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Abstract:

® The focus theme “International integration and coordination in MNEs—Implications for in-
ternational management” is introduced and the motivation for this focus issue theme is out-
lined. The premise of the theme is the notion that the nature of organizational response to
heightened global dynamism has changed. It is argued that the managerial mechanisms or
“tools” necessary to accomplish coordination tasks have changed accordingly.

® The manuscripts included in this focused issue capture this perspective building conceptual
and empirical contributions. These include cross-border knowledge transfer, global strategy
implementation, IT integration as enabler of MNE-supplier responsiveness, intra-firm archi-
tectural network configuration, regional integration perspectives from Latin America and in-
tegration and coordination in the global factory.
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Introduction to the Focused Issue

Traditionally, multinational enterprises (MNEs) have developed structures that resembled
federative rather than unitary organizations (Yamin and Forsgren 2006), implying that a
significant degree of autonomy was retained for nationally focused subsidiaries (Birkin-
shaw and Hood 2000). However, globalization forces and environmental transformations,
including increasing market liberalization and advances in information and communica-
tion technologies (Jean et al. 2010; Yamin and Sinkovics 2007, 2010), have challenged
traditional international business strategy and structure (Lin et al. 2009; Peng et al. 2009).
Indeed, the need to access scarce resources has heightened uncertainty and risks, inciting
the interest to understand how the structure of international business complements strat-
egy. As global value chains evolve (Kotabe and Mudambi 2009), the foundation upon
which to achieve global integration of strategic and operational activities (Buckley and
Ghauri 2004) has provoked great attention to managerial decision making. This approach
to better understand the rapidly changing nature of risk and uncertainty is reflected in the
gradual return to company headquarters or regional centers (Rugman 2005).

The premise of this focused issue is that the nature of organizational response to
heightened global dynamism and the managerial mechanisms or “tools” necessary to
accomplish coordination tasks have changed. Not only do we witness reconfiguration
within firms and organizations, but these changes are extending to inter-firm relation-
ships, highlighting the need to configure and coordinate geographically dispersed net-
works (e.g. Kotabe and Mudambi 2009; Liu et al. 2010). For example, organizations in
global networks are developing capabilities that enable faster response, deeper integra-
tion from enhanced technology, better information flows through process improvements,
and a broader awareness of their environment through geopolitical involvement. Some
illustrations include the increasing adoption of mechanisms such as global account man-
agement (Shi et al. 2010), and global brand teams and product innovation management
mechanisms (Townsend et al. 2010). Consequently, the implementation of these man-
agement tools has created a fascinating evolution in the redefinition of firm boundaries,
evident in the restructuring of the global supply (value) chain (Buckley and Ghauri 2004),
the management of ambiguous boundaries such as in outsourcing (Hétonen and Eriksson
2009), and a redefinition of headquarter power. To capture the essence of this trend suc-
cinctly, Yamin and Forsgren (2006) refer to these effects as the ‘demise of the federative
MNE’.

The dynamics of this phenomenon and their fascinating implications to multinational
structures and management have motivated this focus issues and triggered substantial
interest from the academic community. Out of more than thirty submissions, the call for
papers yielded seven illuminating papers which highlight the varied nature of an evolv-
ing global network of organizations and how they respond to the challenges associated
with their ability to deal with uncertainty. In particular, these papers address a number of
functional areas and associated management mechanisms (‘tools’) that help to facilitate
the integration and coordination within and among the increasingly complex nature of
MNESs. The authors explore conceptual and empirical approaches in global supply chain
management, IT platforms, and organizational integration and coordination within the
global environment.
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Papers Included in the Focused Issue

Arguably, a motivation for the emergence of these evolving infrastructures and strategies
is based on the realization of ever more scarce resources. An overview of the authors’ con-
tributions illustrates the rich and varied thinking associated with examining how MNEs
deal with scarce resources. It is not only the notion of access to resources, but the idea of
utilizing these resources productively. Knowledge provides a surrogate for resource sus-
tainability; an approach to utilize knowledge as a ‘tool” and a way to ensure organizations
possess a “sustained” resource. Indeed, the papers included in this issue examine how
international companies, within their respective global networks, confront and embrace
the challenges of contemporary, dynamic global markets. The development of informa-
tion technology certainly has helped to generate greater awareness of knowledge and the
need to develop an ability to ensure efficient knowledge transfer mechanisms among the
organizations (Roberts 2009). As is subsumed within the manuscripts, knowledge under-
lies a fundamental tension with the relationship between the MNE headquarters and its
subsidiaries. Knowledge is employed as a governance method for control as well as a tool
to enhance the efficiency of the global network. The paradox provides a direct obstacle to
achieving competitive advantage, yet knowledge also serves as a “sustainable resource”
and a foundation upon which to develop a sustainable competitive advantage.

The special issue begins with an examination of the role of knowledge transfer among
cross border organizations, which is acknowledged in the international business literature
as a vital element to global success (Peng and Pleggenkuhle-Miles 2009). Specifically,
Ciabuschi, Dellestrand and Kappen explore the effects of transfer mechanisms (hierarchy,
heterarchy and IT) on knowledge transfer success; essentially they study the efficiency
and effectiveness of the transfer project illustrated by knowledge transfer. The important
point is how the centralization of knowledge transfer through headquarters’ involvement
negatively influences both the efficiency and effectiveness of the knowledge transferred
among organizations. Contrarily, cooperation between subsidiaries leads to more effec-
tive knowledge transfer but it is not efficient. These outcomes have many implications on
the vertical or lateral structure of the organizations and this structure’s effect on knowl-
edge transfer.

Yamin, Tsai, and Holm follow the theme of knowledge and its role in the network via a
study that explores how knowledge is transferred through lateral-oriented structures. The
dilemma which headquarter management faces, is that the network structure typifying
many MNCs has beneficial impacts on the performance of the transfer process. At the
same time, HQ needs to ensure that lateral transfers initiated by subsidiaries (‘organic’
transfers) are in line with overall MNC strategy. In other words, there seems to be a
delicate balance between direct HQ involvement, which yields benefits while ensuring
strategic goals are met, and the presupposition that subsidiaries must also have a large
degree of autonomy with how they transfer knowledge in order for the overall structure to
be effective. Unfortunately, HQ direct involvement does not seem to be the best approach
to ensuring an efficient transfer process.

The empirical study examines this dilemma by investigating the implications of the
direct effects of resource (including knowledge) implications of headquarters’ participa-
tion in the transfer process as well as the indirect effects of headquarters’ involvement in
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transfer among subsidiaries; the latter investigates the moderating effects of the attributes
of transfer relationships. Similar to the first paper, they explore the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of the transfer process. Some key findings emerge from the study. One of them is
that the direct effect of HQ involvement in lateral transfer impairs efficiency without clear
gains in transfer effectiveness. Indeed, HQ involvement in the transfer between subsidiar-
ies seems to disrupt or decrease the willingness of the subsidiaries to work together.

This paper complements well Ciabuschi, Dellestrand and Kappen’s study on the
effects of knowledge transfer mechanisms. Both of these contributions point to the poten-
tially negative implications of HQ involvement in knowledge transfer throughout the
network structure. Whereas, both papers suggest that HQ involvement may impede effi-
cient knowledge transfer among organizations, Yamin, Tsai and Holm advance this idea
by highlighting the notion that HQ involvement also negatively impacts upon the will-
ingness of subsidiaries to work among them. The overall implication points to a definite
change in network organizational structure. The challenge to the HQ is presented; its role
as the primary agent to confront dynamic market changes while managing the ability to
develop competitive advantages is examined in greater depth.

A subtle, yet important change in perspective from the examination of the structure is
to consider how the existing organizational structures implement strategic decisions in
these dynamic and complex global environments. The next three papers do not necessar-
ily question the organizational structure itself; rather they consider the actual organiza-
tional structure and implementation in order to examine how the organizations integrate
and coordinate more efficiently. Yaprak, Xu, and Cavusgil work towards outlining the
structure and processes that MNEs require to successfully implement global strategy.
Accordingly, the authors investigate how MNEs integrate and coordinate their activities
across global markets to determine whether their efforts increase efficiency and effective-
ness. This paper is based on the premise that MNEs’ develop capabilities, reflected in
process mechanisms, to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of global operations.

Sinkovics, Jean, Roath and Cavusgil suggest that in order to enhance local suppliers’
responsiveness in global supply chain relationships, MNEs must work with their local
suppliers to create new forms of relationship structures. They argue that cultural and
country differences influence and to some extent limit the use and effectiveness of tra-
ditional tools that govern the relationships between MNE and their local suppliers. By
drawing on a database of Taiwanese electronics suppliers, the scholars demonstrate that
the use of IT integration—via information technology and trust—helps to enhance local
suppliers’ responsiveness (seen as a capability) in global supply chain relationships.

The idea of integration within the existing network is captured by Keupp, Palmi¢, and
Gassman in their empirical study of how the parent firm of the multinational corporation
confronts challenges to its role as the dominant change agent. This study articulates the
utilization of managerial “tools” to manipulate the formal organizational architecture.
The parent firm integrates its subsidiaries by granting them a high degree of autonomy
and a mandate to contribute to the corporation as a whole. The primary ‘tool’ that facili-
tates integration is knowledge transfer. Their findings motivates spirited dialog into the
concepts of integration, collaboration and the important role of knowledge.

De la Torre, Esperanca and Martinez investigate the influence of the Latin American
market upon multinational companies and their response. Their survey of MNEs reveals
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that the organizations sought greater coordination of regional operations the decade, as
expected, but not along all dimensions and not always proportionally to the changes per-
ceived by their managers. The linkages between different dimensions of perceived market
integration and organizational responses are largely significant and are consistent with
contingency theory.

The final two papers suggest possibilities that highlight the evolution of the multina-
tional enterprise and its implications in the global economy. Peter Buckley points to a
new institutional form that aptly can be seen as a renewed conceptualization of earlier
manuscripts in this focus issue.

Buckley proposes that the new institutional form known as “the global factory” is key
to understanding changes in the configuration of the world economy. The evolution of the
global factory requires managers to act as orchestrators or coordinators across the system
of globally inter-connected firms. Managerial styles need to accommodate these changes,
which imply that integration and coordination in the global factory are now critical fac-
tors to achieve success. Arguably, the control of information is central and seems to be
the most common and consistent factor underlying organizational changes and imple-
mentation across the global network. Location and control are still key variables but
extra degrees of freedom in location of activities and non-ownership forms of control are
increasing in importance. Again, Buckley highlights the importance of knowledge and its
transfer among international organizations as a major force that challenges and manipu-
lates organizational structures as well as the conduct of strategy and operations.

The final paper by Mo Yamin is a commentary on Peter Buckley’s contribution on the
global factory. Yamin reviews earlier work by Buckley on the global factory and provides
specific comments regarding the paper included in this focused issue. He suggests that
the idea of control over the organization and its environment through knowledge from the
global factory must be tempered. He points to potential vulnerabilities associated with
the global factory’s dependence upon a governance regime which supports it. Yamin’s
argument is that the organization cannot extract power solely from within, but must also
rely upon political elements that are inherent in each market environment. This issue is
also addressed in the paper by de la Torre et al., who suggest this idea as they investigate
multinational organizations’ responses to the evolving Latin American market. Yamin’s
commentary not only helps in the understanding of Buckley’s global factory contribution
on international business, but also has significant ramifications regarding strategic direc-
tions which IB scholarship could or even should open. Yamin concludes that Buckley’s
Global Factory writings can be seen as a suggestion that the IB research agenda is not
running out of steam, rather, by adopting or “injecting” insights from neighbouring dis-
ciplines (e.g. economic geography, global value chain, political economy and economic
development), the IB research agenda may find rejuvenating and fruitful inspiration. Cer-
tainly, the phenomenon teases the notion of revolutions in examining innovative business
structures and governance arrangements.
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