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PREFACE

Christoph Dérrenbdcher and Mike Geppert are to be congratulated in
bringing together this new collection of important papers which consider
how insights from organization theory (OT) and international business (IB)
enrich our understanding of multinational corporations (MNCs). As they
rightly recognize in their introductory article, the editors regard this book
as updating and taking stock of the OT/IB relationship in a field that has
developed considerably following publication in 1993 of the major pioneer-
ing volume on the subject, edited by Sumantra Ghoshal and D. Eleanor
Westney (1993). Since then, the nature of and scope of MNCs has changed
dramatically with the internet, the emergence of “platform” businesses, the
spread of global value chains, and the rise of emerging economy multina-
tionals. Relevant theorizing within OT has advanced with awareness of the
role within MNCs of identity and understanding in terms of language, dis-
course and sensemaking, the significance of power relations and conflict,
and the influence of the cultural and institutional contexts within which
MNCs operate. The field of IB has also broadened its theoretical frame-
works beyond a previously heavy reliance on applied economics and, for
example, it now recognizes the significance of headquarters-subsidiary rela-
tions (not least for effective innovation) and country-of-origin embedded-
ness. This book ably identifies and discusses these emergent issues and
perspectives.

The increasingly critical view many are taking of MNCs today is
also reflected in several of the articles in this book. There is considerable
disquiet over the negative impact of MNCs on a range of social issues
concerning diversity, gender, inequality and the environment. The crisis of
confidence in MNCs following the major corporate scandals at the begin-
ning of the millennium has continued to deepen. It raises fundamental
questions concerning their appropriate role in contemporary society and
the accountability of their leaders. While MNCs have been instrumental
throughout the world in raising living standards and satisfying consumer
wants (which they have also cleverly stimulated), their leverage in determin-
ing how rewards, opportunities, and quality of life are distributed in society
has at the same time had negative consequences. The power enjoyed by
MNCs is two-edged and not necessarily benign. Critical organization
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XX PREFACE

theory recognizes that the multinational corporation encompasses a mas-
sive concentration of power, and that this concentration is maintained
through organizational structures and processes.

Evidence of the misuse of corporate power undermines the social legiti-
macy of MNCs as social institutions. It belies the claim that MNCs
operate like other institutions for the general good rather than for private
sectional interest, and it places on the political agenda questions concerning
their governance and the accountability of their leaders. Chomsky (2000),
for example, has called corporations “amoral unaccountable, private tyran-
nies.” The problem of MNCs’ accountability has to be understood with
reference to their structure and governance, how they behave in their
markets and wider societies, and how these two aspects are related. This
book demonstrates that organization theory can offer significant insights
into these issues.

Seen from the outside, MNCs may at first sight appear to be tightly con-
trolled monolithic organizations. Research is showing that this is often far
from the case. For example, it has raised questions as to how much power
MNC corporate HQs and CEOs actually have (and should have) over their
subsidiaries. It has become recognized that a degree of subsidiary auton-
omy is often necessary to enable responsiveness to local conditions and to
encourage dispersed sources of innovation. The emergence of MNC global
value chains and applications of the “transnational” model (Bartlett &
Ghoshal, 2002) have seen a shift towards networked forms of internal
MNC organization with varying degrees and forms of coupling between
different units (McKern, 2003). Several contributions to this book consider
organizational differentiation within MNCs, analyzing in depth how their
internal dynamics tend to be characterized by multiple internal discourses,
divergent goals, internal tensions, and contrasting identities. MNCs are
arenas for lively organizational politics, as was also well demonstrated by a
previous contribution of the editors (Dérrenbacher & Geppert, 2011).

Concern about the power wielded by MNCs in contemporary society,
and their accountability to governments and stakeholders, highlights the
organization of their external relations. Many of their senior executives
would claim that the conduct of MNCs is constrained by market forces,
government regulation and their own corporate conscience (CSR). This is
at odds with the reality as perceived by many observers, including some
contributors to this book. In fact, the organization of MNCs’ external
relations is informed by a desire to be free of constraints. Typically MNCs
endeavor to exercise market power as well as pursuing various non-market
strategies of a political nature. Non-market strategies include lobbying
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and PR, often coupled with an attempt to impose corporate definitions of
CSR rather than ones reflecting wider stakeholder interests. As Stewart
Clegg observes in his article, “the central business of MNCs is politics by
other means.” The relevance of organization theory for an understanding
of MNCs’ external relations lies in the fact that these are normally highly
organized. Executives take initiatives to construct their MNC’s inter-
organizational relations with other firms and with relevant institutions.
Thus alliances between MNCs can enhance their market power, while
MNCs shape institutional policies to their advantage through consciously
managed “relational frameworks” (Child, Tse, & Rodrigues, 2013).

It has been a privilege to read this revealing book. In this short Preface
I have been able to touch upon only some of the insights it offers. I can
recommend Multinational Corporations and Organization Theory not only
to scholars and students working in OT, IB and related fields, but also to
anyone wishing to have a better understanding of the MNC as the domi-
nant institution of our time (Bakan, 2004).

John Child
University of Birmingham,
Birmingham, UK
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