Could we justify the US$26.2billion deal?  What could we learn from the CEOs in this successful marriage?   In this paper, we will analyze the merger from a human resources management’s perspective.   
When we talked about biggest deals in the social media arena, acquisition of YouTube by Google, acquisition of Whatsapp and Instagram by Facebook and the purchase of LinkedIn by Microsoft are the most recognized positive cases.  We might also recall the purchase of Flickr and Tumblr by Yahoo.  However, time proved that the deals were doomed and they did not bring much impact to facilitate the survival of Yahoo.  Compared with natural organic growth, merger and acquisition is believed to be an effective short cut to attain growth in a short period.  However, not many management know how to manage a smooth transition and achieve a perfectly “happy ending”. 
According to LinkedIn’s website (2021), the company is the world's largest professional social network and it now has about 740 million registered users from more than 200 countries.  Compared with 2016, the company had only 500 million members globally and it recorded an operation loss of $386 million in Q3 of 2016 and $361 million in Q4 of 2016 respectively even though the company’s revenue was $975 million in Q3 of 2016 and $1.1 billion in Q4 of 2016 (Darrow, 2017).  During 2016-2017, critics warned that Microsoft overpaid LinkedIn because LinkedIn was a declining business with downward growth (O'Brien, 2018).  However, with reference to the recent figures from Statista.com, the revenue of LinkedIn in the 2020 fiscal year was more than US$8.05 billion , up from US$2.27 billion in 2017.  It seems that those skeptical research analysts were too permissive in 2016. 
 The reasons that many research analysts did not present confidences to the Microsoft and LinkedIn’s marriage in 2016 were three folds. Firstly, $26.2 billion appeared to be over-valuation because LinkedIn recorded losses in both Q3 to Q4 in 2016.  Secondly, Microsoft had a track record of over-priced unsuccessful deals such as Nokia and aQuantive.   Thirdly, the number of users of LinkedIn in 2016 was just 500 million while the number of users of Facebook was about 1860 millions during similar period (Statista.com, 2021).  The potential of LinkedIn did not look as promising as that of Facebook.    Originally, Microsoft purchased LinkedIn was an action against the launch of Facebook Business in 2016.  At that time, the market had high expectation on the success of Facebook Business.  Compared with Facebook Business, peoplewere not positive on LinkedIn.  Now we found that LinkedIn was still on a growing track in recent years, the situation was not as bad as what people thought. 
Company Background of LinkedIn
With reference to the company profile published in the LinkedIn website, the vision of LinkedIn is to: “create economic opportunity for every member of the global workforce” and its mission statement is to “connect the world’s professionals to make them more productive and successful”.  The company was founded in 2002 and was officially launched on May 5, 2003.  The founder of LinkedIn was Reid Hoffman and Jeff Weiner.  The company was public listed on May 2011 (Gara, 2016) and delisted in 2016.  Former CEO Jeff Weiner stepped down in June 2020 and current company CEO is Ryan Roslansky.  Ryan Roslansky joined LinkedIn since 2009 and he was Senior Vice President, Products & User Experience.  According information from Wikipedia (2021), Ryan was one of the first hires by Weiner. He was involved in the biggest acquisition in LinkedIn’s history - acquisition of Lynda.com in 2015 with the value of US$1.5 billion.  The revenue model of LinkedIn includes: “1. membership subscriptions, 2. advertising sales and 3. recruitment solutions.”  For example, the company make money from “1. targeted ads for employers; 2. sell career advice based on the world’s largest employment database.; 3. validate credentials; 3. help employers find just the right person; 5. create a LinkedInstitute ; 6. create data products; 7. make premium memberships more valuable to consumers (Davenport, 2016).  Microsoft Corp named LinkedIn as “the world’s largest and most powerful network of professionals”.  LinkedIn is regarded as “social network among job seekers and corporate human resource department (Gara, 2016).  
LinkedIn cut 960 jobs , which accounted for 6% of its workforce during the Covid 19 period and trimmed down its Talent Solutions with its Learning Management Group because the demand for the corporate recruiting tools was decreasing (Tribbitt, 2020). It is understandable that the market did not have strong needs for talent solutions such as LinkedIn in the economic downturn caused by the epidemic.  Organizational trim-down could reduce operation costs and help company survival.  CEO Ryan Roslansky is now taking up a challenging role.  How can the company grab more market share in the big social media market riding on the opportunity that the memberships of Facebook is declining due to the change of its user’s policy.  
Company Background of Microsoft Corp. 
With reference to the corporate website of Microsoft Corp, (https://news.microsoft.com/facts-about-microsoft/#About), the company was founded by Bill Gates in 1975 and incorporated in 1981, Microsoft is a listed company in Nasdaq (“MSFT”) and the company is under the leadership of Chief Executive Officer Satya Nadella. The company has 168,263 staff worldwide.  It is a company that “enables digital transformation for the era of an intelligent cloud and an intelligent edge”. The mission of Microsoft “is to empower every person and every organization on the planet to achieve more”.
Businesses of Microsoft Corp include Engineering Groups and Business Functions.  In which the Engineering Groups include Cloud + AI Group, Experiences + Devices Group and Technology + Research Group.  The Business Functions Group include: Business Development Group, Corporate, External, and Legal Affairs, Finance Group, Global Sales, Marketing and Operations, HR Group, LinkedIn, Marketing Group and Worldwide Commercial Business.  The company has 122 subsidiaries worldwide. The Operation Centres of Microsoft include, Ireland, USA and Singapore.   Microsoft invited one of the founders of the LinkedIn, Reid Hoffman who is a Partner ofGreylock Partners as its board member.  The Board Chairman of Microsoft Corporation is John W. Thompson.  
Acquisition of LinkedIn by Microsoft in Brief
Microsoft completed its acquisition of LinkedIn on December 8, 2016 and this made LinkedIn a wholly owned subsidiary of Microsoft at a price of $196 a share, which accounts for a 50% premium to the market’s closing price of $131 (Davenport, 2016).  The company was listed in 2011 and it applied for delisting in 2016 and finally LinkedIn was delisted in the New York Stock Exchange on December 19, 2016 (Saintvilus, 2016).  
LinkedIn is a special merger and acquisition case of the Microsoft Corporation.  It is because it remained as an independent branding and existed as a distinct business group in Microsoft’s structure.  
Benefits of Merger and Acquisition between Microsoft and LinkedIn
Microsoft has the ambitions to conquer in the corporate world (Bershidsky, 2016) and therefore, the company conducted various acquisitions in the past years. In this marriage, Microsoft wished to use data and expertise from LinkedIn to enhance Microsoft Dynamics and Microsoft Office business software’s capabilities by bundling Microsoft Relationship Sales with LinkedIn Sales Navigator (Barrow, 2017b).    From computing infrastructure’s perspectives, whether LinkedIn subsequently adopted Azure instead of other competitor such as Amazon Web Services drew stakholders’ interests.  Some industry followers gauged that LinkedIn might design and adopt its own hardware instead of using Microsoft’s Azure eventually (Barrow, 2017b).  In the corporate tie-ups, both parties might realize improvements and capability upgrades in business models, technology, talents, customer bases, markets, business processes, products, channels and services etc. (Mallette, F. and Goddard, 2018; Leroi, 2017) However, whether LinkedIn used the Microsoft Azure was not reported and it is still unknown at the moment.    
Jeff Weiner explained the deal with Microsoft through his interview in the Time.com.  He said, “when Satya first proposed the idea of acquiring LinkedIn, he said it was absolutely essential that we had alignment on two things: Purpose and structure. On the former, it didn't take long before the two of us realized we had virtually identical mission statements. For LinkedIn, it was to connect the world's professionals to make them more productive and successful, and for Microsoft it was to empower every individual and organization in the world to achieve more. Essentially, we're both trying to do the same thing but coming at it from two different places:  For LinkedIn, it's the professional network, and for Microsoft, the professional cloud.  Both of us recognized that combining these assets would be unique and had the potential to unlock some enormous opportunities.” (Eadicicco, 2016) That means both CEOs were aligned for the acquisition. 
From strategic point of view, the 500 million users of LinkedIn were attractive to Microsoft and it could bring more sales to Microsoft.  Of course, the real benefits from LinkedIn to Microsoft is yet to be known.  We could still estimate that the deal did created synergy between two companies.  It could fill in the missing part of Microsoft’s business in social media presence and enrich Microsoft’s portfolio.  If Microsoft could create better synergy of LinkedIn with its product such as Skype or Microsoft Teams, it might be a brilliant and prominent business case in future and could even compete with global market leaders such as Zoom web conferencing, Google Meet or Tencent’s VooV.  Both Microsoft and LinkedIn should think how to expand its business other than just keeping as it a recruitment tools and advertising platforms.   In addition, the advertisement payment interface for LinkedIn is not as user friendly as Facebook ad at the moment.  Further improvement is necessary in order to achieve better sales performance. 
Microsoft leveraged the analytics, data science, artificial intelligence as well as cognitive technology capabilities from LinkedIn to achieve higher growth (Davenport, 2016).  Instead of taking long time to build on its own, buying a company with proven expertise and records would be a faster way for a company to face robust market competition.  In fact, speed to market with quick market capture is very important in the information and communications technology market.  Otherwise, users will likely to forget the lagged behind player.   The combined solution of LinkedIn, Dynamics 365 and Office can give users a productive solution with more accurate data for management forecast, personalized reminder and recommendation system in both PC and mobile interface (Stewart, 2020).   The acquisition enriched the Microsoft sales management solutions and improved its product portfolios.
In 2016, Microsoft competed with Salesforce.com in the LinkedIn’s merger.   However, Salesforce.com could not afford to pay as much as Microsoft and lost in the battle.  Subsequently, Salesforce.com, filed an objection to European Competition Commission about the 460 million data of LinkedIn because of its potential anti-competition concern despite the transaction got regulatory approval in US, Canada and Brazil (Toplensky, 2016).  We have to note that no regulatory approval was required in Japan, South Korea or China market. 
Acquisition of a new business could be a strategy for inhibiting the growth of competitor or potential competitor.  The merger of LinkedIn help Microsoft Dynamics to use LinkedIn data to target sales prospects so that it could catch up and compete with Salesforce.com (Greene, 2018) and capture the customer relationship management’s market.   The acquisition of LinkedIn would prevent Salesforce.com to grow larger and threatened the position of Microsoft.  Moreover, the merger could help Microsoft to be more competitive and fight against competitors such as Gmail (Greene, 2018).  In addition, LinkedIn was expected to transform and achieve in higher level after the merger with the Microsoft. It was hard to just evaluate the worth of the $26.2 billion deal just by the monetary value on surface.  
From human resources point of view, the acquisition could help Microsoft to acquire talents with new skills or rare skills which were not currently found inside.   The company could learn new skills in a jiffy way though it had to pay for a premium.  
Skeptical views towards the Microsoft and LinkedIn Merger 
Dunbar (2014) found that 40% to 80% of mergers failed to meet objectives.  His analysis of 2,500 merger and acquisition deals by Harvard Business Review found that more than 60% of them destroyed shareholder’s value and might bring seriously damage to corporate health (Lewis and McKone, (2016)). Heidari-Robinson et al. (2018) analyzed those M&A-driven company re-organization and they found that “success (or failure) depends on the clarity of objectives, the comprehensiveness of the design (structure, people, and processes), and the robustness of implementation planning”.   The M&A driven company reorganization would take longer (2 months longer),  consumed about 20% more of leadership’s time on average and faced greater resistance from both leaders and employees and drop in business results (Heidari-Robinson et al., 2018).  HBR.org found that only 11% of M&A-driven reorgs could achieve total success (Heidari-Robinson et al., 2018).   That’s why critical and negative attitudes towards the Microsoft and LinkedIn’s deal were observed.  Worse still, only 18% of LinkedIn members used the service daily in April 2016 which was a drop from 21% of the previous year and only 51% of LinkedIn members logged in to LinkedIn every few days or even less often compared with the 76% of daily logged in Facebook (Greene, 2018). LinkedIn appeared to be much lagged behind.  Since LinkedIn established itself as a professionals’ social network and it is understandable it is not as entertaining nor engaging as rather “casual” social network such as Facebook and Instagram.  
According to the Digital 2021 reports (We Are Social and Hootsuite, 2021), there were 4.2 billion social media users in the world and in which, 98.8% users used mobile phone to access the social media.  The report said that one people had 8 social media accounts and average time spent was 2 hours 25 minutes.  The report highlighted that Facebook users were 1.8 billion (a decline from 1.95 million in 2020) and it was the most frequently visited social media website on daily basis (We Are Social and Hootsuite, 2021). The number of LinkedIn users was only 700 million and it only accounted for one-sixth of the global social media population.  
As mentioned in previous section, LinkedIn was kept as an independent business group in the Microsoft structure.  As a result, LinkedIn’s services and software may not have a full and close integration with the existing Microsoft structure (Gomes-Casseres, 2016).  Based on current observation, LinkedIn did not have very high integration with Microsoft products, the speculation towards the acquisition might be reasonable.  
Analysis from human resources perspectives
Incumbent organizations such as Microsoft may recognize and acknowledge their need for talented members in the startup atmosphere (Schrage, 2018).  Therefore, they are likely to acquire successful startups with proven records. Historically, mergers and acquisition would not always end with perfect close of play.  For example, overestimation of synergies in terms of the cost-effectiveness and future growth, culture clashes of two organizations, inflated valuations of the acquired company and integration failure are the reasons for merger and acquisition’s failures (Appelbaum, 2018).  In fact, merger and acquisition was a double challenge to management teams because two operations integrated together and changes of business model (Kenny, 2020) were both hard missions.  It could bring great troubles to both side especially for those working level staff.  	
In this case study, merger of Microsoft and LinkedIn would be analyzed from human resources’ perspective and study how to ensure a smooth integration and transition for positive results.  There were five areas to study including: 1. Acquiring new talents with skills and expertise; 2. Autonomy / Partnering approach; 3. Maintaining entrepreneurial culture; 4. Internal and external communication; 5. Minimizing harmful impacts.  
1. Acquiring new talents with skills and expertise
Scholars commented that acquirers would become more aware of the relationship between top management teams retention and the success of merger and acquisitions so as to safeguard a more effective integration to the new company because the merger can retain knowledge and technology know-how of the acquired company (Lublin, 2016).  In the report of Lublin (2016) in the Wall Street Journal, he found that more U.S. companies were paying more efforts to retain top executives in the acquired companies because the unwanted exits of leadership team were likely to decrease the post-merger’s performance. After assessment of individual performance and abilities, top management of the acquired company might be offered with attractive package as well as strategic positions in the post-merger period.  This was an important strategy to keep talents and helped the acquirers to harness advantages and opportunities brought from the acquisition. 
Microsoft’s CEO, Nadella clearly understood that the 41-year-old software giant’s (in 2016)Microsoft's desktop was far behind the market (Greene, 2016).  The company needs to acquire new companies so as to acquire new talents with skill and expertise not readily offered within the organization.   In the first two and half year as the position of CEO of Microsoft since 2014, Nadella completed 36 major acquisitions (including the acquisition of LinkedIn) which almost tripled the 13 acquisitions by former Ballmer in the past first two and half year (Greene, 2016).  We might deduce that Microsoft CEO wished to adopt acquisition as a strategy to maintain company’s growth.  
Microsoft wished to join the social media market for a long time. The acquisition of LinkedIn brought experts and specialists with fruitful experience in building a widespread web service to Microsoft and this filled the missing gaps.  CEO of LinkedInJeff Weiner was invited to continue to lead the LinkedIn Business Group after the acquisition (Greene, 2016).  He got a package of about $18 million in 2017 and got at least $43 million over four years as long as performance goals were met (Lublin, 2016).  While receiving cash bonus from the merger, Jeff could still enjoy the power and autonomy after acquisition.  Such kind of respect to the acquired company could bring positive motivation to existing staff especially in the senior management level.  Jeff Weiner, who was a seasoned social network senior executive, as well as his innovative and creative team members were important engines to drive the development of LinkedIn Business Group in Microsoft’s structure.  In 2017, Microsoft appointed LinkedIn co-founder Reid Hoffman (partner of venture capital company, Greylock) as its board of directors and serve the long-standing mission of LinkedIn (Dow Jones Institutional News , 2017).   Jeff Winer could execute the integration plans and continue to drive the company growth strategies so as to ensure smooth transition.  Recruiting Weiner and Hoffman was believed to decrease the likelihood of poor take-over performance and increase decision-making strength of the new business group.  Consequently, LinkedIn could still focus on its strengths and market niche and at the same time, it would learn to ride on resources and capabilities of Microsoft to achieve its long-term goals and synergy (Kale et al., 2009).  
Jeff Weiner stepped down and became the executive chairman subsequently.  Ryan Roslansky succeeded as the new CEO since June 1 2020 while Tomer Cohen would succeed Roslansky to be the head of product at LinkedIn(Tilley and Prang, 2020).  Commenters warned that the change of leadership might affect the independency of LinkedIn (Tilley and Prang, 2020) and the company might lost its uniqueness and more immersed to Microsoft’s organizational structure.    
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Figure 1 Leadership Competencies That Predict M&A Success (Dunbar, 2014)
Leadership capabilities of the subsidiary such as “thought leadership, results leadership, and people leadership” would predict the success of company tie-ups (Dunbar, 2014).  In a study of 94 mergers using Korn Ferry’s 360-degree evaluations, Dunbar found that in order to predict the success of merger and acquisitions, the acquirers should possess leadership competencies of “motivate others, influence others, build relationship, develop others, act with integrity, show adaptability and focus on customer needs” and the targets should get leadership qualities of “motivate others, influence others, build relationship and provide directions”.  He further elaborated that leadership capabilities of senior management of the mother company and the leadership of middle management of the subsidiary would impose impact on the success.   From leadership theories perspective, maintaining Jeff Weiner as CEO was justified as it could help Microsoft to manage the whole LinkedIn team to serve Microsoft Corporation with high performance. 
2. Autonomy / Partnering approach 
High-technology startups usually have their own “core values, mission statement, organization chart, codes of conduct” etc.  (Davila et al, 2010).   M&A involved fusion of two human resources planning systems into one big institution.  However, integrating two distinctive organizations under a single umbrella was not an easy task.  Could the mother company absorb a new entity without eventually killing it (Leroi, 2017)? Could the merger of two organizations result in a peaceful and harmonious marriage?  The merger of two organizations could create tensions between two entities. In the merger of Amazon and Whole Foods, the two companies failed to capitalize on each other’s strengths and poor cultural compatibility and ruined the mergers (Marks et al., 2017).  ITight and loose cultures of Amazon and Whole Foods failed to collaborate and resulted in culture crashes.  Gelfand et. al. (2018) found that staff working in loose cultures preferred visionary and collaborative leaders who advocate for changes and empowerment while staff in tight cultures desired leaders who are confident and top-down decision making.  Considering potential culture conflicts, partnership approach was proposed.  This means two organizations are not fully integrated and the child company will maintain its autonomy after merger.  Since LinkedIn could enjoy its independence in the M&A, this case fitted to the definition of partnership approach.   The benefits of partnership approach will be elaborated in this session. 
Kale et. al. (2009) studied benefits of partnership approach versus fully integrated approach in corporate take-overs.  They found that partnership approach could result in “merging goals, procedures, and reporting relationships yields economies of scale and scope, and reduces operational and overhead costs” which resulted in operational freedom and gaining control of new technologies (Kale et al., 2009). In this way, social capital and human resources capital of the subsidiary could be properly retained.  This could give rise to collaborative and inclusive cultures in each entity.   Partnership approach let both entities to stick to their core businesses and utilize own resources and know-how to face the market challenges (Carey, 2000).
In fact, having subsidiary company as an independent business unit under the embracement of mother-company was quite a common phenomenon.  Usually, the partnering approach was found in the buy-out of overseas subsidiaries.  The autonomy could help create synergy in a non-threatening way and reduce possible unwanted behavior (Kale et al., 2009).  This would be more beneficial to the operation of both mother-company and the subsidiary.  Kale et al (2019) found that due to cultural conflicts and different working habits, both the acquirer and the subsidiary might not want to be fully integrated.  Hence, LinkedIn remained as an autonomy position was not a very extraordinary choice.   
From the positive side, partnering approach tackles the problem of staff retention and customer satisfaction in the transition period.  It also keeps the uniqueness of the target company.  The autonomy in the partnership relationship can motivate CEO of the acquired company to perform better (Kale et al., 2009).  After the transition of merger, “post-merger rejuvenation” was also important for long-term success so as to balance the integration with deliberate non-integration or reverse-integration in different parts of the business (Reeves et al, 2016).  Partnering approach should be reviewed from time to time and ensure both acquirer and the target were aligned in various aspects.   In a large organization like Microsoft, conflicts and competitions among business groups were expected. It might be necessary to review the partnering approach in LinkedIn Business Group from time to time.  
3. Maintaining entrepreneurial culture
LinkedIn team enjoyed the independency from Microsoft.   Those working in LinkedIn would enjoy the rather independent and free environment and did not need to fully comply with Microsoft’s formalities and traditions (Gomes-Casseres, 2016).  This could be a good move because startup employees did not get accustomed to relatively bureaucratic and intra-competitive environment such as Microsoft in most situations.  Since cultural conflicts were one of the main reason for mergers’ failure, keeping LinkedIn autonomous could maintain its entrepreneurial culture as well as its innovative spirits or creativity.  LinkedIn was not required to mesh up with the Microsoft’s culture and this could minimize the impact from cultural conflicts in the acquisition (Ryan, 2017). Subsequently, LinkedIn could still keep a faster moving pace and continued to its disruptive business model.  In this way, LinkedIn could add more value to its mother company and proved itself as an asset instead of a burden.  
From the past five years’ figures of membership growth in LinkedIn (Statista.com, 2021) , from 500 million to 700 million members, LinkedIn proved that its independent model could retain its growth engine. The company paid much effort to enhance its robust AI and CRM capabilities of its existing membership subscription products (Zacks Investment Research, 2020). At the same time, it developed different new products such as LinkedIn Learning Programs after the merger.  The company had even acquired Glint Buy at around $400-$500 million (Zacks Investment Research , 2018). From Zacks Investment Research (2018),  the deal strengthened the “end-to-end HR management solutions” of LinkedIn especially in “talent retention, and employee training and development methods” and LinkedIn could further increase its services portfolio in terms of “training tools, CRM capabilities and analytical insights”.  In 2019 Q3, sales of LinkedIn  rose 29% compared the previous year (Zacks Investment Research, 2019).  The sales of LinkedIn rose 24% in Q4 2019 and the user sessions were up 25% (Tilley and Prang, 2020).
For entrepreneurial companies, keeping their identity and unique working style is important. Just like the acquisition of Pixar by Walt Disney. Pixar’s culture was kept and maintained the good performance.  The magic of startup was its flexible and entrepreneurial spirit. Creative ideas and the passion for continuous innovation were typical characteristics of innovative startups.  Unlike established corporations, startups were agile and empowered.  Startup  company would empower their co-workers to think, to grow and to fly.  Co-workers of startups were not limited to its internal staff.  Startups also inspire their working counterparts such as customers, suppliers or industry friends to perform bright.  That could explain why keeping entrepreneurial culture of the acquired start-up is so important in a merger and acquisition.  The autonomy could keep the smart people, smart team and smart management to remain smart.  When we looked into the 5-year merger of LinkedIn and Microsoft, keeping LinkedIn as a unique brand maintained the growth of LinkedIn and made both parties performed. 
Hernandez (2019) studied human resources practices from three dimensions -- opportunity, ability and motivation which could keep employee’s entrepreneurial behavior (EER).  Over the 23 personal interviews, he found that participation, communication, flat organizational structure, socialization, autonomy, labour and family flexibility and person-job fit contributed to proactiveness and creativity in the employees because they could access top management and communicate their ideas and suggestions to top management (Hernandez, 2019 p. 17).  From ability side, he found that recruiting employees with university background and training had effect on employee entrepreneurial behavior while from motivation side, rewards were not important to EER at all (Hernandez, 2019 p. 18).  These practices should be good for Microsoft and LinkedIn reference in order to keep the entrepreneurial behaviors of their innovative performers in the organization. 
4. External and International Communications 
Mergers and acquisitions did not just involve the CEOs and board members of both sides, but also involved investors, banks, strategy consultants, senior management, engineers and supporting staff.  CEOs from both sides were required to present both the projected financial and strategic benefits as well as to persuade staff to share corporate visions and missions of the company (Ashkenas, 2014).  That means both logical and emotional aspects should be taken into well consideration. Since some merger and acquisition would result in cutting jobs, it may draw attentions from governments and politicians.   Such human factors could not be ignored in the execution of mergers.   Communications to various stakeholders including staff, customers and even governments and policy makers are strictly necessary.  From the case of Microsoft and LinkedIn, the deal need to be approved by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission as well as government organizations responsible for regulations such as European Competition Commission for anti-competitions.  External communications were absolutely necessary.  That could explain why CEO Weiner received media interviews to explain the merger to public in order to get external buy-in. 
Communication of the organization change is not a once-off event and continuous communications is one of a leading factor for successful transitions (Galbraith, 2018).  Internally, company should keep employees always informed all the way through and this required regular international communications. Senior management should communicate the changes to its staff so as to increase the successful chance of the M&A-driven company reorganizations (Heidari-Robinson et al., 2018). Proper communications could improve ownership and commitment staff so that they could be empowered to push the changes together.  On the other hand, if employees were unable to understand reasons and importance of changes, they would become barriers and obstacles and even pushed back the transitions (Galbraith, 2018).  Galbraith (2018) proposed award scheme to recognize those changes-embracing and desirable behavior so that all members could ride on the opportunities from the changes with the company together.  This would be good for LinkedIn and Microsoft’s reference.   
To change an organization, getting employee’s buy-in is a must.  This is especially paramount for large corporations.  Failure to get the buy-in from staff would be disastrous.  Integration plans should be well-informed to everyone in both organizations.  Gelfand, M. et al. (2018) found that simple explanation on the organization changes was definitely not enough because staff wished to know the details of the execution and implementation of the merger plans.  Senior management should communicate openly and try to minimize negative thoughts.  Furthermore, good communication channels could provide staff a comfortable way to pass their ideas to top management so as to enhance staff participation (Hernandez, 2019). 
   Microsoft held monthly live-broadcast employee town hall meeting for its 144,000 employees to discuss company priorities, progress as well as corporate culture through an open forum (Hougaard and Hogan, 2019). This should be a good way for the corporate leadership team to communicate corporate strategies with their staff and got employee’s buy-in. Staff engagement could benefit both staff and corporate development.  Through an influencer model, monthly live-broadcast video was spread to different groups with hundreds of distribution lists so as to target people with different interests and help the spread of corporate messages (Hougaard and Hogan, 2019). The forum was also a two-way communication between staff and management.  It was believed that company use its open forum to encourage staff to share the corporate directions so as to facilitate a smooth transition in the merger.  From LinkedIn side, CEO Jeff Weiner wrote an email to all staff to explain the merger with his staff.  Jeff received a media interview to share his thoughts to public and communicated his views to interested parties such as investor and customers.  
Most problems in corporate merger and acquisition were poor communications.  Acquirer and the acquired target need to pay attention to the importance of external and internal communications and have a well-thought communications plan.   
5. Minimising harmful impacts 
Cultural differences from two organizations or senior executives versus frontline staff might give rise to a “we” and “you” conflicts in a merger.  Feeling unfair and being betrayed will erode trust and decrease staff morale in the transition period.  For large deals like LinkedIn and Microsoft, it is easy for the middle management to arise a perception that the senior leaders took advantage of the working levels by making large lump sum profit through selling the start-ups to mega corporations.  Those employees who were not able to align with the company direction might be more liable to have the “we-you” thought.  Therefore, executives should play a critical role in minimizing any possible “we-you” views and assist the company to adapt for new changes especially for those deals involving downsizing (Fondrevay, 2018). 
Mergers usually create pressure and stress to staff in both organnzations.  Uncertainty in “unfamiliar policies, practices, and politics; work with strangers from different corporate cultures” (Schrage, 2018); new line of reporting, reporting to a new boss without fully understand staff’s previous track records and career aspiration would create stress to talents.  Schrage (2018) found that “roughly 30% of employees are deemed redundant after a merger or acquisition in the same industry”.   The uncertain job security, increased workload might make staff worried.   HR department should understand that supporting employees means support the organization.  P. Stanwick and S. Stanwick (2001) suggested HR practices for post-merger success such as “knowledge transfer, learning process, HR rotation, just and argued dismissals, internal and external audits, , continuous development, training and supporting”.  Such practices could avoid the company become weaker after M&A and loss of key employees.  It is worth attention for HR team of Microsoft in order to retain expertise in LinkedIn and minimize the adverse effect. 
With reference to the buy-outs of Tata Chemicals, the company recommended ways to smoothen the integration process in the first 100 days of transition. A merged organization should strike its best in 1. harmonizing the strategic planning process, 2. developing plans for customer retention especially for top corporate accounts, 3. aligning human resources best practices and policies and 4. establishing good internal and external communications (Kale et al., 2009 p.112).  Although public listed company had to comply with open and transparent disclosure practices, it would be disastrous if employees were the last ones to know.  Preparing staff to understand more could minimize the harmful consequences. 
In order to minimize the impact of a M&A to individuals, staff are encouraged to contribute more  to the integration process and by joining the "transition structure" such as special committees, task forces or working groups for the merger.  This could help employees to understand more about the deal, expand their network and broaden their knowledge as well as proving their execution and collaborative skills in the transition (Marks et al,, 2017). To decrease the impact of mergers, both organizations should be well-prepared to review the integration plan and strategies from time to time.  They should embrace trial and error approach and always fix the problems if any hiccups happened. (Gelfand, 2018).  
A successful merger and acquisition required good planning for positive impacts.  Each merger consumed both time and resources but they would have clear and tangible returns (Slaven 2014).  If the mother company and its subsidiary were able to create common procedures and reporting relationship, smooth marriage can be expected. Furthermore, comprehensive integration planning in partnership approach could keep staff morale and minimize employee turnover. 
In order to keep the culture of the acquired target, both parties can consider to prepare a written “autonomy charter defining the length, fit, and flexibility of the enterprise leadership and cover rules of engagement with supporting teams like IT, HR, and legal to lay out parameters for hiring, contracts, and other details” (Schrage, 2018).  The written charter could show the commitment of the leadership and increase the trust between both parties so that employees were more willing to stay in the combined entity and decrease the cost for finding right talents.   The culture and sprit of the acquired start-up could also be kept.  This may smooth the transition position.  We were unable to gauge whether Microsoft and LinkedIn had such autonomy charter but we believed that they might have a mandate to keep LinkedIn as a unique business group. 
Limitations and further research 
Since we could only analyze the merger and acquisition of the LinkedIn and Microsoft from secondary data, it might have deviations from the actual case.   We could only assume that good HR practices could contribute to desirable behavior.  To name a few, autonomy could contribute to creativity while incentives could contribute to retention.  Was it actually found in the LinkedIn’s  merger?  It was hard to get a full picture.  Would there be any exceptional cases that made those assumptions fail to work?  Just like the study of Herandez (2019), he found that incentives or rewards did not contribute to employee entrepreneurial behavior in start-ups because staff totally understood their companies faced shortage of money and resources.  As a result, we could only know the actual situation via personal interviews with LinkedIn staff in different levels.  Further researches are necessary.   It is also good to review the case after five years when more literatures about this case available.  
In this paper, expert views in merger and acquisition were reviewed and we found that both supporters and critics had sound and reasonable argument towards M&A behavior in a people’s perspective.  Since the LinkedIn and Microsoft was a rather recent case (in 2016), it is hard to have many peer reviewed journals papers to substantiate the arguments in this case study.  It was also not possible to exhaust all the discussions together.  On the other hand, scholars’ or industry experts’ views from media articles might be biased. They might also have time-constraint because their opinions could only reflect their thoughts at the time they commented.  They might change their minds if they got more information.  Hence, it was not quite possible to achieve truly objective reviews.  This case study could only do a snap-shot review at current moment.  
Conclusion and Discussion 
Merger and acquisition is a good topic in human resources management study because it covers lots of people’s management issues.  There were four reasons to choose the deal between LinkedIn and Microsoft in this research.  Firstly, it was the biggest deal in Microsoft’s history.  Secondly, among the acquisitions in Microsoft’s history, only LinkedIn still survive as a business group under Microsoft structure.  This made the case unique and special.   Thirdly, the marriage of LinkedIn and Microsoft looks successful because LinkedIn sales was on rising trends in the past years.   The performance of Microsoft was also good during the same period.  Fourthly, Microsoft even invited LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman to its board and retained Jeff Weiner till 2020.  Such appointments made this case more distinctive. 
Companies needed foresight, insight and cross-sight for successful M&A deal and the LinkedIn’s acquisition could demonstrate the three “sights” of Microsoft CEO Nadella (Zenger, 2016).  “Foresight was about the evolution of technology, tastes, and demand, revealing assets with enhanced value in foreseen future.  Insight was about what is unique and distinctive about the corporation’s existing assets, capabilities and resources, providing a platform for evaluating external assets with which your firm may be uniquely complementary.  Cross-sight was about the complementarity of assets, revealing the value created when you combine your assets with those of the company you acquire and exploit them in the future industry circumstances you foresee.”  (Zenger, 2016 p.3)  We believed the Microsoft-LinkedIn case could provide strategies implications, insights and could suggest solutions for managing in complex environments. 
Due to limitation of materials, we could only analyze the case of LinkedIn and Microsoft from five areas. We may conclude that in a successful merger and acquisition of a growing startup, they should have the following five people-related elements:
1. Retention of key members in the acquired target 
2. Adopting partnership / autonomy approach 
3. Keeping entrepreneurial culture 
4. All-round communications with internal and external stakeholders 
5. Minimize negative impacts and obstacles to changes
In this case study, we try to deduce best HR practices and successful formula from a seemingly effective deal.  However, a “special” case lacks generalization and its conclusion may be difficult to replicate.  Furthermore, CEOs Nadella and Weiner were visionary and charismatic leaders, their chemistries for a successful marriage is not so easy to copy. 
In 2020, Covid-19 invaded the world and no economies could be exempted from the economic winter.  Although information and communications industry is already a less affected sector,many companies faced shrinkage and decreased in sales.  They were under the threat of restructuring and closure.  It might create a horrible chain effect.  Consequently, would the novel coronavirus and the stepping down of Jeff Weiner change the “happy” ending of the LinkedIn and Microsoft?  Furthermore, how to write a successful story for a deal depends on the execution power, determination of senior management and the collaboration of the whole organization.   It is not an easy task by all means.   
Looking ahead, CEO Ryan of LinkedIn should formulate visionary development strategies to face challenges from adverse macroeconomic situation brought by the novel coronavirus (Zacks Investment Research, 2020) so that the LinkedIn business group could stay more competitive after its job cuts in 2020.  Otherwise, it would unable to retain the best talents and maintain company’s performance. Further researches of this case after five or ten years, might give different conclusions.  
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