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This second issue of 2018 includes an eclectic set of articles which are centered on the topics of power and multina-
tional enterprises (MNEs), modern slavery in international business, as well as the influence of national culture and 
leadership on entrepreneurship and organizational cultural practices. 

The first article, by John Child, is part of our interactive lead article series, which we started in 2016. This series 
invites articles by renowned IB scholars and thought leaders to raise insightful and thought-provoking questions in 
an attempt to engage the AIB community in fruitful conversations that we hope will advance our field. John Child 
raises the question: Should your IB research deal with power? He quotes Jeff Pfeffer (1981), who noted in his seminal 
book on Power in Organizations that “politics is the study of power in action,” and refers to a recent study by Stewart 
Clegg (2017), in which he remarked that “the central business of MNEs is politics by other means.” Although much 
work has been published on the political relations between MNEs and external institutions, John Child notes that 
“the dynamic processes through which MNEs take political initiatives remain obscure.” He then discusses possible 
reasons for this lack of knowledge in the literature, sketches out interesting angles IB researchers can take to explore 
the topic, and presents some tools for analyzing power in MNEs. 

We invite you to respond to the author through our interactive ‘Comments’ feature on the AIB Insights website at 
https://aib.msu.edu/publications/insights. We will publish replies by John Child to your comments in an upcoming 
issue of the journal. We hope that you will continue to find this interactive lead article series valuable and would like 
to thank Jean Boddewyn, who contributed the inaugural article to this series (Boddewyn, 2016), for his continued 
commitment and great efforts to work with AIB Fellows and thought leaders in our field to solicit and refine contri-
butions to this series.

In the second article, Snejina Michailova and Christina Stringer draw attention to “the ugliest phenomenon of our 
times”: modern slavery in international business. They note that an estimated more than 40 million people world-
wide are in some type of modern slavery situation, which includes forced labor, bonded labor, involuntary servitude, 

human trafficking, and other forms of exploitation. The authors provide examples for modern slavery in international business, point out 
the disturbing fact that IB research has largely been silent on the issue, and provide an initial explanation and examination of the subject 
through the lens of institutional theory. Snejina Michailova and Christina Stringer then ask, “What conversations on modern slavery can 
and should the IB scholarly community address?” and so encourage you, our valued AIB Insights reader, to learn more about the topic and 
integrate it into your IB teaching and possibly also your research agenda. In order to facilitate this worthy cause, we invite you to submit 
papers on modern slavery in IB for a special issue on the topic, which we plan on publishing in 2019. Please find more detailed information 
in the Call for Papers at the end of this issue.

The third article, by Saurav Pathak and Etayankara Muralidharan, examines how culturally endorsed leadership theories (CLTs) from the 
GLOBE project (House et al., 2004) may inform cross-country entrepreneurship research. The authors discuss several theoretical perspec-
tives that may facilitate a better understanding of the influences of CLTs on entrepreneurial behaviors across cultures, examine some of 
the mechanisms by which CLTs may influence cross-cultural entrepreneurship, and sketch out implications for IB research, pedagogy and 
business practice.

The fourth article, by Rob Bogosian, also examines leadership practices across cultures from the perspective of influencing organizational cul-
tural practices in different national cultural environments. More specifically, he examines the interesting organizational cultural phenomena 
of voice and silence, and conceptually explores the national cultural dimensions of power distance as well as individualism and collectivism 
as direct antecedents of cultures of voice and silence, and the moderating effects of participatory and directive leadership behaviors. 
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Should Your IB Research Deal with 
Power? 
John Child, University of Birmingham, UK

There has been a long-standing interest in the political be-
havior of multinational enterprises (MNEs). Yet international 
business (IB) research still has to come to grips with the key dy-
namic of such behavior—namely, the exercise of power. So, yes, 
in many cases you should deal with power in your IB research, 
but this is easier said than done. Here are some suggestions on 
a way forward and a question for you to answer. 1

The MNE Is a Political Actor 

Stewart Clegg (2017) recently claimed that “the central busi-
ness of MNEs is politics by other means.” This phenomenon 
has long been recognized in the theorization of the MNE and 
of its relations with governments (Boddewyn, 1988, 2016) as 
well as in the emerging perspectives of corporate political ac-
tivity, political CSR, and non-market strategy. Nevertheless, 
despite considerable progress in framing the political relations 
between international firms and external institutions, the dy-
namic processes through which MNEs take political initiatives 
remain obscure. These processes have essentially to do with the 
exercise of power, because, as Jeff Pfeffer put it (1981: 7): “poli-
tics is the study of power in action.” Therefore, we need to take 
account of power and to think about how to do so.2

We Have Been Skirting Around Polit-
ical Issues

The majority of studies on MNE–institution relations have 
conducted variance analyses employing databases and, less of-
ten, surveys as empirical sources. However, by eschewing a pro-
cess model,3 researchers have distanced themselves from direct 
insights into the interactions between MNEs and institutional 
agencies—that is, into the how and why of what happens—so 
that political processes are implied but actually not investigated. 
Many articles in JIBS and other leading journals exhibit this 
limitation. To take two recent examples, both Edwards et al. 

(2016) and Rathert (2016) raise the question of how national 
institutions affect MNE practices, and they develop full and 
enlightening theoretical rationales for addressing it. However, 
they are constrained by the inability of the data employed to 
throw light on the processes central to their theoretical ratio-
nales. 

In a nutshell, most IB research has not been able to explain 
how governmental and other institutions matter for MNEs 
and what firms do about it so that the mechanisms behind 
many observed effects of institutions on MNE behavior remain 
ill-known (Van Hoorn & Maseland 2016: 379). A major prob-
lem lies in the fact that key constructs such as power and influ-
ence are normally assessed through indirect measures. 

Two instances of such indirect approaches are: (1) assessing 
MNE power to resist institutional constraints by measuring 
the extent of the standardization of MNE international prac-
tices among host countries as an indication of the MNE’s abili-
ty to avoid national adaptations (Edwards et al., 2016) and (2) 
measuring host country institutional pressures on inward-in-
vesting enterprises by reference to the strength of the host 
country’s rule of law and its technological endowment which 
governments will seek to protect from MNE acquisition (Mey-
er, Ding, Li, & Zhang, 2014). Both examples rely on proxies for 
power. In the first one, limited institutional power is imputed 
to the high standardization of MNE practices which, however, 
might actually be welcomed in some host countries as “inter-
national best practice.”  In the second case, it is assumed that 
host country conditions are necessarily converted into effective 
pressures on MNEs.

Addressing the Challenges

Fortunately, a few studies have examined the politics of MNE 
institutional relations at closer range, and they point to a way 
forward. They generally focus on MNE initiatives and reac-
tions vis-à-vis the constraints, threats, or opportunities present-



4 AIB insights

ed by host country institutions, and they address the actions 
taken by MNEs to enhance their legitimacy, thereby providing 
insights into the rationales of key market actors and how they 
relate to their institutional counterparts. Given these objec-
tives, the researchers normally employ a case study methodol-
ogy and access participants directly in order to achieve a rich 
understanding that can contribute both to theory building and 
managerial recommendations. When combined with a longi-
tudinal perspective, this approach enables researchers both to 
capture events and processes over time and to bridge levels of 
analysis by offering insights into the initiatives taken by corpo-
rate actors at the “micro-foundational” level to manage their 
institutional contexts.4

A pioneering study of this kind is that by Gifford and Kestler 
(2008), who investigated how a multinational mining compa-
ny achieved local legitimacy and support for its activities by 
contributing to sustainable development in the Peruvian com-
munities where it operated. Their study demonstrated the de-
velopment of a legitimation strategy suited to the conditions of 
an emerging economy. 

A more recent example is Darendeli and Hill’s (2016) com-
parative case study of Turkish construction MNEs operating 
in Libya in a period of radically changing political conditions. 
They show that the success or failure of these firms in maintain-
ing a viable presence was partly due to their choice of social and 
political ties to local power holders—namely, bureaucrats and 
local families. This is an IB study that offers direct insights into 
the political processes between MNEs and external parties in 
conditions of political threat. 

Such studies come closer to analyzing the role of power and the 
exercise of influence as core dynamics in political relations be-
tween MNEs and external agents, but they are still uncommon, 
and this kind of research faces significant challenges. One is 
how to theorize the use of power as a process—in other words, 
the circumstances and events through which the potential to 
exercise power is translated into action. Another challenge is 
how to gain adequate empirical access to study it at sufficiently 
close hand. Nevertheless, as I will now illustrate, advances in 
the study of power by organizational scholars and political sci-
entists offer helpful perspectives, while empirical access is not 
necessarily impossible. 

Getting to Grips with Power

In the approach that colleagues and I adopted to incorporate 
power into IB research, we sought to account for the evolving 
relations over a 15-year period between a large MNE port op-
erator in China and institutional agents at local and central 
levels (Child, Tse, & Rodrigues, 2013). Since these relations 
embodied various tensions and conflicts, we drew upon avail-
able concepts to develop a framework and methodology for 

(1) identifying the power resources (or levers) available to both 
firms and their institutional counterparts and (2) revealing 
how the key actors sought to realize the potential of such levers 
to influence events and outcomes. The fundamental building 
blocks of our processual model were as follows: 

1. Power resources. These resources are available to the firm and 
external agents, as adapted from French and Raven (1960), 
in terms of: (1) possessing material resources which provide 
the ability to reward; (2) the ability to coerce through force, in-
timidation, and the withholding of material resources such as 
investment; (3) legitimacy whereby the exercise of power is re-
garded as rightful by other parties; (4) reference (closely related 
to “charisma”) whereby others are willing to accord power to 
persons or organizations that have gained their loyalty, identifi-
cation, admiration, and the like, and (5) expertise whereby the 
competence held by, or attributed to, a person or organization 
creates a willingness to accept their authority. Relevant actors 
may possess several of these power resources which can be mu-
tually reinforcing. In particular, material resources such as FDI 
can enhance other bases of MNE power such as coercion and 
legitimacy. 

2. Relational capabilities. There is a necessary distinction be-
tween power resources and their effective use in influencing 
the events that drive the evolution of relations between MNEs 
and external organizations. Concepts such as “relational ca-
pabilities” and “relationship management” draw attention to 
this ability of MNEs and external agents to capitalize on their 
baseline sources of power within their evolving relationships. 
The processes of mobilizing support and engaging in legitimizing 
discourses belong here. Senior managers in the MNE we studied 
were very conscious of the importance not only of establishing 
personal relations with key government officials at local and 
national levels but also of creating a discourse that steered these 
relations toward a shared awareness of the win-win possibili-
ties offered by the port’s development. For example, by consis-
tently emphasizing the messages of “establishing a world-class 
port” and “maximizing throughput growth” these managers 
were able to create a common platform with the government’s 
developmental aspirations for China. This platform in turn 
facilitated the overcoming of opposition by agencies such as 
the port-based Customs Authority to the introduction of more 
efficient working practices.

3. Relational frameworks. Relationships between firms and gov-
ernments—or more precisely between their key actors—con-
struct an arena in which each party endeavors to influence the 
other. Here, the MNE may have some power to limit govern-
ment enforcement and, vice versa, the firm’s power can be re-
stricted by the ability of governments to affect its opportunities 
and sources of competitive advantage (Barron, Pereda, & Stac-
ey, 2017). In the case we studied, the MNE enjoyed influence 
through, among other factors, its command of investment fi-
nancing and advanced technology while government agencies 
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possessed influence through factors such as their sovereign 
rights to grant or withhold official approvals. Outcomes are 
also partly dependent on each party’s ability to mobilize sup-
port for their respective objectives, to define new possibilities 
and to achieve compatible sense-making among the partici-
pants. For example, the MNE mobilized the support of the 
port’s city government when dealing with central authorities 
by offering tangible local development benefits to the former. 

A political-action analysis employing these concepts rests on 
four fundamental assumptions which, I suggest, should under-
pin a political perspective in international business. The first is 
that we need to take account of a range of power resources, the 
importance of which, relative to each other, may change over 
time. The second assumption is that power operates through 
relationships and “is inseparable from interaction” (Clegg, 
Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006: 6). The third one is that power 
is a “capacity” rather than the exercise of that capacity (Lukes, 
2005). In other words, holding a power resource provides the 
potential for achieving influence but the outcome will depend 
on the dynamics of the relations with the other parties involved. 
The fourth assumption is that the translation of power into in-
fluence is facilitated through activities such as articulating mu-
tually acceptable aspirations, formulating beneficial solutions, 
and cultivating personal trust within the relational framework 
existing between a firm’s actors and relevant external parties. 

Tools for Analyzing Power 
The relations between MNEs and external bodies can evolve 
in cycles over time, which may be analyzed by applying three 
principal lenses to interpret the use of power. The first one con-
siders the power resources that actors possess and which create 
initial conditions for the involved organizations to potentially 
exercise influence on one another regarding a given issue. The 
second lens examines how corporate leaders and external actors 
construct and use a relational framework with the intention 
of actually achieving influence. A key phenomenon here is the 
discourse that enables the parties to move to a sense of shared 
purpose. For example in the port case, a consistent discourse 
on the part of the MNE in terms of developing a world-class 
port for China projected a shared purpose between the firm 
and government, which led in less than three years from its 
opening to the port being officially designated as the pilot site 
for China’s national port-development program. This designa-
tion, in turn, legitimated the new operating practices that the 
MNE sought to introduce. The third lens considers how the 
actual realization of influence translates into the policies and 
practices of the parties over time as well as feeding back into 
their respective power resources.

The Critical Factor of Access
Needless to say, this kind of research requires a high level of 
access by academics to key actors in a firm and in its political 
environment, and for this to be maintained over a lengthy pe-
riod of time. Although close collaboration between researchers 

and the “subjects” of study always runs the risk of compromis-
ing objectivity, the depth and quality of information and the 
insight that it offers makes for a major qualitative advance over 
the general run of studies that have relied on impersonal data 
and proxy indicators. 

In fact, objectivity can be enhanced through good access that 
opens up multiple data sources and so permits triangulation be-
tween, say, interviews and documentary data as well as between 
multiple strands of fieldwork. For example, there were several 
factors that opened up and maintained a high quality of access 
for conducting the port study—among them a long-standing 
personal link to the CEO through his involvement in previous 
survey research, the conduct of 21 Master’s thesis studies in 
the port that were supervised by the principal researcher, and 
repeated on-site visits and interviews with company and insti-
tutional personnel. 

Another longitudinal study of political interaction in Indo-
nesia between a large company and external parties also illus-
trates how rich insights can be derived from access to a range of 
sources—interviews, company reports and media material (Di-
eleman & Sachs, 2008)—although patience and persistence 
are required. The authors note that introductions were vital 
and that some interviews were only possible because of seren-
dipity or through following a chain of connections. 

Before you throw up your hands and say that this is all asking 
too much, it is worth recalling that power is present everywhere 
and we can study it in our own department, school, college or 
university. “This is not IB research,” you may reply, but what 
about studying the units designed to attract, assist and direct 
foreign students, and to liaise with foreign higher education 
institutions? If not at your school, you can visit another one 
that does. Besides, there are countless trade and industry asso-
ciations—local, regional or national—which often deal with 
IB issues. Even more active are the national and foreign gov-
ernmental units attached to Departments of Commerce and/
or foreign embassies/consulates to promote foreign trade and 
investment. Start by inviting their executives to your classes, 
preceded or followed by a meeting or meal together so as to 
establish preliminary good rapport and gain access to power!

Questions for You

At the outset, I asked whether your research should deal with 
power. I believe IB research needs to take power into account 
because a political perspective founded on the analysis of pow-
er contributes to unpacking the dynamics of relations between 
MNEs and the government actors with whom they deal in their 
environments. Yet, even if the relevance of power is acknowl-
edged, why is it so neglected?  If you have avoided power and a 
political perspective in your research, why is that? Is it because 
of conceptual and methodological problems? Or is it due to the 
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difficulty of securing good access? What other problems have 
you encountered and what ways have you found of overcom-
ing or mitigating them? Tell us of your positive and negative 
experiences, because we still have a lot to learn on this sub-
ject. Please send me your answers, questions, and comments 
through the AIB Insights interactive comments system, which 
you can access at https://aib.msu.edu/publications/insights. I 
will address them in a later issue of this journal.
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Endnotes
1 I am grateful to Jean Boddewyn and Joanna Karmowska, who of-
fered many incisive comments on a previous draft, and I also appreci-
ate the suggestions made by Carole Couper and Suzana Rodrigues. 
2 To save space, I shall focus on the external politics of MNEs vis-à-vis 
host-country institutions, especially government agencies and NGOs. 
This is not to belittle the importance of politics and power within 
the multinational corporation—a field that is making encouraging 
progress and which holds out the promise of significant integration 
between insights from IB and organization theory (Geppert, Becker-Rit-
terspach, & Mudambi, 2016). 
3 Put simply, variance analysis examines the variance in a depen-
dent variable accounted for by independent variables while process 
analysis is concerned with understanding the nature and sequence of 
conditions  that link variables together (Mohr, 1982). 
4 The micro-foundations view highlights how individual-level factors 
help to account for the ability of firms to formulate and sustain corpo-
rate policies and routines (Fellin, Foss, & Ployhart, 2015).
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Making AIB and IB Relevant and Legitimate

Tackling Modern Slavery, the Ugliest 
Phenomenon of Our Times: An Invita-
tion to the IB Scholarly Community
Snejina Michailova, The University of Auckland Business School, New Zealand
Christina Stringer, The University of Auckland Business School, New Zealand

A Sad Foreword

Some of you, as you begin reading this piece, will have your 
iPhone near you. An essential part of an iPhone battery is the 
mineral cobalt, which is mined by “workers” from the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Congo. The quotation marks are not ac-
cidental—would you call people who scrape and sift mud for 
over 12 hours a day, for just $1-2 a day, “workers”? We call 
them slaves. These slaves, some as young as 7 years old, work in 
intense heat without any protective gear. They have no shelter 
on the exposed mountain tops, are often beaten by security 
guards, and are forced to pay “fines” by police and other offi-
cials. Congo Dongfang Mining International, a wholly owned 
subsidiary of Zhejiang Huayou Ltd. (ZHL), is the largest buyer 
of cobalt in the area. ZHL supplies multinational corporations 
(MNCs) such as Apple, Microsoft, and Samsung. According 
to Amnesty International and African Research Watch (Afre-
watch) in their 2016 report entitled “This is What We Die For” 
none of the MNCs could fully verify where the cobalt in their 
products comes from because of the complex nature of the sup-
ply chain. 

“Workers” in Bangladesh make school uniforms and clothes for 
Tesco, Asda, Aldi, and other MNCs. Many workers are, in fact, 
slaves—again, how else would one describe people who work 
12-hour shifts, about 74 hours a week, and are paid only 25 
pence ($0.36) an hour? They live in abject conditions. Aldi has 
committed to a full investigation into the allegations. A Tesco 
spokeswoman stated: “We work closely with our suppliers to 
ensure good working conditions and we know they pay above 
market averages. We will continue to work with suppliers to 
improve wages and would take firm action against any kind of 
abuse or under-payment” (cited in Bright, 2017). 

Maybe you are now thinking: There is a lot to improve in develop-
ing countries…. Indeed. But please consider just the following 

three facts: The USA is a destination country for forced labor 
in, for example, the hospitality, manufacturing, and healthcare 
industries. In 2016, New Zealand had its first human traffick-
ing conviction, which pertained to the exploitation of migrant 
workers. The UK and Italy are among countries beset with 
claims of the exploitation of migrant workers in their agricul-
tural sectors supplying MNCs. The list can go on and on. De-
veloped countries are not immune to modern slavery. Sadly, it 
is a widespread crime and an international business (IB). 

Modern Slavery and IB’s Scholarly 
Silence 

Modern slavery is an umbrella term that includes slavery and 
slavery-like practices, forced labor, bonded labor, involuntary 
servitude, human trafficking, and other forms of exploitation 
(ILO, Walk Free Foundation & IOM, 2017). While there is no 
legal definition of the term, there are legal instruments which 
define (and prohibit) the main forms of exploitation. Modern 
slavery is founded on the commodification and dehumaniza-
tion of labor—people are forced to work under the threat of 
violence, for little or no pay, and are treated as a commodity 
by their employer, with restrictions placed on their freedom 
of movement. The economic benefits obtained through such 
exploitation is a key reason why slavery continues to flourish. 
While the legal ownership of a slave is prohibited under inter-
national law, enslavement can be contractual in nature, with 
the exploiter controlling the individual through, for example, 
physical and psychological means. 

Modern slavery is one of the most, if not the most, extreme 
form of injustice and an abhorrent crime against humanity. It 
is a profitable IB which exists and thrives on an unprecedent-
ed scale. In 2016 there were in the vicinity of 40.3 million 
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slaves worldwide, of whom 16 million were victims of forced 
labor in the private economy (as distinguished from forced sex-
ual exploitation and state-imposed labor) (ILO et al., 2017). 
An estimated US$150 billion annual profit is obtained from 
forced labor (ILO, 2016). Slavery operates in a hidden form 
in the complex and increasingly fragmented supply chains of 
MNCs linking supplier firms, labor contractors, and global 
retailers. While slavery has existed for centuries, the globaliza-
tion of production has contributed substantially to it becoming 
modern and refined, and practiced more extensively than ever 
across borders. 

IB research remains largely silent on the topic of modern slav-
ery. We are not aware of research published in IB journals – 
mainstream or otherwise – on modern slavery. In the 112-page 
AIB 2017 annual conference program there was not one men-
tion of “slavery” or related terms. Despite the numerous plena-
ry sessions on “important topics in IB research” and a number 
of published articles on “big questions,” “grand challenges,” 
etc., our collective silence regarding modern slavery is deafen-
ing. We are behind the media, many MNCs, and policymakers 
that actively discuss (and act on) the issue. We are also behind 
other disciplines, such as Development Studies, Law, Sociol-
ogy, and Human Geography that have tackled the topic for 
some time. We also seem to be slower than our Management 
colleagues, who have joined others in addressing the phenome-
non of modern slavery. In contrast, we seem to be doing a poor 
job of influencing discussions that really matter in our world.

This article offers an invitation to fellow IB scholars to start a 
conversation on modern slavery in IB or as an IB. As an initial 
step, we open the conversation with a brief sketch of only a few 
selected issues. We portray modern slavery as a persistent and 
thriving IB, a business that operates across borders and persists 
in MNCs’ supply chains. We then look at the IB of modern 
slavery through the lens of one of the most utilized theories in 
IB research, institutional theory. We intentionally pose more 
questions than answers, with the hope that others will join the 
overdue discussion. We also suggest promising avenues in IB 
scholarship for studying modern slavery. 

A (Very Brief) Explanation of Modern 
Slavery through the Lens of Institu-
tional Theory

Modern slavery as an IB phenomenon can be analyzed with the 
help of multiple theoretical tools. Here we briefly delineate just 
one possibility, namely institutional theory. Old institutional-
ism, in particular, offers a fertile analytical prism in terms of at 
least two ideas—the inherent complexity of institutions, and 
institutional deflection—that help us understand why modern 
slavery exists in many MNCs and their supply chains. 

The institutional pressures that MNCs face are becoming ever 
more diverse and increasingly weaker, partly because globaliza-
tion has led to disconnects between transnational institutions 
and national institutional arrangements. Old institutionalism 
emphasizes that complexities, ambiguities, and contradictions 
are inherent to the existence of institutions. Thus, not only do 
MNCs play around with institutional rules and requirements, 
but they can also deliberately manipulate those. Put bluntly, 
MNCs are not only capable of changing the rules of the game; 
they can change the game itself and introduce new games. 
For them, it is no longer about “taking what the system gives” 
(Fligstein, 1997: 399); it is rather about establishing systems 
that they can benefit most from. And slavery can be a highly 
profitable business. 

When an institutional environment is highly complex and di-
verse, it is more prone to cracks and contradictions. The capa-
bility of MNCs to use these cracks and contradictions skillfully 
to serve a particular self-interest is considerable. Companies 
can develop what Crane (2013: 58) calls “slavery management 
capabilities.” These are “exploiting/insulating” and “sustaining/
shaping” capabilities that allow firms to engage in institutional 
deflection, a process which Crane (2013: 51) defines as one 
where “the institutional forces that render slavery illegitimate 
are deflected in some way by external and internal contingen-
cies.” By exploiting and insulating capabilities—such as debt 
management, accounting opacity, and supply chain manage-
ment—firms are able to take advantage of their external con-
texts. The sustaining and shaping capabilities that allow a firm 
to avoid or deflect pressure to conform to legitimate labor 
practices include their moral legitimization (their justification 
for using slaves) and their domain maintenance, whereby they 
will, for example, bribe officials in order to reduce regulatory 
oversight. These practices are facilitated by the fact that victims 
of slavery are often isolated and in a controlled environment 
such as onboard fishing vessels or in sweatshops. Their isolation 
is often perpetuated by the lack of communication among the 
multiple layers within the supply chain, thus reducing the op-
portunity for community norms to be imposed.

Because the multiple institutional contexts in which MNCs 
operate are fragmented and continuously changing, the in-
terface between the MNC and institutions is inherently flex-
ible and dynamic. What MNCs find fits them best today may 
be very different from what they found optimal yesterday or 
would deem appropriate tomorrow. This results in the MNC 
having extreme discretion and agency power, sufficient to de-
flect the power of institutions. MNC supply chains typically 
span multiple countries and involve several layers – not only 
individual companies, but entire clusters and industries. Thus, 
“slavery can be found in any part of the chain and in any coun-
try” (Lake et al., 2016: 6), especially in supply chains which 
have ubiquitous subcontracting networks. This is not to say 
that MNCs necessarily condone slavery in their supply chains, 
but to argue that when cost pressures are passed down the 
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chain, subcontractors are likely to be inclined to underprice (or 
not pay at all for) labor.

What Conversations on Modern Slav-
ery Can and Should the IB Scholarly 
Community Address?

Bales (2012: 235) links MNCs to modern slavery in the fol-
lowing unambiguous way: “Today economic links can tie the 
slave in the field or the brothel to the highest reaches of in-
ternational corporations. How these links join up is the cen-
tral mystery of the new slavery, and one that desperately needs 
investigation.” IB scholars are very well positioned to address 
this and other mysteries that are at the heart of one of 
the most illegitimate and inhuman businesses of our 
time. Our collective scholarly silence on the topic of 
modern slavery is unjustified. We have the opportu-
nity for studies that are both relevant and interesting 
from a research viewpoint, and that can be powerful 
in terms of triggering change in existing policies and 
practices. We suggest a few directions that we find 
promising. 

The MNC will continue to be prominent in IB re-
search as one of its central units of analysis. But we 
need to start looking at the MNC differently. For 
instance, what are the inadequacies in some of the 
principles that govern MNCs and their patterns of 
conduct that allow modern slavery to exist and per-
sist? Are MNCs powerless to control their supply chains? If 
so, why? How is it possible that MNCs can, to a great extent, 
control, manipulate and even construct, their institutional en-
vironments, but often appear to be powerless to control their 
supply chains that can become breeding grounds for modern 
slavery? How can we position the various exploitative practices, 
ranging from precarious working conditions (e.g., violation of 
contractual rights) to abusive slavery on a continuum that goes 
beyond semantic nuances and specifies the mechanisms associ-
ated with these practices?

If MNCs are not powerless, what can they do to prevent mod-
ern slavery in their multilayered supply chains? How can they 
exploit the very same cracks and contradictions in the insti-
tutional environments that allow slavery to prosper, and in-
stead potentially destroy slavery? Some MNCs are working to 
address slavery in their supply chains. They are collaborating 
with non-government organizations (NGOs) and undertaking 
initiatives to ensure transparency in their supply chains. Fol-
lowing the identification of human rights abuses in the cobalt 
supply chain from the Democratic Republic of Congo, and 
subsequent efforts undertaken by Apple, Amnesty Internation-
al considers Apple to be a leader in addressing human rights 
abuses in this area. In 2015, after a year-long investigation by 

Verité, a fair labor NGO, Nestlé announced that slavery was 
occurring in its fisheries supply chain. 

What can we learn from collaborative initiatives that MNCs 
are engaged in?  This is a fantastic opportunity for us as scholars 
to work with, and learn from, MNCs and NGOs. Increasingly 
MNCs must meet transparency requirements, such as the UK’s 
Modern Slavery Act and the California Transparency in Sup-
ply Chains Act. How are these new transparency requirements 
shaping the activities of MNCs? These and related questions 
can frame and tell a different tale about the MNC. 

The role of key actors involved in modern slavery is of key in-
terest—the exploiter (for whom slavery is a profitable business 
often with a huge return on their “investment”), the broker 

(the intermediary without whom slavery is difficult to main-
tain), and the victim (the vulnerable individual). The victims 
are most vulnerable, and maybe this is why much of extant re-
search in other disciplines has centered on victimhood. We see 
merit in efforts to understand the role of slaves themselves in 
IB-related activities. Their unwilling (and sometimes willing) 
participation in their dehumanization is a fascinating puzzle. 
While individuals may voluntarily enter what they perceive to 
be a legitimate employment relationship, they can from that 
point onwards be trapped into slavery. They may be employed 
under fraudulent contracts, controlled through debt bondage 
as well as threats of, or actual, violence. So, what is the line 
between slavery and other exploitative labor relations? When 
are exploitative and coercive behaviors likely to occur—when 
people enter an employment relationship or at the point of 
exit where they realize they are trapped in an employment re-
lationship they are unable to escape from? Or somewhere in 
between? 

Research efforts also need to examine the other key “practi-
tioners of slavery,” the exploiters and the brokers, both as indi-
vidual actors, and also as powerful groups of actors. They gain 
economic advantages from engaging in slavery despite pres-
sures that seek to discourage engagement in the crime. What 

IB scholars are  
very well positioned to address…  

one of the most illegitimate  
and inhuman businesses  

of our time.
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are their incentives and cost-benefit considerations? How do 
they position themselves within existing institutions so that 
they not only exploit present opportunities, but also create 
new ones? What resources do they utilize to help make slavery 
flourish? Do they operate only at the margins of institutions 
(which, in their very nature, are often ambiguous, contested, 
and blurred), or also at the heart of well-functioning institu-
tions in developed countries? Such a line of inquiry can inspire 
significant efforts to unpack the phenomenon of modern slav-
ery, both theoretically and empirically. 

Questions that deserve research attention also relate to slavery 
as an institution (rather than a business). Martí and Fernández 
(2013: 1206) highlight that “observing situations of oppres-
sion bring to the fore a fundamental question: How is (any 
kind of ) institutional work possible when human beings have 
been dehumanized?” This too is an essential question in rela-
tion to modern slavery. Seeking answers is likely to evoke re-
lated questions: What institutional mechanisms and devices al-
low modern slavery to exist? What institutional work makes it 
persist? Understanding the subordinate social structures within 
the complex systems of modern slavery can reveal important 
insights into what allows it to prosper. It could be because of 
cracks and faults in the institutions that modern slavery thrives; 
it could alternatively be because of the lack of “good adminis-
tration” or because of a combination of the two. These issues 
are well worth investigating. 

The above questions are a very modest slice of a huge opportu-
nity in front of us as IB scholars. We can conduct research that 
can save lives. And so we should!
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Introduction

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) survey reports 
that significant variance in rates of entrepreneurship exist across 
countries, establishing the contextually embedded nature of 
entrepreneurial behaviors. Only country-level factors could 
therefore meaningfully account for this variance. Identifying 
those factors then becomes the central tenet of cross-cultural or 
cross-country comparative entrepreneurship research, making 
it distinct from general entrepreneurship research in that the 
focus is mainly on understanding entrepreneurial phenomena 
in different contexts. It offers the benefit of generalization or 
modification of existing theories as well as presenting newer 
avenues of inquiry for research and theory development (Alon 
& Rottig, 2013). 

However, several gaps still exist in this area of research. First, 
comparative entrepreneurship research draws predominant-
ly on economic/formal institutional conditions as incentive 
structures for utility maximization through entrepreneurship. 
While the role of informal institutional conditions is gaining 
interest among scholars (Autio, Pathak, & Wennberg, 2013; 
Stephan, Uhlaner, & Stride, 2014), mechanisms through 
which national cultures shape entrepreneurial behaviors have 
not been understood fully and warrant further exploration.

Second, entrepreneurship, as a process, has been universally 
viewed as an act of leadership. But several gaps exist in our un-
derstanding of the links between leadership and entrepreneur-
ship. Research has yet to find a set of specific leadership styles 
that are pertinent to entrepreneurship (Cogliser & Brigham, 
2004). Given that leadership styles have also been known to 
be contingent upon the context within which leadership be-
haviors are performed (Antonakis & Autio, 2006), it makes 
them (contextually) culturally embedded too. In other words, 

the effectiveness of leadership styles varies across different con-
textual settings—different cultures, for example—and has the 
potential to shape entrepreneurial behaviors differently across 
countries. 

We use the understanding of culturally endorsed leadership 
theories (CLTs), and also draw upon theoretical and empirical 
insights from the Global Leadership and Organizational Be-
havior Effectiveness (GLOBE) project (Dorfman et al., 2012), 
to propose future research avenues that contribute to the lit-
erature exploring the role of cultural leadership styles in influ-
encing entrepreneurial behaviors across different cultures. Our 
attempt here is to address both of these gaps and add to extant 
literature that integrates leadership and entrepreneurship re-
search by introducing a cultural leadership paradigm that ad-
vances our understanding of the emergence of entrepreneurs as 
leaders across different cultures.

Theoretical Perspectives

In this section, we discuss various theories that are relevant to 
understand the influences of CLTs on entrepreneurial behaviors 
across cultures. The GLOBE study provides scores on six CLT 
dimensions—charismatic/value-based/performance-based, 
team-oriented, humane-oriented, participative, autonomous, 
and self-protective. The notion of CLTs in general and those 
of GLOBE CLTs in particular as cultural-level concepts derives 
from the individual-level implicit leadership theories (ILTs). 

ILTs suggest that individuals hold belief systems, prototypes, 
or stereotypes and expectations about what constitutes “good 
leadership.” They have assumptions and theories about the 
attributes of outstanding, ideal leaders that are often uncon-
sciously held (Lord & Maher, 1991) and shaped by cultural 
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values. Cultures differ in their views of ideal leadership, i.e., in 
the attributes, motives, and behaviors that they believe charac-
terize outstanding leadership. These cultural leadership ideals 
serve as the basis of CLTs (Dorfman, Hanges, & Brodbeck, 
2004). ILTs legitimize leader behaviors and attributes in the 
eyes of followers and act as standards of appropriate leader 
behaviors. Since entrepreneurs too have been characterized as 
an important type of leaders, i.e., leaders of emerging organi-
zations (Cogliser & Brigham, 2004) or as the main decision 
makers (strategic leaders) shaping the trajectory of their orga-
nizations in line with their goals, ILTs will exercise influence on 
the emergence of entrepreneurs as acceptable leaders in a given 
society. Entrepreneurship like leadership is a process of social 
influence toward achieving specific goals (Yukl, 2010) wherein 
entrepreneurs need to influence others around them including 
investors, customers, suppliers, and employees to launch and 
sustain their businesses successfully. This influencing process 
is therefore culturally embedded and will be effective if entre-
preneurs display leadership attributes that are consistent with 
ILTs. Thus, cultural leadership expectations may be an import-
ant driver of cross-national differences in entrepreneurship. 

Past research on ILTs has focused on leadership within orga-
nizations and discusses two mechanisms—
legitimation and motivational self-selection—
through which they influence the emergence 
of leaders and leader behaviors. The legitim-
ation mechanism legitimizes leader behav-
iors and attributes in the eyes of followers, 
and it resonates with entrepreneurship re-
search (Stephan & Pathak, 2016), where the 
key challenge for entrepreneurs is to be seen 
as legitimate and competent by investors, 
customers, suppliers, and other stakehold-
ers, failing which can jeopardize the start-
up initiatives (Delmar & Shane, 2004).
The motivational self-selection mechanism 
guides individuals as potential leaders and 
influences their aspirations to become lead-
ers; it resonates with ILTs about entrepre-
neurs in that they are more likely to try to 
start a new venture if they think they have 
traits that align with these implicit theories 
(Gupta, Turban, & Bhawe, 2008). 

GLOBE’s six CLTs that draw upon ILTs can thus be used to 
provide fresh perspectives for culture and entrepreneurship 
research by leveraging insights from cross-cultural leadership 
theory and the understanding of cultural fit for the emergence 
of entrepreneurial leaders (Tung, Walls, & Frese, 2007). Entre-
preneurship will flourish in cultures where cultural leadership 
ideals align with entrepreneurial behaviors, or where there is 
a “CLT–entrepreneurship fit”; individuals are more likely to 
choose to become entrepreneurs in countries where CLTs fit 
with and are supportive of motives linked with entrepreneur-

ship. Further, given that the institutional configuration perspec-
tive recognizes that human behavior is shaped jointly by formal 
and informal institutions (Stephan et al., 2014), GLOBE CLTs 
can be theorized as informal institutions—which can jointly 
with other institutional conditions influence entrepreneurial 
behavior.

GLOBE CLTs and Organizational 
Leadership Theories for Entrepre-
neurship Research

The traditional organizational leadership theories that have 
remained largely limited to explaining leadership effectiveness 
of managers of business firms could also be used in tandem 
with GLOBE CLTs to predict cross-cultural differences in 
entrepreneurial behaviors. There are four core theory groups—
trait theory (what type of person makes a good leader?), the 
behavioral theory (what does a good leader do?), contingency 
theory (how does the situation influence good leadership?), 
and power and influence theories (what is the source of the 
leader’s power?) – that have predominantly theorized on orga-

nizational leadership effectiveness. When a majority of manag-
ers across organizations in a country start displaying leadership 
styles predicted by these theories, then as per the aggregate trait 
hypothesis (Schwartz, 2006), those styles become manifesta-
tions of CLTs. Given that the six GLOBE CLT dimensions 
are offered as national aggregate scores on the responses from 
about 17,300 middle managers from 951 corporate organiza-
tions across 62 societies, they are reflective of the differences in 
the perceptions of organizational leadership effectiveness across 
cultures. As such, GLOBE CLTs can draw close parallels with 
the central concepts of organizational leadership theories. 

The traditional organizational  
leadership theories that have remained 
largely limited to explaining leadership 

effectiveness of managers of business 
firms could also be used in tandem with 
GLOBE CLTs to predict cross-cultural 

differences in entrepreneurial behaviors. 
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For example, trait theories that talk about personality charac-
teristics of effective leaders such as assertiveness, in particular, 
may find common ground with GLOBE’s self-protective and 
autonomous CLTs. Behavioral theories that talk about auto-
cratic leaders (make decisions without consulting their teams) 
and democratic leaders (allow team members to provide input 
before making decisions) can be used to explain how GLOBE’s 
participative CLTs (defined as “a leader that encourages input 
from others in decision-making and implementation; and em-
phasizes delegation and equality”) to predict entrepreneurial 
behaviors. Contingency theories that address key situational 
questions such as “when you need to make quick decisions, 
which style is best?”, “when you need the full support of your 
team, is there a more effective way to lead?”, “should a leader 
be more people-oriented or task-oriented?”, etc. may find an-
swers in GLOBE’s participative, team-oriented and self-protec-
tive CLTs. Leader-member-exchange (LMX) leadership, which 
broadly fits into the contingency theory, has been shown to be 
contingent upon cultural values—consolidating the fact that 
the LMX leadership style too  is culturally embedded (Rock-
stuhl, et al., 2012). 

Finally, power and influence theories concern the different ways 
that leaders use power and influence to get things done and 
highlight three types of positional power—legitimate, reward 
and coercive—and two sources of personal power—expert and 
referent (leader’s personal appeal and charm). Societies that 
endorse GLOBE’s charismatic CLT—leaders that stress high 
standards, decisiveness, and innovation; seek to inspire people 
around a vision; create a passion among them to perform; and 
do so by firmly holding on to core values—resonate with ele-
ments of both types of power. Cross-country entrepreneurship 
research could combine benefits of both the GLOBE CLTs and 
organizational leadership theories to predict the emergence of 
entrepreneurs as leaders and entrepreneurship as leadership 
processes across cultures.

GLOBE CLTs and Influencing Mecha-
nisms for Entrepreneurship

Scholars have turned to cultural values to characterize entrepre-
neurial cultures (Krueger, Liñán, & Nabi, 2013). A recent re-
view of this domain of research does not support “the existence 
of a single entrepreneurial culture” (Hayton & Cacciotti, 2013: 
708). The inconsistency has been partly addressed by the sugges-
tion that cultural values affect entrepreneurial behaviors distally 
and more indirectly, via CLTs, or in other words, the influences 
of cultural values on entrepreneurial behaviors are mediated by 
CLTs, making CLTs more proximal influencers of entrepreneur-
ial behaviors (Stephan & Pathak, 2016). Extant research defines 
leadership as an influencing process and that the influencing 
process is situated in a particular context. Leadership effective-
ness may therefore be contingent upon the context within which 

such behaviors are performed (Antonakis & Autio, 2006), there-
by suggesting contextual moderating effects on CLTs. In other 
words, different contextual settings may require different lead-
ership styles to trigger entrepreneurial behavior. In particular, a 
recent study (Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018) reports negative 
moderation effects between transformational CLTs (construct-
ed as a composite out of charismatic, humane-oriented and 
team-oriented CLTs shown in Factor 1 in table below) and na-
tional sustainability conditions as embodiments of formal insti-
tutions (a composite developed using national scores on human, 
environmental, and economic well-being reported by Sustain-
ability Society Foundation) to predict social entrepreneurship, 
suggesting that the effectiveness of transformational CLTs for 
creation of social enterprises matters more when sustainability 
conditions are low in a country. This finding consolidates the 
utility of institutional configuration perspective (that of institu-
tional voids) as an adequate framework in future research that 
attempt to study the interplay between CLTs and other national 
institutions – either formal or informal or both.  

The above mechanisms could be tested empirically using the six 
GLOBE CLTs in a variety of ways. First, individual-level data 
on entrepreneurship from sources such as the publicly available 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) survey and the Eu-
ropean Social Survey (ESS) could be clustered or grouped by 
countries and the six GLOBE CLTs could thereafter be used 
as scores representing leadership styles for those countries. 
This data structure along with the use of multi-level regression 
techniques would allow testing cross-level (1) main effects of 
the influence of CLTs on indicators of individual-level entre-
preneurship across countries, (2) moderation and mediation 
effects of CLTs on the influence of other country-level factors 
on individual-level entrepreneurship across countries (CLTs as 
moderators and mediators) or vice-versa (CLTs being moder-
ated or mediated; CLTs as mediators as shown in Stephan & 
Pathak, 2016), (3) moderation and mediation effects of CLTs 
on the influence of individual-level attributes, such as  self-ef-
ficacy, fear of failure, entrepreneurial intentions, etc.,  available 
from the GEM survey or other individual-level values such as 
self-acceptance, openness, etc., from ESS. Second, GLOBE CLTs 
could also be used in only country-level studies using OLS 
regression techniques. For example, GLOBE CLTs could pre-
dict the number of new firms registered in a country obtained 
from sources such as the World Bank Group Entrepreneurship 
Snapshot database, or rates of several types of entrepreneurship 
obtained as the corresponding national aggregates from the 
GEM National Expert Survey, etc. 

Implications of GLOBE CLT for Prac-
tice and Pedagogy

GLOBE CLTs have the potential to enhance our understand-
ing of  the culture–entrepreneurship fit perspective by intro-
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ducing a novel cultural leadership paradigm as antecedents of 
entrepreneurial behaviors across countries. Within the purview 
of institutional configuration perspective, they also introduce 
themselves as informal institutional conditions that influence 
the emergence of entrepreneurship as a leadership process in a 
given cultural setting. In addition, they have implications for 
different types of entrepreneurship. First, international entre-
preneurship or born-global enterprises are liable to the newness 
of conditions in a different country. GLOBE CLTs can inform 
entrepreneurs of the resulting cultural distance such that they 
can adjust their leadership styles to match up to styles endorsed 
in other countries.

Second, Stephan and Pathak (2016) have shown that the six 
GLOBE CLTs load on two factors (as shown in Table 1 below) 
which they call outward-focused (people-centric) and inward-fo-
cused (self-centric)  cultural leadership styles. It is worthwhile 
to research if the former drives utility maximization for entre-
preneurs engaged in for-profit (commercial) entrepreneurship 
and the latter for those engaged in the creation of enterprises 
for  pro-social purposes (social entrepreneurship). Even with 
the use of the single-item GLOBE CLTs, research can predict 
the effectiveness of performance-based charismatic leadership 
for high-tech, high-growth and strategic entrepreneurship, that 
of team-oriented leadership for entrepreneurial team dynam-
ics, humane-oriented and participative  leadership for social 
entrepreneurship, etc.

GLOBE CLTs also have implications for pedagogy. They can 
inform future business leaders about  multi-cultural compe-
tency, cultural  diversity, and  inclusion in workplaces and in 
multinational enterprises. They can inform global leadership 
effectiveness based on the central premise that the endorsement 
of leadership styles varies across cultures.

In conclusion, our study calls for attention to  cultural lead-
ership styles as salient predictors of  cross-cultural differences 
in entrepreneurship and the utility of GLOBE CLTs in making 
those predictions.
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The Intersection of National Cultural 
Values and Organizational Cultures  
of Silence and Voice, and the 
Moderating Effect of Leadership
Rob Bogosian, RVB Associates, Inc. and Florida Atlantic University, USA

Much has been written separately about organizational cultures 
of voice and silence and national cultural value orientations, 
but these two subjects have not been explored together. This 
article discusses the relationship between two organization-
al cultural phenomena—cultures of voice and cultures of si-
lence—and two national cultural dimensions—power distance 
and individualism/collectivism (Hofstede et al., 2010)—and 
how leader practices can influence these relationships. The re-
lationship between national culture and organizational cultures 
of voice and silence and the moderating influence of leader 
practices is shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Relationship between National Culture and Organiza-
tional Cultures of Voice and Silence and the Moderating Effect 

of Leadership Practices

The article has three objectives:

1. Introduce the dynamics of organizational cultures of si-
lence and voice.

2. Explore the relationship between the two national culture 
dimensions (power distance and individualism/collectiv-
ism) and two organizational culture phenomena (cultures 
of silence and cultures of voice). 

3. Explore the moderating effect of leadership practices on 
the relationship between the two national culture dimen-
sions and cultures of silence and voice in organizations. 

Cultures of Voice and Silence

Organizational voice and silence are organizational cultural 
phenomena that impact the flow of valuable information up, 
down and across company silos for the purposes of problem 
identification, problem solving, decision making, and idea 
generation. Multinational corporations can enhance these pro-
cesses when an organizational culture of voice exists, and cul-
tures of silence are reduced or eliminated. 

A culture of silence is characterized as the willful withholding 
of important work-related information. It is viewed as a choice 
of the organizational members’ decision to remain silent (rath-
er than to speak up) in the context of an organizational prob-
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lem that affects the individual employee and the organization 
where they work. Cultures of silence lead to significant opera-
tional, fiduciary, and reputational risks and stifle organization-
al learning by restricting the amount and flow of information 
that could affect critical decisions. 

For example, in 2015 it was discovered that Volkswagen Cor-
poration altered emission test results in order to sell more die-
sel cars in the United States than its competitors. When the 
scandal was revealed, investigators learned that the altered test 
results were known to staff members who kept quiet for fear of 
reprisal. In another case, a Wells Fargo sales strategy forced em-
ployees to establish phantom bank accounts in order to meet 
sales targets. When US employees tried to question managers 
about the unethical practice, they were told to “get with the 
program” and meet their targets. Employees remained silent 
thereafter to stay safe in that environment. Another instance 
is the scandal that rocked the BBC when sexual assault vic-
tims revealed their stories after years of silence. One employee 
who had first reported a sexual harassment incident to BBC 
management was told to “keep her mouth shut because the 
[perpetrator] guy is a VIP” (NewsEurope, 2017). These orga-
nizations, collectively, paid $1.4 billion dollars in fines, which 
illustrates the reputational risks and financial consequences as-
sociated with cultures of silence in organizations. 

Conversely, a culture of voice is characterized as the willful 
disclosure of important work-related information. Cultures of 
voice exist when organizational members feel psychologically 
safe (Kahn, 1990) to voice their views, opinions, and ideas with-
out fear of reprisal. For example, at Microsoft, service managers 
routinely exchange ideas and divergent opinions in an effort 
to reach the best possible product and service solutions. Ideas 
are rapidly exchanged between members at different organiza-
tional levels without hesitation. At Google, employees are en-
couraged to share knowledge and information in an effort to 
learn as much as possible from each other. An interview with 
one Google executive revealed that the organization is familiar 
with approximately 85% of Google searches seen every day. 
However, Google employees obsess about the remaining 15% 
of searches, which is where they spend their time. Google is 
an organization that is constantly learning and growing, which 
cannot happen without knowledge sharing. 

The Causes of Organizational Silence and Voice
Morrison and Millken’s (2000) theory of organizational silence 
proposes three levels of management variables that contribute 
to a culture of silence: implicit managerial beliefs, managers’ 
fear of negative feedback, and managerial practices. First, im-
plicit managerial beliefs are defined as the underlying beliefs 
that managers hold about their world and, more specifically, 
employees. For example, managers may believe that if you give 
people an inch, they will take a mile. Another underlying belief 
is that managers know what is best for the organization. The 
belief that organizational conformity and cohesion is a sign of 

strength and that conflict and disagreement should be avoid-
ed and “managed,” or eliminated, are common beliefs among 
managers. Second, managers’ fear of negative feedback can 
cause them to reject feedback whether it is about them person-
ally or about an intitiative or idea that they endorse or advo-
cate. Third, research shows that managerial practices influence 
organizational members’ decisions to speak up or remain silent 
(Detert & Trevino, 2010). 

Cultures of voice exist when employees are encouraged to share 
important work-related information. When employees expe-
rience knowledge sharing as a valued contribution, they are 
likely to speak up. Two cultural characteristics encourage voice 
behaviors: a positive organizational environment for divergent 
thinking and positive inquiry. When employees offer divergent 
ideas without negative repercussions, they are inclined to con-
tinue the behavior. When employees see that their ideas are 
met with curiosity more than judgment, they are inclined to 
continue speaking up. 

Types of Organizational Cultures of Silence and Voice
According to Bogosian and Casper (2014), there are four types 
of cultures of silence: defensive silence, offensive silence, social 
silence, and futility. Defensive silence is rooted in fear and is 
used as a way to stay safe in a (perceived) unsafe work environ-
ment. Offensive silence occurs when employees provide ideas 
or solutions and do not receive credit. When this occurs, em-
ployees experience a general sense of organizational injustice. 
They can achieve interactional (interpersonal treatment) justice 
by withholding future ideas. Employees can also remain silent 
about important work related issues that could cause harm to a 
friend at work. This is known as social silence, and it is rooted in 
affiliation motives. Lastly, when employees’ ideas, suggestions, 
and improvement efforts fall of deaf ears, they can conclude 
that it is futile to expend any further effort. This phenomenon 
leads to a sense of futility rooted in cynicism. Employees in this 
case simply give up. This silence type is known as futility. 

The two types of cultures of voice are acquiescent voice and 
assertive voice. Acquiescent voice occurs when employees speak 
up in an effort to show collaboration and group agreement. 
Divergent thinking is suppressed in an effort to get along with 
other group members. Assertive voice occurs when employ-
ees are willing and encouraged to speak up even when their 
thoughts, views and opinions are in conflict with those of oth-
ers in the group. 

Organizational cultures of silence and voice as well as national 
cultures are socially constructed. Hofstede’s research shows that 
national cultural values can influence organizational cultural 
practices. This article focuses the how two national cultural di-
mensions—power distance and individualism/collectivism—
influence organizational culture.
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The Relationship between National 
Cultural Values and Organizational 
Cultures of Voice and Silence

Hofstede’s (2010) research shows that power distance as well 
as individualism and collectivism can influence organizational 
cultures. Organizations operating in large power distance so-
cieties are likely to centralize decision making as well as min-
imize employee engagement and involvement. Employees are 
told what to do, which discourages voice behaviors, leading to 
a culture of silence. Organizations operating in small power 
distance societies are likely to maximize employee engagement 
and involvement, which encourages voice behaviors leading to 
a culture of voice. Table 1 shows differences between small and 
large power distance characteristics in organizations.

Hofstede (2010) defines the cultural dimension related to 
self and others as individualism and collectivism. According 
to Hofstede (2010), in individualistic societies, the individual 
voice is more important than the group voice. In collectivistic 
societies, the group ideas and viewpoints prevail over individu-
al ideas and viewpoints.

Organizations operating in collectivist societies such as Guate-
mala, Ecuador, and Panama, for example, favor the group over 
the individual and are likely to have an acquiescent culture of 
voice in organizational settings because individual thought is 
not encouraged unless the group extends permission.

Organizations operating in individualistic societies such as 
Australia, Great Britain, and the United States, emphasize the 
individual more than the collective and organizational mem-
bers are more likely to openly express their views, opinions, 
and ideas, which can shape an assertive culture of voice. 

Table 2 illustrates some common workplace differences be-
tween individualistic and collectivistic societies.

The Moderating Effect of Leadership 
Practices 

Although national cultural values influence organizational cul-
tures of voice and silence, leader practices can have a mod-
erating effect on this relationship. For example, a leader can 
demonstrate a range of behaviors from participative to direc-

Table 1: Large and Small Power Distance Characteristics in Organizations

Small Power Distance Large Power Distance

Employees expect to be consulted Employees expect to be told what to do

Flatter organizations Many layers between the top and bottom 
of the organization

Decentralization is popular Centralization is popular

Status symbols are frowned upon Status symbols are accepted and popular

Narrow salary range between the top and 
the bottom or organization hierarchy

Wide salary range between the top and  
bottom of the organizational hierarchy

Source: Hofstede (2010) 

Table 2: Collectivistic and Individualistic Workplace Differences 

Collectivism Individualism

Use of the word “I” is avoided. Use of the word “I” is encouraged.

Only speak up when sanctioned by the group. Individuals are expected to speak up.

Employees are in-group members and expected to 
pursue the group’s interest.

Employees are expected to pursue the company’s 
interests if they coincide with self-interests.

Important decisions tend to be made by group Important decisions tend to be made by individ-
uals

Direct appraisal of an employee can disrupt har-
mony.

Managers are trained and expected to provide hon-
est and direct performance feedback.

Source: Hofstede (2010) 
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tive. When leaders demonstrate behaviors that are antithetical 
to the national cultural values where they work, however, it 
could result in either a culture of voice or a culture of silence. 
Table 3 provides an overview of different leadership practices in 
different national cultural settings and their effects. 

Participative and Directive Leader-
ship Styles in Large and Small Power 
Distance Societies 

In large power distance countries such as Malaysia, Guatemala, 
and Panama, subordinates are more dependent on their man-
agers for decision making. Status symbols differentiating be-
tween top management teams (TMT) and employee cultures 
are pronounced and encouraged. A participative leader operat-
ing in a large power distance society may surprise employees at 
first, but they could eventually feel safe speaking up, assuming 
they are able and willing to contribute openly, which could 
lead to a culture of voice. Directive leaders use command, and 
control decision making practices and centralize decision mak-
ing. Directive leader practices demonstrated in a large power 
distance society are more acceptable than participative leader 
practices. Employees in large power distance societies tend to 
conclude that those at the top are not interested in their views 
or opinions, which results in (or sustains) a culture of silence.

Companies operating in small power distance societies such 
as Austria, Israel, and Denmark tend to encourage and value 
participative leadership practices where employees are often 
consulted on organizational issues. The participative leader 
draws out and encourages divergent views and opinions, which 
encourages (and strengthens) voice behaviors. As a result, em-
ployees are likely to perceive that their voice has merit and speak 
up more frequently resulting in a culture of voice. However, a 
directive leader operating in a small power distance society will 
most likely tell employees what to do and how to do it (i.e. 
the opposite of a participative style), it could be perceived as 
threatening and therefore lead to a defensive culture of silence. 

Participative and Directive Leader-
ship Styles in Individualistic and Col-
lectivistic Societies

Participative leaders operating in an individualistic society tend 
to encourage idea generation and give proper credit to employ-
ees, which is consistent with acceptable leadership practices 
and thus results in (and strengthens) organizational cultures 
of voice. Directive leaders operating in individualistic societies, 
however, could cause a negative perception among employees 
who expect to have a voice. Individualistic societies encour-
age individual ideas, and voice behaviors. If the directive leader 

Table 3: Leadership Practices Scenarios

Leadership 
Practices 
(style)

Large Power 
Distance

Small Power  
Distance

Individualism Collectivism

Participative 
Leader

May be disrup-
tive to acceptable 
practices initially. 
Employees eventu-
ally practice voice 
behaviors leading 
to a Culture of 
Voice.

Consistent with 
acceptable leader 
practices. Likely to 
strengthen Culture 
of Voice.

Consistent with 
acceptable leader 
practices. Likely 
to strengthen 
Culture of Voice.

Leader may en-
courage voice at the 
group level. Risk is 
associated with lack 
of divergent think-
ing could lead to 
Acquiescent Voice. If 
the leader practices 
become the norm, 
they could lead to a 
culture of voice.

Directive 
Leader

Consistent with 
acceptable lead-
er practices. In 
this dimension, 
individual voice 
is not encouraged 
which is likely to 
sustain a Culture 
of Silence

Disruptive to 
acceptable leader 
practices and likely 
to result in a Cul-
ture of Silence. 

Disruptive to 
acceptable leader 
practices and 
likely to result 
in a Culture of 
Silence. 

Consistent with 
acceptable leader 
practices. Leader may 
strengthen Acquies-
cent Voice.
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does not yield to acceptable individualistic societal norms, then 
employees could perceive directive leadership practices as egre-
gious, causing them to withdraw, and thus leading to a culture 
of silence. 

Participative leadership practices in a collectivistic society will 
encourage individual voice behaviors despite the fact that indi-
vidual voice is not the norm. These practices could be viewed 
as counter-cultural at first and cause withdrawal. However, 
if such participative leader practices become the norm they 
could eventually encourage more individual-level participa-
tion among employees, leading to a culture of voice. Directive 
leaders operating in a collectivistic society are likely to be per-
ceived by employees as acceptable. Collectivistic societies value 
the group rather than the individual. Therefore, the directive 
leader is more of a fit in a collectivistic society than the partic-
ipative leader and so may establish and strengthen a culture of 
(acquiescent) voice.

Implications for IB Research and 
Practice

More empirical research is needed to test the relationship be-
tween national cultural dimensions, cultures of voice and si-
lence, and the moderating influence of leadership practices 
when consistent and inconsistent with national cultural norms 
where the organization operates. Possible research strategies 
could be field studies, employee observations, and ethnogra-
phies in organizational settings that compare and contrast spe-
cific national cultural values and the relationship to cultures 
of voice and silence. This would allow researchers to gain a 
deeper and richer account of the relationship between national 
cultural values on organizational cultures of voice and silence, 
and to examine the moderating influence of participative and 
directive leadership practices on this relationship. For example, 
based on a phenomenological study, researchers could examine 
the lived experiences of employees working in an organization 
operating in a specific society where particular cultural values 
(e.g., large or small power distance) is expected to influence 
the relationship between cultural values and cultures of voice 
and silence. Researchers could then determine how employees 
actually experience participative and directive leaders at work 
and how leader practices actually influence their silence and 
voice behaviors across different national cultures. 

Leaders of MNCs operating in multicultural environments 
must have extensive knowledge about the national cultural 
value orientations of local employees in all countries in which 
they operate subsidiaries. They must also understand how their 
leadership practices influence cultures of voice and silence and 
develop the ability to encourage voice. They must be able to 
recognize the signs of silence and voice in daily interactions 
and understand specifically which leader practices encourage 

voice and which ones elicit silence. Recognizing the signs of 
silence is only a fist step. Leaders must then be able to flexibly 
shift their behavior to encourage voice when they realize that 
they have elicited silence. Human resource practitioners must 
establish a common language and mindset around cultures of 
voice and silence at all organizational levels starting with the 
C-Suite. Senior leaders should hold all organizational leaders 
and employees accountable for demonstrating practices that 
encourage voice behaviors resulting in a culture of voice, and 
for reducing or eliminating practices that elicit silence that 
can result in a cultures of silence. When organizations estab-
lish a common language around voice and silence behaviors, 
and leaders consistently demonstrate practices that encourage 
voice, only then can a culture of voice become an organiza-
tional norm. 
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Introduction

In 2016, an estimated 40.3 million people worldwide were liv-
ing in a form of modern slavery, of whom 16 million were 
victims of forced labor in the private economy (ILO, Walk Free 
Foundation, & IOM, 2017). Modern slavery includes forced 
labor, bonded labor, human trafficking, and other forms of ex-
ploitation (Lake, MacAlister, Berman, Gitshaw & Page, 2016). 
It exists not just in commodity-based labor-intensive industries 
but also in high-tech sectors, generating an estimated US$150 
billion in illegal profits annually (ILO, 2016). Modern slavery 
is found not only in underdeveloped economies, but also in de-
veloped countries. In the UK alone, it is estimated that 10,000-
13,000 people are victims of modern slavery at any point of 
time (Lake et al., 2016). In the US it is estimated that there are 
in the vicinity of 57,500 people currently enslaved (Walk Free 
Foundation, 2016). While modern slavery is growing at an un-
precedented rate (Bales, 2012; 2016), International Business 
(IB) research has so far been silent on the subject (Michailova 
& Stringer, 2018a). This is not only puzzling; it is worrying, 
and disturbing. Hence, this call for papers!

Modern slavery often operates across borders (Michailova & 
Stringer, 2018b; Stringer, Whittaker & Simmons, 2016). First, 
globalizing forces increase the number of migrant workers as 
well as the opportunities to exploit them and others. Second, 
modern slavery is a by-product of our global production sys-
tem (Gold, Trautrims & Trodd, 2015). It is often a part of the 
activities of the multinational corporation (MNC). Slavery is 
widespread, although often concealed, in the MNCs’ supply 
chains which link multiple layers of supplier-firms with global 
buying firms and retailers. The fragmented nature of these in-
ternationally connected supply chains often obscures slavery 
practices and leads to them not just existing, but growing and 
thriving (Greer & Purvis, 2016). 

The neglect (so far) of modern slavery by/in the IB discipline 
opens opportunities for studies that are both interesting from 

a researchers’ and educators’ viewpoint, and powerful in terms 
of changing existing policies and practices. We suggest a few 
avenues and indicative research questions that we find promis-
ing—they not only provide a fruitful opportunity for IB schol-
ars to start and engage in interesting scholarly conversations, 
but also educate IB students as the next generation of business 
people, as well as shape and influence policy debates that really 
matter.

IB Research
What does modern slavery look like as an IB? And in turn 
what does the IB of modern slavery look like? What are its key 
features and who are the key actors involved? What practices 
do these actors adopt and what skills do they possess that allow 
slavery to flourish across borders? 

Has the structural design of the MNC become so complex that 
it ‘naturally’ creates opportunities to breed slavery? Or, rather 
is it the fluidity and fragmentation of the multiple institution-
al contexts in which the MNC operates that allows slavery to 
come into existence and to flourish?

Can MNCs protect themselves against modern slavery? If so, 
how? If not, why not? How are new transparency requirements 
shaping not only codes of conduct, but also the actual activities 
and behaviors of MNCs in regard to modern slavery?

IB Teaching
In 2017, the University of Nottingham introduced an online 
course on modern slavery, attracting 10,400 enrolments from 
150 countries. These numbers speak for themselves. 

How can we increase students’ awareness and knowledge on 
issues related to modern slavery in our IB courses? What mod-
ules can we include in our undergraduate IB courses as well as 
in more specialized postgraduate courses on MNCs? What op-
portunities do we have at the PhD and post-doc level to tackle 
the issue of modern slavery?

call for papers

Studying Modern Slavery: It Is Time 
for IB Scholarship to Contribute
Guest Editors: Snejina Michailova and Christina Stringer
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What can we, as IB scholars, do to educate the public about 
this crime against humanity? How can we help bring about a 
change in society through our teaching?

Impact of IB Research on Policy Debates
Modern slavery has a corrosive effect throughout society on 
respect for the rule of law and the rights of individuals. Efforts 
to address forced labor abuses amounting to slavery are com-
promised by a lack of public prioritization of the issue in many 
countries. 

To what extent can governments influence MNCs to combat 
modern slavery in their supply chains? How can governments 
hold MNCs to account? How can MNCs help governments 
reduce modern slavery?

Is globalization leading to a disconnect between transnational 
and national institutions? If so, what does such a disconnect 
mean for MNCs with slavery in their supply chains?

How do government policies in the host county of an MNC 
affect the level of vulnerability of low-skilled and/or migrant 
workers at risk of forced labor, in other countries? 

Submission Process and Timeline

Colleagues interested in submitting their work to this Special 
Issue should consult the AIB Insights Editorial Policy and use 
the Online Manuscript Submission System, which you can ac-
cess via the AIB Insights website at https://aib.msu.edu/publi-
cations/insights. Please select “Special Issue: Modern Slavery in 
IB” under ‘Track’ when submitting your manuscript.

Timeline: Please submit your work on or before November 1, 
2018. Expected publication of this Special Issue in 2019.  
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