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Abstract

While there is substantial literature on global mobility, roles in the global integration of multinationals are not limited to
internationally mobile staff. We focus on ‘globalizing actors’, defined as those within multinationals who are involved in
global norm-making. Using interview-based qualitative data, we categorize individuals’ involvement in global norm-making
according to the function within norm formation in which they are involved, their source of influence, and their geographical
and organizational reach. We identify nine distinct types of globalizing actors. We demonstrate that many individuals play
important roles in global norm-making without having formal hierarchical authority or being globally mobile. Our approach
draws attention to the ways in which many globalizing actors use ‘social skill” to further their aims. Our categorization of such
‘forgotten globalizing actors’ facilitates future research by allowing a fuller understanding of the ways in which individuals
across multinationals contribute to global integration.

Keywords Global norms - Globalizing actors - Multinational companies - Cross-cultural management - Case theoretic
approaches

Introduction
Accepted by Rajneesh Narula, Guest Editor, 27 August 2023. This It is beyond doubt that multinational companies (MNCs)
article has been with the authors for three revisions. are becoming more internationally integrated. Many have

moved towards stronger interdependencies in production
across countries and greater standardization of products and
technologies (Edwards et al., 2013), ever greater empha-
sis is placed on achieving global efficiency through scale
(Mees-Buss et al., 2019), there are a growing number of
forms of ‘global work’ in evidence (Reiche et al., 2019),
and knowledge creation and transfer is commonly carried
out through international ‘communities of practice’ (Grant
& Phene, 2022). These various forms of international inte-
gration highlight the need for common reference points and
shared understandings that reduce uncertainty between those
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understandings as ‘global norms’, which can be formalized
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of governing force (Ferner et al., 2005).

This raises the question of who within MNCs will
achieve global norm formation. While the focus of academic
®  ESCP Business School, London, UK research in International Management (IM) is on those in

School of Business, Leicester University, Leicester, UK

4 Norwich Business School, UEA, Norwich, UK

Published online: 11 January 2024 @ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41267-023-00663-6&domain=pdf

Journal of International Business Studies

executive positions and globally mobile employees (Caligi-
uri & Bonache, 2016; Conroy & Minbaeva, 2020), it seems
unlikely that executives and globally mobile staff alone can
create and maintain global norms at the very wide range of
levels, groups, and communities within MNCs where com-
mon understandings are needed. This is a problem for man-
agement; are there enough individuals who are motivated
and equipped to create and maintain norms across borders?
Accordingly, we investigate the range of people involved in
global norm formation processes, considering the aspect of
norm formation they are involved in, the source of influence
they exert, and the reach of their influence over others. We
refer to those active in the process of global norm-making
as ‘globalizing actors’ (Edwards et al., 2021).

Drawing on a view of the multinational as a ‘contested
terrain’ in which multiple groups each have sources of influ-
ence within organizational forms comprising multiple cross-
national structures and processes, we see global norms as
emerging at a wide range of levels and places. Globalizing
actors may therefore be found in many different roles and
parts of the company. We contend that understanding the
wide range of actors and how they engage in global norm
formation requires an approach that does not assume that we
know in advance where they are found but rather explores
global norm formation processes flexibly. This approach
goes beyond globally mobile people to include a wider range
of MNC employees to understand patterns of global integra-
tion in general and forms of cross-national norm formation
in particular.

We investigate the range of globalizing actors through
analysis of a large dataset, comprising accounts of the role
of individuals in global norm-making from 153 interviews
in 17 MNCs. We follow norm formation processes flex-
ibly, identifying a wide range of actors involved in global
norm-making. Specifically, our research question is: who
are the globalizing actors involved in global norm forma-
tion and how do they vary in the function they play within
norm-making, the source of influence they draw on and their
reach?

Many of those we categorize as globalizing actors dif-
fer markedly from those traditionally studied by IM schol-
ars. We demonstrate that many such actors have slipped
into being active in global norm formation as technologies
and the nature of global work have changed. Many are not
globally mobile; rather, their globalizing role stems from
membership of global teams or international communities
of practice (Grant & Phene, 2022), or simply from engaging
in interactions with those in other countries on whom they
are dependent. We demonstrate that some junior members of
such groups, despite lacking authority and rarely travelling,
can still find ways of exerting influence over global norm
formation. Many globalizing actors are not so much inter-
ested in grand strategizing but rather have more immediate
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and practical concerns in mind, such as using global norms
to make their work more predictable. Many of these actors
are crucial to the ability of MNC:s to fully realize the benefits
of international integration, and therefore to the performance
of the firm, yet they have gone under the radar of academic
research in IM. Adapting McNulty and Brewster’s (2020)
analysis of the ‘forgotten majority’ when looking at interna-
tionally mobile staff—essentially ‘low status’ migrants—we
term those who have not featured in previous accounts as
‘forgotten’ globalizing actors.

Literature review and theoretical framework

While few studies use the term globalizing actors, vari-
ous strands of literature pertain to individuals involved in
global norm formation. One strand concerns global mobility
(Kraimer et al., 2016). The cross-border transfer of manag-
ers was initially introduced as a form of coordination and
control (Edstrom & Galbraith, 1977). Since then, there have
been marked changes in forms of global mobility (Caligiuri
et al., 2020). For example, short-term assignees have grown
as companies favor cheaper modes of expatriation (Collings
et al., 2007) while ‘inpatriates’ have also received increas-
ing scholarly recognition (Harzing et al., 2016). There are
also studies of those who work across geographically dis-
tributed teams, such as ‘boundary spanners’ (Mikeli et al.,
2019), ‘bridge makers’ and ‘blenders’ that focus on intra-
team dynamics (Zander et al., 2012), and of how such staff
facilitate knowledge flows across borders (e.g., Reiche
et al., 2009). There have also been studies of ‘self-initiated’
expatriates who move to a new country of their own voli-
tion (Suutari et al., 2018) and international skilled migrants
(Barnard et al., 2019).

We need to complement this focus on mobility with
examination of those who are less mobile. One such group
is executives or directors of MNCs; while they may travel
in their work, they can be active in global norm formation
without being mobile. Some studies of MNC directors have
examined the extent to which they exhibit a ‘global mind-
set’ (Levy et al., 2007). We might assume that the stronger
the global mindset, the stronger their disposition towards
actively creating global norms. In addition, studies of local
managers have explored their role in implementing global
approaches in a particular location (see Meyer et al., 2020).
These analyses of both global directors and local manag-
ers suggest that the range of globalizing actors is likely to
include those who do not travel.

Studies of ‘global work” have taken this further. MNCs
are increasingly structuring work around global virtual
teams, international project groups and other forms of work
agnostic to where employees are located. This growing area
of research has highlighted the multiple interdependencies
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between actors in different time zones and the ‘frictions’
that may arise from cultural, linguistic, and other differences
between them (Reiche et al., 2019). This suggests that the
establishment of global norms is an important element of
how individuals can cope with its demands and that the
range of people who create and maintain them might include
those such as members of global teams with relatively little
formal authority. Yet, with a small number of exceptions—
such as Santistevan and Josserand’s (2019) analysis of vari-
ous “teaming” modes in global teams—the global work lit-
erature has not shed light on who develops global norms.

Overall, the literature summarized here highlights three
groups who are likely to feature in our analyses of global
norm formation: those who are globally mobile through
international assignments; directors with formal global
responsibilities; and local managers who implement global
policies. It has also suggested that the range of globalizing
actors includes those who are not mobile, and those who are
involved in a range of forms of global work which makes
them interdependent with those in other countries, but it
has not identified specific types of globalizing actor beyond
the three identified above. The literature has provided only a
partial answer to the question of who the globalizing actors
are involved in processes of global norm formation in MNCs
and how they vary in terms of the function they play within
norm-making, the source of influence they draw on and their
reach.

Our framework for analyzing globalizing actors has three
main elements. First, the diffusion of ideas and practices
across countries is complicated by national institutional dif-
ferences (Chiang et al., 2017) and therefore entails numer-
ous challenging steps (Bjorkman & Lervik, 2007). Once an
idea or practice emerges as a potential global norm, there
must be a process of dissemination across countries, and
once absorbed the idea must be implemented into practice.
Moreover, if the norm is to endure there must be a tending
or monitoring process to ensure that it remains intact. The
qualitatively different nature of these varied functions means
that the range of actors involved is likely to be great. Second,
multinationals are characterized by differing interests, and
attempts at establishing global ways of working inevitably
encounter intra-organizational, socio-political challenges
(Dorrenbécher & Geppert, 2011; Ferner et al., 2012). Norms
can be used to advance or protect the interests of certain
actors, and they can challenge the interests of others who
may resist them. Those seeking to globalize norms must
therefore have a source, or ‘channel’, of influence (Ferner
& Edwards, 1995) that enables them to achieve their aims.
Third, most multinationals are characterized by complex,
multi-layered, rapidly evolving structures. These certainly
include wide-ranging structures, such as international divi-
sions and functions, but the multiple forms of intersection-
ality that exist in contemporary MNCs also include those

with more limited reach, such as global virtual teams, cross-
national working groups and international communities of
practice in particular occupations (Mahnke et al., 2012;
Reiche et al., 2019). Norms can therefore emerge at a range
of levels and places and have quite varying coverage. Our
analysis of globalizing actors is based on these three sources
of variation: the function within global norm formation that
they perform, the source of influence that they use, and the
reach of their influence.

This suggests that there is a wide range of types of glo-
balizing actor. Explaining this diversity requires an approach
to norm-making that allows for norms to emerge in a range
of domains, within the multiple forms of intersectionality
referred to above, many of which are fluid, even transitory
(Edwards et al., 2013). We conceive of a domain as a space
within a multinational in which an idea or practice is spread
and absorbed by enough actors to take on the status of a
norm, which contributes to the establishment of social order.
The boundaries of this domain are defined by the cover-
age of the norm. Viewed in this way, the many domains in
a multinational—potentially hundreds—overlap with one
another in myriad ways. Second, it must allow for global
norm-making to be driven not only by those endowed with
hierarchical authority, who initiate and maintain norms
around vertical structures, but also by those who do not have
authority and might form norms around operational inter-
dependencies that are horizontal in nature. The emergence
of norms entails several steps in which various actors are
potentially involved. Some actors must see a motivation in
creating a new norm and subsequently arrange for the idea
to be disseminated by convincing others of the benefits from
adopting it. It must then be implemented into practice by a
wider group, who can ensure that the norm does not atrophy
by monitoring the norms. Thus the dynamics of global norm
formation are likely to involve processes of creation, dis-
semination, implementation, and monitoring. To the extent
that these are distinct tasks they may well be conducted by
different actors who occupy structurally different positions,
particularly in large, complex MNCs.

If norms serve the purpose of forming one type of control
over others then they are far from neutral aspects of how
MNC:s operate, and there is likely to be a struggle over the
nature and coverage of norms (Kristensen & Zeitlin, 2005).
Thus, globalizing actors must be able to utilize one or more
sources of influence (Ferner & Edwards, 1995). Norms are
sometimes driven by those in senior hierarchical positions
with authority across major business units. Other actors may
not have a strong hierarchical position but rather can influ-
ence an emerging domain through control over a resource
on which others are dependent, such as expertise or contacts
with key intermediaries (Ferner & Edwards, 1995). Fligstein
(1997) adds a further channel through which actors can exert
influence, ‘social skill’, defined as ‘the ability to motivate
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other actors by providing them with common meanings
and identities’ (1997: 397). Social skill provides a channel
through which a wide range of actors, including those who
are not in senior positions, can be active in global norm
formation. Moreover, those in senior hierarchical positions
may use their social skill as a ‘softer’ way of introducing
a new norm than making orders. Thus, the way that actors
use social skill is dependent on wider power structures, and
multiple sources of influence may be used together.

The way in which globalizing actors exert influence
may be interconnected with the extent of their influence.
In establishing a new global norm, those with hierarchical
authority may have the means to seek to establish a new
domain across the entire company, or even beyond, through
a code of conduct relating to working conditions in sup-
pliers, for instance. They may also condition the nature of
new domains that exist at other levels, such as divisions or
functions, influencing the range of norms that are consistent
with the expressed preferences of senior executives. Other
actors may develop new norms in a very small international
team or unit and have no aspirations to extend their influence
beyond this. Therefore, the ‘reach’ of an actor can be broad
(extending across the whole company or even sector) or nar-
row (restricted to a particular working group).

Overall, our assessment of the IB and IHRM literatures is
that they do not provide the necessary conceptual apparatus
and we have argued for an approach that allows us to ana-
lyze the diversity of globalizing actors and tease out empiri-
cally how global norm formation occurs. This approach has
highlighted the different functions of norm-making (crea-
tion, dissemination, implementation, monitoring), the vari-
ous sources of influence they might use (hierarchical posi-
tion, resource-based power, and social skill) and their reach
(broad or narrow). We supplement this framework with a
methodology that is both theory-driven and exploratory,
examining the material nature of the work of globalizing
actors and the strategies they pursue in a flexible manner.

Methodology
Data

The paper is based on an extensive dataset comprised of 153
interviews that each lasted about an hour. The dataset covers
individuals across 27 countries and 17 MNCs, incorporating
respondents in senior positions, such as managing partners,
founding owners and directors, through to those in junior
roles, such as front-line service workers and graduate train-
ees. We sought organizations from multiple sectors, includ-
ing those in which MNCs have a long-standing presence
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such as business services, finance, food & drink and automo-
tive components; those in which MNCs have moved towards
internationally integrated forms of production in recent
years, such as publishing and IT; growth areas for MNCs,
including ‘platform’ business models (e.g., food delivery);
and those where MNCs have not received scholarly atten-
tion, such as charities. We also sought MNCs of varying
sizes, the organizations ranging from about 20 employees
to those with over 100,000. To chart as wide a range of
globalizing actors as possible, the interviewees were cho-
sen using a maximal variation purposive method (Creswell,
2013) (see Table 1).

The interviews generated 146 cases. A ‘case’ was where
an individual was active in the globalization of a particular
norm. This means that one interview could generate more
than one case; 24 interviews generated two cases of the
same individual being active in the globalization of different
norms, while one generated three cases. Alternatively, some
other interviews did not generate a new case because the
interviewee was not active in the formation of a global norm,
but the interview data corroborated the accounts of others,
allowing the construction of a ‘contextualized explanation’
(Welch et al., 2011) of the work of globalizing actors. We
refer to these as contextual interviews. A corroborating
account was a pre-condition for the inclusion of a case and
allowed us to triangulate accounts of an individual’s role in
norm-making (Miles et al., 2014).

The interviews were structured around a set of questions
(see Online Appendix, Table 1), covering in detail the opera-
tion of a particular norm and especially the individual’s role
in each one. We followed these questions flexibly to explore
a range of accounts of those directly involved in the phe-
nomenon of interest (Gioia et al., 2012). Given our conten-
tion that there was likely to be a wide range of globalizing
actors, we sought to use interviews with globalizing actors to
generate leads to others. In Welch et al.’s (2011) terms, the
‘observation domain’ was not well documented, requiring
an ‘intensive research strategy’. Thus we pursued processes
of norm-making which informants led us towards, allow-
ing us to ‘follow the stories’ of those involved in the norm-
making processes. Some norms were global and covered
thousands of employees. In some of these, the activity of the
GA related to a norm-making space, such as a performance
management system, in which there were multiple norms.
In researching these, we were sometimes able to interview
more than ten people about the same norm. Others covered
just a handful of employees, taking the form of a quite spe-
cific norm. In some of these we had two or three accounts.
Interviews were conducted by two researchers in English,
transcribed, and coded using NVivo software.
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Table 1 The organizations and respondents

Org. Sector Size Number of Range of respondents
respondents
A Business services > 100,000 33 From managing partner of a division through to client-facing staff
B Business services 200 6 HR Director plus a range of client-facing staff
C Business services > 100,000 4 Client-facing staff
D Business services > 100,000 11 Client-facing staff
E Bank 5000 Operations Director, technical staff and analysts
F Bank > 100,000 3 Sustainability specialists plus a leader of a small global team
G Charity 1000 12 Head of training through to many project leads
H Charity 10,000 Project workers and head of evaluation
1 IT and comms 100,000 37 HR Director, Regional Leads, Heads of Global Project Groups and Teams
J Food and drink 25,000 11 Head of public affairs and many regional/national leads in that function
K Publishing 2000 6 HR Director through to editors and assistant editors
L Fast-food delivery 3000 4 Finance and Operations Directors
M Market research 20 3 Founding/Owner Managers and Regional Lead
N Market research 2500 3 Journalists and Data Analysts
(0] Advertising 25,000 2 Divisional Manager and Evaluation specialist
P Automotive parts > 100,000 5 A range of divisional leaders
Q Pharma 10,000 3 Marketing and Sales
Analysis Table 2 demonstrates the primary and secondary codes

Our analysis comprised two stages. The first involved the
establishment of theoretically driven codes. Our starting
point—that global norm formation is likely to involve a
wider range of people than the literature assumes—Iled
to the establishment of a framework that allowed us to
distinguish between actors according to the three axes
of variation. Accordingly, we developed an initial cod-
ing structure based on these axes. Three coders explored
the utility of these codes and discussed coding disagree-
ments in the very small number of cases where there was
a difference of view, thereby improving the clarity of the
codes and consistency in their application. This exercise
led us to some reworking of the codes. For instance, con-
cerning reach, we began by identifying how the various
‘platforms’ that actors used and operated within could
give rise to different extents of reach. During the early
stages of analysis it became clear that, while this captured
the ‘organizational’ reach well, it did not capture the way
in which actors varied in the range of countries that they
covered. Thus we introduced the notion of ‘geographical’
reach alongside ‘organizational’ reach. Overall, through
working iteratively and engaging in a ‘constant compari-
son’ between data and concepts (Doz, 2011), we inte-
grated pre-defined codes arising from the project’s con-
ceptual framework with revised codes based on themes
emerging from the data, helping us to develop ‘logical
explanations’ for the patterns of action we observed
(Gehman et al., 2018).

that were derived from the theory, together with some fur-
ther sub-codes, in the first three columns. The fourth col-
umn provides interview excerpts that relate to the codes.
The final set of codes—those that were amended in the
light of the data analysis—are evident in the fifth column
of Table 2 and are in three categories. First, whether the
individual’s role in norm-making was to create, dissemi-
nate, implement or monitor a global norm, or some com-
bination of these. Second, whether the source of influence
that they used was their hierarchical position, resources, or
social skill, allowing for multiple sources. Third, whether
the reach was broad or narrow. One aspect of reach is geo-
graphical, for which we recorded the number of countries
that the individual had influence over, and placed individu-
als into narrow reach (a single country or part of that coun-
try), medium (a region) or high (multiple regions/global).
The other is organizational reach, for which we estimated
the number of employees influenced by the norm, using
narrow (10 or fewer), medium (between 11 and 100) and
high (100+). (The exception was the multinational which
only employed 20 people, for which we recorded ‘high’ as
influence across the whole company).

The second step in the analysis examined ways in which
the cases clustered together, allowing ‘types’ of globalizing
actor to emerge; in other words, were there groups of cases
that exhibited the same combination of these ‘axes of vari-
ation’? Two researchers categorized each case along these
three sources of variation. A small number of discrepancies
were resolved through discussion involving these two coders
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and other team members. This exercise involved a painstak-
ing examination of all 146 cases (with the categorizations
evident in Table 3 in the following section).

This table allowed us to assess the range of combinations
of these ‘axes of variation’ across the cases. On the basis of
the literature, we anticipated that some particular ‘types’
would emerge—principally, the executives with global
reach, those on international assignments and those with
a remit to implement global policies in a particular coun-
try—but this was largely an exploratory exercise in which
it was likely that many more than these three types would
emerge. Indeed, the exercise produced various types that
we describe in detail in the next section. Conceivably, other
combinations of these three constructs might have emerged
from the analysis, giving rise to other ‘types’, an issue we
return to in the discussion.

In sum, the two phases of analysis performed different
functions. The first phase was largely theory driven, but also
involved revisions to the codes through interrogation of the
data. The second phase, in contrast, was largely exploratory
since we deliberately allowed a range of combinations of the
characteristics of globalizing actors to emerge from the data,
though it also drew on the lessons of our literature review in
that we looked for some particular ‘types’ that have featured
in previous research.

Globalizing actors: An emergent
categorization

The details of each case according to the three axes of varia-
tion appear in Table 3. By examining the way in which these
factors clustered in the individuals, we identified nine types.

Some who play a creating role occupy a senior position
within the hierarchy and have high reach, both geographi-
cally and organizationally. They shape global norms through
influencing the parameters in which they emerge and tend to
have strong authority over appointments and resources. They
tend to work at corporate HQ and travel fairly frequently on
very short trips. We term them globalizing directors and the
dynamic of norm-making is top-down. The significance of
the term ‘director’ is not just that they have this in their job
title, though some did, but rather that they direct the nature
of global norms.

One illustration of a globalizing director was the move
towards a ‘shared purpose’ in the publishing multinational
in which the International HR Director used the authority
that stemmed from her position in the hierarchy to create
and disseminate this initiative across the whole organization
(case 136). As she put it:

So we’ve gathered feedback from focus groups inter-
nally [...] So stage one has been done, stage two

@ Springer

(involves) surveys as well as focus groups, poster ses-
sions, and then we’re going to come to three or four
that we can say these are our global values for a global
organization.

There is an extensive literature relating to those that
occupy senior positions and have a wide reach across organi-
zations (e.g., Levy et al., 2007), some of which sheds light
on how they create global norms (e.g., Reiche et al., 2017).
We can add new insights relating to this group, however.
Perhaps most striking was the finding that many globalizing
directors needed, or preferred, to use social skill to supple-
ment the influence that stemmed from their authority. In
several cases (65, 76, 97, 98) a reliance on social skill to
supplement hierarchical position was seen as a way of gen-
erating proper buy-in to the intended norm, and of creating
an ongoing coalition of those committed to the norm. One
illustration was the gradual moves towards regional inte-
gration within the ‘People and Organization’ section of a
professional services firm, a norm that was instigated by
the Managing Partner of the division who ‘gave the direc-
tion’ for what became a global norm (case 98). Within the
federal, ‘partnership’ structure, the authority stemming from
this role was fractured by national authority structures. The
Managing Partner used social skill to build a coalition of
those who became convinced of the logic of the initiative
and could ‘sell’ it further.

Indeed, this reliance on a coalition of globalizing actors
within top-down processes draws attention to the other types
of globalizing actor that directors rely on. One such group
is those who, like globalizing directors, play a creating
role and have high reach geographically and organization-
ally, but instead of relying on hierarchical position, depend
on a source of expertise or strong contacts with others to
exert influence. This commonly took the form of a direc-
tor making commitments to create norms and needing oth-
ers to enact these plans, particularly through creating the
detail around a broad idea and to generate buy-in from a
wider group through disseminating. Generally, those in this
group did not need to travel to conduct their role within
global norm formation. We refer to those who play a creat-
ing and disseminating role in which they use their control
over resources (expertise or contacts) or social skill and have
quite high reach as globalizing specialists.

One instance was a sustainability manager in a major
bank who was accorded the role of collaborating with spe-
cialist external organizations to develop initiatives relating to
the bank’s role in combatting climate change, something that
directors had committed the organization to achieve (case
59). This individual, who rarely traveled, described his role
in terms of engaging and inspiring leaders:

My team started developing our leadership program,
engaging senior leaders and helping them understand
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the challenges that we face and try and educate, inspire
them to become advocates and I guess create agency
within themselves to try and lead the slow embedding
of sustainability within the organization.

While some globalizing specialists are acting on a
brief set by directors, some of those we studied had not
been invited to do so but rather had advocated a particular
norm that differed from the pre-existing modus operandi.
One example was in one of the charities, where two of our
respondents (cases 43 and 44) who were responsible for
evaluating projects had sought to establish a new method-
ology. During a prolonged period of lobbying for change,
they convinced those above them of the merits of their
approach, utilizing not only their expertise as a resource but
also the social skill of framing a case for change in terms
that resonated with the evolving strategy of the organization.
The new methodology became established within a formal
training program across the organization. The intended norm
originated not with the directors but with those in the center
just below directors and was disseminated with support from
the top of the organization.

Both globalizing directors and specialists were commonly
dependent on others to help them disseminate the intended
norm. Some of those responsible for dissemination are
mobile across borders through long term postings and oper-
ate on a brief set by directors; they play a disseminating role,
their source of influence stems from their appointment to a
position in the corporate hierarchy and their reach extends
over a geographically limited area. There is a big literature
on this sort of actor (see above), for whom we use the well-
established term international assignees.

One example of a long-term assignee was a manager in
an advertising MNC who spent 5 years in Indonesia with the
task of implementing the ‘client engagement model’ (case
81), which was described as follows:

When I went to Indonesia there’d been bits and pieces
of (the client engagement model) that had been com-
municated but not in any great depth. So .... one of the
big priorities (was) appointing a champion for it, really
focusing on a couple of the key stages, .... embedding
and pushing that through different training initiatives
and focus.

The other was in the publishing MNC in which a UK
manager “was given the role really of trying to bring the
US business into closer alignment with the UK business”,
with the greater use of outsourcing and offshoring being pri-
mary ways of achieving this. In both cases, these individuals
played a disseminating and implementing role given to them
by directors as part of a top-down norm-making process,
utilized their role in the hierarchy to oversee these aspects

@ Springer

of norm-making and had a reach that was geographically
limited, essentially by country.

There were many others who performed a disseminat-
ing function who were not mobile. They were reasonably
senior but not senior enough to rely only on this source
of influence, so supplemented it with a resource such as
expertise or social skill. Some only rarely left their loca-
tion but established a global network through which they
exerted influence on a particular issue, sometimes formally
through training and sometimes informally through virtual
networking, resulting in high geographical reach. We call
these actors—who had a disseminating role, supplementing
limited authority with social skill as their source of influence
and had high reach—globalizing disseminators.

In our IT and communications MNC there were many
examples of this type of globalizing actor, where several
of our respondents had responsibility for disseminating a
division-wide norm that specified that at least 70% of any
product must be from a standardized template, meaning that
no more than 30% could be tailored to clients’ requirements.
This “70-30 rule’ had become established as a global norm
through the disseminating role of leads of global units. We
interviewed a ‘Project and Program Manager’ for Latin
America (case 4) who disseminated the firm’s approach to
this issue from a global ‘center of excellence’. In seeking to
achieve cost reduction through a standardized methodology
he argued that:

we are able to do that, or to achieve that better,
(through) a center of excellence where everyone is
located in the same place and we can teach everyone
how to do things better, the methodology that we use,
etcetera.

However, he did not have full line management respon-
sibilities for those within their unit; for example, the per-
formance assessment of members of the unit was done by
someone else. Consequently, such globalizing dissemina-
tors needed to supplement whatever influence stemmed from
their hierarchical position with the social skills of framing
the case for, and demonstrating the benefits of, the norm in
question, as well as negotiating with other actors concern-
ing adaptations. With the implementation of the norm in
the hands of others, the influence that these globalizing dis-
seminators exerted was fluid and negotiated.

The other group of those playing a disseminating role
but who are not globally mobile is those who spread norms
within their locality. Working within top-down processes
of global norm formation, many in this category ‘sell’ the
intended norm, using their social skills to convince others
of its merits. These who play this type of disseminating role
tend to use expertise as a resource and social skill to influ-
ence others within a geographically constrained area (often
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particular countries), so their reach is quite low. We call
these local champions of global norms.

An excellent illustration is those who undertook the vir-
tual training program in a global charity which was seek-
ing to establish a new methodology for evaluating projects.
Some of these individuals could influence the practice of
evaluating projects through their own work, but their dis-
seminating role primarily took the form of ‘selling’ it to
their peers (cases 49 and 50). One described the process of
convincing the organizers of the program that they would be
effective in this championing role:

So you had to convince them that you were sitting at
a point of influence in terms of how would that skill
when you get it influence other people or staff, or influ-
ence practice within where you’re working or within
the team you’re working with.

They could not rely on the influence that stems from sen-
iority and instead needed to carefully frame the case for the
new norm. This was normally a temporary role in addition to
their ‘day job’, did not involve them being globally mobile,
and was not part of any ‘global’ career plan.

Turning to those with an implementing role, the focus of
much of the literature on how norms are implemented is on
‘subsidiary managers’ (Meyer et al., 2020). We did indeed
find individuals who were charged with implementing a
norm, drew on their hierarchical position within the country
in which they managed and whose reach was limited to this
country or region—in other words, their geographical reach
was low, and they were not globally mobile. We term such
globalizing actors local managerial implementers.

Intriguingly, while our research threw up many local
managerial implementers, none of them had responsibility
for a coherent country unit with broad responsibilities at
national level who could be referred to as ‘subsidiary’ man-
agers. We did, however, have many who had responsibility
for implementing a particular norm across a country, and had
influence stemming from their hierarchical position within
a country, or sometimes cluster of countries. For instance,
in the food and drink multinational there were several peo-
ple who were charged with working to implement a global
approach to public affairs (regulation and lobbying) (cases
66 to 72). Such people were definitively not managing a
‘subsidiary’ since their influence did not extend beyond
public affairs; in other words, they were specialist manag-
ers as opposed to the generalist role implied in the common
depiction of subsidiary managers. A dynamic in some cases
was of norms being deliberately amended by Local Manage-
rial Implementers, sometimes under the corporate radar. For
example, one of the consultants in the US in another Busi-
ness Services firm (case 52) set out the process of recording
time:

You’re supposed to report your time honestly and
fairly, that’s the party line that they give you. In prac-
tice though that never happens. If somebody tells you
that you only have 8 h to do this, but it takes you 10 h,
you should record 10 h and let the profitability of the
project go down, but obviously you don’t want to do
that because you don’t want to (irritate) the partner.

This illustrates that norms were rarely settled and local
managerial implementers were very much part of this
dynamism.

There was another group who were charged with imple-
menting ideas and establishing norms but did so across an
international unit. In several MNCs there were global virtual
teams or international project-based groups and a leader of
this had responsibility for implementation of norms, gen-
erally without travelling. There was considerable variation
among this group in their source of influence: some had
influence from a hierarchical position, but this was often lim-
ited and needed to be supplemented with influence through
control over resources or social skill. They all had medium
or high geographical reach and typically low organizational
reach. We term these people globalizing unit leaders. There
is a growing literature on those who engage in and man-
age ‘global work’ (e.g., Reiche et al., 2019) and our data
advances our understanding of how these individuals engage
in global norm formation.

There were several globalizing unit leads in our IT &
communications multinational, some of whom managed
technical staff and some of whom managed client-facing
teams (cases 25 to 32). Sometimes these teams were very
small indeed—around ten staff—but had genuine global
reach, sometimes spread across four continents. Team mem-
bers tended to have a local manager separate from the global
team—who often had formal responsibility for such issues
as managing their performance—as well as a global team
leader, which limited the authority that the latter possessed.
For instance, a ‘regional program manager’ in the US (case
25) was tasked with coordinating the service to a client in
the Americas and did so through a globally distributed staff.
Of approximately ten people in the team, only one was a
direct report:

The others will definitely report to a line manager in
their country, so the guys in India all report into some
other line manager and my three in Columbia report
into a different manager as well. So I would be asked
to provide input into their performance when we do
our annual quarterly performance review.

Thus globalizing unit leaders needed to establish and
maintain cooperative working relationships with those with
other managerial responsibilities, requiring very consider-
able social skills to supplement the influence stemming from
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any authority they enjoyed from their global team leader
role.

The move towards global teams was also evident in our
publishing MNC. Editorial teams had been reorganized such
that they were no longer geographically based but rather
around broad disciplinary areas (e.g., medicine, science,
etc.) which were global in reach. The leaders of such teams
had the responsibility of implementing key norms within
the company, including standardized processes of workflow
(case 138). Managing these units was particularly challeng-
ing for those that had no experience in the countries in which
they were managing staff, while in many cases they had not
even met their staff in person. There were large populations
of such people in some MNCs, with hundreds of client-fac-
ing global virtual teams in some large MNCs. Unlike the
‘country leads’ that are much studied in the IM literature,
they face a much wider range of demands and expectations
across a number of countries than the term ‘institutional
duality’ conveys (Kostova et al., 2008). Many had not antici-
pated taking on the role, nor been trained for it; they found
themselves thrust into it as technologies and work changed
around them. While the myriad combinations of global units
and teams had clearly been created by senior staff at director
or executive level, the nature of norms within these teams
were far from fully specified. For example, one respondent
in a multinational bank in London coordinated a team of
three, with the other team members in New York and Hong
Kong and described the nature of data confidentiality in the
following terms:

we need to basically take that message (concerning
the handling of data), apply it also with the regional
laws of the regions in which we’re operating, apply
that with the different products which we’re operating
in each of those regions, and then apply that down to
really determine who gets to view what data.

The role he played in this was not one that stemmed from
a formalized role in managing the other two staff, but there
was nevertheless an expectation on him that he would imple-
ment a globally coherent approach to data management (case
61).

Indeed, there were several cases where a loose pattern of
global coordination and poorly specified forms of influence
were even more marked, leading to a distinct, but related,
type of globalizing actor. A number of those in junior posi-
tions were frustrated by the nature or even absence of norms
that would provide predictability in their cross-border inter-
actions and consequently sought to establish new ways of
working, essentially by creating and implementing new
global norms. They were not globally mobile and did not
have the authority from a senior position in the hierarchy,
but instead possessed a resource that helped them exert influ-
ence or relied on social skill. Their organizational reach was
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typically low while their geographical reach was medium to
high. To adapt a term used in the global mobility literature,
we term these people self-initiated globalizing actors.
One excellent illustration was in our North Ameri-
can automotive components firm in which a UK health
and safety (H&S) manager had pioneered a “behavioral
approach” in which safety concerns were embedded into
the routine actions of operators and team leaders and had
achieved a significant reduction in accidents (case 130).

So we did a lot of training with managers, we did a
lot of kind of building hearts and minds and commit-
ment from the operators. We started focusing on their
behaviors and not just their processes and so then over
the years we reduced the accident rates considerably.

The norms the UK H&S head advocated to the global
firm clashed with a “compliance-based approach” favored
by the central H&S function. Through the social skill of
spotting where potential allies might lie, the UK H&S man-
ager received support from corporate HR and managed to
“unblock” the opposition from the specialist H&S function
by bypassing it, essentially using a different channel. How-
ever, the resulting co-existence of the compliance and behav-
ioral approaches was an uneasy compromise, and convincing
peers in other sites internationally to adopt his approach had
been gradual and partial. This type of self-initiated globaliz-
ing actor is clearly not part of top-down process of global
norm formation, but rather initiates a lateral process between
specialists in different sites.

Indeed, individuals with international roles sometimes
initiated a new norm to reduce uncertainty, occasionally
under the corporate radar. For instance, in one of the market
research organizations a new cross-border structure involved
journalists who wrote fortnightly feature articles working
collaboratively with researchers in India, giving a brief of
what data they needed and how it should be presented (case
57). In one such UK-India team one source of stress con-
cerning these interactions was the absence of norms on the
speed with which such requests should be dealt with and
what was considered appropriate quality. One UK-based
journalist outlined significant variation in these respects
and, having failed to get his managers to provide clarity,
he sought himself to establish clear understandings through
collaborations with those in the Indian office. What emerged
were norms relating to turn-around times and quality thresh-
olds that produced greater predictability in their work. The
absence of norms can be frustrating for members of global
teams and some initiate putting this right. These actors did
not have any ambition to advance their position in the organ-
ization, but merely sought to solve practical problems.

Some others who aspired to engage in global norm-
making were obstructed from doing so. One case was in a
pharmaceutical multinational, which was structured through
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four legally independent companies in different parts of the
world, a structure that was designed to limit liability should
the organization be sued (cases 83, 84, and 85). Concerned at
the absence of a coordinated face at global industry events,
various commercial managers formed a cross-national
team to coordinate at such events, but lawyers prevented
this, concerned that it would jeopardize the independence of
the regional companies. Those who aspire to create global
norms can thus be thwarted by higher levels of authority
who seek to block the process, highlighting a fragility in the
work of self-initiated globalizing actors.

The final type we identify concerns the monitoring role
that globalizing actors can play in preventing the atrophy of
a norm. There is a long-standing recognition in the litera-
ture of ways in which the mobility of managers is used to
establish ‘cultural’ control over international operations in
general and a monitoring role in particular (e.g., Edstrom
& Galbraith, 1977). Our research generated a small number
of globalizing actors who had a specialist monitoring role
but who did not travel globally, utilizing their association to
senior management (reporting to them on compliance, for
instance) as a source of influence and with high geographical
reach. We term these globalizing monitors.

One instance was in the IT and communications multi-
national where an individual had responsibility for ensuring
that the recently revamped values were being followed in
performance management reviews, reporting to the regional

Table 4 Types of globalizing actor

HR director (case 7). A second case was in the advertis-
ing MNC where one of our respondents was charged with
ensuring that the offices around the world carried out data
analysis in a globally standardized way, reporting to those
in the corporate HQ (case 82). A third example was in one
of the charities, where a ‘Monitoring, Evaluation and Learn-
ing Officer’ undertook a systematic, globally standardized
approach to evaluating how donations were spent and its
impact (case 3). She described what she looks for in the
evaluation process:

I would be looking for specific frameworks, so do you
have a framework in place [...] So I went to do what we
call a gap analysis of the monitoring, evaluation and
learning system .... of one of our country offices in
South-East Asia and what we did was like a systematic
analysis.

None of these three traveled as a routine part of their
work.

These nine types are summarized in Table 4. All the cases
fit into at least one of the types. (Additional illustrations of
each type are found in the Online Appendix, Table 2). In
most cases this is a neat fit, where the individual’s role in
global norm-making is very clearly in one of the categories.
However, in a small number of cases there is some overlap
between the categories, with an individual playing more than
one role at a particular point in time. Some of the types were

Role Source of influence Reach Type No. of cases
Creating Hierarchical position in global firm  High geographical and organiza- Globalizing directors 10
tional
Creating Resource (expertise/contacts) + High geographical and organiza- Globalizing specialists 31
social skill tional
Disseminating Hierarchical position in a geographi- Low geographical and low-medium International assignees 2
and Imple- cal unit organizational
menting
Disseminating ~ Quite senior position in hierarchy High geographical and organiza- Globalizing disseminators 13
but often need to supplement this tional
Disseminating Limited authority from takingona  Low geographical and organiza- Local champions 12
particular role but need to supple- tional
ment this with resource/social skill
Implementing Hierarchical position in a geographi- Low-medium geographical and low Local managerial implementers 31
cal unit organizational
Implementing Some/limited authority from hier- High geographical and low organi-  Globalizing unit leaders 16
archical position so need to supple-  zational
ment this with resource/social skill
Creating Social skill Medium to high geographical but Self-initiated globalizing actors 10
low organizational
Monitoring Authority is delegated by those in High geographical and organiza- Globalizing monitors 3
hierarchical positions tional
Mixed cases 18
Total 146

@ Springer



Journal of International Business Studies

found together quite commonly, such as Local Champions
and Local Managerial Implementer, while in small or rapidly
internationalizing firms the roles of Globalizing Director,
Globalizing Disseminator and Globalizing Implementer
were found together in some individuals. Moreover, there
was a dynamism to these roles; some were explicitly ‘fixed-
term’ such as some of the Local Champions, while in those
such as the self-initiated Globalizing Actors the motivation
to take on the role was generally specific to a particular prob-
lem or challenge that was time-limited.

Discussion
Theoretical and empirical contribution

Studies of how MNCs achieve integration have focused too
much on formal, conventional structures and too little on
cross-border structures such as international business units
and global teams, many of which are evolving or temporary
in nature and sometimes cover very few employees. The
dynamic nature of cross-border structures and groups high-
lights the array of interactions and interdependencies that
exist between groups of employees in different countries. We
have drawn attention to the ways in which apparently ‘pow-
erless’ actors can play important roles in norm formation.
More generally, the emphasis on dynamism, contention and
turbulence in our approach is pertinent to how contempo-
rary MNCs function given the ongoing churn and perpetual
restructuring that characterizes such firms. Our examination
of who is involved in global norm formation has therefore
enhanced our understanding of how it occurs.

Moreover, our analysis has advanced our theoretical
understanding of coordination in MNCs. Distinguishing
central control from lateral coordination has been important,
particularly for such groups as ‘self-initiated’ globalizing
actors, a group that were seeking to achieve coordination
among their close colleagues but without senior manage-
ment control or even sometimes awareness. Thus coordi-
nation can be achieved without central control, especially
where actors’ desire to reduce uncertainty in their jobs is the
driving force. The emphasis in our theoretical approach on
social skills forming a source of influence has drawn us to
these informal processes of global norm formation.

Our empirical work has revealed a number of groups who
have not featured in previous accounts of global integration
in MNCs: those who work at the instigation of directors to
create and disseminate the detailed nature of norms (glo-
balizing specialists); those who disseminate norms without
being globally mobile (both globalizing disseminators and
local champions); those who implement norms (globalizing
unit leaders); those who have a specialist role in monitoring
norms (globalizing monitors); and those who engage in the
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creation and implementation of global norms despite not
having been charged with this responsibility (self-initiated
globalizing actors). The capabilities and activities of these
six types of ‘forgotten’ globalizing actors are crucial in mak-
ing cross-border interactions work. We have also shed new
light on three groups who have not been forgotten in pre-
vious research, who we have termed globalizing directors,
international assignees, and local managerial implementers.

Practical considerations

A central consideration for those within MNCs concerns the
wide range of individuals who may be involved in global
norm formation. The dynamic of top-down processes initi-
ated by senior staff within the corporate hierarchy was pre-
sent in our cases, but there were also important lateral and
bottom-up elements to how some global norms emerged.
A focus on these dynamics draws attention to those who
have an important role in global norm-making but are not
endowed with authority. While most globalizing directors
and international assignees have deliberately chosen a path
involving global mobility in general and engagement in
global norm formation in particular, many of those in the
other categories have fallen into a global role that does not
involve mobility but rather comes about as the technological
context and nature of their work has evolved. Management
should look at how their skills and experiences can be fully
harnessed, how barriers to global norm formation are mini-
mized, and how these individuals can best be prepared for
the changing nature of their work.

Future research

Methodologically, we have shown the value in ‘following
the story’, engaging in an ongoing interaction between the-
ory and empirics, and reflecting on emerging findings in a
way that leads researchers to actors they did not set out to
include. We identify three ways in which research might be
further advanced.

First, we have highlighted the importance of social skill in
global norm formation, allowing us to bring to the fore many
globalizing actors who have been ‘forgotten’ in previous
analyses. One way of interrogating this further is through
exploring the relationship between social skill and nation-
ality. For example, are the constituent elements of social
skill—establishing relationships, framing, issue-selling,
and communications—found in different mixes in individu-
als of different nationality? Moreover, does the ease with
which aspiring globalizing actors use social skills to influ-
ence global norm formation vary depending on the main
national groups with whom they interact? Our approach of
‘following the story’ of global norm formation led us to
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so many nationalities—over 20—that this exercise is left to
future research.

Second, the three axes of variation could conceivably
lead to more than nine types; there are some ‘empty cells’
where no cases were found of combinations of particular
characteristics, which of course does not mean that they do
not exist. For instance, while we found globalizing monitors,
it is possible that there is also a group of those who fulfil
this monitoring function within particular geographies. Such
‘Local Monitors’ may be involved in global norm forma-
tion if they operate in a globally coordinated way with their
peers, just as Local Champions operate within an interna-
tional network. Other combinations of the characteristics are
much less likely to be found together. For example, while
we have emphasized that some actors will engage in global
norm formation without being expected to do so, which was
most evident in the self-initiated GA category, there will
probably not be anyone likely to perform a monitoring func-
tion without the authority to do so. In sum, future research
could usefully explore whether there are other types to the
nine documented here.

A third aspect of future research should be on organiza-
tional context. Our findings are indicative of variation by
organization type in the way globalizing actors operate. For
example, actors seeking to form global norms in ‘federal’
MNCs rely more on social skill than those in integrated
MNC:s in which authority can stem from senior positions
within a corporate hierarchy. Similarly, those in rapidly
internationalizing MNCs more commonly use social skill
to exert influence than those in MNCs where other channels
of influence are well established. We could extend this to
examine global norm formation across the boundaries of
MNCs in which we might observe a complex intersection
of norms as is the case in relation to codes of conduct across
supply chains. A systematic comparison of how norm-mak-
ing processes and impacts are influenced by organizational
contexts would contribute to building a more general picture
of global norm-formation.

Conclusion

If global integration is central to the strategy of an increas-
ing number of MNCs then common understandings and
reference points across borders are crucial. Our contention
is that previous academic research on global mobility has
shed light on only a sub-set of MNC employees involved
in global norm formation. It has failed to fully appreciate
a range of important groups who are active in global norm
formation. Our findings demonstrate that the lens through
which we view global integration should allow us to study
a wide range of globalizing actors, including those who are

globally mobile but also to see beyond such individuals to
encompass a range of others who do not travel.
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