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The role of society for the development of multinational companies’ (MNC) business has so
far not attracted much scholarly attention in international marketing. Responding to recent
calls for further research relating MNCs with society, the aim of this thesis is to enhance
the understanding of the MNC relationship with society. Standing on the business network
perspective, the theoretical view includes society in the network. Apart from business actors,
the view incorporates public actors (such as governments) and civil society actors (such as Non-
Governmental Organizations). Thus, contrary to earlier business network studies, the MNC
relationships with non-business actors are explicitly handled as part of the business network in
this thesis.

For the fulfillment of the aim - understanding the MNC relationship with society - the
study applies the four relationship elements knowledge, commitment, trust and legitimacy. In
further developing the theoretical view, the results from the empirical and theoretical findings
in the papers, along with others’ contributions in this field, have inspired the development of
interdependence in relationships. Consequently, the main emphasis in the ‘Thesis Summary’ is
put on a deeper theoretical discussion of the concept of interdependence. The interdependence
framework maps different relationship types with business and non-business actors in business
networks. The implications on the management of the different types of relationships are also
further developed.

The empirical study, which inspired the theoretical development, concerns a qualitative and
abductive case study of a Swedish MNC’s relationships with actors from the business, public and
civil society sectors in Argentina and Brazil. The study is based on 51 interviews, observations
and documentation as its main data sources. It resulted in four papers, which were developed
in the areas of crisis, subsidiary strategy, radical innovation and expansion to the rural ‘Base of
the Pyramid’, all applying a relational perspective.

The thesis has both empirical and theoretical contributions. The major empirical contribution
concerns the behavior of MNCs in emerging economies in relation to society. The theoretical
development contributes deeper exploration of business relationships and network perspectives
in the context of society, adding a novel employment of the same.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the MNC context 

Society inevitably has a significant impact on the development of businesses. 
This has become recognized to an increasing extent over recent years in the 
context of multinational companies (MNCs), however, as yet, it remains an 
area where a great deal of research is required to develop and complement 
the understanding that has been reached (Boddewyn and Doh, 2011; Vachani 
et al., 2009). Over the last few decades, the processes of globalization and 
economic liberalization have contributed to the expansion of MNCs, ena-
bling them to become powerful in relation to nation states (Pellow, 1999; 
Pellow, 2001). “The world’s biggest corporations have revenues that equal 
or even exceed the gross domestic product of some developed states” 
(Crane, 2008, p. 418), a fact that is even more pronounced in emerging 
economies (Child and Tsai, 2005). As a consequence, societal expectations 
with respect to MNCs’ responsibilities have increased similarly. Some 
scholars even go as far as to define MNCs as “political corporations” that are 
expected to assume a government-like role and undertake generalized social 
responsibility in society (Grolin, 1998). Political governance research has 
developed along similar lines, increasingly emphasizing relationships among 
powerful actors from different sectors of society, instead of only considering 
hierarchical state governance (Pappi and Henning, 1998). 

Having identified the importance of the role of society in the MNC con-
text and vice versa, it is necessary to highlight the fact that the relationship is 
far from clear-cut. Some suggest that MNCs’ social objectives are merely a 
way into new markets, and not morally based actions. The morality of 
whether “making profits while doing good” is acceptable or not, is root for 
yet another value based dispute. Further, MNCs need to handle differences 
between countries concerning society’s expectations; what in one country is 
taken care of by the public sector is the responsibility of the business sector 
in others (Crane, 2008). The disparate opinions on MNCs’ role in society, 
together with the presence of MNCs in multiple countries with diverging 
political systems and on different levels ranging from local to inter-
governmental, uncover the complex and multilayered MNC relationship with 
society (Rodriguez et al., 2006). 

The Swedish telecom MNC Ericsson is an example of a Western MNC 
that is interrelated with society. Being a global company with activities in 
both developed and emerging countries, and in urban and rural areas, Erics-
son is exposed to the complexities described above. Ericsson delivers an 
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essential piece of societal infrastructure in the shape of communications, 
which is growing in importance. The presence of society in the company’s 
context is visible in their worldwide strategy; the “Networked Society”. This 
strategy upholds the goal of connecting all entities in society, which in turn 
is expected to enhance society development, at least according to their mar-
keting messages: 

We apply our competence, solutions and innovation to global challenges in 
order to empower people, business and society to help shape a more sustain-
able world. In the Networked Society, Ericsson is the leading advocate of 
Technology for Good. By using broadband, cloud and mobility to address 
climate change, poverty, education, health, human rights, and humanitarian 
issues such as refugees, peace and disaster response, we work to ensure that 
our technology is a force for good and lasting change (Ericsson, 2010).    

The truth of the message quoted above is not of tremendous concern for this 
thesis. Instead, the very existence of society in the MNC context is the main 
consideration. Arising from the importance of society in the MNC context 
and the lack of research on the subject, the aim of this thesis is therefore to 
enhance the understanding of the MNC relationships with society. 

Society’s role in the MNC context is complex, which makes it difficult to 
study, albeit not less important. Consequently, in order to understand the 
MNC-society relationship, the complexity needs to be defined. In a first step, 
what the intricacy is comprised of and who is encompassed by the term “so-
ciety” in the MNC context will be specified. Despite the fact that the subject 
has been given little attention to date, there are important contributions in the 
international marketing research where MNCs and the environment in which 
they operate have been considered. Thus, the process of understanding the 
MNC relationship with society will start there. 

Society in international marketing  
MNCs have traditionally been studied by considering the single firm as an 
analytical unit, with considerably less scholarly attention having been paid to 
MNC environments (Forsgren and Johanson, 1992). When the contextual 
setting is included in international marketing, most efforts have been di-
rected to the business environment (Baron, 1995; Boddewyn, 1988). In addi-
tion, relationships have not tended to be the central analytical units in the 
market focused international marketing literature; in comparison, indeed, the 
market has generally been studied from a variety of theoretical standpoints 
(see e.g. Baron, 1995; Porter and Kramer, 2002; Teegen et al., 2004). When 
the multifaceted relationship of the MNC with society is included in interna-
tional marketing research, it has mainly been studied in separate streams of 
research according to Rodriguez et al. (2006). They describe the first stream 
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as the political one, which includes research on corruption. The second con-
cerns corporate social responsibility (CSR), which is related to the responses 
of MNCs to the demands society imposes on them. In what follows, these 
two research streams will be considered more closely. 

In the political stream of international marketing research, nation-states 
have traditionally been the central objects of study (see e.g. Boddewyn, 
1988; Boddewyn and Brewer, 1994; Murtha and Lenway, 1994; Porter and 
Kramer, 2002). In line with the relational governance approach presented 
above, some research has transformed the view of MNC relationships with 
nation-states from a hierarchical structure to a more interactive one 
(Nowotny et al., 1989). Other literatures, such as political risk, apply a less 
interactive view where the country risk is maintained as the factor affecting 
MNC behavior (Oetzel, 2005). In contrast, lobbying research has a strongly 
active approach to the study of firms’ political non-market environment 
(Andersen and Eliasson 1996), but has been quite one-sided. The interactive 
and reciprocal view is advocated by scholars who treat relationships among 
MNCs and public actors as interdependent in line with their relative power 
changes described earlier (Crane and Desmond, 2002; Ring et al., 1990). The 
interdependence is often described as being based on the exchange of re-
sources. A network view of the interdependencies has also been applied by 
Yarbrough and Yarbrough (1987). 

The second stream of non-business research in international marketing, 
CSR, involves MNC responses in respect of society’s increased expectations 
for MNCs to take responsibility. CSR is a rapidly growing phenomenon and 
most of the “Fortune 500” companies include this theme on their websites 
(Vogel, 2005). Despite this development, it is still a poorly defined concept. 
The complexity of the MNC relationship with society, discussed above, is at 
the center of the CSR research and contributes to the difficulty of defining it. 
Some definitions require that the responsibility related actions taken by a 
firm are morally grounded. This means that an activity can only be consid-
ered CSR if the main intent of the commitment was to “do good”, i.e. by 
definition and action cannot be classified as CSR if it is only a side-effect of 
business (Baron, 1995). Others maintain that as long as the outcome of the 
actions leads to “common good” for society, then the actions can be labeled 
CSR (Crane, 2008). In this thesis, the commonly used definition concerning 
additional social responsibility taken by a firm beyond the minimum re-
quired by regulations, will be applied (Yang and Rivers, 2009). 

The differing views concerning the definition are also relevant to the dis-
cussion of whether firms should engage in social responsibility activities at 
all. Based on the original publication from 1970, scholars such as Friedman 
(2007) hold that firms not should deal with social responsibility issues which 
surpass their obligations towards the owners. On the other hand, as discussed 
above, some scholars adopt the standpoint that firms have a moral obligation 
to assume the corresponding social responsibility from being such important 
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actors in society (Harrison and Freeman, 1999). Yet others discuss a more 
strategic view (Bhattacharya et al., 2009; Crane, 2008; Yang and Rivers, 
2009). One of the main components identified in the CSR research is also 
central in the political stream; legitimacy. Hence, legitimacy will be main-
tained as a central concept of the complex MNC relationship with society, 
and further presented in the following section. 

Legitimacy  
Several scholars hold legitimacy to be one of the central gains firms can 
achieve from engaging in CSR activities (Grolin, 1998). One of the founders 
of CSR research, Davis (1960), defines social legitimacy of firms in terms of 
what society considers to be responsible. Davis (1973, p. 314) continues 
describing the relationship among firms and society through legitimacy as 
follows: “Society grants legitimacy and power to business. In the long run, 
those who do not use power in a manner which society considers responsible 
will tend to lose it.” The concept of legitimacy originates in institutional 
research. It refers to other actors’ perception of a firm, not only in terms of 
adherence to formal rules, but also the behavior exhibited with respect to 
more tacit normative institutions; “a generalized perception or assumption 
that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some 
socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions” 
(Suchman, 1995, p. 574). In this view, actions taken by firms need to be 
isomorphic with, or adapted to, society rules and norms if they are to be con-
sidered to be legitimate (see e.g. Meyer and Scott, 1992; Salancik and 
Pfeffer, 1978). CSR could, therefore, be seen to be a tool for MNCs to use to 
become isomorphic with the relevant society, and hence perceived as legiti-
mate. Just like CSR, defining legitimate actions is a delicate undertaking 
since society is comprised of several sectors, sub-groups and so on, with 
widely varying value systems (Meyer and Rowan, 1977a). Adding the mul-
tinational setting to the discussion results in the issue that what is considered 
legitimate in one country, may be seen as illegitimate in another (Kostova et 
al., 2008). 

Regardless of the complexity of defining what legitimate actions are, the 
question remains: What would the gains be for an MNC when its CSR ac-
tions are considered legitimate? Campbell et al. (2012) describe the expected 
advantages connected to lower costs and the willingness of buyers and sup-
pliers to interact with a legitimate firm. Obtaining an image of being a com-
pany that applies “good business practice” is believed to lead to consumer 
loyalty (Bendell and Murphy, 1997). When active in foreign markets, MNCs 
may lack legitimacy owing to what is known as the “liability of newness” 
(Suchman, 1995), or the “liability of foreignness” (see e.g. Hymer, 1960). 
This can be defined as the additional costs carried by the foreign MNC due 
to newness and lack of, for instance, legitimacy in comparison to the existing 
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local firms. Legitimacy can, thereby, be considered to be an important re-
source to attain in firms’ internationalization processes (Pogrebnyakov and 
Maitland, 2011; Rivera-Santos et al., 2012; Xu and Shenkar, 2002), howev-
er, establishing legitimacy in a new context is an intricate process. This es-
tablishment of legitimacy will be discussed further, with specific attention 
being paid to emerging economies, where some scholars maintain it as high-
ly central. 

Research has highlighted the lack of local legitimacy for Western MNCs 
in emerging economies because of certain disbelief arising from colonization 
baggage issues (Crane, 2008; Dahan et al., 2010). In line with the assump-
tion of adaptation to local legitimacy by MNCs, Yang and Rivers (2009) 
propose that MNC subsidiaries in emerging host countries adapt to the local 
CSR practices. These may include activities related to institutional voids in 
these settings, making up for the state failings concerning for instance health 
and education (Boddewyn and Doh, 2011; Teegen et al., 2004).  

The relational approach adopted in this thesis, however, includes both ad-
aptations and influence of the MNC in its relationship with society, under-
lined by Kostova et al. (2008) and Boddewyn (1988), among others. Child 
and Tsai (2005) and Yildiz and Fey (2012) highlight the abilities of MNCs to 
influence their environment, especially in emerging economies, instead of 
only adapting to it, based on their increased power discussed above and the 
distinctive legitimacy held by certain MNCs on a global level (Kostova et 
al., 2008; Yildiz and Fey, 2012). The relational view is enhanced further 
when the nature of CSR activities are studied more closely. Bhanji and 
Oxley (2013) highlight the difficulty MNCs have to attain legitimacy from 
CSR-activities. MNCs are not the traditional actors who perform responsibil-
ity related activities in society, which generally are carried out by actors 
from the public and civil society actors. Thus, MNCs lack legitimacy in ac-
complishing CSR-activities, since they are performed by an actor not legiti-
mate in that area. The authors call this a “liability of privateness”1. A con-
nected phenomenon aggravating MNCs’ lack of legitimacy in CSR related 
activities is sometimes labeled “green wash”; this concerns MNCs being 
accused of merely communicating CSR-objectives, but not adhering to them 
(Hamann and Acutt, 2003). According to some scholars, this failure to ob-
tain legitimacy can be addressed through relationships with the actors that 
traditionally are expected to handle these types of CSR-related issues; i.e. 
from the public and civil society sectors (see e.g. Bhanji and Oxley, 2013; 
Rivera-Santos et al., 2012; Van den Waeyenberg and Hens, 2012). 

Thus, having discussed the matter of legitimacy in the MNC relationship 
with society, the next part of the complexity is approached: who are the ac-

                                                 
1 Given the private nature of civil society, the term “liability of privateness” is not applicable 
to its fullest extent in this thesis. I would rather use a term related to the monetary profit-
seeking aspect of the MNC instead. 
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tors in society that need to be considered? The political actors have already 
been emphasized as the first research stream to have been addressed in inter-
national marketing, as presented above. However, as highlighted by Bhanji 
and Oxley (2013), other actors than the public sector ones are central in 
MNCs’ CSR and society-related activities. Civil society actors have also 
been identified as being important; these are the same actors who often give 
voice to the increased requirements MNCs should have to take responsibility 
in society, which was discussed at the outset. Alongside business and public 
sector actors, civil society actors are thereby defined as the third type of ac-
tor in society that is considered in this thesis. The civil society sector actors 
will be further presented below. 

Civil society  
As argued above, CSR is described as the response of firms to the responsi-
bility required from them by society, requirements often specified by civil 
society actors such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Christmann, 
2004; Pellow, 2001). When civil society is included in the MNC context in 
international marketing research, NGOs are often the actors being consid-
ered. Civil society is the sector of society where non-monetary profit-
seeking, private, religious, and political-interest actors are found. NGOs are 
defined in similar ways (Rivera-Santos and Rufín, 2010), and the NGOs in 
question, in this thesis, are non-religious, non-monetary profit-seeking and 
not overtly political. 

MNC relationships with NGOs are said to have developed in parallel with 
and along a similar interactive course to the relationships with the public 
sector, described earlier, again in line with the power changes in society 
(Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012). NGOs appeared in MNCs’ business environ-
ment as external pressures in the 1990’s (Egels-Zanden and Hyllman, 2006). 
At the beginning the relations were described mostly as being hostile or 
based on philanthropic donations. Nevertheless, after the famous case where 
Shell and Greenpeace decided to cooperate in 1995 (Arts, 2002), other 
MNCs and NGOs followed; and the nature of the relationships started to 
change from one of resistance to one of cooperation (Perez-Aleman and 
Sandilands, 2008), and from simple donations to closer collaborations. 
Cross-sector collaboration scholars maintain that the trend steers towards 
partnerships where firms and NGOs engage in projects with mutual benefits, 
while others emphasize that most relationships still are philanthropic in their 
nature (see e.g. Berger et al., 2004; Kourula and Halme, 2008). 

MNCs’ relationships with NGOs have not received much scholarly atten-
tion in international marketing (Chelekis and Mudambi, 2010). They are, 
however, defined as being increasingly important in the MNC society con-
text by a number of scholars (Dahan et al., 2010; Teegen et al., 2004; 
Vachani et al., 2009; Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011): 
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In this broader and, we believe, more accurate reflection of IB context, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) - the civil society counterparts of MNEs 
and governments - act as a third key set of players in value creation and gov-
ernance around the world (Teegen et al., 2004, p. 464). 

Gradually more common MNC-NGO relationships are found in research 
areas such as social innovations (Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011), base of 
the pyramid opportunities (Prahalad, 2012) and, in relation to the extreme 
complexity of global issues today, such as the environment and poverty  
(Dahan et al., 2010; Hartman et al., 1999; Wilson et al., 2010). The relation-
ships are often described as being based on resource exchanges (Marano and 
Tashman, 2012), since no society sector alone holds the complete set of re-
sources required to solve the global issues (Ritvala and Salmi, 2011; Starik 
and Heuer, 2002). These are also becoming increasingly acute for firms, 
since the firms are expected to adhere to firmer laws, regulations and norms 
(Nakata and Weidner, 2012; Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011). Hence, 
irrespective of the important actors from the business sector, actors in the 
public and civil society sectors are being identified as being important in the 
MNC context. The inclusion of these types of actors is also visible in the 
empirical domain. In the quote below from Ericsson’s Vice President of the 
function in charge of the company’s society related issues (CR&S), the rela-
tionships with non-business actors are perceptible: 

At Ericsson our approach to “Technology for Good” is to work in pri-
vate/public partnerships. We have seen time and time again with the initia-
tives in which we are engaged, that when we work together with Govern-
ments, NGOs and international organizations we can have a much bigger im-
pact than any one of us could alone (Ericsson, 2011). 

The MNC relationship with society has hitherto been defined in terms of the 
central role of legitimacy, along with relationships with actors from the three 
sectors. Research on these topics concerning the MNC relationship with 
society is, as presented above, studied in separate streams with a political or 
CSR focus. Nevertheless, scholars stress the interrelatedness of the research 
streams and the difficulty of disentangling them, calling for their intercon-
nected, but still specific consideration. MNCs have relationships simultane-
ously with actors from the different sectors of society (Baron, 1995; 
Rodriguez et al., 2006). The basis for the theoretical framework in the at-
tempt at enhancing the understanding of the MNC relationship with society 
thus needs to include not only the relational interactive perspective, the con-
tents of the interactions, the different sectors of the MNC context, but also 
their interrelatedness. An important additional gap concerning interrelated-
ness among the sectors of society in the MNC context is, thereby, addressed 
in this thesis. The choice of theoretical basis will be presented in the next 
section. 
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Interactive, inclusive and interrelated  
The interaction based business network perspective is determined to be suit-
able for developing an understanding of the MNC’s relationship with socie-
ty. It entails the holistic interrelatedness among actors in a network setting, 
the consideration of profit oriented goals as well as well-defined structures 
of relationships. Another valuable and common means to analyzing the con-
tent in CSR related research is to adopt the inclusive stakeholder perspective, 
including actors from both the business and non-business environment 
(Harrison and Freeman, 1999). In contrast, however, the interrelatedness 
among the different stakeholders is not given a great deal of attention. This 
shortcoming has been stressed, for instance, by Wilson et al. (2010), who 
applied a network focus on the stakeholder view in the study of a social 
partnership. Since their aim was to understand the social goals, they did not 
pay attention to business profits and even avoided applying theories with 
business objectives. Such a theoretical focus does not fit in with this thesis, 
however, where the aim entailed gaining a better understanding of the 
MNC’s relationship with society from the perspective of the focal MNC, and 
thus, keeping the business goals highly central. An introduction to the inter-
action based business network perspective will be given in the following 
section. 

In business network studies, the bridging of “market gaps” in marketing 
research are interpreted in terms of interactions and relationships between 
business actors (see e.g. Håkansson, 1982; Johanson and Mattsson, 1987; 
Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). A network approach concerns interdependen-
cies. The activities performed are embedded in the surrounding network, and 
are directly and/or indirectly interdependent on the activities of the counter-
parts. The actors who interact are not considered to be autonomous, and, in 
turn, the interactions enhance the interdependence of the actors. The rela-
tionships can be seen as tools with the potential to be used when aspiring to 
control the unknowns in the context and for handling the interdependencies 
within the same relationship (Forsgren and Johanson, 1992). Nevertheless, 
relationships with non-business actors are not prevalent in the business net-
work perspective. The primary objects of consideration have traditionally 
been the interactions between the business actors. Inspired by the merger of 
the stakeholder and business network perspectives that Ritvala and Salmi 
(2011) demonstrated was possible, both aspects are incorporated in this the-
sis in order to capture the complexity of the MNC society relationship. Rela-
tionships between the MNC and actors from the public as well as civil socie-
ty sectors are thereby added to the business network approach. Thus, the 
next step is to review how the non-business sector relationships have been 
handled in the business network perspective hitherto. 
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Non-business actors in business networks 
The “market gap” between business and society that needs to be overcome 
just as it would in business to business exchanges, is as already emphasized, 
not central in business network research. Business networks are applied in 
both industrial marketing and international business, but rarely include the 
interactions with non-business sector actors. Still, some business network 
scholars underscore the need for the inclusion of non-business actors, in part 
building on the network view of Yarbrough and Yarbrough (1987) men-
tioned earlier (see e.g. Hadjikhani, 2000; Hadjikhani et al., 2008; Ritvala and 
Salmi, 2011; Welch and Wilkinson, 2004): 

In this increasingly globally interconnected world of business and govern-
ment an understanding of the ways business networks are embedded in polit-
ical networks and the nature of such political networks, are surely an im-
portant part of IMP [Industrial Marketing and Purchasing, added] interest and 
research (Welch and Wilkinson, 2004, p. 229). 

Attention has mainly been paid to relationships between the business and 
public sectors when non-business actors are included in business network 
studies, as is also apparent in the quote above (see e.g. Hadjikhani and 
Ghauri, 2001; Hadjikhani et al., 2008; Li et al., 2009; Peng and Luo, 2000; 
Welch and Wilkinson, 2004). Interactions with civil society actors such as 
NGOs, however, have not received much consideration from business net-
work scholars (Ritvala and Salmi, 2011), despite their increased importance 
in the environments relevant to MNCs. Hence, only a small number of stud-
ies have been made applying the business network perspective including all 
three sectors. Hadjikhani et al. (2008) paid certain attention to civil society 
actors; this work constituted an important step to include these in the busi-
ness network analysis. However, they only made a limited differentiation 
between the public and civil society actors, and the main focus was still on 
the interactions and relationship between business and political actors. 
NGOs were not included as actors from civil society. In contrast, an NGO 
had been included in a business network study where the effects on re-
sources were studied (Håkansson and Waluszewski, 2002). This research 
concerned the technological implications rather than the social interaction, 
which has been found to be quite substantial and important for creating long-
term relationships in emerging economy settings (Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 
2005b). Another contribution to this area of research is that of Latifi (2004); 
in his work, the civil society relationship was included, but only as an inter-
mediary role. 

The business network standpoint in this thesis is closely aligned with Rit-
vala and Salmi (2011). However, the focus on relationships with non-
business actors will be added to the business network research in this thesis 
instead of resorting to the stakeholder perspective. Both Wilson et al. (2010) 
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and Ritvala and Salmi (2011) concentrate on issue networks or social part-
nerships with the “messy” social problem being at the center in their re-
search. These views diverge from the aim of this thesis, where the business 
to business and business to non-business relationships will be studied in the 
context of the “regular” business network. In common with many of the 
business network contributions described above is also the main emphasis on 
understanding why the relationships to non-business actors are engaged. In 
this literature, a secondary emphasis is placed on the actual interactions and 
relationships with non-business actors in the sense of how they are engaged 
and maintained. In this thesis, understanding the MNC relationship with 
society is not only concerned with why it is engaged by MNCs, but also with 
how relationships develop and are established. The questions posed and ad-
dressed to fulfill the aim of the thesis will be further specified in the follow-
ing section. 

Research questions 
Society as an environment in which MNC business is conducted is becoming 
increasingly important for MNCs. Given that this area is under-researched in 
international marketing, the aim of this thesis is to enhance the understand-
ing of the MNC relationship with society. The overall research question 
which has guided my research for the fulfilment of the aim is: 

 
• How does the MNC manage its relationships with society? 

The exploration of the general research question has also presented an op-
portunity to contribute to the business network perspective. The inclusion of 
relationships with actors from the public and civil society sectors to the 
business network perspective adds attention to relationships with non-
business actors, which have not attained a great amount of scholarly atten-
tion in business network research. This objective is approached from ad-
dressing the question: 

 
• How do the MNC relationships with non-business actors differ from 

business to business relationships?  
 
Thus, to understand how the relationship with society is managed by the 
MNC, its relationships with actors from the three sectors defined above will 
be considered. An abductive process has been applied in performing the 
research presented in this thesis; studies of the literature have been spurred 
by empirical findings. The empirical research, from which the general theo-
retical frame has been derived, will be briefly introduced in the following 
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section. The general theoretical frame, which represents the perspective used 
when tackling the questions posed, will subsequently be presented.      

Introduction to the empirical study 
With the aim of understanding the MNC’s relationship with society, its rela-
tionships with other businesses and with non-business actors were studied in 
different settings in a partially explorative approach of the business network. 
A qualitative case study of the Swedish MNC Ericsson in the highly regulat-
ed information communication and technology (ICT) industry was undertak-
en, including Ericsson’s subsidiaries in the emerging economies Argentina 
and Brazil. Ericsson’s behavior during the crisis 2001 in Argentina and a 
CSR-related endeavor in an Amazonian region of Brazil, carried out in col-
laboration with a local NGO and a customer, were investigated closely. The 
aim of the Amazon project was to bring 3G connectivity to a formerly un-
connected area, an objective which was completed in two different commu-
nities. The project and the relationship between Ericsson and the NGO were 
found problematic at times, however.  

The main subjects of the four empirical papers, all of which relate to the 
MNC relationship with society from a business network perspective, are:  
 
Table 1. Main subjects of the empirical papers 

Paper Main subjects 
I Relationship processes in crises 
II Subsidiary strategy including relationships with non-business actors
III Radical innovation including firm-NGO relationship
IV Sector distance and firm-NGO relationship building 

In the results of the four papers, interdependence was found central, which 
also is a fundamental concept in business network relationship research. This 
concept is introduced below as the general theoretical frame of this thesis for 
understanding the MNC relationship with society. 

Interdependence as a general theoretical frame  
Interdependence between the actors will be used as the theoretical grounds 
for understanding the building and management of the relationships between 
the MNC and actors from the different sectors. From applying interdepend-
ence as a central concept, the actors’ mutual need to take the other party into 
account is perceived as being the foundation for the relationships. The inter-
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dependence between business and non-business actors in the business net-
work is illustrated in Figure 1 below, where the focal MNC is shaded.2 

 
Figure 1. Illustration of the interdependence of actors from different sectors in the business 
network 

The interdependence of the actors from diverse sectors can, for instance, be 
based on their respective possession of different resources; such resources 
include expert knowledge of business, mobilization possibilities in civil so-
ciety and funds, as well as the authority to make binding decisions by public 
actors. However, when applying the interdependence view, resource ex-
changes are not sufficient for understanding the interactions. The objectives 
and preferences of the different actors need to be taken into account, includ-
ing policy outcome, business strategy, social goals and so on (Hadjikhani, 
2000; Pappi and Henning, 1998; Ring et al., 1990; Welch and Wilkinson, 
2004). 

The more specific composition of the interdependencies in the different 
types of relationships between the MNC and actors from the three different 
sectors have not received much research attention in the business network 
perspective, as per the research gap revealed earlier. It is unclear whether the 
interdependencies between business and non-business actors are similar to 
the business to business ones. Figuratively speaking, this can be expressed in 
terms of arrows with similar or different characters in Figure 1, between the 
different types of actor types. The elements affecting interdependence there-
fore need to be defined.  

                                                 
2Apart from the direct interdependencies illustrated with arrows in Figure 1, the abundant 
indirect interdependencies are also included in the study of MNC relationship with society, 
adding to the holistic view. This is not explicitly illustrated in the figure.  
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Thesis structure 
To enhance the understanding of the MNC relationship with society, the 
elements of interdependence in the relationships among the different actor 
types will be discussed in the theory development of Chapter 2. The discus-
sion on theoretical development, concerning how the relationships are built 
and managed is, therefore, a theoretical approach to fulfill the aim of this 
thesis; a theoretical framework for the understanding of the MNC relation-
ship with society. This discussion, as underscored above, is interrelated with 
the Chapter 4 of this thesis, where the aim of understanding the MNC rela-
tionship with society is studied empirically. The aim of the research ques-
tions and the approach adopted in solving them will thereby be discussed 
both theoretically in Chapter 2, and empirically in Chapter 4. The structure 
of the thesis is described in greater detail in Table 2. 
 

Table 2. Summary of the thesis structure 

Chapter Contents 

1. Introduction 
 

The MNC relationship with society has been 
presented as a subject along with the gaps 
identified in the studies of the MNC society 
relationship and the business network per-
spective in connection to the aims of this 
thesis. The basics for the choice of theory 
perspective were also argued for, as well as 
the general theoretical framework of the 
research questions.

2. Development of the theory 
 

The aim is approached theoretically in the 
second chapter with the construction of a 
framework. The theory development discus-
sion is inspired by the thesis’ paper outcomes 
and additional theoretical studies.

3. Research process 
 

The research process is presented. The ab-
ductive progression of the studies found in 
the literature, and data collection and analy-
sis describing the research and theory devel-
opment process are explained.

4. Outcomes presented in papers 
 

A short introduction to the empirical case is 
given, before the summaries of the papers’ 
outcomes on which the theoretical discussion 
was inspired are presented.  

5. Concluding remarks 
 

Finally, the main contributions from both the 
theoretical and empirical discussions are 
summarized.
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Chapter 2: Theory development - 
Interdependence between business and non-
business actors 

The aim of understanding the MNC relationship with society is approached 
through a theory-developing discussion in this chapter, inspired by the re-
sults from the empirical research of the thesis. MNCs’ relationships with 
different types of actors will be examined based on the concept of interde-
pendence. It is then further developed and discussed throughout the chapter.  

Interdependence 
As described in the introduction, interdependence will be used as the general 
theoretical frame for understanding the building and management of the 
different relationships between the MNC and actors from other sectors of 
society. The identification of interdependence was in part done through the 
empirical papers of the thesis. Interdependence is also a central concept in 
the business network perspective; however, it has not previously been ex-
plicitly emphasized and framed in connection to the different types of rela-
tionships, as will be done here. Hence, in order to understand the relation-
ships, the interdependence in the different relationship types will be dis-
cussed in this first part of the theory-developing chapter.  

The different types of relationships that will be included in the framework 
defining interdependence in the MNC relationship with society include the 
ones defined in the introduction: with actors from the business (B-B), public 
(B-P) and civil society (B-CS) sectors. Four relationship elements were used 
in different constellations in the empirical papers studying the MNC’s dif-
ferent types of relationships: knowledge, trust, commitment and legitima-
cy. These will all be incorporated as the interdependence elements in the 
development of the framework for interdependence in different relationship 
types. Their different constellations in the empirical papers are illustrated in 
Figure 2: 
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Figure 2. Application of the theoretical elements involved in interdependence  

Having identified the relationship types and the interdependence elements of 
the theory development framework, its structure is illustrated in Table 3. 
Their respective consideration in business network research is also shown. In 
the white area, the traditional B-B is found with the most research devoted to 
it, followed by studies of B-P relationships such as Hadjikhani and Thilenius 
(2005b) marked in light gray, and the dark gray B-CS relationship type hav-
ing received the least research attention (Ritvala and Salmi, 2011). Also 
apparent is the lesser attention paid to the legitimacy element compared with 
the others. Depending on their respective level of attention in business net-
work research, connected literature will be included in the description of the 
interdependence elements in the different relationship types. 

Table 3. Business network interdependence research of different relationship types and inter-
dependence elements 

 RELATIONSHIP TYPES    

ELEMENTS B-B B-P B-CS     
Knowledge  Most Few Scarce 
Commitment   
Trust   
Legitimacy   

The elements will be studied concerning their role in both resource and so-
cial interdependence. In the empirical studies of this thesis, the elements 
were treated mostly in terms of being either resources or social elements. 
This is in line with several business network studies where emphasis is given 
to the analytical levels of resources and actors. However, some results in the 
empirical study and interpretations of business network studies of this thesis 
indicated the dual role of the elements in relation to interdependence. For 
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instance, knowledge as a resource exchanged between two or more actors is 
part of the resource interdependence, but the same element can be connected 
to knowledge on how to build relationships, then being part of and affecting 
the social interdependence. These dual roles have been underscored in busi-
ness network research before, but, the structuration of the differing roles of 
elements in the resource respective social interdependence has not been ex-
plicitly applied. Therefore, in order to be able to use the elements in their 
different roles in interdependence, they will be studied both in terms of in-
fluencing resource and social interdependence. The underlying logics of 
these will briefly be presented below. 

Resource and social interdependence form part of the basis of the interde-
pendence concept. Interdependence can be described as stemming from two 
logics: resource-focused power asymmetries (Emerson, 1962; Pfeffer and 
Nowak, 1976) and socially focused embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Uzzi, 
1996). Emerson (1976, p. 359) applies Blau’s definition when describing 
social exchange studies as “a frame of reference that takes the movement of 
valued things (resources) through social process.” Dependence can stem 
from an absence of alternatives, while interdependence is described by 
Mizruchi (1989) as the reciprocal dependence of two actors. The starting 
point in the resource-dependence focus interprets interdependence as a liabil-
ity that needs to be managed due to its inherent property of power asymme-
tries. Embeddedness logics (see e.g. Granovetter, 1985; Gulati and Sytch, 
2007; Uzzi, 1996), which this thesis adheres to, can be described as a “pro-
cess by which social relations shape economic action” (Uzzi, 1996, p. 674). 
Here the role of social structures in economic life is studied, which, accord-
ing to embeddedness scholars, was neglected in traditional economic analy-
sis. Granovetter (1985) interprets interdependence in terms of individual 
actions and purposes embedded in systems of social relations. Trust and 
embeddedness are the cornerstones of the reasoning where individual behav-
ior is closely embedded in networks of interpersonal relations. The social 
embeddedness fills the same function as power in resource dependencies, 
that of avoiding fraud in social and economic exchange.  

The basis of embeddedness in this thesis interprets it as an integral part of 
both social and resource interdependence, in line with Morgan and Hunt 
(1994) in their studies of relationship marketing management. They study 
relationships applying both commitment from resource interdependence and 
trust in social embeddedness. Based on reciprocity, their argument describes 
interdependence as constructed from a trustful relationship, which is highly 
valued and where the actors tend to commit. The commitment of resources 
in turn binds the actors more closely in interdependence, since there is an 
uncertainty involved as the costs of leaving the relationship are elevated. 
Taking the concept of embeddedness a step further, its impact from the rela-
tionship per se is discussed by for instance Uzzi (1996) and in terms of total 
interdependence by Kumar et al. (1995). From inter-organizational co-
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operative endeavors, with adaptations and social bonds, an added interde-
pendence apart from the initial, more instrumental resource dependence de-
velops, that is, a structural interdependence on the relationship and connect-
ed relationships.   

Resource and social interdependence are both included in the business 
network perspective. Resource interdependence is based on resource hetero-
geneity (Axelsson and Easton, 1992; Johanson and Mattsson, 1987), ground-
ed in the ideas of scholars such as Penrose (1959). Firms are seen to interact 
in business relationships in order to attain and develop interdependent heter-
ogeneous resources that each actor accesses. Social interdependence among 
actors is also highlighted for the coordination of the resource interdependen-
cies and the division of work in the business network (Axelsson and Easton, 
1992). Hence, the gains from resource interdependencies are not seen as 
automatic, but as taking place within a social frame of interaction. The inter-
dependence is thereby created through interactions, and it is built where 
there is mutuality between two or more actors. The mutual orientation, as 
well as the interdependence per se, are not static but affected by the same 
interactions and interdependencies (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995; Johanson 
and Mattsson, 1987).  

Adding to a holistic interrelated view, the connected relationships are cen-
tral in the business network perspective relationships. Interdependencies in 
dyads cannot be understood without reference to the wider network; “no 
business is an island” (Håkansson and Snehota, 1989; Håkansson and 
Snehota, 1995). This systemic view, apart from the social embeddedness 
view of Granovetter (1985), is based on e.g. Cook and Emerson (1978) and 
Cook et al. (1983), who focus on interdependencies in networks with re-
source commitment as a central concept. The embeddedness view of re-
sources in the network setting is later highlighted by scholars such as Foss 
(1998), who hold resources valuable when they fit in the network. The indi-
rect network interdependencies are thereby found essential, so both direct 
and indirect interdependencies need to be taken into account (Johanson and 
Mattsson, 1987).  

Thus, interdependence is built from the four different elements which all 
will be defined in terms of their role in resource and social interdependence. 
However, before the interdependence of the different relationship types is 
discussed, given the attention paid to the different types of actors in this the-
sis, their consideration in business networks will be given some further at-
tention.   

Heterogeneous actors 
Differences in actor types and their interdependencies are not central in 
business networks, as is accentuated above, while heterogeneity of resources 
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is indeed fundamental. This is logical given the main attention on business 
actors in business network research. All relationships are seen as heteroge-
neous, i.e. all are unique. When relationships with non-business actors are at 
least mentioned, some expect them to be as heterogeneous as business to 
business relationships, but without the business exchange (Forsgren et al., 
2005). The actor heterogeneity is generally not further discussed, however.  

Political science scholars such as Pappi and Henning (1998) as well as in-
ternational business scholars, for instance Boddewyn (1988) also differenti-
ate the exchange; they maintain that political exchange is different from 
business exchange. They describe these political interactions as not neces-
sarily comprising monetary or technological resources. This is in line with a 
discussion of the role of non-economic exchange in business networks by 
Easton and Araujo (1992). They study business actors in the form of compet-
itors on the “horizontal level,” as opposed to the value chain relationships 
between business actors on the “vertical level.” In a later publication, Easton 
et al. (1993) include business to public relationships and see them as distinct 
from the vertical business to business relationships, because of their differing 
functional bases. Hadjikhani and Thilenius (2005a) build on this division of 
dissimilar relationship types in their business-network research concerning 
vertical business and horizontal relationships with non-business actors. The 
notion of differences among the relationship types is further discussed in 
Hadjikhani and Thilenius (2005b, p. 191), where they conclude: 

Research methods need to be developed further, as non-business actors do 
not follow the same pattern of behavior (as business actors) and hold differ-
ent values, and have another basis for their legitimacy.  

In a later study by Hadjikhani et al. (2008, p. 922) where socio-political rela-
tions were included, the following conclusion was drawn concerning the 
differences between relationships between diverse actors: 

The relationships between business and socio-political actors have a long-
term and mutual nature. However, contrary to business-to-business relation-
ships, the relationship mutuality did not have a financial exchange or profit 
base. Actors in the social and political market, because of their legitimacy, 
ground their relationships on socio-political values. This paper thus draws the 
conclusion that the nature of the trust, resource commitment and legitimacy 
in the business market and socio-political market is different.  

Hadjikhani and Sharma (1999) also differentiate firms’ relationships with 
non-business actors and maintain the former as more complicated than those 
among business actors. In the few business network studies where they are 
included, relationships with non-business actors have thus been described as 
different from business to business. Given these identifications of the dissim-
ilarities among business to non-business interactions, and calls for further 
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specific analyses concerning the same, they will be studied more closely in 
this theory-development discussion. Apart from this gap, the absence of dif-
ferentiation between the non-business actor relationship types is also consid-
erable. In the quote above for instance, ‘socio-political relationships’ are 
grouped as the same type, including relationships with actors from both the 
public and civil society. Hence, in order to understand and illuminate possi-
ble differences and similarities among the relationship types, interdepend-
ence will be discussed separately in the different relationship types defined 
and illustrated above: B-B, B-P and B-CS.  

Hereby the structure of the theoretical framework is in place, making way 
for the discussion and definitions of the resource and social interdependen-
cies in the different relationship types. In the following section these will 
result in a table of interdependence as the theoretical basis of the MNC rela-
tionship with society. 

Interdependence in different relationship types 
Given the central role of business to business relationships in the business 
network perspective, the description of this type is presented first. The rela-
tionship types including non-business actors are then presented in the light of 
related literatures, with the intention of making up for the identified gaps 
concerning them in business network research. Concerning the elements, the 
aim in this chapter is merely to try to bring clarity to how they are defined 
and applied in the framework developed in this thesis, without claiming that 
these are the only interpretations. Now, having described the structures and 
disposition, the actual interdependence in the different relationship types in 
the framework can be defined.  

Business to business interdependence  
One of the main resources emphasized in business to business interdepend-
ence concerns heterogeneous knowledge of resources, paving the way for 
interaction and interdependence (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995; Johanson 
and Mattsson, 1987; Johanson, 2001). Possibilities of mutual knowledge 
creation are also enhanced, increasing resource interdependence further. 
Knowledge concerning the network is similarly accessed through the interac-
tion in the business relationship. It is likewise interpreted here as part of 
social interdependence. Johanson and Vahlne (2009) in fact define 
knowledge also in terms of relationship knowledge concerning resources as 
attained through interaction. By learning more about the counterpart, social 
interaction is enhanced, and in a similar process, from ample experience of 
relationships, the general relationship knowledge is expected to make new 
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relationships easier to establish. In sum, knowledge concerning how to de-
velop relationships may enhance social interdependence. 

Commitment is defined as another central element of resource interde-
pendence in business network relationships, for instance in line with Cook et 
al. (1983) mentioned above. Adaptations of the heterogeneous resources are 
done through mutual commitments in terms of relevant investments of time 
and resources, which also can lead to specialization and stronger interde-
pendence (Axelsson and Easton, 1992; Håkansson and Waluszewski, 2002; 
Johanson and Mattsson, 1987). The productivity improvements and efficien-
cy gains in the shape of, for instance, timely deliveries, enhanced quality are 
some of the main advantages often referred to concerning business relation-
ships compared to arm’s-length relationships (Forsgren et al., 2005). Hence, 
apart from the actual resource exchanges among actors, the commitment in 
the adaptation process and specializations enhances the resource interde-
pendence among the network actors further. Commitment can also affect 
social interdependence (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). It can be described as the 
investment vis-à-vis a counterpart or connected actors and shows the desire 
to continue the relationship (Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005a) in the shape 
of commitment to meetings and the like.   

The trust element is traditionally seen foremost as part of social interde-
pendence, but it can also be regarded as a resource-interdependence element. 
Several scholars view trustful business network relationships as resources, 
since they can attract other actors, for instance (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). 
Basically, the trust element in a relationship is here interpreted in terms of its 
role in resource interdependence, given its difficulty of replication, and 
thereby the trust in a focal dyad may attract third parties. However, the most 
common application of trust concerns its role in social interdependence, as 
inspired by for instance Granovetter (1985). Morgan and Hunt (1994) define 
trust in terms of expectancy and the willingness of the actors participating in 
the exchange to partake in that trust, which thus must be mutual. Trust is 
mentioned to be harder to build when value systems differ, yet are not fur-
ther discussed, and it is also more complicated to attain in the case of spatial 
distances, cultural differences and lack of experience (Hadjikhani and 
Thilenius, 2005b; Johanson and Vahlne, 2009).  

The main interdependence elements in business network relationships 
have here been briefly presented in their role in business to business resource 
and social interdependence. The following section discusses legitimacy, 
whose centrality is enhanced in interdependence with non-business actors as 
well as MNCs’ CSR and foreign endeavors, especially in emerging econo-
mies. As already pointed out, legitimacy is not central in business network 
studies, but it is added to the present analytical framework. Its use in this 
framework and sporadic inclusion in business network studies will be pre-
sented below.  
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The studies of legitimacy in business management can be divided into 
two main traditions according to Suchman (1995): institutional structuration 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1991) and social-exchange strategic tradition 
(Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). In the latter, legitimacy is handled as an opera-
tional resource that can be extracted from the context in order to reach the 
firm’s objectives (Suchman, 1995), and it is seen as a resource in itself due 
to its ability to attract other resources and relationships (Ashforth and Gibbs, 
1990). Legitimacy can thereby be understood as an element affecting the 
resource interdependence in the framework developed in this thesis. A small 
number of business network scholars have applied legitimacy explicitly 
studying business to business relationships, such as Gebert-Persson (2006) 
based in part on Sharma (1991). Gebert-Persson (2006) finds legitimacy to 
affect the firm’s network position.3  

Meyer and Rowan (1977b) make an early attempt to connect the institu-
tional view of legitimacy with resource exchange for efficiency in a network 
setting. They see legitimacy as a condition for resource exchange; hence this 
role is interpreted as an element affecting social interdependence in the pre-
sent framework. Social interdependence can also be connected to Kumar and 
Das (2007), which is one of the few contributions where legitimacy is in-
cluded in industrial marketing literature on a relational level. Based on trans-
action-cost logics, Kumar and Das (2007) discuss the importance of inter-
partner legitimacy for an alliance to be successful. As opposed to external 
legitimacy, where the focus of the perceptions of the firms stems from the 
context, they describe internal legitimacy as the perception of the alliance 
partner. Internal legitimacy is closely linked to the value systems of the 
partners where the behavior of the other may be accepted or not. Without 
referring to the concept of internal legitimacy explicitly, business network 
scholars such as Håkansson and Snehota (1995) mention the perception of 
the relations of a counterpart as important in the relationship, as do Morgan 
and Hunt (1994), who highlight shared values as adding to the development 
of trust and commitment. The concept of the “assumed identity” of the coun-
terpart, which can stem from mere beliefs, is discussed briefly by Håkansson 
and Snehota (1995) and can also be related to internal legitimacy. This rea-
soning of the mutual perception between two actors in terms of internal le-
gitimacy is thereby expected to influence the social interdependence in the 
framework being developed. 

                                                 
3 The network aspect of legitimacy is central also in the business network studies by Human, 
S. E. and Provan, K. G. 2000. Legitimacy building in the evolution of small-firm multilateral 
networks: A comparative study of success and demise. Administrative Science Quarterly, 
45(2): 327-365. and Persson, S. G., Lundberg, H. and Andresen, E. 2011. Interpartner 
legitimacy in regional strategic networks. Industrial Marketing Management, 40(6): 1024-
1031. Nevertheless, they focus on the strategic network as focal, in contrast to the more or-
ganic business network approach of this thesis. 



 32 

Hence, the logics of external and internal legitimacy appear to be taken 
into account, to a certain degree, in the business network perspective, alt-
hough seldom explicitly in this wording. The application of legitimacy in the 
theoretical framework of interdependence in this thesis defines external le-
gitimacy in terms of a heterogeneous resource attracting counterparts, affect-
ing resource interdependence. Internal legitimacy is seen as a necessary ele-
ment based on the perception of the counterpart’s values, which influences 
social interdependence.  

The four elements influencing resource and social interdependence in 
business to business relationships have now been presented. But before I go 
on to describe the interdependence in the remaining two relationship types, a 
clarification is needed concerning the distinction between trust and legitima-
cy, as these are closely related elements and are sometimes used inter-
changeably. Internal legitimacy is closely linked to the value systems of the 
partners, while trust, according to Kumar and Das (2007), is connected to the 
predictability of the partner’s behavior. Lack of acceptance of the values of 
the counterpart thereby can thereby be seen as causing diminished internal 
legitimacy, while differing worldviews and values can be seen as a lack of 
trust attributable to a lack of understanding.   

Internal legitimacy can also be seen as preceding trust, based on its inter-
pretation as initial trust, a perception that does not require former interac-
tions in comparison to experience-based trust. Discussing legitimacy in the 
business-network approach, Gebert-Persson (2006) makes a distinction be-
tween legitimacy and trust: from being seen as legitimate, a firm can also be 
found trustworthy as another prerequisite for resource exchange. In these 
terms a firm can be found worthy of trust even before actual interactions, 
which in turn can facilitate trust and commitment. The legitimacy concept 
can thereby be integrated into business network interdependence, relating it 
to the perception of an actor as trustworthy without necessarily being the 
result of experience-based interactions. The relation between internal legiti-
macy and trust4 could be illustrated as in Figure 3: 

 

 
Figure 3. Legitimacy – trust relation 

                                                 
4 This illustration concerns merely the differentiation between the two elements, while they in 
the process perspective of business networks influence each other. 
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Business to public interdependence  
As argued in the introduction, relationships with non-business actors in the 
context of MNCs have increased in importance with the altered power rela-
tions and enhanced expected social responsibility of MNCs. As early as 
1976 Pfeffer and Nowak (1976) acknowledged the importance of the study 
of interdependence among other types of organizations than business firms, 
which, however, has not been central in firm-interdependence, or in business 
network, research. In order to make out what characterizes the interdepend-
ence in non-traditional relationships, the interdependence elements defined 
in business to business relationships will be fertilized with findings from 
related research. Scholars occupied with the business network relationships 
between MNCs and public actors (Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 2001; Hadjikhani 
et al., 2008; Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005b) have received inspiration 
from, among others, MNC political-behavior studies (see e.g. Boddewyn, 
1988; Murtha and Lenway, 1994).  

Differentiated knowledge of resources is one of the main underlying rea-
sons for the resource interdependence highlighted in business to public rela-
tionships, which has been investigated to some extent in business network 
research (Welch and Wilkinson, 2004). Public actors, such as governments, 
need for instance the expertise and technological knowledge held by firms 
(Pappi and Henning, 1998), while firms need information from the public 
actors concerning regulations (Hadjikhani, 2000). Knowledge thus seems to 
affect the resource interdependence in the business to public relationship. 
Johanson and Vahlne’s (2009) relationship knowledge, in this framework 
interpreted as influencing social interdependence, however, remains to be 
studied in this type of relationship. Knowledge as an element of social inter-
dependence has not been discussed extensively in the business network liter-
ature with a focus on relationships with public actors. However, the im-
portance of having personnel with experience from the political sphere and 
firms’ experience in terms of “political knowledge” has been emphasized in 
the business to public relationship (Hadjikhani et al., 2008; Hadjikhani and 
Thilenius, 2005b).   

The role of commitment in resource interdependence in the business to 
public relationship type can be understood in terms of foreign direct invest-
ment, for instance. Public actors such as governments need investments to 
create jobs and attain income from taxes. Being resourceful actors, firms and 
especially MNCs can make commitments through this activity (Hadjikhani 
et al., 2008). On the other hand, public actors can commit resources in the 
relationship with firms in the form of subsidies (Pourmand, 2011). Commit-
ment in social interdependence has instead been described as either commit-
ting resources by having a specific unit for such concerns and lobbying or-
ganizations (Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 2001; Hadjikhani et al., 2008). Further 
down the interdependence lane the role of trust in resource interdependence 
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has been defined in the business to business relationship as access to the 
counterpart’s trustful network relationships (see e.g. Johanson and Vahlne, 
2009) and hence a resource in itself. This also appears to be the case in the 
business to public relationship type where trust in relationships with public 
actors can be a resource that other actors in the network need (Hadjikhani 
and Thilenius, 2005a; Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005b). Building on Mor-
gan and Hunt (1994), the most common application of trust concerns its part 
in social interdependence. In the business to public relationship, trust has 
been defined as important on a similar basis as in business to business: the 
belief and willingness of the actors participating in the mutual exchange 
enhances that exchange (Hadjikhani, 2000; Hadjikhani et al., 2008).  

Legitimacy is a principal element in international marketing and business 
network research where actors from the public sector are included (see e.g. 
Boddewyn, 1988; Hadjikhani et al., 2008; Hadjikhani and Sharma, 1999).  
Easton et al. (1993) maintain different grounds for legitimacy as bases for 
differentiating among types of relationships. Hadjikhani et al. (2008) argue 
that the legitimacy of political actors is perceived by the business actors but 
primarily by the people, who also are the voters. The legitimacy of public 
actors is in part based on the creation of jobs and tax income, which, as dis-
cussed in terms of resource commitment earlier, is created to a great extent 
by firms. The role of legitimacy in resource interdependence in the business 
to public relationship type, on the part of the firm, is based on business effi-
ciency; the more efficient the firm, the more legitimate it is perceived to be 
(Hadjikhani and Sharma, 1999). Profit and growth, as well as technical legit-
imacy, based on an ability to mobilize resources in order to produce and 
compete with products required in the market, also forms part of firm legiti-
macy (Hadjikhani, 2000). This legitimacy held by MNCs can thereby en-
hance the resource interdependence in the business to public relationship 
type, through external legitimacy for public actors in more efficient and pro-
ductive creation of jobs and taxes. Public actors such as governments are 
thus interdependent with business legitimacy in terms of efficiency and 
productivity. The MNCs in turn are interdependent on the regulatory system 
legitimately created by national governments. The external legitimacy of 
MNCs depends in part on their compliance with the ruling system. Hence, 
through interaction, the element of legitimacy can affect resource interde-
pendence between the business and public sectors.  

In the developing framework, the legitimacy just described is interpreted 
as external and framed as being part of resource interdependence. Social 
interdependence, described as internal legitimacy based on matters such as 
values, seems to have attracted less attention in business network research 
with a focus on business to public relationships. In their Iranian case, 
Hadjikhani and Thilenius (2005b) briefly mention dissimilar value bases and 
the temporary positions of the political actors’ issues as “a threat against” 
building social interdependence in the business to public relationship. How-
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ever, this is not referred to as internal legitimacy and is not further explored. 
They also found that the Iranian government did not get involved in direct 
interaction with firms due to fear of losing external legitimacy; instead the 
firms interacted with bureaucrats.  

Business to business and business to public interdependence has thereby 
been defined from the different elements in both resource and social interde-
pendence. It remains, then, to define interdependence in the third relation-
ship type: business to civil society. As discussed at length above, this rela-
tionship type has not attracted much attention in business network research 
(Ritvala and Salmi, 2011). Given the diminutive attention, the interdepend-
ence discussion will here be fertilized with literature focused on this specific 
type of cross-sector relationships.  

Business to civil society interdependence  
The knowledge element is described as one of the most central motives for 
firm–NGO collaborations, and hence resource interdependence. The 
knowledge NGOs contribute has been described not only in technical terms 
(Milne et al., 1996). Other competencies business is said to be looking for in 
NGOs are the learning opportunities within CSR (Vachani et al., 2009), 
NGOs’ superior use of strategic communication and NGOs’ ability to focus 
on one issue at a time (Argenti, 2004) as well as their local market expertise. 
In rural area expansions, which are common in emerging economies in terms 
of base of the pyramid opportunities, firms usually lack knowledge of the 
new settings, which then is sought in cooperation with local actors such as 
NGOs (Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011), especially since there may not 
even be any other business actors present in the rural areas. Financial re-
sources, managerial efficiency, technical expertise, large-scale production 
capabilities, global sourcing, all represent knowledge held by firms, making 
collaboration interesting to NGOs (Jamali and Keshishian, 2009), which 
reveals its role in resource interdependence. Concerning the knowledge ele-
ment in social interdependence, in terms of relationship knowledge, some 
relevant results are found in the cross-sector literature.  Certain findings in-
dicate that experience of former collaborations among firms and NGOs en-
hances the prospects of successful cross-sector collaborations (Bendell and 
Murphy, 1997; Berger et al., 2004). 

Traditional relationships between firms and NGOs have been based on 
philanthropy with financial donations as its main feature. Today, however, 
research on resource commitment of firms and especially MNCs concerns 
collaborations and, in the most extreme form, commitment of resources in 
mutual innovation projects (Berger et al., 2004; Kourula and Halme, 2008). 
NGOs on the other hand also commit resources to collaboration with firms 
in terms of time, personnel and alike (Dahan et al., 2010). Still, the main role 
of commitment in resource interdependence in the business to civil society 
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relationship appears to concern the resourceful firms committing in NGOs. 
In line with the reasoning concerning the enhanced results from experience 
of firm–NGO collaborations, commitment in the related areas becomes cen-
tral. From commitment in meetings, specialized units and related projects, 
interdependence can be expected to be enhanced. As in business to public 
interdependence the commitment in social interdependence appears to have 
received less attention than the role of commitment in the resource interde-
pendence.    

Trust in the business to civil society relationship seems to be seen as af-
fecting resource interdependence, both in terms of the relationship to the 
NGO per se and the access to NGO networks (Van den Waeyenberg and 
Hens, 2012; Yaziji, 2004). The question remains though whether this is a 
two-way interdependence, i.e. if the (public and) civil society actors need the 
networks of and the trust in relationships with the business firms as a re-
source. It thus appears as if this area is rather unexplored in the related litera-
tures. Instead, when studying the trust element in social interdependence it is 
described as a central element in firm–NGO relationship success by several 
cross-sector relation scholars, albeit quite problematic (Argenti, 2004; Arts, 
2002; Bendell and Murphy, 1997; Berger et al., 2004; Hartman et al., 1999; 
Hartman and Stafford, 1997; Milne et al., 1996). As in business to business 
relationships, trust is described as hard to reach, although often more com-
plicated. Among the many reasons for difficulties in reaching trust in firm–
NGO relationships, the most central concern connects to the basic differ-
ences in the nature of the relationship integrands from different sectors of 
society. There are major differences in the type of profits in their objectives, 
profit and business versus non-profit and social (Berger et al., 2004; 
Hartman and Stafford, 1997; Macdonald and Chrisp, 2005; Pappi and 
Henning, 1998). These differences in profit-seeking objectives, world views, 
norms and problems are also described by Rivera-Santos and Rufín (2010, p. 
63), who compare business to civil society relationships with business to 
business where “common language of competition and profit-making can 
facilitate mutual understanding.” Trust available in a more “familiar world” 
with common institutional characteristics, is thereby not available in the 
firm–NGO relationship. Trust thus has to emerge in unfamiliar settings, 
which can cause lack of understanding. The short history of collaboration 
among the sectors also shows a lack of experience undermining trust build-
ing.   

MNCs’ relationships with NGOs are connected by many scholars to the 
element of legitimacy as a resource, which in turn affects the resource inter-
dependence (Marano and Tashman, 2012; Milne et al., 1996; Vachani et al., 
2009). Legitimacy in this sense concerns external legitimacy, i.e. the percep-
tion of others. For instance, Bhanji and Oxley (2013) underscored MNCs’ 
collaboration with NGOs with the intention of overcoming the liability of 
privateness, in order to gain legitimacy for CSR activities. MNCs’ need for 
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collaboration with NGOs arising from the local legitimacy held by the latter 
is further emphasized in rural area and base-of-the-pyramid expansions as 
well as social innovation processes (Prahalad, 2012; Van den Waeyenberg 
and Hens, 2012; Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011). Legitimacy gained from 
relationships with NGOs can also enhance the firm’s image with positive 
media attention and can also repel attacks from environmentalists (Argenti, 
2004; Arts, 2002; Milne et al., 1996; Vachani et al., 2009; Yaziji, 2004), 
affecting the resource interdependence further. Legitimacy in these cases is 
expected to be attained since NGOs are assumed to a certain extent to repre-
sent people who simultaneously wear the hat of consumers, whose percep-
tion of the MNC may be influenced from the legitimacy of the NGO (Yaziji, 
2004).  

For NGOs, on the other hand, the basis of legitimacy reached from co-
operation with firms which affect the resource interdependence, is presented 
in terms of higher efficiency achieved compared to political lobbying 
(Hartman and Stafford, 1997; Teegen et al., 2004). Some scholars claim that 
the environmental gains are greater when collaborating with business than 
with other actors (Arts, 2002; Hartman and Stafford, 1997). There are some 
risks connected to legitimacy involved in cross-sector collaborations. Apart 
from the concern about sharing sensitive information with an outsider, busi-
ness firms may be scrutinized by other NGOs, and, if they have an out-
spoken green or social strategy, may be accused of “green-wash” as de-
scribed above (Yaziji, 2004). For NGOs, on the other hand, the risk concerns 
loss of legitimacy from cooperating with actors they are supposed to control 
(Bendell and Murphy, 1997; Hartman et al., 1999; Koljatic and Silva, 2008) 
since they are completely dependent on volunteerism and donations (Rivera-
Santos and Rufín, 2010). However, NGOs can maintain their critical view 
even in a partnership, according to Hamann and Acutt (2003), for example 
by applying scrutiny-proof programs, openness with the media and acknowl-
edging the business interests involved in the project (Macdonald and Chrisp, 
2005). The independence of the participating organizations, where no one is 
working for the other, is also emphasized (Hartman and Stafford, 1997). 
This would avoid the image of the NGO “selling out” (Argenti, 2004). In 
summary, the legitimacy described here concerns external legitimacy, the 
perception of others, and is consequently framed as affecting resource inter-
dependence. The following step concerns the role of legitimacy in social 
interdependence in business to civil society relationships.   

The internal legitimacy, connected in this framework to the social inter-
dependence, is related to the values of the integrating actors, and the ac-
ceptance of the other’s values. In the business to civil society relationship, 
both MNCs and NGOs are under similar pressure in terms of delivering val-
ue. Nevertheless, the main value of the NGO does not take the form of eco-
nomic profits, but instead of societal characteristics. Their main stakehold-
ers, such as their members and the government, often evaluate the NGOs 
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based on their level of achievement concerning the societal profits. These 
assessments may result in attained or continued legitimacy and/or funding 
for the NGO (Dahan et al., 2010). This lack of mutual orientation, values and 
interests has been identified as problematic also when they cooperate to ful-
fill the same task (Macdonald and Chrisp, 2005). The differences in profit-
seeking objectives, world views, norms are also described by Rivera-Santos 
and Rufín (2010), as presented earlier. Ritvala and Salmi (2010) find shared-
value bases central in the construction of issue-based networks where NGOs 
are included, results that are underlined when studying why MNCs enter 
issue networks (Ritvala and Salmi, 2011). They describe mutual orientation 
and acceptance of the counterpart’s values as necessary for interdependence-
building, which in the present framework can be interpreted as the need for 
internal legitimacy for the creation of social interdependence. This lack of 
internal legitimacy can also be related to the history of antagonism in busi-
ness–NGO relationships, which were defined as quite hostile at the outset 
(Egels-Zanden and Hyllman, 2006). In some cases the “other sector” actors 
have been described with words such as “the enemy” (Milne et al., 1996). 
While the problem of trust in the social interdependence was based on lack 
of understanding and experience, the issue of internal legitimacy arises from 
differing values and non-acceptance of the counterpart’s principles in the 
construction of social interdependence.  

The presentation of the elements and their roles in resource and social in-
terdependence in the different relationship types is thus completed. The theo-
retical framework of the MNC relationship with society is summarized and 
illustrated in Table 4:  
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Table 4. Business network interdependence in relationships between business and non-
business actors 

  RELATIONSHIP TYPES 

Elements 
Interde-
pendence 

B-B B-P B-CS 

K
n

ow
le

d
ge

 

Resource Heterogeneous 
knowledge of the 
resources, mutual 
knowledge creation, 
knowledge concerning 
the network (Håkansson 
and Snehota, 1995; 
Johanson and Mattsson, 
1987; Johanson, 2001)  

P: need expertise and for 
instance technological 
knowledge (Pappi and 
Henning, 1998) 
 
B: need information 
concerning regulations 
(Hadjikhani, 2000) 

CS: need financial re-
sources, managerial 
efficiency, technical 
expertise, large scale 
production capabilities, 
global sourcing  (Jamali 
and Keshishian, 2009) 
B: need technical, CSR 
(Vachani et al., 2009), 
strategic communication 
(Argenti, 2004), market 
expertise, local distribu-
tion systems (Dahan et al., 
2010) rural base of the 
pyramid expansions local 
knowledge (Viswanathan 
and Sridharan, 2011)

 Social Relationship knowledge 
and general relationship 
knowledge  
(Johanson and Vahlne, 
2009) 

Personnel with experi-
ence from the political 
sphere, political 
knowledge (Hadjikhani 
and Thilenius, 2005b) 

Experience of earlier 
cross-sector collaborations 
enhances results of 
projects  
(Bendell and Murphy, 
1997)

C
om

m
it

m
en

t 

Resource Adaptations of heteroge-
neous resources through 
mutual commitment of 
time and resources, leads 
to specialization 
(Axelsson and Easton, 
1992; Håkansson and 
Waluszewski, 2002; 
Johanson and Mattsson, 
1987)

P: need foreign direct 
investment (FDI) to 
create jobs, tax income  
 
B: attain subsidies 
(Hadjikhani et al., 2008) 
 
 

CS: formerly the main 
connection to firms was 
financial aid 
B: commitment in 
financial terms from 
NGOs is not central 
Both: commitment of 
resources in joint pro-
jects  
(Berger et al., 2004)

 Social Investment made vis-á-
vis a counterpart or 
connected actors and 
shows the desire to 
continue the relationship 

Specific unit, lobbying 
organizations, meetings  
(Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 
2001; Hadjikhani et al., 
2008) 
Not received much 
attention

Meetings, specialized 
units, related projects  
 
Not received much 
attention 

T
ru

st
 

Resource Network relationships 
attract other actors  
(Johanson and Vahlne, 
2009)  

P: business relations a 
resource? 
B: political relations can 
be a resource that others 
need (Hadjikhani et al., 
2008)

CS: relations with business 
actors a resource? 
B: the relation to the NGO 
per se and in the access to 
NGO networks  (Yaziji, 
2004)

 Social Expectancy and willingness 
of the actors participating in 
the exchange to partake in 
the same and for it to be 
mutual  
(Morgan and Hunt, 1994)

Similar basis as in the 
business to business 
network relations 
(Hadjikhani, 2000; 
Hadjikhani et al., 2008)  

Central issue, problematic, 
initial distrust (Argenti, 
2004; Arts, 2002; Bendell 
and Murphy, 1997; Berger 
et al., 2004; Hartman et al., 
1999; Milne et al., 1996)

L
eg

it
im

ac
y 

Resource External
“society/network” 
perception 
(Gebert Persson, 2006; 
Suchman, 1995) 

P: creation of jobs and tax 
income 
B: efficiency, mobilization 
of resources, follow laws 
(Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 
2001)

CS: societal values and 
gains 
(Bhanji and Oxley, 2013) 
B: efficiency, resources 
(Teegen et al., 2004) 

 Social Internal (affected by 
external) inter-
organizational value 
systems, acceptance of 
the others’ values  
(Kumar and Das, 2007) 

Mentioning of differing 
value systems may 
cause difficulties. Not in 
terms of internal legiti-
macy.   
(Hadjikhani and 
Thilenius, 2005b)

CS: societal values, non-
profit seeking  
(Rivera-Santos and 
Rufín, 2010)  
B: shareholder and societal 
values, profit-seeking  
(Crane, 2008)
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Interdependence differences  
The differences in interdependence identified in the diverse types of rela-
tionships will be further discussed in this section. In a first step, the differ-
ence between relationships amid business and non-business actors was 
indicated at the outset of the theoretical discussion. The inclusion of society 
in the business network analysis through interdependence in relationships 
with non-business actors underlined the element of legitimacy. This con-
cerned both the literature where MNCs relationship with public actors are 
included (Boddewyn, 1988) and civil society NGOs (Rivera-Santos and 
Rufín, 2010). Legitimacy was consequently added to the theoretical frame-
work. Merely the inclusion of legitimacy in the business network theoretical 
framework shows quite strong differentiation in the study of business to non-
business interdependence from the business to business. Its centrality in af-
fecting the interdependence with non-business actors was highlighted in the 
empirical findings. After digging into interdependence in the different types 
of relationships, the results from this thesis thereby emphasize differences 
between business to business and business to non-business relationships, in 
line with some previous business network research (see e.g. Hadjikhani et 
al., 2008; Hadjikhani and Sharma, 1999). The next step of the discussion 
concerns plausible differences between the relationship types amid non-
business actors, which have garnered little business network research atten-
tion. Is the addition of legitimacy in the MNC interdependence with non-
business actors of similar bases in the two relationship types? Are the two 
relationship types dissimilar to business to business relationship type for the 
same reasons?  

Business to non-business interdependence  
In order to comprehend possible differences between the business to public 
and business to civil society relationship types, their respective levels of 
interdependence in terms of weak or strong interdependence (Hadjikhani and 
Thilenius, 2005b) will be discussed. Their interdependence is based on the 
resource and social interdependence in the theoretical framework of the pre-
sent study. Weak business network interdependence would be characterized 
by simple and few interactions including low adaptations, resulting in weak 
resource interdependence, and low social interdependence resulting in short-
term relationships. Strong interdependence, on the other hand, would consist 
of many complex interactions leading to resource interdependence, including 
high adaptations and strong social interdependence, entailing long-term rela-
tionships. This frame, illustrated in Table 5 below, merely illustrates model 
types, while the actual interdependencies are expected to be found in be-
tween the extreme cases. Still, the model types serves as a structured basis 
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and facilitates the discussion of the differences in the interdependencies in 
these types of relationships.  

As discussed earlier, the traditional business to business relationship in-
cludes many and complex interactions leading to strong resource and social 
interdependence. Where business to public relationships have been studied 
and included in the analysis of this perspective, they are described by several 
scholars as not entailing business or economic exchange, as emphasized 
above. The interdependence in business to public relationships, in the 
framework developed here, seems less business like in the sense that they do 
not involve the same type of resource interdependence as the traditional 
more technologically focused business to business relationships (Easton and 
Araujo, 1992; Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005a; Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 
2005b). The resource interdependence from knowledge and commitment, for 
instance, are simple in the sense that they are not developed in collaboration, 
instead more simply exchanged without complex technological adaptations. 
There may, however, be adaptations made by firms concerning legitimacy in 
terms of following laws and regulations, which affects resource interdepend-
ence. This would include commitment and knowledge since they need to 
adapt to the requirements of a national government, affecting resource inter-
dependence. Nevertheless, these are not developed in collaboration or mutu-
ally in the sense applied in business to business relationships, but rather 
based on the legitimate power of the public actors.  

On the other hand, the social interdependence seems to have a different 
role in business to public relationships. Policy-network scholars such as 
Pappi and Henning (1998) described the enhanced role of trust attributable to 
the lesser exchange of commodities and an enhanced focus on promises, 
hence highlighting social interdependence. Additionally, commitment in 
trust-building activities strengthens social interdependence and has been 
emphasized in the related business network literature with a focus on busi-
ness to public relationships (see e.g. Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 2001). Despite 
the weak resource interdependence, it has been grasped that social interde-
pendence can create long-term interdependence, that is, what in business 
network terminology is defined as weak relationships, which are expected to 
be short-term. In the Iranian case by Hadjikhani and Thilenius (2005b) for 
example, the external legitimacy did not allow for governmental actors to 
have direct relations with firms. However, social interdependence with bu-
reaucrats seemed to present the opportunity to build long-term interdepend-
ence. The experiential knowledge of the firm in the uncertain political con-
text was referred to as political knowledge, which enhanced the social inter-
dependence further in the case of Iran. In line with the interdependence 
framework of this thesis, the political knowledge can be interpreted as en-
hancing social interdependence through relationship-type knowledge. The 
social interdependence from the final element, internal legitimacy, has not 
received plentiful explicit attention in the business network literature con-
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cerning business to public relationships. Beyond the mentioning of differing 
value systems, it has not been further discussed, which could be interpreted 
as at least it not being a central element in the social interdependence in the 
business to public relationship. Hence, interdependence in business to public 
relationships was found to have relatively weak resource interdependence, 
while the social interdependence was strong.  

The business to public relationship type could be compared to the project-
based business to business relationship where discontinuity needs to be man-
aged when a project comes to an end (Hadjikhani, 1996). The resource inter-
dependence then diminishes and the selling firm loses its interdependence 
with the customer, who may choose another provider. The management of 
this discontinuity of interdependence in the less resource-interactive periods 
has been discussed in terms of sleeping relations, where the social interde-
pendence is central. These findings were similarly underscored in the case of 
Ericsson’s relationship with public actors in this thesis. Even in times of no 
actual resource interdependence, the social interdependence was maintained, 
as was expressed by a manager in charge of relationships with public actors:  

There is no such thing as activating and de-activating a relationship; it does 
not work like that (angrily). You have to maintain the relationship even in pe-
riods when there is no specific issue to be solved!  

In the business to public relationship type discussed here, compared to the 
business to business project based relationships, the discontinuous phase 
would be the regular situation, not reaching strong technological mutual 
adaptation, yet including more or less social interdependence intense peri-
ods. In the light of these claims, this relationship type is found in the upper 
left corner of Table 5 below.  

Continuing the discussion concerning the differences among the relation-
ship types, the business to civil society is next in line. In the empirical study 
an attempt was made to understand the business to civil society relationship 
type in the Amazon endeavor. The resource interdependence seemed busi-
ness-like in the sense of being part of a technologically focused innovation 
collaboration. Quite complex knowledge interactions and applications as 
well as adaptations of technology were done in the collaboration with the 
NGO, i.e. it was rather similar to a business to business relationship. Signals 
were then found concerning the social interdependence process in compari-
son to business to business. These included sector distance and the quite 
strongly differing characteristics in legitimacy that appeared to affect the 
social interdependence. The problems were interpreted as related to legiti-
macy (internal legitimacy in the theoretical frame developed here) of the 
social interdependence and discussed in terms of an interdependence para-
dox. That is to say, an NGO may be interdependent with a firm while there is 
also a need to maintain independence, which can lead to an active/sleeping 
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type of relationship. In business to public relationships, the public actors also 
run the risk of losing external legitimacy when collaborating with profit-
seeking firms. This may be arising from corruption, non-competitive actions 
and differing values affecting the internal legitimacy. Noteworthy concern-
ing internal legitimacy in business to civil society relationships is the role of 
NGOs as antagonists and monitors of MNCs. This makes the internal legiti-
macy a more pressing issue in this relationship type compared to the other. 
What is more, there are usually no bureaucrats to turn to in NGOs, as in the 
case of relationships with public actors. 

In the Amazon project, the need to maintain the relationship with the 
NGO during the problematic period, the sleeping phase, seemed necessary in 
order not to lose the resource commitment already made during the active 
part of the relationship. There was also a lack of alternative actors possessing 
the necessary knowledge, trust and legitimacy resources made it difficult to 
find a replacement for the NGO, a problem that strengthened the resource 
interdependence. The relationship knowledge did not appear to be the same 
in the relationship with the NGO as in the regular relationships with business 
actors; hence relationship type knowledge was discussed. This relationship 
type knowledge was interpreted as weak, while it appeared to increase 
through experiential relationship type learning. Hence, interdependence in 
the business to civil society relationship was found to have relatively weak 
social interdependence while the resource interdependence was strong. This 
discussion would thereby place the business to civil society relationship type 
in the lower right-hand corner of Table 5. 

The model types of business to non-business relationships are thus found 
to be different. However, both can be connected to the reasoning concerning 
“sleeping phases” of relationships. They do not seem to be based on the 
same logics of interdependence, though. The business to civil society rela-
tionship type had strong resource interdependence while the social was 
weak, quite the opposite of the business to public relationship type. The typ-
ical cases are presented in Table 5: 
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Table 5. Interdependence in the model relationship types 

 Weak Resource  
Interdependence 

Strong Resource  
Interdependence 

Strong Social  
Interdependence 

B-P 
Slight mutual resource adaptations, 
simpler resource exchange. 
More focus on social interactions 
given the lack of strong resource 
interactions.  
Even with a lack of current issues 
the relation may be maintained as a 
“sleeping relation,” may be long 
term, at least with bureaucrats.

B-B 
Considerable mutual resource 
adaptations, ample social interac-
tions to coordinate the resource 
interactions. 
From the process of adaptations 
long-term relations are built. 

Weak Social  
Interdependence 

B-B Arm’s length 
Anonymous actors in a market 
where the gaps are overcome 
through direct, single exchanges 
based on price. 
Short term interaction. 

B-CS 
Strong resource interactions, 
while social interactions are 
somewhat troublesome.  
Due to legitimacy, lock-in is 
reached rapidly, but can become 
long standing if based on partial 
project-based interactions. 

The differences identified here will be induced in relation to the concept of 
heterogeneity in the business network perspective, below. Subsequently, the 
complexity from the differences in nature of the interdependence and finally 
the management of the same by the MNC will also be further laid out.  

Heterogeneity and interdependence 
The differences among the relationship types can be related to the concept of 
heterogeneity. It is as presented above a central concept in business to busi-
ness relationships. In the common description of relationships in terms of 
resource and actors, heterogeneous resources are described to enhance re-
source interdependence. A similar discussion concerning actor heterogeneity 
is not as fundamental, given the focus on relationships between business 
actors, as discussed above. The differences found in the results of this thesis 
between the actors, when the business network is amplified to include actors 
from non-business sectors, open up for a discussion based on the sector per-
tinences of the actors. If resource heterogeneity strengthens interdependence, 
actor heterogeneity appears to weaken it. These differing forces on interde-
pendence are illustrated in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Resource and actor heterogeneity effects on interdependence 

Hence, the inclusion of relationships with non-business actors seems rele-
vant not only in the understanding of the MNC relationship with society; 
these interdependencies also appear to be different from the business to 
business relationship type. Apart from the differences between business to 
business and non-business interdependencies, the interdependence differ-
ences between the relationship types between non-business actors add fur-
ther to the complexity of the MNC context. Possible implications of such 
complexity will be discussed in continuation. 

Complexity 
Differences between the relationship types could have implications for the 
complexity of the business network including actors from non-business sec-
tors of society. First of all, the business exchange assumption per se can be 
considered. The assumption of relationships with non-business actors as 
similar to business to business, just not including business or economic ex-
change, being horizontal instead of vertical “value chains” (Easton and 
Araujo, 1992; Forsgren et al., 2005; Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005a), ap-
pears to be challenged by the discussion above. Resource interdependence 
was earlier defined as the general meaning of business exchange. The results 
here indicate the business to public relationship type as horizontal, with 
weak resource interdependence. The business to civil society relationship 
type, however, was found to be characterized by rather the opposite: vertical 
with stronger resource interdependence. Hence, in this sense the business to 
civil society relationship type resembles the vertical business to business in a 
“value chain” sense more than the business to public, including strong 
“business exchange.” This also offers a different view of NGOs than merely 
being ancillary relations in order to strengthen the MNC network position in 
its relation to the surrounding actors (Hadjikhani et al., 2008; Latifi, 2004). It 
adds emphasis on the value of the relationship per se.  

Despite the strong resource interdependence, the business to civil society 
relationship type was still not quite similar to the traditional business to 
business. The more problematic social interactions due to sector distance 
were found to differentiate the business to civil society relationship type also 
from business to business, leaving it with rather weak social interdepend-
ence. The differences between the relationship types with non-business ac-
tors were also emphasized, with one being horizontal while the other was 



 46 

more vertical in nature, quite different from the assumption of defining 
“non-business relations” as horizontal (Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005a). In 
Table 5 the business to public relationship type is also illustrated as horizon-
tal with the business to business relationship type, while the business to civil 
society type is vertical, and all three types are differentiated. 

The lack of differentiation between the relationship types in the business 
network research is quite logical, given the scarce attention civil society actors 
have received so far. However, from their inclusion and the differentiation 
between interdependence in the relationship types, for instance, the definitions 
of the concepts may need revision. This affects, among others things, the term 
“non-business,” which is often applied in business network studies with a fo-
cus on relationships with actors from sectors other than the business sector. 
The results concerning the differentiated relationships are logically also rele-
vant when the complexity of the MNC context is concerned.  

This discussion would somewhat alter the interdependence network illustra-
tion in Figure 1. The differing interdependence in the relationship types are 
illustrated in divergent colors in the adjusted network illustration below. The 
business to public relationship type is on a horizontal level, while the business 
to civil society relationship is vertical. The differing interdependence is illus-
trated through the colored arrows. The differentiated colors and lines are in-
tended to illustrate the increased heterogeneity and complexity of the MNC 
society relationships, in comparison to the starting point in business networks 
(the different colors of the arrows represent the differentiated interdependen-
cies, and the gray represent some of the indirect relationships). 

 

 
Figure 5. Illustration of the interdependence among actors from different sectors in the busi-
ness network  

As is apparent in Figure 5, the interdependence is differentiated among the 
actor types and hence adds further to an already complex context for the 
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MNC. How is this relationship-type heterogeneity and complexity managed 
by the MNC? Does diverging interdependence with the non-business sectors 
call for differentiated MNC behavior as well? These questions will be dis-
cussed in the following section. 

MNC interdependence management 
To understand the MNC management of different types of interdependence, 
the dynamic and interrelated nature of the elements affecting interdepend-
ence needs to be taken into account. This is closely connected to the central 
process view in business network research. Interdependence in relationships 
is seen not as static but as being affected by the same interactions and inter-
dependencies that build it (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995; Johanson and 
Mattsson, 1987). Further, not only the complexity in terms of differences is 
important in the MNC’s management of interdependence. The paradox of 
NGOs’ need for independence in an interdependent relationship, discussed 
above, is not a problem only related to this relationship type. Interdepend-
ence per se poses certain challenges in business to business relationships as 
well. The logics and challenges of the interdependence process will thereby 
be briefly presented below. The chapter then continues with the discussion 
concerning MNC behavior in the differentiated relationship types with non-
business actors.  

Interdependence processes and challenges 
The interdependence process is, as stated above, based on the dynamic na-
ture of the elements. They do not exist in a vacuum, instead they affect each 
other. With the aim of understanding the logics of the interdependence pro-
cess, the dynamic and interrelated nature of the elements will be presented 
through a few illustrative examples here. 

In the business network perspective, the resource commitment made in 
order to adapt procedures can be seen in turn as enhancing knowledge de-
velopment, paving the way for further interaction and exchanges, which may 
result in even more adaptations. Interdependencies in this way grow gradual-
ly stronger, as long as nothing interferes (Axelsson and Easton, 1992). The 
interdependence process also concerns mutual knowledge development, 
which may enhance mutual orientation (Johanson and Mattsson, 1987). 
Learning about each other also develops trust, which additionally enhances 
the interdependence-development process (Axelsson and Easton, 1992), with 
commitment and trust as driving mechanisms (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; 
Johanson, 2001). From more trustful relationships, interdependence is 
strengthened and further technical bonds can be developed (Axelsson and 
Easton, 1992; Johanson and Mattsson, 1987). Aligned with the process view 
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of the business network perspective, interdependence from inter-partner 
legitimacy is described by Kumar and Das (2007) as a process over time. 
Legitimacy is also described as interrelated to the interdependence elements 
applied in business network research; for example the knowledge of the 
partner affecting the legitimacy building process. Having described the 
logics of interdependence processes, the challenges of the same will be pre-
sented in the following section.   

In embeddedness logic the existence of a threshold is identified where the 
interdependence becomes counterproductive. Once too embedded, better 
options may be lost due to lock-in and performance may suffer. However, 
here interdependence points to the relationship per se and not the relative 
interdependence among the actors (Gulati and Sytch, 2007; Uzzi, 1996). 
Consequently there is a central trade-off: control versus autonomy. From this 
reasoning comes the notion of non-sovereign actors that can be partially 
controlled by others, in other words, the cost of interdependence (Forsgren et 
al., 2005). Hence, business network scholars underscore that the adaptations 
to others need to be limited in order avoid an extended loss of independence 
(Johanson and Mattsson, 1987).  

These limitations have long-term consequences according to Forsgren et 
al. (2005) and in order to maintain value, the network relationships need to 
keep developing. The opportunities in combination with the paradoxical 
limitations from interdependence are studied in depth by, for instance, 
Håkansson and Ford (2002). Posing the question of how firms should inter-
act in networks, they underscore the importance of strong and content-rich 
relationships, i.e. strong interdependence in order to attain opportunities. 
Within the same logic lies the paradox where the structure of the interde-
pendent network, by putting strong structural limitations on the embedded 
firm, restrict its freedom (Anderson et al., 1994). Actors can even influence 
each other to adapt, which is connected to the next paradox. It is found with-
in the possibilities from interdependencies of influencing the connected ac-
tors, but at the same time it is influenced by the same. Here the ability or 
non-ability of a single firm to act and strategize in a network is underscored. 
This also holds true in relationships where one actor appears to have more 
power than the others; the relationships are always mutually defined. Finally 
the concept of control in interdependencies is found to have different out-
comes. When trying to control the interdependencies, the effectiveness and 
innovativeness can be lost in the network embeddedness (Håkansson and 
Ford, 2002).  

Thus, interdependence processes contain both possibilities and con-
straints. In the light of these opposite forces, the management of the interde-
pendencies becomes essential. MNC behavior in the different types of rela-
tionships with the variously constructed interdependencies will be given 
additional emphasis in the following final section of the theory-development 
discussion.  
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Business to non-business interdependence management 
MNCs’ political behavior in the interactive view has received some attention, 
as briefly mentioned above (Boddewyn, 1988; Boddewyn and Brewer, 1994). 
The goal of MNC political behavior has been expressed by Boddewyn and 
Brewer (1994, p. 135) as follows: “[…] is to change and manage the rules of 
the game within which IB firms operate.” MNCs are described to have the 
options of either conforming to the societal value, shaping them or allying 
with those who generate power (see e.g. Kostova et al., 2008). 

Building on international business political research, business network 
analyses incorporate political relationships in the behavior analysis (see e.g. 
Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 2001; Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005a; Hadjikhani 
and Thilenius, 2005b). Studies undertaken in the interactive view have used 
the management actions adaptation and influence in response to the political 
behavior of either coercive or supportive actions. As discussed at length 
above, adaptations are central in business to business interdependence, and 
influence is also applied to a certain extent (Håkansson and Ford, 2002). The 
basis of the interactive logic reads the possibility of firms, especially MNCs, 
influencing their public counterparts as discussed above, in contrast to the 
earlier vision of the mere adaptation to a coercive non-business context. This 
potential for influence is described as being developed from knowledge and 
commitment applied to changing political behavior. From an expansion 
view, the process is compared to the behavior of exportation to direct in-
vestment based on knowledge accumulation; from adaptation to influence 
owing to acquired political knowledge. Political knowledge is presented in 
terms of knowledge concerning political decisions, actors involved and their 
embeddedness. The behavior of the MNC is depicted as being based in part 
on management’s ability to commit to the needs of the political counterparts 
in order to gain influence (Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 2001).  

Continuing on the MNC political behavior path, legitimacy and trust are 
added to the business network analysis as well as socio-political relations in 
Hadjikhani et al. (2008). Trust and commitment in socio-political relations 
are described as affecting the legitimate position of the MNC in its network. 
The influence applied by MNCs in their socio-political behavior through 
trust, commitment and knowledge is related to their business goals, i.e. 
changing coercive actions to supportive in order to reach strategic objectives. 
Legitimacy is described as being the network position perceived by the sur-
rounding actors, based on the appropriate socio-political commitment, which 
in turn affects business as well as political and social trust. In a business 
network view, the foundation of the network-interdependence logic is based 
on the idea that commitment in one relationship can spread to other relation-
ships (Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 2001). Discussed in terms of business or polit-
ical commitment, enhanced legitimacy, in either, can lead to more influence 
in the other. Adding a focus on social activities in the network, their implica-
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tions for business is underscored. Trust gained from such activities is de-
scribed as spreading through the interdependent network relationships with 
both business and non-business actors, strengthening relationships and legit-
imacy (Hadjikhani et al., 2008).  

Applying a logic similar to the MNC behavior just presented, Hadjikhani 
and Lee (2006) describe the legitimate position of a firm as gained from 
relationships with business and non-business actors. In “social relations” the 
behavior is presented as either coercive or supportive, but not discussed at 
length. MNC influence is argued as being applied in order to turn coercive 
behavior of the counterparts into supportive. This influence enhancement is 
described as being accomplished through resource commitment and 
knowledge, which in turn would strengthen the legitimate network position 
of the firm. The authors continue their discussion in Elg et al. (2012, p. 13), 
where NGOs are explicitly mentioned as social actors. Here they apply the 
same model, underscoring that “the fundamental concern of the MNCs is to 
undertake legitimate actions to alter the coercive actions of the society and 
political organizations to become supportive.” This socio-political behavior 
is illustrated in Figure 6 below, which is a version adapted to the theoretical 
framework of the present thesis. The division of markets is here seen as rela-
tionships between actors from different societal sectors though interdepend-
ent in the same network. And instead of socio-political actors the relation-
ship types are referred to in the sector-related definitions of the actors. 

Figure 6. Adapted illustration of MNC non-business behavior 

MNC behavior in differentiated relationship types  
The discussion concerning MNC behavior in non-business contexts, just 
presented, is juxtaposed in this section with the interdependence findings of 
the differentiated non-business relationships of this thesis. In practice, the 
two arrows connecting the B-P and B-CS will be closer studied in order to 
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be able to compare the MNC behavior in the relationships with different 
non-business actors.  

My interpretation of the B-P arrow of MNCs’ non-business behavior is il-
lustrated in Figure 7. 

Figure 7. Interpretation of MNCs’ non-business behavior 

It is important to underscore the role of process in this interpretation of non-
business behavior. A long-term view of learning how to influence public 
actions through political knowledge is applied. This could then influence 
coercive public actions to turn supportive. Nevertheless, it does not imply 
that in the end of the process, no public measures need to be adapted to by 
MNCs. It merely shows the possibility of learning how to influence those 
actions which are important and/or possible to influence, while similarly 
learning to identify the same 

An essential step has been made in some of the MNC non-business be-
havior presented above, in taking civil society relationships into account. 
MNC behavior in relationships with civil society was for instance described 
as not including adaptation, only influence. The aim of the present discus-
sion concerns what the model of MNC public behavior (B-P) as illustrated in 
Figure 7. 

would look like in the relationship with civil society (B-CS), based on the 
results of this thesis and the discussion held here. In order to do this, the 
central management actions and “socio-political actions” in the model need 
to be “translated” into the corresponding actions and behavior of a civil soci-
ety actor, based on the study of NGOs.  

To start with, the plausible coercive power of civil society that could be 
applied towards MNCs is different from the public sector. Civil society does 
not hold the formal legitimate power in terms of laws. Instead, coercive be-
havior from civil society actors such as NGOs could be interpreted as based 
on normative legitimacy and the threat described by for instance Baron 
(1995); they have the power to scrutinize MNCs in the eyes of the public 
affecting their legitimacy. This threat is essential when MNCs apply a CSR-
focused strategy. If it is revealed as not being thorough, the legitimacy loss is 
considered more severe than without any outspoken CSR communication. 
This effect is described above as “green-washing” which entails what could 
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be interpreted as “responsibility inflation.” The supportive behavior on behalf 
of the NGO in the model could be interpreted as a collaborative approach. 

When it comes to the management actions of the MNC, influence and ad-
aptation, there are some plausible implications on the behavior as per the 
results in this thesis. The differences among business to business compared 
to business to civil society relationships were found to be largely based on 
their divergent raisons d’être. Given that the role of civil society, and specif-
ically NGOs, has traditionally been to keep an eye on the powerful MNCs, 
collaboration with the same can affect their often most valuable resource, 
legitimacy. Hence, NGOs often need to maintain independence in order not 
to lose its external legitimacy in the eyes of society. This could be expected 
to affect the commitment actions in the MNC behavior, which in the rela-
tionship with public actors is described as being applied in order to attain 
influence. If commitment, on the other hand, is made by the MNC to influ-
ence the NGO, its valuable independence could be lost. Consequently, the 
valuable legitimacy would be threatened and hence also the value of the 
relationship per se for the MNC. This issue would be especially crucial in 
the cases where the MNC enters the relationship in order to attain legitimacy 
from the NGO. However, as discussed in the present study, an important 
paradox exists in this reasoning, since there actually is interdependence in 
the relationship. A way to handle this paradox is discussed in the shape of 
commitment to legitimizing activities by the MNC. These would be legiti-
mate in line with the values of the NGO, which could diminish the distance 
in the internal legitimacy social interdependence. This could then be inter-
preted in as the management action of adaptation in the Figure 7 above. 
From commitment to adaptation then, the plausibility of supportive behavior 
on behalf of the civil society NGO would be enhanced.  

Hence, in the conceptual framework for the socio-political behavior of 
MNCs, there seem to be reasons to debate differentiation of the management 
of the relationship types. While commitment to influence by MNCs is de-
scribed as reaching supportive behavior of public actors, there are indica-
tions of the opposite effect in the relationship with civil society. Influence 
may cause not only loss of relationship value, but also an end to the relation-
ship. Instead, commitment to legitimacy adaptation appears to attain support-
ive behavior by civil society actors. Still, the possibility of a process moving 
from coercive to supportive behavior seems justified by the results of this 
thesis with the learning of civil society relationship type knowledge. These 
suppositions of adaptation to gain internal legitimacy are in line with 
Milliman et al. (1994). They define compatible goals and adaptable organi-
zations as denominators for successful cross-sector relations.  

In comparison to the process of MNC behavior in B-P relationships 
above, the arrow of civil society knowledge is changed. Here it points at 
going from influence to adaptation, which is done through the process of 
gaining the relationship type knowledge. This would lead to commitment to 
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legitimacy in adaptation actions instead of commitment to influencing be-
havior. The relationship type knowledge thereby diminishes the sector dis-
tance in terms of learning when lock-in from interdependence occurs. The 
lock-ins discussed by Håkansson and Ford (2002) thereby appear to be dif-
ferent among the different relationship types. From the relationship type 
knowledge, however, the MNC can learn differentiated behaviors in order to 
avoid the lessened value from over-embeddedness. Again, this interpretation 
of MNC behavior does not necessarily define all interactions as supportive in 
the relationship. Instead it merely shows a possible process of reaching in-
terdependence. The above-described “translation” of the model when entail-
ing MNC-civil society behavior, is illustrated in Figure 8: 

Figure 8. MNC non-business behavior, translation of MNC public behavior to civil society 

interaction 

An interesting outcome from this discussion concerns the plausibly differing 
MNC behavior in the relationship types. The commitment to legitimate ac-
tions of the MNC is in line with the reasoning of Hadjikhani and Lee in Elg 
et al. (2012). Only that in the arguments presented here, it appears as if 
commitment to legitimacy adaptation in order to attain supportive behavior 
by civil society actors, could be added to the model. There seems to be some 
value then, in including the management action of adaptation of the MNC 
also in the civil society relationship type, to the model of MNC non-business 
behavior. These interpretations of MNC behavior in the relationship with the 
different relationship types in society could be illustrated as Figure 9:  

 
Figure 9. Illustration of the MNC non-business behavior with actors from different sectors  
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In summary, the MNC relationship with society gives the impression of con-
taining certain differences between the relationship types, which in turn 
could affect differentiated management. Their successful management ap-
pears to require relationship type knowledge, which may diminish the sector 
distance and enhance interdependence. The wording “non-business behav-
ior” and the like could in this reasoning benefit from being defined in line 
with the different relationship types and consequential MNC behavior. It 
would be important to express for instance business to business, business to 
public and business to civil society behavior. The interdependence and man-
agement process could also be discussed concerning each relationship type, 
not only in comparison to each other. Given the process view applied in the 
business-network perspective, interdependence, as described above in terms 
of different relationship types, also undergoes processes of changing inter-
dependence. Hence, as briefly depicted above, in Table 5, are merely “ex-
treme types,” while the different relationship types can have different forms. 
Given the lack of business network research attention to business relation-
ships with civil-society actors, this relationship type will be further discussed 
below.   

Business to civil society relationship types 
The interdependencies within the different relationship types also involve 
differentiated interdependence, and are not ideal types as presented in Table 
5. The business network and industrial marketing literature, for instance, is 
filled with different forms of business to business relationships. The discus-
sion in this thesis has been based on the traditional long-term type from the 
business network perspective, but naturally not all relationships are of this 
kind. Project-based relationships were briefly mentioned above, and in Table 
5 the arm’s-length type was also shown. In a similar vein, different types of 
business to non-business actor relationships are expected to occur. Concern-
ing the case of the business to public relationship type, different constella-
tions are also possible. In the typology applied so far, public actors have 
been discussed in terms of governments, bureaucrats and the like. Naturally, 
if the public actor were a firm, a state-owned company for instance, the rela-
tionship would be different and more resemble the business to business type, 
with stronger resource interdependence. Given the general lack of attention 
to the business to civil society relationship type emphasized in the present 
research, different forms of this particular type will be studied further here.  

Hence, leaving the typical business to civil society relationship applied in 
the discussion so far, different forms of the relationship type will be recog-
nized. The process view applied in this thesis and in the interdependence-
building of the business network perspective has often been applied in the 
firm–NGO literature. In a general sense firm–NGO collaborations are mov-
ing towards increasing collaborations in comparison to the former mainly 
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hostile ones (Arts, 2002), mentioned in the introduction and in the discussion 
of the results here. In firm–NGO literature the collaborations are described 
to move through various stages based on knowledge and experience from 
cross-sector collaborations. In the frame of the present thesis, this process is 
interpreted above as relationship type knowledge, which can be interpreted 
in different phases. Several cross-sector scholars describe business to civil 
society relationships in a process view. This view fuels a categorization of 
firm–NGO relationship forms based on the level and type of cooperation. 
Starting from the simple philanthropic collaboration with interactions such 
as donations, it reaches to more integrative endeavors with the innovative 
stage as the final phase, where new products are developed in close cross-
sector cooperation (Berger et al., 2004; Jamali and Keshishian, 2009; 
Kourula and Halme, 2008). The differences between the partnership stages 
are described as acting outside the core business in philanthropy, including 
extra activities only as not being part of regular business. In the integration 
stage instead, the interactions are part of the core business, while still focus-
ing on existing operations. The final innovation stage concerns the enlarge-
ment or development of new business, new products or services. The results 
of the heterogeneous forms of the relationship is presented in philanthropy as 
improved image and reputation; in the integration step the outcomes would 
be the improvement of the environmental and social aspects, while in the 
innovation step they would include the actual easing of the societal problems 
addressed (Kourula and Halme, 2008). These forms of business to civil soci-
ety relationship are interpreted in terms of the framework of this thesis in 
Table 6 below. In order to reach social innovation, for example, as per the 
results in this thesis, the social interdependence appears to be necessary giv-
en the long-term time frame for innovations, despite the radicalness of the 
endeavor. 

Table 6. Forms of business to civil society relationships interpreted in the interdependence 
framework 

 Weak Resource Interdepen-
dence 

Strong Resource Interdepen-
dence 

Strong Social Inter-
dependence 

Brand collaborations? 
Unlikely since the resource inter-
action is central in this relation 
type and social interaction is 
difficult.

Social Innovation 
Ericsson wanted to achieve this 
but did not have the relation type 
knowledge to attain it. 

Weak Social  
Interdependence 

Philanthropy 
Simple resource interactions, 
transactions of funds.   

Integration 
This is where the Amazon case 
would be placed. Strong resource 
interactions and weaker social 
interactions.

An important note concerning the process view is the quite progressive focus 
in Austin’s process, while a main point in the present discussion concerns 
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the possible fluctuations in the process. In order to avoid a deterministic 
incremental interpretation, the stages are called ”forms” of the relationship 
type here. This non-deterministic process with the possibility of moving 
between the different forms in diverse directions was found in many of the 
processes studied in this thesis. Finally, as noted above concerning business 
to public relationships, these may vary due to the type of public actor in 
question. The same reasoning can be applied to the business to civil society 
relationship. There are a great many types of NGOs, as well as MNCs, 
which would also have an impact on the relationship and the management of 
the same. 
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Chapter 3: The research process 

The approach to fulfill the aim of this thesis does not only entail a theoretical 
discussion, it also includes an empirical portion, which spurred the theory 
development discussion. The research process including both the theory 
development and the empirical study, conducted with the aim of enhancing 
the understanding of the MNC relationship with society, is described in this 
chapter. Firstly the choice of method, a case study, is presented. This section 
is followed by an explanation of the types of data used, the data collection, 
and the analytical process. The chapter ends with some reflections on the 
study. 

Qualitative approach – case study 
With the liberalization of the world economy discussed in the introduction, 
non-business actors are increasingly important for MNCs. This contextual 
phenomenon is, as pointed out, not yet well understood. The approach in this 
thesis is to apply the context focused business network perspective to the 
study of these occurrences. In turn, the intention is to enrich the business 
network perspective by focusing on non-business actors which traditionally 
have not been the main source of attention. This approach is best undertaken 
by choosing a qualitative method since the aim of this thesis is to answer 
questions such as: “How does the MNC manage its relationship with socie-
ty?” rather than “How much?” (Ghauri, 2009). A qualitative case study also 
provides an opportunity for researchers to dig into complex areas, especially 
when the outside natural setting is difficult to study (Doz, 2011). Given the 
focus on CSR as a new business area, in poorly accessible regions, such as 
the Amazon, the case study was considered an appropriate methodological 
choice (Ghauri, 2009). 

Most importantly for the choice of method though, is the aim for a certain 
degree of theoretical expansion to be attained which requires a proximity to 
real-life, making the qualitative case study with its thick descriptions appro-
priate (see e.g. Birkinshaw et al., 2011; Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt and 
Graebner, 2007). It also, to some extent, allows the researcher to be free of 
an excessively fixed reliance on a given theory, and consequently to have a 
greater opportunity and freedom to expand existing theory. The full case 
description will, to a certain extent, prevent the researcher from discovering 
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a predetermined pattern of findings (Doz, 2011). Applying an exploratory 
approach and with theory expanding objectives, the study will have a certain 
level of inductive focus. There is, however, a deductive aspect to the re-
search since it is based on the business network perspective at the outset. 
The research is, therefore, abductive, implying an approach that combines 
deduction and induction. This approach uses empirical data for induction, 
but applies theories to arrive at a pre-understanding of the case. This means 
that the theories are used as a source of inspiration when explanations are 
given. Thereby, during the research process, theories and empirical data are 
alternated, redefined and reinterpreted iteratively (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). 
In this thesis, the role of the non-business actors is not predetermined, how-
ever, an assumption is made that is centered on the interaction and interac-
tion-based business network perspective and on related literature in fields 
concerning inter-organizational interdependence. The process of studying 
the literature and combining it with the data will be described more exten-
sively in the section concerning the analysis. 

A final point regarding the decision to use a qualitative case study has to do 
with its appropriateness for the area of research. International business is most 
often characterized by the highly complex environment in which it is conduct-
ed, in terms of intercultural and institutional settings, as well as by the multi-
dimensional and multifaceted internal dynamics within MNCs. This multilevel 
complexity is a central feature of this thesis. According to Birkinshaw et al. 
(2011) and Doz (2011), these characteristics need to be investigated through 
the implementation of more qualitative case studies, to increase the under-
standing of the complexity of the context, instead of denying its existence and 
assuming away possible environmental differences. The need to generate or 
expand theories that recognize the context has also been identified by business 
network scholars, such as Håkansson and Snehota (1995) and Welch and Wil-
kinson (2004). These premises relate to the very core of this thesis; capturing 
the complex context, and thereby further enhance the argument for making the 
qualitative case study the method of choice. Similar argumentation can be 
used to explain why the process view is adopted for this research. This type of 
analysis fits well with the business network perspective owing to the holistic 
perspective adopted, where the context is seen as shaping the flow of events. 
Further, the abductive approach is central in the process analysis: “Process 
research is best characterized in terms of cycles of deduction and induction” 
(Pettigrew, 1997, p. 344). 

Selection of the case 
When choosing a case, certain qualities are basis for selection, qualities that 
are valued on theoretical grounds; i.e. the researcher chooses the case study 
to be investigated on the basis of its perceived relevance for the development 
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of theory. Thereby, the selection of a case in qualitative investigations is 
selective, and not random, as it would be in quantitative studies (Eisenhardt, 
1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). These criteria have been applied in 
the selection of the case for this study. 

First of all, the choice of emerging economies is not only associated with 
their growth in importance in the world economy, but also because economic 
liberalization and globalization make them of considerable interest 
(Birkinshaw et al., 2011), particularly since most business research is based on 
Western settings (Dahan et al., 2006; Dahan et al., 2010; Wright et al., 2005). 
These novel settings are also interesting from the perspective of CSR. Given 
their progress and size, CSR is becoming increasingly important (Torres et al., 
2012; Yang and Rivers, 2009), not least because MNCs can often play an in-
fluential role in social issues owing to their knowledge and resources (Crane, 
2008). An example of this was shown in the results of Child and Tsai (2005), 
where a national environmental legislation of an emerging country was based 
on the policy applied by a Western MNC. 

These types of economies are also well-suited for business network based 
research, in part because of the MNCs’ influential possibilities, but also be-
cause networks and relationships are central in these settings (Meyer et al., 
2009), as are non-business actors (Hoskisson et al., 2000) including NGOs 
(Vachani et al., 2009) as a result of the lack of formal institutions and the 
potential for turbulence (Peng and Luo, 2000; Xin and Pearce, 1996). The 
necessity to include non-business actors was underscored by one of the few 
business network studies applied in this type of economy (Hadjikhani and 
Thilenius, 2005b). As in business network studies, within emerging market 
research limited attention has been paid to Latin America, especially in the 
area of international marketing. Thus business network based research in this 
region has received little attention, despite the region’s substantive economic 
importance. With a population of 590 million and a GDP of approximately 
US$ 5.6 trillion, an empirical gap is also addressed in this study by choosing 
the emerging economies of Argentina and Brazil as empirical contexts. 

The Swedish MNC, the telecom network equipment supplier, Ericsson, 
was chosen as the focal actor for a number of reasons. Ericsson is the mar-
ket-leading supplier in the telecommunication industry. Ericsson is a compa-
ny with relatively few customers, these mainly being telecommunication 
operators. The number of customers varies from one to never more than six 
in a market and they also have relatively few competitors. Hence, the busi-
ness environment is defined in terms of relatively few long-term and im-
portant relationships, a setting highly appropriate for the application and 
study of the business network perspective (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995). 
Secondly, the telecommunication actors are few in number owing to the 
highly regulated nature of the industry, which enhances the role of non-
business actors in the public sector, for example regulatory agencies and 
governments. Owing to the need for e.g. international standards, internation-
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al intergovernmental organizations, such as the United Nations, are also very 
important non-business actors in the ICT industry (Baron, 1995). 

Finally, given the CSR focus of the thesis, Ericsson’s change in terms of 
their marketing strategy, at least according to the communication of it; to 
enhance the focus on corporate responsibility and sustainability issues, 
makes the company suitable for the study of responsibility actions in society. 
This was also expected to bring the inclusion of civil society actors such as 
NGOs in the MNC context (Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012). Most studies 
where NGOs are included have concerned the study of the specific social 
issue networks while the aim of this thesis is to understand the relationship 
with society in the regular business network. Hence, given that Ericsson is 
not part of an industry which is usually “attacked” by NGOs, the role of 
NGOs in the regular business network is enhanced (Argenti, 2004; Baron, 
1995). One such CSR related project, whose goal was to bring telecommuni-
cation connectivity to a distant rural area, took place in a situation where 
NGOs would be expected to be even more central (Van den Waeyenberg and 
Hens, 2012). This project entailed a completely new type of endeavor for the 
focal firm in a radically different setting with a non-familiar civil society 
actor in the immediate business network. 

The choice of context for this study is therefore theoretical, in the sense 
that, in addition to the company under consideration, emerging economies 
and the ICT industry can also be perceived to have theory-expanding quali-
ties where interactions between the MNC and society are concerned. In turn, 
it also includes non-business actors in the business network setting. There 
are several different views of the need for either single or multiple case stud-
ies. I adhere to the school where the value of the case is based on its depth, 
instead of breadth (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). Nevertheless, in this study, the 
different units can be interpreted as subcases, but the importance of the 
whole is related to the mutual embeddedness and context of the units, which 
enhances their contribution to the single case setting. 

Data collection process 
Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) have underscored the need to avoid bias by 
not only including data from other sources, but also interviewees’ input from 
different levels of the organization and other organizations. The data have 
been collected at several units within the firm, including the headquarters in 
Sweden, as well as the subsidiaries in Brazil and Argentina. The research 
started at headquarters, in order to obtain a central view of the subject, and 
interviews were then conducted at both the regional and the local level. The 
Brazilian subsidiary is the head office of the Latin American region and, as 
such, it entailed all of the various Ericsson activities. This is also where the 
non-business actors were most strongly identified. The Argentinean subsidi-
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ary, in contrast, is foremost a sales unit, but also a sales hub for southern 
South America. Other related organizations were included, such as industry 
associations, customers and the NGO. This heterogenic set of interviewees 
from different levels and organizations not only allowed for a more nuanced 
view of the business network relationships since several perspectives were 
taken into consideration, but it most importantly aided the objective of iden-
tifying Ericsson’s interactions with the society in which it was operating. 

As a first step, the work entailed the study of documents, followed by inter-
views at Ericsson's head office in Sweden. The intention was to determine 
how the top management team looked upon the importance of CSR, relation-
ships with business and non-business actors. From the initial interviews, con-
ducted using the so called “snowball method", the internal group functions 
were specified and key people recognized. Applying the same process, re-
spondents at the subsidiary level in Argentina were also identified from the 
first interviews with the head of sales and others in top management. The local 
connections to non-business actors were clarified in the organization structure 
and the corresponding respondents selected in a step-wise process. The inter-
views with middle managers in Argentina allowed for interesting stories to be 
told; the interviews were then followed up with meetings with people connect-
ed to the relevant case study. More technically informative meetings and ob-
servations were also held with engineers involved in the cases identified. By 
adopting this multilevel approach, the need for wider views of the organiza-
tions within international business research was fulfilled since most studies 
emphasize the top-level executives (Birkinshaw et al., 2011). 

During the data collection in Argentina, the process was fairly inductive in 
the sense that the location of the relations to non-business actors in the organi-
zation structure was not known at the outset. Further, given the network per-
spective of the study, the regular business network was not neglected and was 
needed to get a complete view of the most important actors. Consequently, 
some respondents were chosen to ensure that the approach was holistic. At a 
later stage, when the data collection in Brazil was initiated, the structure was 
clearer and fewer interviews were required. Hence, the research could be di-
rected towards the relevant functions in a more efficient manner at that time. 
The more general interviews concerning technical “parts” were not necessary 
since the products in the two subsidiaries were the same. However, since the 
Brazilian subsidiary engages in Ericsson’s complete set of activities, a visit 
and interviews were also made to the production plant. The second phase of 
the data collection could be described as being more direct and less general, as 
the phenomena of interest had been identified and both the organization and 
the relevant technology were better known. Still, the interviews were semi-
structured with open questions being asked to allow the respondents to tell 
their view of things and not let pre-conceptions mislead; new leads were still 
followed. All interviews are summarized in Table 7 below: 
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Table 7. Interview Respondents 

Organization Unit/location Function Number of 
interviews Time for interview 

Ericsson Headquarters, 
Sweden

6

  Lat. Am. Region Mgmt. 1 Nov 2009 

  G&I Global 2 Dec 2009, Feb 2011  

  CR&S Global 2 Mar, May 2011  

  Account Mgmt., Global 1 Feb 2010 

 Regional head-
quarters, Latin 
America, Brazil

12

 Regional Mgmt. 3 May, Dec 2010 
Apr 2011 

 G&I Regional 2 Jun 2010, Apr 2011 

 CR&S Regional 3 Jun 2010, Dec 2012  

 Account Mgmt. Local 2 Jun 2010, Apr 2011 

 Operations Local 2 Apr 2011 

 Subsidiary, 
Argentina

16

 Subsidiary Mgmt. 4 Feb, Apr 2010 

 G&I (CR&S) 2 Apr, Jul 2010 

 Account Mgmt. 4 Apr, Dec 2010 

 Operations 6 May, Dec 2010 

 Other subsidiaries, 
Latin America

2

 Regional Management 1 May 2010 

 Operations Local 1 May 2011  

Industry/ 
country  
organizations 

Argentina Presidents 4 Apr 2009,  
May 2010 

Amazon project 
(non-Ericsson) 

Brazil 9 Apr 2011 

 Customer  2 Aug, Nov 2011  

 NGO 3 Apr 2011 

 End-users 4 Apr 2011 

Competitor Argentina 2 May, Jun 2010 

 Management 1 Apr 2010 

 CR&S 1 Jun 2010 

TOTAL   51  

All interviews were recorded and transcribed in their original language. The 
majority lasted from 45-60 minutes, while some during the process of find-
ing the central study objects were shorter, and others more closely related to 
the focal research area, were up to more than two hours long. They were 
semi-structured, consisting of open questions based on a general relationship 
perspective which allowed for non-defined replies in line with the explora-
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tive approach of the study (Patel and Davidson, 2003). The basic interview 
guide included an introduction of the respondent giving his or her position in 
the organization, responsibilities, and questions concerning the person’s 
view of his/her most important relationships, the reasons for their im-
portance, and more specific questions concerning CSR related activities and 
relationships to public and civil society actors. The interpretation of the 
vague CSR concept was left to the respondents and their view of CSR was 
captured. In the analytical process, the CSR concept was, however, inter-
preted as per the definition in this thesis. Follow-up questions were asked 
when replies related to central theoretical concepts, such as knowledge, trust, 
legitimacy, long-term relationships, and good relationships were given, to 
obtain richer descriptions of the respondents’ interpretation of such matters. 
Almost all interviews were conducted face-to-face on-site, with only a few 
taking place by telephone or e-mail. Follow-up questions, on the other hand, 
were completed mostly by telephone and e-mail. In order to enhance validi-
ty, some main respondents and representatives were sent summaries of the 
case related to their area. 

Interviews were not the sole source of data for the research. An explora-
tive case study requires data that allows for the subject area to be studied 
from as many angles as possible and that allows for all relevant material 
being collected within the research topic (Patel and Davidson, 2003). These 
requirements also contribute to ensuring that relevant data is obtained, quali-
tative biases are overcome, and that the data obtained has the greatest validi-
ty possible. By considering many aspects of a study object, the credibility of 
the results is augmented (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 
2007). The contextual and holistic approach from triangulation is also under-
lined by Ghauri (2009). Further, the need to complement the data collected 
from interviews because of certain inherent problems with the method is 
stressed by some scholars (Silverman, 2011). The data collected through 
interviews for the study reported here have, therefore, been complemented 
with data from other sources. Documents in the form of annual reports, cor-
porate responsibility reports from the focal company, and the firm’s website, 
have served as a starting point, from which a general view of the subject area 
could be compiled. Relevant regulations for the countries under considera-
tion were also examined, as were newspapers and the websites of connected 
actors. Internal documents from both the focal company and related actors 
have been included, along with reports by local universities concerning the 
regional results of the Amazon project. Social media were also used as a 
source for secondary data throughout the entire period of data collection. 
From the continuous updates, the process of the focal firm’s CSR strategy 
could be followed through the identification of main events and the attend-
ance of the same in the shape of live broadcasts. Data collected from the 
focal firm could also to some extent be validated through connected actors’ 
websites and social media in addition to, but separate from the interviews. 
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Finally, observations were made on site, for example to build up a more 
complete picture of the activities in the Amazon region, such as the work-
shops in the CSR-project. Several visits were also made to the head office 
and the subsidiaries, including both offices and production sites. 

Still, the epistemological standing in the present research is of a social 
constructive kind (see e.g. Berger and Luckmann, 1991), whereby the world 
view and the statements of the interviewees are interpreted as the basis for 
their behavior; this leaves the validation of the external conditions as either 
true or false in a second stage. Validation, in terms of avoiding misinterpre-
tations, differing memories or different interpretations, is, however, highly 
valuable. From the process-oriented study on which this thesis is construct-
ed, several of these plausible shortcomings were addressed, and it proved 
possible to validate many claims. These will be discussed in more detail at 
the end of the following section, which concern the analytical process where 
the data collected is analyzed in relation to related literature. 

Analytical process 
One of the main criticisms when it comes to qualitative case study research 
has concerned it being less systematic and objective than other methods. The 
selection of cases and how they are analyzed can sometimes be considered to 
be ambiguous (Ghauri and Firth, 2009). Thus, some scholars point to the 
systematization of qualitative data analysis with the intention of making it a 
more viable source of knowledge (Sinkovics et al., 2008). The systematiza-
tion can be facilitated through the use of so called Computer Aided Qualita-
tive Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) (Ghauri and Firth, 2009). Criti-
cisms of these tools tend to be centered on the loss of the contextual richness 
of the qualitative analysis. The coding process, however, is not automatic in 
any way; instead it is made by the researcher within the original context. 
Another approach for impeding the loss of contextual richness is constant 
memo writing in the initial phase, where the memos are connected to the 
relevant context in the software. Quite contrary, scholars such as Sinkovics 
et al. (2008) maintain that the analytical creativity on the other hand can be 
enhanced from summarizing fragments of the data in new constellations, 
without their original context. This allows the researcher to avoid making a 
single analytical interpretation. The data in this thesis was analyzed by ap-
plying a CAQDAS tool. After an intense and rich course in the use of At-
las.ti and its application in a theory generating manner in the starting phase 
of the data collection, the systematic organization of the data was enabled. 
This analytical process will be described further in the next section. 

Following the process perspective applied in the data collection, the anal-
ysis was undertaken in the same vein. The use of Atlas.ti which allowed for 
systematization of the data in this study, also facilitated the abductive pro-
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cess of continuous analysis including both data and theory. As mentioned 
above, this study entails both inductive and deductive elements, i.e. it is ab-
ductive. Making this distinction, however, is not simple, and many scholars 
have stressed that inductive research is not without theory and vice versa. 
For instance, the oft-cited Grounded Theory with its focus on constant com-
parison by Glaser and Strauss (1967) has according to Suddaby (2006) in 
many cases been “misinterpreted” in terms of not including theory. Birkin-
shaw (2011) also advocates for building on existing work in theory generat-
ing studies. Eisenhardt (1989, 2007), whose primary interest was the devel-
opment of theory, and Dubois and Gadde (2002) who tended to adopt a more 
abductive approach also emphasized the importance of existent literature. 
The central analytical process thereby entails a constant effort to move back 
and forth between the theoretical and empirical worlds in an attempt to de-
velop an “evolving framework and an evolving case”. 

The research undertaken and presented here is most connected to what 
Dubois and Gadde (2002) describe as “systematic combining”, given its set 
framework in terms of the focus on the business network relationship that is 
applied for the data collection. It is, however, still operationalized in highly 
open questions and without engaging in a deductive search for the main con-
cepts. These were coded for, instead. Further, compared to researchers such 
as Eisenhardt (1989) and Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007), who stress the 
value of theory generation, the objective in systematic combining rather 
concerns the development of theory, which is in line with the aim of this 
thesis. 

This research started as described above with a business network relation-
ship framework, including relationships with non-business actors. Given the 
theoretical gap concerning these relationships in business networks, an ex-
plorative approach was applied with the intention of developing a closer 
understanding of the relationships with non-business actors and their roles in 
the networks. From the initial more general interviews and study of docu-
ments, more specific questions regarding regulations and CSR activities 
were posed to capture the understanding of relationships with non-business 
actors. However, despite the framework at the outset, given that the analysis 
was an on-going process, not all literature was identified and studied in ad-
vance. This was partly attributable to the fact that it was not yet clear what 
the relevant literature would be; thus, this was revealed as part of the evolu-
tion of the case through the systematic combining of existing information 
and novel material. This process highlights the cumulative nature of the re-
search, in terms of learning from research and discovery, with the discover-
ies in turn bringing about changes and modifying the initial framework 
(Dubois and Gadde, 2002). This may appear to be different from the theoret-
ical sampling applied in the present case study where the choice of the type 
of market, industry, company and subsidiaries is concerned. However, the 
phenomena studied were not all defined from the outset and the explorative 
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approach allowed for “continuous sampling” of sub-cases as they appeared 
in the process of continual data analysis. This also entails applying the 
snowball method when selecting interviewees, again revealing the abductive 
nature of the research. Hence, as the sub-cases appeared in the process, the 
literature relating to the respective novel areas was studied and contrasted 
with the findings. These empirical and theoretical insights allowed for the 
successive modification of the original framework, while they also gave way 
for contributions to the related literature. 

Certain phenomena had an influence on progress, affected the results and 
provided the foundation for the papers published in conjunction with the 
work presented in this thesis. The most salient phenomena encountered in 
the process of matching data and theory were the following:  

 
• the effects of non-business contextual crises on a business to business 

relational crisis: a crisis in a business relationship was actually alleviated 
by the biggest economic and political crisis in the history of a country 
and it was discovered how the relationship did not always follow the 
logic of incrementality; instead it had developed from stability to insta-
bility and back to stability 

• the main CSR strategy of the focal MNC had not been undertaken in one 
subsidiary, while in another it had not only been undertaken but even 
presented and awarded at global forums central in their kind 

• the troublesome and very different relationship with an NGO did not 
seem to favor radical innovation over a longer time-frame. Instead the 
data indicated that radicalness in the innovation grew incrementally in 
the radically different endeavor and environment 

• practical difficulties associated with the problem of installing high tech-
nology telecommunication equipment deep in the Amazon without elec-
tricity, in areas reachable only by boat and without communication, 
where the climate and heavy rains are so extreme the communities are 
left unreachable at times were encountered. The primary problem was 
still associated with the participants; to the understanding and relation-
ships between people within the same country, speaking the same lan-
guage and with similar academic backgrounds. 

These discoveries stem from what Dubois and Gadde (2002) referred to as 
“active data” and were possible because of the use of open questions in the 
interviews and the explorative take on the research. However, contrasting 
and juxtaposing the novel data with the literature was just as important in the 
process of developing a comprehension and a theory for the processes at 
work. In line with Eisenhardt (1989), the difference between the data and the 
literature allowed for interesting and additional theoretical contributions. 
First of all, the incrementality in business to business relationships was en-
hanced with literature concerning crisis and relationship endings as an inte-
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gral part of a relatively unstable process, and this literature made it possible 
to understand the processes taking place in situations of crises. When the 
NGOs and CSR activities were perceived to figure little in one subsidiary, 
literature concerning subsidiary strategies and embeddedness as well as non-
business actors was studied and contrasted with the data. Further, the initial 
focus of the relationship found with an NGO in the radical innovation pro-
cess was based on resources; i.e. it was centered on effects on products from 
the radical endeavor. Instead, however, as described above, a relationship-
focused frame was necessary and cross-sector as well as distance literature 
was required and contrasted with the empirical findings to comprehend them 
and to provide a meaningful contrast. It was also juxtaposed with literature 
on discontinuous innovation, which depicted differences as sources for radi-
cal innovation, while the data indicated need for incremental steps to be tak-
en, even in the process of radical change. These additions to the initial 
framework are what Dubois and Gadde (2002) refer to as the matching pro-
cess, where advantage is taken of both the empirical and theoretical worlds. 

Hence, from these discoveries, internal analysis and literature studies, fur-
ther research processes were triggered. Of course these phenomena were not 
the only ones encountered. In order to reach parsimony, several case descrip-
tions were written and adjusted or aborted all together since they were nec-
essary for the understanding of the subject of the researcher, while not cen-
tral for the comprehension of the reader. This process not only contains in-
teresting results, but also enhances the process of learning for the researcher 
(Dubois and Gadde, 2002). In this case for instance, much learning and un-
derstanding was needed and this was particularly crucial for aspects like 
where the technology being applied was concerned, although, later it tran-
spired that the technology had not been central to the actual results.  

As described, the phenomena of interest to the investigation were discov-
ered and analyzed during the data collection process. The data was coded by 
applying open coding as well as theoretical codes from the initial frame-
work, in addition to which the authors engaged in continuous study of the 
emerging literature streams. The codes were the basis for the construction of 
code-families, which in turn paved the way for emergent reports on relevant, 
but diverse subjects, which with the continuous study of theoretical concepts 
and interpretation of the codes based on these (Sinkovics et al., 2008), al-
lowed for theoretical categories to be established. The use of the tool Atlas.ti 
not only enhanced the organization of the data, but also made it possible to 
engage in a very efficient and explorative internal comparison and writing of 
the emerging stories. Many different combinations of data could be put to-
gether with ease and compared in different reports while undertaking the 
analysis. These reports were also presented to other researchers who were 
not involved in the actual data collection with the aim of attaining other per-
spectives or avoiding any personal biases introduced by the face-to-face 
encounters with the interviewees (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 
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The decision concerning when to end the data collection is crucial, since 
the process actually is ongoing, thereby having strong effects on the results 
(Dubois and Gadde, 2002). In the present case, it was apparent that the lon-
gitudinal frame caused great differences in the results. What had at first been 
written in the format of a chapter in a book concerning the reasons why a 
relationship ended, was rewritten a year later for publication with the re-
search question being why the relationship had paused – i.e. the relationship 
had been revived during the interim period. Further, this change also under-
scores the importance of the process per se in understanding the phenome-
non under investigation. This boundary setting of the process is described by 
Dubois and Gadde (2002) as the sampling problem when conducting case 
studies. The active collection of data was ended in this case when no new 
relevant data was found in the interviews, i.e. when saturation was reached 
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). However, the 
events in the Amazon project were followed through social media, and when 
interesting data appeared, additional interviews were conducted. Hence, the 
data for this study was collected over a period of more than three years, from 
June 2009 until December 2012; however, the most intense data-gathering 
was performed between January 2010 and April 2011. The research process 
is summarized and illustrated in Figure 10: 
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Figure 10. Research process time line 

Reflections on the research process 
There are some specifics that need to be taken into account when conducting 
research abroad. When interviewing people from cultures other than one’s 
own, it is of great importance that the researcher be aware of the cultural 
differences. Both interviewer and respondent can be influenced by their re-
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spective cultural background, which can affect attitudes, perceptions, expec-
tations, and motives. These differences may lead to misunderstandings that 
impact on the validity of the results. Important features are, therefore, how 
the interviewer asks the questions and how the respondent answers them 
(Bulmer, 1983). Concerning the cultural differences of relevance to the work 
presented here, a main advantage in Argentina was that I have vast experi-
ence of the culture having lived there for more than seven years, working in 
both local and international firms. The tacit cultural codes were therefore 
well-known, and the respondents even considered me as “Argentinean” 
which was clear in many cases when comments like, “Well, you know what 
it is like here in Argentina” were made. This long experience of life in South 
America was also an advantage in Brazil, where I was considered “Latin 
American” by many respondents and descriptions were accompanied by 
phrases like; “Well, you know how things work in this part of the world”. 

When an interviewer has to translate questions, the risk of misunderstand-
ings increases significantly. The main desired attributes of the interviewer 
are the ability to speak the language used and that she or he is of the same 
ethnic group. Linguistic competence is particularly essential (Bulmer, M., 
1983). The language proficiency and cultural surrounding is also stressed as 
being important for method bias, meaning that respondents respond differ-
ently in different cultures (Welch et al., 2011). This is connected to “stimu-
lus bias”, where inadequate explanations or so called stimulus questions can 
influence the perception of the respondents; there are problems that can be 
minimized through the linguistic and cultural skills of the researcher 
(Sinkovics et al., 2008). Again, given my experience in Argentina, the lan-
guage was not an issue. All interviews were recorded though, and when 
there were doubts concerning the correct interpretation or information was 
missing, it was possible to get back to the respondents with attendant ques-
tions either in person, by telephone, or by e-mail. The interviews at Ericsson 
in Brazil were conducted either in Spanish or in English, and given that the 
working language within the company is English, this was not considered an 
issue. Some scholars have even pointed to the more direct nature of inter-
views when they are conducted in a second language (Ghauri and Firth, 
2009), so there are advantages to both methods. Furthermore, since Spanish 
and Portuguese are quite similar languages, the respondents had the oppor-
tunity of completing answers in Portuguese when necessary. When the ob-
servations were made in the Amazon, some interviews were possible in 
Spanish, while others were made either in “Portoñol”, which is a common 
way of assisting the understanding of Brazilian Portuguese for Spanish 
speakers. However, given the similarity of the languages I was able to un-
derstand the majority of the respondents, and in the cases of doubt, “Por-
toñol”-proficient people assisted as interpreters. This was only needed on a 
couple of occasions. 
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Special problems arise on top of these differences when the research is in 
the developing part of the world. A local respondent, when interviewed, may 
not know the terminology used, and thus, for example, would have no means 
of being able to provide the appropriate answer, or the answer given might 
fall outside the interviewee’s normal considerations. Other problems that 
often arise can be related to how the research is presented and how the re-
spondent perceives the interviewer (Bulmer, 1983). When the interviews 
were conducted at the offices in Argentina and Brazil, there were no prob-
lems concerning the understanding of the area per se, arising from the re-
spondents’ education level, for example, since all respondents had a very 
high level of academic training. Instead, since I am Swedish and the focal 
company is Swedish, it was of great importance to make it very clear from 
the outset that I was not sent from the headquarters in Sweden, but an inde-
pendent academic researcher. It is not common to receive academics in firms 
in Argentina and Brazil, so efforts were made to clarify my role as inter-
viewer and to explain the purpose of the meetings. 

When the interviews in the Amazon area were conducted, many of them 
were done with people from the NGO collaborator for the project, or with 
the local governmental people active in the workshops, all of whom had a 
similar educational ground to me. However, another part of the data collec-
tion consisted of studying the results in the communities, and triangulating 
those in the reports, which was done by talking to the locals. Again the “Por-
toñol” solution was used and, given the day-long visits, there was time for 
long interviews; the respondents had time for these lengthy interviews, too. 
The issue of data triangulation was, in part, overcome by the observations 
made during the day-long visits in the different communities, where I could 
observe the usage of the telecom connectivity from Ericsson’s CSR initia-
tive. An example was a community member who responded “No” to the 
question of whether or not she used the installed telecom connectivity in 
work purpose. Later the same day she was observed arranging stays in a 
“bed and breakfast” using her cellular phone which had not functioned be-
fore the connectivity installation in the area. Finally, with the intention of not 
being associated with the NGO, or some other organization, I used inde-
pendent means of transport such as private boats and cars. The aim was to be 
perceived in a more “neutral” capacity than might otherwise be the case, 
thereby emphasizing the lack of connection to any of the actors involved in 
the projects. The drivers also knew the people in the communities, which 
enabled me to be introduced to the community members. 

When attempting to conduct good qualitative research within the field of 
international business, some scholars point to the need for further skill sets, 
apart from the need for cultural and language proficiency; they stress, for 
example, the need for first-hand experience of and training in field research. 
I had previous experience from similar studies, before embarking on this 
thesis project and I was thereby quite familiar with the setting. I had per-
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formed the qualitative data collection for my master thesis in business stud-
ies in a similar way in Latin America, with interviews in Spanish as well as 
observations with locals in communities in the Amazon area of Ecuador. 
Additionally, I had conducted the study for my bachelor thesis in political 
science in Argentina as well as managed the qualitative data collection for a 
consultancy project in the Atacama Desert in Chile. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          

                Experiencing the logistical issues in the Amazon first hand 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The 3G connectivity in use in Suruacá during a workshop held by S&A. 
The girl in white wears an ‘Inclusão pela conexão’-project  t-shirt with 
the logos of Ericsson, Vivo and S&A.  
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Chapter 4: Ericsson’s society relationship  

In this chapter the empirical discussion of Ericsson’s relationship with socie-
ty is presented. The chapter starts with an introduction to the empirical case, 
structured in line with the literature streams of non-business contexts pre-
sented in the introduction; political relations and CSR. In the following sec-
tion, the empirical papers is presented. The chapter ends with a summary and 
discussion of the results from the four papers. 

Case introduction 
The focal firm in this case study is the Swedish MNC, Ericsson, which is the 
market leading network equipment supplier in the telecommunication indus-
try. Ericsson has close to 115 000 employees and a presence in more than 
175 countries. The geographic region of Latin America with its approximate-
ly 8,000 Ericsson employees was studied with the intention of investigating 
a setting comprised of emerging economies. The two subsidiaries studied are 
the ones in Brazil and Argentina. The Latin American region is managed 
from the head office in São Paolo, Brazil. Ericsson has been present in the 
Brazilian market since 1924 and has about 3,000 employees in the country. 
As the only Ericsson subsidiary in Latin America, the Brazilian unit includes 
all parts of Ericsson operations: sales, service, manufacturing and R&D. In 
Argentina, the firm has been present even longer than in Brazil: since 1921. 
This subsidiary is a sales unit with around 200 employees, but it also consti-
tutes a hub for the southern countries in the region. 

In capturing the turbulence and volatility of the emerging economy set-
ting, specific attention has been rendered to the Argentinean crisis in 2001; 
the most severe in the history of the country. It arose after a period of stagna-
tion, with high unemployment levels, which caused investors to flee the 
country. The consequences were the abandonment of the currency parity 
with the US dollar, and the local peso lost as much as 75% of its value while 
inflation was high. Further societal costs included banks not allowing people 
to access their savings, the existence of 17 different currencies in parallel 
with the peso and several changes of government. 
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Public regulations  
The ICT industry, with its high level of regulation, allows for the study of 
public sector relations. A few decades ago the majority of the telecommuni-
cation operators were public, however, during the last 30 years the telecom-
munications sector in most countries has been privatized. Still, it is a highly 
regulated industry, since there is need for policies/regulations concerning the 
division of the spectrum on the one hand and standards for international 
interoperability on the other. 

The spectrum is the single most important resource in the mobile tele-
communications industry since it allows for the transmission of radio waves, 
on which mobile telephony is based. It is a highly scarce element and ex-
tremely important for the operators, since it defines the extent to which they 
can make use of their acquired networks, and every "megahertz" is very 
expensive. In practice governments make public procurements and the spec-
trum is divided in blocks of 5-10 MHz of broadband, which the operators, 
usually chosen by a telecom state agency, buy in an auction. The actual fre-
quencies can be described in terms of radio channels – in the FM band, for 
example, a radio station may buy a certain frequency for its broadcasts. The 
telecom operators purchase blocks in a similar manner, but with much bigger 
spans of radio frequency. The state agencies are usually the ones defining the 
frequency of the broadband on a national level. This, in turn, defines in open 
terms what network technologies can be used in that country market because 
the technologies have been developed to work at specific frequencies. In 
some cases, different types of network technologies are suitable for the same 
frequencies, and then the operators decide on which technology they prefer 
to invest in. 

As mentioned above, the telecommunications market is highly regulated 
also since the communication networks need to be coordinated on an interna-
tional level. If they were not, they would not be operable internationally. 
Thus, there is need for policies/regulations on the one hand and standards on 
the other. The national regulations need to be situated within the internation-
al framework while standards allow for interoperability. This means that 
every government has the option to make its own policies and regulations, 
but these need to be aligned with the international standards. The most im-
portant organism for international coordination is UN’s specialized agency 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), which also treat the ICT 
industry’s role in CSR-related issues as increasingly central. 

As a result of the specifics of the telecom setting, just presented, there are 
a limited number of operators on each market. Consequently, the relation-
ships with them are extremely important for Ericsson as a network equip-
ment supplier. In general, there are between two and in some cases up to six 
operators in each national market. When asked about their key connections, 
the telecommunication regulators were identified by Ericsson employees 
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both from within headquarters and from the subsidiaries in South America as 
being among the top three most important relationships for the company, 
often surpassed only by the operators. The relationships with the regulators 
are handled by people working in several different positions in the company, 
such as the top management and strategy managers. There is also a Govern-
ment and Industry (G&I) function working specifically with these, including 
staff on both global and regional levels. Having described the basis of the 
publicly regulated nature of the ICT industry in line with the political litera-
ture stream of the introduction, an empirical presentation of the second 
stream of non-business literature will be presented in the next section; CSR. 

CSR 
Over the last few years Ericsson has started to frame its core competence in 
terms of CSR, as briefly described in the introduction. The company defines 
the CSR activities as business opportunities, while goals relating to world-
wide development and concerning global warming and poverty are presented 
as some of the main objectives of the company. These problems are becom-
ing more and more important globally, and they are receiving much attention 
from society, governments and international organizations such as the UN in 
the shape of the Millenium Goals. Cutting carbon emissions and reducing 
poverty are framed as business opportunities for Ericsson and they are con-
sidered important present and future markets. 

We see our technology having the power to create a more sustainable planet, 
transform industries and empower people around the globe. Our world faces 
some serious challenges. As the market leader in telecom, we know we have 
a huge role to play in addressing these challenges, but this responsibility is 
also a business opportunity (Ericsson, 2009, p. 4).  

 
Technology for Good: Broadband and mobility applied to address the big 
challenges of our time, like poverty alleviation and climate change is also 
good for business because it sparks innovation and opportunities (Ericsson, 
2010, p. 4).  

In the Ericsson Corporate Responsibility report (2009), the chief executive 
officer (CEO) expresses Ericsson’s role in CSR issues as being connected to 
enabling communication. Studies show there is a link between access to 
communication, GDP growth and poverty reduction. For example, an in-
crease of 10% in mobile penetration leads to a 1.2% increase in GDP in de-
veloping countries, according to a review of around 100 socio-economic 
studies on the impacts of broadband, performed by Ericsson and A.D. Little. 
Apart from this, the CEO states that the impact from telecom in areas such as 
health, education and income generation is still to be seen. He continues 
describing the use of broadband as a cornerstone in creating a sustainable, 
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low-carbon economy. Services such as e-health, intelligent transport and 
smart grids will be possible thanks to the broadband. The impact from the 
transition from products to services is said to be substantial, and possible, 
thanks to the new communication technology. The estimations of the CO2 
reductions worldwide that will be enabled by the ICT technology are 15% by 
2020, according to Ericsson. 

The corporate group function, Corporate Responsibility and Sustainability 
(CR&S), was created in 2008, before which the CSR activities were scat-
tered within the organization, while formally belonging to G&I. Given the 
needs and requests from many main actors, such as customers, governments, 
investors, media, NGOs, and as the general importance of these types of 
issues grew in society, the CR&S function was created to get a more global 
and less dispersed administration. In interviews with Ericsson staff it has 
been stressed that the company has worked with issues of this kind for many 
years, they simply became more apparent through the creation of the formal 
group function. There are seven staff working in the CR&S function with 
these issues and they report to the central technological officer. In the busi-
ness areas where products and services are being developed, as well as one 
person being responsible for each of the ten geographical regions, there is 
also a network of staff addressing these issues. 

The CR&S function is engaged in five main strategies: helping the cus-
tomers minimize their environmental impact, finding business opportunities 
attainable in the low-carbon area, showing how socio-economic factors can 
be positively affected by Ericsson’s ICT solutions and technology, minimi-
zation of risks in terms of creating a well-functioning chain of suppliers and 
reduction of Ericsson’s own environmental “footprint”. The third strategy, 
the impact of ICT technology on socio-economic factors, is managed 
through Ericsson’s top of the list key issue: “enabling communication for 
all”. This was also the most important issue for the employees in the compa-
ny according to a companywide poll made in 2010. The objective is to sup-
port UN’s Millenium Development Goals through the availability of com-
munications in developing and emerging countries to “alleviate poverty and 
bridge the digital divide” (p.10 Ericsson Corporate Responsibility report, 
2010). One of Ericsson’s first projects of this sort, and the most ambitious up 
to date, was “Millenium Villages”, which was conducted in eleven village 
clusters in Africa in cooperation with the UN and Columbia University, as 
well as with different mobile operators. The business logic in “communica-
tion for all” is translated mainly through the majority of the new mobile sub-
scribers being found in the developing and emerging markets, i.e. the base of 
the pyramid consumers. 

At Ericsson all CSR work is connected to the core competence – the 
company’s technology; i.e. there are no global projects with uniquely philan-
thropic objectives. In contrast, these types of more philanthropic projects and 
initiatives can, and do, exist on local levels in the Argentinean and Brazilian 



 77

subsidiaries. To leverage Ericsson’s core competence in terms of CR&S and 
to capture new opportunities, the approach is mainly based on co-operation 
with their “most important stakeholders”. In the first instance, the objective 
is to add value for customers through Ericsson’s innovative solutions. Sec-
ondly, government and industry are described as important partnerships for 
policy advocacy and standardization and finally they focus on the work with 
employees in order to embed sustainability in the business. The main actors 
mentioned as connected to the corporate CR&S group function are ITU and 
different industry organizations. Within these, Ericsson participates in dif-
ferent work groups with the main focus being on showing what is possible, 
basically by creating showcases for both customers and governments. The 
interrelatedness of these non-business issues just presented, based on the 
structure of the literature streams in international marketing; political and 
CSR, will be further laid out as follows. 

Interrelatedness in networks 
The interrelatedness of society is defined by Ericsson in terms of what the 
company refers to as its networked society strategy. Ericsson sees the ICT 
industry as the catalyst for developing and emerging countries to take part in 
the opportunities in a networked society. As mentioned above, they call this 
“technology for good”. The networked society is the main focus and concept 
in Ericsson’s CR strategy for the future, as well as being part of the general 
corporate strategy, and it has been compared to an eco-system. The main 
idea of the networked society is the intention to move beyond the already 
connected five billion people, to achieve the connection of 50 billion things; 
“machine to machine”. The vision is to connect anything that can have ad-
vantages from being connected through mobile broadband. In “technology 
for good” the connectivity is envisioned as being applied to affect socio-
economic and environmental situations positively, by addressing poverty 
alleviation and climate change. The objective is to change people’s lives 
through the creation of solutions for a connected society in areas such as 
health, education and improved e-businesses. The main focus of this strategy 
is described in terms of the “triple bottom line” where social equity, econom-
ic prosperity and environmental performance are the aims. Features such as 
connected cars, mobile health and sustainable cities are examples of how 
these objectives are to be achieved. Ericsson’s role in this network is de-
scribed in terms of being the supplier of platforms that integrate all entities 
for example for the governments’ different areas such as health, transporta-
tion and the telecom operators. The operators are expected to manage and 
connect new areas in their future markets, such as mediating the provision of 
energy and water. 

One of the consequences of the focus on a networked society is the need 
for Ericsson to work with sectors that are not the company’s traditional 
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counterparts, such as health care and transport, both from the public and civil 
society sector. By entering into or even creating the networked society, Er-
icsson will connect to what are, for them, a whole new spectrum of actors: 
different governmental entities, in the shape of customers apart from regula-
tors, and NGOs, and they will be part of Ericsson’s business network. Many 
governments use connectivity to achieve their development goals today, 
especially in emerging and developing countries. This is also the case in both 
Brazil and Argentina. To attain those objectives, the joint and coordinated 
action of governments, private enterprises and civil society are needed. The 
connection between the CSR-strategy and the public sector is apparent in the 
quote below:  

Getting policies right is a must. After three days of meetings here in Barcelo-
na, speaking about the benefits of the Networked Society with regulators and 
ministers from a countless countries, it has become clear how crucial the role 
of policy makers is in facilitating progressive change. This change must be 
about using ICT to create new growth opportunities that enable broad-based 
and sustainable enhancements to citizens’ well-being (Ericsson, 2014). 

 
Unquestionably, the mobilization of all actors towards this common goal 

constitutes a great challenge. However, the importance of collaborating with 
these non-traditional counterparts has been emphasized for instance by Er-
icsson’s vice president of CR&S, as quoted in the introduction. 

One such project was studied in this thesis; the bringing of connectivity to 
the rural Amazon in collaboration with among others an NGO. This case is 
found in the sphere of lack of adequate infrastructure in rural areas (Chibber, 
2004). According to development research by scholars such as Nair et al. 
(2012), the communications infrastructure is fundamental for progress. They 
conclude that mobile phones are the fastest way out of poverty. In order to 
reduce the digital divide and develop rural areas, mobile phone platforms 
apply services such as internet connectivity, e-banking, e-commerce, e-
learning, e/m-health and for business the access to market, e-financial ser-
vices, weather info, market demand and business information. Few private 
operators, however, expand to rural areas due to the remoteness and the ex-
pected low demand and there is still a call for further innovative services. 
Several governments realize this potential for development and invest in 
programs to enhance the communications infrastructure. The case study of 
telecommunication in emerging economies reported in this thesis presents 
interesting findings concerning business network relationships with non-
business actors, from both the public and civil society sectors; including an 
NGO as well as public units. Results from the papers based on this empirical 
case are presented in the following section. 
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Empirical papers  
The MNC relationship with society was studied in four empirical papers. 
The results from these will be summarized below. The research questions 
posed were:  

Table 8. Research questions in the empirical papers 

Paper Research questions 
I How are firm relationships affected and managed in turbulent contexts in crises?  
II Why do the CSR strategy processes differ between the subsidiaries?

III 
What does the radical innovation process look like including firm-NGO relation-
ship? 

IV How is the sector distance overcome and how are relationships built with NGOs? 

Paper I: Managing stability and crises in business relationships: 
The case of Ericsson in an emerging market 
A case of an extreme society interaction and the effect of the same were 
studied in this first paper. The decision to remain active in a society under-
going the most turbulent political and economic crisis in its modern history 
was studied from the perspective of the process of a business network rela-
tionship. The manner in which society had an impact on the relationship 
development between the company under study and its counterparts was 
studied on different levels: nationally and globally, as well as within the 
focal relationship. 

Radical changes in the business environment have made relationships in-
creasingly vulnerable (Grewal et al., 2007; Payan et al., 2010). The incre-
mental evolution of relationships has extensively captured the attention of a 
large number of researchers, in contrast to relationship stability jointly with 
instability and the impact of crises, which has attracted little interest. As 
Payan et al. (2010) pinpoint, relationship development is always vulnerable, 
for reasons like rapid changes in technology or in the relationships’ envi-
ronment. Therefore the paper argues that besides the incremental changes in 
the behavior of relationship parties, more research is needed on relationship 
development that includes both stability and instability. Thus, instead we 
broaden the scope of the research beyond the norm to focus on the critical 
conditions in relationships at a certain point in time, i.e. during a time of 
crisis; in its place the paper elaborates a process perspective, discussing in-
cremental development and the deterioration, dissolution or recovery of a 
process. The aim is to develop a theoretical view of how firms manage their 
business relationships through times of stability and of instability, adding 
instability and crisis to the picture of long term business relationship devel-
opment (see e.g. Grewal et al., 2007; Hallén and Johanson, 2004). 
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The process of instability and critical change is captured by changes in the 
three behavioral elements of a) uncertainty (high – low), b) trust (trust – 
distrust) and c) commitment (commitment – de-commitment). Thus, alt-
hough relationship development is incremental when changes are smooth, 
when changes are unstable, strategic decisions can make the difference be-
tween survival (Gounaris and Prout, 2009) and termination of the relation-
ship (Halinen and Tähtinen, 2002). This view pinpoints the understanding 
that during periods of stable change, the driving force of relationship com-
mitment is useful knowledge and low uncertainty, while in periods of crisis, 
the very same knowledge becomes invalid and the investments in relation-
ships can even become a burden (Ndubisi, 2011). A crisis triggers the prob-
lem of shortfalls in commitment and trust, impelling firms to reconsider their 
commitment, leading them to de-commit in order to handle their uncertainty 
(Hadjikhani, 1996; Petersen et al., 2008), to take a decision to exit (Dixit and 
Chintagunta, 2007; Havila and Salmi, 2008) or to retain the status quo with 
respect to their commitment meanwhile putting off decisions relating to fur-
ther commitment (Pureza and Laporte, 2008; Sull, 2005), or even increase 
commitments. Thus, according to earlier research, sudden changes are allied 
with commitment decisions that go beyond those associated with incremen-
tal behavior (Hadjikhani, 1996). 

The results show how the three elements involved in the theoretical con-
tribution; uncertainty, trust and commitment, enhance the analysis of rela-
tionships facing stable conditions and also instability and dramatic changes, 
asserting that every relationship involves all of these different kinds of be-
havior, which calls for deeper research to understand relationship develop-
ment. Far from studies like those of Medina et al. (2008) or Pondy (1992) on 
power and opportunistic behavior, the logic of relationship embeddedness in 
networks and in its context implies that the source of a crisis does not neces-
sarily lie within the relationship. (Medina et al., 2008; Pondy, 1992) Instead, 
the relationship itself can be in a state of incremental change, but a radical 
change somewhere in the connected relationships or in the context diffuses 
into the network, moving the focal relationship to an episode of radical 
change. Further, positive interdependence between several crises can aggra-
vate the impact, forcing the relationship to end. However, crises do not nec-
essarily have a cumulative effect. On the contrary, as demonstrated in this 
case, a severe crisis can also enhance opportunities. An actor with a distrust-
ing partner can create trust by committing resources in times of crisis for the 
sake of the other party to manifest a willingness to continue the relationship 
(see e.g. Claycomb and Frankwick, 2010; Tidd et al., 2004). Compared with 
incremental change, critical conditions often require rapid and dramatic de-
cisions affecting the destiny of the relationship. The process view developed 
in this study does not contradict the concept of incremental change. Never-
theless, consensus is towards initiating thoughts on issues like de-
commitment, distrust and relationship dissolution, which normally coexist in 
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partnerships with firms in emerging markets where drastic changes require 
prompt strategic decisions that affect the future of the relationship and op-
portunities for development. 

Hence, the conclusions demonstrate the vulnerability of relationships be-
cause of counterparts’ behavior and network embeddedness. There is an 
inherent risk to increasing commitment and building up a relationship over 
time, which is that, in times of uncertainty and crisis, the commitment will 
deteriorate and remedial actions like investing in new commitments can re-
duce distrust and uncertainty. Re-energizing relationships incrementally 
requires behavior like waiting strategies, when otherwise the choice is to 
exit. Few researchers have combined the findings from stable relationship 
development studies with those from research on crisis into one model, 
thereby considering both stability and instability in business relationships. 
This is despite the fact that episodes of turbulence and instability are becom-
ing more common in business relationships, owing to the entrance of West-
ern MNCs into more unstable markets, and market crises of various types. 
Hence, adding to the relationship development, this first paper represents the 
view that relationship change encompasses not only smooth incremental 
change, but also includes crises which can trigger relationship weakening, 
dissolution and/or recovery (Pauchant et al., 1992; Tähtinen and Vaaland, 
2006). 

Paper II: Subsidiary strategy processes in Latin America 
From the initial finding of the differing CSR related strategy outcomes in the 
two subsidiaries Argentina and Brazil discussed above, the strategy process-
es were further studied with the intention of gaining an understanding of the 
reasons behind their variances. Considering the facts that: the two subsidiar-
ies form part of the same company in the same region, both markets are 
emerging, the same customer was the main customer in both subsidiaries, 
and most importantly, the company had same strategic intent, the divergenc-
es found are compelling. In Brazil, a new strategy was undertaken, while in 
Argentina there were problems even getting started. According to related 
research, the distance to the host country is found to affect CSR-focused 
strategies (Campbell et al., 2012), which in this case do not offer much ex-
planatory value, given the similar distances to these subsidiaries. The pur-
pose of this paper was, therefore, to discuss how network relationships, with 
other businesses as well as with non-business actors, affect each other and 
have an impact on the implementation of strategy in subsidiaries in Latin 
America. 

Adhering to views of heterogeneous subsidiaries, as well as the embed-
dedness focused research (Andersson et al., 2002), the business network 
approach was applied with the intention of understanding the processes and 
outcomes involved. In accordance with the assumed importance of actors in 
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both the public sector and civil society in CSR related strategies and in 
emerging economies (Hadjikhani and Thilenius, 2005b), these were included 
in the analytical scope and added to the business network model of the em-
beddedness of subsidiaries. Further contributions are also possible in this 
study, given the lack of strategy focus in the business network approach 
(Baraldi et al., 2007), as well as the limited attention being paid to the rela-
tional implications in strategy research in emerging economies (Wright et 
al., 2005). The conceptual framework applied for the business network anal-
ysis highlights commitment, trust and legitimacy within the relationships. 

In its direct business relationships in Brazil, Ericsson soon engaged in the 
CSR strategy and joined efforts with its customer Vivo. For both firms, the 
project was important for enhancing legitimacy, within the rural community 
and also, for developing and strengthening relationships with the political 
actors. In the Argentinean subsidiary, the situation was different: the cus-
tomers chose not to commit to similar projects, and they did not seem to be 
interested when Ericsson proposed such commitment. When it came to rela-
tionships with the political actors and to legitimizing commitment, there 
were considerable differences: Ericsson Brazil indicated a high degree of 
commitment and had invested in production units and in R&D, while in Ar-
gentina, the subsidiary was principally a sales unit. A main reason for the 
unwillingness to enter into further commitment in Argentina, despite ex-
pected economic returns from such activities, was the lack of predictability 
of the regulatory framework and the lack of trust that the government would 
fulfill its obligations. Ericsson Brazil, with its more trustful relationship to 
the government, had been more successful in the implementation of the new 
strategy, which had contributed to the aim of obtaining legitimacy in the 
eyes of the government. The cooperation with the local NGO was crucial in 
Brazil for the development of the Amazon project, and effort was invested in 
finding a suitable counterpart. In Argentina, the lack of partners in civil soci-
ety with the necessary knowledge was described as one of the reasons the 
same strategy had not been adopted. But then, less commitment had been 
exhibited in attempting to identify such a counterpart. 

Indirect connections were also found to be important in the strategy pro-
cesses. The relationship between the operator (customer) and the govern-
ment is very important in the highly regulated telecommunications industry, 
and the operators in the two countries did not have similar relations to their 
respective governments. Again, the lack of trust in government from the 
operator in Argentina seemed to affect the motivation to engage in legitimiz-
ing activities such as the CSR related strategy, while in Brazil the situation 
was quite the opposite. In Brazil, even intergovernmental relations were 
committed to enhancing the legitimacy of Ericsson’s operations, for instance 
in front of the government, show-casing the CSR project in several UN-
forums. The project legitimacy was important for the NGO, too, in its rela-
tions with the Brazilian government. Hence, the results indicate that trust, 
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commitment and legitimacy in direct and indirect relations with both busi-
ness and non-business actors were central in the undertaking of subsidiary 
strategies. In the Brazilian case, trust in the relations with the government 
paved the way to legitimizing commitment, which in turn enhanced the trust 
and commitment among the actors involved, which included both businesses 
and actors in civil society. In Argentina, legitimacy was not developed since 
the firm did not commit enough resources to legitimizing activities, partially 
because of distrust in the government. 

A general conclusion from this study is that context matters in the devel-
opment of a successful strategy: a single firm/subsidiary is highly dependent 
on its context for the strategic processes adopted, and the network view has, 
thus, been useful in understanding the outcomes of the different strategies. 
Here, strategy appears to be interactive rather than independently developed 
and undertaken within the firm. What happens in one relationship may affect 
others in a way which is not always explicit or possible to foresee, implying 
that there are gains to be made from learning about strategy processes from 
the network perspective (Baraldi et al., 2007). Although this increases the 
complexity, it comes closer to an understanding of reality and the constraints 
and limitations on a firm, restricting its ability to be in control of its devel-
opment. In the context of CSR strategies, the results presented here indicate 
the important role of network relations, with the notable exception of home 
country distances (Campbell et al., 2012), and they demonstrate that the de-
cisive willingness and abilities do not only stem from the focal unit. The 
results contribute to the effects of relations with non-business actors when 
brought into the embeddedness focused subsidiary strategy literature where 
most attention has been paid to business embeddedness (Andersson et al., 
2002). They also add a strategic perspective to the business network and 
applies a network view on strategy, called for by business network research-
ers (Baraldi et al., 2007). 

Paper III: A relationship view of radical innovations in emerging 
economies: The Amazon connection case 
In the Brazilian subsidiary where the CSR strategy had been undertaken, as 
described in the second paper, the social innovation process became central. 
In this third paper the process of radical innovation was studied from a rela-
tionship perspective, with the main emphasis being on the impact of central 
firm-NGO collaboration. Radical innovation processes have not been the 
main subject of innovation research, in contrast to more incremental techno-
logical changes (Dewar and Dutton, 1986). Less is also known about such 
processes in emerging economies compared to Western ones, but the former 
economies are gaining ground as new arenas for innovation and entrepre-
neurship (Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011). The research question in this 
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paper hereby addressed the issue of what characterizes a radical innovation 
process in the different socio-cultural settings of an emerging market, with a 
specific focus on the focal firm-NGO relation. 

The view of innovation in this paper builds on the interactive and network 
based research, where innovations are considered processes beyond the indi-
vidual firm and opportunities are found through inter-firm collaborations 
(Ahmed and Shepherd, 2010; Håkansson, 1990). This perspective allows for 
an enhanced understanding of the interaction between various actors, both 
business and non-business. NGOs have not been central to business network 
research though, but their importance has gained increasing recognition in 
social innovation research (Arts, 2002; Milne et al., 1996; Stafford and 
Hartman, 1996; Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011), where their role has also 
been enhanced in the socio-cultural empirical settings of emerging econo-
mies (Nakata and Weidner, 2012). These contexts induce radical innova-
tions; however, it is incrementality and not radical innovation that takes cen-
ter-stage in innovation-oriented business network research. In contrast to the 
gradual learning and adaptation, the radical innovation process is character-
ized by discontinuity which according to some researchers is enhanced by 
arm’s length relations as opposed to long-term business relationships. 

The analytical concepts of trust and commitment, which are defined as 
fundamental in both schools are applied as analytical tools to understand the 
innovation process from cross-sector interdependence relations. The im-
portant factor of cultural compatibility in the relations is added in discontin-
uous processes for the attainment of radical innovations (Phillips et al., 
2006). In the incremental non-radical innovations, these are expected to be 
high, while the opposite is expected to bring about radical innovations. 

Given their short-term nature, Phillips et al. (2006) propose that trust, 
commitment and cultural compatibility are not needed in radical innovations 
to the same extent as they are in long-term incremental innovations and 
business relations. The results from the case of connectivity in the Amazon 
hold, however, that the lack of these elements in the relation between Erics-
son and Saúde e Alegria (S&A) resulted in a lost opportunity to innovate. 
These could be addressed through the establishment of new commitments 
and the development of a more long-term perspective, which created more 
trust between the parties involved. Further, when a radical element is already 
in place, there is less need for short-term arm’s length relations in order to be 
radical. Instead, in the radically different contexts, closer relations to the 
surrounding actors in terms of enhanced trust and commitment increase the 
radicalness of the innovations, more than short-term discontinuous arm’s 
length relations. A plausible view could involve a search for the optimal 
balance of uncertainty – too much or too little result in a decrease in radical 
innovation. 

Hence, the results from the Amazon connectivity case indicate that the in-
clusion of civil society actors in the innovation process makes the cultural 
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compatibility a serious issue that needs both short- and long-term considera-
tion. Further, the results also demonstrate that contrary to the arm’s length 
relations often promoted, increased trust and commitment in the relations 
can lead to enhanced radicalism in innovations. The results in the paper con-
tribute to the literature on radical innovation with specifics concerning the 
impact of firm-NGO relationships (Phillips et al., 2006). Given the empirical 
setting, that of a rural area of an emerging economy, a growing focus within 
innovation literature was also studied; namely the role of these profoundly 
different socio-cultural areas in the innovation process. These are no longer 
considered only as platforms for low-cost production, but also as sources of 
innovations (Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011). 

Paper IV: Sector distance in expansion to the base of the 
pyramid: An MNC-NGO relationship in the Amazon 
The notion and definition of cultural compatibility is further studied in this 
fourth paper in the context of cross-sector relationships. That is, the collabo-
rating partners may be from a similar cultural background, but they are dif-
ferent in other respects that are more related to their specific sector, indicat-
ing a sector-related distance rather than a cultural one. The implications of a 
sector-related distance between the business sector MNC and the civil socie-
ty sector NGO in the relationship building process are therefore studied in 
this fourth paper. 

The complications that arose in the innovation process in the Amazon en-
deavor appeared, to a considerable extent, to be attributable to the problem-
atic relationship with the NGO, a relationship which was focal for the results 
of the project. This relationship is studied more closely with the aim of un-
derstanding what implications the sector distance has on the relationship 
process. Relationships between firms and NGOs are gaining increasing at-
tention in international business research, for instance because they can be 
applied as instruments to overcome distances in expansions to base of the 
pyramid areas (Van den Waeyenberg and Hens, 2012). Hence, they can be 
applied to overcome distances such as institutional (Pogrebnyakov and 
Maitland, 2011), cultural (Hofstede, 1983) and psychic (Johanson and 
Vahlne, 1977) on national and regional levels. There are, however, costs 
involved in these relationship-building processes, which have not been fre-
quently studied when relationships are included as tools to overcome dis-
tances (Beugelsdijk and Mudambi, 2013). But the time and effort needed in 
building business relationships have been well studied in certain fields, for 
instance business network studies (Johanson and Mattsson, 1987). In these, 
however, the nature of the interacting actors and the relationship building 
processes are rarely differentiated when non-business actors are included in 
the analysis. What is more, when non-business actors are included, mostly 
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actors from the public sector have been central study objects (Welch and 
Wilkinson, 2004), not civil society NGOs (Ritvala and Salmi, 2011). In or-
der to understand the process then, the business network elements of inter-
dependence are fertilized with literature specialized in cross-sector relation-
ships including relationships with businesses and NGOs; knowledge and 
legitimacy. The sector distance based on sector pertinence is applied as a 
basis for the discussion of the differentiated relationship processes. 

The current findings indicate that the relationship building processes are 
somewhat different when the relationship concerned is business to NGO 
rather than business to business. Differences in the exchange of the interde-
pendence elements seem to have certain implications on the behavior. First-
ly, access, rather than learning or acquiring knowledge and legitimacy, was 
found to be more decisive in the cross-sector firm-NGO relation than in 
business to business ones. In accordance with this enhanced access, one 
could suppose that the interdependence would be higher since the actors are 
not able to create or obtain the resource that the counterpart holds them-
selves, since they neither learn nor acquire it. Interestingly though, owing to 
the inclusion of legitimacy, independence becomes highly central for the 
NGO which presents an overriding paradox – being interdependent but need-
ing independence. This tension is not unique for cross-sector relationship 
processes, though, but in business to business relationships, the forces are 
not based on legitimacy. Another important difference indicated concerns 
the time-perspective. In business to business relationships, long-term rela-
tionships are often central and the result of incrementally increased interde-
pendence. In the firm-NGO relation, though, given “the interdependence 
paradox”, there were some indications of fluctuating intensity in the relation-
ship process, from active to sleeping states; interdependent active and inde-
pendent sleeping periods. Further, the sector distance was quite apparent, 
given that the cross-sector actors were not separated by the “regular distanc-
es” such as culture, language, institutions. 

The sector distance appeared to be diminished during the relationship 
process from the learning that had taken place through handling this specific 
type of relationship, adding to the relationship knowledge concept of Johan-
son and Vahlne (2009). This would imply that, as other distances, the sector 
distance is not necessarily infinite and can be reduced through knowledge, 
which appears to be in line with findings in cross-sector literature where 
firms with experience of collaborations with NGOs had more successful 
project results (Bendell and Murphy, 1997; Berger et al., 2004). In summary, 
it seems that the sector distance with benefit can be taken into account when 
applying NGO relationships as measures of reducing distances in the expan-
sion processes of MNCs. The interdependence in these relationships has also 
been indicated as to be built differently from that from business to business 
relationships, contending the comment of just another business network rela-
tionship (Forsgren et al., 2005). This paper, then, not only adds to the impli-
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cations of including non-business actors in business network studies con-
cerning the sector related distances within relationships, but also to the litera-
ture where these are applied in order to overcome outsidership in an expan-
sion processes (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009) and in distance research (Van 
den Waeyenberg and Hens, 2012). 

Society interdependence  
The results from the four papers that provide the backbone to the work for 
this thesis are discussed further in this section in relation to each other, and 
in the context of the aims of this thesis: namely to better understand the 
MNC’s relationship with society. Firstly, the interdependence of the MNC 
with society has been established in several ways. It was, for instance, cen-
tral in the focal business relationship between Ericsson and Telefónica dur-
ing the crisis in Argentina in the early years of this century. The trust gained 
in the business to business relationship from the decision of staying in a so-
ciety, despite crises, was featured. Society interdependence was also highly 
central in the undertaking of a CSR-related strategy. With the intention of 
creating a networked society, Ericsson needed to work with a new spectrum 
of actors, from sectors that are not included in their traditional counterparts, 
notably in areas such as health care and transport, both from the public and 
civil society sectors. Interdependence in both business to business and busi-
ness to non-business relationships was necessary to include to understand the 
various outcomes of the society related CSR-strategy adopted by the Argen-
tinean and Brazilian subsidiaries. From these results, it was indicated that 
interdependence with non-business actors in society can be influential in 
subsidiary strategies and in local social responsibility endeavors. 

Interestingly it was not only interdependence with the business and public 
sectors of society that was found to be central in the study. In line with, 
among others, Teegen et al. (2004), civil society actors were also found to 
play a central part. For example, interdependence with civil society was not 
only fundamental because of its complete absence from the development of 
Argentinean CSR strategy, but the NGO was essential in the social innova-
tion process underpinning the Amazon endeavor. Its criticality was evident 
when Ericsson wanted to continue the innovation project by testing new 
products, and the NGO were not interested, with the result that the process 
was halted and was not reinitiated until the relationship could be re-
established. 

Apart from the interdependence with non-business actors in the business 
network emphasized, the interrelatedness of the research streams discussed 
at the time when the work presented in this thesis commenced, by e.g. 
Rodriguez et al. (2006), was also manifested. The direct and indirect net-
work effects were established in the results, underlining the importance of 
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the holistic approach to gain an understanding of the MNC’s relationship 
with society. In the subsidiary CSR-strategy processes, for instance, the in-
terdependence to the connected or indirect relationships to business and non-
business actors were central where the strategy processes were concerned. 
Direct and indirect exhibitions of trust in the government, on the part of the 
focal actor and its customers affected the outcomes. This resulted in failure 
to establish a process in Argentina, where little trust existed in the govern-
ment, while considerably more legitimizing CSR-activities were apparent in 
the Brazilian market, where the trust in the government was strong. The indi-
rect effects were also exhibited in the business relationship in the context of 
crises. In the latter case, the logic of relationship embeddedness in networks 
and the MNC’s context implied that the source of a crisis does not necessari-
ly stem from within a relationship, but can instead come from connected 
interdependencies and still affect the focal relationship. In the radical inno-
vation process, indirect non-business interdependencies were present as well, 
for instance with the government, paving the way for an understanding to be 
developed of the behavior of the actors involved. 

In summary, the results indicate the MNC’s interdependence with society, 
which, in terms of relationships with non-business actors, was shown not 
only to include the public, but also the civil society sector. Further, these 
interdependencies were interrelated in the business network setting, includ-
ing indirect interdependencies, thereby emphasizing the value of a holistic 
perspective. Another result manifested in the papers concerns the role that 
consideration of processes can play, which will be further considered below. 

The centrality of processes  
In the papers included in the work presented here, results related to the cen-
trality of processes have been evident, which could appear unexpected, since 
part of the main theme concerns volatile and radical settings. Radical change 
was studied, not only in terms of new interdependencies with different types 
of actors such as NGOs, but also in radically different settings, such as the 
rural Amazon, as well as in volatile emerging economies including crisis. 
Where relationships are concerned, radical changes or extreme settings are 
often discussed using terms such as: discontinuous, short-term or arm’s 
length and independent (see e.g. Phillips et al., 2006). However, what has 
been intriguing in the results from this study is that, despite the radical na-
ture, the value of looking beyond the main “radical event” has become evi-
dent. The importance of studying the direct and indirectly connected relevant 
context, considering all connections, as well as taking the process into ac-
count has also been shown to be essential. At the same time, the radical na-
ture of the study objects also affected the incremental interdependence pro-
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cesses, giving rise to fluctuations in both incremental and decremental direc-
tions.  

The results concerning the impact of crises on a focal business relation-
ship indicated a wider process than either incrementality or discontinuity. In 
applying a process view, the relationship development was found to be both 
incremental and decremental, involving weakening, complete dissolution 
and/or recovery and creation of relationships. A similar process was per-
ceived in the innovation process, where the relationships went through sev-
eral stages including both incremental and decremental stages. Thus, inter-
dependence seems to fluctuate presumably as a result of direct and indirect 
interdependencies in the business network including relationships with busi-
ness and non-business actors. An interesting discussion based on these find-
ings, therefore, not only concerns the importance of studying the process, 
rather than just considering a single action, when the aim is to understand the 
outcomes. The fluctuations in the interdependencies are indicative of both 
radicalness and incrementality in the same processes, and the necessity of 
realizing not only their existence, but also the management of both. Thus, 
these results convey the importance of including incremental and radical 
changes in the same processes, enhancing the importance of managing pro-
cesses in various directions, which, as discussed earlier, can be attempted 
from attaining relationship type knowledge. 
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Chapter 5: Concluding remarks 

Society is central in the context of MNCs, but the relationship between soci-
ety and the MNC is under-researched. The aim of this thesis was, therefore, 
to enhance the understanding of the MNC’s relationship with society. The 
complexity of the phenomenon and the many research gaps identified called 
for a structured framework to enhance the understanding of these issues. One 
of the main contributions of this thesis is, therefore, the consideration of the 
framework constructed in the discussion on theoretical development, where 
the contribution is not only to the understanding of the subject per se, but 
also, to some extent to the development of the business network perspective. 

The results of the framework have contributed to the theoretical under-
standing of relationships among MNCs and non-business actors. However, it 
is worth noting that consideration of the structure of the framework is not a 
common way to study business network relationships. This procedure was 
developed through the adoption of an abductive analysis process, including 
the findings in the empirical data and related literatures. Emphasizing inter-
dependence as an essential building block in the relationships, for example, 
is not the typical main consideration in business network research. The spe-
cific division of interdependence in resource and social interdependence, 
defined in terms of the elements knowledge, commitment, trust and legitima-
cy was also a novel way to structure business network relationships. 

The identification of society in terms of the relationship types as well as 
their direct and indirect interdependence in business networks, entailed a 
response to the call for a more holistic take on the study of the MNC-society 
relationship (Rodriguez et al., 2006). The relational and interactive approach 
applied to the society-based context of MNCs was another important founda-
tion of the framework, which, in line with Kostova et al. (2008) and Yildiz 
and Fey (2012), added a more varied interpretation to the discussion con-
cerning the ruling isomorphic assumptions of MNC behavior, specifically 
related to local legitimacy in emerging economies. 

The addition of, not only the public sector, but also civil society contrib-
uted to the empirical extension of the business network perspective 
(Hadjikhani et al., 2008; Ritvala and Salmi, 2011; Welch and Wilkinson, 
2004). This empirical extension led to the theoretical inclusion of legitimacy 
as an element of interdependence, as stressed above. Further, the relationship 
types included did not merely concern the ones between business and non-
business actors, which had attained some degree of scholarly attention in 
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business network research. Instead, the differentiation between business to 
public as well as business to civil society relationships was produced in the 
framework and discussion. This made it possible to make a certain contribu-
tion to the non-business studies in international marketing as well 
(Boddewyn, 1988; Hadjikhani and Ghauri, 2001; Hadjikhani et al., 2008). 
Separating the different types of actors added further to the theoretical dis-
cussion of the business network perspective, as well, where heterogeneity 
with respect to resources had been the primary focus. The heterogeneity 
between the actor types was discussed in terms of having quite different 
effects on the relationships, compared to the heterogeneity between re-
sources. In a subsequent step, the differentiation of the actor types and rela-
tionships introduced a differentiated image of the network as well (see Fig-
ure 5). The business network analysis might gain from the introduction of 
distinctions between the types of “interdependence arrows” produced in the 
relationships between the various types of actors. 

Distinction between the relationship types added further to the complexity 
to the MNC relationship with society (Rodriguez et al., 2006), necessitating 
a discussion of diverse non-business interdependencies and behaviors of the 
MNC. However, from the development of the framework these interdepend-
encies could be identified, thereby making it possible to specify the differ-
ences and thereby better understand the MNC-society relationship. The sec-
tor distances responsible for the types of relationship identified were also 
described as being diminishable through “relationship type knowledge”, 
which in turn enabled an interesting discussion to be held on the expansion 
literature (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). The civil society knowledge was 
conferred upon in a similar manner as the political knowledge (Hadjikhani 
and Thilenius, 2005b), highlighting the learning process and the possibility 
to increase learning. Further, connected to the MNC-behavior and manage-
ment of the differentiated relationship types, adaptation was discussed in 
relation to the business to civil society relationship. This relationship-type 
learning process was then transferred to the consideration of the processes 
involved in business to civil society relationships. The latter was also dis-
cussed in the context of relationship development examined through a con-
sideration of processes, i.e. not defined merely through a static model. The 
non-deterministic nature of the relationship process was underscored in this 
discussion. 

The theoretical development of the framework was developed through the 
abductive process, as described, including empirical studies as well as theo-
retical ones. Apart from the framework and discussions stimulated by it, 
there are other results that contribute to the understanding of the MNC rela-
tionship with society arising from, for instance, the results of the empirical 
papers in this thesis. The main contributions from the papers concerning the 
MNC relationship with society showed the interdependence of the MNC 
with society, an interdependence that included both business and non-
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business actors. In terms of relationships with non-business actors, it was not 
only the public that was concerned, but also the civil society sector. Further, 
the indirect interdependencies in the business network setting were also 
found to be important. Additionally, the relationships were not found to be 
deterministic, but instead fluctuated when considered from the perspective of 
a process view. In this way, the value of studying the processes in the quest 
to gain an understanding of the MNC relationship with society was strongly 
emphasized. Given the different types of relationships and the decremental 
as well as incremental effects of the fluctuations on the relationships in soci-
ety, short-term and long-term attention was found to be important to develop 
an understanding of the dynamics involved. 

Apart from their overall contribution to enhancing the understanding of 
the MNC’s relationship with the society in which it is attempting to operate, 
the results of the individual papers also contributed to several areas of re-
search. The first paper, for instance, added to the theoretical view of rela-
tionship development, holding that relationship change not only encom-
passes smooth incremental change, but also includes crises that can trigger 
relationship weakening, dissolution and/or recovery (Pauchant et al., 1992; 
Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006). In the second paper, the interrelatedness in 
terms of embeddedness with business and non-business actors contributed to 
subsidiary strategy literature (Andersson et al., 2002) as well as adding a 
strategic focus to the business network and a network view on strategy 
(Baraldi et al., 2007). Specifics concerning firm-NGO relationships were 
added to the literature on radical innovation (Phillips et al., 2006), as well as 
to a consideration of the role of these profoundly different socio-cultural 
areas in the innovation process (Viswanathan and Sridharan, 2011). A first 
step was taken in contending the view that relationships with non-business 
actors are just another business network relationship (Forsgren et al., 2005) 
in the fourth paper concerning the business-NGO relationship. In turn, this 
discussion contributed to the overcoming of outsidership in the expansion 
processes (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009) and in research on base of the pyra-
mid expansions (Van den Waeyenberg and Hens, 2012). 

Hence, where the understanding of the MNC relationship with society is 
concerned, it can be emphasized that it is important to include non-business 
actors from different sectors of society, and not only business actors that are 
part of the MNC business. The relationship types also appear to be diverse, 
thereby necessitating a differentiation between the management of them. 
This, along with the complicating characteristics present in emerging econ-
omies, makes the relationship with society an even more complex phenome-
non. The effects of heterogeneity, complexity and turbulence in emerging 
economies, underlined by Elg et al. (2012), have been recognized from a 
relational view in this thesis. However, the complexity appears manageable 
by learning about the differentiated types of relationships through adopting a 
process-oriented perspective. 
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My thesis thereby contributes to the understanding of the MNC relation-
ship with society. The empirical contribution concerns the behavior of 
MNCs in emerging economies in relation to society, while the theoretical 
development discussion contributes with a deeper exploration of business 
relationships and network perspectives in the context of society, adding a 
novel employment of the same.   

Managerial implications 
The findings in this thesis underpin and add to the well-known complexity in 
the MNC relationship with society, and thereby enhance the challenges for 
the MNC. However, as discussed here, the relationships can be managed and 
opportunities may even exist as a result of embracing the complexity. This 
further emphasizes the importance of managing these society-related issues. 
Since the increased complexity partly stems from the differences in the in-
terdependencies with the non-business actors the management of this 
knowledge and learning is central. In contrast, the sector distance to the non-
business actors is decreased through knowledge of the relationship type. As 
soon as it has been understood that different types of relationships need to be 
built and managed in different ways, the crises surrounding them can be 
managed. Thus, opportunities can be identified and problems avoided. From 
having the managerial capacity to handle the relationship with society, there 
are competitive advantages to be made in the shape of direct opportunities, 
such as base-of-the-pyramid sales and innovation gains, and first mover ad-
vantages from embeddedness in relationships with both business and non-
business actors. 

Future studies 
Many intriguing paths have been opened up by the research presented in this 
thesis. The qualitative nature of the work has meant that many intriguing 
findings can be made, as presented above, and new questions have been 
raised. For instance, an interesting step to take would be to turn these find-
ings into propositions and test them on a more general level. Naturally, a 
vast number of interesting issues came up in the course of the research, 
which could not be followed up. In parallel with the findings relating to the 
relationship types that existed between the MNC and the civil society and 
the public sector, the role and relationship of the MNC with intergovernmen-
tal entities such as the UN were found to be decisive for the outcome in this 
case. This particular pathway has received little attention in the literature, 
and its incorporation in the business network would be valuable and interest-
ing. In a similar vein, however, the role of the media and the MNCs’ rela-
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tionship with actors in the media could also be included in a future study. 
This, however, was not of tremendous importance in this case. 

It would be rewarding to study the transferability of relationship type 
knowledge, and to see whether it can be transformed into “general inter-
sectoralization knowledge” in line with the results concerning MNC learning 
behavior during crises (Figueira-de-Lemos and Hadjikhani, 2014) and in 
expansions to base of the pyramid (Van den Waeyenberg and Hens, 2012). 
Further down the expanding road, fluctuating non-deterministic processes 
have been widely discussed in internationalization studies in terms of the 
incremental and decremental change, especially in a critical sense concern-
ing the Uppsala model (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977). This was commented 
on by Johanson and Vahlne (2009), to a certain extent, but has not been stud-
ied further. Given the focus of the revisited model on relationships, the re-
sults in this thesis on fluctuating processes could be interesting if discussed 
in connection to the model, in addition to the studies of either incremental or 
discontinuous processes; the results here show the need for both. 

The direct and indirect interdependencies of the CSR-related project and 
connected relationships seemed to have some affect to influence the position 
of the focal MNC in its network. The effects of CSR have been stressed in 
different ways in this study. The enhancement of the relationship with the 
customer attributable to staying in a society despite the existence of severe 
crises is an example of this. From this action, the interdependence with the 
customer became stronger, and was maintained when the particular crisis 
considered calmed down. Other studies such as Hadjikhani and Johanson 
(1996) have also witnessed the enhanced network position of an MNC ob-
tained from not abandoning a market in crisis. Ericsson undertook also an 
explicit CSR strategy in the Brazilian subsidiary, which was central in this 
thesis. There, several indications of the effects on direct and indirect interde-
pendences were apparent. The indirect relationship among for instance the 
government and the customer had implications on the CSR strategy imple-
mented by the focal firm. Furthermore, the direct customer relationship was 
strengthened from the mere involvement exhibited in the Amazon endeavor. 
The enhanced customer relationship, the customer’s strong relationships to 
the ministries and the legitimacy attained from undertaking the project and 
involving a legitimate NGO, meant that Ericsson gained access to further 
doors. 

In this way, the direct and indirect interdependencies of MNC relation-
ships with actors from different sectors of society seemed to affect the posi-
tion of the MNC in the network. The role of CSR in industrial marketing as 
well as in business networks is, in contrast to consumer marketing, however, 
an under-researched phenomenon. Scholars like Smith (2003) recommend 
that researchers devote greater attention to multiple stakeholders rather than 
focusing exclusively on consumers. This call for studies has been met to 
some extent, for example, by Bhattacharya et al. (2009) and Lacey (2007), 
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who focus on the effects of CSR on customer relationships. Nevertheless, 
these studies, do not consider the relative position of a company as deter-
mined by its network relationships or how these relationships interrelate with 
and have an impact on one another. One of the few business network contri-
butions in the area emphasizes the importance of CSR activities when MNCs 
enter emerging markets (Joong-Woo et al., 2012). An enhanced analysis of 
these findings could, therefore, add to the understanding of the strategic role 
of CSR in an industrial marketing perspective. 

Finally, the definition of when an activity is CSR, and when is it not, is a 
central issue in this thesis. This goes back to the problematic definition of 
CSR. The boundaries of CSR activities are becoming increasingly blurred 
because there is a trend for CSR to lead towards the greater integration of 
these activities with the company core ones. This, in itself, leads to the ques-
tion of whether CSR needs to be treated as a discipline in its own right or 
not. The elimination of CSR as a separate activity for the MNC and as an 
independent discipline in academic considerations would also make the find-
ings of this thesis more generalizable. There are also several different types 
of NGOs. Some research shows how NGOs are not able to maintain their 
independence in collaborations with MNCs, which is quite different from the 
results of this study. It would therefore be fruitful to differentiate between 
NGO and MNC-types with the aim of improving the understanding of the 
relationships between them.  
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