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SUMMARY

Entrepreneurial management and transformational leadership are central to the capabilities theory of the Multinational Corporation (MNC). This multidiscipline research explores the micro-foundations of strategy participation in MNCs by applying a framing lens and a situated learning lens to study the development of senior subsidiary managers in a specific learning context. The research was carried out in a global software firm, with unique access to the senior leadership team of the regional headquarters with responsibility for Europe, the Middle East and Asia. Managers developed transformational capability-based projects as part of a corporate-sponsored university delivered entrepreneurial leadership programme. Preliminary findings have indicated that the learning process resonated with varying degrees for subsidiary managers and their corresponding participation in the strategy process.  
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INTRODUCTION

As successful Multinational Corporations (MNCs) grow across regions, how to manage their diverse subsidiaries to foster their entrepreneurial potential is an ongoing challenge (Teece, 2014). Innovations arising from subsidiaries are vital (O’Riordan et al), as MNCs must develop new capabilities to ensure the firm’s ability to compete in the future, beyond its existing capabilities (Leonard-Barton 1992, Teece et al 1997). The role of the subsidiary management in driving this process has been well established (Birkinshaw 1997, O’Brien et al 2019). One such way for MNCs to develop new firm level capabilities is through system-wide participation and discourse throughout the organisation (Mantere and Vaara 2008). This type of strategy development may be difficult for subsidiaries as they have to overcome conflicting tensions within the MNC, such as hierarchy and autonomy (Mudambi 2011), and conflicting power dynamics (Cuervo-Cazurra et al 2019). 

Teece (2014) contents that MNCs need entrepreneurial managers to sense, seize and transform strategic issues and opportunities in order to build difficult-to-replicate, non-routine dynamic capabilities. Entrepreneurial managers are expected to utilise their managerial capabilities to build, integrate, and reconfigure organizational resources and competencies (Adner and Helfat 2003). Teece (2016) notes the importance of learning for the development of dynamic capabilities. In this perspective MNC’s need to promote participation and discourse in strategy as a way to encourage entrepreneurial activity (Mantere and Vaara 2008). This research explores how an MNC may enable managers to participate more fully in the strategy process and take the lead in strategic conversations. The sample, the leadership team of an EMEA headquarters, partake in a corporate sponsored entrepreneurial leadership programme. Framing theory allows for the exploration of what activities impacted and resonated with learners regarding their understanding of their role in the strategy process. Situated learning theory provides a broad lens for exploring how the social processes that are situated in context impact the manager’s framing of their role in strategy. The following sections will examine the relevant strands of literature, present the methodology, the preliminary findings and finally the conclusions of this research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Middle Management Participation

As influential actors within the strategy process in the MNC, subsidiary managers have been linked to middle managers (O’Brien et al 2019). Middle manager’s participation is considered important in the strategy process (Burgelman 1983, Wooldridge et al 2008). Middle managers may be linking pins within organisations, bridging TMTs and the operational levels of the organisations (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1999). In their upward strategic roles middle managers are charged with the entrepreneurial activities of championing alternatives and synthesizing information (Floyd and Wooldridge, 1992, Currie 1999).  
 
However, due to their complex position structurally as middle managers, subsidiary managers and may face contextual challenges when contributing to the strategy process. Middle managers have to overcome bias from TMTs (Balogun and Johnson 2004, Raes et al 2007). Middle managers may be excluded from strategic conversations, this can lead to demotivation, alienation, and conflict within the strategic process (Westley, 1990), this exclusion and disempowerment can lead to a collapse of the strategic process (Raelin and Cataldo 2011). Middle managers have to deal with and overcome political factors when issue selling (Dutton, Ashford, O’Neil, & Lawrence (2001). Middle managers are likely to experience role conflict and role ambiguity in their strategic roles (Currie & Procter 2005, Floyd & Lane, 2000).  
When middle managers participate in strategic conversations they may enhance innovation in strategy (Westley, 1990), as their perspective on the core competencies may be more nuanced than top managers (Wooldridge et al. 2008). A limited number of studies have examined why and how middle management participate in the strategy process. Mantere & Vaara (2008) examined how organisational discourses impacted manager’s decision to participate in strategy development. Rouleau & Balogun (2011) explored the discursive capabilities that middle managers need to participate in the strategy process. How middle managers use language to frame understanding and meaning. Recent research has explored how direct access to CEO’s attention and guidance enabled middle managers to develop discursive competencies needed for participation in strategy conversations (Splitter et al 2024). Here middle managers learned how to gain the CEO’s attention by framing their contribution in a attention obtaining way. 
This research seeks to contribute to this stream of research in the middle management literature, by exploring how an attempt to reframe subsidiary manager’s role in strategy resonates and impacts their practices in strategy, specifically their participation in strategy developmental discourse within the MNC. To explore how the unique contextual pressures of working in a subsidiary of a large MNC impact their views of how they can contribute to the strategy process. To do so, a framing lens and a learning lens are applied to explore this phenomenon.   

Framing Theory

Cognitive Frames and Frame Analysis  
This research seeks to explore how an attempt to reframe subsidiary manager’s role in strategy development, through a learning intervention, changes how learners view their role in strategy. To do so we turn to strategic framing literature (Benford & Snow, 2000; Goffman, 1974; Kaplan, 2008). 
Frames are how individuals define situations (Goffman 1974). A cognitive frame is a template that people use to give meaning to information (Walsh, 1995). Framing is an ongoing process by which individuals orient their thinking about an issue and may be constructed through interaction (Goffman (1974). Frames shape how actors recognize what is going on. Framing is a process of reality construction. They focus attention, and may reconstituted (Benford and Snow 2000). Framing may also be viewed as a form of discourse in shaping the strategic innovation process (Burgelman 2018). Research in managerial cognition has suggested that cognitive frames are the means by which managers give definition and meaning to ambiguous strategic stimuli. How managers frame strategic issues may be influenced by framing practices (Kaplan 2008).  
It is argued here that the learning event is an attempt by the MNC to articulate an entrepreneurial frame to the subsidiary leadership team of their strategic role. The learning event is proposed as a collective action frame used to change the subsidiary manager’s view of their role in the strategy process and to mobilise the subsidiary managers into undertaking participative roles in the strategy development process (Snow, Vliegenthart, & Ketelaars, 2019).
Framing, a social movements theory, will be used as an analytical lens through which to interpret field data. Frame analysis is a research method used to examine how individuals perceive attempts to direct attention and reframe meaning (Benford 1993). Frame analysis enables an exploration of how the learning impacted the subsidiary manager’s frame regarding their perceived participation in the strategy process.  
Research in the Strategy literature suggests that there are four types of framing activities: frame bridging, frame amplification, frame extension, and frame transformation that may be used to influence and shape the target’s framing around decisions (Benford & Snow, 2000; Kaplan, 2008). Frame amplification is when claim makers emphasise and strengthen existing frames to make them more salient or persuasive. For example, in Kaplan’s (2008) study, decision makers were faced with making sense of ambiguous information and making decisions around appropriate investment decisions. Decision makers were exposed to framing contests in order to shift their thinking around investment opportunities. Claim makers who practiced frame amplification reinforced pre-existing understandings and ideas to impact decision makers frame and resulting decisions. In the case of the Multiservice decision, the claim makers highlighted the importance of customer needs when the threat of competition was not resonating. Frame bridging, is when claim makers bridge unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem. This process seeks to find common ground or shared values between existing frames and the new situation (Benford & Snow, 2000). In Kaplan’s (2008) study the claim makers engaged in framing contests that practiced frame bridging, they proposed the intended change as small steps to resolving pre-accepted issues, the claim maker’s highlighted the implementable incremental steps when previous frames were not resonating. Frame extension, extending the boundaries of its primary framework so as to encompass interests or points of view. Broadening the scope and relevance of existing frames to address diverse issues. Using familiar language or narratives to make sense of novel situations or to address emerging challenges (Benford & Snow, 2000). In Kaplan’s (2008) study claim makers who practiced frame extension expanded and highlighted the positive impacts that the decision could have beyond what was being proposed. In the Multiservice contest, claim makers highted what could emerge if the targets made the decision. The final frame alignment practice is frame transformation, this involves fundamentally altering existing frames or creating entirely new ones to shift perceptions, values, or beliefs (Benford & Snow, 2000). In Kaplan’s (2008) study claim makers who practiced frame transformation, transformed their proposal to highlight previously unexplored potential benefits that a favourable decision may have. In the Multiservice contest, claim makers moved from highlighting the need due to market conditions to a response to a competitive threat, thereby transforming decision makers perspective.
While much of the framing research in the strategy domain focuses on framing practices (Kaplan 2008, Kannan-Narasimhan & Lawrence 2018), this research seeks to explore how these collective action frames and framing practices resonate for the targets, in this case the learners. The concept of resonance relates to the issue of effectiveness. Frame resonance will depend on perceived levels of credibility and salience (Benford & Snow, 2000). 
Perceived credibility is impacted by frame consistency, empirical credibility, and the credibility of the claim makers. The greater the contradictions in credibility, the less resonant the frame. Frame consistency can be undermined when perceived contradictions in the frame are sensed or if what is been framed contradicts what the claim makers actions. Johnson (1997) examined the resonance of framing of non-violence and compared with actual acts of violence by claim makers as undermining the frame consistency of claims makers. The next factor affecting frame credibility is empirical credibility refers to the perceived fit between the collective action frame and the events in the world. Zuo & Benford (1995) found that in the Chinese democracy movement activists were able to use reforms in the Soviet Union as proof of what was credible for the Chinese movement. The final factor affecting frame credibility is the perceived credibility of the claim’s makers. Where claim makers are perceived as more credible, their frame is seen as more influential. Benford (1987) found that groups perusing nuclear disarmament would use former members of the defence establishment, to present their message at press conferences to enhance the perceived credibility of the claims. 

Frame resonance is also impacted by perceived levels of salience. Specifically perceptions regarding centrality, experiential commensurability, and narrative fluidity (Snow & Benford 1988). Centrality refers to how important the ideas of the frame are to the target. The more central the ideals of the frame are, the more likely the target is to adopt the new frame. Experiential commensurability, here targets evaluate how the framings are compared to their everyday experiences. Heitlinger (1995) finds that the feminist framings failed in the post-communist Czech Republic due to women’s experiences under socialism. The final element in salience is narrative fluidity. This refers to how relevant the frame is to the target’s perception of the culture in which they operate. Zuo & Benford (1995) found narrative fluidity to be an important element in frame resonance in the Chinese democracy movement.

Frame resonance is complex, and not all frames resonate with everyone equally. For example, Bloemraad et al (2016) examined the impact of persuasive framing debates over human rights for noncitizens in the USA. They find that there are significant differences in frame resonance between groups distinguished by political ideology. 

This research seeks to explore how the collective action frames resonated for subsidiary managers via the learning event. The learning that occurs when managers participate in a formal educational programme is broad and consists of many learning processes, however the most impactful is considered to be rooted in Situated Learning Theory (Lave and Waner, 1991).

Situated Learning Theory 

Situated learning theory postulates that learning is a process that unfolds through legitimate peripheral participation in the context of communities of practice. Here learning occurs in a social process that is situated in context (Lave and Wagner, 1991).  
Communities of practice can form in any field of practice. Communities of practice enable the creation and sharing of knowledge (Bresnen et al 2005). This creation and sharing of knowledge may enable the reframing of the subsidiary managers understanding of their role in the strategy process. Communities of practice develop and are reproduced within a wider context of power dynamics and organisational contexts (Contu & Willmott, 2003). Learning is viewed to be connected to the context in which it is learned. For example, Cope (et al 2000) explored how the community of practice helped newly trained nurses in Scotland. They found that the community of practice, particularly in the form of mentoring, furthered the nurses learning in practice. 
Legitimate peripheral participation describes how newcomers become part of a community of practice. Through participation they develop the required skills and move towards full participation (Lave and Wagner, 1991). For example, Utley (2006) explored how educators designed and implemented a course for students with diverse learning needs based upon prior teaching experience. Situated learning took place when class members taught each other to create products for students with diverse learning needs.  

This research seeks to explore how communities of practice and legitimate peripheral participation impact the subsidiary manger’s participation in the strategy process. 


METHODOLOGY

This research uses a qualitative case study to explore the learning process in-depth (Eisenhardt 1989). The case presented offers an opportunity for rare and unusual access (Yin 1994). In this case, the researchers had access to the entire leadership team in the regional headquarters of a large MNC participating in a learning event.
      
Data Collection
The chosen case for this qualitative research represented rare and unusual access (Yin 1994), to an entire subsidiary leadership team, within a large software MNC. The learners were engaged in a learning event, designed with the intention of increasing their entrepreneurial and leadership skills. The primary data collection method was in-depth interviews (Eisenhardt 1989). Interviews were focused on exploring individual manager’s thoughts and behaviours about their learning experience and the resulting framing and practices in developing strategy in the subsidiary. Flexible interview protocols were used to conduct the semi-structured interviews. The number of conducted interviews at present is twenty-nine. Data collection was triangulated by observational data carried out during the subsidiary manager’s presentations of their entrepreneurial plans to senior leaders, and reviews of learner’s written submissions. 

Data Analysis
The Gioia Method (Magnani and Gioia 2023) was chosen for data analysis in order to give an in-dept understanding and explanation of the collected data. As indicated by the iterative nature of the Gioia method, the researcher is currently creating data structured analytic codes and categories, rooted in both informant centred codes and theory centred themes. Once the interviews occurred, the researchers, in order to engage in data familiarisation, began transcribing the interviews and began to capture initial themes and reflections in memos and vignettes. Momoing (Birks et al 2008) allowed the researchers to engage in abductive reasoning (Klag and Langley 2013) where some initial preliminary findings have been identified.


PRELIMINARY FINDINGS
The initial findings indicate that the resonance of the learning experience on the subsidiary managers has had differing levels of impact and effects on the individual subsidiary managers. Pre-existing participation in strategy discussions, educational backgrounds, varying degrees of self-confidence and perceptions of organisational culture all seem to differentiate how learners experience the shared learning event, and as a result the degrees of resonance in the learner’s framing of their strategic roles and shifts in practice. This finding represents a contribution to the intersection of situated learning theory, framing theory, middle management, subsidiary management and strategy as a practice. 
Common learner archetypes of learners have emerged from the data based degrees of frame resonance and level of participation in strategy discourse. 
[image: ]
The Developed Learner 

The initial frame of this learner type viewed their strategic role as one mainly involved in strategy implementation. This learner recognised that they had a lack of understanding regarding strategy development. This learner typically came from an IT educational background and failed to understand concepts and language used in strategic conversations. While these learners had ideas around strategic initiatives, they failed to enter strategic development conversations with stakeholders. Feelings of ambiguity and a lack of confidence were expressed as the reasons for not engaging in these conversations. Learners here cited that the frameworks and models covered in the learning event had a profound impact on their thinking and practice. The frameworks gave them structure for their ideas and structure on how to communicate these ideas to stakeholders. They referred to an enhanced capacity to explain, having the language to make themselves understood. Conversations with their community of practice, with peer learners, colleagues and senior leadership also gave them a depth of understanding of stakeholder needs and perspectives, which enabled them to develop and refine solutions to strategic issues. The entrepreneurial frame was received as credible and saliant, and had an impact on learner’s confidence. Overall, the framing practices of the course content and dialogue with their community of practice had the effect of transforming their frame regarding their role in strategy. The Developed Learner became the Confident Practitioner. The learner’s new frames regarding their role in strategy development is an active one. A subsidiary manager who leads conversations and the development of new ideas and initiatives. One who believes in the value they can contribute to ongoing strategic conversations and decisions. A Confident practitioner whose new practice is to actively engage with stakeholders and try to get insight and buy in to strategic development ideas, in an ongoing process of conversation, feedback and co-creation.

The Satisfier Learner 

The initial frame of this learner type viewed their strategic role as one mainly involved in strategy implementation. A focus on operational demands and people management was communicated. This learner recognised that they had a lack of understanding regarding strategy development. This learner typically came from an IT educational background and failed to understand concepts and language used around strategic conversations. While they had ideas around strategic initiatives, they failed to enter strategic development conversations with stakeholders. Feelings of ambiguity and a lack of confidence were expressed. Learners here cited that the frameworks and models covered in the learning event had a moderate impact on their thinking. Learners struggled to apply frameworks to their ideas and contexts. Conversations with their community of practice supported them and enabled them to develop initiatives for the course. The entrepreneurial frame was not well received by these learners as contradictions of credibility and salience were perceived. These learners cited time management issues as well as uncertainty towards the application of strategic frameworks to their area of the organisation. Due to the low resonance of the entrepreneurial frame, engagement in strategy discourse is considered low. Learners expressed feelings of continued uncertainty regarding their role in the strategy development process. The Satisfier learner became the Improved Practitioners. Recognising the importance of a role in the strategy process but still perceiving the nature of that role as ambiguous. The Improved Practitioner was able to join strategic conversations to develop their initiative and apply the frameworks to their ideas in a limited capacity. The learner’s new frames regarding their role in strategy development is a passive one. Entrepreneurial efforts beyond satisfying the course requirements were not volunteered.   

The Stressed learner 

The initial frame of this learner is one who already sees their role as an engaged one in strategic developmental conversations. Actively perusing stakeholders for information and buy in. Here the learner has perceptions of being isolated from strategic conversations due to fiefdoms and a culture of fear. Learners here expressed feelings of frustration, doubts of self and psychological unsafety. Learners here revealed that the dialogue with their peer learners in their community of practice had a profound impact on their framing of their role in the organisation. Conversations, amplified their initial framing of their situation, and gave them a validation of their framing of the contextual challenges faced. The entrepreneurial frame was not well received by these learners. They cited contradictions in credibility and salience of the freedom of the entrepreneurial manager in the organisational context. The resulting frame was one not focused on development of strategy. The Stressed learner became the Digressed Practitioner. This digresser does not buy into the framing of their strategic role as being an entrepreneurial manager leading strategic conversations. They have either dropped out entirely of the strategy process or have been encouraged to tackle the perceived contextual issues. They have a renewed belief in one’s self and experience within the organisational context as being a macro problem rather than a result of their own weaknesses. A master frame of the importance of mental health frame superseded the entrepreneurial manager frame. Feelings of reassurance and clarity were expressed. The Digresser practice now is to disengage from strategic developmental conversations and to withdraw completely or to pursue information and buy in around their mental health master frame.   

The Frustrated learner 

The initial frame of this learner sees their role as an engaged one in strategic developmental conversations. They have ideas around strategic initiatives and are already perusing stakeholders for information and buy in. Here the learner is confident in their existing contribution to on-going strategic developmental conversations. They typically have a business educational background and are well versed on strategic theory and frameworks. They are considered strong on strategy by their peers. Learners here cited that the frameworks and models covered in the learning event had a limited impact on their thinking. They expressed concerns about the lack of complexity in the course content. Conversations with their community of practice, with peer learners, colleagues and senior leadership gave them a depth of understanding of stakeholder needs and perspectives. Conversations raised awareness of complexities and key challenges with stakeholders, that were otherwise soled and not in contact with. The frustrated learner expressed concerns about the credibility of the content and its claims makers, and in the salience of the course, leading to a low framing resonance. While framing resonance was low, a pre-existing entrepreneurial practice ensured continued high levels of engagement in strategy discourse. The resulting frame regarding their role in strategy was an amplification of their existing frame of being engaged in strategic conversations and the strategy development process. Frustrated learners became Informed Practitioners. Conversations with their community of practice, particularly their peer learners, enabled the Informed Practitioner to develop more refined and nuanced solutions to strategic issues. Changes in practice are mainly related to on-going conversations with their newly developed network of peer learners. 


CONCLUSION

This study contributes by applying a learning and framing lens to strategy participation in the MNC. By gaining access to a group of senior managers engaged in individual change projects in a regional MNC headquarters the research was able to uncover the drivers of learning at the individual level. These findings represent a crucial micro foundational perspective on strategy participation in the MNC. The findings highlight how positive change projects in the company can be initiated through the attention structures of a company supported educational programme and the positive buy in of senior managers.  However, the study also uncovered just how far removed the subsidiary managers felt from the strategic language being used by their corporate parent and the impact of perceived contextual difficulties. If MNCs expect their subsidiary managers to contribute to the entrepreneurial agenda of the company they must understand their perspectives and invest in supporting the development of the human and social capital of those managers.
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