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I Organizations embedded in networks of suppliers, competitors, and customers also have 
significant inter-organizational coordination problems which are in many ways similar to 
the intra-organizational coordination problems discussed in this paper. However, inter
organizational networks provide fewer opportunities for coordination and control through 
human resources policies and practices and are not discussed here. 
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Global companies' strategic challenge to manage simultaneously local 

responsiveness, global integration, and innovation generates significant problems of 

coordination. In this paper we discuss three important factors that are impacting global 

organizations' ability to coordinate their activities: electronic voice and data networks, 

the abandonment ofintemallabor markets, and the reality of a truly multi-cultural 

managerial work force. We analyze the impact these developments pose for the 

coordination of global companies and suggest research and policy initiatives to cope with 

them. 

We begin with a vision of a global organization in the 1990s and a description of 

its coordination requirements for which several authors recommend coordination through 

socialization. We then consider the implications of electronic voice and data networks, 

the abandonment ofintemallabor markets, and the reality of a truly multi-cultural 

managerial work force for coordination via socialization. We close with a discussion of 

alternative ways to coordinate and a set of research and policy initiatives. 

Organizing a Global Company 

Vision of a Global Company 

Global companies, those with assets and resources widely dispersed 

geographically, are confronted with the strategic challenges to respond to local needs, to 

achieve global economies of scale, and to innovate one place in the world and transfer 

that learning elsewhere in the world (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989). To achieve these goals, 

coordination problems are enormous. Teams, as opposed to individuals, will be the basic 

organizational building blocks (Gerstein & Shaw, 1992; Snow, Miles & Coleman, 1992), 

and strategic decisions will be negotiated by groups whose members cross national, 

functional, and hierarchical boundaries. 

The question addressed by this paper is how to achieve coordination within global 

organizations. The coordination issues we address are aspects like group decision 



making, aligning individual and organizational interests, and the existence of conflicting 

perspectives. The research questions we raise and the practical advise we give focus on 

these three types of coordination problems. 

Coordinating A Global Company 
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Historically, coordination in global companies has been by centralization 

(decision making by a cadre of top managers), formalization (decision making by 

reference to rules and procedures), socialization (decision making by reference to 

corporate norms and values) or some mix of the above strategies. Now, organizations are 

learning that the main aim of organizing is not to control stability and establish order, but 

to deal with instability and permanent change (Reed & Hughes, 1992). The teams, 

loosely-coupled systems, and networks that have evolved also in global companies seem 

to ask for new ways of coordinating. 

Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989) advise that coordination can be achieved via a clear, 

shared understanding of company's objectives, reinforced by visible behavior and public 

action by top management and personnel policies that control managerial selection, 

career development, and training opportunities. Top management may rely on informal 

channels of communication for coordination and can control this informal network by 

carefully selecting managers for team assignments, controlling access to and agendas of 

international meetings, and providing opportunities for interpersonal contact via 

management training. Bartlett and Ghoshal's (1989) advice to rely on socialization for 

coordination in global companies is based on their research into the most effective 

coordination techniques in use by global companies in the mid 1980s. More recently, 

they have been more explicit that structures and systems complicate rather than facilitate 

coordination and advice a matrix in the mind of managers instead of a concrete matrix 

structure (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1990). 

Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989) are not alone in their advice to rely heavily on 
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socialization as a coordination mechanism. Other commentators (Gerstein & Shaw, 1992; 

Nordstrom, 1993) writing more recently about the global organization linked by 

electronic systems suggest that the informal organization --norms and values rather than 

rules (formalization in Bartlett and Ghoshal's terms) and supervision (centralization)-

will furnish the cohesion necessary to provide direction and achieve coordination among 

autonomous teams. They argue that a strongly held culture and a network of individuals 

who use their leadership skills will be the principal means of control in the diffused 

organization. 

We suspect that coordination based on socialization may be severely challenged 

by three factors. First, although electronic systems open up informal channels of 

communication between managers, they eliminate social context which is the carrier of 

norms and values. Second, corporations' reduced commitment to internal labor markets 

has reduced managers' commitment to the organization and its unique way of doing 

business. Third, the hiring of large numbers of local country managers also contributes to 

the diffusion rather than cohesion of norms and values. 

Limitations to Coordination via Socialization 

Electronic Systems 

Electronic communications systems help people cross physical, social and 

psychological barriers (Kiesler & Sproull, 1992). Kiesler and Sproull have been at the 

forefront of the research on text-based electronic communication systems. They point out 

that although introduced for the purposes of efficiency, electronic communication 

systems generally have unanticipated secondary effects. Among those effects are likely to 

be social rearrangements, reassessments of what is important, and altered behavior

guiding norms. 

Text, voice only, and all but the most sophisticated video reduce or eliminate 

social context cues. Social context cues are important factors in individuals' behavior. 



Without such cues, people feel distant and anonymous. They produce self-centered and 

unregulated behaviors, are less polite, and show less concern about being evaluated or 

with being liked (Kiesler & Sproull, 1992). 
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Social context cues also affect group processes. Meetings held electronically lack 

the non-verbal cues and backchannel discussion that enable speakers in a face-to-face 

group to tell how their arguments are being received, and to whom to direct further 

discussion. Groups meeting electronically have greater difficulties reaching agreement 

than those meeting face to face, probably because the process of discussion is different. 

In research by Weisband (in press) the process in face to face groups was that the second 

speaker agreed with the first and by the time the third person spoke, his/her stand equaled 

the final group choice. In electronic groups, the third speaker's position was as far from 

the group's ultimate choice as the first speaker's was. Electronic group members 

apparently offer opinions before considering the opinions of others. 

Of course, lack of social context cues may also have benefits. Participation is 

typically more equal in electronic text groups (Kiesler & Sproull, 1992). Electronic text 

equalizes access and eliminates ordering of speakers. Thus, when status differences 

among group members do not reflect task relevant skills, an electronic text meeting may 

increase the quality of input into the group's task. 

Unfortunately, there has been little research on decision quality in electronic 

versus face to face groups (Kiesler & Sproull, 1992). In a series of studies of prospect 

theory, face to face groups were shown to be more risk averse for gains and more risk 

seeking for losses than individuals. Electronic groups, however, were risk seeking in all 

circumstances, and their decisions were better predicted by the pre-discussion majority 

than by prospect theory. Kiesler and Sproull(1992) speculate that the increased riskiness 

was due to the reduction in the amount of social information exchanged in the electronic 

groups, compared to the face to face groups. 

Kiesler and Sproull (1992) conclude that when group decisions require complex 



thinking or subtle multiparty negotiation, when problems are ill-defmed or decisions 

need to be ratified symbolically, face-to-face decision making is probably best. 

Electronic systems may be used to augment face-to-face decision making, but on the 

basis of current research they do not provide an adequate substitute. 
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"There is definitely a need for face-toface interaction especially in issues such as 

interpreting data, and understanding the links of the team to the different clients and 

different functional units." 

Organizational Commitment 

The socialization model of organizational commitment is based on managers' 

clear understanding of the corporations' objectives and their close personal relationship to 

it. Sonnenfeld and Peiperl (1988) call these type of organizations, clubs. To become a 

member, managers must pass through recruitment, development and acculturation 

hurdles. But, once a member, managers are given substantial discretion to make decisions 

in the best interest of the company. Members of organizational clubs should be highly 

committed to the organization in whose values and objectives they have been 

indoctrinated. Traditionally, clubs have in turn guaranteed career progression via the 

internal labor market and lifetime employment. 

The policy of promoting people from within undoubtedly sets up a system of 

intense socialization. However, global competition is forcing organizations to 

increasingly pay attention to workforce flexibility and abandon total reliance on internal 

labor market. Strategies that increase workforce flexibility include the use of short-term, 

causal and temporary contracts and hiring and firing policies (that is reliance on the 

external labor market), as well as externalizing work through the use of sub-contractors 
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(Blyton & Morris, 1992). Evidence from North America, Europe, and Australia con!mns 

that organizations are increasingly adapting policies that maximize workforce flexibility 

(e.g. Baglioni & Crouch, 1990; OECD, 1989). 

The wave of large corporate mergers in the 1980s was the first sign that U.S. top 

management - which was never as caught up with the socialization model as their 

European and Japanese competitors, could no longer keep the implicit promise of 

lifetime employment. Many top management teams were unable to retain control of the 

companies which they directed. They were the first out the door, followed shortly 

thereafter by the middle managers whose skills duplicated those already present in the 

acquiring company, or whose values were not "right" for the new culture envisioned by 

the acquirer. Managers on international assignments frequently had nothing to come 

home to, as acquirers realigned and merged international businesses. 

These waves of restructuring have spread with the slumping world-wide economy 

to European and Japanese based companies. Early retirements are the norm in Europe, 

ostensibly to compensate for zero growth and the very large pool of unemployed youth. 

While European labor laws and Japanese traditions make it more difficult to terminate 

mid-career managers and tend to stimulate functional flexibility more than in the U.S., 

even these companies are being forced by global competition to use forms of workforce 

flexibility and make reductions in managerial ranks. For example, since 1990, Daimler

Benz has laid off 27,000 people, Siemens 13,000, and Philips 40,000 (The Economist, 

1993). Even in Japan, lifetime employment, one of the pillars of Japanese management, 

is being questioned. A recent survey showed that 86 percent of top management in the 

100 largest Japanese companies, believed that lifetime employment will disappear 

(Manichi Daily News, 1993). 

Advocates of workforce flexibility run the danger of overstating the value of 

adaptability and responsiveness to change, and thereby simultaneously understating the 

importance of stability and continuity within organizations (Blyton & Morris, 1992). 



Workforce flexibility is a defensive strategy,- a primarily ad hoc, short-term and 

opportunistic response to fluctuations in demand. This type of flexibility is in 

contradiction with the pursuit of a high level of employee commitment. 
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In contrast, offensive or long-term flexibility strategies are characterized by 

proactive human resource strategies in which emphasis is placed more on achieving an 

adaptable rather than a low-cost labor force. Functional flexibility, particularly where this 

entails investment in training employees to undertake a broader range and level of tasks, 

is central to the strategy of long-term flexibility (Blyton & Morris, 1992). Walton (1985) 

already argued that job security - although not absolute - is a higher priority for a 

commitment strategy than a control strategy. According to this author, the challenge is to 

give employees some assurance of security, perhaps by offering them priority in training 

and retraining as old jobs are eliminated. 

"People leave the company because they are not satisfied, not because you invest 

in them. I believe that process-oriented training increases commitment more than 

business-oriented training. It gives a manager the signal that the organization believes in 

his/ her career development." 

The theoretical reflections that employee commitment will potentially be 

undermined by the introduction of different forms of flexible work and employment 

patterns, have found empirical evidence. According to Hirsch (1987), the uncertainty and 

stress of restructuring took a toll on organizational commitment. Hirsch urged managers 

to exert control over their careers, to "pack their own parachutes" and become career free 

agents. U.S. managers learned quickly. Reilly, Brett, and Stroh (1993) collected data on 

managers attitudes and corporate turbulence in 1989. One of the most consistent findings 



in their study was a strong relationship between corporate turbulence and career loyalty. 

Managers, seeing that their corporations could no longer promise lifetime employment 

and were no longer committed to the internal labor market, began to focus on managing 

their own careers, making themselves viable on the external labor market Those who 

had been members of organizational clubs, with their company specific skills, found 

themselves least attractive on the external labor market 

Multi-Cultural Managerial Work Force 

· Several converging factors have caused global companies to shift from expatriate 

and third country staffing to staffmg with local nationals. Two strategic factors have 

contributed to this shift. First, global companies have become increasingly aware of the 

need for local knowledge in order to be competitive. Second, global companies have 

come to realize that multi-national, multi-functional teams, rather than expatriate 

managers, can better handle decisions that balance local needs and global economies of 

scale. 
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Also contributing to this shift has been the increased focus on the effective use of 

expatriates. The costs of staffmg international sites with expatriates, always high, now 

may seem unnecessary given the current preference for local management and a team 

decision making structure. Local managers who because of education may have been 

prime expatriate candidates for organizations based in their home country, are also prime 

candidates for local management for organizations based elsewhere. Global firms based 

in the U.S. are scouring U.S. business schools for international students who are willing 

to stay in the U.S. for a few years and then go back to their home country as local 

managers. Organizations are also thinking of alternative ways to incorporate international 

experience in their management. They address the pro and cons of several alternatives to 

expatriation like frequent travel, temporary assignments, or foreign nationals employed 

on local contracts. 
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"The value of having lived for a certain period of time in another country is 

sometimes overestimated: international exposure is different than international success. 

The adaptability of a British manager flying to China for 6 weeks several times a year is 

probably higher than that of a British manager living in the English speaking community 

in Brussels." 

Finally, sufficient numbers of expatriates may simply not be available. Brett and 

Stroh (1993) report that U.S. managers' willingness to relocate internationally depends 

upon how their spouses feel about the prospect of an international relocation. Spouses 

who are not working outside the home and those with children are least likely to be 

interested in an international relocation. 

The multi-cultural managerial work force is becoming a reality. While the 

managerial work forces of many U. S. based organizations have become somewhat more 

diverse in the 1980s due to affirmative action, female and minority managers have been 

largely conf'med to lower levels of management (Morrison and Von Glinow, 1990). In 

contrast, the multi-national local managers, especially those in small, but growing

subsidiaries, will quickly move into the ranks of middle management, not because they 

receive promotions and have middle management titles, but because they will be 

involved in teams making middle management type decisions. 

These teams are already having to confront differences, and not just those due to 

differences in functional outlook, or local versus global points of view. There are 

profound and fundamental differences in cultural outlook embedded in a country's social 

institutions and its citizens values (Hofstede, 1976; 1980). For instance, the differences in 

values of individualism versus collectivism and risk versus risk aversion may underlie 

the negotiators' interests and their preferences for particular negotiation issues (Lytle, 
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1993). Universalism versus particularism is another cultural value with profound 

implications for decision making (Trompenaars, 1993). Management policies also may 

be perceived differently depending on cultural values and societal norms (Janssens, Brett 

& Smith, 1993). 

We have never been impressed by the argument that these cultural differences can 

be brought into line by a clear organizational vision promulgated by top management 

There are three problems with this argument First, organizational visions change, as well 

they should, if the organization is to adapt to its ever changing environment Second, an 

organizational vision is typically a goal, not a strategy to achieve the goal. Having a clear 

organizational mission or goal does not mitigate these differences which typically speak 

to means rather than ends. Third, culture as defmed by Schein (1985) consists of 

different strata with behaviors on the surface, values underlying, and assumptions 

underlying values. How can an organization coordinate a multi-cultural workforce 

through creating a 'strong' organizational culture when employees' fundamental cultural 

assumptions clash with those underlying the organization's values and norms? 

Alternatives for Coordination via Socialization 

Electronic communication, the abandonment of internal labor markets, and the 

reality of a truly international managerial work force converge to make coordination 

based on shared norms and values problematical. The challenge for global corporations is 

how to coordinate their far-flung businesses under these conditions. We have several 

suggestions for research and practice. 

Electronic Communications 

There is a great deal more research to be done on the effects of electronic 

communications before profound practical recommendations can be made about the most 

effective use of electronic communications. Among these research issues are: 



* Can groups make decisions efficiently and effectively via electronic 

communications after they have had the opportunity to work together face 

to face? 

* How much face-to-face interaction is needed, and what kind? For 

example, will experience interacting in management development 

exercises transfer to strategic decision making via electronic 

communications? 

* Can some group members be linked on-line electronically (text, voice, 

maybe video) and others face-to-face without losing decision quality? 

* What techniques can leaders of groups making decisions via electronic 

systems use to facilitate consensus? (Kiesler and Sproull (1992) suggest 

frequent votes.) Will a mixture of on-line conferences, and off-line (when 

members sign on at different times and may direct communications to 

specific group members) communications facilitate consensus? 

* What are the unanticipated secondary effects of linking global 

management teams electronically, for on-line decision making, as well as 

off-line communications. 

* Do electronic systems, because they reduce shared social information, 

actually aid in reducing differences due to differences in cultural values 

and in facilitating consensus. Does ignoring differences in cultural values 

impede implementation of decisions made by group interaction 

electronically? 
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Given the current state of the research on electronic communication, we make the 

following policy suggestions: 

*Multi-national, multi-functional groups should be given substantial time 

to interact face-to-face. 



* These groups should be linked electronically, but not expected to be able 

to rely ori electronic decision making for complex issues involving trade

offs between global and local interests. 

Organizational Commitment 
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When the world-wide economy starts to heat up, corporations may begin to 

experience the effects of their abandonment of internal labor markets and lifetime 

employment. Managers in global companies, with their business school degrees and their 

experience integrating local and global interests, will have the generalizable skills that 

make them desirable to the external labor market Their commitment to their careers over 

their current companies makes them available. The important human resource question is 

how to maintain international managers' organizational commitment under these 

circumstances? Can organizational commitment be obtained in another way than through 

socialization? 

The research on turbulence and its effects on managers attitudes provides some 

insight. Reilly, Brett and Stroh (1993) found a significant relationship between career 

loyalty and organizational turbulence, but not between turbulence and corporate loyalty. 

Their results suggest that those managers who remained with the corporation, despite the 

turbulence also remained loyal. These authors discuss alternative explanations for this 

finding. They recognize that the less loyal managers may have already left the company 

by the time they collected data, but give this explanation little credence since in the 20 

organizations they studied, when an organization had been turbulent, it tended to 

continue to be. Thus, another explanation is that the managers in their study may have 

perceived turbulence as a generic condition of the American economy, and not held their 

organization at fault for instituting various restructuring strategies, especially given they 

were survivors. 

The most compelling explanation and one that squares with these authors' 



interviews and data from other researchers, however, is that these managers' 

organizational loyalty came in exchange for fair treatment by the company. 
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"The biggest question for me is 'How does the company treat you'?" Or, "/think if 

a company goes through big changes and they treat their people right, it won't affect the 

way the employees feel." 

Brockner and his colleagues have found similarly in a series of experiments and 

field studies (1993) that organizational commitment declined less when layoffs were 

judged to be handled fairly, than when they were not. In addition, Kim and Mauborgne's 

studies (1991; 1993) on strategy implementation in multinational organizations suggest 

that procedural justice (judgments of the fairness of process) enhances subsidiary 

managers' attitudes of commitment, trust, outcome satisfaction, and behavior compliance. 

The theory of procedural justice distinguishes between fair outcomes and fair 

process (Thibaut & Walker, 1978). Several important findings from this research are 

applicable to the problem of maintaining organizational commitment without 

commitment to internal labor markets and lifetime employment. People report that the 

decision making process is fair when they feel that they have had some control over the 

outcome (Shapiro & Brett, 1993; Lind, Kanfer & Early, 1990). People also report that 

the decision making process is fair when they feel that they have been treated with 

respect during the process (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Shapiro & Brett, 1993). 

Human resources policy relevant to the careers of international managers needs to 

take both the control and respect elements of procedural justice into consideration. We 

suggest: 

* Make staffing of jobs in the organization's global network a two-way 



communication process. Use electronic networks to post job and team 

openings, and encourage people to self nominate. 

* Take care to treat managers with global network responsibilities as 

individuals with unique needs. 

* Establish a reciprocal relationship between the manager and the 

organization. Apply process-oriented training with existing teams as a way 

to align personal career development and team effectiveness. 
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There are research issues here as well. The major one turns on how to reward 

managers for their performance on teams and in groups and committees. Teams, task 

forces, committees and groups are the current hot structural model not just for managing 

global organizations far-flung interests, but also for managing local activities. Yet, 

commentators avoid discussing how to evaluate them and reward individual members. 

Hackman (1983) recommends team performance-based rewards be provided equally to 

all team members. Nadler and Gerstein (1992) similarly argue to create human resource 

practices that are consistent with autonomous empowered units such as skill-based pay, 

peer feedback, team bonuses, minimization of rank and hierarchy, and gain sharing. 

Team performance-based rewards, however, encourage free-riders. Peer 

evaluation, of course, can identify free riders, but peers may refuse to do so, if they have 

to continue to work with those individuals in the future. 

"I don't think peer evaluation is a good idea. It encourages competition and 

jalousie. Peer feedback will only work if team assessment happens in the context of 

training in which no links are made to pay and promotion." 
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Another difficulty is that managers belonging to a team have different objectives. 

Individuals in cross-functional and cross-hierarchical teams have different lateral and 

hierarchical links which can create tension within the team or with linked individuals 

belonging to other groups. 

Here is an opportunity for both survey and experimental research. 

* What evaluation criteria do managers, whose global network 

assignments mean they belong to a variety of teams and committees, 

perceive to be fair? 

* Given the different cultural values of the team members, is it fair to 

reward individuals differently contingent upon the meaning of the 

rewards? 

* Is it fair to compensate individuals on skills especially on those like 

versatility or promotability? How do these criteria work in practice? 

* Is there a way to integrate the different, possibly conflicting, 

objectives? Who do managers perceive to be a fair assessor of the 

different inputs? 

The Multi-Cultural Managerial Work Force 

The multi-cultural managerial work force, organized into teams and linked 

electronically is likely to make coordination more difficult. Traditionally, heterogeneity 

and conflict were seen as undesirable. Several authors have argued that a strong culture 

with a homogeneous workforce would contribute to the overall effectiveness of an 

organization (e.g. Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Peters & Waterman, 1982). Nowadays, 

multiple inputs and perspectives are seen as essential for creative decision making, and 

innovative, adaptable functioning. The question, then, becomes how to manage the 

differences that a multi-cultural managerial work force brings to organizations. 

A first step is for managers to become aware of their differences in behavior, 



16 

values, and fundamental assumptions. A second step is for managers to recognize that 

argument is not going to make these differences disappear. It is essential for managers to 

learn that they are going to have coexist with others who behave differently, and have 

different values and assumptions. Finally, managers must be willing to consider different 

perspectives when making decision. 

II Managers in intercultural teams have different values. Leaders of a multi

cultural team often favor a uniform way in motivating and rewarding managers but I 

advice an open discussion about differences in priorities and appreciations. The 

management of multi-cultural teams needs to be characterized by variety. 11 

Awareness does not resolve the coordination problem. How can managers 

consider conflicting perspectives and still coordinate their activities? We believe that 

managers need skills in confronting and transcending their differences, skills in 

negotiating that take into account the different perspectives which dominate different 

parts of the company in different areas of the world. A team of managers has intelligence 

which individual managers lack. The ultimate goal is to reconcile the differences they 

bring to a problem synergistically (Hampden-Turner, 1990). 

Our recommendations for training to prepare multi-national teams and managers 

to deal with their differences are: 

* There is a role for traditional team building in which members come 

aware of each others differences, know each others strengths and 

weaknesses, and trust each other to cooperate when an individual has the 

option to go it alone. 

* Training in mental management in which managers are learning skills 



of reframing and third party like two-way communication, integrative 

negotiation skills that encourage win-win strategies, and broker's skills 

(Steyaert & Janssens, 1993). 

* Training in integrative and distributive negotiation skills in dyads as 

well as in groups, especially when negotiators come from different 

cultures and use different tactics and strategies. 
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We note that research has shown that when groups of individualistically oriented 

members vote frequently on multi-issue proposals, they perform as well as groups of 

cooperative members (Weingart, Bennett & Brett, 1993). Furthermore, that frequent 

voting is one of the techniques Kiesler and Sproull (1992) recommend to help electronic 

groups making decisions. There is substantial research to be done to further 

understanding managing of differences and negotiation in inter-functional, inter-national 

groups, both when they are working in a face-to-face context and when they are linked 

electronically. Among these research issues: 

* How to facilitate high quality, integrative group decisions when some 

group members are cooperative and some are individualistically oriented? 

* Do groups reach equally high quality decisions when negotiating 

electronically as face-to-face when required to take frequent votes? 

* How are multi-cultural teams best led? Should leadership be different 

when the group is working electronically versus face to face? 

Conclusion 

The challenge of coordinating the far-flung enterprises of global companies in the 

light of current developments in electronic communications, organizational commitment, 

and a multi-cultural managerial work force provides opportunities to apply some 

fundamental knowledge from psychology and to inspire fundamental research. With 



assets and resources widely dispersed, with decisions requiring balancing of global 

economies with local needs, and the diffusion of innovation necessary for survival, 

global companies have little choice but to develop new ways of coordinating. We think 

that reliance on electronic communication will have to be supplemented with human 

resource policies that emphasize fairness and the coexistence of differences, as well as 

the development of managerial skills to deal with these differences. 
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