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Purpose: This thesis aims to synthesize existing— and previously isolated— frameworks on SVC
through the lens of ABV and MNC synergy in the lens of international business. Additionally,
the aim is to provide a deeper understanding of how Nordic MNCs could synergize their SVC
activities across all their operating markets, alongside possible challenges and opportunities in
doing so.

Methodology: To meet the twofold purpose of this thesis, a qualitative abductive approach is
chosen to compare multiple cases. The data collection was based on semi-structured interviews
with eight corporate managers in foremost sustainability from three case companies.
Theoretical Perspectives: This study is based on the Activity-based view coupled with
theoretical lenses in value creation, global value chain, sustainability value creation, synergy in
multinational corporations and governance which also constructs the theoretical framework.
Empirical Foundation: The empirical findings are based on comparison between three case
studies in terms of the themes in balance of decentralization and centralisation, similarities and
differences affecting sustainable value creation in developed and emerging markets as well as the
balancing act between sustainable activities and profitability.

Conclusion: The findings suggest a shift in package logic in regards to MNCs' effort to
synergize their SVC activities through different means such as shared tools and best-practice
sharing forums. Furthermore, HQ holds a triple role of controller, facilitator, and stakeholder
integrator to ensure collaborations, priority setting, and coherent compliance across all markets.
Moreover, GVC SVC and GVC Governance should also be viewed as interdependent elements,

and the strategy formulation on GVC SVC and GVC governance should be developed iteratively.



Acknowledgments

Firstly, we would like to express our deepest gratitude to our supervisor, Magnus Johansson, for
his continuous guidance and invaluable feedback throughout the writing process of this thesis.
His insights and suggestions have been greatly appreciated and instrumental in improving our

work.

Secondly, we extend our gratitude to the three case companies and their participants. Without
their cooperation and willingness to share their experiences and insights, the empirical findings
and subsequent analysis would not have been possible.

Lastly, we would like to thank our families, friends, and fellow students for their unwavering
support throughout this thesis and our entire academic journey. Their encouragement and
assistance have been invaluable, and we sincerely appreciate all the help we have received from
everyone.

We wish you a pleasant reading experience!

Thank you,

Adam and Clarissa



Table of Contents

1. INErOAUCHION. cueeieuericsnricssnnesssarcssnrcssssnossssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 1
1.1, ProblematiZation..........cccueeruiiiiiieiieeieeciieeiee et e et e et e saeeteesaaeesbeessseensaeseseenseessseeseennseens 3

1.2. Purpose and Research QUESION. .........cecuieiiieriieiieiieeieeeie ettt ettt e e esee e s 5
1.3. Scope and Delimitation of the Thesis........cccccvieiiierieeiiierieeieeeeie e 6
1.4. OUtline Of the TRESIS....cc.eieiiieiiieiieiieeie ettt saeebeesseeenbeesaee e 7

2. Literature Review 8
2.1, VAU CRAIN....eoiiiiiiecie ettt ettt ettt e b e et e eabe e baeesbeenseeenseessseasseenssesnsaens 8
2.1.1. ABV (Activity-Based VIEW)........ccciieriiriiieiiieieeiieeie ettt ettt 8

2.1.2. Value CreatiON......c..eeiuieeiiieiieeieeiie et etee et eteeete et e eebe e taessaeesseessseensaessseenseessseenseas 10

2.2, SUSTAINADIIILY...c.viieiieiiieciieie ettt ettt et s e e et e e s e e ebeessaeesbeessaeenseesnaeenseannnas 12
2.2.1 Corporate GOVEINANCE. .....ceeruveeeiieeeiereeeiiieeeiteesiteestteesseeessseesssreesssseessseessnsseessseeenns 12

2.2.2. Corporate Sustainable Development.............cccuverieiiiienieeiiienie e 14

2.2.3. SVC (Sustainable Value Creation)...........cceecueerveerieeciienieeiienieecieeseeeveesieesveenneeens 15

2.3. MNC (Multinational COrporations)...........ccueereereueeruierieenrresieenieesreesseesseesseessseesseesnseenne 17
2.3.1. The Role of MNCs in Sustainable Development............cccoocueeviienciienienieeniienieenen. 17

2.3.2. MNCs’ SVC Activities in Emerging Countries and Their Challenges.................... 18

2.3.3. MNCs’ Alignment of HQ and Subsidiaries’ Sustainability Activities.................... 20

2.4. Preliminary FramewWoOTK.........ccccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieeieee et e 21

3. MEtROAOLO@Y..cciieuerirnniesinicssnnicssnnicssnniossanessssnssssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssossnsssssnssss 23
3.1, RESCAICH DIESIZN....cicuiiiiiiiiieiie ettt ettt ettt e et eebeesabeenbeessaeennaens 23
3.1.1. Qualitative Research Method...........ccceeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiicciee e 23

3.1.2. Multiple Case Studies Method...........cccoocuieriiiiieiieeiieeee e 24

3.2, CaSC SCIECTION. .....uviiiieeiiieiieeie ettt ettt ettt e et e esaeebeestaeenseessaeenseessaessseensaeensaens 25
3.3, Data COlLECION. ....eeiieeiiieiieeieeite ettt ettt et e ettt e et e e e b e e sseesaseesseeenseensaesnseeaeanns 26
3.4, DAt ANALYSIS...eeiuiiiiiieiieiiie ettt ettt et e ettt e ettt e et e bt e sateebeeetbe e bt ensaeenseennaaans 29
3.5. Validity and Reliability.........cccuoeriieiiiiiiiiiiiciiceeeee et s 31
3.5.1. Validity and Relability..........ccccooriiiiiiiiiieiiecii et 31

3.5.2. Research Design Limitations.........c.cecueerieeiiienienieeiieeieeniiesee et eiee e 32

3.6. Ethical ConsSiderations...........ccueecuieriieriienieeiieeieeiteete et e eteeteesreeaeessaeenseesnseenseessseensees 33

4. EMPIrical FINAINES.....coccviervriersrinssnnenssnncssssncssssncssssncssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 34
4.1, CaSC DIESCIIPLIONS. ...eeuvieiiieiieeieeiie et ertte et eetee e bt estteebeesteeenbeessaeebeesseeenseessaeenseessseenseennnas 34
4.2. The Balance of Decentralization and Centralization...............cccoecveeviienieeniieneeeieenieeenn 35
4.2. 1. HQ S ROIES....ccciiiiiciieeee ettt ettt et eeab e e e e e e e eveeeenns 35

4.2.2. Subsidiaries” ROIES......c.ccoiiiiiiiiieiieie ettt ettt 38

4.2.3. Regional Collaboration..........c.ceoveriieriieriieiieeie ettt ettt s ebeeseaeeseens 42



4.3. Similarities and Differences in Different Markets Concerning SVC............cccoevveennnnne. 43

4.3.1. CUStOMET DYNAMICS. ...cuuiiiiieiieeieeitieeieeieeeteeteesteeteesteeebeessaeeseessseeseenseesnseenseeans 44

4.3.2. REGUIATION. .. ..eeiiieiiieiieeiteciie ettt ettt et ettt et e et e eteeeabeesbeessbeensaeesseenseessseenseas 45

4.3.3. IMATULTEY ..o eutieiieeieeeiee et eite ettt e et e tee e beesteeesbeesseeesseessseenseessseensaessseesseansseenseenssennns 47

4.4. The Balancing Act between Sustainable Activities and Profitability............ccccceevenennnee. 49
4.4.1. Sustainability Embeddedness in Core Operations............cccveeeveerveerieenieenieenneennens 49

4.4.2. Competitive AdVANTAZE. .......ccueeviiieiieiieeie ettt ete et seeebeeseaeesbeessaeenseens 51

5. DISCUSSIOM.cuciiueiiiiiisniisencsanisnnssseessnecssnsssssssnssssesssessssesssnssssssssassssssssassssssssassssssssassssssssassssssssases 54
5.1. Managing SVC alongside Primary Activities Across Markets..........cccceeeverciienienieennen, 55
511, Value Creation....c.ceuieiiieieieeiesiteie ettt ettt ettt st e bt eate bt etesaeens 55

5.1.2. Market and MINC-Specific FACtOTS........c.cccieriiiiiiiiiieiiecie et 57

5.2. Sustainability’s Impact on Value Creation............cceeeveeriierieeiiienieeieenieeieeseeeveeseeeeneens 62
5.3. The Role of Governance in GVC SVC........oooiiiiieiiiiiieciieeie ettt 64
5.3.1. Synergized Balance Between HQ and Subsidiaries............cccecveveiieniieniienieenieennn. 64

5.3.2. Stakeholder INte@ration...........cceeeuieriiieiieiiieeie ettt e 66

6. CONCIUSION...ccueeiiriiniiiieiteenticsuinieecstenstecsstsssisssessseessnssssssssasssssssssssssssssassssesssnsssassssassssesssnss 69
6.1. Theoretical IMPIICATIONS. ........coviieiieiiieiieie ettt et sae et e s beensaeenseeaea e 70
6.2. Practical IMPlICAtIONS. ......ccueiiiieiieiieeiieeie ettt ettt ettt e ebeestaeenbeesaeeesseessneenseens 71
6.3. Limitations and Future ReSearch.............ccoecuieriiiiiiiiiiiiiicie e 73
6.3, 1. LIMITATIONS. c..ceuteeiietieieeitest ettt ettt et ettt et e bt et saeenbe e 73

6.3.2. FUture ReSCAICH........oouiiiiiiiiiiieceee e 74

7. References 75

8. APPENAIXo.uuueiiirrrrirsrrnessrnncssnncssnncssssisssssssssssesssssesssssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssossssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 88



List of Tables

Table 1 - List of Case Companies

Table 2 - List of Case Participants



List of Figures

Figure 1 - Preliminary framework on how MNCs could utilize GVC governance and SVC
activities to enable sustainable activities synergy in developed and emerging markets.

(Developed by the authors based on [iterature TeVIEW)........cccveeeriieeriieeeriieeiee e 21

Figure 2 - Updated framework on how MNCs could utilize GVC governance and SVC activities
to enable sustainable activities synergy in developed and emerging markets. (Developed by the

authors based on the empirical fiINdiNgS)........c.eeevviieiiiiiiiiieiiece e 55



1. Introduction

The importance of responsible business practices has become more amplified with growing
pressure from different stakeholders (Jamali, 2010; Lyon & Montgomery, 2015; Santos et al.,
2023). Governments at the international level are working together towards sustainable
development through the Kyoto Protocols, the Paris Agreement, and COP 28 (UNFCCC, n.d.a;
UNFCCC, n.d.b; United Nations, 2015). At the local level, governments are developing and
implementing stricter regulatory frameworks; the previously developed countries-centric
phenomenon is becoming a global trend following the upward trajectory of
sustainability-focused regulations in emerging countries (KPMG, 2022). Customers, on the other
hand, are not only demanding more environmentally and ethical products and services but also
more transparency (Musgrove et al., 2018; Torelli et al., 2020). Furthermore, customers are
becoming more aware of greenwashing (Lyon & Montgomery, 2015), thus it is critical for

companies to develop and implement true-to-claim sustainability features and initiatives.

These interrelated pressures and demands have transformed the definition of CSR (Corporate
Social Responsibility) (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Christmann, 2004; Jamali, 2010) and begged the
question of the role of MNCs (multinational corporations) role as institutions in contributing to
negative externalities to the society. One of the phenomena that draws criticism is the
discrepancies between MNCs’ sustainability-focused activities in their developed-country and
emerging-country markets, with the latter receiving less attention and commitment compared to
the prior. In some cases, this is even extended to pollution haven, where MNCs abuse the lax
environmental regulations in their subsidiaries in emerging countries (Balcilar et al., 2023;
Donaldson, 2023; Jamali, 2010; Jones et al., 2005). This critique has been particularly acute for
Nordics-headquartered companies due to their image as role models in sustainable business

practices (Strand et al., 2014).

It is shown that MNCs are more committed to making sustainable progress with more than

15,000 firms committed to the United Nations Global Compact universal sustainability initiatives
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implementation (Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2021). Over 150 enterprises have also based their
sustainability reports on the universal sustainability metrics and disclosure named Stakeholder
Metrics (World Economic Forum, 2020, 2024). Alas, reducing environmental negative impacts
and externalities i1s challenging (Ardito & Dangelico, 2018; Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2021).
Managing SVC (Sustainable Value Creation) throughout all operating markets is a complex task
for MNCs (Rygh et al., 2022) due to the differences in regulations, market needs, and purchasing
power across different markets. Additionally, the burden of proof on sustainability by investors
for MNCs 1is also an issue to consider. Danone’s previous CEO, Emmanuel Faber, who got
ousted following pressures from investors, is one example of how for-profit companies prioritize

financial achievement over sustainability performance (Winston, 2023).

Studies have shown, however, that commitment to sustainable activities— and thus SVC- can go
hand-in-hand with financial success (Barko et al., 2022). Numerous research asserts that
sustainability initiatives for sustainable development support firms’ financial and business
progress (Alshehhi et al., 2018; Ameer & Othman, 2012; Barnett & Salomon, 2006a; Chandler,
2020; Godfrey et al., 2009; Govindan et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2022; Tenuta, 2022; Waddock &
Graves, 1997; Whelan & Fink, 2016). In fact, sustainability-committed companies outperform
their competitors both in financial performance and the stock market (Eccles et al., 2014). Aside
from missing the uncaptured value of CSR and sustainability as market opportunities (Hockerts,
2007), companies also risk their reputation (Gomez-Trujillo et al., 2020) and customers’
perceived value by not implementing SVC (Janciauskaité et al., 2019). Sustainable positioning,
however, comes with a caveat. To capture the values, firms must not only be transparent but also
go beyond taking credit for adhering to regulations (De Jong et al., 2020). Therefore, to ensure
resilience, MNCs have to be proactive in performing their role as institutions to advance societal
impacts (Kanter, 2011) and be sustainably conscious across all their operating markets. Despite
this pressing need, research on ways to synergize SVC activities in different markets is still
lacking. We aim to fill this gap to enable MNCs to solve today’s pressing sustainability issues
while simultaneously achieving profitability. After all, as highlighted by (Chandler, 2020), it is
MNCs’ magnitude of scale and resources that will help society attain sustainable progress at the

scale and rate that is genuinely meaningful.
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1.1. Problematization

The ever-evolving CSR and sustainability have catalyzed a myriad of studies (Van Tulder et al.,
2021) with various research streams including but not limited to shared value (Porter & Kramer,
2011), natural RBV (Resource-based View) for different economies (Hart & Milstein, 1999),
SVC (Chandler, 2020), international business and CSR (Asmussen & Fosfuri, 2019; Brammer et
al., 2021; Jamali, 2010; Jamali et al., 2015; Liou & Rao-Nicholson, 2021; Van Zanten & Van
Tulder, 2021), and GVC (Global Value Chain) governance (Bair & Palpacuer, 2015; Gerefti et
al., 2005; Humphrey & Schmitz, n.d.; Kano, 2018; Ryan et al., 2022). However, despite the vast
existence and the increase in scientific contributions of SVC, research on synergies of SVC
activities in developed and emerging markets within the context of MNCs is still limited
(Asmussen & Fosfuri, 2019; Brammer et al., 2021; Eang et al., 2023; Jamali, 2010; Liou &
Rao-Nicholson, 2021; Rygh et al., 2022). A review of existing literature reveals a twofold gap

that remains unexplored.

First, while the existing literature helps differentiate the general context of SVC strategies
between developed and emerging countries, there is a lack of focus on understanding the
synergies of managing SVC activities within corporate context, especially for big-scale
companies operating across developed and emerging markets (Asmussen & Fosfuri, 2019), as
the literature generally exists in silo between one another (Van Tulder et al., 2021; Van Zanten &
Van Tulder, 2021). Hart & Milstein (1999), for example, proposed a framework of SVC for
different economies but left the discussion on managerial implications unexplored. This posits an
underexplored research gap on managerial implications within the context of MNCs. Another
research gap is further identified with mainstream international business prioritizing financial
institutional logic and predominantly utilizing quantitative methods (Rygh et al., 2022). These
gaps are significant and worthy to be explored for two reasons. First, the direction of CSR is
continuously evolving. Sustainability regulatory framework development is progressing in
developed countries, with CSRD (Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive) as an example,
as well as in emerging countries like China and India (KPMG, 2022). In turn, as aforementioned,
a holistic corporate-level analysis on SVC makes business sense, as SVC ultimately impacts
firms financial performance positively (Alshehhi et al., 2018; Barko et al., 2022; Eccles et al.,
2014), enhances legitimacy and corporate reputation (Bebbington et al., 2008; Bronn &
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Vidaver-Cohen, 2009; De Jong et al., 2020; Schaltegger & Horisch, 2017), and offers new
business opportunities (Hockerts, 2007; Porter & Kramer, 2011). Jamali (2010), Liou &
Rao-Nicholson (2021), Rygh et al. (2022), and Van Zanten & Van Tulder (2021) echoed the same
sentiment for the need for a synthesis of international business and sustainability-based & CSR

activities.

Second, studies on mainstream international business for MNCs disproportionately focus on
RBV (Dorrenbiacher & Geppert, 2017). This is also reflected in the sustainability research
stream, such as natural RBV (Hart, 1995). Whilst heated discussion between ABV
(Activity-based View) and RBV proponents remains in regards to which theory is better in
helping managers identify organizational capabilities to achieve competitive advantage (Barney,
2001; Johnson et al., 2009; Lynch, 2006; Priem & Butler, 2001; Sheehan & Foss, 2017), ABV is
chosen as the focus for this paper. We believe this gap is worth fulfilling as RBV does not
explicitly explicate what resources and capabilities are paramount, why they are so, and how
they should be managed (Johnson et al., 2009; Priem et al., 2013; Priem & Butler, 2001).
Barney’s (1986) acknowledgment of how wvaluable sources of competitive advantage are
intangible assets further strengthens Priem & Butler’s (2001) argument on the tacit knowledge
embedded in RBV. The tacit nature of RBV inherently results in the lack of specificities and the
practical elements needed to help managers implement it (Johnson et al., 2009). Moreover,
Sheehan & Foss (2009, 2017) highlighted that the source of firm capabilities does not merely
come from resources themselves per se but also how they are utilized and managed. As this
research is looking to explore MNCs’ challenges and opportunities in synergizing their SVC
activities across all of their developed and emerging markets, ABV will provide a ground of
understanding on how activities help analyze capabilities (Sheehan & Foss, 2017) and how they
holistically link to the development and deployment of resources throughout the organization
(Schilke, 2014; Sheehan & Foss, 2017). ABV is also helpful in identifying competitive
advantage when firms own the same or adjacent resources (Porter, 1985, 1990, 2008); this
ultimately will aid this paper’s aim of exploring holistic SVC activities synergy strategies even
when firms do not possess absolutely rare and inimitable resources in the context of today’s

globalization and open information.
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Additionally, research on SVC activities and synergy strategies, specifically for
Nordics-headquartered MNCs, is limited. Existing literature primarily explores SVC exclusively
within the Nordic context. However, as previously argued, the perception of
Nordics-headquartered MNCs as a role model in sustainability, the heightened expectation of
holistic CSR, and the development of regulatory frameworks across both developed and
emerging countries further motivate the need for research synthesization of SVC activities

synergies across all operating markets, especially for Nordics-headquartered MNCs.

To summarize, a synthesized holistic study on SVC activities synergies across developed and
emerging markets within Nordics-headquartered MNCs context is significantly

under-researched.

1.2. Purpose and Research Question

Following the problematization of research SVC activities synergy for MNCs, the aim of this
thesis is twofold. First, this thesis aims to address the research gap explained in the previous
section by synthesizing existing— and previously isolated— frameworks on SVC through the lens
of ABV and MNC synergy in the lens of international business. This directly connects to the
second aim of exploring and better understanding how Nordics-headquartered MNCs synergize
their SVC activities across their developed and emerging markets, including the challenges and
opportunities in managing them. With the changing empirical setting of increasing expectations
and regulations on CSR for MNCs, this study aims to enhance sustainability practitioners'
knowledge of the issue and hopefully enable them to optimize their SVC through synergizing
their activities across all markets. For society, by helping MNCs deliver SVC not only in their
developed markets but also in emerging ones, this thesis aims to overturn, or at least reduce,

MNCs’ negative impacts, especially in emerging countries.

Hence, the purpose of this thesis is to provide a deeper understanding of how Nordic MNCs
could synergize their SVC activities across all their operating markets, alongside possible
challenges and opportunities in doing so. To actualize this purpose, the following research

question was constructed:



Research Question (RQ):

How are Nordic-headquartered companies synergizing SVC across their developed and

emerging markets?

1.3. Scope and Delimitation of the Thesis

The scope of this study is to find a holistic understanding of how Nordics-headquartered MNCs
synergize their SVC activities throughout their value chain across developed and emerging
markets. This study will not delve into the debate over MNCs’ CSR impacts in emerging
countries and whether those impacts are positive or negative. Instead, this research will focus on
the strategic management significance of how MNCs could synergize their SVC activities in
their developed and emerging markets in a way that enables them to deliver sustainable impact

and ensure profitability.

For the empirical delimitations, this study will only focus on MNCs. Our indicator for MNCs is
companies who operate in seven or more markets with at least one market located in an emerging
country. This study will only focus on product-based companies as opposed to service-based
ones. The exploration of the research is narrowed to strategic management strategies within the
scope of synergy strategies as opposed to technical aspects of the SVC of the activities

themselves.

For the theory delimitation, the study will focus on SVC with a synthesis of ABV and value
creation theories, contrary to RBV. The study will utilize several value creation logics— namely
value chain, value shop, and package logic— that are most suitable to the RQ and the empirical
focus. We acknowledge the existence of other value creation logic, particularly value network by
Stabell & Fjeldstad (1998). That said, the three value creation logics were chosen due to the
nature of our research scope and the case companies' industries being product-based. Finally, the
exploration of value creation activities will focus on the corporate level and, therefore, connect

closely to MNC synergy strategies and the GVC-and how these are cascaded regionally.
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Furthermore, the study will not touch upon the technicalities and details of value creation
activities within the business units, and thus will not discuss business-unit-based sustainable

business model creations and innovations, and sustainable innovations.

1.4. Outline of the Thesis

Following the introduction detailing the background and purpose of this study, the literature
review aims to provide a theoretical foundation for SVC activities synergies, through reviews of
previous studies on ABV coupled with value creation logics. Subsequently, theories in the areas
of corporate governance, GVC, MNCs, and SVC are synthesized to grasp revelant concepts
relevant to this study’s RQ. Following that, a framework covering important and relevant

concepts from various interconnected literature viewpoints is showcased.

The third chapter covers the rationale behind methodology choices, design, case companies, and
data collection, followed by the analysis that supports the research’s effort in answering the RQ.

The methodology chapter is concluded with validity and reliability, and ethical considerations.

The next chapter provides an overview of the case companies and empirical findings gathered
from the data collection. The empirical findings fall within the themes of the balance of
decentralization and centralization, similarities and differences affecting SVC in developed and

emerging markets, as well as the balancing act between sustainable initiatives and profitability.

The fifth chapter presents a discussion between the identified relevant theoretical foundations

and the empirical findings from the study.

The final chapter provides a conclusion explaining theoretical and practical implications

alongside limitations and possible research areas to explore for future research opportunities.



2. Literature Review

This chapter covers previous literature on the research topic, which is paramount to developing
an understanding of current theoretical and research aspects surrounding the research problem,
which will, therefore, help to solve it (Bougie & Sekaran, 2020; Creswell & Creswell, 2023).
The first exploration of this chapter is research on the value chain with a focus on ABV and
value creation. Moreover, this literature review presents concepts regarding sustainability in the
areas of corporate governance, corporate sustainability, and SVC. Lastly, it showcases an
understanding of research in MNCs’ sustainable development, SVC activities in emerging

countries, and alignment of HQ’s (headquarter) and subsidiaries’ sustainability activities.

2.1. Value Chain

2.1.1. ABV (Activity-Based View)

ABYV is a strategic framework developed by Porter in his analysis of firm competitive advantage.
Porter argued that using activities as a unit of analysis is central to firm performance
improvement as it provides an understanding of how customer value is created (Porter, 1985,
1990, 2008). The path dependencies of the framework itself are possibly derived from various
economic and management concepts and research; the open-ended yet well-rounded
characteristic makes it widely used as inspiration in academic literature and applied by business

practitioners (Sheehan & Foss, 2009).

Porter (1985, 1990, 2008) asserted that value is not merely derived from the output produced by
the firm but rather from the interdependent activities performed by the firm. He argued that the
value is not only the margin of the cost of production and price of a product or service but also
the margin of the costs of activities performed and its relationship to customers’ willingness to
pay in relation to said discreet firms’ set of activities. Porter asserted that only by dissecting
these activities can firms identify their potential sources of competitive advantage. Competitive
advantage in this context is defined as what additional values can a certain firm offer compared

to its competitors. ABV highlights that this competitive advantage can be achieved when firms
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can identify how each activity brings distinct advantages in different ways. Porter outlined this
through value chain, a template of individual activities performed to create value for customers.
He asserted that value chain strategy formulation hinges on either reducing costs in performing
these activities or raising buying willingness by doing these activities, or both simultaneously.
On top of understanding the cost-value relationship of each activity, it is also paramount for these
activities to be carried out with a systemic view in mind, that is the value chain should optimize

the firm instead of specific business units or functions.

Value-chain has been used as an inspiration for a myriad of strategy works. Barney & Hesterly
(2015) introduced the VRIO (Value, Rarity, Imitability, and Organization), in their book Strategic
Management and Competitive Advantage, as a decision-making framework as a guide to gaining
and sustaining competitive advantage. The framework relies on core ideas, including value-chain
analysis, and explores how value-chain analysis is linked to valuable resources and capabilities
identification and thus helps identify potential sources of competitive advantage in a more
granular way. Hitt et al. (2015) also asserted value chain is a crucial factor for firms to determine
whether their core competencies are sources of competitive advantage. They further argue that
resources are not inherently competitive advantages— they only become so when firms can utilize
them to develop their capabilities. Some of these capabilities then become core competencies and
potential sources of competitive advantage. They share the same sentiment as Penrose (1995) on
the importance of resources to be utilized and viewed in combination with other resources, which
Sheehan & Foss (2017) put into context as activity. Johnson et al. (2009) and Lynch (2006)
highlight how organizations can achieve competitive advantage through creating value for
customers by identifying activities that bring value and activities that do not. They further
asserted that value chain analysis can help firms understand their strategic position relating to
what role different activities play. A firm can be extremely good at an activity, for example,
intensive sales and marketing, yet be less efficient with other activities such as operations— this
might be intentional to the positioning, nonetheless, the most important thing is the ability to

understand this.
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2.1.2. Value Creation

Continuing on the discussion of ABYV, Porter (1985) highlights how the value chain framework is
helpful in identifying competitive strengths, and thus competitive advantage, within the lens of
the value chain through firm-level value creation. His value chain framework divides the
activities into primary and support. By determining how each activity contributes to creating
value for customers, firms can identify the overall value-creation processes, and consequently
build their competitive advantage based on them. Porter (1985, 1990) also asserts that the value
creation derived from the value chain is applicable to all industries. The main difference lies
upon which activities the firm deems important depending on its industry (Stabell & Fjeldstad,
1998).

ABV has been cited and used as a foundation for a myriad of strategic management value
creation research (Amit & Zott, 2015; Johansson & Jonsson, 2012; Normann & Ramirez, 1993;
Priem et al., 2013; Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998; Zott & Amit, 2010). Amit & Zott (2015) and Zott
& Amit (2010), for example, highlight how different activities involving human, physical, and/or
capital resources are carried out to fulfill a particular purpose that supports the firm's overall
objectives. They posit that these activities are done interdependently between one another, or in
other words, in the activity system. Therefore, to achieve a competitive advantage, firms ought to
create values for all stakeholders, or as described by the authors, “create value with its partners”
(Zott & Amit, 2010, p.218) and “appropriate a share of the value created itself” (Zott & Amit,
2010, p.218).

Stabell & Fjeldstad (1998) utilize the Porterian value chain (Porter, 1985) as their key reference
for their value configuration analysis. Stabell & Fjeldstad (1998) share the same sentiment as
Normann & Ramirez (1993) that Porter’s value chain is too narrow of a concept as it primarily
focuses on the industrial economy (Johansson & Jonsson, 2012). They argue that contrary to
Porter’s assertion (Porter, 1985, 1990), the framework is not applicable to all industries,
particularly service industries. Therefore, they suggest that the value chain is one of the three
value configurations to build a competitive advantage, alongside the value shop and the value
network. They propose that the value chain logic is correlated to Thompson’s (1967) long-linked

technology, where the creation of value hinges on the transformation of inputs into outputs-- this
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transformation is a medium to transfer the values to the firm’s customers. The competitive
positioning is predominantly based on cost leadership and improvement of flows involving
buyers and suppliers within the value systems. The value shop, on the other hand, is connected to
Thompson’s (1967) intensive technology utilization in solving customers’ problems (Stabell &
Fjeldstad, 1998). Differing from the value chain model, the competitive advantage derives from

the quality of solutions offered to customers and not so much from the low cost of the products.

Stabell & Fjeldstad (1998) stipulate the need to explore hybrid forms of value creation
configurations. Stabell (2001) further emphasizes that value configuration is adopted at the
strategic business unit level. As companies can have several strategic business units, two
different business units could apply two or more value configurations. They do, however, share
strong linkages due to two reasons. First, as strategic business units are connected through shared
activities, the value configurations are also inherently linked. Second, the primary value
configuration should always be a core consideration when developing other strategic business
units’ value configuration for the firm to be able to achieve strategic positioning. Furthermore,
this is the rationale behind Stabell’s (2001) assertion on how hybrid value configuration should
be considered as a corporate-level analysis. Johansson & Jonsson (2012) addressed Stabell &
Fjeldstad’s (1998) call for exploring hybrid forms of value configuration by analyzing the
interplays of the value chain and value shop logic, and how firms can simultaneously customize
their products and services to solve customers' problems and exploit previous customization
projects for other sets of customers through repetition and replication— a concept previously
discussed by Rivkin (2001) and Winter & Szulanski (2001)- of underlying solutions i.e.
pre-specified service and product solutions. This approach, therefore, connects to the Porterian
traditional value chain activity driver logic (Porter, 1985) on scale benefits and offers an
overview of the interplay of value chain and value shop logic established by Stabell & Fjeldstad
(1998). The repetitive delivery of the previous customization project facilitates cost efficiency at
a large scale. Hence, the problem-solving part of value shop logic is not limited to serving a
specific customer but also a whole market that shares those same pain points. This is done
through what Johansson & Jonsson (2012) proposed as Package Logic, which is the utilization of

past knowledge in solving customers' problems to achieve scale advantages through replication
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of underlying solutions, and thus transformation. Although this logic inherently produces more

generic solutions, customizations could still be performed in addition to the underlying solutions.

To summarize, the literature review showcases how the concepts of ABV and value creation
have been widely used to aid studies in strategic management. Albeit the open-endedness of the
framework, the literature shared a common understanding of ABV and value creation in the way
that ABV is concerned with interdependent relationships between different activities in a firm
and how they create values for stakeholders including but not limited to customers, suppliers,
and shareholders (Amit & Zott, 2015; Porter, 1985, 1990, 2008; Zott & Amit, 2010). In
connection to value creation, the Porterian value chain has been used to identify how each
activity contributes to creating value for customers, how firms can identify the overall
value-creation processes, and therefore build their competitive advantage based on these (Hitt et
al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2009; Lynch, 2006; Porter, 1985, 1990, 2008). Moreover, the value
chain’s competitive advantage hinges on cost leadership by increasing the efficiency of activities
within the value systems (Hitt et al., 2015; Johansson & Jonsson, 2012; Normann & Ramirez,
1993; Porter, 1985, 1990; Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998). The value shop’s competitive advantage
derives from the quality of tailored solutions offered to specific customers (Johansson &
Jonsson, 2012; Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998). Package logic, on the other hand, connects the value
chain and value shop logic in a way that the repetitive delivery of previous customization
projects enables scale benefits of the value chain logic and problem-solving of the value shop
logic (Johansson & Jonsson, 2012). This conceptualization of ABV and value creation will be
used throughout this study as it incorporates significant and relevant cornerstones of the value

chain in connection to our RQ.

2.2. Sustainability

2.2.1 Corporate Governance

The origins of corporate governance dated back 800 years ago in religious and social
communities. Its elements of problem-solving materialized in corporate business in the early

twenties (Clarke, 2022). The author states that from this time on, the purpose of corporate
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governance has been to maintain accountability, stability, and performance in the organization
that answers to shareholders and multiple stakeholders. Tricker (2023) points out that effective
corporate governance is crucial for firms to attain corporate performance success in the long

term.

One of the imminent implications of globalization is how MNCs’ activities are currently
dispersed all around the globe. With more scope of operating markets, the activities within the
organization across different markets— defined as GVC- become more complex. Therefore, it
becomes even more paramount for MNCs to have a clear governance structure in place for them
to be able to navigate this complexity (Bair & Palpacuer, 2015). Industrial governance is one of
the prominent concepts that interlinks GVC and corporate governance. It is specifically

concerned with the coordination of interrelated activities within the organization.

The relationship between governance, GVC, and value creation has received academic attention.
Wang & Wei (2007), for example, asserts that the inter-firm governance system contributes to
control, and collaboration can influence the gain from collaboration-specific capabilities, which
leads to the competitive advantage of a supply chain. Wolters (2023) highlights various
governance gaps in the GVC, namely social and climate difficulties coupled with financial
performance, which negatively impact suppliers’ power compared with buyers. The author also
reiterates previous studies on the need for international corporations to integrate with multiple

stakeholders to address the governance gaps.

With changing environments putting pressure on corporate leaders to act responsibly and meet
the requirements for the survival of their firm (Cikaliuk et al., 2022), a new empirical setting of
GVC governance and value creation has emerged. A current environmental change is the
evolving shareholders’ and stakeholders’ expectations on meeting sustainability demands
(Clarke, 2022). Correspondingly, the role of corporate governance in solving social and climate
issues while ensuring profits has become more amplified (ed. Mulej et al., 2021; OECD, 2022).
Researchers also urge further studies to synergize corporate governance and corporate
sustainable responsibilities rather than viewing them as mutually exclusive functions (ed. Mule;j

et al., 2021).
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2.2.2. Corporate Sustainable Development

The importance of sustainability for societies across the globe has been heightened following the
rising concerns about environmental and social issues (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). This
implication makes it paramount for corporations to drive sustainable development in a prominent
role (Wolters, 2023). Although sustainability is becoming increasingly prevalent, it is still a
complex problem with varying definitions and views on solutions (Weber et al., 2021). One
commonly used definition of sustainability development took hold with the 1987 Brundtland
report, which states that “sustainable development is a development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United
Nations, 1987, p. 41). Following this, the global agreement on Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) was also established in 2012 (United Nations, 2012), which then transpired to the
implementation of 17 SDGS in 2015 (United Nations, 2015b) as well as the Paris Agreement— a
legally binding international treaty on climate change (United Nations, 2015a). Corporations are
essential for reaching the SDGs and contributing meaningful progress to achieve a more
sustainable world (United Nations, 2019). A ubiquitous framework to measure performance in
corporate sustainable development is TPL (Triple Bottom Line), which emphasizes the three
lines of sustainability which are socially-focused People, environmentally-focused Planet, and

economic-focused Profit (Elkington, 1997; Ksi¢zak & Fischbach, 2017; Savitz, 2013).

Due to its complexity, it is challenging for corporations to properly enforce sustainable
development, however, if strategic corporate sustainability activities are managed right, they
could be a significant source of competitive advantage (Baumgartner, 2014). The author further
urges of delivering sustainable initiatives that are both effective in improving environmental and
social performance and aligned with economic success. Regarding competitive advantage,
numerous research suggests that sustainable development initiatives also support financial and
business progress for firms (Alshehhi et al., 2018; Ameer & Othman, 2012; Barnett & Salomon,
2006a; Chandler, 2020; Godfrey et al., 2009; Govindan et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2022; Tenuta,
2022; Waddock & Graves, 1997; Whelan & Fink, 2016). A higher level of sustainability
initiatives correlates to a higher level of financial and business performance (Barnett & Salomon,
2006), and this could be reached by holistically considering all various institutional contexts the

business presents (Tenuta, 2022). Govindan et al. (2020) and Nnadi & Mutyaba (2023) also
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highlight that sustainable business activities are most likely to make a positive difference in

financial performance in the long term.

2.2.3. SVC (Sustainable Value Creation)

Corporate sustainability activities aim to generate sustainable value for companies, necessitating
a shift in thinking and action compared to traditional business-centric value creation, to minimize

environmental and social harm (Wolters, 2023). SVC is defined as:

“the incorporation of a holistic CSR perspective within a firm’s strategic planning and
core operations so that the firm is managed in the interests of a broad set of stakeholders

to optimize value over the medium to long term” (Chandler, 2020, p. 102).

Holistic corporate sustainability perspective

Wolters (2023) asserts companies need to consider broader perspectives on global ecological and
social problems in connection to their business implications within the firms' strategic planning
and decision-making. s. Evans et al. (2017) state that it is crucial for firms to be able to recognize
themselves as part of a system to maximize the total SVC. Evans et al. (2017) define this as
system thinking and explain that system thinking helps firms make sense of and navigate SVC
within the firm's specific industry. Moreover, this approach could result in a synergy effect, as it
enables solutions—in the form of business activities— that simultaneously solve multiple
problems, thus creating sustainable value advantages for companies. Wolters (2023)
demonstrates waste management in production activities and life-cycle analysis as methods to
comprehend broader viewpoints of the value chain and to find synergies between market and
environmental objectives. He also emphasizes that SVC will also be optimized when sustainable

options are fully utilized in business activities.

Stakeholders
Numerous studies support Chandler's (2020) assertion on the importance of recognizing
stakeholders' roles in creating SVC. These studies emphasize that the ability to manage

stakeholders across various business activities is a critical determinant of the success of the

15


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3BmMk5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xwYyqs
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4obTPU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ukdUUT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uVBdJ9
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?P7Fce4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?t14p4x

company (Aronson & Henriques, 2023; Cuevas Lizama & Royo-Vela, 2023; Donaldson, 2023;
Evans et al., 2017; Freudenreich et al., 2020; Manninen et al., 2024; Nnadi & Mutyaba, 2023;
Wolters, 2023). Freudenreich et al. (2020) enhanced previous SVC research by contributing an
SVC framework with a specific focus on stakeholder approach. The authors highlight that
stakeholder relationships and value exchanges associated with various business activities are
fundamental elements of SVC. The stakeholders within this framework include societal
stakeholders, financial stakeholders, customers, employees, and business partners. By adapting
focal business activities to the needs and expectations of each stakeholder group, companies can
achieve a more comprehensive understanding of how to integrate stakeholders into the process of

creating SVC.

Medium to long-term

Several researchers within the field of SVC argue that a crucial factor for achieving sustainable
business success through corporate sustainability initiatives is shifting from a short-term
perspective to a medium to long-term view of business performance(Evans et al., 2017,
Manninen et al., 2024; Nnadi & Mutyaba, 2023; Wolters, 2023). Despite the importance of
embracing a medium to long-term perspective in value optimization according to Chandler
(2020), it is still necessary for businesses to strike a balance between short-term and long-term
thinking (Wolters, 2023). As highlighted by Wolters (2023), success can be attained when
stakeholder requirements are met whilst also ensuring organizations’ profitability,
competitiveness, and resilience are also ensured. Therefore, short-term profitability is an
important factor to consider in enabling long-term value creation and continuity. This balance

could be achieved with sustainability-led business models.

Upgraded SVC approaches

Donaldson (2023) critiques the current literature on corporate SVC for its predominant reliance
on a one-size-fits-all approach. He advocates for an improved model of value creation, where
success in business sustainability activities is assessed through more nuanced metrics, thereby

advancing theories related to stakeholders and overall corporate sustainability.
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Manninen et al. (2024), through a review of 85 recent research articles on SVC, propose a
framework comprising core elements of SVC. This framework includes a temporal view, which
focuses on the timing of value creation, and a spatial view, which identifies the locations where
value is created. Additionally, the framework also encompasses the management of tensions and
conflicts in value creation. The authors argue that these holistic core elements can facilitate
opportunities for SVC across various parts of the value network and help identify underlying

factors that impede potential SVC.

Another concept introduced by Evans et al. (2017) touches upon failed value exchange in current
business models, which could be a key source for discovering opportunities for SVC. The
authors explain that new opportunities for value creation can emerge from recognizing and
addressing forms of destroyed value or missed value within business activities. Moreover, by
implementing strategies to search for value creation failures in the value chain involving multiple
stakeholders, companies can enhance opportunities for SVC by reducing uncaptured value

through changes in the value proposition.

2.3. MNC (Multinational Corporations)

2.3.1. The Role of MNCs in Sustainable Development

Over recent decades and centuries, multinational corporations (MNCs) have dramatically
increased in number and influence, gaining substantial power to shape societies and impact both
people and the environment (Fitzgerald, 2016; Scott et al., 2021).Numerous studies on the
sustainability of MNCs indicate that these corporations now play a crucial role in societal
development through their sustainability activities (Barkemeyer & Figge, 2014; Chandler, 2020;
Chifan & Ipsalat, 2023; Elg & Hénell, 2023; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Husted & Allen, 2010;
Ishak et al., 2017; Jamali et al., 2015; Nasta & Cundari, 2024). For instance, Chandler (2020)
and Chifan & Ipsalat (2023) argue that MNCs are the most considerable type of firm because
they have historically caused substantial environmental and social harm. However, this historical
impact also positions MNCs as significant contributors to sustainable development, given their

responsibility for the creation of these issues. Tarnovskaya (2023) emphasizes that due to their
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global influence, MNCs must transition from a purely competitive stance to a more cooperative
approach to effect real change in industry sustainability. Elg & Hénell (2023) highlight that
global enterprises can drive sustainable development in emerging economies through various
activities rooted in market successes, thereby taking responsibility for fostering sustainability on

a broader scale.

2.3.2. MNCs’ SVC Activities in Emerging Countries and Their Challenges

The existing literature on the definitions of developed and emerging markets varies, yet certain

common characteristics of these markets are frequently noted below:

“Developed countries are characterized by high GDP per capita and low growth rates,

whereas in emerging countries the opposite is found.” (Dogl & Behnam, 2015, p. 584)

Contrary to the commonly used categorization of developed and emerging markets above,
Strombom (2010), Hu et al. (2021) and Cavusgil (2021) explain that emerging countries,
particularly China and India, are experiencing significant economic growth. Therefore, it is
essential to consider the economic development of emerging markets when examining specific
countries' business contexts. On the other hand, although growth and GDP are increasing in these
emerging economies, there is a simultaneous rise in inequality within these countries (OECD,
2011). Hart & Milstein, (1999) further distinguish emerging markets as countries where
consumers have minimal purchasing power to meet their basic needs, while developed markets
are characterized by consumers with sufficient purchasing power to afford a wide range of their
desired needs and wants. Cavusgil (2021) also highlights that despite the substantial focus on
GDP in emerging economies, future research should emphasize sustainability, which directly

connects to the focus of this study.

MNCs can derive significant business value from sustainable activities in emerging markets,
particularly by enhancing economic and human capital value (Abugre & Anlesinya, 2019).
Jamali et al. (2019) further explain that MNCs' sustainability efforts in emerging countries,

aligned with the SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals), could result in positive spillovers for
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their business operations. This approach can add value to host states, as suggested by Bremmer
(2014), who outlined various strategies for MNCs to navigate governmental challenges in
emerging markets. Dogl & Behnam (2015) also noted that sustainability activities have a more
substantial positive impact in emerging markets compared to developed markets. This
perspective aligns with Tarnovskaya (2023), who emphasized that global companies increasingly
integrate global sustainability activities into their strategic planning, recognizing these activities

as critical for maintaining competitive advantage.

MNCs face significant challenges in deciding whether to formulate uniform corporate
sustainability strategies globally or adapt them to local factors. This complexity arises from the
varying circumstances across their subsidiaries (Epstein & Roy, 2001). Husted & Allen (2010)
further elucidate that MNCs encounter diverse expectations from governments worldwide, which
adds to the pressure of generating sustainable value for societies. If these expectations are unmet,
Bremmer (2014) and Dorrenbacher & Geppert (2017) argue that MNCs will face further strategic
challenges due to protectionist policies by local governments in emerging countries. Chandler
(2020) and Susnien¢ & Vanagas (2007) also emphasize the growing importance and difficulty of
balancing stakeholder interests. Stakeholders include not only governments but also consumers
and communities in emerging markets, who can significantly impact or be impacted by MNCs'
activities (Freeman, 2010). One key challenge, as noted by Hart & Milstein (1999, p. 28), is that
“sustainable development of the emerging economy will depend on firms' ability to meet rapidly
growing demands without repeating wasteful, outdated practices”. They further caution that
successful sustainability initiatives in developed markets may not yield similar outcomes in
emerging markets, underscoring the necessity for MNCs to tailor their global strategies to local
demands. Current literature highlights the complexity of these challenges, noting that MNCs
must consider numerous factors simultaneously in their corporate sustainability strategies to

create value internationally in both the global south and north.

Bartlett & Ghoshal (1988) argued that a solution to successful strategic management in MNCs is
to adopt a transnational approach, which combines global integration and local responsiveness.
The study reveals an interesting finding on how European MNCs often struggle with global

integration but excel in local responsiveness due to their decentralized subsidiaries. Conversely,
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Barkemeyer & Figge (2014) and Jamali et al. (2015) question the viability of the transnational
approach for modern MNCs in addressing global sustainability challenges. They raise concerns
about the increasing headquartering effect, which will be further elaborated in the next

subsection.

2.3.3. MNCs’ Alignment of HQ and Subsidiaries’ Sustainability Activities

Current research indicates that while the increasing strategic prioritization of corporate
sustainability activities yields positive effects, it also brings unintended challenges. On the
relationship between HQs and subsidiaries specifically, the challenge lies in the possibility of
imbalance in control and decision-making on sustainability initiatives (Barkemeyer & Figge,
2014; Jamali et al., 2015; Shah & Arjoon, 2015). This imbalance, referred to as the
headquartering effect by Barkemeyer & Figge (2014) and Jamali et al. (2015), occurs when
subsidiaries located outside of the HQ's home country develop sustainability initiatives with the
HQ's strategic direction without taking responsiveness to local interests and the needs of local
stakeholders into consideration. The increasing centralization of decision-making creates
limitations in sustainability development within societies, as it leads to an imbalance in
prioritization and an absence of local responsiveness. Specifically, Barkemeyer & Figge (2014)
note that the headquartering effect encourages MNCs to prioritize strategies driven by a northern
sustainability agenda, thereby failing to address the demands of stakeholders in emerging
countries. In response to these challenges, Shah & Arjoon (2015) suggest that MNCs should
manage international strategies in corporate sustainability initiatives by balancing the objectives
of subsidiaries with the directives of the HQ. Additionally, Jamali et al. (2015) recommend that
MNCs strategically integrate globally and locally responsive sustainability initiatives to

simultaneously reduce costs and address market-specific social problems effectively.

Another perspective on the relationship between HQ and subsidiaries is highlighted by Ryan et
al. (2022), who discuss how MNCs leverage GVC to organize business activities across multiple
countries to gain location advantages and efficiency. The authors explain that these activities can
be effectively managed by subsidiaries under the leadership of the HQ. However, they suggest
that MNC HQs should not lead subsidiaries merely to control the GVC. Instead, to achieve
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successful utilization of subsidiaries within the GVC, it is recommended that MNC HQs
continuously monitor and assess the development of their subsidiaries (Ryan et al. 2022). This
support and evaluation enable subsidiaries to enhance their activities with more added value and
efficiency within the GVC. This approach can help MNCs deliver significant contributions to
sustainability development and secure advantages in foreign countries, including emerging

markets.

2.4. Preliminary Framework

Sustainable activities
in Developed
Markets

Sustainable activities
in Emerging Markets

Responsiveness
to local

Value Chain Logic Value Shop Logic Package Logic Efficiency

Figure 1: Preliminary framework on how MNCs could utilize GVC SVC and governance to
enhance sustainable activities synergy in developed and emerging markets (developed by the

authors based on literature review)

This preliminary framework is developed from the synthesization of existing theories explored in
the previous subsections. At a broader level of value creation, the literature review, through the
lens of ABYV, suggests that a firm's activities are interdependent and should be viewed as a
system. Understanding this interplay enables firms to identify ways to create value for their

stakeholders. The literature on SVC has many facets, but the focus on the linkage between ABV
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and SVC in emerging markets highlights the importance of adopting a holistic approach to the
market. This approach enables firms to navigate specific industries effectively. Our perspective
incorporates the notion that navigation in emerging markets can either encompass entire

industries or be an integral part of those industries.

When MNCs effectively navigate GVCs within both emerging and developed markets, they
enhance their ability to create sustainable value activities. This holistic and strategic approach is
crucial for maximizing the potential of their sustainability initiatives across diverse market

contexts.

Considering the synergy of MNCs’ sustainability practices, the literature review highlights the
importance of balancing decision-making and responsibilities between MNCs” HQ and their
subsidiaries within sustainable activities. A better balance in decision-making and
responsibilities between MNCs’ headquarters and subsidiaries leads to better governance of the
GVC, thereby increasing SVC as MNCs become more responsive to the specific needs of their
different markets. Moreover, integrating multiple stakeholders helps to fill governance gaps
within the GVC, thereby improving social, climate, and financial performance. The horizontal
relationship between GVC Governance and GVC SVC also transpires in how GVC SVC
influences GVC Governance. Depending on the MNC-specific factors, different MNCs adopt
one or more value creation logics, as highlighted in the literature review. The chosen value
creation logic(s) will ultimately bring implications in the MNC’s strategy formulation in the
governance, including but not limited to the extent of centralization and decentralization of the

MNC structure and business units’ autonomy.
To summarize, when MNCs coordinate their sustainability efforts effectively across the

dimensions mentioned above, MNCs can synergize their SVC activities in both developed and

emerging markets, despite the challenges posed by varying market contexts.
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3. Methodology

This chapter outlines and describes the methodology used to answer the RQ. It begins with a
discussion of the methodological choices, evaluating whether a qualitative, quantitative, or
mixed research method was most suitable. The following section details the research design and
data collection strategy, cases selection, and data collection primarily through semi-structured
interviews. Following this, the chapter explains the procedure for analyzing the collected data.
The final sections address the validity, reliability, and ethical considerations of the study’s

methodology.

3.1. Research Design

Research design is defined as the plan that guides how to collect useful data and utilize it to
answer the RQ (Bougie & Sekaran, 2020). The most common research designs are quantitative,
qualitative, or mixed-method approaches (Bell et al., 2022; Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Ghauri
et al., 2020; Patten, 2017). These authors further explain that the main difference between these
methods is that quantitative research emphasizes numbers and measurements, while qualitative
research focuses on words and conversations. The mixed-method approach combines both
quantitative and qualitative elements. It is paramount to recognize that no research method is
inherently superior to another; the choice should hinge on which method answers the research

problem and the study's purpose best (Ghauri et al., 2020).

3.1.1. Qualitative Research Method

A qualitative research method was chosen to answer the RQ: How are Nordic-headquartered
companies synergizing SVC across their developed and emerging markets? for several reasons.
Firstly, it allows for the exploration of relevant factors and variables related to SVC activities and
synergies between developed and emerging markets within the context of Nordic MNCs. Unlike
a quantitative approach, which is more suited to validating the effects of known variables and
factors over an outcome, the qualitative method facilitates the identification of new factors and a

deeper understanding of the existing ones (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Secondly, given that the
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research problem has not been holistically addressed in previous studies, the qualitative method
provides the necessary flexibility to contextualize previously discovered factors within current
empirical settings and uncover new ones. This approach enables this as it focuses on
understanding the phenomenon of synergizing SVC activities globally based on practical
experiences rather than strictly interpreting existing limited frameworks (Creswell & Creswell,
2023). Lastly, the qualitative method aligns with the study's purpose of synthesizing several
theoretical frameworks, namely ABV-based value creation logic, SVC, and MNC synergy. A
quantitative method, which emphasizes measuring concepts (Ghauri et al., 2020), would not have

been appropriate for this particular purpose.

According to Bell et al. (2022), the approach to building a new theory is usually either inductive
or deductive. The inductive method focuses on making conclusions and building new theories
based on empirical data (Ghauri et al., 2020). However, Ghauri et al. (2020) note that this
method can limit the reliability of the conclusions, as they are derived solely from empirical
observations. For this reason, the study was not solely conducted based on an inductive
approach. Conversely, the deductive approach is grounded in testing hypotheses based on
existing literature (Bell et al., 2022). This approach would restrict the study to the relevance of
qualitative data, as its conclusions are formed by literature logic rather than empirical
observations (Ghauri et al., 2020). Based on these reasons, an abductive research approach was
chosen, as it addresses the limitations of both deductive and inductive methods by combining
elements of both in an iterative process (Bell et al., 2022). This iterative process of moving back

and forth between existing theory and empirical data enables the generation of new theories

(Tracy, 2019).

3.1.2. Multiple Case Studies Method

We concluded that the multiple case studies approach is most appropriate to answer our RQ.
Although qualitative research design varies, our research problem aligns with the conditions for a
case study design as proposed by Yin (2018). Firstly, the exploratory nature of our research
question, which focuses on “how”, is more concerned with “the tracing of operational processes

overtime” in the synergy of SVC activities, rather than just the “mere frequencies or incidence”
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of these synergies (Yin, 2018, p.10). Secondly, our research phenomenon is progressing
empirically and therefore considered a contemporary event that cannot be manipulated by

researchers, making the case study approach suitable for examining these real-world contexts.

The multiple exploratory representative case studies approach was chosen as it exemplifies
phenomena experienced by organizations, enabling a nuanced, empirically rich, and holistic
overview (Bell et al., 2022). This approach offers significant advantages in answering our RQ. It
makes a distinctive contribution to theory building in academic areas that are still unexplored in
terms of theory and/or empirical substantiation, as argued by Eisenhardt (2021). The multiple
case studies approach allows for the exploration of different perspectives, which is particularly
helpful in building on existing theories that may not provide clear answers to newly evolved
empirical settings, such as our research problem. Furthermore, by allowing for the identification
of similarities and differences, this approach enriches the exploration of alternative explanations,
thereby improving generalizability. This advantage substantially outweighs the limitations of
single case studies, which often yield “more complicated and over-determined theories"
(Eisenhardt, 2021, p.148). Additionally, multiple case studies address the boundary condition

issues inherent in single case studies, such as the specificity of industry and geography.

To support the multiple case studies approach, replication logic elaborated by Yin (2018) is
followed. The first step included theory development and followed by case selection as well as
the disclosure of measurements used in the study. Following this logic, the focus of the study
results should embody both each individual case study and multiple case studies findings. This
approach also ensured consistency as all case study was studied in the same method to allow the

findings to be compared accurately.

3.2. Case Selection

This section aims to elaborate on the choice of this study’s case companies and how it fulfills our
research aim. For the vetting process, we approached corporate sustainability managers of

Nordics-headquartered  MNCs within product-based industries through our professional
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connections and online channels. The companies that participated in this study are two

Sweden-headquartered MNCs and one Norway-headquartered MNC.

The chosen case companies were carefully selected as they hold high relevance to our RQ based
on several reasons. First, all our case companies operate globally in seven or more operating
markets with at least one operating market in emerging countries, and explicitly communicate
their commitment to sustainability. These characteristics belonging to our case companies fit the
empirical context of this research. Second, we chose MNCs that operate in product-based
industries from different company sizes. This allows for holistic and generalizable perspectives
that are still comparable with each other, which is crucial for the theory contribution building
upon the identified research gap of previously siloed sustainability value creation and

internationalization studies.

The respondents from all our case companies were sustainability managers and practitioners who
possess in-depth knowledge of the sustainability activities within their MNCs. The scope of the
knowledge depends on the respondent’s role; however, we ensured holistic perspectives covering
developed and emerging markets as well as different sustainability activities by having at least
one respondent from the leadership level to get full end-to-end knowledge of the MNC'’s

sustainability activities and governance on a corporate level on all MNC markets.

Case Company HQ-Country Amount of Global Operational Markets

Case 1 Norway 60
Case 2 Sweden 7
Case 3 Sweden 70

Table 1: List of Case Companies

3.3. Data Collection

The methodological choice of how to collect data is important to answer research questions in
studies (Bell et al., 2022; Ghauri et al., 2020). In this study, the data collection consisted of eight
semi-structured interviews with corporate professionals, predominantly from the field of

sustainability, from three different case companies. Details on the case companies' offerings and
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value propositions were also obtained from the companies’ websites. The following paragraphs
will motivate the choices of conducting semi-structured interviews as a data collection method,
coupled with the strengths and usage of an interview guide. Furthermore, this section discusses
how we conducted our interviews alongside the potential strengths and weaknesses of the

approach.

As part of the data collection, we began our process by contacting potential companies with
criteria— explained in 3.3— suitable to answer our RQ. Utilizing our network of contacts, we had
the opportunity to invite Case 2 company to participate in our study and generate additional
contacts from the company. However, due to circumstances, only one additional interviewee was
able to participate. Aside from this case company, the two other case companies were contacted
individually. We were only able to interview one employee from Case 1 company; this was due
to time constraints and limitations concerning confidentiality and compliance. The interviewee,
however, holds a leadership position where he has visibility across all different sustainability
divisions in all regions, thus the findings were nevertheless highly relevant and holistic to be
used as part of the multiple case studies. We had the opportunity to interview the greatest number
of employees from Case 3 company. The interviewees come from various organizational levels,
sustainability divisions, and regions. Case 3 arguably offers the most holistic perspectives
compared to the other two cases. However, to reiterate, the leadership position of the Case 1
participant and the size of Case 2 company— the fact that it is relatively smaller compared to the
other two cases— still allowed us to get a detailed yet holistic picture of the MNCs’ SVC

activities synergy in diverse contexts, including but not limited to divisions and regions.

Interviews were chosen as the qualitative method for data collection, specifically semi-structured
interviews, which are widely appreciated for their effectiveness (Ghauri et al., 2020). One reason
for using this method is its suitability for exploring a specific topic (Bell et al., 2022).
Semi-structured interviews are also recommended for ensuring cross-case comparability when
studying multiple cases (Bell et al., 2022). Another advantage of semi-structured interviews is
their flexibility, allowing the interviewer to ask well-timed questions and the participants to
provide detailed responses (Bell et al., 2022), as this approach does not rely strictly on a
predefined list of questions but instead uses open-ended questions to facilitate in-depth

conversations. This flexibility helps achieve a deeper understanding of how participants perceive
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their company’s efforts to synergize SVC activities across developed and emerging markets
between their HQ and subsidiaries (Bell et al., 2022). Additionally, the semi-structured format

helps maintain control over the questioning process (Creswell & Creswell, 2023).

Prior to conducting the semi-structured interviews, we prepared an interview guide to ensure that
the questions were strongly linked to the research problem, thereby maximizing the potential for
obtaining relevant and valid data (Ghauri et al., 2020). Following recommendations from Bell et
al. (2022), we formulated suitable questions focusing on corporate governance in GVC,
developed and emerging markets, and SVC, as these areas are critical to answering our RQ. The
questions were designed to be open-ended rather than closed, maximizing the opportunity to
understand the participants' individual worldviews. To delve deeper or clarify responses,
follow-up questions were asked as needed. The interview guide was sent to participants one
week prior to the scheduled interview date, which helped strengthen dependability (Bell et al.,
2022). To test the interview guide, we had two exploratory interviews with sustainability experts
from two case companies. This preliminary step ensured that the questions facilitated meaningful
conversations and yielded relevant qualitative data. After these initial interviews, we refined the
interview guide to enhance its effectiveness for in-depth interviews with the rest of the
interviewees (Ghauri et al., 2020). Adjustments were made to alleviate any confusion and to
merge repetitive questions. Utilizing the replication approach by Yin (2018), we incorporated a
feedback loop to reduce biases and improve the interview process iteratively. This approach

allowed us to refine our questions continuously, ensuring that they effectively addressed the RQ.

Before starting each interview, we ensured familiarity with the case company and the participant.
This preparation helped us understand the terminologies and language used during the interview
(Bell et al., 2022). We began each interview with an introductory question as a warm-up before
transitioning to questions directly connected to the research problem. During the interviews, one
of us asked the main questions while the other came up with supporting questions, following the
suggestions by Kvale as referenced by Bell et al. (2022). This approach allowed the main
interviewer to maintain our focus throughout the conversation while the other person
simultaneously noted down supportive questions to elicit more qualitative responses.
Additionally, we obtained consent to use voice recordings, which enabled us to concentrate fully

on the interview without the distraction of manual note-taking, thereby enhancing our
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responsiveness and presence (Bell et al., 2022). After each interview, we asked the participants
about their experiences. These reflections supported our learning and improvement for

subsequent interviews.

Although interviews as a data collection method offer strengths such as deeper understanding
and flexibility, they can