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THE GLOBALIZATION THEME
‘‘Globalization’’ is one of the oldest and most recurrent themes in
international business (IB) research. The concept refers to the
growth and broadening scope of international economic exchange
relationships of any one country with all other countries around
the world, as measured by trade and foreign direct investment (FDI)
flows, and other types of exchanges (capital, people, technology,
ideas, effective institutional practices). Globalization has triggered
extensive, ongoing measurement of several parameters at the
macro-level, and has stimulated extensive dialogue on drivers,
process dynamics, rates of change, and ultimate impacts. Business
historians have shown that globalization tendencies, though
deeply rooted in the history of various human civilizations, have
unfolded through non-linear processes and with drivers and
impacts that are still vigorously debated (Hopkins, 2002; O’Rourke
& Williamson, 2002; Jones, 2005).

In recent decades, globalization has sometimes been described as
an irreversible process. The latest figures from the World Trade
Organization suggest that the interdependency among countries is
still rising, despite the 2008 great recession and much ‘‘noise’’ about
the demise of globalization (WTO, 2017). However, globalization
processes and their uneven impacts, especially in terms of wealth
distribution, have increasingly come under attack. Globalization
does generate feelings of discontent (Stiglitz, 2002, 2017), and a
variety of ‘‘de-globalization’’ forces have gained at least some
momentum around the world. Critics of globalization typically do
the following. They engage in xenophobic attacks on foreign trade
and investment partners’ (whether countries or firms) comparative
economic achievements, even within wealthy regions such as the
European Union and North America. They voice heightened
concerns about unequal distributive impacts, even though an
increase of within-country inequality in the medium run, is
arguably preferable to long term poverty. Moreover, increases in
inequality in recent decades in developed countries have largely
been the outcome of new technology adoption, the weakened
power of organized labour and domestic tax policies, but are not
the result of globalization. Finally, the critics irrationally equate
globalization with both the demise of global public goods – such as
the destruction of tropical rainforests or the extinction of particular
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animal species– and the rise of global public bads,
such as the increase in greenhouse gas emissions
and its visible environmental effects (Backman,
Verbeke, & Schulz, 2017).

The fact is that increased internationalization
results in net-efficiency benefits. This is the great
insight offered by much research in IB, commenc-
ing with the late John Dunning’s brilliant treatise
on the impacts of American investment in the
British manufacturing industry (Dunning, 1958;
second edition, 2006). Net efficiency-benefits
reflect lower resource usage per unit of output,
and the international diffusion of better industry
practices, ranging from high quality accounting
systems to proprietary technologies. Such types of
outcomes have been clearly demonstrated in a large
number of recent articles published in JIBS (see,
inter alia, Berry, 2017; Brandl, Darendeli, &
Mudambi, 2018; Ellis, Moeller, Schlingemann, &
Stulz, 2017; Kano, 2018; Kim, Pevzner, & Xin, 2018;
Koning, Mertens, & Roosenboom, 2018). The glob-
alization of information flows has also dramatically
increased the worldwide awareness of grand chal-
lenges such as climate change impacts and pollu-
tion of the oceans.

Unfortunately, in popular narratives, globaliza-
tion has been associated with a new geography of
discontent – mostly devoid of a sound factual basis.
Such discontent is driven by perceptions of alleged,
undesirable societal effects. Even individuals in
geographic locations enjoying net efficiency-bene-
fits from globalization appear to experience discon-
tent. The picture of a high-profile, wealthy
insurgent decrying human exploitation in the
global textile industry, and advocating the pur-
chase of locally produced clothing, while dressed in
a suit of a global luxury brand, comes to mind.

The demise of many global public goods and the
rise of public bads, can often be associated with
human overpopulation. Here, globalization’s role
has primarily been to provide broader geographic
access to life-saving medications such as vaccines,
as well as medical services.1 It has also facilitated
the easier distribution of essential goods to serve
basic needs, and the diffusion of efficiency-enhanc-
ing institutional practices and management meth-
ods. Most negative spillovers of IB activities, apart
from highly visible cases of market power abuse,
have largely been the result of ineffective societal
institutions, supposed to regulate economic activ-
ities but failing to do so. It is regrettable that the
alleged (and mostly false) framing of ‘‘upward
cascading’’ causal linkages between firm-level

strategies and macro-level outcomes, especially in
terms of undesirable spillovers from MNE activity,
sometimes appears to override the facts on the net
benefits of globalization. In addition, negative
‘‘downward cascading’’ linkages (such as domestic
corruption imposed on foreign-owned firms),
which are real, have seldom been recognized. In
an article entitled ‘‘The Retreat of the Global
Company’’ (Jan. 28, 2017), The Economist observed
that the new de-globalization narratives at the
macro-level can have negative spillovers at the
firm-level. It predicted the rise of ‘‘a more frag-
mented and parochial kind of capitalism, and quite
possibly a less efficient one … the infatuation with
global companies will come to be seen as a passing
episode in business history.’’

But who has, or ever had ‘‘unreasoned passion’’
for the global firm? What exactly is this global firm,
supposedly the outcome of a corporate globaliza-
tion process, and then allegedly responsible for
negative impacts at the macro-level? Corporate
globalization could be viewed as the ‘‘end state’’ of
internationalization at the micro-level, in terms of
three elements:

(1) The firm commanding globally deployable and
exploitable firm-specific advantages (FSAs),
sometimes also referred to as ‘‘non-location-
bound’’ FSAs, typically in the form of higher-
order knowledge bundles, organizational prac-
tices and business models, and including man-
agerial mindsets.

(2) The firm having both significant geographic
breadth (i.e., a presence in many countries) and
depth of international involvement (e.g., a
significant percentage of overall assets and sales
in various countries).

(3) The firm having a wide scope of value chain
activities (with related organizational complex-
ity) involved in its international operations,
whether internally, or through the broader
value chains with external actors, it participates
in.

However, in spite of some observers speaking
casually about a ‘‘flat world’’ (Friedman, 2005),
whereby geography and other distance factors are
becoming increasingly redundant, empirical
research at the micro-level has shown that various
form of regionalization, as well as localized cluster-
ing in narrow geographic space, is often more
relevant than globalization (Rugman & Verbeke,
2004; Verbeke & Asmussen, 2016; Hillemann,
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Verbeke, & Oh, 2018). For at least some key
activities, such as core head office functions, home
country origin matters as much now as it did two
centuries ago, even in the world’s largest firms
(Coeurderoy & Verbeke, 2016).

The main constraints on corporate globalization
have been documented in a large and wide-ranging
literature, and to the extent that these constraints
are endogenous, they can usually be reduced to
challenges of bounded rationality, bounded relia-
bility, and the inability to create an organizational
context conducive to value creation in its entirety,
all of which become exacerbated as the firm
broadens its geographic and product scope (Rug-
man & Verbeke, 2001; Verbeke & Kano, 2016;
Narula & Verbeke, 2015).

Verbeke and Forootan (2012) have shown that
most research on alleged positive linkages between
firm-level level multinationality (or level of global
diversification) and performance is flawed, both
conceptually and empirically. Few – if any – of the
world’s largest firms command the capabilities to
achieve, and to sustain over longer periods of time,
a balanced, global geographic distribution of their
activities and sales. In their 2004 JIBS paper,
Rugman and Verbeke identified only nine ‘‘global
firms’’ in the Fortune Global 500, defined as firms
with a balanced distribution of sales across the
world (i.e., having less than 50% of sales in their
home region, and at least 20% of in each of the two
host regions of the triad of North America, Europe
and Asia). These nine firms were (in declining order
of sales): IBM, Sony, Royal Philips Electronics,
Nokia, Intel, Canon, Coca Cola, Flextronics Inter-
national and LVMH. Subsequent work by Oh and
Rugman (2014) confirmed the quasi-absence of
global firms with evenly distributed sales and assets
across the world. Whether the definitions and
metrics used were appropriate has been much
debated, but the simple observation remains that
most of even the world’s largest firms are incapable
of emulating the same level of home region success
(as measured by sales and asset levels) throughout
the world, because ‘‘distance’’ does continue to
matter (Verbeke, 2013).

In addition to analysis of ‘‘global firms’’ that never
were, there have been two other IB research streams
on corporate globalization. The first stream is at the
crossroads between international business and
entrepreneurship. Scholars have coined the term
‘‘born globals’’ (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004), referring to
new ventures operating internationally from incep-
tion. However, companies with a broad geographic

scope from inception remain the exception rather
than the rule (Lopez, Kundu, & Ciravegna, 2009;
Verbeke & Ciravegna, 2018). The second stream has
addressed global value chains (GVCs), with few of
these actually being ‘‘global’’ in terms of the indica-
tors above (worldwide deployability of FSAs; signif-
icant geographic breadth and depth of the firm’s
reach; wide scope of value chain activities involved).

In Verbeke, Coeurderoy and Matt (2017), we have
described in some more detail the IB literature’s
weaknesses when assessing the three above, expres-
sions of corporate globalization. We have argued
that the corporate globalization concept refers to a
variety of supposedly empirical phenomena that
never were, at least not as shown in the empirical
literature. But our goal is not to lament poor
conceptualizing, poor labeling, or poorly performed
empirical work on corporate globalization. A major
opportunity exists to develop a new corporate glob-
alization research agenda, building upon better data.
How should ‘‘global’’ in corporate globalization
studies be defined in actionable terms, and how
should its antecedents (contextual drivers) be estab-
lished? How to assess corporate globalization empir-
ically, in terms of content and consequences? How
many large, truly global multinational enterprises
(MNEs) exist? How many international new ventures
qualify as born globals? How many international
value chains are truly global?

At present, most past analyses of corporate glob-
alization in IB research, simply appear to have
‘‘missed the target.’’ There is an urgent need for
better research, especially because such research
would allow the IB research community to speak in
a duly informed fashion on the content, context and
consequences of corporate globalization. An
informed IB research community could help debunk
much of the disinformation and false narratives on
the alleged negative spillover effects on society of
internationally operating firms. At the more aggre-
gate level, the IB research community could then
also describe more compellingly the efficiency ben-
efits brought by international economic activity,
through foreign direct investment, exports or vari-
ous types of external contracting across borders.

A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT OF RESEARCH
FINDINGS ON CORPORATE GLOBALIZATION

The Corporate Globalization Phenomenon
The issue of corporate globalization has been
debated mainly within the context of large MNEs
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and MNE strategy (e.g., Levitt, 1983; Kogut, 1985;
Hamel & Prahalad, 1985; Ohmae, 1985; Ghoshal,
1987; Rugman & Verbeke, 2004; Rugman, Oh, &
Lim, 2012; Teece, 2014). There are three main
perspectives on the subject matter. The first focuses
on the firm’s external context of homogenization,
with this context conducive to either standardiza-
tion or easier coordination of dispersed, heteroge-
neous activities (e.g., because of lower
transportation costs; improved information and
communications technology, absence of discrimi-
natory treatment of foreign firms). In strategy
terms, the firms’ response must then be one focused
on achieving scale and scope economies, or on
economies of exploiting national differences, espe-
cially at the input side.

With the second perspective, the external context
remains one of great (and sometimes increasing)
heterogeneity. Global corporate success then
results from appropriate resource recombination,
with the firm’s extant reservoir of non-location
bound FSAs being bundled with locally accessed,
complementary resources and newly developed,
location-bound FSAs. Here, the firm focuses on
achieving requisite levels of responsiveness to host
environment circumstances (Verbeke, 2013).

With the third approach, the focus is on strategies
similar to those in the first two approaches, but the
firm operates within a more restricted geographic
area, because optimal strategy implementation
(e.g., a scale-based or resource-bundling initiative)
is easier to achieve inside a more confined and
homogeneous geographic zone (for analysis of the
continued relevance of geographic distance, see
Verbeke, Puck, & van Tulder, 2017; Beugelsdijk,
Ambos, & Nell, 2018): Some form of regional
strategy then typically substitutes for a more global
approach. Or ‘‘globalization’’ can take the form of
firms operating with distinct strategies for each
region in which they have a presence (Ohmae,
1985; Verbeke & Asmussen, 2016).

As noted above, the view on corporate globaliza-
tion with established MNEs at its core, has been
complemented with a research stream focused on
born globals. Only in exceptional cases does a new
firm’s geographic reach actually fit the ‘‘global’’
label. Such cases include firms selling luxury goods,
or operating in high-tech and IT niche markets, and
requiring little adaptation or critical complemen-
tary resources at the downstream end. These firms
may fit the born global mold (Hennart, 2014). In
most cases, however, the ‘‘global’’ label in born

globals, is more a reflection of strategic intent,
rather than the realized outcome of a strategy.

Lastly, during the past two decades, an exciting
new field of study has been developed on global
value chains. Scholars from a variety of different
backgrounds initiated this work: International
economists (Baldwin, 2012); sociologists (Gereffi,
Humphrey, & Sturgeon, 2005); IB scholars (Kano,
2018; Mudambi & Puck, 2016); and experts in the
policy sphere (OECD, 2014). As noted by Mudambi
and Puck (2016):

When examining almost any GVC, we observe a constella-

tion of organizational arrangements, ranging from contracts

to alliances, partnerships and even spot market transactions.

All GVC activities are essential to the creation of the final

value proposition, but the geographical dispersion of these

underlying activities is ignored when the entire value of final

sales is ascribed to the location in which it occurs.

The ‘‘global’’ label in global value chains is thus
useful as an acknowledgement of the organiza-
tional and stakeholder management complexity at
hand, but paradoxically makes it more difficult to
appraise what ‘‘global’’ actually means, in terms of
the key, relevant parameters: The nature of the FSAs
involved from the various partners, in terms of
their non-location-boundedness; the geographic
breadth and depth of the relevant value chain in
its entirety; the scope of economic activities
involved.

Measurement Tools
Corporate globalization is not only difficult to
appraise conceptually, but its actual measurement
is equally challenging. First, globalization has often
been considered as the equivalent of a diversifica-
tion process. Each new country entered is viewed as
the equivalent of a new product line being added,
and each entry draws upon the firm’s resources
reservoir. At the same time, commanding opera-
tions in several host countries can help reduce
business risks: varying economic cycles and market
trends can yield to more stable profit flows, at least
to the extent that international markets indeed
evolve independently from each other (Hitt, Li, &
Xu, 2016). In the same vein, the real options
approach suggests that MNEs can disperse their
operations across national boundaries in response
to differences in environmental risks and opportu-
nities, and then earn additional benefits from such
geographic diversification (Chung, Lee, Beamish, &
Isobe, 2010). The most widely used measure of
international diversification is an entropy index,
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along the lines of the index described in Jacquemin
and Berry (1979) for business diversification. The
index is defined as follows (Eq. 1), see, e.g., Hitt,
Hoskisson and Kim (1997):

ID ¼
X1

n¼1

Pi � ln
1

Pi

� �� �
ð1Þ

In Eq. 1, Pi represents the sales attributed to
region i in the global market, and ln(1/Pi) is the
weight given to each region in the global market, or
the natural logarithm of the inverse of its sales. The
measure considers both the number of regions in
the global economy in which a firm operates and
the relative importance of each region in overall
sales. Various authors have proposed adopting a
more elaborate measure of international diversifi-
cation (DT), integrating both geographic and busi-
ness diversification (Kim, 1989). The purpose was to
design an index measuring the geographic distri-
bution of sales across relevant business segments,
see Eq. 2:

DT ¼
XA

a¼1

X

i2a
Pia ln

1

Pia

� �
ð2Þ

In Eq. 2, ‘‘A’’ represents the number of geographic
market areas in which a firm operates; Pia is the
proportion of the size of the ith business segment
in the ath market area to a firm’s total size of
operations (Kim, 1989: 379).

Because of difficult-to-satisfy data requirements,
the indices proposed by Kim (1989) and Kim, Hwang
and Burgers (1993) have not been used much in
subsequent, large-scale empirical work. The main
practical reason is the difficulty to collect data on
geographic coverage for each business segment. In
contrast, the more simple entropy measure at the
corporate level has been used much more frequently
in IB studies (Hitt, Hoskisson, & Kim, 1997). The
entropy-based measure has limited value, however,
if the goal is to capture the globalization phe-
nomenon. When taking on extreme values, such
an index is useful: A value close to one, points to a
domestically oriented firm, while a value close to
zero indicates strong dispersion across countries (as
a supposed signal of globalization). But for the vast
majority of companies, the entropy measure is not
really informative. As one example, a Canadian
MNE having equal sales volumes in the United
States, Mexico and Canada will earn the same index
score as a Canadian company with equal shares of

sales in the United States, Japan and Germany. The
entropy measure clearly does not take into account
the ‘‘compounded distance’’ features of globaliza-
tion (Rugman, Verbeke, & Nguyen, 2011).
Second, many researchers have preferred to

develop categorizations based on reaching ‘‘thresh-
olds’’ (e.g., the presence or level of foreign sales;
thresholds of sales percentages reached in specific
regions), or based on simple counts (e.g., number of
countries in which the firm operates). These mea-
sures represent superficial proxies for levels of
multinationality. For instance, Morck and Yeung
(1991) counted the number of foreign countries
where an MNE has a subsidiary, and Wan and
Hoskisson (2003) added ‘‘subsidiaries or cooperative
ventures.’’ McGahan and Victer (2010) proposed a
count of the firm’s number of foreign direct
investments, as well as the number of countries in
which it had engaged in FDI. In the realm of
international new ventures, Zahra, Ireland and Hitt
(2000) counted the number of countries entered by
new companies. In index form, one can also find,
e.g., the ‘‘count of host countries where a firm
maintains offices in an observation year, divided by
the sample maximum number of host countries
across all observation years’’ (Powell, 2014).

When comparing the international diversifica-
tion index with these types of ‘‘multinationality’’
indices, it could be argued that the latter do cover
to some extent the increased organizational com-
plexity associated with doing business in a higher
number of countries, each being different in terms
of culture, prevailing institutions, etc. It would also
be correct to argue that being present in a larger
number of countries does provide some indication
of globalization, with the ‘‘maximum count’’
reflecting an economic presence in all countries in
the world. The main weakness of this approach,
unsurprisingly, is again, that this type of index can
be meaningful at the extremes, but is more difficult
to interpret when taking on intermediate scores
(where most internationally operating firms are
positioned). In the intermediate cases, it would be
important to ask what shares of the firm’s total
sales, assets, and value chain activities are actually
accounted for by each of these countries.

As regards the usage of thresholds rather than
simple counts, one marker that has often been used
is the distribution of sales across the main eco-
nomic regions of the world, e.g., the Americas
versus Europe, Mediterranean and Middle East,
versus the Asia–Pacific, or some other supposedly
relevant set of regions. Rugman and Verbeke (2004)
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proposed the following thresholds: Global firms
were defined as having sales of at least 20% in each
of the three regions of the broad triad of North
America, Europe and Asia, but with less than 50%
in any one of these regions (especially the home
region). Non-global MNEs would then include
home-region oriented, host-region oriented or bi-
regional MNEs. Debates have arisen about which
regions should be used as the basis for the analysis;
about the appropriate threshold levels to determine
whether a firm is global (with some scholars
arguing that overall GDP per region should be
included as a correction factor, to determine which
share of sales a global firm could reasonably expect
from the various regions); about the need to assess
other dimensions than revenues (for instance,
assets); and about the relevant sets of companies
to be included in corporate globalization studies (in
Rugman and Verbeke’s (2004) original work, the
Fortune Global 500 companies were the basis of the
analysis).

Interrelated Empirical Caveats
Scholarly articles have addressed corporate global-
ization for decades, but the previous section points
to a number of interrelated weaknesses as to
empirical assessment (see Verbeke & Forootan,
2012; Verbeke, Coeurderoy, & Matt, 2017). Three
key interrelated challenges would appear critical
here.

First, as noted above, scholars have often used
rather crude proxies to measure corporate global-
ization. In some cases, even simple ratios have been
used such as foreign sales/turnover, though these
represent little more than an indicator of interna-
tional activity (Errunza & Senbet, 1984; Wiersema
& Bowen, 2008). In extreme instances, corporate
globalization has been even assessed through usage
of a dummy variable, indicating whether or not a
company has any activity abroad, which is a
disappointing corporate globalization measure
(Denis, Denis, & Yost, 2002; Chang, Kogut, & Yang,
2016). It should also be noted that corporate
globalization has been assessed almost exclusively
on the basis of sales data. Only few published
articles have included other parameters, such as
asset or employee dispersion (Rugman & Verbeke,
2008).

A second, related issue is the fact that authors
most often aggregate data themselves or re-com-
pute data, to assess corporate globalization. For
instance, Hitt, Hoskisson and Kim (1997) write
that, based on: ‘‘market sales data available in the

Compustat geographic segment tapes, we classified
foreign markets into four relatively homogeneous
global regions: Africa, Asia and Pacific, Europe, and
the Americas. This action is based on the increasing
importance of the regional economies (Ohmae,
1985, 1995).’’ Rugman and Verbeke (2004) adopted
a similar approach. The above suggests that
researchers typically face two methodological chal-
lenges: Firstly, rather than starting with under-
standing and aggregating firm-level data from the
bottom-up, and gaining insight into the reasons for
actual geographic dispersion, they start from the
macro-level to establish regional geographic units.
Secondly, they make arbitrary choices in the
aggregation process, thereby introducing chal-
lenges for subsequent comparability and
reproducibility.

A third empirical caveat concerns sample selec-
tion. On the one hand, authors who try to engage
in a fine-grained analysis of corporate globalization
have little choice than to eliminate many cases
lacking the requisite information. As a result, Hitt,
Hoskisson and Kim (1997) built their analysis on
295 US firms from the Compustat database; Qian,
Li and Rugman (2013) used 167 Canadian firms;
Hashai (2011) analyzed 144 Israeli high-technology
firms; Rugman and Verbeke (2004) focused on only
320 firms. On the other hand, authors attempting
to work with much larger samples, must operate
with imperfect (and often inappropriate) proxies as
noted above: Denis, Denis and Yost (2002) worked
with a database of 44,288 firm-years, associated
with 7520 firms (1984–1997); Chang, Kogut and
Yang (2016) had a database of 12,640 firm-years,
associated with 3002 firms (2005–2011).

Implication: Corporate Globalization as a Missed
Target in IB Research
The various methodological and empirical weak-
nesses identified above, highlight that corporate
globalization remains largely a ‘‘black box,’’ in
terms of what is actually known by IB scholars
about its content, context and consequences, in
spite of many academics writing about it. In their
2004 article, Rugman and Verbeke introduced their
paper by stating that: ‘‘Globalization, in the sense
of increased economic interdependence among
nations, is a poorly understood phenomenon.’’
Even though much progress may have been made
in the realm of understanding globalization at the
macro-level during the past 15 years, the statement
remains largely valid for the corporate globalization
phenomenon.
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IMPROVING IB RESEARCH ON CORPORATE
GLOBALIZATION

How to Improve Data Availability on Corporate
Globalization
Scholars engaged in corporate globalization
research are mostly aware of the difficulties in
conducting empirical work on this subject matter.
There have been two main lines of debate on the
issue, the first being related to designing tools
measuring corporate globalization, and the second
to actually assessing corporate globalization. The
problem is that best practice methodologies, such
as the one proposed by Kim (1989), though having
been recognized as very promising, did not develop
further and ultimately have experienced little
adoption, because researchers were not able to
obtain the requisite data to apply the instrument.
Methodological issues can be debated and resolved
within the IB research community, but data avail-
ability is largely an ‘‘external’’ challenge.

Most of the data used in corporate globalization
studies come from external sources, and these
provide only limited information on MNEs’ inter-
national activities. In their article in the Journal of
Finance, Denis, Denis and Yost (2002) clearly
describe the problem. At that time, Compustat
was the only database to provide information on
MNEs’ worldwide sales. As noted by the authors
(Denis, Denis, & Yost, 2002: 1958), Compustat
provides some information on companies’ geo-
graphical diversification, but with much less detail
than for industrial segments. Compustat imposes
limits on the number of segments – one for
domestic sales (which means sales in the United
States, because geographic information in the
database is for US-based companies only), and a
maximum of three extra segments. Consequently,
Compustat operates the following process to pro-
vide information: It first re-allocates the segments
reported by the companies themselves among
seven geographical segments. Compustat then ‘‘re-
groups’’ these regions to obtain four global seg-
ments. This process implies that any single segment
in the database might represent either one country
or a very large geographic region with multiple
countries.

Denis, Denis and Yost (2002) conclude:

Given these limitations, the number of global segments in

which a firm operates has limited meaning and we do not

report it as a measure of global diversification. In addition,

because the database does not specify the individual coun-

tries that are included in each segment, we are unable to use

the number of countries as a measure of global diversifica-

tion (Denis et al., 2002: 1958).

Under these conditions, it is understandable why
these authors decided to use a dummy variable for
global diversification, if their goal was to build
research upon a large dataset. But on the other
hand, one can legitimately raise the question as to
whether any insight at all on corporate globaliza-
tion could reasonably be gained from such an
approach.

Recently, Chang, Kogut and Yang (2016) repli-
cated Denis et al.’s (2002) article. They comple-
mented the Compustat data, with data from
another – more recent – database, namely Orbis,
which includes companies from around the world.
But data availability appeared equally restrictive
and the authors faced the same constraints as
before. They therefore also addressed corporate
globalization through usage of a dummy variable!
In the first article, Denis et al. (2002) managed to
build upon a sample of 44,288 firm-years associated
with 7520 firms. In the second article, Chang et al.
(2016) used a sample of 12,640 firm years associated
with 3002 firms. Considering the very large size of
these databases, one can only conclude that the
authors felt compelled to eliminate a large number
of companies, even though they used only a
dummy variable to assess corporate globalization.

The producers of databases bear substantial
responsibility for not making available data on
corporate globalization that would actually be
useful, as illustrated by Compustat’s approach to
include only three non-home geographic segments.
But in fairness, a large part of the responsibility for
poor data availability rests with the primary data
providers, i.e., the MNEs and other internationally
operating firms themselves. Coca-Cola, for exam-
ple, provides relatively detailed data in its publicly
available reporting on the geographic dispersion of
its activities, including sales, capital investments,
profits, etc. Similarly, Volkswagen also provides
data on the dispersion of its sales and assets
(including intangible assets) across regions. But
when moving to Microsoft, the only distinction
provided is between domestic and foreign sales.
And the Chinese company Sinopec only makes
available sales and assets in Mainland China versus
the rest of the world.

What we can infer from these cases, representa-
tive of many other firms, is that information from
the world’s largest companies on their business
activities abroad, is often missing. It is presented in
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idiosyncratic ways, and subject to firm-specific,
discretionary choices as to intra-company data
gathering and dissemination routines. The para-
doxical outcome for the IB research community is
that it has access only to non-standardized and
often inadequate baseline information on what
represents this community’s main object of study,
namely the internationally operating firm.

At present, IB researchers face the undesirable
trade-off between using large samples with disap-
pointingly poor corporate globalization informa-
tion, and small samples with much better corporate
globalization info. The main lesson to the drawn
from this observation is that the IB community
urgently needs access to better quality data, so as to
improve its baseline knowledge on MNEs. The late
Alan Rugman, one of the founders of the modern IB
research field, famously stated that if every member
of the Academy of International Business (AIB)
studied just one internationally operating firm in
great depth, the state of IB research would improve
dramatically. The IB research community has
accepted for too long to work with inadequate
data. In an era when macro-level globalization is
under fire, while at the same time the virtues of
using ‘‘big data’’ in research are heralded, serious
efforts should be made to collect and make avail-
able baseline corporate globalization data, as a
foundation for better research on this important
subject of academic inquiry. Absent such baseline
information, IB researchers will find it difficult to
participate meaningfully in the public debate on
the ‘‘virtues versus sins’’ of internationally operat-
ing firms, and on these firms’ broader societal
impacts.

What the IB Community Can Do on Its Own
in the Short to Medium Term
The above can elicit two types of reactions. On the
one hand, IB researchers could simply accept the
status quo and engage in ‘‘business as usual.’’
Empirical work throughout the social sciences is
fraught with challenges, including data limitations,
and it could be argued that this is inherent to the
work at hand. Even if IB empirical work is both
unpolished and biased as a result, surely this state
of affairs must be much better than not having this
type of work performed at all. On the other hand, it
could be argued that urgent improvements in data
gathering and disclosure are required if IB research
wants to take its rightful place next to the more
established management sub-disciplines.

A first, short-term and easy to implement action,
is to take corporate globalization seriously. This
means that researchers should not claim they study
globalization-related subject matter, if they do not
even come close to properly defining and measur-
ing it. In many cases, it would be much more
accurate simply to write about internationalization.
After getting the corporate globalization content
right, the discussion must then focus more rigor-
ously on both the context and consequences of
corporate globalization. The immediate outcome of
such ‘‘accuracy-focused’’ approach would undoubt-
edly be the recognition that knowledge on corpo-
rate globalization is much more limited that what is
commonly assumed in the IB field and beyond.
Here, the introduction of concepts such as born
globals and global value chains may have enriched
the debate in IB research on the various forms of
international entry and operations, but it has also
further muddled the waters on what corporate
globalization actually implies. A renewed dialogue
and consensus-building efforts in the IB research
field on the meaning of corporate globalization, are
in order.

A second, medium-term course of action would be
to work more systematically on corporate global-
ization, by building upon easily accessible sources
of information. Rugman and Verbeke (2004)
launched a new research stream by studying the
globalization (or rather the lack thereof) of compa-
nies included in the Global Fortune 500 ranking.
Any choice of a particular set of firms included in a
managerially oriented outlet, is open to valid
criticism and debate. But selecting a baseline, freely
available source of information on firms that truly
matter in the world economy, at least in terms of
their scale and visibility, and using a transparent
and replicable approach to measuring globaliza-
tion, can facilitate vigorous debate within the IB
community. Such debate can then trigger a wave of
publications, as well as a common understanding
of the strengths and weaknesses of the underlying
data. Parallel streams of research on other high
quality datasets would be most welcome. One key
to making progress in this area, is to have trans-
parency and full disclosure of the datasets, so as to
allow genuine, cumulative knowledge develop-
ment. A debate along the lines suggested above,
did materialize in the realm of regionalization
(versus globalization), and included substantive
discussion on the choice of appropriate thresholds
to assess globalization (see, e.g., Osegowitsch &
Sammartino, 2008; Rugman & Verbeke, 2008).
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Lessons drawn from research on corporate glob-
alization for large MNEs should also be instructive
when exploring born globals and global value
chains. For these emerging topics, the ‘‘global’’
label often appears to be leveraged as a teaser, so as
to make the research look more interesting. But this
approach typically creates a large gap between what
authors claim, and what has actually been
observed. For these newer topics, it would be useful
to: (1) correctly define concepts, e.g., defining
‘‘born global’’ as the extreme case of an interna-
tional new venture that has internationalized
quickly, deeply and broadly, and has a substantial
presence all around the world; (2) develop a
credible empirical research agenda, whereby what
will actually be measured and assessed, is explained
ex ante in great (step-by-step) detail.

What the IB Research Community Must Do
in the Longer Term: Pressures for Change
The great paradox of corporate globalization
research is that the scholars studying born globals
and global value chains, most of which are not
‘‘global’’ by any reasonable standard, actually have
a much better command of their data than the
scholars studying large MNEs. The reason is that at
least some information on the born globals studied
is typically hand-collected, whereas the scholars
studying global value chains also typically attach
much importance to understanding their data.

The studies on the corporate globalization of
large MNEs, inter alia in the realm of analyzing the
performance impacts of global diversification, are
typically the weakest. Scholars appear to lack an in-
depth command of their data, in the sense that
they do not really know the firms in their samples,
nor the management teams leading these firms, nor
the business models deployed by these firms, etc. In
the longer run, IB scholars cannot do serious work
on corporate globalization, unless they gain access
to good baseline data on the firms they are study-
ing, and these firms become more than nameless
black boxes about which little is known beyond
some superficial internationalization characteristics
and other quantitative information.

IB scholars would benefit greatly from a shift in
policy practices by MNEs in terms of these firms
gathering and subsequently disclosing better infor-
mation on their international activities. Such a
shift would equate to a ‘‘win–win-win’’ situation:
Better information would support more reliable
knowledge development on the content, context
and consequences of MNE behaviour, which could

in turn benefit strategy and public policy. The
above logic is likely to remain ‘‘wishful thinking,’’
however, if the dialogue on data were to involve
only internationally operating firms and IB schol-
ars. Individual firms will likely be reluctant to
provide supplementary information if their com-
petitors do not do the same, which reflects a typical
prisoner’s dilemma situation.

The most effective way to proceed would be to
augment the information included in annual
reporting as required by the relevant financial and
accounting standards. At this time, geographic
segment information is typically requested, but
sharing such information is not really compulsory
and disclosure largely depends on each company’s
approach to data gathering and sharing of infor-
mation on its international activities (as illustrated
by the firm-level examples above; see also, as an
illustration, the United States FASB requisite dis-
closures about ‘‘segments of an enterprise’’).

Enhanced disclosures following more stringent
international standards have already helped to
improve information gathering and dissemination
on the dispersion of MNE international activities.
This is a commendable trajectory, but the next step
must be to push for harmonizing across countries
what information firms should file. A first step
would be to use a generally accepted classification
of regions for reporting the distribution of sales and
assets. Many companies already do collect this
baseline information for internal coordination and
monitoring purposes. It would be a significant
improvement if such data gathering, as well as data
disclosure, were to become generalized and com-
pulsory. This would be one small step undertaken
by companies, but a giant leap forward for the IB
research community.

CONCLUSION
Corporate globalization is a central theme in IB
studies. Sound research in this realm requires
accuracy in defining key concepts, proper measure-
ment tools and access to reliable data. Much work is
still required to craft consensus on the meaning of
corporate globalization and on its appropriate
measurement, as well as on what constitutes
acceptable data to assess its content, context and
consequences.

As stated, people who criticize macro-level glob-
alization typically cannot defeat the argument
about the net benefits of globalization (with the
qualification that inequalities will also materialize,
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requiring policy measures to improve distributional
justice). Critics who argue that global firms are a
malign presence in host countries and thrive on
alleged malevolent decision-making processes are,
in fact, battling imaginary enemies. Like Don
Quixote, they attack windmills, which they fear
are ferocious giants. In reality, and adopting a
micro-foundational perspective, corporate global-
ization processes are hampered by serious chal-
lenges of bounded rationality and bounded
reliability, especially at the corporate head office
level (Forsgren, 2017; Kano & Verbeke, 2019). The
outcome is that only few global firms exist.

There has been a false narrative propagating that
multinational enterprises can just scan and scour
the world for essential ‘‘strategic’’ complementary
resources, which can then be used for value creat-
ing and capturing purposes. But novel resource
combinations entail intense and challenging pro-
cesses of melding the new resources involved, with
extant capabilities. In most cases, the ‘‘complemen-
tary-resources acquisition’’ processes must be inte-
grated into the functioning of ‘‘conventional’’
units, such as product divisions, in order to allow
subsequent ‘‘scaling-up’’ and ‘‘replicability.’’ The co-
location of several linked activities is thereby often
needed to create and capture value. This co-loca-
tion requirement is amplified further in the digital
economy space, when vertical and lateral comple-
mentary resources are needed ‘‘locally’’ to make an
upstream technology exploitable and profitable.
Here, national regimes thriving on the ‘‘forced
sharing’’ of intellectual property by foreign compa-
nies in return for market access, may well represent
the single most important threat to further corpo-
rate and macro-level globalization. Such forced
sharing of proprietary knowledge also jeopardizes
the related efficiency-benefits accruing to society at
large. The amplification of strong upstream drivers
of globalization, combined with opposing socio-
political forces, should be a strong motivator for
the IB research community to place knowledge
creation (and translation) on corporate globaliza-
tion at the forefront of its research agenda.

It is the mandate of the IB research community to
conduct corporate globalization studies, building
upon adequate firm-level data, and augmented
with insight gained from senior management in

the firms analysed. These studies will mostly
demonstrate the vulnerability, rather than the
ferociousness, of the few global firms, the few born
globals and the few truly global value chains,
presently in existence. The world needs more –
not less – globalization, to reap the efficiencies of
novel resource combination processes. Successfully
melding the extant FSA reservoirs of internationally
operating firms with the complementary resources
provided by actors in multiple host environments,
requires a sequence of entrepreneurial decisions.
Such decisions are necessarily guided by superior
entrepreneurial judgment, but must also be associ-
ated with the disciplined implementation of firm-
specific, managerial practices in support of geo-
graphic expansion. It has become abundantly clear
that these managerial practices must artfully bal-
ance the goals of maximizing net efficiency-bene-
fits and minimizing what could subsequently be
construed as being negative, societal spillovers.
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NOTES

1Globalization, as a driver of improved popula-
tion health, has thus been instrumental to creating
a public good. This particular public good has
nevertheless – through supporting human over-
population – in turn been instrumental to the
demise of many other public goods and the rise of
several public bads. If the diffusion of modern
medications and related medical practices is main-
tained, it is possible that population levels will
actually fall in the longer run, inter alia – assuming a
favorable institutional environment – because
more women will obtain access to birth control
products and more men will agree to women
controlling their own reproductive capacity.
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