








part of the production process — possess countervailing power and may be able to defy
the wishes of the parent firm without fear of sanction. In contrast, those units that
compete fiercely with other sites for investment from the centre, or that face the threat of
the work being relocated to an entirely new site, are more likely to have little alternative
but to go along with the HQ's wishes, Some users ol global chains as a concept have
argued that the key or dominant agent will not have an unchallenged position (e.g. Raikes
et al., 2000). Thus power can be diffused through a chain, so that not all subsidiaries
within a chain will be completely subservient to the centre, particularly where they
have developed distinctive ‘subsidiary mandates’ within the firm (Birkinshaw, 1996).
The notion of distinctive roles for subsidiaries features in some of the writing on strategic
management in MNCs (e.g. Hedlund, 1986).

It is this international division of labour that characterizes some. though not all,
MNCs, which leads us to doubt whether the global-local question is always a sensible
one to ask. MNCs which carry out quite different aspects of their production or service
provision process across their various sites will have little incentive to develop
standardized, global policies. It appears to be crucial, therefore, to locate the study of a
unit’s practices firmly in the context of the firm's international division of labour. The
nature of this division plays a part in shaping the desirability, from senior managers’
point of view, of having standard HR policies across the firm's operations.

Conclusions and methodological implications

In this paper we have focused on three concepts that address important weaknesses that
have constrained research progress in the IHRM field. We do not see these concepts as
constituting a model of the sort that abounds in the literature, but rather as concepts that
can inform the nature of empirical work. These ideas have appeared in strands —
sometimes very minor strands — of the literature as we have indicated, but have not been
systematically used in an integrated way in previous work,

Indeed, it is the inter-dependencies between the three concepts that we stress.
We argue that these concepts should be integrated with each other rather than used in
isolation. For instance, international ‘chains’ of production or service provision by
definition straddle contrasting configurations of institutions, adapting to and taking
advantage of the variety of systems in which they operate. Moreover, the way that such
chains within MNCs function is shaped by the embeddedness of the controlling agent in a
distinct national institutional setting that gives rise to a country of origin effect. The way
that chains within MNCs operate will vary, therefore, according to the nationality of the
parent firm (Whitley, 1996). National-level institutional configurations and international
chains of production are thus strongly interlinked.

The inter-dependencies between organizational politics and national institutional
frameworks are also evident. Institutions condition the behaviour of actors within MNCs as
they do within all organizations, setting limits to what is feasible and attractive, but they do
not close off all scope for choice; there remains a degree of ‘space’” for actors within
institutional influences. Since the priorities and preferences of different groups of actors are
bound to vary, the inevitable outcome is that courses of action will be shaped by the exercise
of power within MNCs. In this context, the character and specificity of national institutions is
one source of power that actors can use to advance their interests within a multinational.
Moreover, the actions of large, powerful MNCs — the outcome of political processes within
the firms, of course — can shape the nature of institutional frameworks themselves.

The functioning of international chains of operating units within MNCs and the nature
of organizational politics are also interdependent, The role that each site plays within




the internal division of labour is not determined solely by a rational assessment of those
at the HQ but. rather, is strongly contested. The implications of the security and quality of
jobs in each unit will depend fundamentally on its position within the chain, and therefore
actors at site level will mobilize whatever resources are at their disposal in order 1o
negotiate a favourable role for themselves, The creation and operation ol chains of
production are thus highly political in nature.

In sum. the contribution of this paper has been twofold, First, we have pomted to
weaknesses in the way that the global - local question has been addressed and to concepts
thut have been used in either under-developed strands of the THRM field or in related
ficlds that can rectify these weaknesses, Second, we have stressed the connections
hetween the institutional divides between countries, the organizational politics of MNCs
and the international division of labour within them. These points have jmportant
implications for both practitioners and academics.

For practitioners, the ideas in this paper can serve as a tool with which they can
guestion the balance between global and local dimensions to their HR policies. Managers
in MNCs can seek 1o identify the logic of global policies — by examining the extent to
which they help to secure benefits from co-ordinating and integrating their various units
and in assisting in the learning of lessons across sites, for example — and the way these
are balanced against local constraints. Perhaps more fundamentally. however, we have
shown that practitioners should be aware of two additional factors: first, the highly
political nature of the global—-local issue: and, second, the way that the global-local
issue is shaped by construction of the firm’s international operations.

For academics, operationalizing these concepts has important methodological
implications. For our understanding of the global -local question to be developed further
through the use of the three concepts identified in this paper there i1s a need for intensive,
collaborative research between teams in different countries. There are clearly several
constraints to doing such research, however. One such barrier is the national differences in
methodological training. with the quantitative, deductive and normative  approach
prevalent in HRM research in North America contrasting with o stronger qualitative,
inductive. case-study-based rescarch tradition in Europe. A second barrier concerns the
monetary and time costs involved in such research. Despite these barriers. collaboration
between teams of researchers in different countries could lead to both in-depth comparative
case studies of MNCs, such as Belanger er al.”s (1999) study of ABB, and to genuinely
comparable surveys. [t seems that there is a need todevelop the “invisible colleges™ 1o which
Pfeffer (1993) alludes, by which he meuans dense networks ol researchers crossing
university and national boundaries 1o solve problems. These colleges appear 10 exist to
some extent in comparative industrial relations, but less so in international HRM.
Where these emerge, collaborative research has the potential to play a key role in the
theoretical development of what is a lurge but ultimately disappointing literature.
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