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Abstract 

Multinational corporations are active in a complex global society, embedded in a web of 

different cultures and varying perceptions. Distant markets constitute challenging 

discrepancies that are a demanding process to bridge, but nevertheless some of these markets 

are critical for the future success of corporations. Perhaps the most opportunity rich and 

desired market for global actors is China, where the economical progression has been 

impressive and is expected to continue to progress incredibly fast in the coming years. With a 

concentration of the world’s leading actors, all in the search for a continuing future success, 

attention from head offices is disproportionally distributed to China in order to support the 

local subsidiaries. A relevant question here is if attention without presence is enough? 

Understanding the size and growth pace is one thing, which can be done from a distance, but 

understanding the people, the governing bodies, and the culture is another. And what are the 

consequences of disproportionally distributing a limited amount of central attention for the 

less prioritized regions? These tricky questions are creating a managerial puzzle for 

multinational corporations to solve, and a prerequisite for doing this is through a sufficient 

amount of knowledge. An increasingly used method in these situations is to use 

intermediaries in form of consultants that have the experience and knowledge to mediate 

meanings from the corporation to the target audience. So how do these challenges take shape 

in a specific case for a multinational corporation and how are the challenges handled in the 

view from representatives from the corporation and consultants?   
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Introduction 

The Roman poet and Philosopher, Seneca (5 BC – 65 AD), advisor to Emperor Nero, stands 

behind the expression: “Luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity”. This is 

what this study is about, to meet the opportunity with the right preparations. For multinational 

corporations (MNC), China has been regarded as a land of opportunity for some time now, 

which has its fairly earned reasons. Many success stories can be found where foreign 

corporations have made fortunes out of their business in China, and the opportunities are not 

decreasing. Take for example the existing governmental plan to invest approximately 1900 

billion RMB (about the same in SEK) in high-speed rail in western China by 2020. What 

large steel producer does not get attracted by figures of that magnitude? Attracted by the 

opportunities, foreign corporations have to be aware of that in China they will meet tough 

challenges, challenges associated with being a foreigner on a distant market.  

 

Positioning on the Chinese market is a resource demanding process. With surroundings 

constituted by cultural differences, a fast changing society, and different levels of matureness 

of customers and competitors, it is hard to determine where to advance and with what. This 

demands heavy initial investments and support in the form of attention from head office. 

Considering that central attention is a limited resource, more attention to one region means 

less to another. A risk with this is that the regions receiving less attention end up in strategic 

isolation. A method that has become increasingly common for corporations to overcome 

unfamiliarity is to use intermediary organizations in form of consultants. Consultants are 

bearers of knowledge and relevant experiences that functions as mediators of meanings, 

translating between the corporation and the surroundings.   

 

With these challenges in mind it is important to know that succeeding in China is crucial for 

many global actors. Projections show that China will move up as the largest economy in the 

world in a few years, and the competition from Chinese actors will defiantly increase, creating 

a new threat on the global arena. The question then is not if multinational corporations should 

enter the Chinese market, but rather how they strategically should approach the challenges it 

contains.   
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Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to identify and describe what it means for a multinational 

corporation to be a foreigner on a distant market. Narrowed down, the focus is directed to the 

strategic approaches to challenges on the Chinese market, distribution of attention from head 

office to subsidiary, sustainable positioning, and the use of intermediary organizations. A case 

study has been conducted for the specific situation of Sandvik Mining and Construction 

(SMC) and the China experienced Swedish communications consultancy Springtime, 

illustrating the purpose of the study from a corporate and a consultancy perspective. SMC has 

engaged Springtime in their effort of positioning in China, which makes it interesting to 

identify how representatives from these two actors reason with regards to the challenges in 

acclimatizing to the Chinese market.   
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1. Theoretical framework 

This section will start by problematizing multinational corporations’ situation on the global 

arena from a theoretical perspective. Pointing at a few of the main generalized issues, the 

research develops the reasoning around four aspects. These are; Challenges for multinational 

corporations in a global society, the attention from headquarters to subsidiaries, strategic 

and sustainable positioning on a foreign market, and the use of intermediary organizations.  

1.1 Multinational Corporations in a Global Society 

Multinational corporations (MNCs) of today are active in a global society where ways of 

communication are continuously being improved. Physical travelling and technological tools 

enable meetings and conversations across the world, as if sitting at the same table. But 

nevertheless, corporations are embedded in a densely populated and complex setting of 

organizations (Engwall et al. 2010, p.7-8). Regardless of the improved ways of 

communicating on a global level, the MNCs face the liability of being foreigners on distant 

markets. The liabilities come from unfamiliarity of factors such as the environment, the 

culture, the governing bodies, the coordination of subsidiary actions from head office, etc. 

Trying to overcome this, corporations might try to counterweigh the liability of being a 

foreigner by factors as economies of scale or by the premium attached to a brand (Zaheer, 

1995, p. 341, 344).    

 

When discussing globalization and MNCs it is inevitable to give attention to the emerging 

market of China, which is attracting lots of foreign corporations and foreign attention. During 

recent years the Chinese market has been a factor of so-called herd-mentality, where 

corporations tend to be where competitors are and “go where the action is” (Birkinshaw, et 

al., 2007, p. 39). According to Khanna, et al. (2005) the herd mentality is strong among 

multinational corporations, as they tend to follow the steps of rivals or key customers (p.64).  

 

1.2 Challenges for MNCs 

A common issue for corporations moving in on foreign markets is their strong belief in their 

well-established strategies. The narrow sight of the situation tends to envision a thought that 

“if it works at home, it works here”. A result of this is that management uses standardized 

approaches (Khenna, et al., 2005, p. 63), without consideration to the differences in culture 

and how the interpretations of the approaches affect business. Khenna, et al. (2005) suggest 
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that western corporations that seek to establish in emerging markets need to develop strategies 

that are suited for that market, that are different from those used at home. In order to form the 

right strategies corporations must take the time to understand the institutional differences, 

which can result in the difference between success and complete failure (p. 64).   

 

This way of improving the global efficiency of the MNC is a balance of the central control 

mechanism between head office and the subsidiaries. Ghosal and Nohria (1989) explains that 

an increased level of environmental complexity in a foreign market results in a high level of 

interdependency as the local subsidiary and headquarter are posed with shared vulnerability. 

At the same time, as a governance mechanism, centralization is negatively correlated with 

high levels of environmental complexity (p. 325-326). This is a managerial puzzle that 

requires understanding of the situation to identify whether to import firm-specific practices of 

the organization or give autonomy to the subsidiary and allow it to act independently as a 

local firm (Zaheer, 1995, p. 342, 344). 

 

Certain markets may be of greater importance for an MNC. As mentioned above China is 

certainly one of them, as it possesses a great deal of business opportunities (Birkinshaw, et al., 

2007, p. 39). The subsidiaries in these markets usually have a disproportional level of weight 

in the organization compared to the market share of other subsidiaries within the MNC, the 

weight is reflecting on the impact the subsidiary have in the entire MNC (Birkinshaw, et al., 

2007, p.42). The attention of top management at head office tends to be turned to these 

subsidiaries, which is affecting, not just the subsidiary in focus, but also the whole global 

organization. 

 

1.3 Attention from head office  

Attention from head office is both a critical and scarce resource within an MNC (Bouquet, et 

al., 2008, p. 577). With limited resources, HQ needs to differentiate their attention to 

subsidiaries (Ghosal, et al., 1989, p. 327, 333). Bouquet and Birkinshaw (2008), referring to 

the study of Prahalad and Doz (1987) argue that “strategic management requires that 

headquarters executives make some choices rather than try to allocate their limited attention 

in a uniform manner, as if all subsidiary units were equally critical to MNE success” (p. 582). 
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To seize opportunities and progress in emerging markets, head office needs to be attentive to 

the promising subsidiaries. Subsidiaries too need to be vocal to attain the attention needed to 

support individual achievements (Bouquet, et al., 2008, p. 578). A risk when striving towards 

opportunities is that headquarters get a tunnel vision and direct too much attention to one 

specific subsidiary. This has been the case for many subsidiaries in China in recent years 

where subsidiaries have been appointed with high and sometimes excessive expectations from 

head office (Bouquet, et al., 2008, p. 594). A vital aspect here is to be observant to what is 

needed from a subsidiary and what is possible (Birkinshaw, et al., 2007, p. 40). This direction 

of attention has not to do with lack of information from the remaining part of the MNC, but 

rather the time and energy it takes for the head office to sort information, which again 

highlights the importance of carefully manage the central attention to get the most out of the 

entire MNC (Birkinshaw, et al., 2007, p.39).  

 

A risk of giving disproportionate amounts of attention is that subsidiaries receiving less 

attention end up in strategic isolation. The model below (figure 1) shows the relation between 

positive attention from head office and the voice of the subsidiary are connected to the risk of 

strategic isolation. Positive attention is defined as “the extent to which a parent company 

recognizes and gives credit to a subsidiary for its contribution to the MNC as a whole” 

(Bouquet, et al., 2008, p. 579). The voice of a subsidiary resembles the call for head office 

attention.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

     

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Relation between head office attention and the voice of the subsidiary 
Source: Birkinshaw, et al., 2007 
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The model envisions that if a subsidiary are at risk of strategic isolation it increases the 

importance for the subsidiary to have its voice heard to get the attention from head office 

(Birkinshaw, et al., 2007, p. 40), relating an increased voice from a subsidiary to positive head 

office attention. As head office executives tend to categorize markets by their strategic 

significance for the entire MNC, the subsidiaries given the most attention have an influential 

role for the strategic direction of the whole MNC (Bouquet, et al., 2008, p. 577-579).  

 

1.4 Identification of stakeholders 

As described above it is difficult to optimize the amounts of attention and control given to 

subsidiaries for a MNC. What is adding to this strategic challenge is the identification of who 

and what is important on different markets, and if the creation of value to one group of 

stakeholders on a specific market, is the same on another market. Governing processes of 

corporations are not concerned with single, isolated and stable relations (Engwall, et al. 2010, 

p. 9), but rather complicated networks of organizations, unfamiliar cultures and complex 

social systems. This makes it hard for managers to determine whether certain stakeholders are 

important or not, or if in fact it should be recognized as a latent stakeholder that has potential 

for a future relationship (Mitchell, et al., 1997, p. 859). 

 

Researchers have tried to give descriptions of what stakeholders are to a firm. Freeman’s 

(1984) classic definition, “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the 

achievement of the organization’s objectives”, gives an extremely broad classification of what 

a stakeholder is. Considering it uses “who can affect”, it leaves the impression that it could 

include virtually all (Mitchell, et al., 1997, p.856). Over the years researchers have gradually 

developed the concept and tried to narrow down the classification, as for example Alkhafaji’s 

definition (1989); “Groups to whom the corporation is responsible” or Thompson, et al. 

(1991); groups “in relation with an organization” (Mitchell, et al., 1997, p. 856). Mitchell, et 

al., (1997) enforces that even though corporations are being affected by and can affect 

stakeholders it is a most confusing reality for managers (p. 858-859). The social reality is 

affected by human activity and in the situation of social interaction; social reality is changing 

(Friedman, 2002, p. 4), which makes it complex to understand the continuously changing 

market structure.   
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It is agreed upon in both academic and professional literature that successful stakeholder 

management and positive corporate performance are closely related (Donaldson, et al., 1995, 

p. 77), and that a key to a more effective stakeholder management is an approach that is 

socially suited (Mitchell, et al., 1997, p.871). Satisfying several stakeholders is not a zero-sum 

game. As mentioned above, a zero-sum game is rather the case of head office attention to 

subsidiaries. This means that favoring one stakeholder does not have to be on the expense of 

other stakeholders (Donaldson, et al., 1995, p. 78).  

 

Managers are indeed varying in their personal scanning of the corporate environment and the 

managements’ perceptions of the stakeholder field may be incorrect. A common case is also 

the use of static and not dynamic classification criteria of stakeholders that is not considering 

the changing social environment (Mitchell, et al., 1997, p. 870-871). With the correlation 

between corporate success and effective stakeholder management, it is highly important that 

management is recognizing the environment in a correct way and also to be aware of the 

dynamics (Donaldson, et al., 1995, p. 85). 

 

1.4.1 Strategic and sustainable positioning 

Mitchell, et al. (1997) points out that static stakeholder mapping can be useful when, at a 

given point of time, scanning the environment to identify groups of importance but should not 

be used as a tool for ongoing stakeholder management (p. 879). Therefore, to achieve a 

sustainable position on a market, corporations will have to adjust and acclimatize to updated 

situations over time. What is important is not just adapting to stakeholders’ needs but also to 

identify who and what is of greatest importance in the particular stage the own corporation is 

at the current point of time (Mitchell, 1997, p. 879). The reason for this is that as corporations 

are changing; groups of stakeholders will become more or less important, thereby shifting the 

prioritization (Jawahar, et al., 2001, p. 397). Engwall, et al (2010) refers to the term “soft 

actors”, highlighting that corporations are culturally and institutionally embedded in an 

environment where they shape institutions and are shaped by institutions (p. 12).  

 

In this embedded environment with complex structures of corporation and stakeholder 

relations (Engwall, et al, 2010, p. 8), the creation of value is key. In order to create value, one 

must have the knowledge of the effect of certain actions. Mitchell, et al., (1997) are using an 

example from Davis (1973), saying that; “in the long run, those who do not use power in a 
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manner which society considers responsible will tend to lose it” meaning that to act 

responsible you must know what the society perceives as responsible (p. 866). One way of 

improving the value creation is, according to studies by Bleakley (1995), to have a proactive 

approach. Bleakley uses an example from Digital Equipment Corporation where supplier are 

involved in the product planning teams, and Xerox that allows suppliers to take part of 

blueprints and participate in the designing process. The proactive approaches described here 

are ways to involve stakeholders and increase their interest, and at the same time identify 

what they perceive to be of value (Mitchell, et al., 1997, p.401).   

  

1.5 The increased use and importance of intermediary organizations 

As an actor in a crowded and complex environment it has become increasingly important to 

give attention to core attributes and competitive advantages in order to compete on the global 

market. With limited resources the interactions with other actors are an increasingly vital 

aspect (Engwall, et al, 2010, p.8). The model below (figure 2) envisions the corporate 

structure and how relations to intermediaries are bridging entities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Global Enterprises, Mediators and Society 
Source: Engwall, et al, 2010 

 

The CEO can be described as the corporate core, thus being the central part of the corporation 

and through boundary spanning units attention is given to areas of importance to which the 

corporate core are lacking resources to focus on. Boundary spanning units can thereby be seen 

as protectors of the corporate core. These boundary spanning units, which can be units of 

public affairs, investor relations, social responsibility, etc. are interrelating with the governing 
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bodies, for example investors, media, civil society, and government. In the forming of these 

interrelationships, boundary spanning units are often using mediators, such as consultants to 

mediate meanings and enable mutual understandings (Engwall, et al. 2010, p. 7). The 

development within this area shows an increased use of consultants, which is related to the 

increased importance of buying knowledge and experience in today’s complex environments. 

Using intermediaries such as consultants has shown to hold actors and relations together and 

have a deep positive impact on corporations (Engwall, et al, 2010, p. 7). 

 

1.5.1 Using Consultants   

Consultants are often using models and maps to envision an organization’s step from one 

position to another, more favorable position. According to Sevón (2009) there are differences 

in the consulting approach in these situations. The different approaches are labeled 

transplantation strategy and translation strategy (p. 235). The transplantation strategy 

resembles a situation where a model or a tool is transplanted into the organization. This 

strategy is risky in the sense that what works in one organization may not work in another, 

even though the organizations seem to be much alike. Sevón (2009) is using a metaphor 

related to a transplantation surgeon saying; “the operation was successful, but the patient 

died” (p. 234). One reason why the spreading of ideas and the infusion of new behaviors does 

not work in a process like this is the lack of communication and understanding (Sevón, 2009, 

p. 234). A translation strategy is instead when the consultants are using knowledge and 

experience from other similar cases and present them to the client. The client that sees this 

from the organization’s perspective can use bits and pieces from the processes presented. The 

role of the consultant here is to act as a storyteller and not as a straight implementer of models 

as the consultant is not entirely familiar with organization’s exact context (Sevón, 2009, p. 

238). Sevón (2009), has a good summarization of this, saying; “This setup resembles the rules 

for legitimization of language interpretations. A legitimization requires that the interpreter 

have ability to interpret from a foreign language to the mother tongue, not the other way 

around. This rule transferred to the organizational change process implies that the responsible 

translator is the organizational actor who knows the mother tongue in the organizational 

context, and not the consultant” (p. 240). The role of the consultant in the translation strategy 

is not to lead, but rather give the best possible support for the organizations to lead 

themselves, which indeed is an important role as experience and knowledge are highly 

important resources to have in a complex and transformational environment. Sevón (2009) is 
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referring to Bateson (1988) when emphasizing the importance of being led through this 

complexity, as Bateson develops an old saying; “the man can only take the horse to the water 

but cannot make it drink. But on the other hand, the horse cannot drink unless taken to the 

water.”  

 

1.6 Summary of theoretical concepts 

Multinational corporations are actors in a complex global environment. On distant markets 

they are foreigners, experiencing liabilities and challenges from unfamiliarity of the 

surroundings. To understand markets and support distant subsidiaries, central head office 

needs to direct the limited amount of attention. Due to the fact that some markets are more 

important and more demanding than others, the attention is unevenly distributed throughout 

the organization. In this zero-sum game there is a risk that regions with a low level of 

attention end up in strategic isolation.  

 

In order to succeed on a foreign market, corporations need to understand and manage 

stakeholders. This requires resources, attention, and knowledge. In these complex situations, 

the use of mediators in forms of consultants has increased. Consultants are bearers of 

knowledge that can implement models and tools into organizations through a transplantation 

strategy, with the risk of mismatching the methods with the client’s situation. They can also 

us their knowledge and experiences and give support, allowing the organization to use 

methods suited for their specific organizational context through a translation strategy.   
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2. Method 
 

This study is conducted through using the challenges for multinational corporations stated in 

the theoretical framework and exemplifying these empirically through the specific case of 

Sandvik Mining and Construction (SMC), and the experience of China-familiar consultants 

from Springtime. Secondary sources are used in forms of data, envisioning for this study, 

interesting figures of the fast development of China, and literature by Björkstén & Hägglund 

(2010) to give more concrete examples of challenges foreign actors experience in China and 

how to meet these challenges. The empirical findings are set in relation to the theoretical 

framework through the conduction of interviews with consultants from Springtime with 

relevant experience from working both with SMC in China and other corporations in similar 

situations. Interviews with representatives from SMC are done at SMC’s head office in 

Sandviken, Sweden and in Shanghai, China, to get the perspectives from both the subsidiary 

and the head office.  

 

By using the theoretical framework as a base for the study, the recognized challenges are 

exemplified and measured in the sense that, if these challenges are encountered, what are the 

effects for the corporation and how are these challenges strategically approached and dealt 

with? All together the study is using a theoretical base, a multifaceted view of secondary 

sources and experience from consultants, and the specific case of SMC with interviews from 

representatives from the Chinese subsidiary, the head office in Sweden, and consultants 

working with SMC (Saunders, et al. 2009).   

 

The case study is used to give concrete examples of the challenges presented in the theoretical 

framework, and to enrich the purpose of how these challenges are approached and dealt with 

through the specific context for SMC. A study of this format should, as mentioned above, 

contain different point of views. As Saunders, et al. (2009) are quoting Robson (2002:178) on 

the strategic directives for case studies: “A strategy for doing research which involves an 

empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context 

using multiple sources of evidence” (p.145). Using the different sources to highlight 

complications for multinational corporations in a global context means that the empirics, to 

some extent, is leaning against the theoretical framework, which occasionally makes the 

boundary between what is being studied and the situational context not clearly evident 

(Saunders, et al. 2009, p.146).    



 15 

 

The study is discussing a current issue for many multinational corporations. The theoretical 

framework shows that the individual aspects of challenges for corporations are nothing new. 

Ever since the decentralization of corporations, there have been discussions of the managerial 

challenge around central attention. Cultural differences and the lack of in-house resources are 

matters of social differences and cutting costs to maximize profit, which indeed is the case of 

most businesses. Here, these issues are put in a virtual context where they, in correlation, are 

creating a puzzle for the corporation to sort out. By discussing these issues and exemplifying 

through the reality of SMC it adds a virtual dimension to the study.  

 

2.1 Sandvik Mining and Construction 

Sandvik is a Swedish engineering group focusing on highly-technological products and 

solutions. The operations contains of three core business areas: Tooling, Mining and 

Construction, and Materials Technology. All together Sandvik has around 47 000 employees 

and are active in more than 130 countries. The Chinese presence began in 1985 when a 

representative office was opened in Beijing. After having required businesses within the 

mining and construction industry, Sandvik Mining and Construction (SMC) was formed as a 

business area in the Sandvik group in 1998, and currently stands for 43 % of invoiced sales, 

42 % of operating result, and has 33 % of the employees, of Sandvik’s total operation (The 

Sandvik World 10/11).  

 

SMC specializes in equipment, tools, and services for the mining and construction industry 

(The Sandvik world 10/11). The organization is classified through customer segments 

focusing on special areas. These segments are Underground Mining, Surface Mining, and 

Construction. Globally these segments are divided in eight regions spreading all across the 

globe (figure 3). This study is focusing on East Asia with China in the center as it, according 

to SMC, is the most promising emerging market where a predominant amount of attention is 

directed from SMC’s head office.     
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Figure 3: Global spreading of SMC 

Source:www.miningandconstruction.sandvik.com 

 

SMC is interesting for this study for the fact that they have gone through a fast expansion 

from the start-up in 1998 to constituting almost half of total sales in Sandvik and 33 % of the 

total employees. Since SMC was constituted from different companies that were acquired by 

Sandvik, and are spread across the globe, there is a challenge of creating unity and a common 

culture. Conducting this study in the current phase for SMC where the importance of seizing 

opportunities in a fast moving, dynamic China is of great importance for the entire company 

is very interesting and with the insight in the company, interviewing key actors in this process 

the study gives an interesting addition to the challenges raised in the theoretical framework.  

 

2.2 Springtime 

Springtime is an independent PR and communications consultant based in Stockholm. Adding 

to services on the home market, Springtime has a global communications offering with offices 

in Beijing, Shanghai, New Delhi, and Brussels. China has been the focal point during the last 

decade or two when discussing emerging markets. Springtime early identified communicative 

challenges and discrepancies for foreign actors in China. Strongly emphasizing on the claim 

that, to succeed in China you have to understand China, Springtime began building up a 

China focus. For more than 10 years Springtime has been present in China, assisting big and 

small actors to take on communicative challenges (www.springtime.nu). 
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Springtime was hired by SMC as support to the challenges on the Chinese market. The 

advantage in this relation is that Springtime has an understanding of both Swedish and 

Chinese culture, which allows them to work with translating messages and ideas of activities 

from the initial phase from head office to the implementation on the Chinese market. This is 

also interesting for the contribution to this study, as the empirical material collected conveys a 

picture of the wholeness of the use of intermediary organizations, and not just minor phases of 

point operations.    

 

2.3 Interviews 

For the purpose of the study it was important to interview representatives from SMC that 

were in management positions, that had an overview of the challenges and could reason 

around the situations from both a central and a subsidiary perspective. For the consultants, 

interviews were conducted with representatives that have experience from other cases, so they 

could base their answers on a foundation of different examples and situations. The interviews 

were conducted as semi-structured with the intention to allow interviewees to elaborate 

around thoughts and ideas. The elaborations lead to new areas of reasoning, which were not 

considered beforehand, but are important for the understanding of the situational context and 

for the results of the study. The material from the interviews used in the study was presented 

to the interviewees to avoid misunderstandings and misquotations.      

 

Interviews with SMC were performed at head office in Sandviken, Sweden with the Manager 

of Marketing Communications. To get the Chinese subsidiary’s perspective, interviews were 

also conducted in Shanghai, China, with the President of SMC in the East Asian region, and 

with the Vice President of Marketing Communications in the East Asian region. This 

illustrated the challenges from different angles, which is enriching the analysis and the 

discussions around the situation.  

 

With Springtime, the interviews was also performed with representatives from Sweden and 

China. In Sweden the consultants interviewed all have experiences from living in China and 

working with corporations in communicative challenges on the Chinese and the global 

market. The interviews provided a useful understanding of the external environment in China 

in forms of governmental forces, competition, and the magnitude of the Chinese market.  
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2.3.1 Interviewees 

SMC 

Jeanette Svensson, Manager of Marketing Communications. Based at head office in 

Sandviken, Sweden. 

 

Kristina Zang, Vice President of Marketing in the East Asian region. 5 years at Sandvik, 9 

months in the role as VP for SMC, East Asian region.  

 

Antonin Beurrier, President of SMC, East Asian region. Responsible for business 

development and for running the operations. 5 years at SMC in East Asia. 

 

Springtime 

Birgitta Ed, senior consultant and co-founder. Worked on and off in China since the start-up 

of the Beijing and Shanghai offices. Based in Stockholm. 

 

Henrik Sjöberg, senior consultant, key account director. Been at Springtime for 6 years, 

worked 2,5 years in the Shanghai office in China. Based in Stockholm. 

 

Mico Ma, senior consultant. Joined Springtime in the spring of 2010. Worked for a Chinese 

communications consultancy for 15 years prior to Springtime. Based in Beijing, China.  

 

Patrik Lockne, senior consultant. At Springtime since the start in 1997. Based in Beijing since 

2007, focusing on the public affairs offer in China.  
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3. Empirical Findings 

This section starts by discussing why China is an important market, and what it offers that 

attracts the world’s leading corporations. Representatives from SMC and Springtime are 

characterizing the situation in China and its challenges. It continues by problematizing 

environmental scanning and mapping the main difficulties for foreigners on the Chinese 

market. Central attention and the use of intermediary organizations are then discussed and 

exemplified through thoughts and reasoning by representatives from SMC and Springtime 

together with empirical literature by Björkstén et al. (2010). 

3.1 Why is China attracting global corporations? 

In the theoretical framework it is emphasized by Prahalad and Doz (1987) that the strategic 

approach from executive management is to make choices to allocate head office attention to 

the most important subsidiaries. What are then the factors that make China an attention 

demanding region? Well, China has developed from being a more or less isolated player, 

over-shadowed by huge economies in international measures, to become a mighty global 

actor that is steadily gaining shares of the global market. This is not least noticeable visually 

through impressive skylines and logotypes from global corporate giants decorating 

skyscrapers.  

 

According to Kristina Zang, Vice President of Marketing Communications at SMC in East 

Asia, China is assimilated with potential and opportunity and there is an on-going battle 

among global corporations of “pieces of the cake” on the Chinese market, in their constant 

search for success. An example of the potential that western and, not to be forgotten, the 

accelerating Chinese actors are aiming at is the approaching development of western China, 

where the government will invest approximately 1900 billion RMB (approximately 1900 

billion SEK) in high-speed railway until 2020 (www.climateprogress.org, 2011-02-21). The 

importance of gaining market shares is understandable with figures of this magnitude. This 

explains why it is so important for a large global actor as SMC to be in China and participate 

in the global development of the business environment that, for many global actors resembles 

the development in China. Antonin Beurrier, President of SMC in the East Asian region, 

highlights a risk with approaching these potentials and opportunities without sufficient 

knowledge. Meaning that it is impossible to know what the problems will be in a, business 

wise, unidentified region as western China. What will be the development phase, what will be 

the tempo, and what other actors will be present? At the same time, Antonin Beurrier 
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emphasizes that it is a prerequisite in the Chinese business culture to have the ability to act 

fast. As described by Zaheer (1995) in the Theory, this is a managerial puzzle that requires 

understanding of the situation, whether to give autonomy to the subsidiary and allow it to act 

independently, or act from a central perspective with firm-specific practices. In this complex 

situation, Patrik Lockne, consultant at Springtime in Beijing, lifts the importance of 

identifying a balance between actions taken by the subsidiary, and the cultural bond to the 

corporate core. A risk with acting independently is that the subsidiary starts chasing 

opportunities and end up as an individual actor, far away from the business and culture of the 

rest of the corporation.    

 

In a projection of the development of the world’s top economies done by Goldman Sachs 

(2007, figure 4) we see that by 2050, China will be number one and, together with India, have 

a very fast development phase. It is said that emerging markets tend to follow the leaders, and 

as their often quick progress are closing up and more and more come to resemble the leaders, 

the development pace will slow down as the borrowable ideas of development will run low 

(The economist, 2011-04-16, p.76). This, however, may not be the case in China, for as Patrik 

Lockne describes it, China tends to walk its own way and not absorb the western concepts of 

development. Which then would legitimize this projection and not count China as the “regular 

emerging market”. With this projection in mind, the words of Birgitta Ed become clear: “We 

have only just seen a glimpse of the real potential China has to offer”.  

Figure 4: Projection of the top economies by 2050 
Source: Goldman Sachs, 2007 
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The potential in China is evident, but potential alone does not resemble success (Björkstén, et 

al. 2010, p. 7). Succeeding in China may not just be a domestic victory. Factors of success, 

such as attracting talented employees and develop products suited for the highly competitive 

Chinese market can create a powerful platform for the global market (China Daily, 2009-03-

30). This is emphasized by Jeanette Svensson at SMC’s head office, claiming that: “making it 

in East Asia or not making it in East Asia will be of great matter for the future of the entire 

company”.  

 

Antonin Beurrier explains that in China alone SMC has over 10 000 local competitors, which 

is a great challenge that demands quality in all areas of the value chain. To create value, 

Antonin Beurrier claims that one must understand what is perceived as value adding on the 

local market. Emphasizing the challenges in facing the competition in the strive for the 

potential, Birgitta Ed, consultant and co-founder of Springtime, means that the great 

communicative challenges for a European, or even a Swedish global actor does not lie in the 

cities of the European market, even though they are important, but rather in the large, to many 

abstruse, Asian markets. Referring to the mining and construction industry as SMC is in; to be 

a leading global actor within ten years, you cannot fall behind in a market as China. Antonin 

Beurrier agrees in this opinion and suggests that perhaps China is a good place for SMC to 

form a global service center. The high demand for services, the diversity of competitors and 

customers, and the importance of acting fast would be an ideal place to set a global standard. 

In the current situation in SMC, as in many other western corporations present in China, the 

Chinese market is seen as a lucrative place to be, but is it considered a place for managerial or 

strategic development with only a fraction of top management present in China (see figure 6, 

p. 28)? According to Antonin Beurrier, no matter how much freedom the Chinese subsidiary 

is given, at the end of the day the big decisions are made at head office and without a clear 

understanding of the Chinese market, it is not evident that the decisions are the best for 

neither the Chinese subsidiary, nor for the entire corporation. Perhaps this will change if it is 

as Henrik Sjöberg, consultant at Springtime says, that it is likely that China will set the new 

global business agenda. Until that happens a key will be to, as Birgitta Ed highlights, and also 

as done by SMC, approach the Chinese market viewing it as a highly advanced and developed 

market, as it is becoming, and not in any way underestimate neither it nor its actors. 

 

Both SMC and Springtime are emphasizing the importance and relevance of China, and the 

important factor of having sufficient knowledge to succeed on the Chinese market. The 
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critical factors are to have an enough amount of knowledge to enable fast actions with 

precision and at the same time be in line with the corporate culture. With this background 

SMC decided to bring in support in form of Springtime, that could share the knowledge from 

past experiences and improve the precision of actions, improving efforts in order to succeed 

on the Chinese market.    

 

3.2 Identification of who and what is important 

In this specific situation, the right knowledge is key to make efforts more efficient and to 

improve the precision of market directed activities in a huge market as China. As emphasized 

by Sevón (2009) in the theory, this is where it is important for an intermediary consultant to 

act as a translator so that the corporate culture always is considered, as is emphasized as a 

critical factor above. A main problem is highlighted by Patrik Lockne, considering the size of 

the Chinese market, and the difficulty of recognizing suitable limitations. Understanding the 

size and growth pace is one thing, understanding the people, the governing bodies, and the 

culture is another. There are major differences in the government agenda and in the mindset 

of people in different parts of China alone. According to Mico Ma, consultant at Springtime 

in Beijing, this is something a western multinational corporation normally might recognize as 

differences between countries, or continents even. Taking the government sector as an 

example, which first of all is different from what westerners are used to. At the same time lots 

of changes are taking place from power shifts to changes in functions and roles. This demands 

an administrative span where complex and changing sectors needs to be dealt with for each 

region, forming individual regional strategies (Björkstén, et al, 2010). Corporations then, as 

explained by Birgitta Ed, can regard the Chinese market as a continent like Europe. Just as 

approaching Europe, different countries (regions) demand different types of attention, treating 

them as different markets.  

 

For SMC, focusing on value adding, it is important to deliver what the customer want and 

need. Antonin Beurrier highlights the key of recognizing the different levels of maturity 

among customers in China. Some customers are certain what they want, as the costs and 

benefits have been thoroughly calculated. Some customers want a full concept, as they are not 

mature enough to fully recognize their needs, costs, consequences of certain actions, etc. 

Depending on this, SMC carries a large panel of service solutions, meeting customers with the 

right service tools to mutually invent a suited solution. By securing that the correct tools are 
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in hand to encounter these differences there is a greater chance of long-term competitiveness 

on the market. It is important therefore to have the answer to whether or not a certain 

opportunity is possible to advance on, and if the right tools are in hand for a sustainable 

development, and not just blindly chase openings on the market (Björkstén, et al, 2010, p. 

165). 

 

3.2.1 Governmental focal points for the Chinese development 

The government of China is planning their economic development by initiatives based on 

five-year plans. Entering their twelfth five-year plan, growth targets are directed to seven 

strategic emerging industries that are intended to constitute the backbone of the Chinese 

economic development. These seven industries are: New-generation information technology, 

high-end equipment manufacturing, advanced materials, alternative fuel cars, energy-saving 

and environmental protection industry, biotechnology, and alternative energy (Business 

China, 2010-09-09). It is evident that the major focal point is the environment, alternative and 

efficiency of energy, but what the government wants is also to re-direct the export-focused 

production to growth through domestic demands. According to Patrik Lockne, the intention is 

to spread the wealth more evenly over the country through raising the innovativeness of 

domestic actors and directing investments to the poor regions. This means that Chinese actors 

within these strategic emerging industries can count on support from the government, which, 

as underscored by Henrik Sjöberg, results in a challenging situation for western companies 

within these industries.  

 

3.3 Sustainable positioning on the Chinese market      

The size of the Chinese market, the amount of potential customers, possible employees, and 

the diverse origin of competitors make it a hard to determine the size and shape of a 

stakeholder approach. In Sweden for example, perhaps all larger companies should have 

relations in all areas because of the small sized market. Having the same approach in China 

would mean hundreds of thousands different contacts, which of course is impossible to 

manage. Therefore, to reach a sustainable position on the Chinese market, companies need to 

identify where the decisions are made that affects their brand, where it is important to be and 

where it is not, in a way, as Birgitta Ed puts it: “localize their universe in China”. Birgitta Ed 

also highlights the benefits for foreign actors placing representatives from top-management 
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on the Chinese market, allowing them, in the hierarchic societal structure in China, to develop 

relations with important stakeholders on a higher level, than middle management can do.   

 

3.3.1 Building relations 

Close relations have always been an important aspect in China. Björkstén and Hägglund 

(2010) mention the large circle, which is the society, and the small circle, which is family and 

friends. In their reasoning, based on research of social anthropologists, westerners are 

prioritizing the large circle and Chinese the small circle (p. 25-26). An almost mythical 

concept of relations in China is Guanxi. Without going too deep into the concept it has to do 

with relations ensuring access to products and services. This, however, was of course majorly 

important at the time when China was an isolated planned economy, without the business 

incentives of today’s China. Guanxi is important to recognize and know about, but as a 

critical tool of doing business in China, Björkstén and Hägglund (2010) believe it is “the 

single most exaggerated myth” (p. 28). In that sense, it does not mean that access to networks 

is not important, it is just as important as in other parts of the world. Patrik Lockne, in his role 

as a consultant in Beijing, is recommending foreign subsidiaries in China to work 

systematically to form a network around the organization. “They will have to consider what 

they can offer that is unique, something they can build their market position around, for 

example as an expert in their specific industry. The goal is to build on the interpretation you 

get on the market, as that is the true brand, and of course to achieve trust”.  

 

Based on experiences with foreign actors entering China, Birgitta Ed says that corporations 

with established plans and strategies throughout their organizations tend to move these ways 

of working straight onto the Chinese market, believing that, what works there must work here. 

This is a very naive way of entering the Chinese market. The reason for that is what the 

western world sees as common references and self-evident meanings are often not interpreted 

similarly in China. Because of this, conversations and communicative efforts often fail in the 

initial phases. Quoting Henrik Sjöberg of the importance of adapting to China: “It is all about 

sales. The more you know of the others’ buying preferences, the better you will dress your 

own offer in an attractive way and thus you become more successful”.   
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3.3.2 SMC’s positioning strategy 

In a survey done with 270 customers, SMC identified the importance of delivering quality. As 

the quality of SMC’s products is well known and taken for granted they had to justify, in 

comparison with competitors, higher prices in other ways than just through products. To do 

this SMC had to shift the main focus from products to value creation and position themselves 

as a value provider through soft values, still carrying high performance products. As 

mentioned above, to create value one must understand what is perceived as value adding. In 

this situation for SMC this meant using consultants as mediators, enabling an understanding 

what value is to stakeholders in China, and how it is created.  

 

Jeanette Svensson at SMC’s head office in Sweden claims that one or two decades ago, it 

would be enough just to be a western actor in China, but today it takes a lot more. SMC has 

invested parts of their R&D in China, and is carrying valuable knowledge and experience 

from a long-term global presence. In that way they are using their knowledge in China, 

contributing to the Chinese development. Claiming to be a Chinese-Swedish company and by 

using the phrase “a Chinese company with a Swedish backbone” SMC is competing against 

local actors as a Chinese player with the quality associated with northern Europe, carrying a 

global experience. Thereby, as Henrik Sjöberg suggested, dressing their offering in, what is 

considered by the target group, an attractive way.  

 

Jeanette Svensson, in her position as Manager of Marketing Communications, sees the 

benefits of investing heavily up-front in the relatively new Chinese business (in comparison to 

subsidiaries in other regions), making sure the right prerequisites and support are in place for 

the subsidiary to act as freely as possible. As recommended above by Patrik Lockne, SMC 

has worked systematically, recognizing a suitable position on the market. Considering the 

governmental actions, they have given special focus to environment, health and safety (EHS), 

sticking out among competition as an expert within the area. An area, as explained above, is 

playing a big part in the Chinese twelfth five-year plan. Birgitta Ed further explains the 

importance of initial investments saying; reconsiderations and readjustments of corporate 

structure demands investments weighed up against the heavy operational procedures needed, 

as there are no shortcuts in a process like this.  
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3.3.3 Being global and identifying critical factors for acting local  

Henrik Sjöberg claims that finding the right people is critical for corporations and their 

subsidiaries to have well-functioning satellite organizations. This calls for a cultural 

reconsideration that is suited both for the external environment, the internal environment, and 

for future employees (Björkstén, et al., p.141). Antonin Beurrier lifts this question saying that 

Chinese employees are happy to be at SMC because they are not exposed to corruption, are 

allowed an open mindset, and they are a part of an international organization. But to touch 

employees through the core values, SMC will have to clarify the values and make them 

understandable. Again proving the importance of mediating meanings, as emphasized by 

Engwall, et al. (2010) in the theoretical framework. SMC is managed by values because 

usually it is assumed that people understand basic values and they do not have to translate it 

into prescriptions. “In China you have to clarify and say that: fair play means, no conflict of 

interest, which means if you lose a deal it is no problem, it is ok. In China you do not manage 

with values cause everything is distorted compared to the western culture, you manage by role 

model and by go or don’t go, yes or no” (Antonin Beurrier).  

 

 
Figure 5: Decisive factors for succeeding in China 

Source: Fernandez, et al 2010 

 

 

In the ranking of decisive factors for succeeding in China in a survey on 136 General 

Managers of European subsidies in China (Figure 5. Fernandez, et al. 2010), quality and 
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qualification of the management team is ranked number one. With the large sized market, the 

fragmented segments, and cultural differences a strong management effort is well needed in a 

promising emerging market as China. This is especially important as the foreign actors are 

experiencing a tougher business climate when, as described by Patrik Lockne, former benefits 

such as  tax reliefs are taken away and domestic actors are promoted in China’s twelfth five-

year plan. SMC’s situation can be exemplified regarding these common factors. Having top 

quality products, it is hard to justify a price that is three times higher than local actors’ 

products that can do roughly the same work. So to go beyond the price comparison and 

compete on other terms, SMC needs to improve their attractiveness in China and act as a local 

player and, in a way, modify their brand. According to Antonin Beurrier, this is a puzzle 

because when acting as a local, people will ask: “are you Swedish, are you local, what are 

you”? For SMC, Antonin Beurrier means that an ideal answer to this question is that they are 

both, always delivering the same quality. An answer that of course must be built on a strong 

understanding of the Chinese market in order to convey such an image.     

 

3.5 Attention from head office   

Jeanette Svensson, as President of Marketing Communications, is clear on the point that SMC 

do not want to have a fully controlled centralized, police-like organization. It is important that 

different global regions have their own individuality, but still act under the same values and 

main messages of SMC. In China it is important to emphasize SMC as a Chinese actor that is 

contributing to the Chinese development. According to Jeanette Svensson, lots of 

corporations are aware of what they are lacking, about the global challenges, and what it takes 

to manage this in a successful way, but due to lack of time and resources the efforts are not 

sufficient enough. “To make something global into local, you really need to dig in deep and 

not just send directives or make short visits, saying how it is and how it should be and then go 

home”. Because of the potential and importance China has for the future of the organization, 

Antonin Beurrier emphasizes that perhaps a closer relationship between China and head office 

is needed. He further explains that SMC has a decentralized system but that the alignment of 

the importance of succeeding in Asia from the whole organization is critical. For the fast 

moving Asian market, mainly China, the relation between subsidiary and head office contains 

advantages such as a larger margin in budget planning than current operations justify, 

proactive investments, and more latitude with direct contact to the corporate core.  
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3.5.1 Distribution of limited resources 

The majority of the leading global western actors have had their largest market share in the 

western world, size- and profit wise. As the potential of the Chinese market has increased, so 

has the presence of western actors. But, as Björkstén and Hägglund (2010) put it: being there 

is not enough. To meet the potential, find a strategic fit on the market, and make profit out of 

it, the right resources are needed.  

 

The diagram below shows a survey done by BCG (2007), comparing the Asian market and 

the large western firms’ share of the Asian market.  

 
Figure 6: 40% of the markets are in Asia (2007) 

-Are sufficient resources allocated? 

Source: BCG (2007) 

 

In the formative stage of today where large actors need to succeed in China, Birgitta Ed 

believes that to be successful on a global stage, lots, and probably more attention needs to be 

allocated from head office to that region. In cases where the central attention needs to be 

distributed from a few people, as is the case for SMC, Henrik Sjöberg is elucidating that it is 

inevitable to take the attention from some regions to give more to others. In SMC there is 

currently a disproportionally large attention directed to China. Compared to regions as 

Australia and South America, China is not relatively big in business proportions, but to meet 

the potential, Jeanette Svensson and Antonin Beurrier agree on the current disproportion of 

Large western  
firms’ share 
of Asia 
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head office attention as necessary for SMC’s future success. Another factor for why this 

disproportion is needed is that China is a fairly new region for SMC, in comparison to other 

regions. A strong selective effort is therefore needed to really influence the region with the 

corporate culture. Jeanette Svensson means that this culture already exists in regions as 

Australia and South America, meaning that they are not in need of the same amount of 

attention. New employees in those regions are automatically formed into the corporate culture 

and initiatives are taken in the interest of SMC. According to Jeanette Svensson it can even be 

positive to allow regions to act independently and ease on the attention from head office, 

without for that reason allow just anything.  Quoting Jeanette Svensson: “it is important to 

choose what battles to take. We are four people at head office that are supposed to support 60 

people globally; it is evident that we cannot do this fully. Therefor we strive to gain trust, 

create a relationship where people in the organization feel that they can turn to head office for 

example when encountering tough decisions. This means that we have to understand the 

organization enough so we know when to ease on the attention and when to allow 

independent behavior”.      

 

In a large and widely spread global corporation as SMC it is very important to maintain a 

dialogue in the organization. It is important for there are no given situations or answers. 

Jeanette Svensson explains the situation and a desired communicative structure: “A constant 

dialogue in the organization is required. This demands good communicators, which improves 

the quality of the dialogue. A dream scenario is to have the time and resources to connect 

regions and segments, for example to link people in a process in South America with people 

in China that are exposed to a similar situation. This prevents a controlling, slow, and central 

organization and instead creates a communicative network”.  

 

In this reasoning the importance of being selective with the limited amount of attention is 

clear. And in that way being, as Bouquet, et al. (2008) highlights, attentive to the promising 

subsidiaries. The communicative challenges however are not just directed from head office to 

the distant subsidiaries. As Antonin Beurrier describes: “the main problem is not for us to 

understand what the head office says, but rather for the head office to understand what we 

have to say”. In his research, where Birkinshaw (2007) points out the importance for head 

office to be observant to what is needed from a subsidiary, lies a two way cultural challenge. 

It is not enough to mediate meanings from the corporate core out in the organization; just as 

important is to mediate from the outside of the core and in.         
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3.6 Bridging with intermediary organizations  

As explained above, the lack of resources hinders head office to communicate with a full 

spectrum to the entire organization. Therefore considerations need to be done in the 

communicative efforts. Even though considerations are being done and the attention is 

directed to, in this case China, there is still a cultural discrepancy that needs to be translated. 

Illustrating this problem, Jeanette Svensson is exemplifying: SMC wants to communicate 

innovation. How will the people in the head office in Sweden know what makes a Chinese 

person think, “that’s really innovative”? According to Jeanette Svensson this is not possible 

because of the cultural distance and from limited resources, but what can be done is to 

identify a bridging concept that aligns messages from head office and the interpretation in 

China. Having an understanding of cultural differences is very important, and also to 

understand the own inabilities. Without the correct knowledge of a promising region as 

China, it is impossible to form a desired corporate message, which is causing a stop in the 

sales organization. Referring to this, Henrik Sjöberg foresees a situation leading to distrust 

between marketing communications and sales, which is devastating for a corporation.  

 

With this background, the communicative challenges, and the importance of China for the 

entire corporation’s future success SMC chose to bring in Springtime as a partner.  A vital 

aspect in succeeding in this partnership is to keep in mind Sevón’s reasoning about the 

relation between organizations and intermediaries in form of consultants, where the 

responsible translator should be the organizational actor who knows the mother tongue, and 

not the consultant. In this way a corporation, as SMC in this case, can keep the core values in 

their communicative efforts and be given the prerequisites, and in forms of communicative 

support and cultural guidance to improve the quality and efficiency in communicating in and 

from the corporation. From the perspective of the East Asian region, Kristina Zang is positive 

to the fact that she has a partner in Springtime, following the initial message from head office 

and supporting her in implementation or distribution of the message. According to Kristina 

Zang, the less a message needs to be explained and translated between persons and entities, 

the more alike it will be the original intention from head office. 

 

Antonin Beurrier emphasizes the importance of using an intermediary as Springtime to 

leverage dips in the organizational structure, which is not a part of the firm’s core 

competence. “SMC is a producer of top-level products, they offer top-level service, but to be 
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a top-level corporation consultants are needed to leverage the design of the brand architecture 

and advance long-term in brand equity to reach the same top-level quality”.   
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4. Discussion 

The analysis will pattern the theoretical perspective with empirical findings and develop the 

framework by applying the specific context given by SMC and consultants. This section allows 

for an element of discussion, to elaborate around the purpose of the study. To identify and 

describe what it means for a multinational corporation to be a foreigner on a distant market 

focusing on the strategic approaches to challenges on the Chinese market in forms of 

distribution of attention from head office to subsidiary, sustainable positioning, and the use of 

intermediary organizations. 

4.1 China, a foreign market of opportunities and challenges 

With projections showing that China will exceed the top-economies by far within the coming 

decades, and knowing of the impressive investments the Chinese government will do in the 

coming years, it is not strange that the Chinese market has created somewhat of a “mass-

psychotic” herd mentality among global corporations. Regardless of the huge potentials 

Björkstén et al. (2010) has a simple but very vital point when saying that; potential alone does 

not resemble success. Already Seneca (5 BC – 65 AD) said that luck happens when 

preparation meets opportunity. In the case of SMC, it stands clear that in the process of 

acclimatizing and succeeding on the Chinese market it contains lots and lots of tricky and 

resource demanding challenges. As described by Zaheer (1995), global actors face a liability 

of being foreigners on distant markets, and corporations can try to counterweight this by, for 

example, the premium attached to a brand. In SMC’s case, Jeanette Svensson explains that 

this was working one or two decades ago and today there is a whole other situation. Further 

explained by Antonin Beurrier; differentiating through top-level products is not enough, SMC 

needs to focus on creating value for their customers, which is a strategy that demands high 

quality in all levels of the value chain. This is in line with what Khenna et al. (2005) says, that 

western corporations establishing in emerging markets need to develop suited strategies that 

are different from those used at the home markets. SMC has done this by creating a new 

strategy, adapted to the promising Chinese market, and that strategy is a value adding strategy 

that demands lots of knowledge in how value in China is created. To do this, SMC brought in 

Springtime as support, and with experience from the Chinese market, the consultants at 

Springtime has the knowledge of what the target audience in China perceives as being value 

adding.  
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Knowledge is absolute key in the strive for success in all markets, especially when being the 

size of the Chinese market. Antonin Beurrier highlights the risk of approaching the 

opportunities without sufficient knowledge, and further highlighting the importance of being 

able to act fast on the Chinese market. As understood, this is a balancing act that demands 

knowledge to successfully solve the equation of creating value, chasing opportunities, and 

acting fast. 

 

4.2 Strategic distribution of central attention 

As Patrik Lockne points to, there is a controlling aspect in the chasing of opportunities. 

Without control there is a risk that a subsidiary in China ends up somewhere far away from 

the corporate core values and the rest of the organization. Jeanette Svensson claims that a 

centrally controlled, police-like organization is not desired, but rather gives an interesting 

point in the forming of an organizational dialogue where the head office works as support for 

the distant markets. Zaheer (1995) explains that the decision of centrally steered governing 

mechanism or not centrally steered requires a thorough understanding. In the situation for 

SMC, this understanding is explained by Jeanette Svensson as a cultural aspect where those 

regions with high levels of corporate culture requires less attention since they act in the 

regime of the company. Forming a dialogue as a tool for improving the resource demanding 

communication efforts as suggested by Jeanette Svensson requires high levels of 

communicative skills to make sure messages are perceived with the same meanings 

throughout the organization. Regarding regions ending up in strategic isolation as emphasized 

by Birkinshaw, et al. (2007) a functioning dialogue will activate communicators out in the 

organization, thereby prohibiting regional exclusions.  

 

In the current situation, SMC is giving relatively large amounts of attention to China, as it has 

such large impact on the future success for the entire company. In accordance to Bouquet, et 

al. (2008) and Ghosal, et al. (1989), the limited central attention needs to be selectively 

directed to promising subsidiaries. Antonin Beurrier agrees that China is given lots of 

attention, but no matter the amount of freedom or specific budget setups, the big decisions are 

still taken centrally, and without top people in China there is no foundation in the decisions 

made. Here is a communicative challenge that perhaps can be solved by placing more top 

people and decision makers in an important emerging market as China.  
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4.3 Positioning on the Chinese market  

As Davis (1973) describes, relating to societal considerations; to have a desired effect from an 

action one must consider how that action will be perceived by the surroundings. As China has 

lots of cultural differences from the western world, enough resources must be invested in 

thoroughly understanding the Chinese culture to be understood and effect, or at least reach the 

surroundings with desired meanings. A prerequisite for this is obviously to have a clear 

definition of what you, as a company, want to be known for in China, and that your 

stakeholder approach is socially suited in relation to that definition.  

 

Patrik Lockne highlights the importance of recognizing limitations referring to the size of the 

market and the amount of actors. By again making sure sufficient knowledge is in hand, the 

foreign actor can identify “their universe in China”, still considering that the universe will not 

be static, but rather dynamic and fast changing. As Engwall et al. (2010) put it; governing 

processes are not concerned with single, isolated, and stable relations, but rather complicated 

networks of organizations, unfamiliar cultures, and complex social systems. Regarding these 

changes as Mitchell (1997) emphasizes: to achieve a sustainable position on the market, 

corporations will have to adjust and acclimatize to updated situations over time. By handling 

this, foreign actors are able to dress their offer and be perceived as attractive on the market. 

 

There are reasons for why foreign actors need to seek advice in the process of identifying a 

favorable position on the Chinese market. First is, as described by Friedman (2002), the 

complex market structure that is continuously changing together with the social reality. 

Second is Mitchell’s et al. (1997) reasoning that stakeholder management is not a zero-sum 

game, meaning that efficiency can increase the amounts of stakeholders managed, which 

according to Donaldson et al. (1995), if managed successfully, is correlated with corporate 

success. Last is the fact that managers are varying in their personal scanning of the corporate 

environment, so experience and knowledge will improve the quality of the scanning and lead 

to better precision of the positioning.  

    

4.4 Using intermediary organizations 

The theoretical framework and the empirical findings stresses the importance of 

understanding the local market and the local culture as a prerequisite for success, and 

throughout this study the importance of knowledge has been emphasized. In SMC’s case, 
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Springtime was hired as bearers of knowledge and relevant experiences. Antonin Beurrier 

also has an interesting point when pointing out Springtime as an important player in 

leveraging parts in the corporation that are not part of the core competences, contributing to 

the picture of SMC as an actor with top-performing levels in all parts of the value chain.  

 

Another interesting aspect is the reasoning of consultants as mediators of meanings, 

translating messages from the corporate core to culturally differentiated regions. Antonin 

Beurrier describes a problem in SMC as a reversed issue, where the problem is the head office 

lack of understanding of what the East Asian region has to say. Referring to the model by 

Engwall, et al. (2010), a problem in this case is that the corporate core is too isolated. Without 

sufficient understanding of a promising region as China, the right decisions are hard to make. 

Perhaps the corporate core needs to open up and be more receptive to distant cultures and 

thereby creating a solid foundation of experiences to base decisions on. As the progress in 

China is decisive for the entire SMC, Birgitta Ed’s questioning of corporations not being in 

China, could possibly be applicable on the corporate core of large western global 

corporations; “can they afford not to be in China”?     
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5. Conclusions 

The findings in this study inevitably describe the process of acclimatizing to the Chinese 

market as resource demanding and complex. Overcoming the liability of being a foreigner on 

the Chinese market has more to do with a well-considered strategic approach based on a 

sufficient amount of knowledge than with premiums attached to a brand. As in the case for 

SMC where product focus became value adding focus, demanding an understanding of what 

is perceived as added value. Considering the size and the amount of actors in China, 

identifying limitations is a vital aspect when positioning on the market together with a clear 

idea of what you want to be known for.  

 

The opportunities in China have created a herd mentality among global actors where, for a 

corporation as SMC, succeeding in China is of great matter for future success. This attracts 

the attention from head office, which results in less attention to other, not as opportunity rich 

regions. Avoiding a situation where regions end up in strategic isolation, a well function 

organizational dialogue will activate communicators in the regions, thereby overcoming or 

easing the risks associated with disproportionally distributed limited central attention. It is 

important also to underscore that attention alone is not a recipe for success. The corporate 

core taking the big decisions needs to have sufficient amounts of experiences and knowledge 

to take the best possible decisions.  

 

The complexity and lack of knowledge and experience in a distant market as China increases 

the importance of using intermediary organizations. An intermediary as a consultant can 

function as a translator, mediating meanings to a target audience, in that way bridging the 

cultural discrepancies. For an actor as SMC focusing on adding value, using consultants also 

means leveraging the wholeness of the offering to customers, since that is what it takes to 

differentiate through value adding on the Chinese market.  

 

Summarized in this concluding section is that, to succeed in a complex market as China, a 

foreign multinational corporation needs to face and manage all of these challenges. Despite 

the resources it is demanding, the projections of progress among the largest economies and 

the opportunities reveal that it is necessary to make the investments needed to succeed in a 

promising market as China.     
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5.1 For future studies 

This study has been limited to focus on a few chosen challenges and, for those, relevant 

interviewees. It has been concentrated to a time frame, which has prohibited studying these 

challenges over time. Continuing on this study, it would be interesting to elaborate more 

around Antonin Beurrier’s reasoning of China as a global service center where the market 

situation is considered ideal for developing top-level services. What would be the 

consequences of using the Chinese market as a service hub, and how would this be 

implemented in a corporation as SMC? Having more time and resources would also allow a 

study in how the central attention is affecting less prioritized regions over time. If the 

progression of the Chinese market continues as the projections shows, is a service center 

enough in China or should it be the base for head offices and the corporate core? Surely there 

will lots of interesting studies about this for different corporations and industries and surely 

there will be empirical examples to investigate of both successful and not so successful cases.    

 

           



 38 

 

“I do not want my house to be walled in on all sides and my 

windows to be stuffed. I want the cultures of all the lands to 

be blown about my house as freely as possible. But I refuse to 

be blown off my feet by any.” 

- Mahatma Gandhi 

 

  

http://thinkexist.com/quotation/i_do_not_want_my_house_to_be_walled_in_on_all/10833.html
http://thinkexist.com/quotation/i_do_not_want_my_house_to_be_walled_in_on_all/10833.html
http://thinkexist.com/quotation/i_do_not_want_my_house_to_be_walled_in_on_all/10833.html
http://thinkexist.com/quotation/i_do_not_want_my_house_to_be_walled_in_on_all/10833.html
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