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Abstract 

The existing understanding of Professional Service Firms (PSFs) and their internationalisation 

is centred on studies of Western organisations. PSFs from emerging markets and rising 

economic powers such as China have received very little attention in academic work, both 

theoretically and empirically. This thesis aims to begin to address this gap in extant research 

by connecting studies of internationalisation and PSFs, with a new focus on the entry and 

organisation of Chinese law firms in London. 

The research investigates the internationalisation strategies and processes of Chinese law 

firms in the UK and the operations of their London subsidiaries and expatriate workforce. This 

entails a novel primary research study of six Chinese law firms which each have a London 

office, and a focus on their distinctive mode of entry into London. The research uses a single 

case study approach, emphasising the activities of this distinctive firm following a ‘one firm’ 

strategy, supplemented by the convergent and divergent ‘paths’ of the other five firms. 

The research proposes a reframing of the ‘one firm’ model of globalising PSFs (e.g. Muzio and 

Faulconbridge, 2013; Morgan and Quack, 2005), via a multi-level network analysis. These are 

linked to the main finding of the resemblance in strategy but with a particular divergence, 

given the distinct institutional settings, of globalising Chinese and Western law firms. The 

strategies are seen to reinforce the factors influencing the extent of hybridity 

internationalisation, as determined by the ‘paths’ of the individual firms. The findings also 

identify the role of multi-level networks for Chinese law firms in overcoming challenges and 

promoting firm-wide practices development during the process of internationalisation. 

As the first qualitative case study examining this topic empirically, this study has enhanced 

the present limited understanding of Chinese law firms and their international expansion and 

operations in a foreign market over the past decade. This is of significance for both 

subsequent Chinese law firms, incumbent City law firms in London and wider PSFs of a 

similar institutional context. The study has also made a contribution to understanding the role 

of expatriate lawyers in a multi-jurisdiction territory comparable to London. 

 

Keywords: Professional Service Firms, Chinese law firms, internationalisation, firm-wide 

practices, multi-level networks, City of London 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Preliminaries 

The past sixty years has been a period when the world economy has gone through enormous 

cyclical variation in economic activity. The term ‘global shifts’ was introduced to describe the 

deeper and longer-term structural changes taking place beneath these global cyclical trends 

(Dicken, 2015). The global shifts are mostly reflected in geographical rescaling, namely the 

transitions between local, national, regional and global levels of economic activities (Bartlett 

and Ghoshal, 1998; Dicken, 2015). Predictions have been made in relation to the rise of new 

‘miracle’ economies, such as BRICs and MINTs1. As a result, the geographical division of labour 

between core and periphery has become more complicated within the terms of the global 

economy (Wood and Demirbag, 2015). Regarding the rise of the different geographical regions, 

Dicken (2015) recognises East Asia as being the biggest single global shift, and one of immense 

significance, commensurate with its importance before ‘the West’ overtook it in the 

nineteenth century. It is noted that the resurgence of East Asia began from the 1960s, 

manifesting first in Japan, counterbalanced by China when the growth of the Japanese 

economy began gradually to decline from 1990 onwards (e.g. Dicken, 2015). 

The rise of China as a world economic power has accordingly received more attention in 

International Business (IB) literature (Buckley, 2007; Luo, 1995; Child and Rodrigues, 2005). 

However, the examination of Chinese organisations in IB research is often constrained to 

state-owned enterprises, governed by the policy of the State (Athreye and Kapur, 2009), 

industrial organisations that adopt expansion strategies for multiple purposes (Deng, 2009; 

Child and Rodrigues, 2005), and the outward and inward FDI from China (Buckley et al., 2018; 

Kang and Jiang, 2012). These existing studies have focused on manufacturing firms, and the 

growing service industries in China have drawn much less attention. This is the same as the 

initial investigation of Western organisations, given that the manufacturing of goods had a 

much earlier start than the service industries (Daniels, 1993). The rise of services engaging in 

internationalisation is argued to be a step forward in consolidating the economy and 

stimulating the production of goods (Dicken, 2015; Dunning, 1993). In fact, the earliest 

 
1 BRIC countries are Brazil, Russia, India and China; the acronym was introduced in 2001 by the chief 
economist of the US investment bank Goldman Sachs, Jim O’Neill. MINT countries are Mexico, 
Indonesia, Nigeria and Turkey, which were developed from MISTs (S for South Korea) introduced in 
2011 by the same economist (Dicken, 2015). 
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appearance of a multinational configuration was recorded as a grouping together of 

transnational service firms (Daniels, 1993). The service industry has made significant changes 

to the world economy, and it has become necessary to explore the service development within 

and outside China when researching Chinese organisations. 

Professional services, also known as ‘producer services’ (e.g. Bagchi-Sen and Sen, 1997; Taylor 

et al., 2014; Faulconbridge et al., 2008; Hanssens et al., 2013) and the ‘Advanced Business 

Services’ of accountancy, insurance and law in which much recent interest has been shown 

(e.g. Jones, 2005), have been playing a large role in the contemporary globalised world. The 

relationship of mutual dependence between manufacturing and services has been questioned 

with the emergence of a self-contained service economy (Allen, 1992; O'Farrell et al., 1998). In 

such an economy, knowledge-intensive professional services are reliant on other service firms 

for sources of work but also are anchors of service activity in financial markets (Beaverstock et 

al., 2015). Therefore, professional services are seen as crucial to driving innovation in national 

economies by providing the knowledge needed for other services and for manufacturing to 

develop new products (Beaverstock et al., 2015). 

The defining and researching of professional services in the West has been growing since the 

1980s (Maister, 1982; Feketekuty, 1986; Aharoni, 1993; Alvesson, 2004; Bagchi- Sen and Sen, 

1997; Beaverstock, 2004; Bryson et al., 2004; Empson, 2007; Engwall and Kipping, 2006; 

Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; Greenwood et al., 1990; Suddaby et al., 2007). Compared to 

other sectors, research into Western professional services is still relatively sparse but a growth 

in interest can be seen mainly from organisation studies (e.g. Empson, 2001) and economic 

geography (e.g. Beaverstock, 2004). Despite this, academic work looking at the professional 

services in China is still in its infancy. The only partial maturity of China’s professional service 

sectors, such as legal services and accountancy, compared to those from advanced economies, 

also explains the lack of research on this topic. 

In response to the need for much more attention in researching non-Western Professional 

Service Firms (PSFs2) in China, this thesis explores the internationalisation and adaptation in 

the host market of Chinese PSFs, by investigating the legal sector, which of all the sectors of 

professional services inside and outside China has gained most in maturity during the past 

three decades. 

 
2 Acronyms of similar significance are compiled in Appendix 1 with the meanings they stand for. 



 

3 
 

 

This first chapter outlines the research motivation and background, pointing out the gaps in 

the existing literature and clarifying the development of the research questions from what is 

found in the literature. The chapter finishes with a presentation of the structure of the thesis 

chapters and a summary. 

1.2 Research background 

Given the early establishment and development of Professional Service Firms (PSFs) in 

Western countries, PSFs from these advanced economies have established operations all over 

the world (Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019). They have grown into major multinational 

corporations (MNCs); some of them, in particular, accountancy firms, have a greater global 

reach than the overwhelming majority of corporations (Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). 

Considering the different sectors of professional services (as will be done in Section 2.1.1), 

notably examples of these Global Professional Service Firms (GPSFs) can be identified as 

accountancy firms (the Anglo-American ‘Big Four’), consultancy firms (the US-headquartered 

‘strategy-organisations’) and law firms (the UK-based ‘Magic Circle’). It is increasingly 

important to understand the strategies and business operations of these organisations as they 

both offer wide-ranging services to private and public clients worldwide, through their global 

network, and play an active role in the current global knowledge economy (Boussebaa and 

Faulconbridge, 2019). A large body of literature in management studies (Faulconbridge and 

Muzio, 2016; Brock et al., 2014; Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2016; Morgan and Quack, 2005; 

Morgan et al., 2006) and economic geography (Beaverstock, 2004; Daniels, 1993; Jones, 2005; 

Beaverstock et al., 2010) has explored the work of GPSFs, with a particular focus on how they 

are organised and how local (that is, national) institutions mediate the firms’ ability to operate 

as integrated global entities (Morgan and Quack, 2005; Boussebaa, 2009; Muzio and 

Faulconbridge, 2013; Spence et al. 2018). Such literature is useful to following an 

understanding of the operations of GPSFs internally and the various markets they face when 

extending business overseas (Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019). An overview of these 

studies shows a core focus on GPSFs based in Western countries, as is the case with the wider 

service industry, as noted earlier.  

Chinese PSFs cannot be considered comparable to GPSFs in terms of their historical presence 

or international development. As indicated earlier, the most mature professional service sector 

in China, apart from investment banking, is the legal service sector. The first generation of 

Chinese law firms was established in the early 1990s, apart from the Jun He Law Firm, which 
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was founded in 1989 (Liu and Wu, 2016). Over the past two decades Chinese law firms have 

succeeded in growing domestically and internationally. To date, 14 Chinese law firms are 

known to have an overseas presence (see Table 1.1). What is distinctive about the growth of 

these firms is the unique social context in which the actions of legal professionals were called 

into question and in which they were impeded by the political powers in China (Michelson, 

2004), and the growth in number of Chinese lawyers (see further Section 2.3). The 

development of Chinese law firms has received increasing attention in this light. The rise of 

the ‘China concept’ as it relates to legal work has been heatedly discussed in business and 

sector-specific journals. For example, the Lawyer3 has been keen on producing well-recognised 

law firm rankings, market reports and interviews with the partners of leading law firms (The 

Lawyer, 2019). Legal services in China and news of Chinese law firms have recently been given 

much more attention, which has revealed firms’ current strategies and future plans. The 

increasing growth and expansion of Chinese law firms, however, has been little researched in 

the literature. Existing research on the topic involves: 1) an ecological understanding of large 

Chinese law firms in the age of globalisation (Liu and Wu, 2016); 2) innovation initiatives and 

alternative business models in China’s legal profession in a globalised world (Li, 2018); 3) the 

internationalisation of small and medium-sized Chinese law firms, in Hong Kong particularly 

(Li, 2019), and 4) the production of China’s corporate legal elite in globalisation (Zhu et al., 

2020). Therefore, new research is needed to fill the gap of understanding Chinese law firms of 

different sizes and their internationalisation into advanced economies and world cities of 

global significance. This thesis explores Chinese law firms of different sizes, namely mega, 

large and boutique firms, and their entry and organisation into the advanced economy of the 

UK and into the City of London as an International Financial Centre (IFC). 

Researching these firms is important because some have now grown into being the largest law 

firms, as measured by the number of offices worldwide, in the global legal services market (see 

Table 1.1). This results from their adoption of mergers and acquisitions (M&As) as the strategy 

for internationalisation. What follows is in contrast to the size of Chinese law firms grown by 

greenfield investment and subsequently leads to diversified management practices in firms’ 

operations. It is, therefore, important to investigate these firms with a view to exploring the 

reasons for them to adopt such different strategies and operational practices, as these firms 

have gradually become precedents and successful models for other Chinese law firms to 

 
3 The Lawyer is widely perceived as a leading journal in the field of law with strong connections to the 
legal industry for over 30 years. Its website (https://www.thelawyer.com) reveals its functionality in 
engaging with law firms worldwide. 

https://www.thelawyer.com/
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expand internationally. The rise of large Chinese law firms offers Western countries both a 

story of law firm growth and valuable insights into the nature of international law firms and 

their actions in the future across the globe (Liu and Wu, 2016). Researching the 

internationalisation of Chinese law firms from this perspective provides a new empirical 

understanding of globalising PSFs, in an under-researched institutional context. 

Table 1.1 Chinese law firms with overseas offices 

 Firm Foundation Number of overseas offices1 

1 Dacheng Dentons 1992 125 

2 Yingke Law Firm 2001 32 

3 King & Wood Mallesons 1993 15 

4 DeHeng Law Offices 1993 12 

5 Beijing DHH Law Firm 1993 10 

6 Zhonglun W&D Law Firm 1992 6 

7 Zhong Lun Law Firm 1993 6 

8 Grandall Law Firm 1998 5 

9 Guanghe Law Firm 1995 3 

10 Tahota Law Firm 2000 3 

11 Jun He Law Firm 1989 2 

12 Guantao Law Firm 1994 2 

13 Llinks Law Offices 1998 1 

14 AllBright Law Offices 1999 1 

Source: firms’ websites (accessed 28th October 2020) 

Note: 1. Numbers excluded offices in Hong Kong and Taipei. 

This thesis presents an exploratory study of globalising Chinese law firms in the West. In 

particular its purpose is to reveal the internationalisation strategies and operations of these 

firms in the UK (England and Wales) and London. The UK has been selected as the research 

site because of its international presence as a world-leading advanced economy and because 

London has continuous influence as an International Financial Centre (IFC). The maturity of 

Chinese law firms in the UK can provide sufficient depth for the analysis, and these firms also 

constitute firms of different sizes (see Table 3.2). 

Researching Chinese law firms in the UK enables a comparison to be made between the 

internationalisation of Chinese and the internationalisation of Western law firms. This is done 

by bringing together and comparing the empirical findings of this research and the existing 

studies on globalising Western law firms (e.g. Morgan and Quack, 2005; Muzio and 

Faulconbridge, 2013). There is scope for arriving at a similar or different set of understandings 

of the internationalisation of law firms by comparing those from emerging markets and those 
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from advanced economies, in as much as these will be expected to produce firms with 

contrasting internationalisation approaches, given the legacies firms may bring from their 

home countries (Morgan and Quack, 2005; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Ramamurti, 2012). 

1.3 Research questions 

As this thesis explores an under-researched topic in studies of PSFs and in IB and organisation 

studies, the research questions of this thesis have been developed by identifying gaps in these 

bodies of literature (see Figure 1.1). This thesis makes a connection between three areas of 

research: theories and model on the internationalisation of firms, the internationalisation of 

PSFs from emerging markets to advanced economies and the understanding of Chinese law 

firms. On this basis, three research questions, each requiring a particular level of analysis, can 

be posed. 

Overarching question 

Where do Chinese law firms as new entrants position themselves in the London legal market, 

and how do they manage internally as a firm post internationalisation? 

Sub-questions 

1. What are the competitive advantages of Chinese law firms and how are they reflected 

in the firms’ internationalisation? 

2. To what extent are the firms’ management and operation of their London offices 

influenced by those of their headquarters? 

3. In what ways are these practices from the firms’ headquarters integrated in the London 

offices? 

4. How responsive are Chinese law firms to business and legal conditions in the UK? 

What adaptations have been made in their management and operation in London? 

To address the overarching and subordinate research questions and make a number of 

contributions to under-researched areas in the literature, this thesis presents qualitative 

exploratory research into globalising Chinese law firms, in particular the Chinese law firms 

that have established offices in London. Building on existing studies of globalising Western 

law firms, and theories and models on the internationalisation of firms in general, the findings 

of this research aim to provide an understanding of globalising Chinese law firms which has 
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not received an appropriate level of study in the PSF and IB literature. New or alternative 

interpretations to the existing theories and literature developed through research into PSFs 

and MNCs from advanced economies have been sought. Thus this thesis has pursued theory 

elaboration rather than theory building to make its scholarly contributions to knowledge. 

The next section outlines the structuring of this thesis and indicates the chapters where each 

research question is answered. 

 

Figure 1.1 Development of research questions 
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how are they reflected in the firms’ internationalisation? 
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1.4 Structure of thesis 

This introductory chapter is followed by a chapter (Chapter 2) in which three bodies of 

existing literature are reviewed: PSFs and their internationalisation in the globalised world, 

existing theories and frameworks on the internationalisation of firms, and the understanding 

of law firms from both advanced economies and emerging markets. The chapter follows the 

process laid out in Figure 1.1 and develops three research questions by reviewing the relevant 

literature. The structure of this chapter is based on the analytical framework depicted in 

Figure 2.1. Section 2.1 introduces PSFs and their distinctive characteristics; the legal sector is 

given particular attention. The elements of professional mobility and knowledge transfer are 

given additional focus, as two key aspects highlighted by the findings. Section 2.2 moves on to 

introduce and explain the boundary of PSFs in order to bring in internationalisation theories 

into PSF literature. Section 2.2.1 reviews the most relevant theories and models on firm 

internationalisation, including the Integration-Responsiveness (I-R) Framework and 

typologies of MNCs (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998); the eclectic paradigm (Dunning, 1988), and 

the Uppsala Model (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977). The theories and models are questioned as to 

their applicability to the Chinese law firms; scope for re-interpretation and enhancement of 

these theories and models is proposed as a theoretical contribution. Section 2.2.2 reviews the 

globalising law firms through the lens of these theories and finds that the ‘one firm’ model of 

Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) fits the research and serves well as a comparative model for 

future research findings. It is argued in the section that the hybridity of network and organic 

internationalisation (Morgan and Quack, 2005) demonstrates a constituent part of the ‘one 

firm’ model but subject to the factor of being ‘path-dependent’. This is referred to in the thesis 

as the extent between the balancing of network and organic strategies, which is to be explored 

through the chosen case study. Section 2.3 reviews the existing literature on the 

internationalisation of Chinese firms so as to establish the position of this research. The last 

section, Section 2.4, summarises the key literature, how the research questions are developed 

from the review, and proposes a view of what may be the expected contributions to knowledge 

made by this thesis, both theoretically and empirically. 

Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology. Section 3.1 explains how a realist ontology and a 

constructionist epistemology inform this research to fulfil the aim of theory elaboration 

through an inductive approach. Section 3.2 clarifies the adoption of a qualitative case study 

approach as the most appropriate research strategy. Sections 3.3 and 3.4 explain the research 

design and data analysis in a linear fashion. They include the selection of London as the 
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research site; the sampling of Chinese law firms and their lawyers in London; the use of 

interviewing and secondary documents for data collection; the consideration of ethics; and the 

coding, thematic analysis and triangulation for data analysis. The evaluation in Section 3.5 

examines the research from four distinctive criteria, specifically put forward for qualitative 

research as opposed to quantitative research. 

Chapter 4 provides the contextual background for Chinese law firms internationalising into 

the UK. Section 4.1 provides the context for the research topic. Section 4.2 provides the 

empirical context that establishes the importance of this research, and an introduction to the 

Chinese law firms sampled. Section 4.3 covers the empirical findings by comparing the six 

Chinese law firms in terms of their internationalisation strategies and processes. The finding 

identifies three categories of Chinese law firm by the number of offices and by their locational 

strategies, revealing a connection between firm size and internationalisation strategy. 

Chapter 5 gives the analysis of findings at the inter-firm level. The finding uncovers the 

motivation of firms’ internationalisation and the strategies of how they fulfil their aims. This 

finding confirms the three internationalisation strategies noted (Morgan and Quack, 2005). 

The third finding reveals the connection between the structural characteristics of firms and 

their adoption of internationalisation strategies. Each section follows a theory or model raised 

in Chapter 2, so as to generate contributions. The analysis reveals the distinctiveness of the 

case-study firm KWM from many aspects. The comparison of these firms showed a number of 

different chosen as development strategies, which were further turned into several distinctive 

classifications of the growth of Chinese law firms in the early 2010s. What was identified as the 

distinctiveness of firms’ internationalisation routes shed light on an understanding of the 

operations of Chinese firms, taking into account both the home and the host country 

characteristics. 

Chapter 6 presents the findings at the intra-firm level through analysis of the management 

practices of the case-study firm KWM in its London subsidiary. The focus is put on the firm’s 

adoption of the hybridity strategy and its transfer of the Chinese model into the UK. The 

former sheds light on the balancing between network and organic approaches in order to 

clarify an understanding of the PSF network. The latter augments the legacies firms bring with 

them from their home countries, which in turn impact the ‘paths’ of the firms in pursuit of the 

‘one firm’ model of internationalisation. The chapter then investigates how firms establish and 

maintain their allegiance to an integrative ‘one firm’ model, and identifies the mobility of 

professionals as a key factor given their role as agents of developing knowledge and extending 
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international network. The conclusion of this chapter is the provision of the modified ‘one 

firm’ model of KWM based on the dimensions used by Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) but 

with alterations because of the legacies from the transfer of the Chinese operational model. 

Chapter 7 serves as the discussion of the thesis, linking the previous multi-level analysis in 

order to answer the research questions. Section 7.1 begins with a summary of the research 

findings presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, with reference to the relevant literature. Section 7.2 

emphasises on the background discussion of the extra-firm level and conducts the comparison 

between the Chinese and Western law firms according to different dimensions. The 

comparison sheds light on the similarity of internationalisation strategies but the difference in 

time and speed of expansion, which are impacted by the particular institutional contexts of 

home and host countries. Section 7.3 reveals the inter-firm network relationships and 

uncovers different categories of internationalisation strategies pursued by Chinese law firms 

and puts forward a typology of strategies, considering the firms’ managerial structures in 

relation to their sizes. Section 7.4 focuses on the case-study firm KWM, on the intra-firm level, 

and reviews more specifically the process of internationalisation and what follows afterwards 

by exploring the relationship between the firm’s London subsidiary and its headquarter 

offices. A conceptual model (Figure 7.1) is proposed to describe the entry of Chinese law firms 

and their organisation in London. Chapter 7 finishes with a conclusion, in Section 7.5, 

outlining all the contributions to scholarly knowledge. 

Chapter 8, as the concluding chapter, first provides a summary of the research findings 

followed by the chapter outline. Section 8.1 summarises the key contributions of this research 

to both the existing literature and the body of empirical data. Section 8.2 follows on from the 

contributions to propose implications for both the existing literature and the industry 

concerned. Section 8.3 reflects on the methodology by revealing the strengths and weaknesses 

of the thesis. Section 8.4 acknowledges possible limitations and proposes directions for new 

research questions. Finally, the thesis ends, Section 8.5, by summarising how the thesis has 

answered the research questions. 
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1.5 Summary 

In summary, this thesis presents an exploratory qualitative study of the internationalisation of 

Chinese law firms in the UK, in search of addressing the research gaps in both PSF and IB 

studies. 

The thesis now moves on to a review of the existing literature, upon which this thesis aims to 

build, and explains how the three research questions are developed. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Following the structure established in the Introduction, this chapter critically reviews four 

bodies of literature that have shaped this research, namely the extant literature on 

Professional Service Firms (PSFs), on the internationalisation of PSFs and multinational 

corporations (MNCs) and existing theories of this (e.g. integration–responsiveness framework 

and eclectic paradigm), on neo-institutionalist research, and on the network perspective. 

Figure 2.1 illustrates the focus of this research, which is to explore the management practices 

of PSFs post-internationalisation. The five sections of this chapter will review this literature 

with the aim of identifying and elaborating the theoretical and empirical gaps and 

emphasising the value in their exploration, i.e. how these gaps inform the research questions. 

This review also serves to clarify the definitions of the key concepts concerned and how the 

associated bodies of literature formulate their research questions. 
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The structure of this chapter is organised on the basis of the above analytical framework. 

Section 2.1 first introduces the context of PSFs as the foundation of this thesis. It sets out the 

preferred definitions and the key characteristics of PSFs that are most helpful for 

understanding the contextual settings of this thesis. The section also compares the legal sector 

with other sectors (e.g. accountancy, consultancy) within and outside its classification of PSFs 

and identifies the distinctive characteristics of each sector so as to set a boundary for future 

generalisation from the specific setting of the case study introduced for this thesis to the 

overall category of the PSFs. The review aims to reveal the significance of professionals for 

PSFs and their role in the firms’ knowledge development and reputation building processes. 

Section 2.2 examines the internationalisation of PSFs by drawing on different theoretical 

frameworks and linking them to existing studies of PSFs. The theories and models introduced 

are the integration–responsiveness framework and the typologies of Multinational 

Corporations (MNCs) (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998) and the eclectic paradigm (Dunning, 1988). 

Each theory and model brings an understanding to the internationalisation of firms. This 

section then reviews the internationalisation of firms in the context of PSFs by discussing what 

I consider the most significant literature having a particular focus on the legal sector; included 

here are Beaverstock (2004), Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) and Morgan and Quack (2005). 

The section sets out a connection between theories of internationalisation and the literature 

addressing the internationalisation of PSFs. This will be the point where this thesis can 

contribute to the theories and models discussed. 

Section 2.3 views PSFs as MNCs and reviews the extant literature on internationalising MNCs 

from different institutional settings (Morgan et al., 2001; Ferner et al., 2012; Whitley et al., 

2003). A particular focus is put on emerging market MNCs (EMNCs) in order to align with the 

case of Chinese law firms in the thesis. Neo-institutionalist research is introduced to address 

the topic. This section aims to highlight the adoption of institutional theory in existing 

international business studies with a view to revealing if or how the MNCs internationalisation 

are affected by the institutional environment of the firm’s home and host countries. 

Section 2.4 draws links between the MNCs, institutions and networks by defining the 

boundary of networks applicable in this thesis. The network perspective is applied to explore 

the management practices of MNCs after their internationalisation. This section begins by 

introducing Yeung (1994)’s multi-level network relationships and how this perspective can be 

applied in analysing the relationship between a country’s institutional environment and the 

evolution of an MNC’s networks. This relationship is concerned with the embeddedness of the 
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firm within a hierarchical global political economy. This section then puts PSFs back in 

context as a subset of MNCs by discussing the problematic firm-wide management practices of 

PSFs after internationalisation. The discussion is supported by an investigation of the multi-

level networks of PSFs in the internationalisation process. 

This chapter ends with a summary of the review (Section 2.5), identifying the novel gaps in the 

literature and raising the connection between the literature and the research questions of the 

thesis. 

2.1 Professional service firms 

As the thesis explores Chinese law firms as the empirical organisations of its study, and as law 

firms are a typical example of PSFs, the type of firm of the research is set to be PSFs. 

Therefore, this section introduces PSFs and their distinctive characteristics compared to 

service firms with a particular focus on law firms. From this starting point — the 

distinctiveness of PSFs from service firms — this section moves on to consider the 

characteristics of PSFs and the focus this thesis explores. 

2.1.1 Defining professional service firms and their characteristics 

Services formerly believed to be non-tradeable given the necessity of having suppliers and 

consumers in proximity have been growing to the point of sharing the trading position 

dominated by manufactured goods. In the world economy, manufacturing and servicing, as 

the two mainstream types of industry, differ in the tangibility of goods and services (Aharoni, 

1993; Daniels, 1993). While manufacturers produce goods that are physically accessible and are 

unlikely to vanish within a short period, service firms provide customers with experiences 

which are more intangible and perishable. Intangibility, therefore, remains a characteristic 

that distinguishes services from goods. This characteristic was shared by both services and 

professional services, as each generates intangible outputs; this later became a commonly 

invoked characteristic of PSFs (Aharoni, 1993). However, this is refuted by Løwendahl (2000): 

tangibility of goods or services may not lead to the same tangibility of outputs and the term 

should be considered both ambiguous and redundant for PSFs, and alternative characteristics 

looked for. It can be argued, therefore, that particular attention is required to address 

professional services and their distinctive characteristics; and that there is a need to explore 

the PSFs literature further in this regard. 
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Scholars subsequently identified further key characteristics of PSFs following the growing 

importance of PSFs as role models and important drivers of the development of the knowledge 

economy (Skjølsvik et al., 2017). Such characteristics involve the five raised by Løwendahl 

(2005) related to professional services (Figure 2.2) and the four based on defining PSFs 

according to Empson et al. (2015) (Figure 2.3). Løwendahl (2005) states that the primary 

characteristic of professional services is the prioritising of the interests of clients and placing 

them ahead of their own profitability. It is a choice which enables a PSF to gain and maintain a 

good reputation. Empson et al. (2015), by contrast, approach the characteristics that determine 

the boundary of PSF definitions and argue that a clear identification of the organisational 

phenomenon enables the distinguishing of different kinds of PSFs, which may possess the 

characteristics to varying degrees. The reasons that PSFs typically lack clear definitions are 

dichotomised: a narrow set of definitions excludes firms which potentially have important 

insights to offer in terms of comparative analysis (Greenwood et al., 2014); while highly 

inclusive definitions undermine the credibility of studying PSFs because it is more difficult to 

justify the distinctiveness of the organisational phenomenon (Empson et al., 2015). Therefore, 

the effort behind the work of Empson et al. (2015) is mostly a response to the ambiguous scope 

of PSF industries, which has been a long-standing subject for further study. Clarifying the 

scope of PSF industries becomes essential for defining professional services in the context of 

this thesis. 
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Figure 2.2 Characteristics of professional services 
Source: summarised from Løwendahl (2005, p.22) 

 

 

Figure 2.3 Defining characteristics of a professional service firm 
Source: Empson et al. (2015, p. 6) 
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The arguments on the scope of industries covered by professional services (Glückler and 

Armbrüster, 2003, Kyrö, 1995, Kipping, 2011, Leicht and Lyman, 2006) led to the 

reclassification of PSFs on the basis of industry type. This was set out to include ‘bounded’ 

PSFs in industries such as accounting (Spence and Carter, 2014) and law (Morgan and Quack, 

2005), and ‘new’ professions such as management consultancy (Sturdy et al., 2009) and 

executive search (Beaverstock et al., 2010). More recent work worth consulting is von 

Nordenflycht’s (2010) taxonomy of knowledge-intensive firms, where, from the perspective of 

industry, the ‘bounded’ are listed as ‘Classic PSFs’, and the ‘new’ are referred to as ‘Neo-PSFs’. 

The taxonomy is derived by reflecting on the PSF characteristics of knowledge intensity, low 

capital intensity and professionalised workforce. However, the taxonomy is questioned 

because of the inclusion of services, such as medical practices, that are not normally classified 

as PSFs. Examples also include investment banks, which should be classified as PSFs but 

typically are not (Empson et al., 2015; Brock et al., 2014). As discussed earlier, given the 

ambiguous definitions of PSFs, Empson et al. (2015) continue defining the characteristics by 

embedding the traditional views (Løwendahl, 1997; Morris and Empson, 1998; Greenwood et 

al., 1990) and extending the taxonomy of von Nordenflycht (2010), and they refine the 

definitions by considering themes of customisation, governance and identity. Therefore, there 

is a need to establish, on the basis of existing work, a focused classification helpful to 

analysing the case study of this thesis by incorporating the most relevant dimensions of 

distinctive characteristics. Table 2.1 serves this purpose and selects three particular sectors of 

PSFs (accountancy, law and management consultancy) for a comparative view. An explanation 

will now be given of why these three sectors were chosen. 
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Table 2.1 Dimensions of the characteristics of different PSF sectors 

Dimension 
(general) 

Accountancy and Law Management 
consultancy 

Classification Classic PSFs; 
Bounded 

Neo-PSFs; 
Unbounded 

Inclusivity of 
industry 

Sectors with clearly defined markets, legally and 
culturally agreed professional standards and discrete 
products; 
Strict requirement for professional qualification and 
hard skills 

Organisations of 
different backgrounds 
might migrate into the 
sector and form a 
heterogeneous 
marketplace; 
Professional background 
and status together with 
qualification of staff lead 
to a reduction in market 
transparency 

Professionalised 
workforce 

Required; 
Autonomous regulation and control of the 
knowledge base by the profession; 
Ideology consisting of explicit professional codes of 
ethics enforced by professional associations and less-
explicit internalised preferences, often developed 
during professional training 

Not required; 
Opposed efforts to 
professionalising 
consulting; 
Pursuit of opaque quality 
via alternative 
mechanism of firm-
specific reputations 

Legitimacy 
across borders 

Universal procedures; 
Different expectations and understanding in 
professional work leading to legitimacy gaining 
challenges 

Soft process; 
Uncertainty from lack of 
professionalisation, 
international standards 
and the interactive co-
production between 
professionals and clients 

Dimension 
(idiosyncratic) 

Accountancy Law Management 
consultancy 

Service Auditing 
Consulting 

Legal (advisory) 
Consulting 

Consulting 
Scope for new practices 

Service provision Repetitive delivery Mixture of repetitive and 
ad hoc delivery 

Ad hoc delivery 

International 
service delivery 

Standardised across 
countries; 
In need of harmonised 
accounting standards 

Unique solutions to 
unique cases; 
Very different because of 
the diversity of laws in 
different countries 

Early beneficiary of 
limited liability 
advantages as 
professional norms for 
supply of global services 

National 
resistance to 
global presence 

Different accounting 
standards 

Different conceptions of 
law and jurisdictions 

Different norms and 
forms of management 
knowledge 

Source: summarised from Empson et al. (2015); von Nordenflycht (2010); Glückler and Armbrüster 
(2003) 
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This thesis focuses on a single sector of law and employs the empirical evidence of law firms as 

representative of PSFs. Other sectors discussed therefore serve as comparative industries to 

the law sector (Segal-Horn and Dean, 2007; Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2008). As law firms 

come within the category of being a Classic PSF and are naturally bounded by the expertise 

and knowledge required for this (von Nordenflycht, 2010), they share certain commonly 

experienced benefits and challenges with PSFs of the same category but differ from sectors 

outside this category on account of the differences in settings. Accountancy firms within the 

category of Classic PSFs and one of the traditionally bounded PSF sectors largely resemble law 

firms in terms of the recognised PSF boundary of being knowledge-intensive firms and in 

terms of their legitimacy. For example, both these sectors have a higher standard of 

professional qualification to enable them to deliver their respective services. PSFs belonging to 

the bounded sectors generally possess large numbers of qualified professionals with 

credentials in their relevant fields and practice licences recognised by national associations or 

professional societies (Bagchi-Sen and Sen, 1997). The unbounded sectors, and also the Neo-

PSFs, however, have never had the regulatory oversight that comes with professional status 

(Suddaby et al., 2007), though there have been many attempts to obtain the jurisdictional 

protection or ‘social closure’ possessed by the more traditional PSFs. In this respect, 

management consultancy is of the most relevance within this category. Therefore, 

accountancy (bounded) and management consultancy (unbounded) are two typical 

professional services sectors, along with the legal sector, that form the classification of PSFs in 

this thesis. In order to explore more details of this classification, there is a need to consider the 

core of the professional services, namely the professions, that is responsible for this divergence 

between the bounded and unbounded sectors. 

The concept of ‘profession’ has been defined multiple times, as has been done in the case of 

categorising PSFs. Among the definitions is one that can be readily applied to this thesis and 

that does not require the specific highlighting of a particular characteristic of a profession. 

Abbott (1988, p. 8) defines the concept loosely as “exclusive occupational groups applying 

somewhat abstract knowledge to particular cases”. The term has been enjoyed by professionals 

in bounded PSFs such as lawyers and accountants but not in management consultancy, 

classed as an unbounded PSF sector. There have been efforts to obtain protective designation 

of the term ‘management consultant’ but these have been refuted because of the fear that a 

legal restriction may be a constraint on the freedom of professional choice (Gross, 1999; 

Glückler and Armbrüster, 2003). The process referred to as ‘professionalisation’ is the 

legitimisation of certain services to stimulate market demand (Macdonald, 1995). The 
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established professions of accountancy and law are therefore the archetypal examples of 

professionalisation of the fullest kind. New professions such as management consultants, 

however, adopt diversified strategies and approaches deviating from the original standards 

and become professional only to some extent (Muzio et al., 2011). It can be concluded that the 

process of professionalisation varies across the sectors and with their classification. 

As the above discussion of the differing PSF sectors indicates, one of the most evident 

differences is the possession of qualified professionals recognised by national associations or 

professional societies; this is within the qualification of the bounded professions but absent 

from the unbounded professions (Bagchi-Sen and Sen, 1997; Suddaby et al., 2007). A 

significant change, however, is worthy of being noticed within the field of PSFs because this 

change blurs the boundary of the bounded and the unbounded. This is the growth of PSFs in 

size and scope (Suddaby et al., 2007). This inevitably affects the primary actors on the part of 

the professions and of the state, namely professional associations and national and regional 

state governments. Many firms have outgrown regulatory boundaries in a geographic sense by 

becoming multinationals and being increasingly integrated in their managerial practices 

(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). For example, in the legal sector lawyers in transnational law 

firms and professional associations have been engaged in elevating their professional project 

to an international level (Suddaby and Viale, 2011), something which is argued to be an 

indirect consequence of professionals seeking to institutionalise a new category of rules 

(Quack, 2007).  Two factors account for this change, specifically in the PSF field: they are the 

maturation of the market and the global expansion of the firms’ client base (Contractor et al., 

2003). Therefore, the growth of PSFs provides opportunities for firms for engaging in 

international projects that are concerned with clients who demand international services. An 

archetypical example is the elite grouping of large accounting firms, now commonly referred 

to as the ‘Big Four’, who were employers of thousands of professionals and expanded via 

mergers and international growth, leading to an increasing uplift in their gross annual 

revenues. As a result, the client base became increasingly concentrated, which encouraged the 

provision of an increasing range and depth of services (Suddaby et al., 2007). The consequence 

of this has been an overlap of service scopes between PSFs across sectors. In the case of the 

‘Big Four’, the firms concerned gained recognition for providing, other than traditional audit 

services, general management consulting services by having in-house accounting/consulting 

divisions (Bagchi-Sen and Kuechler, 2000). This has been further confirmed by the fact that by 

size and geographical spread, the largest and most globally established management 

consultancies are those which originated inside accountancy firms (Morgan et al., 2006). 
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However, the latest policy has revealed plans from the UK’s audit industry regulator that the 

‘Big Four’ shall by 2024, be required to separate profits relating to their different lines of work, 

namely auditing and consulting services (Financial Times, 6th July 2020; Consultancy.uk, 13th 

July 2020). Similarly, law firms are known to provide services that incorporate international 

multi-disciplinary practices that include legal, accounting, assurance and tax services (Brivot, 

2011). An example is the announcement of Dentons’s entry into the consulting industry with 

the launch of a new regulatory advisory wing. This has confirmed the PSFs’ expansion of 

services in size and scope and meeting of clients’ needs for holistic service providers and 

trusted legal advisers (Consultancy.uk, 9th September 2019). In summary, PSFs are known to 

have grown to incorporate into their practices multiple services from other sectors. This has 

been enabled by their growth in size and scope of service provision. 

Despite the successful embeddedness of the different services by large PSFs through growth in 

size and scope, the reaching out of PSFs into the international market and the servicing of 

clients with international business demands impose pressures on firms to be legitimate in the 

overseas market. As noted in Morgan et al. (2006), the global presence of PSFs is legitimated 

by the discourse of open borders and common practices, whilst the commonality of practices 

and discourses is reinforced by their actions on behalf of clients. Therefore, large PSFs and 

their clients are key participants both in constructing this discourse and enacting it as a social 

reality in the face of potential national resistance. Actions vary across different sectors4 and 

include the spreading of, for example, in the legal sector particular conceptions of law 

(Dezalay and Garth, 1995), in accountancy international standards of accounting (Arnold, 

2012), and in management consultancy particular forms of management knowledge (Sahlin-

 
4 Legitimisation is also distinguished between the bounded and unbounded PSF sectors. It is argued 
that the legally bounded professions adopt universal procedures to internationalise, while unbounded 
professions need to be legitimised with much softer processes (Beaverstock et al., 2010). There are 
challenges for both categories of sectors. 

On the one hand, the requirement of the professional knowledge and the strict qualification for 
bounded PSFs hinder the firms in delivering the same quality of services and gaining legitimacy in the 
overseas area. For example, law firms of different institutional settings may experience different 
expectations towards the source of legitimacy. Differences in the approach to legal work may also 
generate significant legitimacy issues, such as trusted advisors understood in Italy as opposed to the 
hyper-specialisation and standardisation pursued by English firms (Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2016). 

On the other hand, the unbounded PSFs may require more efforts in gaining trust in a different country 
because of uncertainty. For example, in management consultancy there exist two significant types of 
uncertainty: 1) institutional uncertainty from the lack of formal institutional standards such as 
professionalisation, industry boundaries and product standards; and 2) transactional uncertainty 
derived from confidentiality of information, service-product intangibility and the interdependent and 
interactive character of the co-production of consultants and clients (Glückler and Armbrüster, 2003). 
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Andersson and Engwall, 2002). From this perspective, gaining international legitimacy adds 

value to the reputation of PSFs as a preferred partner in a variety of contexts and as firms with 

abilities to convince their clients and others of their efficacy (Morgan et al., 2006). This is in 

line with the characteristics of PSFs’ relying on word-of-mouth recommendations or 

‘networked trust’ (Glückler and Armbrüster, 2003), where reputation is gained and reinforced 

by connections to and endorsements from other powerful actors within particular corporate 

networks. Therefore, having an international presence and gaining legitimacy can be seen as 

an opportunity for PSFs to leverage their existing resources by building and developing their 

existing reputation (Morgan et al., 2006). Exploring the process of gaining legitimacy is of 

paramount importance for an understanding of how PSFs achieve their international 

expansion. 

The above review of literature provides an understanding of PSFs, their characteristics and 

their sectors that will be relevant to the later discussions in this thesis. As noted earlier, Table 

2.1 presents three PSF sectors for a comparative view from different standpoints that reveal 

both general characteristics of a certain category and idiosyncratic characteristics of a specific 

sector. In other words, while sectors within the same classification share the same benefits and 

challenges that differ from sectors of another classification, as discussed earlier, it is noticeable 

that law and accountancy have characteristics that distinguish themselves from each other, 

namely the sectors within the same classification. This is important for the discussion because, 

as noted in von Nordenflycht (2010), there is a need to assess the generalisability of existing 

research for the guiding of future research and, for PSFs specifically, the application of 

findings from one specific setting to professional services in general. Therefore, it is important 

to evaluate whether the findings stem from more general or from idiosyncratic characteristics 

of PSFs. The current subsection, by providing an understanding and comparison of PSFs, has 

fulfilled the purpose of identifying the general and the idiosyncratic characteristics of the 

three relevant PSF sectors. The next subsection will focus on two most important 

characteristics of PSFs, based on their definitions, and discuss them as they apply to the focus 

of this thesis. 

2.1.2 Delivering services: knowledge, reputation and professionals 

One of the early, and well-received, definitions made of professional services is that they are 

the application of knowledge and skills by experts to meet clients’ needs (Feketekuty, 1986). 

Although this definition overlooks the heterogeneity of professional services that leads to PSFs 

having special individual characteristics, it gives prominence to the three components 
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required for the full delivery of professional services, namely knowledge, professionals and 

clients. This subsection puts the focus on exploring the relationship between knowledge and 

professionals in meeting clients’ needs and on the related extant literature. Focusing on these 

three elements allows us to understand the practices of PSFs in depth, in line with the 

majority of existing PSF studies (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001; Stoermer et al., 2021; Brock et 

al., 2014; Beaverstock et al., 2010; Boussebaa et al., 2012). 

Aharoni (1993) summarises three important elements of PSFs. First, PSFs provide highly 

skilled or knowledge-intensive services and scale is achieved mainly by having a large number 

of partners or highly-skilled participants. Second, they have the ability to attract high quality 

input and loyalty from the skilled individuals they employ or who are connected to them. 

Third, reputation is their major strategic asset but conditional on the individual professionals 

concerned. These three elements are important because they reveal the relationship between 

knowledge, professionals and firms in bringing together production and consumption within 

professional services and in building and sustaining the reputation of PSFs. The underlying 

implication is that in PSFs knowledge is often possessed by the professionals, and the quality 

of the services provided by the professionals has an impact on the reputation of the firm. The 

networks of the professionals contribute to the building and sustaining of PSFs’ reputation. 

Later scholars of PSFs have confirmed this view (Brivot, 2011; Løwendahl, 2005) but with 

alterations by arguing that the knowledge is not confined within the professionals but 

exploited to become the assets of the firm. The PSF, as a firm, takes up the responsibility of 

building and sustaining its reputation, with networks between professionals being an 

important contribution (Harvey et al., 2019). The discussion proposes networks as an 

important element in building relationships between knowledge, professionals and reputation 

within PSFs. 

Knowledge transfer/creation within PSFs 

PSFs developed the system of knowledge management at an early stage and promoted the 

system in relation to their clients’ needs, which set them up as role models for certain firms 

(Løwendahl et al., 2001). Large PSFs have been adopting knowledge management procedures 

to establish codified solutions based on best practice. They are inclined to apply codified 

strategies to similar cases (Brivot, 2011), which enables the process of the creation, diffusion 

and application of knowledge to be simple and economical (Hansen et al., 1999). This is in line 

with the two processes of knowledge construction raised by Suddaby and Greenwood (2001, p. 

934-35), that is ‘knowledge commodification’ and ‘knowledge colonisation’. The former refers 
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to the formation of knowledge into a generic and pellucid model for easier management 

within firms and better sales on markets. The latter is concerned with achievements in 

economies of scale and scope during expansion. Løwendahl et al. (2001) extend the view of 

knowledge management by considering how it contributes to the firm’s value creation process 

through the transfer of knowledge. They argue that individual knowledge travels between 

professionals within the firm to become collective knowledge which adds to the knowledge 

base of the firm. This later becomes the strategic assets of the firm. Additionally, large PSFs 

are inclined to establish their own databases for the storage of expertise and knowledge, which 

is beneficial for the reuse of shared knowledge (Gardner et al., 2012, Suddaby and Greenwood, 

2005). The mentoring process between senior staff and junior staff enables both the flow of 

knowledge internally and the cross-selling of knowledge to clients. The cycle of existing 

knowledge motivates staff to generate innovative ideas which alter the original models 

constantly (Fu et al., 2015). The above discussion demonstrates that knowledge transfer 

between professionals and the PSF itself thus fulfils the process of value creation and 

knowledge development within the PSF. 

Having understood the potential of knowledge and its importance in PSFs, it is equally 

important to note the recipients of such knowledge, other than the firms themselves, namely 

the clients. As argued in Section 2.1.1, clients are a key player in the construction of PSFs’ 

discourse and practices that facilitate firms’ gaining of legitimacy in the overseas market, 

which is considered to be a source of gaining and extending the reputation of PSFs in the new 

institutional context. Fosstenløkken et al. (2003) have researched the role of clients in 

knowledge development and argue that clients are often both knowledgeable and 

sophisticated when dealing with PSFs. They argue for the need, when researching PSFs 

generally and knowledge in particular, to examine more closely the role of clients. Examples 

are that PSFs may emphasise the selection of projects and clients with respect to enhancing 

learning that is to facilitate knowledge development and the overall needs of the firm 

(Robertson et al., 2003). Similarly, clients will demand the most qualified employee, 

irrespective of location, because they require their idiosyncratic knowledge, skills, trust and 

confidence. Employees will meanwhile extend their knowledge portfolio from the experience, 

reflexivity, and socialisation involved in the intensity of their client-contracts (Beaverstock, 

2004). Therefore, the value creation process involving knowledge development and mobility of 

professionals is determined from both ends, namely the selection of clients by firms and 

professionals and the selection of services and professionals by clients. The knowledge base of 

PSFs, seen from this perspective, adds to the quality of service delivery. For example, in the 
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legal sector, professionals tend to draw insights from previous cases and generate new 

interpretations and judgments in relation to similar cases (Robertson et al., 2003). Thinking 

from the perspective of PSFs’ gaining international presence, it is argued that firms need to 

follow national regulatory regimes that control how some professional services are delivered, 

monitored and controlled (Morgan et al., 2006). The latter argue that this is because 

conditions may obtain where knowledge is ambiguous and/or clients may be less 

‘knowledgeable’ than the professionals about the nature and quality of the services delivered. 

In such cases direct contact and interaction between professionals and clients are essential. 

Regimes of this sort, therefore, can serve the purpose of maintaining service quality 

consistency and satisfying clients’ demands, which adds significance to maintaining the 

reputation of PSFs. What is being said here stresses the importance of knowledge in the 

delivery of professional services but raises the necessity of maintaining good relationships 

with clients. This is where knowledge is not the only deciding factor in the successful delivery 

of services but where the reputation of the PSF can be seen to play a crucial part. 

Building and sustaining reputation via networking 

As indicated, the quality of service provided has significant influence on the reputation of 

PSFs and, for less legally bounded sectors especially, poor management of reputation can put 

the survival of a PSF at risk (Greenwood et al., 2005). This is because the reputation of PSFs is 

typically used by their clients to mitigate uncertainty (Glückler and Armbrüster, 2003); and in 

a client’s view, a good reputation serves as a guarantee of the quality of services on offer 

(Clark, 1993). This, indeed, requires careful reputation management so that firms can be seen 

to put considerable effort into how they are perceived. It is argued that reputation is 

maintained by more than just the specialty expertise of the professionals but also the trust 

firms are given by their clients (Hitt et al., 2006). Under such circumstances, PSFs manage and 

sustain their reputation as a whole firm, with recognition also of the networking conducted by 

professionals, which can be deployed as a reputation management response (Harvey et al., 

2019). 

Mobility of professionals 

Given that transfer of knowledge and recognition from clients are essential to PSFs’ building 

and maintaining reputation, it is important to stress the key player in this respect, namely the 

professionals, and, therefore, to understand the process of mobilising professionals, which 

facilitates both the knowledge transfer and the client interaction. 
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As argued in Harrington and Seabrook (2020), the discussion of professionals is strongly 

related to the ‘dual system’ they are in, comprised of the ‘national economies’ of states and 

‘transnational units and institutions’ (Hobsbawm, 1998, p. 4). This is because professionals are 

instrumental in building this dual system and crafting institutions in competition with the 

power of states as well as other firms (Harrington and Seabrook, 2020). Cross-border mobility 

of professionals, within and across organisations, has raised questions about professionals’ 

ability to loosen their ties to local networks and institutional supports. Recent studies, 

following this trend, acknowledge both local embeddedness and international mobility (Blok 

et al., 2018). Thus physical mobility and the facilitating of face-to-face encounters become 

essential to the work and network-building of professionals (Storme et al., 2017). 

One of the commonly adopted approaches is expatriation, meaning that the professional staff 

who are employed by PSFs are expected to be internationally mobile; the expatriation process 

is the key to that mobility (Beaverstock, 2004). Therefore, expatriation is no longer carried out 

by firms as a job or task but becomes a strategic organisational policy for developing and 

diffusing knowledge within the evolving network of the firm (Beaverstock, 2004). However, it 

has been argued that expatriation, in all sectors of PSFs, is being complemented or even 

replaced by other means of knowledge transfer and corporate control, including short-term 

assignments, regular business travel and intensified virtual communication (Salt and Wood, 

2012) of both intra- and inter-firm activities (Jones, 2013). Overseas secondments also initiate 

and reinforce intra-firm personal networks. Cross-border-practice team-building and global 

training have also brought together similar professional layers from geographically dispersed 

practices throughout the organisation (Segal-Horn and Dean, 2009). Under this circumstance, 

to provide a more comprehensive view of understanding the role of professionals in the PSF 

value creation process, this thesis will evaluate the mobility of professionals that is concerned 

with all the travel discussed above rather than a narrower view concerned with only 

expatriation or secondment.  

Compared to knowledge transferred through expatriation, that is the spreading of knowledge 

within the firm from one location to another, PSFs’ pursuit of new knowledge leads to firms’ 

expansion. For example, as raised in Brock (2012) and in line with the PSF growth in the scope 

of services discussed in Section 2.1.1, Grant Thornton acquired a legal consultancy to 

strengthen its forensic services. DLA Piper merged with an Australian affiliate and became one 

of the largest law firms in the world. The examples also indicate that mergers and acquisition 

have become an effective approach of PSFs to acquire capabilities that are part of their global 

strategic direction (Brock, 2012). Following this move has been the growing trend of lateral 
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movement of professionals as part of the capability-building strategy, which has become more 

visible in the modern legal marketplace (Henderson and Bierman, 2009). 

The mobility of professionals is intrinsically embedded in the internationalisation of PSFs. 

Therefore, the mobility of professionals, in this thesis, refers to expatriation, secondment, 

lateral hiring and business travel of professionals that contribute to satisfying the demands of 

clients, the knowledge development of firms, and the gaining and maintaining of the 

reputation of the PSF brand. 

This is in close connection with one of the characteristics of PSFs, which is to provide 

interactive services to clients requiring face-to-face contact (Beaverstock et al., 1999). During 

the conversion of knowledge, it is highly likely that such knowledge will be interpreted by the 

professional and perceived according to existing preferences and biases, which raises the need 

for professionals to exclude their personal judgment on service delivery and be thoroughly 

impartial (Løwendahl, 2005). Therefore, direct interaction between professionals and clients 

ensures the successful delivery of services (Empson, 2001) and the management of knowledge 

from production to consumption (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001). This has put pressure on 

firms to ensure the professionals being mobilised possess good judgment to exercise their 

discretion in relation to their knowledge bases. This is now considered to be a resource in 

practice (Freidson, 1986). For example, as shown by Spence et al. (2018), when researching the 

‘Big Four’ accountancy firms, one needs to have accumulated some level of internal goodwill 

in order to be allowed to go on secondment in the first place. It is a marker that is 

accompanied by ties of reciprocity, with an implicit or explicit obligation to return to the 

seconding office. Similarly, secondment programmes of large London law firms are connected 

to their staff career development. Trainees who are seconded on international assignments are 

required to familiarise themselves with the firm’s international office network on the basis 

that they are able to export English Common Law to their international offices (Beaverstock, 

2004). The discussion shows that the dependency of PSFs on professionals (their knowledge 

and professional judgement) results in the need for the careful selection on the part of 

professionals who are intended to become mobile; this includes both appropriate selection 

criteria on the part of PSFs and provision of tailored training for the professionals chosen. 

The above discussion in this sub-section points out the key literature on professional mobility 

and knowledge transfer within and across PSFs, and establishes the importance of the quality 

required from the professionals. The review responds to the growing stream of discussion on 

the transformational role of professionals and their ability to influence competition between 
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institutions and the state (Harrington and Seabrooke, 2020). The growing lines of research 

have in particular raised questions about the professionals’ ability to loosen their ties to local 

networks and institutional supports (Blok et al., 2018). Before this is further investigated in 

Section 2.3, however, the next section will review the most relevant theories of 

internationalisation in order to explain the international activities of PSFs. 

2.2 Bringing theories of internationalisation into professional service firm 

studies 

Section 2.1 provided an understanding of PSFs, their general and idiosyncratic characteristics 

spanning and within different sectors, and the key aspects that are most relevant to this thesis, 

namely the professionals, knowledge transfer/development and clients. This section aims to 

address how of PSFs engage in international trade through internationalisation.  

The internationalisation of firms has been discussed widely in the literature from the 1950s to 

the 1980s, when export of manufactured goods and growth of foreign direct investment (FDI) 

characterised increasing internationalisation of the world economy (Morgan et al., 2006). The 

literature charts the path of manufacturing firms from exporting to joint-ventures and, 

further, to foreign sales offices and manufacturing facilities (Niittymies and Pajunen, 2019). 

The theorising of firms’ internationalisation has been given attention since then but in a way 

that has seen many traditionally received internationalisation theories and models 

constructed out of empirical evidence gathered from the manufacturing industry (Dunning, 

1993; Johansson and Vahlne, 1977) or internationalisation very often discussed in the context 

of the manufacturing industry (Morgan and Quack, 2005). However, with the dominant force 

of manufacturing gradually balanced by a rising service industry (Bryson et al., 2004; 

UNCTAD, 2004), the internationalisation of firms has been re-theorised by a cautious 

applying of the theories and models to the service industry in search of re-interpretation or 

adaptation (Aharoni, 2000; Løwendahl, 2000; Faulconbridge et al., 2008). As noted earlier, this 

section puts the emphasis on the PSF sectors, and reviews the literature that addresses their 

internationalisation. Thus, Section 2.2.1 introduces and evaluates the theories and literature on 

internationalisation. The aim is to identify the appropriate theories for analysing PSFs and 

then to establish a theoretical framework that will fits the focus of this thesis. This subsection 

also considers the relevant nation-related studies with which internationalisation is 

concerned. Section 2.2.2 reviews the relevant literature as a whole and makes attempts to 

identify new directions and implications from within the accepted existing application of the 
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theories to PSF studies. Similarly to Section 2.1, this section also sheds light on the particular 

focus of the internationalisation of law firms. 

2.2.1 Theories and literature on internationalisation 

In evaluating existing theories of internationalisation, it is necessary to understand the types 

of firms that are often involved in the internationalisation process in the current world 

economy. This can be done by bringing in the well-received organisation types of Bartlett and 

Ghoshal (1998). The majority of this subsection will cover one of the most widely accepted and 

applied theories of internationalisation, the OLI paradigm, using the understanding of the 

typology of MNCs providing by Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998). The key features of each theory 

will be introduced and an evaluation made of the potential re-interpretation and adaptation 

that can be complimented by the work in this thesis. 

One of the most significant contributions made by Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998) is the attention 

they have given to the emergence of transnational organisations, which also popularises the 

four-part typology of the multinational corporation (MNC) — the ‘multinational’, ‘global’, 

‘international’ and ‘transnational’ firm types. MNCs have been extensively researched in the 

international business literature, as they were formed in the process of firms’ development 

through internationalisation (Whitley et al., 2003; Birkinshaw and Pedersen, 2001; Cantwell et 

al., 2010). The internationalisation of firms has been traditionally understood through FDI 

inflows (greenfield investment or acquisition of a domestic firm), whereby MNCs establish 

their presence in the form of subsidiaries overseas5 (Zhang and Filippov, 2009). Each of the 

four types identified by Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998) reveals a distinctive organisational 

structure and relationship between the MNC’s headquarters and subsidiaries (Figure 2.4). Two 

important concepts are raised from this perspective, namely global integration (GI) and local 

responsiveness (LR). It was noted that pressures exist for (global) integration that may result 

in managerial decisions to locate parts of the global value chain in one location to gain 

efficiencies or to coordinate aspects of global branding. By contrast, for (local) responsiveness 

the production plants may be positioned in several countries to obtain local tax incentives or 

 
5 The presence through overseas subsidiaries is one form of MNCs internationalisation, while the 
complete forms of presence are comprised of various types of entities/enterprises in the host countries 
(Zhang and Filippov, 2009). Examples are incorporated subsidiaries (MNCs directly owning more than 
half of the shares), incorporated associate companies (MNCs owning at least 10% but no more than half 
of the shares), and unincorporated branches (offices wholly or jointly owned by the MNCs); the three 
are referred to as foreign affiliates (UNCTAD, 2008). Considered from the perspective of the formation 
and structure of the Chinese law firms (to be discussed in Section 2.3), it is the entities of subsidiaries 
and branches which are the focus of this thesis. 
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for the purpose of adapting branding to local market preferences (Venaik et al., 2004). These 

are known in MNC studies as the integration–responsiveness (I–R) framework.  

Figure 2.4 illustrates the product of the I–R framework, the MNC typology, by indicating the 

relationship between each firm type and GI and LR. It is evident that the firm types are in 

close relationship with the degree of GI and LR. This is essential because it marks the start of a 

firm’s subsidiary as opposed to headquarters as a unit of analysis in international business 

studies (Rugman et al., 2011). Understanding the typology within the I–R framework is 

important for PSF studies because it helps unpack the organisational form of large PSFs that 

came to attention in the last quarter of the twentieth century, such as PSFs’ global scope and 

formal managerial systems (Boussebaa, 2009; Boussebaa et al., 2012), which can be 

investigated by exploring the firm’s GI and LR. For example, accounting and law professions 

are characterised by strong local adaptation to national institutions and regulations compared 

to other PSF sectors (Brock and Hydle, 2018). The application of the typology in PSFs will also 

help understand a firm’s ability to manage cross borders but retain local flexibility while 

achieving global integration (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998).  

In Chapter 4, the law firms studied are categorised according to this typology to reveal the 

firm’s capability for a balanced management of GI and LR across borders. This, additionally, 

redresses the lack of empirical studies of the I–R framework (Brock and Hydle, 2018). 

  
Figure 2.4 Typology of MNCs within the integration–responsiveness framework 
Source: Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998); Brock and Hydle (2018) 
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The eclectic paradigm, known as the OLI paradigm, developed by Dunning (1988) was 

originally referred to as “the eclectic theory” and was generated from economic theories of 

international production. The shift to the eclectic paradigm adds value in itself by producing a 

framework for empirical studies for the visualising of problems that need to be addressed with 

different theories. For example, MNC activities can be assessed via the eclectic paradigm in 

the circumstance of various contexts that call for the incorporation of other theories (Cantwell 

and Narula, 2001). The eclectic paradigm is known as the OLI framework because of its three 

elements, namely ownership (O) advantages, location (L) advantages, and internalisation (I) 

advantages (Dunning, 1988). O advantages refer to tangible and intangible asset advantages, 

such as patented technology and brand names, and the transactional advantages of 

coordinating geographically dispersed affiliates. L advantages are the country-specific 

advantages (CSAs) that obtain from a particular location, such as factors of production and 

elements of the cultural, legal, political institutional environment. I advantages refer to the 

transferring of firm-specific advantages (FSAs) to the subsidiaries in the host country. This 

element evaluates the FDI of firms as a single firm that can bring benefits by replacing 

governance by independent market actors or equity joint venture (Rugman et al., 2011). The 

paradigm suggests that firms maintain the three advantages in order to be capable of 

internationalisation and to be competitive in the host countries in comparison with 

incumbent firms. 

The paradigm, though it has been extensively applied, has nevertheless received criticism. One 

of the strongest criticisms came from Itaki (1991), who claims that the paradigm is tautological 

because the O advantage could be derived from the I advantage. Other critics refer to the 

struggle of combining the FSAs and CSAs (Rugman et al., 2011); the lack of an institutional 

perspective or the consideration from the industry level, given that the OLI paradigm is 

holistic; and the context-specific framework of analysing FDI determinants (Stoian and 

Filippaios, 2008). On the basis of this criticism, Dunning has made several attempts to explain 

and refine the paradigm (Dunning, 2001; Narula and Dunning, 2000; Dunning and Lundan, 

2008) and has included alterations that are more applicable to the wider context, where more 

types of firms are engaged in internationalisation. Further adaptations made by other scholars 

enable the paradigm to incorporate more variables, such as institutional variables (Guisinger, 

2001). The paradigm has now been applied to various industries including professional services 

sectors. 
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Dunning’s paradigm has been applied to PSFs such as legal services (Table 2.2; Beaverstock, 

2004), adapting the framework to consider the idiosyncratic characteristics of legal firms when 

entering overseas markets. 

Table 2.2 Illustration of OLI paradigm to transnational legal firms 

 
Source: Beaverstock (2004, p. 165) 

In line with the exemplar application of the OLI paradigm to PSFs, the paradigm is useful in 

explaining the trajectory of PSFs owing to its versatile and robust nature (Narula, 2006; 

Dunning, 2001; Eden and Dai, 2010). The paradigm is therefore helpful when explaining 

various industries and business activities in the international business literature (Cantwell and 

Narula, 2001).  

This subsection introduces a framework of MNC studies and a paradigm of 

internationalisation that are relevant to this thesis, in particular the process of analysing the 

case-study firm. By applying the I–R framework, the typology of MNCs, and the OLI paradigm 

to the case study, this thesis aims to pick apart the internationalisation strategy and process of 

Chinese law firms expanding into the UK. The next subsection looks into the implications of 

these theories in PSF scholarly work and identifies the significant extant literature that has 

made a substantial contribution towards our understanding of PSF internationalisation. 
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2.2.2 Implications of such theories and literature for understanding the 

internationalisation of law firms 

The implications of the theories introduced above have existed in PSF studies across different 

sectors at various stages. In this subsection, when raising examples of scholarly work relating 

to these implications, priority is given to the legal sector. 

The I–R framework and the typology presented of MNCs have made a favourable impact on 

studies of PSFs. As discussed in 2.2.1, these two theories signal the start of analysing firms from 

the headquarters-subsidiary level. The application of the two theories in these studies has 

been concerned with the types of firms and their structural characteristics, which result in 

different management structures. Beaverstock (2004) approaches the application of the two 

theories for studying the legal sector and for considering the nature of PSFs as knowledge-

intensive firms that need to rework the transfer and organisation of knowledge in their 

subsidiaries. This is indicated in Table 2.3, where we see that each grouping typology of firms 

within the category develops and diffuses knowledge through different organisational 

pathways. It is worth noting that the organisational characteristics of PSFs can be affected by 

the significant heterogeneity among professional services, including the nature of knowledge, 

jurisdictional control, and client relations. The affected aspects involve the organisation 

structure, internal processes, range of specialisation, de/centralisation, geographic spread of 

offices and fee structure (Malhotra and Morris, 2009; von Nordenflycht, 2010; Brock and 

Hydle, 2018). Therefore, the implications of the two theories involve the providing of an 

organisational structural framework for exploring knowledge development between  

headquarters and subsidiaries. Beaverstock (2004), through implementing the implications, 

enhances the idea of ‘managing across borders’, advocated by Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998). 

From this thread, this thesis continues to analyse the subject of Chinese law firms following 

Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998) but taking into consideration the organisational characteristic of 

possessing a de/centralised management structure across borders and between headquarters 

and subsidiaries (see Chapter 4). This is helpful in establishing the degree of global integration 

and local responsiveness of Chinese law firms in this thesis. 
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Table 2.3 Different types of firm organisation in the world economy 

  
Source: Beaverstock (2004, p. 159) 

Within the PSF sectors, firms have moved from one strategy to another in considering their 

potential competitive advantages. For example, within the corporate legal sector, a shift from 

international strategies to global strategies is occurring (Brock et al, 2006). Those firms which 

invest in creating a global organisation for implementing global strategies will gradually 

benefit compared to those retaining their less integrated international strategies and 

structures (Segal-Horn and Dean, 2009). In this case, the firms’ local decisions feed into the 

global statements, and global instructions constrain the work completed at the local level 

(Barrett et al., 2005), referred to as the ‘global-local dialectic’ (Giddens, 1991). However, the 

organisational and managerial issues of these firms are proven to be challenging. The ‘one 

firm’ model is one of the most significant moves towards the understanding of integration 

within PSFs (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013). For example, these global PSFs often invest 

heavily in the templating of their knowledge in ‘routines’ (von Nordenflycht, 2010). Cross-

jurisdictional standardisation, on the contrary, faces a degree of resistance, such as from firms’ 

professionals who specialise in jurisdiction-specific work (von Nordenflycht et al., 2015). 

Following this trend, it has been suggested that future PSF research needs to confront the 

challenges posed by complex global contexts and the connection of firms to their local roots 

(Smets et al., 2017). It is essential from this perspective to understand the key features of the 

‘one firm’ model so as to reveal the challenges raised by the tensions between global and local 

levels. This is expected by Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013), who state that through the 

application of the ‘one firm’ strategy pronounced institutional tensions will inevitably be 

generated in host countries, given the model’s highly centralised and standardised approach. 

It has been established that analysing PSFs from the standpoint of both global and local levels 
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by considering the steps taken towards building a ‘one firm’ is helpful for exploring a firm’s 

practices and institutional tensions in the present work. 

The key features of the ‘one firm’ model, depicted in Table 2.4, reflect the transformation of 

PSFs from internationally fragmented to globally integrated organisations. “…Local offices are 

designed to operate as part of an increasingly integrated and aligned organization with 

professionals across the world sharing a number of common practices and associated 

processes and values, these ensuring that the client’s experience of the firm’s services is the 

same across the entire global network” (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013, p. 900). Muzio and 

Faulconbridge (2013) address the ‘one firm’ model in the context of researching English law 

firms in Italy through the lens of institutional duality (Kostova and Roth, 2002). This refers to 

the dilemma a foreign subsidiary encounters when dealing with the pressures from both host 

country and the MNC. This means that a foreign subsidiary has to conform to the practice 

norms of its headquarters and find its way through the institutional patterns specific to local 

enterprises. From this angle, PSFs face pressures from their local institutions and home 

corporation headquarter and their transnational clients in delivering seamless services in all 

the jurisdictions in which their transnational clients operate. They also practice legitimate 

ways of organising business in different institutional contexts. Thus the English law firms 

described experienced institutional illegitimacy in Italy, which led to difficulties of 

organisation such as demergers, departing lawyers and clashes with local regulators (Muzio 

and Faulconbridge, 2013). 
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Table 2.4 The ‘one firm’ model 

Source: Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013, p. 901) 
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As shown in Table 2.4 and argued in Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013, p. 918), “the ‘one firm’ 

model is a bundle of practices (lock-step remuneration, global profit pools, high leverage 

rations, compressed remuneration, transactional client relations, emphasis on 

standardization, strong brands, etc.) tied to particular of action and shaped by the 

interlocking influences of the regulatory, normative and cultural-cognitive pillars of a specific 

home-country institutional context”. Considering this nature of the ‘one firm’ model, Muzio 

and Faulconbridge (2013) focus on the micro-foundations of institutional difference and 

conduct a practice-level analysis of institutional effects on PSFs, and MNCs more broadly, 

which have not been easily captured in the global models developed for MNCs and have been 

overlooked in the existing work (Thornton et al., 2012). Additionally, the variation over time 

and space, as an inherent assumption in all institutional work, is often not analysed through 

comparative work; this has been addressed in Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) through 

analysis of two contexts separated by significant institutional distance, namely the UK and 

Italy. Therefore, studies of similar dynamics in contexts of distant institutional settings can 

generate findings on whether the strategic significance of a market or a more established PSF 

sector can lead internationalising firms to be more flexible and responsive to local conditions 

when exporting their models in its two chosen distant and practices. The thesis aims to fulfil 

this purpose through analysing law firms in its two chosen distant contexts.  

The ‘one firm’ model of Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013), as noted earlier, is concerned with 

GPSFs as providers of a seamless worldwide service — or what might be called a consistent 

and aligned ‘one stop shop’ to clients across multiple jurisdictions (Barrett et al., 2005). It 

builds on existing scholarly work (Morgan and Quack, 2005; Barrett et al., 2005; Boussebaa et 

al., 2012) to give a detailed and in-depth account of how the specific practices embodied in the 

‘one firm’ model interact with local host-country institutions and their related practices to 

achieve the intended internationalisation strategies.  

Among the above cited existing works on the subject, Morgan and Quack (2005) bring some 

significance to this from their researching of large UK and German law firms. While Muzio 

and Faulconbridge (2013) put more emphasis on the potential tension and conflict that have 

emerged from this process of implementing the ‘one firm’ model into host countries with 

different institutional settings, Morgan and Quack (2005) focus on the extent of the impact on 

firms’ internationalisation of the nationally distinct professional and legal systems. The latter 

conclude that these UK and German law firms bear traces of institutional legacies (influenced 

by the national distinctiveness of their home countries) but also signs of path modification, 

which is seen particularly in the formation of global law firms. Morgan and Quack (2005) 
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emphasise the creation of global law firms as an important internationalisation strategy 

because these reflect the later dominance of Anglo-American law and legal practices. 

Global law firms in the UK predominantly emerged from the UK based ‘magic circle’ group, 

who were engaged in extensive merger activity in the early 1990s. By contrast, US law firms of 

comparable significance, namely the top Wall Street-based law firms, have concentrated on 

high-value business in a small number of world city centres and have been reluctant to engage 

in wholesale merger activity (Morgan and Quack, 2005). Their internationalisation has instead 

been very much client-led; they built up their global presence by opening offices where their 

clients operate in. It is argued that these US firms hired local lawyers in a given city and 

jurisdiction and combined them with the firms’ own experienced international lawyers. US 

law firms, through this more organic approach of expansion, employed largely local 

professionals in the given regions and thus, for example, in the European market, became 

Europeanised and were referred to as ‘Euro-hybrids’ (Beaverstock et al., 2000). Compared to 

the UK and US corporate law firms, German law firms appear smaller and less experienced in 

terms of international expansion. Faced with competition from rivals inside and outside the 

home country, German law firms pursued a ‘Trojan horse’ strategy to reposition themselves in 

new international contexts, considering the nature of their law partnerships being 

decentralised across a number of different cities in the most economically advanced regions. 

This was achieved through having German lawyers inside firms that were rivals to the German 

law firms and creating capacity for themselves to secure a global reach (Morgan and Quack, 

2005). The expansion of large law firms from the UK, the US and Germany, on the one hand, 

demonstrates firms’ responses to ‘mega-lawyering’ (see Galanter, 1983; Flood, 1996) and, as 

raised earlier, the creation of global law firms. On the other hand, the comparison reveals the 

internationalisation strategies favoured by large law firms and their commonalities. Morgan 

and Quack (2005, p. 1775) refer to these as two approaches: ‘network internationalization’ and 

‘organic internationalization’. 

The two approaches are shared among UK, US and German law firms in the process of 

creating global law firms and evolving their own ‘mega-lawyering’ practices. The network 

approach helps prevent partners from abandoning their autonomy, which defines their 

position, and helps nationally-based firms retain their distinctive styles of managing 

partnerships and associated issues, such as leveraging, billing and the distribution of equity 

and bonuses among staff (Morgan and Quack, 2005). It is also argued that building networks 

is beneficial for large law firms so as to avoid local regulatory problems in a given city and 

jurisdiction. Examples are the use of ‘best friend’ law firms, localised offices in franchise 
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relationships and formalised network alliances (Flood, 2011). Organic internationalisation, 

however, is associated with firms expanding via various methods, including partner-transfers 

overseas, recruitment of local lawyers and restricted mergers with local law firms (Morgan and 

Quack, 2005). Considering the mix of having professional transfer and local recruitment as an 

organic expansion approach, also discussed in Section 2.1.2, it can be concluded that 

expatriation is a critical internationalisation strategy for law firms, as the process adds value to 

knowledge development because the embodied knowledge base of the professional has to be 

delivered through inter-personal relationships, socialisation, and task-related activities 

(Beaverstock, 2004). Further, this idiosyncratic knowledge base is purchased by clients, which 

is the constituent of the professional service law firm (Beaverstock et al., 1999). These 

discussions of UK, US and German law firms provide useful analytical guidance for exploring 

Chinese law firms, examining as they can the novelty of the practices that Chinese law firms 

adopt in responding to mega-lawyering and in building their ‘one firm’ model. 

Other than noting the two strategies themselves, Morgan and Quack (2005) also note the 

possibility that firms adopt both strategies for their internationalisation and they claim this 

gives firms a ‘path-dependent’ difference. These firms are also referred to as ‘hybrid 

organisations’ (Beaverstock et al., 2000), evolving as a single brand on a worldwide basis but 

composed of independent firms in different countries with sophisticated network structures 

(Beaverstock et al., 2015), blurring the boundary of transnational and multinational 

organisation forms (Faulconbridge, 2008b). An example is the hybrid approach to 

international growth of the elite law firm Linklaters; the firm created Linklaters & Alliance in 

1998, a partnership with a number of leading European firms, and subsequently merged with 

some of these firms over the following five years (AllaboutLaw, 26th February 2019). From this 

thread, the hybrid approach appears as a combination of the two strategies. 

Hybridity of practices is one form of the several dimensions used in explaining the complex 

cross-national transfer of practices in MNCs (Ferner et al., 2012). This concerns firms’ 

internationalisation where they evolve their structures and strategies as they experience and 

adapt to new contexts. ‘Hybridity’, or ‘hybridisation’ as an alternative term, refers in 

management studies to the creation of new management practices that follow from selective 

adaption, innovation and change (Boyer et al., 1998; Lane, 2000). In PSF studies, ‘hybrids’ have 

been discussed and defined such as in the unbounded context of executive search. Beaverstock 

et al. (2015, p. 82) argue that hybrids are “practices that have evolved as a single brand on a 

worldwide basis but are composed of a myriad of independent firms in different countries, 

with often multiple independents in the same market”. 
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Morgan (2001) argues that this stream of research has a focus similar to that of the literature 

on Americanisation and its impact on Europe in the post-war period (Djelic, 1998; Zeitlin and 

Herrigel, 2000); that work looks at the interaction between the local contexts that produces 

new forms and the hybrids that are distinct from existing national institutional patterns. The 

issue of adaptation and hybridity of work systems has been most thoroughly examined in 

relation to Japanese multinationals (Morgan et al., 2001; Elger and Smith, 1994), where 

distinctive forms of adaptation are developed by analysing the relationships between Japanese 

managers, local managers, and local employees in the context of different socio-technical 

systems (Sharpe, 2006). 

Edwards and Kuruvilla (2005) argue for the need to focus on global-local questions in 

examining the management of human relations in MNCs, and the theme of the ‘hybridisation’ 

of global and local influences is sometimes a balance of the two in HR practices. MNCs have to 

adapt their existing systems of managerial coordination as they internationalise; these 

adaptations are adaptations partly to different national contexts and partly to various forms of 

cross-national regulatory standards (Morgan et al., 2001). The pressures for local adaptation 

vary within countries. The lens of national business systems, therefore, provides a way of 

assessing both the global and local pressures on MNCs (Edwards and Kuruvilla, 2005). This 

topic is discussed in greater detail in Section 2.3. 

Based on the above review, I propose in this thesis that hybridity should be recognised as a 

third internationalisation strategy, in addition to network and organic approaches, and will be 

shown to be useful in the context of understanding Chinese law firms’ internationalisation. 

Hybridity, however, is denied to be a neutral term of blending distinct localisms but rather a 

form of resistance toward the universals, summarised as an expression of both ‘enforcement 

and resistance’ (Boussebaa, 2015). The hybridity strategy, in this sense, can be understood as a 

necessary internationalisation strategy that challenges both the firms’ network structures and 

local institutional autonomy, as it involves tighter integration than is found a network in 

which only one office exists in one country (Faulconbridge, 2008b). This is in line with the 

previously discussed ‘one firm’ model of Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) that there exist 

potential tensions and conflicts on local and global levels when implementing the strategy. 

The hybridity strategy, therefore, is the constituent of a ‘one firm’ model that may or may not 

require adaptations to the model provided by Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013). 

Given the strategy’s characteristic of being ‘path-dependent’, this thesis explores the 

internationalisation strategies of Chinese law firms and aims to reveal the ‘paths’ taken by 
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these firms, which will add a new contextual setting to the applicability of the models. The key 

characteristics of the three internationalisation strategies are summarised in Table 2.5. 

The above discussion of the three internationalisation strategies is important because it 

reveals the key strategies commonly adopted by large Anglo-American law firms during their 

process of creating global law firms. These strategies are concerned with the overcoming of 

institutional tensions raised by the institutional contexts of PSFs. The thesis is also concerned 

with the locational strategy of firms, which can be another thread of revealing the dynamics. 

Finally, the exploration of the three strategies facilitates the understanding of knowledge 

development through the movement of professionals, either by international networking or 

expatriation. 

Table 2.5 Internationalisation strategies of global law firms 

Strategy Characteristics Examples 

Network 
internationalisation 

The strategy has strong continuity 
with the past and avoids partners 
giving up the autonomy that 
traditionally characterised their 
position. 

Forms of networks may be informal 
‘best friend’ linkages, or more 
formal, sharing a common legal 
form while retaining the distinctive 
identity of particular national 
partnerships. 

Organic 
internationalisation 

This strategy applies to firms that 
have gradually developed their own 
overseas offices through a mix of 
methods. 

Methods involve transfer of 
partners overseas, lateral hiring of 
local lawyers and limited small-
scale mergers with local law firms. 

Hybridity This strategy combines the 
approaches of network and 
organisation internationalisation 
but retain a ‘path-dependent’ 
difference in the operationalisation 
of the strategy. It is part of a 
formalised global alliance with 
independent firms under one 
brand but of tighter integration. 

Examples are the ‘one firm’ model 
(Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013) 
and the blend of network and 
organic internationalisation of 
Morgan and Quack (2005). 

Source: summarised from Morgan and Quack (2005); Faulconbridge (2008b) 
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2.3 Neo-institutionalist research in international business studies 

In this section, the importance of institutions is highlighted in terms of their role in shaping 

our understanding of firms’ internationalisation, in particular multinational corporations 

(MNCs). 

2.3.1 Neo-institutionalist research: introduction 

Institutionalism views institutionalisation as a process where organisations are seen as 

vehicles for embodying organisational values that define them; organisations are therefore 

considered to be shaped and constrained by their institutionalisation (Kraatz and Flores, 

2015). Neo-institutionalism integrates the ‘old’ and ‘new’ institutionalism (formal rules and 

behaviouralist ideas) and has emerged as a reaction to this inward-looking view of 

organisations. This view emphasises the idea of organisational agency constrained by 

institutional legacy and that organisations are proactive in achieving isomorphism within 

organisational fields (Aguilera and Grøgaard, 2019). Neo-institutionalist research is able to 

theorise the growing similarity of organisations in a field (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; 

Greenwood et al., 2008) and explain the transformation and change of institutions 

(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; Scott et al., 2000) and the heterogeneity of actors and 

practices in the field (Boxenbaum and Jonsson, 2008; Marquis et al., 2007). By doing so, neo-

institutionalism offers ideas for further novel theory building in the study of MNCs, such as 

institutional logics perspectives (Kostova et al., 2008). 

One strand of the institutionalist approach which is particularly useful for international 

business research is ‘national business systems’ (Whitley, 2010). This considers the nature of 

institutionalism as a broad theoretical field with a number of variants (Rana and Morgan, 

2019). The national business systems approach agrees with the views of neo-institutionalism 

and is used to define the set of historically constructed characteristics that are inherent in 

each country’s political, financial, educational and labour, cultural and economic systems 

(Whitley et al., 2003). 

Conceptualising a national economy as a ‘national business system’ is helpful in analysing how 

the economic behaviour of firms can be seen as embedded within social, economic, and 

political institutions at a national level (Whitley, 1998; Almond et al., 2005). In the case of 

MNCs, this involves the home and host country being considered as separate national 

business systems. This is because the institutional home and host country effects can clearly 

influence MNCs’ employment policy and practice (Almond et al., 2005), strategy for global 
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leadership (Ghemawat, 2005) and their speed of internationalisation and financial 

performance (Kim et al., 2020). The concept of national business systems is therefore helpful 

to our developing an understanding of how national institutional contexts shape the strategies 

and structures of MNCs. Further, questions have been raised in the exploration of the 

organisation and operation of MNCs across institutional and national divides (Morgan et al., 

2001), where existing structures can be bypassed or subtly changed in function (Ferner et al., 

2012). This, in the case of internationalising firms, takes us beyond the simple reproduction of 

existing structures and practices to the possibility of setting challenges to existing routines. In 

other words, the outcome can move away from the notion of convergence towards a single 

model of the ‘global firm’ but retain the continued diversity and divergence between firms 

from different institutional contexts (Morgan et al., 2001). 

Firms which have regional headquarters do not necessarily adopt a regional strategy for global 

leadership. This is often referred to as ‘the hub strategy’ and involves building regional bases, 

or ‘hubs’, that provide a variety of shared resources and services to local operations. However, 

the challenge lies in the balancing of customisation and standardisation. For example, firms 

may overestimate the degree of commonality from region to region when they try to 

standardise across their regional hubs (Ghemawat, 2005). It is argued that countries with close 

geographic proximity should be classified as intra-regional home/host countries; however, 

there are dangers in failing to recognise some important differences such as are exhibited in 

terms of cultural and institutional distance (Kim et al., 2020). 

The above review of neo-institutionalist research shows an evident relationship between 

national institutional systems and MNCs. Neo-institutionalist research, therefore, plays an 

important role in analysing the internationalisation of MNCs. In particular, this thesis puts the 

emphasis on national and institutional business systems and the extent of MNC 

embeddedness/disengagement with national institutional systems (Whitley et al., 2003). This 

focus seeks to gain an understanding of “the dynamic interplay of the various ‘embeddedness’ 

effects and how these relate to the wider decision-making process in a firm faced with rapid 

market change” (Almond et al., 2005, p. 278). The following sub-section explores this focus in 

detail. 
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2.3.2 Adoption of neo-institutionalist research in international business 

studies 

Institutional theory6 has proven to be a popular theoretical foundation for exploring a wide 

variety of topics, such as international business (Doh et al., 2012; Wood and Demirbag, 2012), 

and has been applied to the MNC context under different headings or research themes 

(Kostova et al., 2008). There is evidence that the enthusiasm for adopting this in international 

business studies has risen since 2008 (Aguilera and Grøgaard, 2019); examples are ‘institutions 

and international business’ (Jackson and Deeg, 2008), ‘an institution-based view of 

international business strategy’ (Peng et al., 2008), and ‘institutional theory in the study of 

MNCs’ (Kostova et al., 2008). New theoretical models have been developed by IB scholars and 

new research agendas have been promoted (Tihanyi et al., 2012): the encouragement of new 

theoretical frameworks of institutions for the different levels of the business environment; 

new directions for IB scholars from institutional theorists, and the provision of foundation for 

future research in IB studies where institutional theory may be applied. However, it is argued 

that international business research is only just beginning to develop theory and evidence 

highlighting the part played by supranational institutions in explaining firms’ 

internationalisation (Arregle et al., 2016). 

Having institutional theory as a core perspective in IB research shows a primary concern with 

the importance of analysing institutions in the context of IB. However, it is difficult at times to 

delineate what is not an institution or what remains non-institutionalised in the home- or 

host-country context (Marinova, 2014). Some scholars (Verbeke and Kano, 2015; Rugman and 

Verbeke, 1992) have adopted the views of FSAs and CSAs as a way of analysing institutions, 

and this has led to a view of a lack of institutional theory perspective in international business 

research, coupled with the long history of the IB field not drawing upon institutional theory to 

explore institutions (Aguilera and Grøgaard, 2019). The question of the necessity of adopting 

institutional theory then arises. Scholars in IB have started to rethink the status of 

institutional theory as a theoretical foundation. 

Existing research has placed the focus on examining institutional fields in emerging markets 

and how different institutional environments have influenced the OFDI in these countries 

(Tihanyi et al., 2012). Institutions can change in line with a firm’s behaviour; this applies to the 

engagement and disengagement of MNCs from emerging markets (EMNCs). EMNCs are 

 
6 Institutional theory, in this thesis, refers to neo-institutional theory congealed around Meyer and 
Rowan (1977), Zucker (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983). 
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proven to have the motivation of changing the institutions of their home markets. A 

framework is thus developed for examining the institutional (dis)engagement of MNCs with 

their host markets (Cantwell et al., 2010): MNCs may choose to avoid markets with poor 

institutional quality (institutional avoidance), to adapt to the host institutional field to gain 

legitimacy (institutional adaptation), or to introduce new practices that subsequently co-

evolve with the institutional environment (institutional co-evolution). Cantwell et al. (2010) 

argue that co-evolution is most likely to occur in the context of the less developed market, 

where the institutional environment is not fully or formally developed. This view strengthens 

the argument that, if examined in the context of EMNCs, the home markets of EMNCs can be 

changed when these firms have gained legitimacy from fully developed markets (Tihanyi et al., 

2012). In addition, it explains the growing attention given to institutional transitions, such as 

in the case of China how institutions are modified as a necessity for entry into the global 

economy (Peng et al., 2017; Aguilera and Grøgaard, 2019). 

EMNCs are proven to be latecomers, in IB literature, to the global stage compared to those 

from more developed economies (Luo and Tung, 2007). Therefore, recent IB scholarly work 

has drawn attention to exploring how EMNCs have tried to overcome their latecomer 

disadvantages and catch up with MNCs from advanced economies (Young et al., 1996, Yeung, 

1999). Taking into account the liability of foreignness (LOF), EMNCs initially invest in 

emerging markets which share similar institutional settings to those of their home countries. 

However, EMNCs expand into advanced economies to gain access to more sophisticated 

resources and market opportunities (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2000; Cuervo-Cazurra, 2008). This 

motive can be explained by the springboard perspective that EMNCs, through outward foreign 

direct investment (FDI), aim to acquire strategic assets to compensate for their competitive 

weaknesses and to resist market constraints in their home countries (Luo and Tung, 2007). An 

example of springboard strategies is the purchasing of assets from incumbent firms (Xue et al., 

2013). In the case of PSFs, EMNCs from the professional services sectors expand following the 

springboard perspective to gain intangible assets to overcome their lack of these in their home 

country. However, Ramamurti (2012) refutes this claim because it contradicts Dunning’s 

eclectic paradigm in terms of the significance of firms’ ownership as a prerequisite for firms to 

pursue internationalisation (Dunning, 1998). Therefore, it is not safe to conclude that EMNCs 

internationalise despite the lack of ownership advantages in advanced economies. On the 

contrary, Ramamurti (2012) confirms the possession of distinctive ownership advantages by 

EMNCs, which are not less valuable than those of MNCs from advanced economies.  
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EMNCs are considered less advantaged than their rivals from developed countries in terms of 

firm size and access to technology (Wells, 1983) and resources (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2000). 

EMNCs, therefore, suffer from the effects of underdeveloped institutions in their home 

countries compared to those of MNCs in developed countries. Yet, despite these 

disadvantages, EMNCs have competitive advantages derived from the underdeveloped 

conditions of their home countries. Cuervo-Cazurra and Ramamurti (2014) identify two main 

drivers for EMNCs to internationalise, namely the underdeveloped economy and the 

underdeveloped institution. Both factors force firms to expand in order to overcome their 

disadvantages but at the same time provide them with opportunities to develop new resources 

and capabilities in line with their home country’s characteristics. A large proportion of the 

benefits from the first factor can be applied to manufacturing firms, such as low-cost products 

for low-income consumers and a more efficient production system. For service firms, this 

factor contributes to their internationalisation for the purpose of pursuing intangible assets. 

Cuervo-Cazurra and Genc (2008) argue that EMNCs benefit from their underdeveloped 

institutions because of the competitive advantages such institutions provide against MNCs 

from developed countries in similar difficult conditions of governance. Unlike MNCs from 

developed countries, EMNCs are adaptive to such difficult situations, which in turn facilitates 

the overcoming of LOF. Another advantage lies in EMNCs’ ability, derived from their home 

institution, to deal with unclear rules and regulations. This enables them to enter a greater 

number of markets and be more decisive in expanding overseas (Cuervo-Cazurra and 

Ramamurti, 2014). A distinctive feature of Chinese MNCs during the internationalisation 

process is their international engagement with foreign investors in China before their 

expansion overseas. This previous inward FDI generated cumulative benefits, which them 

stimulates the outward FDI of Chinese MNCs (Child and Rodrigues, 2005). However, the link 

between inward FDI and outward FDI by Chinese firms is rarely researched (Deng, 2012). The 

internationalisation strategy of EMNCs can vary owing to different factors (Figure 2.5); 

(Ramamurti, 2012), indicating that the country of origin is not the only factor that shapes 

EMNCs’ internationalisation strategies. 
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Figure 2.5 Determinants of EMNC internationalisation 
Source: Ramamurti (2012, p. 45) 

Voss et al. (2010) find that large, well-connected Chinese firms benefit most from institutional 

advantages but that smaller firms internationalise because of institutional constraints. They 

conclude that there are four themes around which the external environment confronting 

Chinese MNCs can be conceptualised. The market-seeking motive is a predominant driver of 

the historical investment behaviour of Chinese MNCs (see Wu and Chen, 2001). The 

preferential treatment in China enables Chinese firms to gain privileged access to capital 

because of domestic capital market imperfections (see Buckley et al., 2007). The abundant 

funding reduces the commercial and financial risks connected to overseas investment projects, 

mitigates the disadvantages of ‘home country embeddedness’ and institutional distance, and 

enables the subsidisation of potentially less profitable technology- and brand-seeking 

ventures. It is also argued by Buckley et al. (2007) that Chinese MNCs benefit from access to 

international business and social networks in foreign markets. Such networks, representing 

the social capital of a firm, enable firms to internationalise by facilitating the exploitation of 

business opportunities (Yeung, 1997; Buckley et al., 2007). The final theme is that the 

internationalisation of Chinese firms is not only triggered by their aspiration to internalise 

imperfect markets across borders but also influenced by the domestic institutional framework 

(see Voss et al., 2009). 

Much literature researching Chinese MNCs has put the focus on the home country but less on 

the influence and effects of the host country; this has led to an overemphasis of the 

homogeneity of distinct national models, for example the latecomer model (Andrijasevic et al., 

2019). Comparative institutionalism has questioned the monolithic character of national–

institutional configurations and emphasised internal heterogeneity (Almond, 2011; Saka, 2002). 
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The ability of powerful MNCs to shape institutional settings has become a key factor in 

support of what comparative institutionalism argues, suggesting that MNCs may be less 

bound by national constraints than much theory suggests (Ferner et al., 2012). This view 

resembles the argument that refutes the notion that the country of origin is the only factor 

shaping EMNCs’ internationalisation (Ramamurti, 2012). Voss et al. (2010) argue that their 

view represents a more nuanced view of the determinants of Chinese firms’ 

internationalisation than is evident in prior research. This 2010 study brought in the view that 

Chinese MNCs should not be perceived as “a single, monolithic organizational form that is 

government supported and derive ownership-specific advantages from institutional support” 

(p. 44). This is because some firms, in particular smaller firms, have the strength to 

internationalise despite the domestic constraints they face (see also Boisot and Meyer, 2008). 

The argument above highlights the acknowledgement of the heterogeneity of Chinese MNCs 

in both organisational forms and in the institutional support they receive from the home 

country. This can extend to the general understanding of network relationships established by 

Chinese MNCs within the home country. For instance, guanxi (the system of personal 

relationships and social connections based on mutual interest and benefit) is argued to be an 

important body of networks that confer firm-specific advantages upon Chinese MNCs, 

contributing as these networks do to reducing business risks and transaction costs (Erdener 

and Shapiro, 2005) and compensating for their relatively late entry into international markets 

(Li, 2003). Networks such as guanxi falls in what Yeung (1994) discussed in the multi-level 

network perspective (see Section 2.4). Such networks are concerned with cultural proximity 

rather than with what can be gained from geographical proximity (Buckley et al., 2007). The 

role of networks for Chinese MNCs is in need of refinement to support the growing number of 

Chinese MNCs worldwide and the adaptations they have made in their practices to fit the 

changing institutional environments. The role of networks will be explored in the next section. 

So far, this section has outlined the aspects of neo-institutionalist research that are concerned 

with MNCs and the institutional environments MNCs are embedded in. This thesis puts the 

emphasis on both the home and host institutional environments in order to add insights into 

1) how institutional theory can be applied to explaining the behaviour of MNCs in 

international business research and 2) how the behaviour of MNCs can change or be shaped 

by their institutional environments. In summary, this section has reviewed the existing neo-

institutionalist research in establishing a connection between the focus of home and host 

country institutions on the post-internationalisation operations of MNCs (and EMNCs). 
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2.4 Analysing professional service firms in different institutional settings 

using a network perspective 

This section shifts the focus to the management practices of MNCs/PSFs across borders by 

taking into account the institutional context where firms internationalise from and into. A 

particular focus is put on network relationships which can change the management practices 

of firms. This section adopts a multi-level network analysis to explore this phenomenon. 

2.4.1 What is the network perspective? 

Analysing the behaviour of MNCs following a network perspective allows us to build concrete 

links between various actors and how economic action and social structure can shape the 

behaviour of MNCs and other actors (Wasserman and Faust, 1994; Borgatti and Foster, 2003). 

Studies researching organisational networks take stock of the results at the interpersonal 

(individuals), interunit (groups) and interorganisational (organisations) levels of analysis 

(Brass et al., 2004; Moliterno and Mahony, 2011). The definition of ‘network’, following this 

multi-level analysis, is given as “a set of nodes and the set of ties representing some 

relationship, or lack of relationship, between the nodes”; these nodes represent actors on 

individual, work unit or organisational levels (Brass et al., 2004, p. 795). The definition raises 

the importance of investigating cross-level network phenomena, given the fact that 

organisations are multi-level systems of relationships (Hitt et al., 2007), so as to explore the 

actors embedded in networks of interconnected social relationships offering opportunities for 

and constraints on MNCs’ behaviour (Brass et al., 2004). Examples of such social relationships 

are advice giving, resource sharing and the creating and maintaining of strategic alliance 

partnerships (Borgatti et al., 2009). The theoretical perspective on systems of relationships is 

argued to lack a link between multi-level and social network perspectives on organisations 

(Salancik, 1995). This missing link is leveraged and reflected in the perspective of nested 

networks (Harary and Batell, 1981), suggesting that each node in a network at a given level of 

analysis is, itself, a network at a lower level of analysis. The individuals, units and 

organisations are not isolates but embedded in systems of social relationships (Granovetter, 

1985; Hitt et al., 2007). 

The argument above recognises an important concept to be considered in analysing 

organisational networks, namely embeddedness. There has been a historical evolution of the 

term embeddedness and its conceptualisations connected with various streams of research 

and new directions for research (Dacin et al., 1999). Granovetter (1985) argues that all 
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economic activity depends upon the social context in which it takes place. Studies supporting 

this view (Grabher, 1993; Uzzi, 1997; Andersson and Forsgren, 1996; Newburry, 2001) recognise 

the necessity of factoring in embeddedness as an actor in shaping firms’ behaviour. The 

embeddedness of economic activity can be manifested through structural, cognitive, cultural, 

and political mechanisms (Zukin and DiMaggio, 1990). Social embeddedness refers to the 

extent to which individuals are engaged in social exchanges with co-workers and to the social 

ties MNCs have established with local communities (Podolny and Baron, 1997); social 

embeddedness construes individuals as agents embodying the firm’s value and objectives 

(Hayton et al., 2012). Organisational fields are intermediate between wider social structure and 

organisation-level strategy and activity (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott and Meyer, 1994). It 

is argued that the approaches of organisational fields “restore attention to direct and indirect 

network linkages, local and non-local ties, and horizontal and vertical flows of material and 

symbolic resources in the analysis of organizations and contexts” (Dacin et al., 1999, p. 325). 

These streams of research, though they derive from an organisational studies perspective, have 

highlighted the importance of networking and its presence as a widely adopted form of 

embeddedness. Studying the behaviour of MNCs is, therefore, inseparable from the 

exploration of firms’ networking. 

MNCs’ networks can be distinguished one from the other by the strength of their ties, i.e. ties 

that involve a high proportion of interactions and close contact (strong ties) and ties where 

interaction and contact are less frequent and less close (weak ties) (Granovetter, 1973). Both 

are argued to be important for firms, as a balance of strong and weak ties is considered the 

most effective way of securing positive outcomes in terms of firms’ networks accessing 

information (Uzzi, 1996). Granovetter (1973) further raised the need to consider the ties of 

firms built out of individuals’ own social networks, often embedded within the firm of which 

they are part. This is because networks are often both reciprocated and exchanged at work 

(Hayton et al., 2012): in the case of MNCs being held to some extent responsible for the culture 

that either promotes or inhibits relationships among co-workers, employees may attribute the 

supportiveness of their entire network of ties to the MNCs themselves (Eisenberger et al., 

1986). 

While the multi-level network perspective offers guidance for analysing firms’ networks, it 

does not put the emphasis on reflecting the international relationships of MNCs. It is argued 

that networks across national boundaries should be considered as strong rather than weak ties 
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given their spread of the network density7, even if the network density itself is low 

(Granovetter, 1973). An appropriate framework is therefore needed to analyse the networking 

of MNCs across borders and to consider the context of MNCs bearing legacies gained from 

their home country and from adapting their practices to the host country. 

2.4.2 International networking and power relations within MNCs 

Prior to discussing the framework analysing the international networking of MNCs, this 

section should establish first an understanding of power relations as a concept, given its 

importance in strengthening our understanding of the nature of national systems (Almond 

and Gonzalez Menendez, 2014) and the influence of institutional structures on the activities of 

MNCs (Faulconbridge, 2008a). 

Power relations have grown to become important in the process of controlling TNCs (Dicken 

and Thrift, 1992). This argument is concerned with the domination and subordination of 

power relations arising from the institutional embeddedness of the firm in a hierarchical 

global political economy (Gertler, 2001; Morgan and Boussebaa, 2015). The power relations can 

be reflected from the firm’s network relationships; which are argued to be understood as being 

both structural and relational as they constitute structural power relations for those 

networked together and are constituted by the interactions of variously powerful actors 

(Dicken et al., 2001). 

The discussion of power relations within MNCs, therefore, have been concentrating on 

structural explanations, namely the centralisation-decentralisation balance as a structural 

characteristic (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013). In light of resource-dependency approach, the 

degree of central control over subsidiaries is conditioned by the mutual dependency of 

headquarters and subsidiaries on resources provided by the other (Ghoshal and Nohria, 1993). 

For example, subsidiaries are likely to resist central policy imposition if they have 

countervailing power (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998). This aligns with the I–R framework, MNC 

typology, of Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998) where power is reflected in the internationalisation 

strategy of MNCs, in particular between the headquarters and the subsidiary. Therefore, the 

internal power relations within MNCs depend on the configuration of resources; the 

 
7 Granovetter (1973, p. 1370) discussed the network density and how this was formed by divided 
networks into categories, i.e. ‘close-knit’ and ‘loose-knit’ network by Barnes (1969) and ‘effective 
network’ and ‘extended network’ by Epstein (1969). The argument is that ties are considered strong if 
the network density is high and weak if low. The density is evaluated by considering 1) if the friends 
within the individual’s network know each other (Barnes, 1969) and 2) putting the individuals who 
interact the most intensively and regularly as the core network focus and those remainder constitute 
the extended network (Epstein, 1969). 
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appropriate level of centralisation or autonomy, therefore, is determined by both the 

hierarchical control from headquarters and the inherent power developed by subsidiaries 

(Forsgren, 1990; Ferner et al., 2004). 

Power relations in MNCs influence the outcomes of practice transfer between different 

institutional domains (Ferner et al., 2012). Ferner et al. (2012) explore the power capabilities of 

actors at headquarters compared with those of the subsidiary. This reflects the arguments that 

the relationship between the headquarters and subsidiary constitutes a primary axis of power 

relations within MNCs (Morgan and Kristensen, 2006). 

Following on from this argument, the rest of the section discusses the international network 

relationships of MNCs from multiple levels and their connection with the institutional 

environment where MNCs are embedded. 

Yeung (1994, 1997) views TNCs and their network relations as a governance structure through 

which transnational operations are made possible. Three levels of network relations are put 

forward as the dimensions of analysing firms’ networking: extra-firm networks (intermediaries 

and political connections), inter-firm networks (personal and business relationships), and 

intra-firm networks (coordination and control) (Table 2.6). 

Network relationships at the macro or extra-firm level refer to any relationship between the 

firm and other institutions embedded in society and space such as nation states and 

government organisations (Yeung, 1994). This pillar of network relations enables us to 

investigate the institutional hurdles and opportunities in the operations of TNCs in the host 

country (Yeung, 1997). 

At the intermediate or inter-firm level, networks are formed from externalised and 

institutional relationships. The relationships are established by virtue of firms’ competition 

and cooperation with each other in local transactional platforms (Yeung, 1994). Networks at 

this level emphasise the formal partnerships and interpersonal relationships of firms in the 

host country (Yeung, 1997). 

Networks at the micro or intra-firm level are necessary to the process of business operations 

because within a firm different departments or subsidiaries are embedded in a pre-existing 

network orchestrated by the headquarters (Yeung, 1994). Networks of this pillar, governed by 

coordination and control, are coupled with power relations that vary between centralisation at 

one end to decentralisation at the other, namely a varying by the degree of control from 

headquarters and by the degree of autonomy exercised by subsidiaries (Yeung, 1997). 
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Table 2.6 A typology of network relations and the sociospatial organisation of transnational operations 

 
Source: Yeung (1994, p. 481) 

This multi-level typology proposes that all TNCs should be seen to be simultaneously 

embedded in ongoing networks of relationships at these three distinct levels, and that these 

relationships are fundamentally the causal mechanisms of the firm’s transnational operations 

(Yeung, 1997). The evolution of these networks, as causal mechanisms, however, is argued to 

be subject to dynamic changes in the global economy, despite the existing differences in 

organisational characteristics (Kim et al., 2006). They are influenced by the differences in 

national cultures and attitude and willingness to establish trust linkages with local firms and 

institutions (Park and Ungson, 1997; Morgan and Boussebaa, 2015). These differences are 

concerned with ideas central to the network theory such as hierarchy, legitimacy, power and 

social capital, which are deeply rooted in a country’s host culture (Parkhe et al., 2006). 
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The above discussion has revealed the evident relationship between a country’s institutional 

environment and the evolution of an MNC’s networks. This relationship is concerned with the 

power relations of “domination and subordination arising from the embeddedness of the firm 

in a hierarchical global political economy” (Morgan and Boussebaa, 2015, p. 87). Therefore, 

investigating the cross-level network phenomena of MNCs offers insights into how we might 

explore the opportunities for and constraints on MNCs’ behaviour (Brass et al., 2004) and the 

institutional engagement and disengagement of MNCs in their host country (Whitley et al., 

2003; Cantwell et al., 2010). 

2.4.3 Networks, institutions and internationalisation of MNCs/PSFs 

The previous two sections have emphasised the need for a multi-level network approach in 

analysing MNCs’ behaviour, given that the evolution of a firm’s network is either constrained 

or promoted by a country’s institutional environment and that MNCs are embedded in cross-

border institutional environments. This section focuses on the internationalisation of MNCs, 

as the MNC behaviour in question, and explores the necessity of adopting a multi-level 

network perspective in PSF analysis. 

The internationalisation of MNCs, as previously argued, is bound by both home and host 

countries. Despite the fact that much IB literature researching EMNCs tends to put the focus 

on their home country, it is proven that the country of origin is not the only factor influencing 

EMNCs’ internationalisation (Ramamurti, 2012). Following this argument, the existing IB 

theory, such as Dunning’s eclectic paradigm (1988), is fully able to explain the preconditions of 

EMNCs’ internationalisation (e.g. ownership advantages). On this basis, Ramamurti (2012) 

argues that the challenge for IB scholars is to identify the factors that shape and determine 

MNCs’ behaviour. Ramamurti (2012) produces a list of factors influencing MNCs’ 

internationalisation strategy in response to the argument (see Figure 2.5 in Section 2.3.2). 

However, Elia et al. (2020) raise the issue of there being a lack of focus in current IB research 

in considering the internationalisation of MNCs as a recurring process; this process is 

concerned with the way MNCs adapt to the new institutional environments after 

internationalisation and accommodate the differences between the home and host countries. 

Such a process is important in shaping the portfolio of MNCs’ subsidiaries. Elia et al. (2020) 

propose six distinct factors that characterise the way in which EMNCs internationalise their 

portfolio of subsidiaries (Figure 2.6). Despite innovation being the focus of their argument, 

Elia et al. (2020) provide useful dimensions for analysing the internationalisation of MNCs by 

taking into consideration the institutional differences between home and host countries. The 
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routes to internationalisation indicate the necessity of evaluating firms’ behaviour after their 

internationalisation. 

It is discussed by Elia et al. (2020) that these dimensions (Figure 2.6) are key determinants of 

internationalisation strategies that influence EMNCs practices; the extent of such influences 

depends on variations in these key dimensions. Deng et al. (2020) propose a geographical 

relational model of analysing the internationalisation of EMNCs (Figure 2.7) highlighting 

three distinct but intertwined relational tenets that are argued to reinforce and build upon 

each other over time. This model therefore supports the view of Elia et al. (2020) in 

considering internationalisation as a recurring process and emphasises the need to understand 

the multifaceted contextualities of the home-country and host-country in EMNCs’ 

internationalisation. The model supports the argument that MNCs influence their 

institutional environment at both the ‘macro-level’ of host institutions and the ‘micro-level’ of 

the MNC itself (Ferner et al., 2012). The cross-national transfer of management practices as 

they relate to MNCs is thus complex, with an array of possible outcomes, and it is necessary to 

stress that the transfer is not an either/or issue but involves degrees of transfer, including, 

notably, hybridity of two or more strategies or practices (Ferner et al., 2012; Morgan et al., 

2001). 

 

Figure 2.6 Factors shaping MNCs’ portfolio of subsidiaries 
Source: Elia et al. (2020, p. 4) 
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Figure 2.7 Geographical relational model of EMNCs internationalisation 
Source: Deng et al. (2020, p. 59) 

The above discussion around the relationship between MNCs and their insitutional 

envrionments in home and host countries can be analysed using the multi-level networks 

perspective of Yeung (1994). The discussion that follows places PSFs back in context by 

examining how networks, expressed at these different levels, are essentially the causal 

mechanisms that empower these firms (Yeung, 1997) to execute the recurring process of PSFs’ 

internationalisation. 

Extra-firm level of network relationships 

This macro or extra-firm level of analysis targets the regulatory barriers and insitutional 

opportunities in the host country of MNCs (Yeung, 1997), thus providing insights into how the 

complexities of the institutional environments and the embeddedness of MNCs in the 

environments might be evaluated. 

As discussed in Section 2.1, PSFs are fundamentally bound by existing jurisdictions, given the 

need for legitimacy across different institutional environments, and bound also by the fact 

that jurisdictions differ across borders, thus requiring PSFs to be locally responsive (Segal-

Horn and Dean, 2011). PSFs are therefore faced by considerable challenges posed by complex 

global contexts and their connections to their local roots (Smets et al., 2017). This has led to 

the feature of PSFs’ internationalisation being path-dependent on the historical patterns of 

firms in the home country (Morgan and Quack, 2005). Therefore, what Muzio and 

Faulconbridge (2013) argue to be the ‘one firm’ model reflects a ‘path-dependent’ adaptation to 

the dominant approach adopted by large PSFs within the same sector. 

The networks at this level can be analysed through exploring the global statements and local 

decisions made by PSFs (Barrett et al., 2005; Edwards and Kuruvilla, 2005) and the 
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institutional tensions that they have faced in delivering seamless services across borders 

(Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013). 

Inter-firm level of network relationships 

The intermediate inter-firm level of analysis focuses on MNCs’ competitive capabilities and 

emphasises the role of personal and business relationships. The mechanisms involve the use of 

complementary partnership and reliance on local capital, and developing significant 

interpersonal relationships (Yeung, 1997). 

The ‘macro-level’ institutional environments and the ‘micro-level’ MNC itself are clearly inter-

connected through the ways in which MNCs behave (Ferner et al., 2012) such as their process 

of internationalisation (Elia et al., 2020). Whitley et al. (2003) argue that foreign operations 

(e.g. subsidiaries) have become more important for EMNCs as being possible sources of new 

markets and profits and protection from the impact of the weakness and restructuring of their 

domestic economy. This argument is equally true of PSFs from emerging markets, given the 

constraints they experience in the home country. The framework of Cantwell et al. (2010) 

explains this pattern of institutional engagement and disengagement of EMNCs from their 

home to their host countries: firms develop new practices that subsequently co-evolve with 

the institutional environment. Such new practices can be largely enabled through the firm’s 

personal and business relationships (i.e. inter-firm networks), established by participating in 

cooperation and competition in the host country (Yeung, 1994). For instance, in the case of 

PSFs, the need exists for the service provider to adapt to a global strategy that support clients 

across various markets. This process involves PSFs’ local adaptation to national markets and 

circumstances, along with the particular institutional and national embeddedness of 

traditional professions (Salvoldi and Brock, 2019). Considering the characteristic of PSFs’ 

valuing their legitimacy and reputation, networks, including trust built upon interpersonal 

and corporate network relationships, are powerful in sustaining firms’ existing resources and 

strengthening their reputation (Morgan et al., 2006; Harvey et al., 2019). 

The discussion above highlights the importance of inter-firm networks in the process of MNC 

and PSF internationalisation, in particular their role in driving firms to adapt to the host 

institutional environment. However, the question persists as to how MNCs and PSFs can 

develop distinctive organisation capabilities through genuinely international managerial 

hierarchies and skills, promoted by inter-firm network relationships, as an adaption to the 

‘paths’ dependent on the historical patterns of PSFs within the same sectors or similar 

institutional settings (Morgan and Quack, 2005). 
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This level of analysis can also respond to the call for a better understanding of the grounds for 

performance differentials between foreign and local firms in PSF studies (Nachum, 2010; 

Demirbag et al., 2016). 

Intra-firm level of network relationships 

The micro or intra-firm level of networks is governed by coordination and control, in 

particular the connection between headquarters and subsidiaries made through centralised or 

decentralised power relations (Yeung, 1997). The effort IB studies have put into highlighting 

the connections between firms’ headquarters and subsidiaries has focused on topics such as 

learning, power and legitimacy (Parkhe et al., 2006). 

As noted, Deng et al. (2020) have raised the possibility of creating new paths for MNCs and 

viewed their internationalisation as a recurring process. The international path of MNCs can 

be designed by shaping the portfolio of MNCs’ subsidiaries in this framework of a recurring 

process of internationalisation, e.g. by making different strategic choices to take account of 

specific internationalisation factors (Elia et al., 2020). The level of control imposed by the 

central headquarters is also changing and showing itself to be sector specific. For example, 

Japanese MNCs have grown to be more likely to use their foreign subsidiaries “as sources of 

innovation and learning rather than as delivery pipelines for domestically designed and 

developed products” (Whitley et al., 2003, p. 643). The level and mode of control of overseas 

subsidiaries has been decreased as a matter of fact, and this change is more evident in “sectors 

dominated by non-Japanese firms, such as international financial services” (ibid.). This 

argument currently prevails in PSF studies concerning, for instance, PSF knowledge creation 

and transfer via individual professionals across the firm (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005; Segal 

Horn and Dean, 2009) and the strengthening of the local embeddedness of PSFs via the 

international mobility of individual professionals (Blok et al., 2018; Beaverstock, 2004). 

Ai and Tan (2020) provide a rich view of the post-internationalisation management of MNCs 

by their researching of the impact of firms’ pre-acquisition status factors upon their post-

acquisition value creation. Their findings are very useful for exploring the extent to which the 

competences from firms’ home country influence management practices after 

internationalisation. Whitley et al. (2003) have previously argued that domestic facilities and 

competences should be highly value in terms of the influence they bring to the transfer of 

ownership advantages across borders (i.e. between subsidiaries and headquarters).  
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Considering the trend that exists of establishing GPSFs worldwide, the global integration of 

international PSFs has become of greatest importance, and we see a resulting uniformity of 

such practices as common technology platforms, systems and HRM practices, and a globally 

applied effort into the building of professional trust and strong intra-firm network 

relationships (Løwendahl, 2000; Breunig et al., 2014). The previous discussion establishes that 

MNCs, though to different extents, are able to extend their domestic organisational 

capabilities to foreign locations and that a uniformity of practices built for the establishment 

of GPSFs is an evident part of this. However, developing intra-firm management practices can 

be difficult. For instance, the competences and capabilities identified pre-internationalisation 

may fail to play their role in the subsidiaries post-internationalisation. This may stem from 

market changes across borders (Ai and Tan, 2020). 

The need to consider cross-country differences applies to the challenge of developing 

organisation-wide capabilities, such as leadership and distribution of power and authority 

within organisations. For example, decision-making within the MNC internally can vary 

between firm-wide employee participation and managers who are directly responsible for the 

decision (Kostova, 1999). It can be concluded that the making of strategic choices is 

inseparable from the role that managers have played. Managers have been put at the forefront 

in the researching of firms’ post-internationalisation practices (Andrijasevic et al., 2019). In the 

case of PSF subsidiaries, management practices are concerned with the localisation of PSFs in 

the host country, which can be demonstrated via local managers and the local involvement of 

other individual professionals (Bjerregaard and Klitmoller, 2016; Deng et al., 2020). 

Heterogeneity in individual professionals, e.g. resources such as knowledge and experience 

(Gardner et al., 2012), can lead to changes in a firm’s networks and employment relations 

(Edwards and Kuruvilla, 2005). For instance, a professional may be recruited to set up a 

subsidiary. The headquarters may exercise a high degree of control over that subsidiary, or the 

network relationship between the headquarters and the subsidiary may be closely knit, but the 

decision-making remains largely decentralised (Yeung, 1997). Such variations in relationships 

are closely linked to the intra-firm level of network relations, i.e. the coordination and control 

exercised within the firm internally. 

The intra-firm level of network relationships has focused on the internal management 

practices of MNCs and PSFs after their internationalisation. Given the complexity of 

institutional environments in home and host countries, the developing of new organisation-

wide capabilities via the incorporation of knowledge and skills of overseas subsidiaries into 

novel managerial routines remains problematic (Whitley et al., 2003). The need to rethink the 
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internationalisation of MNCs and PSFs as a recurring process applies to this level of network 

relations. Specifically, analysis is needed of how coordination and control between 

headquarters and subsidiaries promote the development of firm-wide management practices. 

In summary, Section 2,4 has reviewed the internationalisation of MNCs, and PSFs as a subset, 

as a recurring process that can be explained by the multi-level network relationships outlined 

by Yeung (1994). The discussion has taken into account the institutional hurdles and 

opportunities originating from the firm’s home and host countries. There is a need to clarify 

the local forces in the host countries that generate localised complexity. Additionally, a further 

step forward is to specify the MNCs’ behaviour that promote embeddedness and the gaining of 

local institutional support for firms’ international expansion and growth (Deng et al., 2020). 

Thus by analysing the portfolio shaping of MNC subsidiaries, it is possible to explore the 

engagement and disengagement of MNCs in the home and host institutional environments; 

and with a better understanding of the relationships between the firm’s headquarters and 

subsidiaries, it is possible to explore the approaches of MNCs and PSFs in developing firm-

wide management practices after internationalisation. 

2.5 Summary and research questions 

This section summarises the key literature discussed by drawing out the most relevant 

theories and frameworks that facilitate the emergence of the research questions and the 

intended contribution by this thesis. First a review of the findings from the literature review 

will be presented and then the matter of how the research questions are developed will be 

considered. The chapter ends with a summary of the possible contributions to the literature. 

2.5.1 Summary of the literature review 

The structure of this chapter has been organised following addressing the key literature 

outlined in the analytical framework (Figure 2.1) set out at the beginning of this chapter. The 

organisation is designed to make connections with the key relevant bodies of literature that 

require to be reviewed for the purpose of this thesis. 

Section 2.1 first introduced the context of PSFs as the foundation of this thesis. It set out the 

preferred definitions and the key characteristics of PSFs that are most helpful to 

understanding the contextual settings of this thesis (Empson et al., 2015; Lowendahl, 2005). 

The section also clarified the boundary of PSF sectors and compared the legal sector with 

sectors within and outside its classification of PSFs (von Nordenflycht, 2010; Empson et al., 
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2015; Glückler and Armbrüster, 2003). The sectors of law, accountancy and management 

consultancy were discussed by identifying the distinctive characteristics of each sector so as to 

set the boundary of future generalisation from the specific setting of the thesis’s case study to 

the overall grouping of PSFs. In the second subsection, the review explained the significance of 

professionals for PSFs and their role in firms’ knowledge development and reputation building 

processes. This was based on the argument that bounded PSFs such as the legal sector are 

more easily accepted by regulatory bodies and clients when seeking legitimacy and trust 

within the host countries, owing to the sector’s requirement for qualifications and credentials 

to be able to practice in its relevant fields. It was argued from this perspective that having an 

international presence and gaining legitimacy can be seen as an opportunity for PSFs to 

leverage their existing resources by building and developing their existing reputation (Morgan 

et al., 2006). Considering the nature of the knowledge possessed by professionals, the transfer 

of individual knowledge across firms was recognised as becoming an important step in 

building the firm’s knowledge base. 

Section 2.2 examined the key action of PSFs focused on in this thesis, namely their 

internationalisation, drawing on different theoretical models and frameworks and bringing 

them into the study of PSFs. Section 2.2.1 introduced and evaluated the theories and literature 

on internationalisation in order to identify the appropriate theories for analysing PSFs, and, 

more importantly, revealed the potential theoretical framework that fits the focus of this 

thesis. The theories and models are the integration–responsiveness framework and the 

typologies of MNCs (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998), and the eclectic paradigm (Dunning, 1988). 

Each theory and model will bring an understanding of how firms achieve internationalisation 

and are explored for guiding the data analysis of this thesis. The I–R framework and the 

typologies of MNCs signal the start of firms’ subsidiaries as opposed to headquarters as a unit 

of analysis in IB studies, which helps to show the degree of local responsiveness and global 

integration of the Chinese law firms. The eclectic paradigm helps us to understand the firm’s 

ownership, location and internalisation advantages so as to explore whether changes in 

institutional settings lead to changes in these advantages. The section then reviewed the 

internationalisation of firms in the context of PSFs by discussing the most significant literature 

having a particular focus on the legal sector; included here were Beaverstock (2004), Muzio 

and Faulconbridge (2013), and Morgan and Quack (2005). The argument stressed the ‘one 

firm’ model as the dominant approach adopted by large law firms subject to a ‘path-

dependent’ adaptation, which is the degree of combining network and organic 

internationalisation. The section made the connection between internationalisation theories 
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and the literature of PSF internationalisation and made attempts to identify new directions 

and implications between the completed and existing application of the theories to PSF 

studies. 

Section 2.3 put the focus on the national institutional systems of MNCs and reviewed neo-

institutionalist research that discussed multinational corporations (MNCs). The first 

subsection started with introducing neo-institutionalist research and its connection with 

MNCs. The second subsection extended this focus by discussing the relationship between 

national institutional systems and MNCs. The discussion revealed whether or how the 

organisational characteristics are affected by the institutional environments the firms are 

embedded in. Chinese MNCs were given priority, though insufficiently researched, indicating 

the need for further studies and attention. This section reviewed the extant literature on 

internationalising MNCs from different institutional settings. 

Section 2.4 explored the management practices of MNCs, and PSFs as the relevant subset, in 

their process of internationalisation via a network perspective. The exploration made a 

connection with the argument from the previous section: firms are embedded in national 

institutional systems; firms’ behaviour is affected by these institutional factors which, 

nevertheless, firms can also change. Section 2.4 began by introducing the key elements of a 

network perspective and emphasised the three-level network relations. This multi-level 

network perspective was applied in analysing the internal management of MNCs and PSFs. In 

particular the section reviewed the role of network relationships on developing firm-wide 

management practices after internationalisation, taking into account extra-firm, inter-firm 

and intra-firm levels. 

2.5.2 Research questions and intended contribution 

While the overview of the literature review has provided extensive discussion of the 

internationalisation of law firms, there is a lack of perspective of this process from the 

standpoint of the law firms of the emerging markets. It is important to investigate and 

understand the subject from this alternative perspective as PSFs from emerging markets have 

now grown to the point of being able to internationalise into advanced economies. 

Theoretically, the literature review reveals a persistent problem in both IB and PSF research 

relating to the need to explain the novel management practices of firms after their 

internationalisation. This problem exists because of firms’ embeddedness in national 

institutional systems, which, on the one hand, limits MNC and PSF behaviour and, on the 
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other hand, can be changed by such behaviour. Therefore, following the summarised key 

literature that has permitted the construction of this thesis, a multi-level network perspective 

has been applied in terms of analysing the process of firms’ internationalisation, namely extra-

firm, inter-firm and intra-firm network relationships. Empirically, findings are provided from 

a Chinese perspective and are intended to enhance our understanding of PSFs from emerging 

markets.  

In order to fulfil the above mentioned research gaps, both theoretically and empirically, the 

following research questions were determined (Figure 2.8). The research questions follow an 

inductive approach: by exploring the answers to the sub-questions, the overarching question 

explains itself and elicits the most significant findings for scholarly contribution. 

The overarching question aims to address the identified research gap of the limited 

understanding of firm-wide practices of PSFs and MNCs after their internationalisation where 

different national institutional systems are involved. The overarching question aims to achieve 

this by first exploring the extent of firms’ embeddedness in both their home and host 

countries, i.e. the legacies they have inherited and gained in the home country and how these 

are adapted in the host country. It is proposed that this question can be answered by analysing 

how Chinese law firms determine their position in the host country. Secondly, the overarching 

question addresses the research gap by unravelling the ways in which firms develop practices 

after their internationalisation that can be spread across the firm. It is concerned with the first 

point in terms of how practices developed within different national institutional systems are 

transferred and adapted across borders. The two points combined then lead to the proposal of 

this overarching question and sub-research questions.  
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Figure 2.8 Research questions 

So far, I have reviewed the relevant literature in the analytical framework (Figure 2.1) set out at 

the beginning of this chapter, and have explained how the research questions were proposed 

based on the review. By answering the research questions, this thesis can build upon our 

understanding of the existing literature and propose what are hoped to be valuable 

contributions to knowledge. 

First, studies on MNCs and PSFs have been concerned with the development of management 

practices across the firms. IB literature has explored this from the perspective of integrating 

the management of a firm’s headquarters with that of its subsidiaries. It has been argued in 

both IB and MNCs and the PSFs field that such integration of management practices across 

the firm can be problematic given the heterogeneity of firms in the same sector and the 

influence on firms of particular institutional environments. Despite the fact that existing 

literature has made attempts at developing integrated models of global MNCs and PSFs, much 

further research is needed to reveal the details of how these firms manage such problems and 

develop firm-wide management practices by transferring existing organisational capabilities 

and by establishing new competitive resources. This thesis offers a potentially fruitful 

contribution to this field of literature by providing a balanced view of the post-

internationalisation capabilities of Chinese law firms and their novel integral management 

practices. 

Research questions 

Overarching question 

Where do Chinese law firms as new entrants position themselves in the 

London legal market, and how do they manage as a firm after 

internationalisation? 

Sub-questions 

1. What are the competitive advantages of Chinese law firms and how 
are they reflected in the firms’ internationalisation? 

2. To what extent are the firms’ management and operation of their 
London offices influenced by those of their headquarters? 

3. In what ways are these practices from the firms’ headquarters 
integrated in the London offices? 

4. How responsive are Chinese law firms to business and legal 
conditions in the UK? What adaptations have been made in their 
management and operation in London (networking, staffing, 
knowledge, integration)? 
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Second, the growing trend of exploring MNCs through a neo-institutional perspective has led 

to more IB studies discussing such changes in a firm’s behaviour as combining CSAs (country-

specific advantages) and FSAs (firm-specific advantages) but without fully adopting an 

institutional theory. Existing comparative institutional research has made evident the need to 

stress relationships between the MNCs and their behaviour and the institutional 

environments. However, both IB and neo-institutionalist research continue to lack a systemic 

analysis of institutional settings and their impacts on the behaviour of MNCs. Further research 

is needed on how institutions influence international firm strategy and how firms develop 

internal capabilities and organisational learning to cope more ably with challenging 

institutional processes and multiple institutional logics (Dau et al., 2022). This thesis offers a 

pathway in understanding the complexities and the embedded inter-relationships in the 

process of mutual influence between MNC behaviour and national institutional systems. It 

contributes to providing a view of how MNCs’ national embeddedness in and disengagement 

from prevailing institutional environments may be addressed and understood. 

Third, the lack of a comprehensive understanding of Chinese MNCs and EMNCs persists in IB 

and PSF research. This is linked to the previous neo-institutional perspective that Chinese 

firms are bound by their home institutional systems. The need to perceive Chinese MNCs as 

heterogenous organisational forms is central to developing a nuanced view of the 

determinants of Chinese firm internationalisation (Voss et al., 2010). In doing so, this thesis 

builds on Voss et al. (2010) and addressing this topic via a network perspective. It aims to 

provide an addition to that nuanced view by re-defining the nature of networks for Chinese 

PSFs and explicating the role they have played in the firms’ internationalisation. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

The preceding chapter developed the research questions from reviewing the extant literature 

and proposed a potential contribution to the scholarly field. The overarching research 

question of the thesis is: Where do Chinese law firms as new entrants position themselves in the 

London legal market, and how do they manage as a firm after internationalisation? This chapter 

makes a link to the previous chapter by outlining the methodological considerations that arise 

in the conducting of this research in order to put forward answers to this proposed 

overarching research question and its sub-research questions. 

The first section investigates the philosophical underpinning of this thesis so as to set the 

foundation and its implications for later research decisions. The section argues for the 

adoption of a realist ontology and a constructionist epistemology and for the thesis to fulfil 

the aim of theory elaboration by means of an inductive approach.  

The chapter then moves on to the discussion of employing a qualitative research inquiry and 

an embedded single case study. Given the research field of this thesis, a particular focus is put 

on qualitative research in IB (Welch et al., 2010), namely IB empirical studies using qualitative 

methods; examples are Almond et al. (2005), Andrijasevic et al. (2019) and Reuber and Fischer 

(2022). An overview of research procedures is provided to include the process followed from 

theory selection to theory elaboration with the philosophical position and the research 

strategy in place.  

The third section clarifies how the research has been designed in terms of the selection of 

research sites, the sampling of firms and individual participants within these firms, the data 

collection process and methods, and the ethical issues to be considered. Information is 

specified regarding the details of the sampled firms, participants and the multiple data 

sources. The data analysis, though discussed in a separate section, occurs simultaneously with 

the data collection, given the exploratory nature of the inductive approach.  

The precise procedures of data analysis are revealed in Section 3.4, in particular the coding 

applied to the data collected in two stages and the thematic analysis that informs the later 

analysis from inter- and intra-firm levels (see Chapters 5 and 6). Chapter 4 will provide 

contextual background and empirical findings to address the extra-firm level of analysis. 

The data sources are triangulated to enhance the validity of the research as a single case study. 

With the completion of the research process, the research is evaluated for trustworthiness 
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using four ‘new’ criteria developed specifically for qualitative research. Some additional 

considerations involve further investigation of the triangulation approach and methodological 

advancement in future research. 

3.1 Research philosophy 

This section outlines the research philosophy that underpins the present research work and 

the mode of reasoning that follows from the relevant philosophical considerations. 

3.1.1 Ontological and epistemological positions 

Underlying the way research is conducted are certain methodological choices relating to 

matters of ontology and epistemology (Blaikie, 1993; Boblin et al., 2013; Creswell, 2012; Bryman 

and Bell, 2015). The personal beliefs of the researcher as they bear on the work may also 

require consideration (Easton, 1995).  This author has followed the approaches commonly 

adopted in the IB/PSF field, and in management studies more broadly, of a realist ontology 

and a constructionist epistemology. 

Ontology concerns the nature of reality. In relation to the present work, the term addresses 

the question of “whether social entities can and should be considered objective entities that 

have a reality external to social actors, or whether they can and should be considered as social 

constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors” (Bryman and Bell, 

2015, p. 32).  Realism, as an ontological notion, asserts that reality exists outside the human 

mind: the world is there regardless of whether individuals are conscious of it (Crotty, 1998). 

However, realism differs from objectivism in that the former argues for the existence of reality 

separate from the human mind and accessible through research (Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

Thus, an example of a given social reality would be organisations that adhere to strict 

hierarchy and have enforced rules and norms of regulating and the determining the division of 

labour (Buckley et al., 2018). The social reality can be identified from a series of discrete events 

and from the pattern of management controls and regularities (Blaikie, 2000).   This is in line 

with realist ontology.  The approach concerned would also incorporate a positivist 

epistemology, meaning that the data are considered both accessible and objectively available 

to the researcher. 

Epistemology is concerned with how reality is known and asks what is or should be regarded 

as acceptable knowledge. Determining the epistemological position requires the consideration 
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of the relationship between the researcher and the object of the research (Bryman and Bell, 

2015; Boblin et al., 2013). Positivist epistemology and constructionist epistemology are two 

strongly contradictory positions, advocating very different principles for understanding the 

natural sciences and the social sciences (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Both views look at people as 

the products of their environment but positivism considers researchers as objective observers 

of their environment, while constructionism believes that researchers construct the 

environment through their understandings of it and effectively form different realities 

(Webley, 2010). 

IB studies are characterised as “a socially constructed system of negotiated, sanctioned, and 

enforced meaning”, and IB scholars “subscribe to those theories, principles, and frameworks in 

which [they] choose to believe” (Sullivan, 1998, p. 881-882). Thus it can be assumed that the 

system of meaning will be both authoritative and in some measure particular to the 

researcher. 

The defence of using a realist ontology together with a constructionist epistemology, and 

assuming compatibility between them, is, from this author’s perspective (the perspective of a 

non-philosopher), that the existence of  a world without a mind is conceivable but a meaning 

without a world is not (Crotty, 1998). 

As was indicated in Chapter 2, PSFs of the bounded sectors are generally made up of 

professionals with credentials in their relevant fields and licences to practise that are 

recognised by national associations or professional societies (Bagchi-Sen and Sen, 1997). By 

contrast, the unbounded sectors have never had the regulatory oversight that comes with 

professional status (Suddaby et al., 2007). The qualification requirements impose challenges 

for PSFs to gain legitimacy when they engage in internationalisation as trusted wide-ranging 

service providers. However, large PSFs are today recognised to be the primary actors and locus 

of professional expert work (Muzio et al., 2011), and these firms and their clients are becoming 

the key participants both in constructing this discourse and enacting it as a social reality in the 

face of national resistance where it occurs (Morgan et al., 2006). The contrasting qualification 

requirements in international markets can be seen as different social realities and in fact quite 

frequently lead to national resistance to PSFs gaining legitimacy.  However, the discourse 

constructed by the large PSFs rewrites these national expectations, overriding the national 

resistance to become a new social reality, in line with constructionist epistemology thinking.  

In summary, the social reality perceived to exist within the Chinese law firms in London  and 

the socially constructed management practices that have been formed in response to the 
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environment so different from the environment of the home country constitute a distinctive 

social reality, as it is hoped will be made clear. 

3.1.2 An inductive approach 

Thinking of this research through a theoretical lens, it will be evident that it follows an 

inductive logic and aims to fulfil the purpose of ‘theory elaboration’ (Lee et al., 1999; 

Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006), “a process in which one contrasts pre-existing 

understandings with observed events in an effort to extend existing theory” (Greenwood and 

Suddaby, 2006, p. 31). This can be explained further as follows: 

‘Theory elaboration’ is advanced in this thesis as opposed to ‘theory building’ and ‘theory 

testing’, though all are facets of the knowledge creation process (Fisher and Aguinis, 2017). 

The aim is to explore an understudied institutional context in PSF studies (China as an 

emerging market), and to arrive at new or alternative understandings of PSFs that emerge 

from this setting. It was noted in Chapter 2 that the international expansion of law firms has 

been extensively researched in the context of the advanced economies (Morgan and Quack, 

2005; Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013; Beaverstock, 2004; Beaverstock et al., 2000) and that the 

theorising of law firm internationalisation has been based on firms operating in that way. To 

what extent these existing theories can be applied to firms from emerging markets, given the 

different institutional settings, is a question that has been raised by a number of authors 

(Birkinshaw et al., 2013; Shapiro et al., 2007; Barkema et al., 2015). Hence it has been this 

author’s decision to adopt the existing theories and evaluate their applicability to PSFs with 

origins in a very different context. This agrees with Welch et al. (2011)’s argument that IB is a 

field that is highly appropriate in discussing the development of rigorous, yet context-

sensitive, theory. The approach is consistent with the horizontal contrasting of theory 

elaboration (Bacharach, 1989), examining the applicability of a theory across different settings 

in order to improve its logical and empirical adequacy. Deriving contributions from existing 

theories is also a widely received approach in management studies because it is helpful in 

getting other researchers to accept the new theoretical contribution (Barkema et al., 2015). 

The choice of research approach is often associated with the choice of theory (Bryman and 

Bell, 2015). Deduction and induction, the predominant approaches used in social science 

research, mirror the logic of one another (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). There is evidence 

that new formulations of existing theories can be derived in a hypothetical–deductive 

approach (Colquitt and Zapata-Phelan, 2007). However, that approach does not allow for the 

generalisation of findings from a single case study, which is the principal intention of this 
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thesis (see further Section 3.2.2). One might also question the appropriateness of conducting 

‘theory elaboration’ through an inductive approach, as the commonly received application of 

the latter is ‘theory building’8 (Merriam, 1998); the latter was proposed to accommodate the 

emergence of grounded theory9 (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Theory elaboration is in fact 

argued to be associated with a more recently emerged reasoning named ‘abductive’ reasoning; 

this logic sits between deductive and inductive logic and is considered to be what is needed 

for forming and evaluating hypotheses to make sense of puzzling facts (Thagard and Shelley, 

1997; Fisher and Aguinis, 2017). However, the abductive approach is criticised for lacking clear 

practical application; there are said to be too few cases of success and failure for the reasoning 

to be well understood (Van Maanen et al., 2007), and the approach is described as overly 

permissive in how it attempts to distil theory from findings (Bamberger and Ang, 2016). 

Bearing these arguments in mind, an abductive logic does not appear feasible in this thesis 

given the newness of the empirical context (China as an emerging market in PSF studies). The 

lack of a distinct set of guidelines for using abductive reasoning is a major challenge for this 

thesis to make advancements to existing theory. The application of the existing theory to the 

new context is unknown. Given this, it appears that an inductive approach will best fit the 

aims of this thesis. 

3.2 Research strategy 

Establishing the research philosophy has profound implications for the research 

methodologies (Jones, 2005); but one set of research philosophical assumptions is not by 

default associated with one set of research strategy assumptions (Crotty, 1998). This section 

clarifies the research strategy, taking into consideration both the research philosophy and the 

research questions. 

 
8 Theory building is in line with the interpretive “orientation to research” defined by Merriam (1998, p. 
3). Interpretive research derives from a position that takes there to be multiple realities, and that these 
are “constructed socially by individuals”. This implies that interpretive research is associated with the 
understanding of processes or experiences that involve “inductive, hypothesis- or theory-generating 
modes of inquiry”. 
9 Grounded theory is a methodology that seeks to generate theories inductively from empirical data in 
order to explain social processes (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Bryman and Bell, 2015); it is often adopted 
when little is known and when qualitative and exploratory research is required (Goulding, 2002; 
Denscombe, 2003). 
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3.2.1 Qualitative research 

This thesis follows a qualitative inquiry in respect of its research philosophy, research 

questions and the type of knowledge it seeks to generate (Brannen, 2005). This will be justified 

by reference to the characteristics of qualitative research identified by Merriam (2002), as 

summarised and outlined below. 

A qualitative inquiry requires a researcher 

1. to understand the meaning people have given to their world and their experiences; 
2. to be the primary instrument for data collection and data analysis; 
3. to follow an inductive process by gathering data to build concepts, hypotheses or 

theories, rather than deductively deriving postulates or hypotheses to be tested; 
4. to acknowledge the inquiry’s rich descriptive nature, such as the descriptions of the 

context, the participants and data in the forms of quotes and excerpts. 

The above characteristics are perfectly in line with the research philosophy of this thesis, 

namely a constructionist epistemology and an inductive approach. As discussed by Bryman 

and Bell (2015), a qualitative research strategy indicates the adoption of words rather than 

quantification in the collection and analysis of data, which, here, can be further justified in the 

light of the research questions proposed in Chapter 2. Open-ended questions, as advocated in 

qualitative research, are employed in the research questions, in contrast to the pre-determined 

and closed, instrument-based questions of quantitative research (Creswell, 2014). A qualitative 

inquiry is also appropriate given its long and well-founded role in IB research (Cuervo-Cazurra 

et al., 2016; Welch et al., 2011), as demonstrated by the topic of “global strategies of emerging 

market multinationals” (Birkinshaw et al., 2011, p. 574). Researchers adopting qualitative 

research are able to examine the dynamic, context-dependent and interactive phenomena 

which are the subject of IB research (Welch et al., 2002). The need for qualitative research in 

IB can be further emphasised by pointing to the advantage it has of adopting an insider stance 

to the organisation being studied and an emphasis on process (Yeung, 1995; Bryman, 1998). 

Although this thesis explores the internationalisation of Chinese law firms, its contribution is 

to social sciences studies rather than empirical legal research. Therefore, the specific 

qualitative considerations of the latter are not discussed, as these go beyond the use of the 

qualitative approach in the social sciences. Rather, it is a case of a specifically legal approach, 

owing to the particularities of the discipline of law (see Webley, 2010; Schebesta, 2017). 

This thesis follows the guidelines of Cuervo-Cazurra et al. (2016) in establishing 

trustworthiness in qualitative research within the field of IB research (Table 3.1). This is 

because of the difficulties and complexities of the empirical identification of relationships 



 

72 
 

 

among theoretical constructs in the IB field, which became the IB research upon which these 

guidelines were built. 

Table 3.1 Establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research in IB research 

 
Source: Cuervo-Cazurra et al. (2016, p. 885) 

As summarised in Table 3.1, the research context involves the consideration of the theoretical 

context (established in Chapter 2), the research strategy and the empirical context (see 

Chapter 4). This section prepares the way for a discussion of the research strategy by 

explaining the qualitative research and the use of case study. The other two dimensions of 

research design and empirical analysis will be addressed in Sections 3.3 and 3.4 respectively. 

3.2.2 Case study 

Many strategies exist for conducting qualitative research; examples are phenomenology, 

grounded theory, ethnography and case study (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). These strategies 

vary in the unit of analysis and the data analysis procedures, indicating the different types of 

research problems they are best suited for (Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014) calls for 

researchers to be aware of the procedures of qualitative research and of the differences in 
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approaches of qualitative inquiry. It is therefore important for researchers to bear in mind 

their philosophical stance when choosing from the strategies, because the research philosophy 

has a significant impact on how the research design is shaped. Having reviewed the 

characteristics of each strategy, this thesis proposes a case study research design. As discussing 

all the strategies is beyond the scope of this thesis, the focus is placed on justifying why case 

study is the most appropriate strategy. 

Case study has grown to become a mature and confident approach for addressing issues and 

developing a rigorous research strategy (Hartley, 2004). It is widely accepted and reliable in 

business research (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Dunning et al., 2001; Flood, 2007). “…The 

distinctive need for case study research arises out of the desire to understand complex social 

phenomena … a case study allows investigators to focus on a ‘case’ and retain a holistic and 

real-world perspective” (Yin, 2014, p. 4). The results from case studies can be generalised as 

theoretical propositions (Yin, 2014). In this respect, theorising from case studies meets the 

requirements of inductive reasoning and enables theory elaboration: case study strategy in IB 

research “provides inspiration and direction for researchers to go beyond using the case study 

solely as a tool for inductive theory-building and to consider and take on its theorizing 

potential, both in terms of generating causal explanations and contextualizing theory” 

(Birkinshaw et al., 2011, p. 578). This also takes into account the complex nature of IB research, 

as noted in the last subsection, given the differing institutional settings to which it is applied. 

Scholars of the case study research method in the social sciences have proposed various 

approaches in conducting a case study (e.g. Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014); the positions vary 

fundamentally from the standpoint of the philosophical stance (Boblin et al., 2013). Welch et 

al. (2011) challenge the dominant view of case study being the sole tool for inductive theory-

building by constructing a typology that offers alternatives (Table 3.2). Yin’s (2014) approach 

was presented as being much more structured, following a post-positivist view; whereas the 

approach of Stake (1995) has more of a constructivist perspective (Creswell, 2014). It may 

appear that the two approaches contradict one other. However, ontologically and 

epistemologically speaking, both approaches need to be considered for this thesis. Yin (2014) 

views reality as objective and predictable, while Stake (2005) holds that subjectivity is an 

essential aspect of understanding. Yin’s (2014) view inclines more towards the realist ontology 

followed in this thesis that reality exists outside our understanding. However, as this thesis 

does not deny the researcher’s role in understanding the phenomena observed, it adopts a 

constructionist epistemology, and Stake’s (2005) approach is effectively more helpful to this 

thesis. Yin (2014) views the researcher as detached and independent from what is being 
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researched, and Stake (2005), from the same perspective, contracts the distance between 

researcher and object of research in search of an insider view on the part of researchers, 

focused on the human experience of what is observed as real-life events. 

Table 3.2 Typology comparing four methods of theorising from case studies 

 
Source: Welch et al. (2011, p. 745) 

The applicability of both approaches to the thesis is, nevertheless, also feasible considering 

their methodological assumptions. Yin (2014) advocates the use of a formal conceptual 

framework and propositions that are widely accepted or refuted through the analysis of data. 

Stake (1995), by contrast, embraces the flexibility of the use of the conceptual framework, 

allowing more scope for researchers to develop their work. This raises questions as to whether 

Yin’s post-positivist position will hinder the theory building of a case study and whether 

Stake’s constructivist orientation lacks structure (Boblin et al., 2013). The adoption of Yin or 

Stake could remain a key question for researchers in this case. As discussed earlier, this author 

uses an inductive reasoning approach but seeking also theory elaboration. Both Yin (2014) and 

Stake (2005) contribute a specific part of the research. Theoretical propositions and 

conceptual models have evolved over decades. There exist acceptable models to start with and 

this study aimed to make use of the dimensions of the existing theories to explain the 
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internationalisation strategies and operational management of Chinese law firms. Yin (2009, 

2014) has been helpful in setting out how case studies can be ‘explanatory’: a conceptual 

framework is essential to identifying relationships among constructs and guides both data 

collection and analysis. Further, given that “case evidence is holistic and complex, attention to 

the research design and proper application of analytical techniques enable the researcher to 

converge on a set of causal relationships, isolating them from the broader context of the case” 

(Welch et al., 2011, p. 747). Later data analysis, other than investigating the convergence and 

divergence with the existing theories, puts more focus on discovering new understandings and 

interpretations. New knowledge requires attention to be placed specifically on the context of 

Chinese law firms, i.e. where they were founded and where they internationalised into (see 

Chapter 4); the analysis needs to explore the role of the context to establish an understanding 

of how thick contextual description imbues firms’ actions with meaning (Welch et al., 2011). 

This is in line with Stake’s (2005) view that data are analysed to explore the ‘happenings’ 

rather than ‘causes’ and that interpretation is the primary method of understanding (Boblin et 

al., 2013). 

Both Yin (2014) and Stake (1995) confirm the appropriateness of case studies in producing a 

holistic understanding of a particular phenomenon within real-life contexts from the 

perspective of those involved, and both view case studies as more suited to answer research 

that asks ‘how’ and ‘why’ (Stake, 1995; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2014). This is also consistent with the 

questions of this thesis. Another important support is the advocacy of triangulation, thus 

using both these authors’ perspectives, following the view that case study research should rest 

upon multiple sources of evidence in order to construct validity. The above discussions have 

shaped the development of the research procedures for this thesis, and the latter are depicted 

in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1 An overview of research procedures 
Note: 1. This will be covered in detail in Sections 3.3 (multiple data sources) and 3.5 (quality criteria of 
research). 

Taking into account the context, this thesis has gained insights from existing studies and 

proceeds to address the internationalisation of Chinese law firms by means of an embedded 

single case study. Studies on law firms have adopted case studies to consider the institution-

related relevance of firms’ organising and practical work when engaged in international 

activities (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013; Smets et al., 2012). Multiple data sources are 

combined in these studies in the course of developing the empirical case study to capture the 

interplay of firms’ international activities in the organisational and institutional context. 

Considering this, a particular focus of the case study of this thesis has been placed on 

analysing the relationship between firms’ headquarters and subsidiaries and examining the 

different institutional settings of the home and the host countries. The unit of analysis, 

therefore, is not limited to one entity but shifts between the country, the firm and even the 

individual within the organisation. Therefore, an embedded case study is more appropriate to 

the present work than a holistic case study (Yin, 2014). 

Another important consideration for case study design is determining the use of single or 

multiple cases. The typical form of a piece of qualitative case study research is the study of a 

single case, which may be an organisation, a group of employees within an organisation, or an 

individual (Bryman and Bell, 2015). This research adopts a single case study owing to the 
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practicalities of data collection10 and the revelatory character of the firm’s international 

development11. This is in line with the view that theoretical sampling of single cases requires 

cases to be unusually revelatory, extreme exemplars, or opportunities for unusual research 

access (Yin, 1994; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Scholars who employ case studies have 

experienced debates as to the reliability of single cases compared to multiple cases; this results 

from the questioning of whether theory can be built and generalised from single cases. It is 

argued that the possibility is slim, even with a few cases, to generalise and develop theories 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). However, the view can be challenged by considering the 

advantages of single case research in providing unique understandings of idiosyncratic details. 

“Somewhat surprisingly, single cases can enable the creation of more 

complicated theories than multiple cases, because single-case researchers 

can fit their theory exactly to the many details of a particular case. In 

contrast, multiple-case researchers retain only the relationships that are 

replicated across most or all of the cases. Since there are typically fewer of 

these relationships than there are details in a richly observed single case, the 

resulting theory is often more parsimonious (and also more robust and 

generalizable)” (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p. 30). 

In summary, theorising from case studies is the most suitable considering the inductive 

reasoning employed and the purpose of theory elaboration, given the commonly adopted 

approach in the IB (Welch et al., 2010; Marschan-Piekkari and Welch, 2011; Cuervo-Cazurra, 

2008) and law-firm research field and also the philosophical stance of this thesis. An 

embedded single-case study strategy is thus confidently proposed to fit in with the 

practicalities of the data collection and the empirical context of Chinese law firms 

internationalising into the UK. Details will be provided on both aspects in Sections 3.3 below 

and Chapter 4, Section 4.2, respectively, in order to support the selection of this strategy. 

 
10 The majority of the data was gained from one firm, King & Wood Mallesons, compared to the 
numbers of interviews with the other firms. The data from this particular firm will form the case study, 
while the other sources of data serve as supplementary evidence. The details are outlined in Section 
3.3.2. 
11 This is judged on the basis of the size of the firms and their number of offices in the UK because more 
maturely developed firm has more scope for analysis when its internationalisation strategy in the UK is 
evaluated. The number of offices excludes the ‘taken-for-granted’ offices acquired entirely through the 
firms’ mergers; rather, it refers to those organically developed or rebuilt on the basis of previous 
acquired offices. Details are provided in Section 3.3.2. 



 

78 
 

 

3.3 Research design 

Having clarified the research philosophy and research strategy most appropriate to the 

present research work, this section specifies how the research design develops to fulfil the 

intended aim, namely how the empirical evidence is gathered in order to form a case study 

(Yin, 2012) and achieve theory elaboration (Stake, 1995). The design, therefore, follows Yin’s 

(2012) guidance in using case studies12 and considers the selection of research sites and the 

sampling of firms and lawyers, followed by how the data is collected and by what methods, 

and the related ethical considerations. 

3.3.1 Research sites 

The selection of research sites is an important step in qualitative research, as these build the 

contextual setting, which shapes the data collection and the case formation (Stake, 1995). As is 

indicated by the research questions, London is the primary site for obtaining empirical 

evidence. 

Selecting London as the research site is consistent with the maturity and position of Chinese 

law firms in the international market. It is sensible to consider the site where, and from where, 

Chinese law firms have the most presence and business. An overview of the global presence 

judged by the number of offices, of Chinese law firms reveals that Europe and America are the 

most popular choices (see Chapter 4; Liu and Wu, 2016). London, among all the cities of 

Europe, and New York constitute the two leading global financial centres, united under the 

term ‘the New York–London axis’, which is not threatened by any other financial centre in 

Europe, such as Frankfurt, or in Asia, such as Tokyo (Wójcik, 2013; Wójcik et al., 2019). 

Considering the practicalities of data collection and the ease of access for this researcher, the 

UK, and specifically London, was chosen as the main research site. 

The City of London13 has an overrepresentation of the UK’s law firms and, more widely, of the 

UK’s professional services, a fact which contributes to a large proportion of the growth in 

professional services in the country (Sassen, 2001). This overrepresentation is also due to the 

position of London as a financial centre in terms of banking and M&As, which are the two 

main areas of practice for most large law firms in capital centres (Wójcik, 2013; Wójcik et al., 

 
12 Yin (2012) proposes the guidance of using case studies as a research method. The relevant steps 
involve the consideration of 1) when to use the method, 2) selecting the types of case studies, and 3) the 
varieties of sources of case-study data. 
13 Chapter 4, Section 4.1.3 discusses in detail the City of London and its legal market as a contextual 
background for analysing Chinese law firms in London. 



 

79 
 

 

2019). This evidently drives talent, in particular, in the legal sector, elite lawyers, to come to 

the city in search of opportunities for high-level legal careers (Harrington and Seabrooke, 

2020). Despite having undergone considerable changes over recent decades, including the 

financial crisis in 2008 and most recently Brexit, London has been functioning as an unrivalled 

financial tie to business in Europe, especially where work to do with the future of the 

European Union is concerned (PwC, 2016). Further evidence involves London being ranked 

second as an IFC in the Global Financial Centres Index (Z/Yen, 26th March 2020) and the trust 

the City of London has enjoyed following the UK’s declared stable outlook in its financial 

regulatory regime (The Banker, 3rd August 2020), reinforcing the position of London as 

representative of the country as a whole and a foremost part of the international market. The 

strength of London’s position as a primary financial centre in Europe is also confirmed in 

interviews with partners of Chinese law firms, and the above discussed characteristics of the 

city are considered to lead to the attraction of more talent and investments worldwide. 

3.3.2 Purposive sampling of law firms and participating informants 

Different sampling techniques exist for business research. The most commonly adopted 

technique for quantitative research is probability sampling, which can be applied to interview-

based qualitative research but is often less feasible because of the limitations of ongoing 

fieldwork (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Purposive sampling (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1999; Bryman 

and Bell, 2015), as opposed to probability sampling, is widely discussed as being appropriate 

for qualitative research, aiming to sample cases or participants in a strategic way rather than 

on a random basis. It is a sampling technique that has also been widely adopted and proven 

effective in the studies of PSFs (Segal-Horn and Dean, 2009; Boussebaa et al., 2012). 

Purposive sampling was adopted as the technique for selecting the firms and the participating 

individuals for interview. When sampling the Chinese law firms in London, there was not 

much choice considering the current level of maturity of internationalising Chinese law firms. 

Only six Chinese law firms in total have a presence in London (Table 3.3). Thus it was possible 

to sample all the Chinese law firms with an office in London. The unit of analysis is the 

individual firm, where data were collected by the author through interviews and observation 

of individual lawyers and their city office settings. 

Despite the sampling of all the firms, the firm that forms the case study requires closer 

consideration; as discussed in Section 3.2.2, the case needs to be revelatory and exemplary. 

This is in line with the typical case sampling (Bryman and Bell, 2015) of the purposive 

sampling approach. To enable sufficient data gathering, it was appropriate initially to sample 
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the case on the basis of the number of partners in firms’ London offices. As depicted in Table 

3.3, Yingke, Dacheng and KWM are within the range considered appropriate from this 

perspective. Further, and relevant to the purpose of the research project of this thesis, law firm 

KWM possesses a unique combination of both merger and organic development. This extends 

the scope of the case in what it can contribute to analysing the approaches to 

internationalisation. The selection of KWM as the key firm can also be supported by 

considering the maturity of the firm’s London office, taking into account the foundation date 

and the size of the office by headcount. Thus KWM emerges as the best case to form the 

single-case study of this thesis. The other sampled firms, though they do not form part of the 

case study, are positioned to provide supplementary evidence to the main data, to enable 

comparison to some extent where needed. 

Table 3.3 Profiles of Chinese law firms in London 

Firm London office 

Name Founded Headquarter Founded Strategy of foundation Number of 
partners 

Yingke Law 
Firm1 

2001 Beijing 20113 In alliance partnership 
with Memery Crystal 

33 

Zhong Lun Law 
Firm 

1993 Beijing 2012 Built by firm 7 

Llinks Law 
Offices 

1998 Shanghai 2017 Built by firm 1 

Dacheng Law 
Offices 

1992 Beijing 20153 Merged with Dentons and 
renamed Dacheng 
Dentons 

144 

AllBright Law 
Offices2 

1999 Shanghai 2018 Built by firm following an 
alliance partnership with 
Bird & Bird 

5 

King & Wood 
Mallesons 
(KWM) 

1993 Beijing 20133 Built by firm following a 
previous collapsed merger 
with SJ Berwin 

17 

Source: each firm’s website (accessed 27th February 2020); fieldwork 
Note: 

1. Access to this firm is not gained but access to its alliance partnership firm, Memery Crystal, is 
gained. The data can represent the firm’s London office given that Memery Crystal serves the 
purpose of Yingke’s London office. 

2. Access to this firm was not gained. 
3. These dates refer to the year when the firms engaged in the mergers or alliance partnerships 

that enabled their access to the existing London offices. 

Having clarified the sampling of firms and how the case-study firm KWM was selected as the 

‘typical case’ for the present research work, the next step is shown to be the sampling of 

individual participants for interview. These were deliberately selected based on the positions 

of the lawyers in the firms. It should be noted that the sampling of interviewees cannot be 
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considered separable from the research questions; an individual should only be selected as an 

interviewee when the research questions suggest so (Welch et al., 2002). The design of this 

research aims to uncover facts about the internal management and operations of a given 

subsidiary within a host country. This requires the interviewees either to occupy a managerial 

role that involves them directly in the firm’s international development or to have personal 

experience in working in an overseas office of the firm. It is also worth discussing here the 

elite interviewing approach, which aligns well with the design of the research questions. 

Welch et al. (2002, p. 613) produced a detailed definition of an elite interviewee in IB as an 

informant: an individual “who occupies a senior or middle management position; has 

functional responsibility in an area which enjoys high status in accordance with corporate 

values; has considerable industry experience and frequently also long tenure with the 

company; possesses a broad network of personal relationships; and has considerable 

international exposure”. The sampling of informants has followed this definition from IB but 

with adaptation. It is argued that researchers should not necessarily select ‘the highest’ 

possible interviewee but should also recognise the value of non-elites as key informants 

(Welch et al., 2002). This view is relevant to this research considering the number of 

individuals who have international working experience within the firm.  

Partners, including managing and senior partners, are prioritised for questions regarding the 

firm’s strategy and development. Associates were sampled with a preference for individuals 

who have international working experience; they were approached through snowballing 

because of the limited publicly available profiles of individuals in this position. Considering 

the practicalities of the number of lawyers in each firm, nearly all the partners of each firm 

were contacted, except in the case of the partners at Dacheng Dentons, to secure the greatest 

possible number of interviews with partners. The connection with associates, however, was 

highly dependent on the effectiveness of the snowballing approach. This was achieved in 

KWM during fieldwork. Table 3.4 outlines the process of obtaining access. 

Access was gained into five of the sampled firms, the exception being AllBright, which at the 

time of fieldwork was at the very initial stage of opening its London office, and its office was 

the smallest of the six firms sampled. Of the other five firms, KWM was where the majority of 

interviews were conducted (Table 3.5); this is also consistent with its position as the case-

study firm. This research design also follows the purposive sampling method; the latter 

involves studying information-rich cases in depth and detail and, as noted earlier, putting the 

focus on understanding and illuminating important cases, rather than on generalising from a 

sample to a population (Patton, 1999). As also suggested in Patton (1999), a two-stage 
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sampling process may be needed to ensure the rigour in case selection. In this thesis the first 

stage involves initial data collection from all the sampled firms where possible, with a view to 

determining the firm’s suitability prior to a commitment to more in-depth and sustained 

fieldwork. The second stage follows on from this, and selects the case that is most congruent 

with the purpose of the thesis and yields data on the major questions. In both stages KWM 

serves as the best firm to be the ‘typical case’. Table 3.5 provides a total number of interviews 

conducted with all the available firms. 

Table 3.4 Process of interviewing 

Time Firm Approach Interview and 
observation 

Length of 
interview 

02/2018-
09/2018 

Six 
sampled 
firms 

Emails sent to all sampled 
interviewees 
Messages sent to selected 
non-responding 
interviewees through 
LinkedIn 
Phone calls made to 
important non-responding 
interviewees 

Face to face in London 
(Dentons, Memery 
Crystal, KWM) 
Phone call (Dacheng, 
Llinks) 
No access (AllBright) 
Observation only 
available in Memery 
Crystal and KWM while 
interviews were 
conducted 

Dentons 1 hr 
Memery Crystal 
40 mins 
Dacheng 1.5 hours 

10/2018 KWM Emails sent to gatekeeper of 
the firm 

Face to face in London 
Observation (two days) 

Interviews vary 
between 30 mins 
to 1.5 hrs 

06/2019 KWM Emails sent to gatekeeper of 
the firm 
Emails sent to individual 
interviewees within the firm 
Phone calls made to 
gatekeeper of the firm 

Face to face in London 
and Europe1 
Observation (one week) 

Interviews last for 
1 hr on average 

Source: fieldwork 
Note: 1. Only one interview was conducted in this location. 

Table 3.5 Sampled law firms and participating lawyers 

Firm Partner Associate Interview1 

(Yingke Law Firm) Memery Crystal 1 - 1 
Zhong Lun Law Firm 1 - 1 
Llinks Law Offices 1 - 1 
Dacheng Dentons 2 - 2 
KWM 13 10 19 

Total 18 10 24 

Source: fieldwork 
Note: 1. This consists of both the one-to-one interviews and four focused group interviews with KWM. 
The latter are not categorised as focus groups because of the limited number of participants in a group 
interview and the insufficient observation of interactions among members (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 
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3.3.3 Data collection and methods 

Following a qualitative case study, this thesis drew upon multiple data sources that are proven 

effective for this approach (Bryman and Bell, 2015), including interviews, observation and 

documentary materials (specified in Table 3.6). 

Interviews have been the mainstream method favoured by qualitative researchers. The same 

applies to researching the processes and practices of PSFs’ and MNCs’ behaviour in IB; semi-

structured interviews have been widely adopted as a proven method in the fields of PSFs 

(Beaverstock, 2002, 2004; Cooper et al, 1996; Greenwood et al., 1990; Muzio and 

Faulconbridge, 2013; Segal-Horn and Dean, 2009) and IB (Welch and Piekkari, 2006; Cuervo-

Cazurra et al., 2016; Birkinshaw et al., 2011; Nielson et al., 2020). In the context of researching 

PSFs, the need for more innovative methods and data sources has been brought to attention 

because, for example in management consultancy research, additional methods can lead to 

new directions and new insights and open up more avenues for future research (Sturdy, 2012). 

This research places interviews as the main source of data, not only because they are widely 

adopted in the field but because of the dearth of research on Chinese law firms specifically. 

Sturdy (2012) further confirms the possibility of using interviews to generate new insights from 

the relevant empirical themes and theoretically informed topics, to name a few. Despite this, 

this author has taken into consideration the demand for innovative efforts in the researching 

of management consultancy, as supplementary data and various other methods contribute to 

the validity of the findings and their methodological rigour. Many examples are listed, 

including firms’ websites, publicly available tenders for business, other under-used sources, 

and studies carried out by industry bodies (Sturdy, 2012). Instead of prioritising any one of 

these as the sole or primary method, the intention here is to draw upon data from different 

sources for triangulation purposes. This decision is consistent with the methodological trends 

in IB research that triangulation is highly encouraged. The access to other sources of data such 

as online websites and archival data is more likely gained following the rise and expansion of 

the current digital era (Nielson et al., 2020). With this in mind, the commonly adopted and 

newly suggested sources of data and corresponding methods were carefully selected on the 

basis of the established research questions. Table 3.6 is a summary of the data sources at both 

the macro and micro levels. 
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Table 3.6 Sources of data 

Source: Summarised by the author 

In-depth semi-structured interviews are commonly recognised to give more flexibility to the 

interview process; researchers are allowed more control over the interview schedule and are 

given more room for pursuing certain aspects that emerge in the course of the interview 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015). Semi-structured interviews were adopted to allow for such flexibility 

in the questions put to interviewees. Thus the approach used enabled the researcher to ask 

probing questions and explore new and potentially rich avenues for discussion during the 

interview (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Additionally, given the practical challenges of securing 

available participants, especially those in smaller offices, the positions held by partners and 

associates varied in terms of practice areas and client base. Therefore it was important, at 

times, to prepare tailored questions for particular participants, and know, for example, which 

participants out of the available interviewees were familiar with the movements of the legal 

professionals in the office, among other specific details. Interview questions relating to such 

matters evidently should be planned for the relevant participants and not addressed to others. 

To achieve this, some prior understanding of each participant and each firm is a prerequisite. 

A search for secondary data that constitute such information was clearly necessary before each 

interview. 

As outlined above, the importance of having a second source of data amplifies the 

effectiveness of the data collection methods. Following this thread, this thesis is not limited to 

a single source but involves the adoption of secondary data, observation, and documents as 

Level Primary data Secondary data 

Macro 
(contextual setting) 

Interviews conducted by the author, 
focusing on the legal market and 
competition 

Reports and articles on the legal 
markets in newspapers and journals 
in the legal and business areas 
Firms’ websites 
Government documents and 
statistics 
Articles, events and short interviews 
published by research institutions 

Micro 
(firms and individuals) 

Interviews conducted by the author, 
focusing on firms’ strategy and 
individual experience 
Field notes and observation of 
lawyers’ interactions, office 
structure and general management 
Internal documents of firms (e.g. 
handbook and promotional material 
dealing with office structures, 
projects and clients) 

Reports and articles on the firms’ 
news in newspapers and journals in 
the legal and business areas 
Interviews with lawyers from the 
firms, conducted by various media 
sources 
All firm websites 
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supplementary data to the interview data. Secondary data include publicly available articles 

and interviews in newspapers and magazines and are helpful in providing relevant background 

information and supporting the pre-planning and eventual effectiveness of interviews. 

Observation is another widely applied data source in inductive case-study research (Pettigrew, 

1990; Eisenhardt, 1989). The method is often combined with interviews in fieldwork for 

mitigating errors such as loaded interview questions and biased or untrue responses (Patton, 

1999; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

Having determined the participating firms and individuals through purposive sampling and 

the chosen data collection methods, the researcher needs to proceed with the data collection, 

through initially conducting exploratory interviews informed by knowledge gained from 

secondary data sources. This follows from the inductive approach and the need to test the 

research design regarding the interview schedule and the potentially applicable theories. 

Figure 3.2 is a summary of the data collection process. 

Figure 3.2 Two stages of data collection that forms the case study 

First-stage interviews were conducted by asking participating lawyers (partners and 

associates) questions that were informed by the literature on the internationalisation of law 

firms from advanced economies. These exploratory interviews helped significantly shape the 

research questions and narrow down the scope of theories but also broaden the extent of the 

literature to draw on. In the coding process, wherever new and surprising codes emerge, these 

were marked to be revisited and explored. The interview guides concerned became more 

narrowly focussed after the exploratory interviews, and several categories were examined more 

carefully through more data collection and in-depth analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994). 

Secondary data on all the firms 
sampled 

Interviews with lawyers in all 
of the five law firms 

Secondary data on KWM 

First round of fieldwork with 

KWM: exploratory questions 

Second round of fieldwork 

with KWM: focused questions 

on themes emerged from 

existing interviews 

1
st

 

stage 

2
nd

 

stage 

Single case study 

 

(i) Main data: interviews with KWM 

(ii) Supplementary data: 

• Interviews with (Yingke) 
Memery Crystal, Zhong Lun, 
Llinks and Dacheng Dentons 

• Observation and internal 
documents gained from 
fieldwork with KWM 

(iii) Other data: secondary data sources 
on all firms sampled 

Data collection Triangulation 
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Another important purpose to be achieved in the first-stage interviews is the determination of 

the case, as discussed in Section 3.3.2, namely KWM as the case-study firm and the main site 

for fieldwork. Second stage interviews were highly informed by the analysis of the findings 

from previous interviews. The interview questions were far more focused on the specific 

categories. All the interviews except for one were digitally recorded, and all the interviews are 

treated with a high awareness of confidentiality. Two sample interview schedules are provided 

(Appendix 3 for first stage interviews; Appendix 4 for second stage interviews). 

As indicated in Figure 3.2 and in the discussion in previous sections, a single case study is 

employed to fulfil the research purpose, formed via triangulation of data, which is often used 

as means of verifying data via the adoption of multiple data sources (Denzin, 1970). The use of 

triangulation in case-study work, however, varies among scholars in its purpose. For example, 

it is suggested that the use of multiple data sources can assist the researcher in identifying 

both convergence (Yin, 2003) and divergence of findings (Stake, 1995). Data triangulation 

enables researchers to find connections between research findings that add insights to 

observations about the research context; by implementing data triangulation, different 

findings may also reveal interesting observations about the various contexts in which data are 

produced and represented (Yeung, 2003). In this thesis, triangulation is approached on two 

levels. First, the main interview data are supported by complementary data collection 

procedures, namely document analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and field observation 

(Bowen, 2009); the multiple sources of data will contribute a richness and depth to the 

research (Charmaz, 2000). Second, the main interviews with KWM involve participants from 

both partners and associates; this will be helpful in ensuring data replication: data can be 

compared from different stakeholder perspectives (Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2016), and 

crosschecked to avoid being misinterpreted (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 

3.3.4 Ethics 

“Ethical principles are abstract and it is not always obvious how they should be applied in 

given situations” (House, 1993, p. 168). However, the primary principle in ethical practice is a 

pledge to doing no harm as well as aspiring to do ‘good’. The research for this thesis was given 

approval by the research ethics committee of the University of Bristol on 15th August 2017 and 

conforms to the University of Bristol Ethics of Research Policy and Procedure (Version 6, 

dated 22nd May 2015). Given that this research does not involve participants who are identified 

as children or vulnerable adults, its ethical impact is considered by reference to issues raised 
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in qualitative research in the field of social sciences (House, 1993; Bulmer, 1982; Homan, 1991; 

Kimmel, 1988; Guillemin and Gillam, 2004). 

As is discussed in Guillemin and Gillam (2004, p. 264)14, ethics in practice deals with a 

situation “when a breach of confidentiality might be ethically required”, while procedural 

ethics focuses on “how confidentiality will be maintained”. In the present research, it is 

possible that participants share unexpected information which is beyond their willingness to 

communicate, or that the expected answer contains confidential information which 

participants are obliged not to tell. Therefore, an informed consent (Appendix 2) is gained 

from each participant prior to the interview. Informed consent provides participants with full 

knowledge of the purpose of the research and the consequences for them of taking part (Piper 

and Simons, 2005). It provides participants with an understanding of the necessary terms and 

procedures of the interview. Informed consent includes the right for participants to withdraw 

their consent before the research is completed and guarantees the confidentiality and 

anonymity in the process of conducting research and analysing data. It is guaranteed that all 

the names and personal information of the participants are anonymised with pseudonyms in 

all forms of written work. The recorded interviews and interview transcripts are stored in 

password-protected locations and all original data will be destroyed with the completion of 

this thesis. 

In the fieldwork, the author, as the researcher, has been pursuing ethical sensitivity (Kvale, 

1996; Bryman and Bell, 2015), a quality to enhance the success of interviews, through careful 

listening and respecting both the participants and the data they provide (Corbin and Strauss, 

1990). This sensitivity also extends to the perceiving and interpretation of data and how the 

research is seen by others (Piper and Simons, 2005; Lee-Treweek and Linkogle, 2000). 

Therefore, data analysis has here been carefully conducted, and following commonly adopted 

approaches in qualitative case study research, which will be discussed in the next section. 

3.4 Data analysis 

This research works with interview transcripts and documents from sources outlined in Table 

3.6. The analytical software NVivo serves as the main tool for analysing transcripts. As semi-

 
14 Guillemin and Gillam (2004, pp. 263-65) distinguished two dimensions of ethics in qualitative 
research, which were termed “procedural ethics” and “ethics in practice”. The term procedural ethics 
refers to the process of getting approval for undertaking research, involving persons from the relevant 
research ethics committee. Ethics in practice, complementary to procedural ethics, is concerned with 
day-to-day ethical issues that emerge during research. 
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structured interviews are the main sources of data, and as other sources serve supplementary 

roles, this section will first draw on the analysis of interview data and move on to data 

triangulation. All of the data analysis is based on the inductive approach this thesis employed. 

3.4.1 Data handling and coding 

The interviews were conducted in two languages, English and Mandarin. All the participants, 

whatever their nationality, are capable of speaking professional English. Therefore, the 

language used for the individual interviews was determined by participants’ preferences. It is 

recognised by IB researchers that language is more than a translation issue in qualitative 

research interviews; the selection of the language used for interview may have power 

implications for the researcher–interviewee relationship and is of paramount importance in 

allowing interviewees to express themselves fully and in enabling researchers to interpret the 

interviewees’ statement with ‘cultural understanding’ (Welch and Piekkari, 2006; Chapman et 

al., 2004; Tsang, 1998). As emphasised in Table 3.1, and by Cuervo-Cazurra et al. (2016, p. 883), 

it is important in qualitative IB research to overcome the multilingual and multicultural 

barriers in the data collection and analysis; “transcriptions must be done by a native speaker 

and at some point translated into English for publication”. Meeting these requirements, all the 

audio-recorded interviews were transcribed manually by the researcher for data analysis 

rather than having the work outsourced or transcribed via audio-to-text tools. The interviews 

were transcribed in the same language used in the interviews; the quoted speech was later 

translated into English after the data analysis for presentation in the thesis. This process was 

chosen to maximise the meaning congruence and functional equivalence of terms (Cuervo-

Cazurra et al., 2016). On the one hand, it helped the author to maintain familiarity with the 

data and, on the other hand, ensured the precision of the text and the relevance of the speech 

being transcribed. Transcription in this way enables easier management of interview data for 

researchers; the actions of analysing the data involve making sense of it through coding and 

interpreting the data in search of patterns that connect the data with the research questions, 

and the literature and the theoretical concepts (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Clarke et al., 2015; Gioia 

et al., 2013). 

Based on the inductive approach of this thesis, the data analysis follows on from the two 

stages of data collection; the exploratory and the focused interview data were analysed 

through different steps suitable for the purpose of data analysis. As noted in Section 3.3.3, the 

first-stage data collection involves the identification of the main case study, while the later 

stage builds on the depth of the data by investigating more focused topics. The transcripts 
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were prepared for analysis both by hand and via NVivo, a computer software programme 

designed specifically for qualitative research. The procedures of coding and pattern generation 

in the data analysis will be clarified, as recommended (see Table 3.1 above), and will assure 

that the findings are based on a rigorous unbiased analysis (Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2016). The 

choice of a definite coding scheme can be painful for researchers, as the analysis appears 

automatically during the process of recording and coding. The layers of analysis grow with the 

longer time researchers spend in fieldwork and engage with the environment (Strauss, 1987; 

Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Gioia et al., 2010). Therefore, a definite approach of analysis can be 

difficult to determine in the first place. A general coding scheme (see Figure 3.3) was therefore 

developed for this research project as the fieldwork proceeded, taking into account the well-

received steps and considerations raised by scholars of methodology (Strauss and Corbin, 

1990; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Gioia et al., 

2010). This scheme was designed on the basis of the progression of the fieldwork, given that 

the researcher gained new insights and knowledge from the first-stage interviews, thus 

shaping the second-stage interviews. To avoid being carried away by such new knowledge and 

to allow for maximum opportunities to discover new concepts, transcripts from the first-and 

second-stage interviews follow the same ‘open coding’ procedure before being analysed 

further in search of themes. This design follow the advocation of Gioia et al. (2013)’s ‘1st order 

terms’ (codes) and ‘2nd order themes’ (from combing codes), to be discussed in detail in this 

section following the explanation of Figure 3.3. Supported by Gioia et al. (2013, p. 17), the 

procedures of data analysis in this research will, it is hoped, achieve rigour in qualitative 

research – something that has constantly been questioned by scholars – and generate findings 

that demonstrate “the connections among data, the emerging concepts, and resulting 

grounded theory” (ibid.). 

 
Figure 3.3 Coding and analysis scheme 
Note: 1. Literature was constantly referred to in these steps. 

 

1st stage interviews

•open coding

•code grouping 
into patterns1

•patterns 
requiring further 
evidence1
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• application of 
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Figure 3.3 shows that in analysing the first-stage interviews, open coding was applied at the 

beginning as an appropriate approach for an exploratory study (Campbell et al., 2013). A 

sample codebook is provided (Appendix 5). The flexibility of discovering new terms through 

open coding also complies with the chosen inductive reasoning and allows the researcher to 

exploit the data and not be constrained by the existing core labels derived from the literature 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). This approach is consistent with Strauss and Corbin (1990); that is, 

open coding refers to the generating of concepts for later categorisation. The next step is the 

rearrangement of the codes, including grouping into patterns and deleting of less relevant 

codes, which complies with the need for data reduction (Bryman and Bell, 2015). This is 

fundamentally how data is made sense of. In the process, there are expected and unexpected 

codes, implying that a deeper analysis or further data are required, leading to the next step for 

first-stage interviews, namely the recognising of patterns for further empirical evidence. The 

second-stage interviews were analysed following the exact initial procedures as were used for 

the first-stage interviews. The later difference involves merging new patterns with existing 

patterns and preparing for the final recurrent patterns that also represent the distinct features 

of the empirical data. The process, in this case, has achieved the identification of the key 

patterns, the description of linkages and plausible explanations through inductive analysis 

(Patton, 1999). The patterns, at this stage, are ready for the ‘pattern-matching’ logic (Yin, 

2012), enabling the researcher to compare the empirically-based patterns (interview data) with 

the predicted ones (theoretically informed topics). The resulting analysis then moves on to 

thematic analysis. 

A detailed explanation has been given above of what was done in terms of handling the 

interview transcripts and where themes were generated from. Before moving on to describe 

how the thematic analysis was conducted, the following remarks discuss further how the 

qualitative rigour was secured and how data, concepts and theories were connected to 

produce findings. The Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) was developed specifically to help 

researchers conducting qualitative research achieve these two aims. 

The handling of interview data follows Gioia et al. (2013), though the latter research does not 

indicate the different stages of interviews. The open coding used to analyse both stages of 

interview transcripts comprise the ‘1st order terms’ in Gioia et al. (2013), while procedures of 

code grouping into patterns and theme generation based on the key patterns make up the ‘2nd 

order themes’. The patterns act as a guide for theme generation. Two themes will be taken as 

an example to illustrate the analysis procedures (Figure 3.4). 
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Figure 3.4 Data structure of two themes 
Source: produced following Corley and Gioia (2004) 

The ‘1st order’ concepts (codes) are entirely driven by the interview data transcripts, without 

any attempt to connect with the literature; this enables the researcher to adhere faithfully to 

informant terms (Gioia et al., 2013). In doing this, little attempt was made to distil patterns in 

this open coding procedure. The codes remained detailed and avoided abstract words that 

would confuse the researcher. The codes retained the informant terms, in particular those 

emphasised by multiple interviewees. 

The ‘2nd order themes’ are firmly linked to the literature; researchers at this point treat 

themselves as knowledgeable agents who think at multiple levels simultaneously, that is the 

levels of informant terms and codes, and the theoretical level of themes (Gioia et al., 2013). 

This researcher put codes into patterns and started to look for similarities and differences 

among the patterns; this was done to reduce the patterns into a more manageable number 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Gioia et al., 2013). These patterns are used for reflecting on whether 

they represent and explain the phenomena observed and whether they have connections with 
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the literature15. Concepts that do not have adequate theoretical referents in the existing 

literature or are irrelevant to the current domain of research topic were left out; but this was 

conditional on the number of appearances in the interview transcripts. The resultant workable 

patterns, after this procedure, generate themes and this is when the culmination of the theme 

and concept development leads to ‘theoretical saturation’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 

The last stage in the data structure is ‘aggregate dimensions’, which are distilled from the 

emergent ‘2nd order themes’. These aggregate dimensions, together with the themes, are useful 

in structuring the analysis of the findings. 

In addition to primary data, the use of secondary data should be clarified in the analysis, that 

is how they served as supplementary data. The section on the data collection has revealed the 

composition of the secondary data sources (Table 3.6) and the collection stages (Figure 3.2). 

The purpose of having secondary data is to provide evidence relating to the context in which 

legal firms in China and the UK are operating. The data form an essential introduction to the 

firms, giving most notably their numbers, locations, staffing, and activities on national, 

regional and global levels. The analysis of the secondary data is divided into the two stages of 

pre-interview and post-interview collection. The macro contextualisation of the sampled firms 

was completed through investigating the sources that reported activities of the sampled firms 

in order to build a portfolio for each of the firms. The micro analysis was conducted with a 

focus on the key themes generated from the interview data. The investigation of these 

secondary sources involved searching for keywords that link to the themes, and comparing the 

results with the findings from the analysing the themes. The secondary data, at this stage, 

function as supplementary data to enhance the evidencing of the interview data (Nielson et 

al., 2020). 

3.4.2 Thematic analysis 

It is emphasised that qualitative approaches are complex and nuanced to a great degree 

(Holloway and Todres, 2003). Therefore, thematic analysis has been employed by numerous 

qualitative researchers but with an absence of a clear set of procedures to follow. Braun and 

Clarke (2006) claim that thematic analysis requires identifying the meaning of patterns but 

 
15 This procedure was repeated in the handling of the second-stage interview data. The questions of the 
second-stage interviews were informed by the patterns that emerged from analysing the first-stage 
interview data. This approach agrees with Gioia et al. (2013, p. 20) that “subsequent interviews pursue 
subjects that are increasingly focused on concepts and tentative relationships emerging from the 
interviews to date (via a process that Glaser and Strauss [1967] termed ‘theoretical sampling’)”. 
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also aims to go beyond this to reach an integration of interpretation, deep thinking and the 

meaning of the patterns. The producing of evidence related to thematic analysis in this thesis 

has been inspired by the inductive-based analysis grounded in data (Gioia et al., 2013); 

researchers following this approach reach the theoretical realm at a later stage compared to 

theory-based analysis. This approach followed a systematic presentation of both 1st order 

analysis (informant-centric terms and codes) and 2nd order analysis (researcher-centric 

concepts, themes and dimensions). 

Based on the coding and analysis scheme (Figure 3.3) and the approach demonstrated in the 

data structure (Figure 3.4), the relevant theories and frameworks of the existing literature were 

applied to all the potentially interesting and important themes relevant to the research 

questions. The result of such a process is the dual level of analysis of inter-firm and intra-firm 

levels, which aims to provide answers to the research questions. The inter-firm level consists 

of the themes focusing on each firm in the legal sector across different geographical regions, 

i.e. its home and host countries. The intra-firm level focuses on the firm itself and seeks to 

explore the internal management and operation of the offices, in particular the office in 

London. The key themes that emerged as relevant are depicted in Table 3.7. The theories and 

models that were applied in order to make sense of the themes have been discussed in 

Chapter 2.  The application process and the analysis will be covered in Chapter 5 (inter-firm 

level) and Chapter 6 (intra-firm level) respectively. The extra-firm level, as established in the 

analytical framework of Chapter 2, will be addressed in Chapter 4, where contextual 

background and early empirical findings are analysed regarding globalising Chinese law firms 

and their internationalisation from China to the UK. 

In much qualitative research, writing and analysis often occur simultaneously (Burawoy, 2003; 

Patton, 1999). The thematic analysis in this thesis occurs with the writing up of the findings 

chapters. This was enabled by using the 2nd order themes and aggregate dimensions generated 

from the data structure, where dynamic relationships were formulated among them (Gioia et 

al., 2013). It is emphasised in Gioia et al. (2013, p. 23) that “the Findings narrative tell an 

intellectually compelling … story on the basis of transparent evidence” and “present a 

convincing, data-driven account that prefigures the developing theory”. In the findings 

chapters, key emergent concepts, themes or dimensions were given space for explanation and 

examination. The data-to-theory connections are presented in the form of linkages among the 

quotations in the text and the data structure. 
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Table 3.7 Key themes that form the dual-level analysis 

Data source Theme 

Inter-firm level Intra-firm level 

Interviews with all the 
five sampled firms 

1. Understanding of the legal 
sector and market (UK & 
China) 

2. Internationalisation strategy of 
firm 

3. Competitive advantages of firm 
4. Position of firm 

1. Types of clients and services 
2. Operation of the London office 
3. Operation of the firm 
4. Networks and partnership 

between offices 

Interviews with KWM 5. Offices across geographic 
regions 

6. Internationalisation stages 
7. Importance of brand image: 

firm and professionals 
8. Competition and advantages in 

the market 

5. Partnerships and partners 
6. Associate management 
7. Clients’ information 
8. International network 
9. Collaboration between and 

within offices 
10. Recruitment and employment 
11. Secondment 
12. Work relationship 
13. Comparing work of offices 

Source: summarised by the [author] researcher 
Note: The themes exclude those that deviate from the research questions and those supported by fewer 
interviews and quoted material (see Section 3.4.1 for theoretical evidence). 

3.4.3 Triangulation 

With the analysis of the interview data through the coding scheme (Figure 3.3) completed, the 

key themes are developed in conjunction with the application of existing theories and models. 

As a single-case study piece of research, the unit of analysis is the firm or the individual (Yin, 

2014), differing from multiple-case studies, where the unit of analysis is the case (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). As argued in Section 3.2.2, a single case study can sound thin in the building 

of theory but allows researchers to describe in great detail the phenomenon or phenomena of 

central interest and provide a rich explanation of a single case (Siggelkow, 2007). As indicated 

in Figure 3.2, the majority of interviews were collected from the case study firm KWM, 

supported by supplementary data sources. This strengthens the validity of the data and adds 

to the richness of explanation of the case study. 

The case data in this research is made of 1) primary data from first-hand interviews and 

observation and 2) secondary data from publicly available documents and interviews. The 

triangulation of analysis approaches is therefore essential. As the analysis of the conducted 

interviews has been discussed above, the discussion of triangulation focuses on the 

incorporating of the secondary data. Document analysis continues to be a popular choice for 

qualitative researchers in analysing secondary data (Bowen, 2009), though this is refuted and 
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document analysis is argued not to be appropriate for interview data (Silverman, 2006) and 

more of a micro-analysis that transforms qualitative data using quantitative approaches 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). This research is consistent with such a view and employs document 

analysis only to secondary data. The process involves document skimming for relevant 

information, reading for thorough investigation and interpretation for presentation of the 

findings (Bowen, 2009). 

The triangulation process involves comparing and contrasting different sources of 

data/findings to evaluate whether they are addressing the same phenomenon. Alternatively, 

findings are complementary if different methodological practices are used to investigate 

different facets of the same phenomenon. Triangulation, therefore, is useful where different 

facets of a concrete phenomenon are researched through the most appropriate combination of 

research practices (Yeung, 2003). Similar to the field of IB, Nielsen et al. (2020) propose the 

use of triangulation as a strategy for building methodological alternatives into research 

designs. They acknowledge the potential of institutionalising this principle in the field of IB in 

enhancing both the rigour and scope of future research. 

3.5 Evaluation of research 

It has been brought to attention that researchers are responsible for the trustworthiness of 

their data and analysis (Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2016; Corley and Gioia, 2004); this applies to 

qualitative research in IB (Sinkovics and Ghauri, 2008; Welch and Piekkari, 2006). Certain 

criteria have been proposed in the existing methodological literature but there has been much 

debate about what makes for the ‘rigour’ of research, in particular of qualitative research 

(Creswell, 2014; Hammersley, 1990; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Miles and Huberman, 1994). It is 

worth noting that the criteria change subject to the research philosophy (for example, the 

positivist view as opposed to the constructionist view). The selection of criteria should be in 

line with this consideration (Cohen and Crabtree, 2006). 

Table 3.8 compares the widely adopted criteria in business research, often more appropriate to 

quantitative research (Bryman and Bell, 2015), with the ‘new’ criteria, more applicable to 

qualitative research (Kirk and Miller, 1986; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). The latter require careful 

selection by researchers in order to best represent their research objectives. Of the selection, 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) prioritise trustworthiness as an essential aspect in assessing 

qualitative research. 
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Table 3.8 Criteria of evaluating the trustworthiness of qualitative research 

Qualitative criterion Quantitative equivalent Technique 

Credibility Internal validity Prolonged engagement 
Persistent observation 
Triangulation 
Peer debriefing 
Negative case analysis 
Clarifying researcher bias 
Member checking 

Transferability External validity Thick description 

Dependability Reliability Inquiry audit 
Triangulation 

Confirmability Objectivity Confirmability audit  
Audit trail  
Triangulation  
Reflexivity 

Source: summarised and adapted from Lincoln and Guba (1985), Bryman and Bell (2015) & Creswell 
(2014) 

3.5.1 Credibility 

Credibility is concerned with the question ‘How believable are the findings?’ (Bryman and 

Bell, 2015). As noted in Table 3.8, several techniques were proposed to validate credibility in 

qualitative research. Of these, two techniques were emphasised by Bryman and Bell (2015) 

particularly for business research: respondent validation (member checking) and 

triangulation. 

Member checking refers to the process of researchers providing participants with findings 

(researchers’ interpretation and explanations) for them to validate. This has been a popular 

approach among qualitative researchers because they are looking for correspondence between 

their findings and the perspectives of the participants (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Creswell, 2014). 

Stake (1995, p. 115) emphasises the need for participants to “play a major role directing as well 

as acting” in case study research. However, it is argued that this approach might lead to 

problems of censorship if the member refers to a particular organisation (Bryman and Bell, 

2015). This applies to the present research in that data were collected in the organisations from 

members in senior positions or managerial roles. Instead of presenting participants with the 

findings and allowing participants to judge their accuracy and credibility, the author adopted 

an approach intended to secure clarification of any misinterpretation during data collection. 

In the interviews complex answers from participants were consistently summarised, based on 

the author’s interpretations, and repeated back to participants, using mostly clarifying 

questions. Probing questions were also applied, where such interpretation is implied. 
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Feedback from participants often includes agreement (‘Exactly’ or ‘Yes’) or disagreement (‘I 

wouldn’t interpret it like that’ or ‘I think it is more about…’). The final findings do not need to 

be provided to the participants: the approach of gaining simultaneous feedback allows for 

correction of the answers instantly and for participants to shape the data as they are collected.  

The second technique followed in this thesis, taken from Lincoln and Guba (1985), is 

triangulation (Patton, 1999; Eisner, 1991; see Section 3.4.3). One example is employing 

evidence from different sources of data to present a single code or theme (Creswell, 2014). 

Various sources were employed (Table 3.6). Codes from interviews that might raise 

contentious interpretations were searched for in prestigious legal and business magazines for 

additional support or variation of meanings and vice versa. For example, the limited sharing of 

clients between merged identities of an international law firm was first discovered from a legal 

magazine, and this was further tested in several interviews with partners of that firm. Testing 

of answers from participants from a single firm but from different offices was also done. Both 

Yin (2014) and Stake (1995) acknowledge the importance of triangulation in case studies for 

the convergence of data; but Stake (1995) further emphasises the possibility of uncovering the 

divergence through the process itself, such as from findings that are unexpected and never 

previously imagined. 

3.5.2 Transferability 

Qualitative research is often hindered by the smaller groups employed for the intensive study 

that prioritises depth over breadth (Bryman and Bell, 2015). This results in the orientation of 

qualitative findings being context unique, which then often makes generalisation an empirical 

issue (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Thick description (providing rich accounts of the details of a 

culture) is proposed to enhance the generalisability of research beyond the context setting. 

This allows readers to move away from the researcher and make judgements on the 

transferability of the findings to other contexts (Bryman and Bell, 2015). For this purpose, 

Section 4.2 of Chapter 4 is included to provide a descriptive account of the development of the 

law sector/the growth of law firms in China, recognised to be shaped by the changing 

economic and political environment in the country. As with their concern with 

internationalisation, Chinese law firms have made considerable attempts to explore overseas 

business, though most are in their infancy. Given the position of UK as the core host country, 

it is therefore essential to provide a rich context for accounts of both the Chinese market and 

the UK market where the legal sector is concerned. 
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3.5.3 Dependability 

Dependability, in parallel with reliability, implies that researchers should adopt an auditing 

approach for the research process (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2014). Auditors are 

required to be involved, in an accessible manner, in the entire process of the project, including 

finding research gaps, drawing research questions, sampling, collecting data, analysing data 

and forming conclusions. The entire set of processes appears very demanding and imposes 

considerable pressure on the auditors. Another complication is the reliability of the approach 

itself, as it is unlikely that auditors are as immersed as researchers in the project from a 

constructionist perspective (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Given the above, external auditing has 

not been a popular choice among other techniques in qualitative research (Cohen and 

Crabtree, 2006). The present research, therefore, declined to use external auditors but without 

overlooking dependability. As the research has been under close supervision and the 

researcher has been actively engaged in doctoral training courses, the research has been 

reliably challenged in different ways at different stages. 

Triangulation, recommended for both qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell, 

2014; Bryman and Bell, 2015) and case studies (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014; Merriam, 1998), can be 

applied in the enhancement of research dependability. As discussed in promoting credibility, 

triangulation of different methods from various sources largely removes the bias of the 

interpretation of the data; it strengthens the dependability of the research through obtaining 

similar results from different sources and can yield unexpected findings through conflicting 

results. This research aims to exploit this benefit and thus employs multiple sources for every 

case. 

3.5.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability is associated with the researcher’s belief, or even conviction, that no personal 

values or theoretical inclinations have been involved that would impact the conduct of the 

research or any findings (Bryman and Bell, 2015). In the case of qualitative research, complete 

objectivity is nearly impossible because the perspectives of researchers are bound to be 

involved in the process of data collection and analysis; and yet researchers are most likely to 

avoid making assumptions and to work hard to interpret the data without intentional 

alteration of the findings because of personal bias. 

The technique of auditing is introduced in order to enhance both dependability and 

confirmability (Creswell, 2014; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Bryman and Bell, 2015). However, as 
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explained in 3.5.3, auditing has not been popular in qualitative reports. This research 

continues to exclude external auditing but the author has borne in mind the necessity of 

avoiding making any assumptions. 

3.5.5 Additional considerations 

In addition to the four ‘new’ criteria, there exist other criteria to validate the data of 

qualitative research, such as authenticity (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), criticality and integrity 

(Whittemore et al., 2001) and a particular stronger focus on one or more of these criteria 

(Eisner, 1991; Wolcott, 1994). The thesis does not aim to take all the criteria into account 

because first, they are often implied under a different research philosophy, and second, the 

above proposed criteria play a larger role in the design of the research. An essential 

consideration is to understand the position of case study researchers as part of the main 

research strategy. 

Case study researchers have persuasively defended their perspectives of the appropriate 

techniques for validating data (Yin, 2014; Stake, 1995; Merriam, 1998). Among all the other 

approaches, the author intends to draw more from the four strategies of triangulation of Stake 

(1995) and from Denzin (1978) in validating data from case studies because of triangulation; 

from the above discussions this appears to be a justifiable technique for most qualitative 

research. Further evidence can be found both in researching PSFs (Segal-Horn and Dean, 

2009; Beaverstock, 2004; Brivot, 2011; Jones, 2005) and in more qualitative research in the IB 

literature (Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2016; Deng, 2009; Kodeih and Greenwood, 2014; Welch et al., 

2011). Birkinshaw et al. (2011) have discussed the appropriate methods particularly for 

qualitative research in IB and also put forward triangulation as a judicious combination of 

qualitative and quantitative approaches, which is of the same value as the four criteria 

alongside their quantitative equivalent criteria. Cuervo-Cazurra et al. (2016) add two more 

considerations for the trustworthiness of IB qualitative research (see Table 3.1); both aspects 

were taken into consideration in the research design and were discussed in previous sections. 

There may be a future research agenda which takes on an ethnographic methodology and is 

immersed in exploring one firm. This methodology will better serve the above possible 

research agendas, as it enables researchers to explore more easily the details of a firm’s 

operations, through observation and informal conversation, over a continuous period of time. 

For example, the formation and maintaining of international networks can be reflected in the 

firm’s projects, which can be accessed and monitored if the researcher is closely enough 

involved in the details of the project, ideally involving professionals and also clients. This 
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approach will also enhance the accuracy of the data, which may turn out to be superior to the 

present interview data. 

3.6 Summary 

Following the development of the research questions in Chapter 2, this chapter has clarified 

the methodology applied in the thesis. The research philosophy was addressed first, given its 

foundation for the adoption of specific methods, and because different philosophical bases 

might result in completely divergent directions. This thesis is underpinned by a realist 

ontology and a constructionist epistemology; it aims to explore the pre-existing social reality 

within the Chinese law firms concerned and the socially-constructed management practices 

that responded to a changing environment, which in turn give rise to different realities. The 

author’s role as a researcher will be to interpret these realities and the constructed meanings 

and hopefully produce contributions to knowledge. To fulfil this purpose, the research follows 

an inductive logic with a view to theory elaboration on account of the questionable 

applicability of existing theories taken from advanced economies to the area of emerging 

markets. The research process, therefore, needs to start from the existing theories but it will 

derive insights from data through an inductive approach. 

The chapter moves on to consider the research strategy, where qualitative case study research 

is adopted, given the fact that it become a rigorous strategy in business studies and social 

sciences to provide a holistic platform for research. A qualitative approach is argued to be 

more appropriate owing to the research questions concerned. Theorising from case studies is 

the most suitable way to proceed, considering the reliance on inductive reasoning and the aim 

of theory elaboration, on the basis of both the commonly adopted approach in the IB and law 

firm research field and the philosophical stance of this thesis. An embedded single-case study 

strategy is put forward to fit with the practicalities of the data collection and the empirical 

context of Chinese law firms internationalising into the UK. 

Having clarified the philosophical stance and the research strategy, a careful research design is 

proposed to form the case, discussed through a linear fashion, including the research sites, the 

sampling, data collection and methods and the ethical issues. London has been selected as the 

research site considering its position as an IFC and the maturity of the Chinese law firms. All 

six Chinese law firms who have a presence in London are sampled through purposive sampling 

because of the limited number of firms available. The same sampling technique has been 

applied to the selection of partners but associates are selected following a snowballing 
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technique, given their limited publicly available profiles. The section in question further 

specified the two stages of data collection, namely the conducting of semi-structured 

interviews and observation as primary sources. The first stage was concerned with all the firms 

sampled in search of the main firm for case study. The second stage focused on gaining depth 

through rich data from interviews with more targeted questions. In additional to primary 

sources, the data source is enriched by secondary sources, such as publicly available 

documents and interviews from legal and business newspapers and magazines. Finally, the 

ethics are discussed in terms of compliance with an ethics committee, ensuring data security 

and confidentiality, and avoiding harm to both participants and researcher. 

Data analysis takes place simultaneously with the two stages of data collection. A coding and 

analysis scheme, developed from commonly adopted approaches, is followed, including the 

coding procedures for each stage of interviews and thematic analysis of the key patterns 

generated from the codes. Triangulation, as a key technique for enhancing research validity 

and reliability through using multiple data sources, is employed owing to the combination of 

primary and secondary sources. 

The evaluation of research examines the trustworthiness concerned using four distinctive 

criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability), which are specifically 

put forward for qualitative research as opposed to quantitative research (the criteria for which 

are validity, objectivity and reliability). Key techniques adopted for each criterion are listed 

and explained. In evaluating this research, the discussion of each criterion is supported with 

the research procedures and examples. 

The above sections of this chapter outline the methodological considerations and justify the 

approaches chosen specifically for this research. The chapter has addressed in different 

sections the significance and value of conducting this research in the interests of scholars of 

IB, PSFs and law. 

The next chapter provides the background to this research, aiming to contextualise the thesis 

through essential knowledge and preliminary findings relating to Chinese law firms and the 

institutional environment of their home and host countries. 

  



 

102 
 

 

Chapter 4 Background to Chinese Law Firms in the World 

This chapter provides the necessary background of this thesis. The first section discusses the 

fundamental contextual background of Chinese law firms and their action both promoted and 

restricted by the differences in the legal jurisdictions16 within their home and host countries. 

The second section covers an introduction to each sampled Chinese law firm, detailing its 

history and internationalisation development. Contextual empirical findings from researching 

these firms are presented in Section 4.3; the firms are compared and contrasted by their 

internationalisation strategies and how these are influenced by the closeness of the 

relationship between the firms’ headquarters and subsidiaries. Section 4.4 is a summary of the 

entire chapter. 

4.1 Context 

Chapter 1 (introduction) has stated the importance of context in this thesis, considering its 

focus overlaps the fields of both IB and economic geography. Context is influential in IB given 

its complexity and multi-dimensionality and is of consequence for case selection purposes as 

well (Poulis et al., 2013; Brock and Hydle, 2018; Buckley and Casson, 2019). It is argued by 

economic geographers that a scholar’s sensitivity to context is important in advancing theory; 

this results from the particular strength of economic geography with regard to advancing 

theory, which is to encourage the continuous application of concepts and theories within new 

contexts (Gong and Hassink, 2020). The rest of this section, therefore, defines the context of 

this research and how it is used in the analysis of the case study. 

This thesis explores Chinese law firms of different sizes, namely mega, large and boutique 

firms, and their entry and organisation into the advanced economy of the UK and into the City 

 
16 The legal jurisdictions of these Chinese law firms’ home and host countries are different. 
The United Kingdom, as the host country, has three separate legal systems, i.e. one each for England 
and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. The form of legal system in each jurisdiction is common law 
legal system in England and Wales (English Common Law), a mixed system similar to Roman-Dutch 
law in Scotland (the Law of Scotland), and a legal system resembling common law in Northern Ireland 
(Practical Law, 1st March 2021). 
The PRC (People’s Republic of China), as the home country, is one legal jurisdiction. The form of legal 
system in China is primarily a civil law system. Chinese laws are historically heavily influenced by the 
laws of Germany, Japan and Russia (Global Arbitration Review, 6th July 2022). However, special 
arrangements were signed between SARs (special administrative regions) and the PRC, including Hong 
Kong and Macau. These SARs operate different legal systems from the PRC (Baker McKenzie, 2013). 
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of London as an International Financial Centre (IFC). The section is structured by defining 

each of these aspects in turn. 

4.1.1 Types of firms 

Some keywords have been paid particular attention to as they relate to the types of firms 

considered in this thesis, namely MNCs and EMNCs, PSFs, law firms and Chinese law firms. 

Chapter 2 introduced the context of PSFs as the foundation for the thesis; this includes the 

preferred definitions and the key characteristics of PSFs that are most helpful for 

understanding the contextual settings of the thesis. 

Theoretical underpinnings of existing IB research are most commonly developed at the level 

of MNCs, compared to the latter types. Examples are 1) theories that are concerned with 

transaction costs incurred in international business – the resource-based view (Barney, 1991) 

and the eclectic paradigm (Dunning, 1988); and 2) learning and adaptation experience of firms 

in their international activities — the Uppsala Model (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). PSFs, an 

exemplar of MNCs evolving into globally integrated networks, have received less attention in 

IB research (Boussebaa, 2009; Morgan and Boussebaa, 2015). Examination of the context of 

PSFs highlights dynamic and competitive issues resulting from the characteristics of 

professional services, e.g. customisation of service varying from country to country, minimal 

economies of scale that should be achievable via centralised production (Løwendahl, 2005) 

and reliance on intangible resources in competition and value creation (Hitt et al., 2006). In 

an international business environment PSFs are more difficult to internationalise than other 

service firms or the general manufacturing firms; PSFs embody additional knowledge capital 

requirements and encounter issues in transferring and developing knowledge across 

organisational and national boundaries (Brock and Alon, 2009). 

The phenomenon of MNCs’ globalising behaviour has been challenged; it is argued that the 

evolving of multinationals into globally integrated networks has led to MNCs becoming sites 

of conflict between competing rationalities that emerge from distinctive national institutional 

contexts. Though this has been neglected in the MNC research, PSFs have sought to 

coordinate the flow of multinationals as a mechanism of inter-unit knowledge sharing 

(Boussebaa, 2009). In the context of PSFs, firms that become global require two sets of 

capabilities: growth capabilities to build a network of offices and acquire and integrate the 

staff; global capabilities, e.g. market selection and the managing of cross-cultural operations, 

which are specific to expanding into foreign markets (Brock and Alon, 2009). PSFs have 
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started moving from international to global settings and forming organisations that are 

evolving via an integrated global network to cope with new environment, such as knowledge 

management capabilities and global HRM systems (Segal-Horn and Dean, 2007). Thus PSFs 

have grown to be adept at monitoring the environment and responsive to changes by 

developing such capabilities (Brock and Alon, 2009). 

The competitive advantages developed by PSFs reflect in different ways their characteristics. 

Notably these include high customisation and knowledge-intensity, which are difficult for 

competitors to emulate. The same is true of legal firms. Global legal firms have been 

intensively involved in producing and developing ‘standardised’ processes for services to 

secure consistency in meeting the expectations of clients. This allows the firms to respond 

rapidly and closely to requirements as they appear (Galanter, 1983; Segal-Horn and Dean, 

2009). The complication of organising more highly-skilled services is achieved in global PSFs 

via multi-disciplinary professional practices. These involve inter-unit coordination and the 

sharing of resources across units. Such units are involved when firms form project teams to 

deliver their services to clients, in which case a strategic agent is put in place to oversee the 

projects involved, to enable coordination and to improve the work flow and quality 

(Faulconbridge et al., 2008a; Breunig et al., 2014; Armour and Sako, 2020). 

The competitive advantages that develop from following these routines can often be limited, 

given the occurrence of professional services co-produced with local clients in a particular 

business environment. The service delivery, in such cases, requires higher local responsiveness 

resulting from a firm’s adaptation to the changing or differentiated trends and laws and 

regulations and thus becomes more location-specific (Lovelock and Yip, 1996; Flood, 2011). 

Law firms aiming to provide these legal services need to invest in knowledge and competences 

in the local jurisdictions (Morgan and Quack, 2005). The dominant global law firms 

headquartered in the US and the UK are the leading firms in the provision of multi-local legal 

services; these firms use local lawyers skilled in local legal systems in local-for-local provision 

of services (Beaverstock, 2004; Brock et al., 2006; Segal-Horn and Dean, 2011). 

Complication arises in the case of PSFs and law firms where they are faced with both keeping 

global standards and being embedded in the national environment. This complication has led 

to the need for attention in the discussion around the global integration and local 

responsiveness of global PSFs. Discussing these is inseparable from understanding firms’ home 

and host countries. The firms’ specific practices reflect the home- and host-country 

institutions which affect the success of their internationalisation strategies (Muzio and 
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Fauconbridge, 2013). The section below provides an introduction to the legal and business 

environment of both contexts as a background for the case study of Chinese law firms in 

London. 

4.1.2 Home and host countries of the Chinese law firms 

The growth and global capabilities that PSFs possess are bound by the size of their home 

country, which has a determinant impact on the context of internationalising PSFs and their 

internationalisation performance (Brock and Alon, 2009). Likewise, firms’ host countries exert 

a significant influence on PSFs’ internationalisation behaviour, evident in the effects, for 

example, of the local regulations and product/service market.  The capacity to react favourably 

to these effects  is referred to as ‘locational flexibility’, which is more difficult for PSFs to 

achieve (Almond et al., 2005). The case study of this thesis, Chinese law firms in London, 

involves the home country of China and the host country of the UK. These will be discussed 

given the importance of the influences that a home and host country are now recognised by so 

many scholars to bear upon firms operating as MNCs (Dicken, 2003; Whitley, 1997; Almond et 

al., 2005; Rugman, 2010; Buckley et al., 2018; Hennart et al., 2021). 

Countries of the world can be sorted into a set of financial systems characterised by 

fundamentally different legal and regulatory regimes (La Porta et al., 1998; Warf, 2001; Jones, 

2005; Boussebaa et al., 2012). These systems carry with them different historical legacies 

reflecting the accumulated effects of economic and political forces. In the contemporary 

economy, their roles have been most obviously expressed in the proper regulation of corporate 

governance and financial markets, and in the inherited responsibilities of institutions (Clark, 

2002). This tendency agrees with the multifaceted nature of the differences in the institutional 

environments; the differences include the laws and regulations surrounding such factors as 

the acquisition of property, licensing of new businesses, protection of intellectual property 

and payment of taxes. Even where laws and regulations are similar, differences in legal systems 

can lead to differing outcomes (Henisz, 2003).  

The differing rival systems cause possible costs of resolution and conflict through the 

dominance of the Anglo-American system of corporate governance (O’Sullivan, 2000). 

London, under these circumstances, has collected in one place a variety of markets and 
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expertise relevant to very different regulatory requirements (Clark, 2002), and China is one of 

these markets, its firms having entered the UK from the late 19th and the early 20th century17. 

Host country: United Kingdom 

Legal services in the UK may be said to have excelled in meeting clients’ demands in both 

domestic and international markets: the legal sector has contributed positively towards the 

UK’s balance of trade, and has had the second highest balance of trade among the country’s 

professional services sectors (Table 4.1; see also The Law Society, 23rd January 2020; ONS, 28th 

January 2022). Significant reforms have taken place to shape the legal sector in the UK. An 

example is the UK regulatory regime reform following the Legal Services Act 2007. This made 

it possible for legal advice to be offered by firms that are wholly or partly owned by non-

lawyers (Clementi, 2004; Flood, 2012). The 2020 global pandemic caused economic headwinds 

which required legal firms to show resilience and agility while playing a key role in helping 

businesses in the UK and the globe to navigate the crisis (TheCityUK, 9th December 2021). 

The position of the UK being the largest legal services market in Europe, and second to the US 

globally. made the country become home to a wide range of international law firms. The 

country attracted the operations of more than 200 foreign law firms from around 40 

jurisdictions, with London being the primary choice for an office for all of the world’s top 50 

law firms (Table 4.2). The international standing of the UK can be further indicated by noting 

its leading performance in being chosen as the main base of operations by large law firms by 

headcount and revenue, by the promising proportion it holds of numbers of lawyers abroad 

from both large international and the many other London-based law firms, the ability lawyers 

have to work abroad through holding a practising certificate from England and Wales 

(TheCityUK, 9th December 2021). 

The leading position of the UK as the primary choice for international law firms and as the 

largest legal services market in Europe stems from the international prestige the country 

enjoys because of English Common law, which forms the basis of the legal systems for some 

 
17 These first-mover firms refer to a few large state-owned enterprises (SoEs) such as the Bank of China 
and their offices were mainly established in London. China’s FDI in the late 1920s, albeit small in 
absolute amounts, was an important conduit for information on new technology and forms of 
organisation and played an important role in the emerging modern sector (Brandt, 1997). China’s FDI 
remains limited until 2000. It was only when China committed itself to great global integration that a 
wave of Chinese investments reached the UK, with a mix of SoEs and large privately owned firms 
(World Bank, 2022; Burghart and Rossi, 2009). 
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27% of the world’s 320 jurisdictions18, and the Bar’s renowned quality of its advocacy 

(TheCityUK, 9th December 2021). The English and Welsh legal system is supportive towards 

business and an open jurisdiction. Furthermore, English law regulates the contractual 

relations between parties of various nationalities, giving England and Wales a competitive 

global reach (The Law Society, 4th April 2022). 

Given this leading position of UK in the global legal sector, law firms in the UK vary widely in 

their nationality. Domestic UK-based law firms vary in size, such as the magic circle19 and 

other City firms (Chambers Student, 2019a; Thomson Reuters, March 2022). UK-based law 

firms outside the country have set up overseas offices or merged with international peers in 

both developed and emerging economies, often driven by the needs of their corporate clients 

(LexisNexis, 24th August 2021). The same is true of law firms outside the UK, in this case, 

Chinese law firms, who have been increasing their presence in the UK in response to their 

clients’ needs (TheCityUK, 9th December 2021). Of the foreign firms established in the UK, US 

firms are the largest in size and scope of business as they have been merging with UK firms 

and blurring the definition of which are ‘American’ and which are not. These firms frequently 

work opposite the magic circle firms on deals and are described either as American or 

international law firms (Chambers Student, 2019a). UK law firms, in this process, are also 

merging with US firms and becoming larger (TheCityUK, 9th December 2021) (Table 4.3). 

In the UK, firms are managed by the Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA), which makes a 

firm legitimate in the UK by displaying an SRA ID number on its website (The Law Society, 23rd 

October 2019). EU and foreign lawyers require mandatory registration with the SRA if they are 

to become managers, owners or partners of an authorised law firm in England and Wales, and 

have reserved rights to practise in the UK, including practising under their home-country 

professional title and providing services in their home-country law, and also providing legal 

services in English, Welsh, Scottish and Northern Irish law with the exception of ‘reserved 

legal activities’ (The Law Society, 21st February 2022; SRA, 24th March 2021). The Legal Services 

Board of the Law Society serves as an oversight regulator, impacting the profession and the 

whole sector. A more recent update has been the guidance of enhanced transparency in the 

quality of delivered services. This includes a clearer definition of quality, the types of 

 
18 For reference, American common law is by contrast used by around 20% of the world’s jurisdictions 
(TheCityUK, 9th December 2021). 
19 The ‘magic circle’ has consisted of, for the past 15 years, a distinct group of five prestigious UK law 
firms: Allen & Overy, Clifford Chance, Freshfields, Linklaters, and Slaughter and May. The term was first 
coined by legal journalists in the late 1990s and has represented London’s most elite group of law firms 
(Chambers Student, 2022a). 
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information to be collected, the selection of information channels and the options for 

improving consumer engagement (The Law Society, 22nd April 2021). 

Table 4.1 Total international trade in services in the UK (business and professional services) 

 
Source: adapted from ONS dataset (international trade in services, excluding travel, transport and 
banking, analysed by product) 

Table 4.2 The largest offices of non-UK law firms in London (2020/21) 

 
Source: TheCityUK (9th December 2021) 

  

£ million

2013 2019 2020 2013 2019 2020 2013 2019 2020

Accountancy, auditing, 

bookkeeping and tax consulting 

services

1,680 3,241 2,973 806 1,568 1,738 874 1,673 1,235

Advertising, market research and 

public opinion polling services
4,337 10,961 10,973 2,911 7,133 7,203 1,426 3,828 3,770

Business management and 

management consulting services
6,302 19,400 23,689 3,129 10,854 10,978 3,173 8,546 12,711

Public relations services 428 685 613 132 248 215 296 437 397

Recruitment services 1,412 1,890 2,181 763 1,141 1,008 649 749 1,174

Legal services 4,074 5,744 5,996 845 1,326 1,409 3,229 4,418 4,587

Operating leasing services 483 433 193 942 284 266 -459 149 -73

Procurement services 100 97 106 267 271 271 -167 -174 -165

Property management services 371 628 596 134 38 36 238 589 560

Other business and professional 

services
4,480 4,548 4,519 2,539 2,445 2,605 1,942 2,103 1,914

Services between related 

enterprises
11,662 22,416 24,618 8,424 19,011 21,282 3,239 3,406 3,337

Total Business and 

Professional Services
35,330 70,043 76,457 20,891 44,318 47,010 14,439 25,725 29,447

Exports Imports Balance

London fee-earners Of which English qualified Other qualified

Baker McKenzie 517 440 77

Latham & Watkins 485 411 74

Bryan Cave Leighton Paisner 453 440 13

White & Case 441 394 47

Dentons 421 383 38

Reed Smith 365 339 26

Kirkland & Ellis 353 281 72

Mayer Brown 279 247 32

Weil, Gotshal & Manges 208 183 25

Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & McCloy 164 131 33

Dechert 162 140 22

Sidley Austin 153 118 35
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Table 4.3 US firms in the UK (firms created through transatlantic mergers)1, 2 & 3 

 
Source: Chambers Student (2022b) 
Notes: 

1. This table lists the US firms in the UK that formed via M&As. The UK firms that merged with 
these US firms are evident in the table. 

2. Some of the US firms had their own offices in London prior to the mergers; sometimes the 
offices were well established. 

3. There are US firms that grew via greenfield investment (not included in this table); many 
started with a London office having one or two partners. These firms now either are large 
having significant operations (e.g. White & Case) or remain small boutique operations (e.g. 
Vinson & Elkins).  

Firm Merger history
Worldwide profile

(office locations)
Size in the UK Main UK activities

Training 

contracts?

Bryan Cave

Leighton Paisner

English City firm Berwin Leighton 

Paisner merged with US firm Bryan 

Cave, which had a 40-lawyer London 

office and 4 trainees. 

1,500 lawyers in 35 offices across the 

US, Europe, Africa and Asia.

498 lawyers Full service. BLP 

was known as the 

top property firm in 

the City, and this is 

still a core strength.

Yes (35 pa)

Cooley Office part of Edwards Wildman 

Palmer prior to prior to January 2015. 

That firm merged with London's Kendall 

Freeman in 2008.

Silicon Valley headquartered firm with 

10 US offices as well as Beijing, 

Shanghai and London. Nearly 900 

lawyers worldwide.

91 lawyers Litigation, 

insurance, 

corporate, IP, 

technology and 

employment.

Yes (4 pa)

Dechert Long-standing English firm Titmuss 

Sainer merged with a Philadelphia-

based outfit in 2000.

900+ lawyers working from 27 offices 

across the US, Europe and Asia.

147 lawyers Full service. Yes (10 pa)

Dentons Result of five major global mergers 

since 2010. Dentons Wilde Sapte was 

the City arm.

World's biggest firm by headcount. 

7,000+ lawyers in more than 125 

locations across the Americas, 

Europe, the Middle East, China, 

Africa and Australia.

562 lawyers in 

London, Watford 

and Milton 

Keynes

Full service. Yes (42 pa)

DLA Piper Well-established UK national DLA 

merged with American Piper Rudnick 

in 2005.

4,300 lawyers located across 85+ 

offices worldwide.

844 lawyers 

across the UK

Full service. Yes (up to 

70 pa)

Eversheds 

Sutherland

UK firm Eversheds merged with 

Americans Sutherland in 2017. 

Sutherland had a 10-lawyer London 

office since 2014 after merger with 

Arbis LLP.

2,300 lawyers worldwide in 66 offices. 1,223 lawyers 

across the UK

Full service. Yes (50 pa) 

Hogan Lovells US firm Hogan & Hartson merged with 

major City player Lovells in 2010.

Over 2,500 lawyers in 47 offices 

worldwide.

548 lawyers 

(London and 

Birmingham)

Full service. Yes (up to 

50 pa)

Jones Day Merger between Jones Day (which 

already had a London office) and UK 

firm Gouldens in 2003.

2,500 lawyers in 43 offices worldwide. 150 lawyers Full service. Yes (15-20 

pa)

K&L Gates Merger between US firm Kilpatrick & 

Lockhart and UK firm Nicholson 

Graham & Jones in 2005 (followed by 

2007 merger with US firm Preston 

Gates & Ellis).

2,000+ lawyers across 46 offices 

worldwide.

105 lawyers Full service. Yes (number 

TBD)

Mayer Brown Merger between US firm Mayer, Brown 

& Platt and London mid-sizer Rowe & 

Maw in 2002.

More than 1,600 lawyers across 26 

offices worldwide (including an 

alliance in Brazil). Asia presence 

bolstered by merger with JSM in 

2008.

227 lawyers Full service. Yes (15 pa)

McGuireWoods Small 2009 merger between US firm 

McGuire Woods and London firm 

Grundberg Mocatta Rakison.

Based in Virginia with 1,100 lawyers 

in 22 offices: 20 in the US plus 

London, Brussels and an alliance in 

Shanghai.

28 lawyers Full service. Yes (1 pa)

Norton Rose 

Fulbright

Merger between US firm Fulbright & 

Jaworski and London-founded Norton 

Rose in June 2013

Approx 3,500 lawyers in over 55+ 

offices worldwide.

506 lawyers Full service. Yes (up to 

45 pa)

Reed Smith Small UK firm Warner Cranston 

merged with US firm Reed Smith in 

2001. In 2007 Reed Smith merged with 

UK mid-sized firm Richards Butler.

Approx 1,700 lawyers in 26 offices. 321 lawyers Full service, 

including niches 

like shipping and 

media.

Yes (25 pa)

Squire Patton

Boggs

UK firm Hammonds and US firm 

Squire, Sanders & Dempsey merged 

in 2011. Merged with DC firm Patton 

Boggs in 2014.

47 offices across 20 countries 

containing over 1,500 lawyers 

worldwide.

416 lawyers 

across the UK

Full service. Yes (23 pa)

Womble Bond 

Dickinson

National firm Bond Dickinson (itself a 

merger of Newcastle and Bristol firms) 

combined with North Carolinian 

Womble Carlyle in 2017.

1,100 lawyers in 18 US and eight UK 

locations.

647 lawyers 

across the UK

Full service. Yes (up to 

25 pa)
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Home country: China 

Key features of China’s economy have changed and the country’s business environment has 

grown to be more network-based (e.g. relationships with the US and Europe), if compared to 

the late 20th century when the country had limited relationships and restrictive governmental 

policies imposed upon FDI (Buckley, 2007). These changes started to take place following the 

nation’s ‘open-door’ policy in 1978 (Boisot and Meyer, 2008), and they accelerated as a 

consequence of the support gained by the government-led initiative ‘Go Global’, a strategy 

established in 2000, and China’s membership of the World Trade Organization in 2001 (Wang 

and Miao, 2016). 

The above institutional factors at home were intended to encourage Chinese OFDI, including 

the governmental policy support, national imperatives for securing supplies of natural 

resources and hoped for strategic asset acquisitions overseas (Buckley et al., 2018). Chinese 

firms have been separated from the State only since 1988, and Chinese company law has 

existed only since 1993. This explains the prevailing mindset among Chinese enterprises of 

being a local rather than a national body. There are cases where Chinese firms internationalise 

at a smaller size compared to Western counterparts in order to take advantage of institutional 

arbitrage. This is because the operational costs in the domestic market are higher than those 

in a country less developed than China (Boisot and Meyer, 2008). In the current economy 

Chinese firms have grown to expand to more developed countries, and not only after 

fundamental establishment in the home country. Outward FDI flows have also emerged much 

sooner; the capital outflows from China to advanced economies rather than the expected 

developing economies have led to suspicions that the traditional economic and 

internationalisation theories may not fit the case of Chinese firms (Athreye and Kapur, 2009). 

Benefits of Chinese firms having investment experience in acquisitions in developed countries 

include more effective performance through improved and enhanced experiential learning 

(Buckley et al., 2018). 

The judicial system in China includes different parties. China’s Constitution establishes a 

unitary national court system.  This means that the hierarchy of Chinese courts does not 

distinguish between provinces and local areas, which, nevertheless, have a high degree of 

autonomy. The Supreme People’s Court released guiding cases for people’s courts at all levels 

to refer to when adjudicating similar cases. These are different from courts in Common Law 

jurisdictions, which have a binding effect on later disputes and distinguish between State, 

territory and court jurisdictions (Wang et al., 2017). The set-up of law firms in China is 
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administered by the Ministry of Justice (MoJ); the role of this national regulator also involves 

the admission of lawyers and the regulating of the activities of law firms and lawyers (Practical 

Law, 1st June 2021). These differences in laws and regulation have led to restrictions on foreign 

law firms practising in China and on Chinese law firms stepping outside the boundaries of the 

State. 

Foreign law firms in China are not allowed to practise Chinese law but only the law of their 

own jurisdiction after filing a registration application with the judicial authority. These firms 

can set up representative offices in specific regions of the country (Practical Law, 1st June 2021). 

Some leading UK and US law firms (e.g. Linklaters and Baker & McKenzie) have established 

alliances with Chinese law firms to overcome the State’s ban in mainland China on local law 

for foreign counsel. These partnerships were made possible via the scheme of the Shanghai 

Free Trade Zone (FTZ), launched in 2013 by the Chinese government in a bid to boost foreign 

investment (Legal Business, 7th August 2019). Baker & McKenzie, the first foreign law firm to 

participate in this scheme, established a joint operation with FenXun Partners, demonstrating 

opportunities for liberalisation experiments that could open up China’s professional service 

sectors to significant overseas participation (Financial Times, 31st May 2016). So far seven law 

firms have acquired PRC law capability by gaining such legitimate relationships; they are 

Baker & McKenzie, Hogan Lovells, Holman Fenwick Willan, Ashurst, Linklaters, Herbert 

Smith Freehills and Allen & Overy (China Business Law Journal, 28th February 2020). 

Chinese law firms with qualified lawyers are able to practise Chinese law within the regions of 

the country; there is no limit imposed on lawyers’ areas of practice. Lawyers in China go 

through specific educational requirements to gain qualifications (Practical Law, 1st June 2021). 

Growing in size and reach within the country, Chinese law firms, including those elite firms in 

the so-called ‘Red Circle’20 (Table 4.4), nevertheless lack experience in Common Law which, as 

previously discussed, underpins much of international commerce. The influence of UK and US 

law firms was spread by the globalisation of Western firms in the 1970s; Chinese law firms 

lacking such experience came to be at a major disadvantage when these UK and US firms 

brought their legal advisers overseas during the globalisation process (The Economist, 3rd 

March 2021). Similarly to the setting up of the joint partnership scheme developed within 

 
20 The ‘Red Circle’ refers to the most elite group of Chinese law firms. The term was first coined by The 
Lawyer in its first China Top 30 report in 2014. The term gained wide popularity within the Chinese legal 
community and among law graduates when it comes to recruitment (The Lawyer, 25th September 2017). 
Table 4.4 represents firms generally recognised in this group. Zhu et al. (2020), however, argue that the 
boundary of the Red Circle firms is not as fixed as that of the magic circle; there is in fact no consensus 
among Chinese lawyers on exactly how many or which firms are inside or outside this elite group. 
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China, Chinese law firms have sought to build partnerships with others overseas, for example, 

with UK law firms in London.  

Table 4.4 Chinese elite law firms (‘red circle’) 

Number Firm Headquarters Foundation 

1 Commerce & Finance Beijing 1992 

2 Fangda Partners Shanghai 1993 

3 Global Law Offices Beijing 1984 

4 Haiwen & Partners Beijing 1992 

5 Jingtian & Gongcheng Beijing 1992 

6 Jun He Law Firm Beijing 1989 

7 King & Wood Mallesons Shanghai1 1993 

8 Zhong Lun Law Firm Beijing 1993 

Source: The Lawyer (25th September 2017) 
Note: King & Wood Mallesons has relocated its headquarters to a region within Asia following its 
merger with the Australian firm Mallesons Stephen Jaques (see Section 4.2.6). 

Discussion 

Following Dunning’s OLI paradigm (Dunning, 2001), MNCs can be counted on to have firm-

specific advantages (FSAs) which will ensure successful internationalisation. The paradox of 

FSA vulnerability is signified in the case of MNCs in their environmental context, namely their 

home and host countries (Rugman, 2005). This is because the FSAs of MNCs are presumed to 

be home country-bound and path-dependent; but these are at the same time a liability in host 

countries where relevance and sustainability are lost (Kim et al., 2020). In the case of Chinese 

law firms, their expansion from their home country to a host country such as the UK has not 

only demonstrated a move from an emerging to an advanced economy but a step into 

practising Common Law, which is outside their jurisdiction. Chinese law firms have sought to 

build a presence in London without being or becoming lost in a UK or US law firm (details in 

Section 4.2). This view of how Chinese law firms have behaved is similar to the ‘Trojan Horse’ 

strategy (Morgan and Quack, 2005), adopted by German law firms in the UK who repositioned 

themselves in new international contexts. German law firms may be considered to be in the 

ramparts of UK global firms. 

Liu and Wu (2016) explored the internationalisation of Chinese law firms in a given context 

and revealed the impact of institutional dynamics on a firm’s strategy and on the 

implementation of the strategy in the host country. This view agrees with Rana and Morgan 

(2019) that variations in institutions in different contexts can push MNCs to develop different 
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types of competences that lead to varied innovation styles in their subsidiaries, as national 

business systems theory has stressed. Thus the different national systems of the home and 

host countries, as the differences in the institutional context, can be expected to impede 

certain corporate strategies and best practices in a given subsidiary (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 

2013). This subsection has discussed the pros and cons of Chinese law firms bearing the 

imprint of their home country. This imprint enabled their internationalisation (e.g. the open 

door and ‘Go Global’ strategies) but also restricted the scope and speed of their expansion (e.g. 

the facts of their being bound by Chinese law and the late issuing of favourable policies by the 

State government). Given this discussion, it is safe to conclude that firms’ international 

expansion and organisation are significantly conditioned by national institutional contexts 

(Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019). 

The degree of Chinese law firms’ internationalisation is simultaneously determined by the 

host countries they entered. This is because the host country business systems vary in terms of 

their ‘openness’, i.e. how amenable they are when faced with external management styles 

(Whitley, 2001). Chinese law firms, under such circumstances, are ‘external’ to the existing law 

firms in the UK and consequently affected by these firms in terms of how they may operate in 

the host country. Such influences from the host country and firms within the host country can 

be expressed using the core concept of institutional theory, namely institutional isomorphism 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983): law firms within the UK context resemble each other given that 

they all face the same set of environmental conditions, such as the UK’s national business 

system. 

The discussion has revealed the importance of understanding the home and host countries of 

firms prior to analysing their internationalisation actions. This research adds value to the 

newness of the empirical context, i.e. China as an emerging market in PSF studies entering the 

UK as a notable example of an advanced economy. From the view of Dunning’s OLI paradigm, 

this section is fundamental to exploring whether new settings result in changes in the firm’s 

O, L and I advantages. 

4.1.3 The City of London and the legal market 

It is necessary to discuss the City of London, beyond the UK and the European continent, as 

an international financial centre (IFC) with international standing across the globe (see Table 

4.5 for the international power of London and Table 4.6 for industry-sector competitiveness). 
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Particular emphasis should be placed on the London legal market as a representative of the 

UK legal market, given the City’s distinctiveness. 

The distinctiveness of the City of London led to the need for particular attention in the 

following respects: increased specialisation of financial and business services within Central 

London since the 1980s (Frost and Spence, 1993); quick recovery of financial and business 

services in London after the 2008 financial crisis while these declined in the rest of the UK 

(Wójcik and MacDonald-Korth, 2015); London’s development as an offshore centre for China’s 

RMB internationalisation (Hall, 2017). 

The City of London has been a longstanding IFC, ranked 1st as supranational in Reed (1981), 

based on its importance in the global financial system. In terms of offshore currency trading, 

London is the largest foreign exchange market worldwide, dwarfing its nearest rival, New 

York, by a considerable margin. London’s advantages enable the City to sit above the other 

European financial centres in foreign exchange trading propositions. Such advantages include 

limited political and institutional interference, high liquidity and broad investor profiles (The 

Banker, 24th September 2020). The City’s dominant presence and ability to handle a high 

volume of financial transactions led to its position as a strong attraction to foreign banks 

seeking to establish international operations. These banks have been highly selective in their 

choice of location and prefer metropolitan areas that are well integrated into the global 

network of financial centres (Daniels, 1986; Faulconbridge, 2004). 

Banks in London have remained important clients for law firms because of their diligence in 

purchasing legal services and because they are good agents for bringing in work from other 

corporates, despite a recent decline in banks’ legal purchasing as a consequence of more in-

house roles (Law.com International, 17th January 2022). Chinese banks, as the growth engine 

for the world’s banking industry (The Banker, 28th June 2021), have been present in London 

since the start of the 20th century21. The 1920s were referred to as the ‘Golden Age’ of Chinese 

modern banks and their growth, followed by their government’s success with its monetary 

reform of 1935 to negotiate to borrow foreign reserves from the UK and the US. The reform 

was a testimony to the progress achieved in the Chinese monetary and banking system during 

the 1920s and 1930s (Ma, 2012). London’s advantages have drawn Chinese firms to set up 

operations and build long-term growth in the City (The Banker, 24th September 2020). Chinese 

 
21 Bank of China, the most internationalised and diversified bank in China, established its London office 
in 1929. This was its first overseas branch and marked the formation of the first overseas financial 
institutions by a Chinese bank (City of London, 30th July 2018). 
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banks in London effectively work as an allied financial service and standing potential client for 

Chinese law firms, while bringing in work from their own clients22. 

The attraction of the City of London for businesses and firms has led to its reputation as a 

leading global centre; this applies to the legal sectors such as being a centre for international 

dispute resolution and arbitration (TheCityUK, 9th December, 2021). 

Table 4.5 GFCI top ranks and ratings (Top 20)1 

Centre 
GFCI 31 

Rank 

GFCI 31 

Rating 

GFCI 30 

Rank 

GFCI 30 

Rating 

Change in 

Rank 

Change in 

Rating 
Region 

New York 1 759 1 762 0 ▼3 North America 

London 2 726 2 740 0 ▼14 Western Europe 

Hong Kong 3 715 3 716 0 ▼1 Asia/Pacific 

Shanghai 4 714 6 713 ▲2 ▲1 Asia/Pacific 

Los Angeles 5 713 7 712 ▲2 ▲1 North America 

Singapore 6 712 4 715 ▼2 ▼3 Asia/Pacific 

San Francisco 7 711 5 714 ▼2 ▼3 North America 

Beijing 8 710 8 711 0 ▼1 Asia/Pacific 

Tokyo 9 708 9 706 0 ▲2 Asia/Pacific 

Shenzhen 10 707 16 699 ▲6 ▲8 Asia/Pacific 

Paris 11 706 10 705 ▼1 ▲1 Western Europe 

Seoul 12 705 13 702 ▲1 ▲3 Asia/Pacific 

Chicago 13 704 11 704 ▼2 0 North America 

Boston 14 703 12 703 ▼2 0 North America 

Washington DC 15 702 15 700 0 ▲2 North America 

Frankfurt 16 694 14 701 ▼2 ▼7 Western Europe 

Dubai 17 691 18 694 ▲1 ▼3 Middle East 

Madrid 18 690 24 687 ▲6 ▲3 Western Europe 

Amsterdam 19 687 17 698 ▼2 ▼11 Western Europe 

Zurich 20 686 21 690 ▲1 ▼4 Western Europe 

Source: Z/Yen Group (March 2022) 
Note: 1. GFCI refers to the Global Financial Centres Index. GFCI 31 was released in March 2022. GFCI 30 
was released in September 2021. The GFCI has been an important benchmark for financial decision 
makers, highlighting the key progress being made in IFCs and cities’ strengths and specialisations. 

  

 
22 A list of Banking and Finance PRC law firms and their key clients are available in The Legal 500 
(2022). 
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Table 4.6 GFCI 31 industry sector sub-indices (Top 15) 

Rank  Banking  
Investment 
Management  

Insurance  
Profession
al Services  

Government & 
Regulatory  

Finance  FinTech  Trading  

1 New York  New York  Shenzhen  New York  New York  New York  New York  New York  

2 Shenzhen  London  New York  London  London  Beijing  
Singa-
pore  

London  

3 
Hong 
Kong  

Singapore  Hong Kong  Singapore  Singapore  Shanghai  London  Shanghai  

4 London  Beijing  London  Hong Kong  Zurich  Shenzhen  Shanghai  
Hong 
Kong  

5 
Singa-
pore  

Shanghai  Shanghai  
San 
Francisco  

Hong Kong  London  
Hong 
Kong  

Beijing  

6 Beijing  Hong Kong  Singapore  Shenzhen  Shanghai  
Hong 
Kong  

Beijing  
Singa-
pore  

7 Shanghai  Shenzhen  Paris  Shanghai  Dubai  Tokyo  Tokyo  Tokyo  

8 Tokyo  Zurich  Beijing  Zurich  Frankfurt  
Singa-
pore  

Luxem-
bourg  

Zurich  

9 Osaka  Los Angeles  Tokyo  
Luxem-
bourg  

Geneva  Zurich  Shenzhen  
San 
Francisco  

10 Zurich  Geneva  Zurich  Toronto  Seoul  Frankfurt  
San 
Francisco  

Los 
Angeles  

11 Sydney  Luxembourg  Frankfurt  Frankfurt  Tokyo  
Los 
Angeles  

Dubai  Chicago  

12 
Luxem-
bourg  

San Francisco  Seoul  
Washing-
ton DC  

Los Angeles  
Luxem-
bourg  

Zurich  Shenzhen  

13 Paris  Paris  
Luxem-
bourg  

Seoul  Oslo  
Edin-
burgh  

Frankfurt  Frankfurt  

14 
Los 
Angeles  

Chicago  Sydney  Dubai  Washington DC  Geneva  
Washing-
ton DC  

Washing-
ton DC  

15 
San 
Francisco  

Amsterdam  
Los 
Angeles  

Geneva  Luxembourg  
San 
Francisco  

Qingdao  Stuttgart  

Source: Y/Zen Group (March 2022) 

London legal market 

US law firms specialising in securities, mergers and acquisitions have established a very strong 

presence in the legal market and in the market for corporate control in general.  These US law 

firms have come to London to take advantage of its place in relation to Europe (Clark, 2002). 

Notable examples are Shearman & Sterling, who set up their London office in 1972 and spread 

their presence over the European market with seven offices; and Skadden Arps, who opened 

their London office in 1989 and moved into the Czech Republic in 1998 to capitalise on 

privatisation and M&A work (Practical Law, 22nd March 2002). Early entries into the London 

legal market were a core group of MNCs (e.g. US law firm Baker & McKenzie) with 

headquarters located in the first-tier US cities (e.g. New York, Chicago, Los Angeles), while 

latecomers opted for smaller cities in the UK. The first-movers additionally benefited from 

more autonomy in their London subsidiaries as their entry occurred prior to 1990. A 

significant factor was the deregulation of the UK legal market for services in the early 1990s, 

which enabled overseas lawyers to obtain certification to practise English law. Consequently, 
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there has been a surge in FDI in London from US law firms (Cullen-Mandikos and 

MacPherson, 2002).  

UK law firms took action simultaneously by growing to become global, linking up Europe via 

London to the US and beyond (Clark, 2002; Beaverstock et al., 2000; Faulconbridge et al., 

2008). The dominance of UK and US law firms and the rise of global firms as a result of their 

international expansion between the 1990s and 2000s signal a new era where Anglo-American 

transnational lawyering is now central to the global economy. By the year 2000 the global law 

centres were located in three main areas: the US (e.g. New York), Europe (e.g. London and 

Frankfurt) and Asia Pacific (e.g. Hong Kong, Singapore and Tokyo) (Faulconbridge et al., 

2008). Globalising UK legal services benefited from the legacy of the British Empire and 

London’s dominant position as a financial centre. The installation of English legal systems 

across the globe has enabled UK law firms to service international projects. London as an IFC 

aids UK law firms with its advantages of providing them with close proximity to their key 

clients (Beaverstock, 1999). UK law firms have further expanded into countries within the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations23 (Asean). For example, Freshfields adopted an ‘Asean 

strategy’, led by its Singapore offices and involving offices in Hong Kong, Hanoi and Ho Chi 

Minh City, which kept the firm active across the region, for example in Indonesia, Vietnam 

and Thailand (The Law Society Gazette, 23rd September 2019). UK law firms’ entry into Asean 

was followed by further expansion in China post the country’s ‘open door’ policy (see Section 

4.1.2). The expansion was further enabled by the strategic interests of elite Chinese law firms 

in forming partnerships with the largest international UK and US law firms (Financial Times, 

3rd June 2016). 

Turbulence 

The Big Four24 share the aim to become all-in-one global professional one-stop-shop service 

firms, servicing international clients for everything, including accountancy, management 

 
23 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) includes 10 nation states: Brunei Darussalam, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. 
The foundation of Asean Economic Community (AEC) in 2015 was a major step towards Asean’s 
regional economic integration. AEC has promoted the region’s free flow of goods, services, capital and 
labour (The Law Society Gazette, 23rd September 2019). 

Among the 10 countries, the legal sector of Singapore was liberalised with the aim of transforming the 
country into a key legal services hub within Asean. Renowned for its outward looking economy, stability 
and first rate infrastructure, Singapore is currently the leading commercial and financial hub in 
Southeast Asia (The Law Society, 25th February 2021). 

24 ‘The Big Four’ refers to four largest and prestigious accountancy firms: Deloitte, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), Ernst & Young (EY) and KPMG (Financial Times, 23rd October 2019). 
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consultancy and legal advice (Hanssens et al., 2013; The Practice, 2016a). Further, a new law 

sector has emerged in the London legal market, namely the sector of alternative legal service 

providers (ALSPs). The scope of ALSPs comprises: captives allied to law firms, such as Konexo 

(part of Eversheds Sutherland) or GravityStack (Reed Smith); independents (often private-

equity backed) such as Axiom Law or Elevate Services; and offshoots of the Big Four (The Law 

Society Gazette, 22nd June 2020; Practical Law, 2022). There are challenges for the established 

law firms that stem from these developments; these existing law firms are implicitly called 

upon to demonstrate their capability to sustain their relationships with clients (Thomson 

Reuters, March 2022). 

Brexit25 has played its role in affecting London’s dominance in financial products, namely as a, 

or the, de facto financial capital of the Eurozone. This role has been put into question post-

Brexit; but it is argued that such uncertainty results in a boost in demand for legal and 

consulting services, at least in the short term (Hall and Wójcik, 2021). The current London 

legal market appears promising, the latest report from Thomson Reuters (March 2022) has 

concluded, as shown by the growth in legal demands from clients within the 29 researched 

global law firms in London (by 8.7% in 2021 compared to 2020). 

This section has provided the necessary contextual background of Chinese law firms, 

including both their home and host countries and particular attention to the City of London. 

Later analysis places the specific focus of investigation on the closeness of the relationship 

between the subsidiaries and the headquarters of these firms. 

4.2 Introducing the sampled Chinese law firms 

This section provides the background corporate information on the six law firms sampled: 

firm information; internationalisation into the UK (inter-firm level), and, briefly described, the 

operation of the London office (intra-firm level). 

4.2.1 Firm 1 Yingke Law Firm 

Yingke Law Firm, founded in 2001 in Beijing, is a full-service international law firm. It presents 

itself as a global law firm from China, aiming to serve the world with ‘one-stop’ legal and 

 
25 This research was completed prior to the release of the referendum result and concluded before 
Brexit. The findings do not represent factors resulting from Brexit but may serve as implications for the 
post-Brexit operation of Chinese law firms. 
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commercial services. Yingke provides clients with both legal guidance and local market advice. 

“We go beyond our normal work of just advising clients on law. We advise them also on 

culture and ways of thinking in the market they are expanding into, so our role is more 

encompassing than, strictly speaking, the lawyer’s role”, stated by the firm’s global partner and 

executive chairwoman (China Daily Europe, 29th January 2017). Current firm development 

resembles a company model. This is a deliberate strategy, encouraged by the Chairman of 

Global Board of Directors, who values the corporate model of McDonald’s, namely a large 

industrialised chain with low profit margins but a global reputation (Liu and Wu, 2016). 

Exploring this aim the firm has set up companies providing services additional to legal 

services. Examples are Yingke Global (investment consulting) (Yingke Vensco) and Yingke 

Travel (e-commerce tourism) (China Daily, 22nd June 2016). 

In the early 2000s Yingke was focusing on growing its Beijing office. It positioned itself as a 

boutique law firm with around 30 employees. A significant shift occurred in the late 2000s, 

when the firm built the good-sized Beijing office and started to expand the firm (Intelligeast, 

4th May 2018). The strategy is clear from the number of offices opened each year in mainland 

China (Figure 4.1), enabling Yingke quickly to become by 2015 China’s largest law firm by 

headcount (China Daily Europe, 29th January 2017). Yingke has since begun to extend overseas 

business by simultaneously opening subsidiaries and forming strategic alliances with local law 

firms in the host countries (Liu and Wu, 2016). From becoming the largest Chinese law firm in 

terms of numbers of offices globally, Yingke then found its position almost immediately 

surpassed by the newly founded Dentons, through the merger of Dentons and Dacheng also in 

2015. However, Yingke currently remains the largest and the fastest growing Chinese law firm 

in the domestic legal market (ALB, 12th December 2018). 

 
Figure 4.1 Growth of Yingke: the number of branch offices opened in mainland China 
Source: Intelligeast (4th May 2018) 
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Yingke entered the UK in 2010, when it opened a subsidiary, Yingke UK Consulting, directly 

controlled by Yingke Law, though not a directly owned subsidiary owing to the constraint of 

Chinese law firms being shareholders of foreign entities (Legal Business, 19th November 2015). 

This was followed by the signing of a strategic partnership with Memery Crystal, a smaller 

commercial (Chambers Student, 2019a) and English international law firm. Memery Crystal, 

founded in 1978 in London, is recognised for its advice and negotiation. The firm has 35 

partners and 99 employees overall. The strategic partnership is favoured by both firms: by 

Memery Crystal for the perspective it gains on Chinese market and “in-bound and outbound 

access to [their] clients”, as stated by the firm’s CEO; and by Yingke’s international strategists 

to whom it offers insights into “the promotion of trade with and investment in the UK by 

Chinese corporations and high net worth investors”, as stated by Yingke’s global partner (see 

Memery Crystal, https://www.memerycrystal.com/international/). At present, Yingke 

continues to grow both domestically and internationally. The partner firm confirmed this: “It’s 

an interesting model because it’s almost like a franchise model. So every time I go to China, 

there's another 10 offices” (L1, Memery Crystal). 

4.2.2 Firm 2 Zhong Lun Law Firm 

Zhong Lun, founded in 1993, with headquarters in Beijing, is a full-service law firm with over 

310 partners in 16 offices worldwide and a broad client base. Currently one of the most 

prestigious law firms in China, formerly second largest after King & Wood Mallesons, as 

measured by the number of practice areas recommended: 17 as Band 1 (Chambers and 

Partners, 2019) and 13 (out of 18 recommended) as Tier 1 (The Legal 500, 2019). In the 1990s 

Zhong Lun put its focus on real estate by implementing legal services across all stages of 

property development, from land purchase to property management; it is still among the 

foremost in this area (Intelligeast, 4th April 2019). A change occurred in the late 1990s, when 

the Ministry of Justice encouraged law firms to develop their partnership with a corporate 

structure, some large domestic law firms including Zhong Lun altered their traditional 

commission-fee system. This led to a disagreement between partners and the firm then split 

into two firms, Zhong Lun and Zhonglun W&D (Liu and Wu, 2016) which then developed 

separately. Zhong Lun, all the offices worldwide included, claims to have adopted an 

integrated management mechanism, such as shared telecommunication facilities and 

advanced IT techniques, to ensure close team cooperation (according to the Zhong Lun 

website). This is in line with the firm’s management strategy of treating the firm as a 

corporation rather than a combination of partnered teams (Intelligeast, 4th April 2019). 

https://www.memerycrystal.com/international/
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From the 1990s to the early 2000s, Zhong Lun was one of the largest domestic law firms but 

since the mid-2000s, firms such as Yingke, KWM and Dacheng have made considerable efforts 

to grow their sizes and surpassed Zhong Lun. However, along with Jun He, the earliest 

founded Chinese law firm, Zhong Lun then began a different approach, leading to notably 

steadier growth than the others (Liu and Wu, 2016). The internationalisation of Zhong Lun has 

been achieved through organic growth. As one of the earliest founded law firms in China, it 

has much experience of engaging in the Chinese legal market but without the intention of 

performing as a niche firm. The firm has sensibly pursued the strategy of full service rather 

than of becoming a global law firm. The number of its offices shows its significant growth in 

the domestic market. When establishing a new overseas office, the firm will send at least one 

partner qualified in that jurisdiction to manage the office, and to hire other local lawyers as 

partners and associates. The UK branch was established in 2012in London, operating on a 

smaller scale (The Law Society Gazette, 14th October 2013). Originally formed and managed by 

three English-qualified Chinese lawyers, the office now has six partners, providing services to 

both Chinese and English clients. The firm competes with both local firms and other Chinese 

firms in the London market because it practices both English and Chinese law (Zhong Lun, 

27th February 2012). 

4.2.3 Firm 3 Llinks Law Offices 

Llinks is a prestigious law firm founded in 1998 and based in Shanghai, specialising in cross-

border transactions and known for its high-quality services and innovation solutions (China 

Business Law Journal, 2019). The firm has three stated core aims: a dedication to clients and to 

achieving their business goals, international insight combined with local expertise from its 

lawyers of diverse international backgrounds, and a commitment to evolving with the 

marketplace and adapting to changing market trends. 

To serve their clients in relation to international business, the firm has developed an 

international network through close relationships with top law firms in IFCs (Llinks’s 

website). With only a small number of offices, Llinks does not pursue the strategy of becoming 

a mega law firm. The first office outside mainland China was in Hong Kong, established in 

2015 with three partners, focusing on providing legal services in M&A, capital markets and 

asset management. The Hong Kong office aims to bring closer the firm and its clients while 

also diversifying the services (ALB, 28th April 2015). The second overseas office was established 

in 2017 in London, following the same strategy of keeping the number of partners small. It is 
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staffed with a single partner from China, with experience in international management. This 

office serves primarily the investment and trade of Chinese clients in the UK and Europe. 

4.2.4 Firm 4 Dacheng Dentons 

As Dacheng Dentons (on the firm’s website “大成 Dentons”) was formed through the merger 

of two law firms. The first of the two, Dacheng (in Chinese “大成”), founded in 1992, was a 

Beijing based Chinese firm. One of the first partnership law firms in China, Dacheng is now 

one of the largest. The firm has wide ranges of offices geographically in China, especially in 

second and third tier cities. This supports the firm’s stated aim of offering local services to 

clients from every city. Dacheng has 45 offices in China, spanning all of the nation’s provinces 

and autonomous regions (see Dacheng, http://www.dachenglaw.com/en/network). By 

contrast, Dentons, the second firm, dates back to the late eighteenth century and was formed 

by mergers of several law firms. The firm’s name was originally Denton Hall (1742), changed to 

Denton Wilde Sapte in 2000, and to SNR Denton in 2010. The firm Dentons was formed from 

a three-way merger in 2013 with SNR Denton, Fraser Milner Casgrain (Canada) and Salans 

(international). The merger of Dentons and Dacheng in 2015 was completed under the Swiss 

Verein structure26 where the two firms remain two entities with separate profit pools. 

Externally, the firm is marketed under the same name, “大成 Dentons” (see Dacheng Dentons, 

https://www.dentons.com/), which is globally acknowledged on either firm websites or on any 

marketing platforms. The reports on the firm usually distinguish the two firms by addressing 

them as Dentons and Dacheng respectively. Dacheng is kept in use in China but the firm is 

commonly known as Dentons for all areas outside China. 

Dentons achieved a global presence in over 120 regions of more than 50 countries with over 

6600 lawyers with the completion of the merger. After becoming a multinational firm Dentons 

has continued merging with other, different firms that can boost its international services, for 

example the long-established Singaporean law firm Rodyk in April 2016, when the firm’s name 

in Singapore was changed into “Dentons Rodyk”. More mergers with law firms worldwide such 

as the Australian Gadens enabled Dentons to become the largest law firm globally. In the UK 

Dentons expanded its business by merging with leading Scottish law firm Maclay Murray & 

Spens, who date back nearly 150 years. The firm reported their ‘strongest ever’ UK & Middle 

 
26 The Swiss Verein structure is a form of merger favoured by firms who want to enable the coexistence 
of local partnerships without regulatory strain (Flood, 2011). In professional services it is a corporate 
structure under Swiss law, adopted in a number of major Anglo-American law firms as well as some Big 
Four accounting firms for their global expansion (The Practice, 2016b). 

http://www.dachenglaw.com/en/network
https://www.dentons.com/
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East (UKME) financial results following the Scottish merger, the revenue up by 21 per cent to 

£205 million, from £170 million in 2016/17, and net profit up by 27 per cent to £60 million, for 

the financial year ending 30th April 2018 (Scottish legal News, 30th January 2019). The 

Amsterdam office, Dentons Boekel, was formed by the combination of Dentons and Dutch 

firm Boekel in 2017 (LegalWeek, 2nd March 2017); there revenue has doubled in growth and size 

grown significantly thereafter. The office has been renamed Dentons with effect from 1st 

January 2020 (Dentons, 6th January 2020). Dentons’ most recent expansion has been entry into 

the Irish market (from 8th January 2020). Its new Dublin office focused initially on 

transactional work. The reason for an independent office in Dublin was to enable the firm, 

under Irish rules, to accept referral business in Ireland from was to London (Dentons, 8th 

January 2020). 

4.2.5 Firm 5 AllBright Law Offices 

AllBright Law Offices was founded in 1999 as a full-service law firm against a background of 

the vast majority of Chinese law firms moving from state to private ownership (Michelson, 

2003; Lin et al., 2011). Established by a state managed merger of three local law firms in 

Shanghai, AllBright has remained for many years the only Shanghai-headquartered large 

corporate law firm with a national presence (Liu and Wu, 2016). The firm has engaged in rapid 

expansion: it currently has 21 branch offices in mainland China, one in Hong Kong and one in 

London. The firm has formed an association with Stevenson, Wong & Co. (Hong Kong) and a 

strategic partnership with Bird & Bird LLP (London). 

The partnered firm Bird & Bird (known as “TwoBirds”), founded in 1846, recognised for its 

large and impressive intellectual property practice, is an international law firm in London. 

With over 250 lawyers, the firm serves clients of multinational businesses, the public sector, 

SMEs and start-ups. Its approach within the Asian Pacific market is multi-faceted: mergers 

(Australia, 2014) and office openings and lateral hires (Singapore, 2009) (CDR, 13th December 

2017). Bird & Bird began its penetration of China’s vast legal services market by associating 

with the Chinese large law firm AllBright (The Lawyer, 2nd November 2017). 

The partnership with AllBright offers Bird & Bird a platform to enter the Chinese market and 

to expand in the Asia Pacific region. In turn, AllBright developed joint business with Bird & 

Bird. The Lawyer China Top 30 2017 Report ranks AllBright as the fifth largest Chinese firm by 

revenue and the eighth fastest growing firm in China. London is its second overseas presence 

after Hong Kong. Expansion into London was the result of supporting the firm’s existing 
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Chinese clients in the UK and Europe (The Lawyer, 2nd November 2017). This indicates that 

AllBright remains at the first stage of international expansion. The CEO of Bird & Bird, David 

Kerr, states: “There is a strong synergy between our vision — to be the number one law firm in 

the world for organisations being changed by technology and the digital world – and the 

ambitions of the many high-growth Chinese companies looking to expand internationally” 

(Bird & Bird website). AllBright’s London office will not provide local legal service in this early 

stage but will coordinate and manage general matters concerning strategic cooperation 

between the two firms (China Business Law Journal, 11th December 2017). 

4.2.6 Case-study firm King & Wood Mallesons 

King & Wood Mallesons (KWM) was formed in 2012 when the Chinese firm King & Wood 

joined with the Australian firm Mallesons Stephens Jaques as a single organisation. 

King & Wood, founded in 1993 in Beijing, was established during the first wave of the rise of 

Chinese law firms. It was one of the earliest law firms built through partnership. The 

partnership is different from many other Chinese law firms, who pursued a commission fee 

system of remuneration, with relatively loosely-managed franchise offices at the time. The 

partnership of King & Wood is expressed by integrated management, complementary business 

and resources shared within the firm. In terms of its legal services provision, King & Wood’s 

business started off as foreign investment, international dealings, international arbitration and 

securities work. This enabled the firm to distinguish itself from others, especially in the 

international legal services field because the number of Chinese law firms with such capability 

is relatively limited. King & Wood’s position has been strengthened because of a lack of 

lawyers elsewhere; China with the expertise and good language skills needed to serve 

international clients. To date, the firm has also left their form of partnership unchanged and 

has made efforts to increase the level of integration at management level (Intelligeast, 7th June 

2016; Caijing, 26th May 2012). Since 2000 King & Wood have started to grow in size; this has 

been clarified to be a gradual development rather than a deliberate strategy policy of the firm. 

Between 2009 and 2012 the firm put more emphasis on the quality of its services and the 

training of its staff (Intelligeast, 7th June 2016). 

Mallesons Stephen Jaques (MSJ) was one of the ‘Big Six’ of the large commercial law firms that 

dominate the legal market of Australia (Chambers Student, 2019b). The firm’s origins date 

back to 1856 when a newly arrived English man set up business in Australia. The firm MSJ was 

formed in 1989, following a number of previous mergers with law firms in Australia that had 
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already begun to bring Sydney and Melbourne together as one legal market. MSJ has 

exceptional experience in international mergers. The firm entered the Asian market first from 

Hong Kong in 1989 followed by a merger with Kwok and Yih in Hong Kong in 2004 (Lawyers 

Weekly, 2nd June 2011). In 2008 MSJ engaged in proceedings to form a union with UK-based 

Clifford Chance but this was not completed eventually (The Wall Street Journal, 24th May 

2013). By 2011 MSJ had in total, 186 partners, 1000 lawyers and 1800 employees. It nine offices 

are located in Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Brisbane, Canberra, Hong Kong, London, Beijing and 

Shanghai (Lawyers Weekly, 2nd June 2011). 

The Chinese-Australian merger adopted the Swiss Verein structure and was stated by the 

Global Chairman of King & Wood to be a milestone in the history of the internationalisation 

of Chinese law firms (Caijing, 26th May 2012). The Financial Times (3rd May 2019) described it 

as a risky move: the merger was considered more challenging in that it combined 

organisations from two such different cultures. This was the first time that a leading Chinese 

firm joined forces with a sizeable Western firm, and it was recognised to be a response to the 

trend of UK and US law firms’ attempting to bolster profitability by increasing their size in 

China and other emerging markets earlier noted by the Financial Times (23rd November 2011). 

The merger led King & Wood to become one of the first truly Asia-based global law firms and 

the first Chinese law firm to adopt the strategy of merger with an overseas law firm (The 

Practice, 2017). The way the firm has been structured through local platforms has contributed 

to the entire firm’s depth and breadth in capability (Financial Times, 3rd May 2019). KWM was 

formally established after the merger, and the firm now has 1800 lawyers and 21 offices globally 

(China Law Insight, 1st March 2012). 

Further merger followed in 2013, with a UK-based law firm SJ Berwin (one of the ‘silver circle’). 

The firm name KWM remained unchanged. The intention was to build one of the world’s 

largest law firms with a wide geographical coverage in Asia, Australia and Europe and a very 

large number of lawyers (now more than 2700) (The Law Society Gazette, 19th January 2017). 

KWM’s presence in Europe was instantly strengthened with more subsidiaries but this 

European arm collapsed after an internally debated conflict over profit allocation between 

partners of the former SJ Berwin (The Practice, 2017). KWM suffered from SJ Berwin’s 

insolvency because of the conflict and later put forward a sequence of actions to rebuild its 

European arm including the structuring of the existing offices and the opening of new ones. 

These actions show the firm’s strategy leading to the newly built KWM that forms the case 

study. The overall process of KWM formation is depicted chronologically: Figure 4.2(a) 
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displays the important mergers building the brand KWM; Figure 4.2(b) shows the actions 

taken after the influential changes in the partnership. 

Figure 4.2(a) 

 

 

Figure 4.2(b) 

Figure 4.2 Internationalisation process of KWM chronologically 
Source: interview data 
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4.3 Contextual empirical findings 

The introduction to the six sampled Chinese law firms in the previous section provided a 

necessary account of their history in terms of their international business activities.  In this 

section the firms are evaluated for global integration primarily by the closeness between 

headquarters and subsidiary (here, the London office). The section starts by classifying the 

sampled firms on the basis of the integration-responsiveness framework, which investigates in 

particular the relationship between the firm’s headquarters and subsidiary. The following two 

subsections analyse firms from the standpoint of this theoretical perspective. The analysis first 

contributes to an understanding of the landscape of firms’ geographic dispersion, and, second, 

maps the required capabilities for firms to compete in the global legal services market. The 

point is to understand why these firms have expanded using these particular 

internationalisation strategies. This section finishes with a conclusion that summarises the 

highlights of these empirical findings and how they add to the field’s empirical knowledge. 

4.3.1 The pooling of Chinese law firms 

As was noted in the literature review, the “global integration – local responsiveness” (I–R) 

framework has been given considerable attention in the IB literature. It was well accepted in 

IB studies that multinational subsidiaries face competing the forces of global integration (GI, 

e.g. geographic diversification) and local responsiveness (or adaptation) (LR, e.g. demand 

heterogeneity) (Brock and Siscovick, 2007; Fan et al., 2008). While this has been the case, 

Brock and Siscovick (2007) have also provided alternative thinking in developing the theory 

on the basis of organisational-level strategic or structural design parameters. This supports the 

view of Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998). Using this perspective, this section analyses the sampled 

firms in terms of their different strategic and organisational dimensions in relation to GI and 

LR (Brock and Siscovick, 2007, pp. 359-360).  

The analysis acknowledges the complexities jurisdictions introduce and how these impact on 

firms’ internationalisation strategies. This is reflected in evidence from interview data among 

all the Chinese law firms in their responses to questions about the aim of producing seamless 

services across and within jurisdictions. As supported by Flood (2011), key players in the 

private ordering of cross-border transactions work to knit together jurisdictions into seamless 

structures in the transnational sphere. This is particular interesting and worth discussing 

given the distinctiveness of the law sector among all the other professional services, as 

jurisdictions differ across borders and require professional services to be locally responsive 
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(Segal-Horn and Dean, 2011). The need for local adaptation to national markets and 

circumstances, together with the institutional and national embeddedness (Almond, 2011) of 

traditional professions, inevitably limits the global expansion of PSFs (Salvoldi and Brock, 

2019). 

Supported by the integration responsiveness (I-R) framework of Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998), 

and after drawing from the perspective of international business studies and PSFs, and the 

emerging theme from the relevant interview data on their engagement towards domestic and 

local markets, the firms have been categorised in Table 4.7. 

Table 4.7 Integration responsiveness framework applying to Chinese law firms in London 

Strategy Global integration Local responsiveness Firm 

Global High Low Llinks 
AllBright 
(KWM) 

Transnational High High Yingke 

Multinational Low High Dentons/Dacheng 

International Low Low Zhong Lun 
KWM 

Source: Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998); interview data 

4.3.2 Jurisdictions and geographic dispersion 

As noted earlier, this thesis focuses on the jurisdictions of mainland China and England & 

Wales for the reason that both China and the UK each have a plurality of jurisdictions. The 

impact of a number of jurisdictions in any one country can be significant for a choice of 

location for internationalisation. Therefore, in this subsection, the vision is broadened from 

Chinese law firms’ internationalising into the UK to their international expansion across the 

globe. Understanding internationalisation strategy at the global level provides an overview of 

the general geographical presence of these firms (Table 4.8). 

Table 4.8 demonstrates the scale of the six firms by reference to the number of offices. As was 

indicated in Section 4.2, Yingke gained these office networks as part of a fast-pace expansion 

strategy; Dacheng became globally recognised only after the 2015 merger with Dentons and 

thereby gained its large number of offices, especially outside China. KWM is of a moderately 

large size and aims to cover the majority of the world regions with a limited number of offices. 

Conversely, Zhong Lun, Llinks and AllBright remain at an initial stage of global expansion. 

However, this does not mean that these firms are less powerful when it comes to a global 
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vision. Rather they have strategic aims, and the development of the firms takes a different 

direction. 

The geographic dispersion in Table 4.8 supports the different strategic choices of 

internationalisation of each firm; but it also demonstrates the location choices as branches, or 

as an alliance network in the case of Yingke, following a certain trend. 

Table 4.8 Comparison of the number of offices across world regions 

World 
region 

Country or 
region 

Yingke Zhong 
Lun 

Llinks Dacheng 
Dentons 

AllBright KWM 

Asia 
Pacific 

Australia    5  5 

 China 76 11 2 46 22 11 
 Hong Kong 1 1 1 1 1 1 
 India 1      
 Indonesia    1   
 Japan  1    1 
 Kazakhstan 1 1  2   
 Kyrgyzstan 1      
 Malaysia    1   
 Mongolia 1   1   
 Myanmar    1   
 New Zealand    2   
 Port Moresby    1   
 Singapore    1  1 
 South Korea 1   1   
 Taiwan    1   
 Uzbekistan    1   
Europe Azerbaijan    1   
 Belarus    1   
 Belgium 1   1  1 
 Cayman 

Islands 
   1   

 Czech Rep. 1   1   
 France 1   1   
 Georgia    1   
 Germany 1   4  1 
 Greece 1   1   
 Hungary 1   1   
 Italy 2   2  1 
 Luxembourg    1   
 Netherlands    1   
 Poland 3   1   
 Portugal       
 Romania    1   
 Russia 1   2   
 Slovakia 1   1   
 Spain 3   2  1 
 Switzerland 1   2   
 UK 1 1 1 6 1 1 
 Ukraine    1   
America Antigua and 

Barbuda 
   1   
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World 
region 

Country or 
region 

Yingke Zhong 
Lun 

Llinks Dacheng 
Dentons 

AllBright KWM 

 Argentina 1      
 Barbados    1   
 Brazil 2   -   
 Canada    6   
 Chile    1   
 Colombia    1   
 Costa Rica    2   
 Dominica    1   
 El Salvador    1   
 Guatemala    1   
 Guyana    1   
 Honduras    1   
 Jamaica    1   
 Mexico 1   2   
 Nicaragua    1   
 Panama    1   
 Peru    1   
 St. Kitts and 

Nevis 
   1   

 St. Lucia    1   
 St. Vincent 

and the 
Grenadines 

   1   

 Trinidad and 
Tobago 

   1   

 US 2 3  32  2 
 Venezuela    1   
Middle 
East 

Israel 1      

 Oman    2   
 Qatar    1   
 Turkey 1   1   
 UAE 1   2  1 
Africa Egypt    1   
 Kenya    2   
 Mauritius    2   
 Morocco    1   
 South Africa    2   

Total  109 18 4 172 24 27 

Source: interview data; firms’ websites (updated 13th February 2020) 
Note: the numbers exclude network alliance except Yingke as this is the primary strategy of the firm; 
asymmetric information on Yingke China and Yingke Global websites, the number of offices in 
mainland China from the Chinese website and that outside China from global website. 
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Hong Kong  Five out of six firms have an office in Hong Kong. These Hong Kong offices were 

among the first few branches before these firms initiated internationalisation to the farther 

UK/US markets, beginning in the 2010s. Some evidence provides insights: 

“Having an office in Hong Kong is the most important step for a mainland-

based law firm in its global expansion into the world legal service market. 

The opening of our Hong Kong office will surely provide our clients with 

better services in their investment, financing and other business activities.” 

(Zhong Lun, 25th January 2010) 

 “With establishment of Hong Kong Shanghai Stock Connect and the 

government’s aim to internationalize RMB, the cross-board investment and 

asset management become really hot. We move [sic] our office to Hong 

Kong to get closer to our clients and better diversify our services.” (ALB, 28th 

April 2015) 

It was not only these firms that took the first step into Hong Kong; but others in the ‘red 

circle’ of Chinese law firms did likewise. The first attempt was in 2006, when seven Chinese 

law firms established an office in the city. Chinese conglomerates have also taken this step 

forward and this indeed was the historical reason behind Hong Kong solicitors’ announcing 

the strategy of ‘one firm, two laws’ in 1997, to facilitate the continued opening-up of the 

mainland Chinese market to the outside world (Hong Kong Lawyer, August 2008). This is 

understandable considering the limits on transferrable knowledge, given the legal systems of 

China, from other markets. Hong Kong in this sense becomes the first choice as it is an easier 

setting for firms to overcome the LOF. The LOF, in this case, refers to the cost of setting up a 

branch in a place with longer spatial distance and unfamiliarity with the local legal system 

(Zaheer, 1995). 

UK and Germany  The UK topped the list of the countries in the European continent where 

the six firms selected have the most offices. Germany came second owing primarily to 

Dentons’s four offices in the country. (It is to be noted that the strong presence of Yingke in 

Poland has been overlooked here, as the number of offices represents the number of 

partnerships with local firm rather than Yingke’s own independent subsidiaries.) 

These firms established a presence in the UK mainly for two reasons. The first was a response 

to their clients’ demands. Llinks, for example, made it clear that the opening of overseas 

offices is to provide easier access to their Chinese clients engaging in international markets 
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and who require legal services in the UK (L3, Llinks). The firm supports both Chinese and 

international clients, typically listed companies and large financial institutions; but Chinese 

law only is practised in their overseas offices. This is in line with AllBright’s focus on clients: 

“…Many of our clients have engaged in cross-border trade and investment, and most of their 

business takes place in the UK” (China Business Law Journal, 8th May 2018). The second reason 

for the UK presence is that a London office can be used as an agent or ‘network operator’ for 

serving more widely European business. An example is Zhong Lun, whose London office is 

staffed with mostly dual-qualified lawyers providing services not only to Chinese but to 

English and European clients (L2, Zhong Lun). AllBright have said that the services of their 

London branch office “cover the entirety of Europe and the office will serve as a bridge 

connecting our clients with the local lawyers” (China Business Law Journal, 8th May 2018). This 

reason applies to the actions of the firms that have only one office in Europe. It does not apply 

to firms with offices in Europe additional to a London office. Lawyers in KWM made this 

evident by questioning the central place of London in Europe: particularly with the advent of 

Brexit, the situation may yet change. 

Germany in this context is different from UK. One reason for this is the continuous business 

interactions between Germany and China, though most of these are confined to the 

manufacturing industry. This brought great opportunities for lawyers from both countries to 

pay more attention to the other side (the clients’ side). The further important consideration 

relates to the similarity of German and Chinese law (Keller, 1994), in contrast to the differing 

institutional contexts between Germany and the UK and the US (Morgan and Quack, 2005). 

Given that Germany and China are both civil law systems (and Chinese law has borrowed 

significantly from German law because of the similarity), it is easier, if compared to other 

advanced economies such as the UK or the US, for Chinese lawyers to serve clients investing 

in Germany. 

US  The United States was selected by the greatest number of Chinese law firms that have 

internationalised to a considerable extent. These firms have at least two offices in the US. One 

of the more obvious reasons for this is the large territory area of the country that encourages 

businesses to grow across it. Another and more important reason stems from the nature of the 

complex legal systems in the US, namely a federal system with multiple jurisdictional levels 

from the component states (Morgan and Quack, 2010). Therefore, there exists some overrule 

of state law to federal law in certain situations, meaning that lawyers need to have more 

qualifications in law to practise in the US. 
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Apart from the above most favoured locations, it is worth noting that African countries have 

been drawing attention from these law firms, in particular from the large law firms. One of 

their aims is to comply with or support the government’s policy of the BRI (Belt and Road 

Initiative); another, as was mentioned by most of the interviewees, is that Africa is drawing 

ever greater numbers of businesses from China and Chinese firms and have planned 

international activity in terms of extending services via opening new branches. This is the case 

with both Dentons and KWM. 

4.3.3 Locational strategy and integration responsiveness 

Understanding the geographic dispersion of the selected law firms provides an overview of the 

generic choices of firms considering location. These locations shift and the popularity of some 

locations over others also provides insights into the different strategies these firms choose. 

The numbers of offices across world regions demonstrated in Table 4.8 also have some 

implications for the pooling of Chinese law firms based on the integration responsiveness 

framework (Table 4.7). This subsection discusses the result further by looking specifically at 

why firms chose these different strategies with a view to providing seamless services across 

borders, i.e. how they ‘knit together’ jurisdictions. 

‘Mega’ Chinese law firms 

In numbers, Yingke and Dacheng Dentons have more international offices than the other 

firms. Their presence over multiple cities in every world region indicates a challenge in 

building offices through greenfield investment as indigenous Chinese firms (Yingke without 

an alliance partnership and Dacheng without the merger with Dentons). Not only does this 

approach require more capital but it poses the question of how to be successful in so many 

countries, especially ones more distant from the home country, in the same period of time 

when their peers are merely taking smaller, steady steps. The approach also overlooks the 

importance of learning, either from previous successes or failures. A quote from Dacheng 

supports this: 

“We built branches in the form of cooperation, some via investments … such 

as our former offices in New York (where they invested and built a branch in 

the name of Dacheng but where the branch worked as a separate entity) … 

After 2010, it was the 13th Five-Year Plan (the 13th Five-Year Plan for 

Economic and Social Development of the PRC). We had the aim that we 

wanted to be in the world top 100. How? We couldn’t make the top 100 if we 
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stuck with our original plan to build offices without cooperation with 

international lawyers … So we started by merging with the best law firms in 

China, and eventually, in 2015, with Dentons.” (L5, Dacheng) 

This is why Dacheng switched from the previous strategy to active searching of partnership 

firms. One might argue that this was largely owing to the immaturity of the Chinese law firms 

in relation to international expansion before 2010. Dentons, also however, as a more 

established international law firm, experienced similar failures before the combination with 

Dacheng. 

“[W]e did have presence in Beijing, small presence in Shanghai and presence 

in Hong Kong … we had offices in China which we closed down because we 

didn’t make any money.” (L4, Dentons) 

It is therefore safe to conclude that these examples support the firms’ strategy of expanding 

first into Hong Kong in order to overcome LOF. From L5 (Dacheng) and L4 (Dentons), both 

firms share the aim of being locally responsive in every country they expand into; merger in 

their case is the best and easiest approach to achieve that. Closer look at Table 4.8 indicates a 

tendency of Dacheng Dentons’ post-merger strategy. That is, the number of offices in a single 

country is proportionate to the size of that country, or, in the case of the US, to the complexity 

of the legal system. This tendency supports the shared aim confirmed by the two interviewees. 

Being locally responsive evidently gives an edge to the firm in understanding local business 

and acquiring local clients. As the firm grows to this large size, however, the management 

beyond the local level becomes challenging. This is the problem of the global integration of 

offices. Dacheng Dentons’ managerial structure is governed by their global board of directors, 

who decide on company-level strategies. Yet, despite the existence of such global direction, 

the offices are authorised with high autonomy on local governance on such issues as 

recruitment and client acquisition. Dacheng Dentons thus falls into the quadrant of high local 

responsiveness but low global integration, pointing directly to the multinational strategy. 

The strategy of Yingke differs from that of Dacheng because the former expanded on a large 

scale as an indigenous Chinese firm, largely without relying on mergers. Instead, the firm 

pursued an alliance partnership approach as the main source of its internationalisation 

strategy. As revealed in Liu and Wu (2016), the first academic paper looking into the 

international expansion of Chinese law firms, Yingke’s model relies heavily on the physical 

presence of offices in the overseas countries, defined by Liu and Wu (2016) as ‘space rentals’. 

This approach raised scepticism in the Chinese legal profession and beyond. A major finding 
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discovered from the number of Yingke offices worldwide (Table 4.8) immediately indicates its 

difference from Dacheng Dentons. The numbers are not in proportionate to the size of the 

country or to the complexity of the legal system, or at least not in all cases. The majority of the 

offices are one in every country where there is a presence. The discrepancy is explained by 

firms’ having formed partnerships in the host countries. For example, it is surprising that 

Poland is one of two countries in Europe where Yingke has the strongest presence (the other 

one being Spain). But by examining the Polish partnership firm (BWHS) website 

(http://www.bwhs.pl/podstrona/3_Yingke-BWHS.html) rather than the Poland branch 

website of Yingke (http://www.yingkeinternational.com/office/poland), we see the following: 

“The Law Firm Yingke BWHS is the result of BWHS’s cooperation with Yingke Law Firm”; 

“The main objective of creating Yingke BWHS was to provide direct access to reputable, 

experienced, legal services in China as well as to offer Chinese companies comprehensive legal 

services for their activities and development in Poland”. BWHS’s headquarter is located in 

Warsaw; another two offices are in Poznań and Gdańsk. This finding shows the limitation of 

Yingke’s alliance approach in that Yingke does not have any say in how the overseas offices 

operate as they are not actually direct branches of Yingke. With such autonomy of the offices, 

owing to the absence of control from Yingke, the local responsiveness of Yingke’s overseas 

‘offices’ is high. The ‘unusual’ approach of Yingke in engaging in rapid international expansion 

has been frowned upon by Chinese law firms; but the model has been successfully 

implemented for quite some years now. The key point about the partnerships is the potential 

they offer to Chinese business OFDI in the host countries, and in this particular type of 

business, Yingke has a full control over the referral of relationships and work to the 

partnership firm. The global integration between offices is, as mentioned, high, suggesting a 

transnational model. To support this claim, in the case of Yingke the headquarters would be 

all the offices in China rather than the firm’s particular headquarters, as referrals can take 

place between any offices of the home and host countries. 

The strategies pursued by Dacheng Dentons and Yingke are indicative of their aim of rapid 

expansion. Yet, though the benefits though are evident to some extent, not every corporate 

law firm in China is willing to follow this path, even at the current stage, when the legal 

services market in China is becoming more mature compared to how it was in the early 2010s. 

Included here are the firms in the categories of both international and global strategies, which 

are discussed next. 

 

http://www.bwhs.pl/podstrona/3_Yingke-BWHS.html
http://www.yingkeinternational.com/office/poland
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Large Chinese law firms 

The other three major full-service Chinese law firms, KWM, Zhong Lun and AllBright, cannot 

be compared to Dacheng Dentons and Yingke in terms of their speed of cross-border 

expansion. Zhong Lun and AllBright have both kept to a relatively stable pace of growth in the 

past decade, while KWM was the pioneer of internationalisation, through two mergers in the 

early 2010s, but who now has no strict control of global integration or of local responsiveness. 

Section 4.2.6, with its introduction to the history of KWM, described the firm’s two major 

mergers in the early 2010s, with Mallesons Stephen Jaques in Australia and SJ Berwin in the 

UK and the firm’s subsequent office openings. As is the case with the previous analysis, the 

number of offices KWM has in each country says something about its history. Australia and 

China, the two major entities following the first successful merger, possess the most offices; 

these are offices the firm has inherited. The collapse of the European arm following the 

merger with SJ Berwin is instantly reflected in the further spread of offices. The presence of SJ 

Berwin in Europe before the merger was larger compared to the European presence of KWM 

now. The firm lost its offices in Paris and Luxembourg, though the latter office only had two 

lawyers (L6, KWM). Even the new-born London office, after reopening in January 2017, was of 

a much smaller size compared to the original (L17, KWM). The firm, however, made some 

compensatory changes by opening new offices, as was mentioned in the previous chapter. 

Given the mix of internationalisation approaches adopted by KWM and their more 

sophisticated structure and governance, there are more complicated issues to consider when 

fitting the firm into one quadrant of the integration responsiveness relationship, such as the 

degree of control when different offices are managed by different entities. It would, therefore, 

be wrong to consider all the offices to be in the same position. Yet, despite the differences, one 

point that can be confirmed is the firm’s aim of expansion, that is to where there are objective 

business needs rather than simply to fill existing geographical gaps (Liu and Wu, 2016). 

Taking the above discussion into consideration, it is clear that it is more appropriate to 

analyse KWM by looking separately at its global expansion and at its local operation and 

assets. The global integration is mostly reflected in the expansion strategy, such as the 

historical SJ Berwin attempted merger and the opening of new offices. These matters are 

determined by the global managing partners of both entities. ‘Global level’ thus indicates a 

global model of high GI and low LR. On the local operational level, the firm, on one hand, 

imposes relatively light control over the assets to which offices have access; offices have more 

autonomy. On the other hand, the firm does not require its offices to engage in any highly 
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focused way in the customisation of services within the local market because the firm is 

claiming to be integrated, especially where the referral of clients and work between 

professionals in different offices are concerned. The model then shifts to low GI and low LR, 

an international model from this perspective. 

Zhong Lun has 11 offices in mainland China, the same number as KWM. Its overseas presence, 

however, is not comparable to that of KWM. Zhong Lun’s spread of offices does not appear to 

have been based on any distinct strategy on the choice of locations, except in the US. The firm 

has three offices in the US, apparently, seemingly to accommodate the complex legal systems 

of the country. The firm’s website reported this expansion into the US thus: “These three 

offices spanning the U.S. represent another important step in Zhong Lun’s ‘Going Global’ 

strategy, and will make Zhong Lun the Chinese law firm with the most extensive presence in 

the U.S.” (http://www.zhonglun.com/Content/2016/10-14/1718024140.html, accessed 20th 

February 2020). However, the three offices are in New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 

which does not seem like ‘spanning the US’. Going into this more closely reveals that the Los 

Angeles and San Francisco offices were formed by lateral hires from Dacheng (before their 

merger), mostly through a partner of Dacheng who at the time was managing the partners of 

both offices (ALB, 12th May 2016). This explains the uneven dispersion of Zhong Lun’s 

geographic map in the US. Before the offices founded in California State and the more recently 

opened Kazakhstan office, Zhong Lun’s international offices, in Tokyo (founded in 2006), 

Hong Kong (founded in 2010, followed by a merger in 2011), London (2012) and New York 

(2013), reveal a clear aim for the firm to have a presence in the International Financial Centres 

(IFCs) of the world. Being located in the IFCs requires the capability of handling the uplevel 

competition while benefitting from the international influence (Cassis, 2016). It appears that 

Zhong Lun strategically entered the major financially advanced continents via their most 

influential cities, in contrast to Dacheng Dentons who have put more emphasis on local 

embeddedness. The position of the two firms’ overseas offices in the market is also different 

one from the other. For example, the London office targets Chinese clients, even though 

resident partners describe themselves as being English lawyers, because it considers its 

capacity to serve Chinese clients, an advantage that can be leveraged in competing with the 

other local law firms in London. 

“If an English firm can provide Chinese legal services and you can provide 

English legal services, the two have the same advantages … A Chinese firm 

in London who has English-qualified lawyers will be advantageous in the 

market.” (L2, Zhong Lun) 

http://www.zhonglun.com/Content/2016/10-14/1718024140.html
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This indicates a lower LR on the part of Zhong Lun. The offices in Japan and Hong Kong were 

opened mostly owing to Zhong Lun’s precise understanding of the local markets and 

businesses; but the offices in the UK and the US, given the small sizes of these offices, have 

depended largely on the availability of professionals who have lived in the countries for a long 

time and are experienced in dealing with local legal services. The firm’s GI, though Zhong Lun 

claims to have achieved this, appears questionable. Zhong Lun’s strategy evidently focused 

more on the domestic market; the overseas offices appear principally to be a marketing 

opportunity for the clients across the firm’s global reach. By making the investment of 

matching clients’ geographic diversification to a programme of opening offices overseas, a law 

firm is not only able to facilitate lawyer–client communication but to signal the commitment 

of long-term relationships with clients (Broschak, 2015; Broschak, 2004). 

AllBright is categorised under ‘large law firms’ owing entirely to its wide presence (22 offices 

and over 2,800 lawyers) in mainland China (AllBright’s firm website, accessed 27th February 

2020). The two overseas offices, in Hong Kong and London, both started via strategic alliances 

with the local firms. These offices then instantly become bridges for linking business between 

China and the two countries. Taking the London offices as the example, the alliance was built 

on the mutual impact of both firms. The partnership with AllBright offers the London based 

firm Bird & Bird a platform to enter the Chinese market to fulfil its aim of expanding in the 

Asian Pacific region. In turn, AllBright develops joint business with Bird & Bird. The expansion 

into London is the result of supporting both firms’ existing Chinese clients in the UK and 

Europe (The Lawyer, 2nd November 2017), which indicates that AllBright remains at the first 

stage of international expansion. The CEO of Bird & Bird, David Kerr, states, “There is a strong 

synergy between our vision — to be the number one law firm in the world for organisations 

being changed by technology and the digital world — and the ambitions of the many high-

growth Chinese companies looking to expand internationally” (Bird & Bird’s firm website, 

accessed 27th February 2020). As the offices were managed centrally by the headquarters and 

there was low engagement in the local market, the approach taken by AllBright is considered a 

global approach. 

Boutique Chinese law firm 

By comparison with the other law firms, Llinks is a small size firm. It has four offices overall, 

in Shanghai (HQ, founded in 1998), Beijing, Hong Kong (associate firm, changed from Vivien 

Teu & Co., established in April 2015, to Dennis Fong & Co., from 2018) and London (opened 

July 2017) (Leaders in Law, 17th December 2018; The Asian Lawyer, 28th November 2018; The 
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Lawyer, 2nd October 2017). To serve clients in international business, the firm has developed an 

international network through close relationships with top law firms in IFCs, including New 

York, London, Paris, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Singapore, Seoul among other major cities (Llinks 

website). With a small possession of offices, Llinks evidently does not pursue the strategy of 

growing into mega or large law firms. The first office outside mainland China was in Hong 

Kong. It was established in 2015 with three partners and aims to bring the firm and its clients 

closer together while also diversifying services (ALB, 28th April 2015). The second overseas 

office is in London, built in 2017 following the same strategy of having only a small number of 

partners. The London office is staffed with a single partner from China, who has experience in 

international management. The office serves primarily the investment and trade of Chinese 

clients in the UK and Europe. The office does not practise English law but acts in more of a 

representative role. The clients of Llinks have been supporting the firm in opening an office in 

London because the recent Brexit plan provides more investment opportunities for Chinese 

firms; an office in London provides the clients with close access to the local market in order to 

get instant updates on the potential impact that Brexit may bring (The Lawyer, 24th July 2017). 

The overseas presence of Llinks is identical to that of AllBright except that Llinks promotes 

internalisation rather than alliances. It is the same other than that Llinks imposes a central 

management on its overseas offices, which therefore do not engage much with local business. 

This is therefore a global approach of high GI and low LR. 

From the above analysis, the complexity of KWM can be seen instantly to distinguish the firm 

from others. However, it is worth noting that it is not the complexity itself that makes the case 

of KWM interesting but what the complexity brings to an understanding of what can be 

expected of the current and future internationalisation of Chinese law firms. 

4.4 Conclusion 

This chapter outlines the empirical contextual background helpful to investigating the central 

subject of this thesis, the phenomenon of the internationalisation of Chinese law firms. It is 

suggested that, in order to ‘tell the story’ with sufficient evidence and explanation, researchers 

need to provide an understanding of the macro conditions that frame and impact the actions 

on the micro level (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). The macro conditions here are the current legal 

market in China, consisting of the firms sampled and the resources they gained in the home 

market, which facilitated their internationalisation; the micro level refers to the actions taken 

by the Chinese law firms in their internationalising and the individuals within the firms. 
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This chapter has first emphasised the importance of context in this thesis, considering that its 

focus overlaps the fields of both IB and economic geography. Section 4.1 began by discussing 

the characteristics of PSFs covered in Chapter 2 and how they promote and hinder the process 

of globalising of PSFs. It moved on to discuss the home and host country environment of 

Chinese law firms, in this case, China and the UK.  The subsection further discussed the 

influences from the firms’ home country on their behaviour in the host country and the effect 

of the host country on the extent or degree of the firms’ internationalisation. Section 4.1 

finished with a focus placed on the City of London and its legal market environment; this 

subsection discussed the distinctiveness of the City in its ability to attract businesses and 

promote the globalisation of legal services. 

In Section 4.2 the chapter moved on to provide an introduction to all six sampled law firms in 

order to establish contextual information focused in particular on these firms. The 

introduction included the history of these firms (their foundation, size and previous 

internationalisation) and the legal market and the economic conditions in China over the past 

three decades. 

Section 4.3 began to analyse the firms by comparing and contrasting their internationalisation 

strategies. It investigated specifically the global strategy and integrative structures of the 

Chinese law firms selected for study. The interpretation of results concerning the firms’ 

geographic dispersion and locational strategy revealed the closeness in relationship between 

firms’ headquarters and subsidiaries, which was shown to have affected their selection of 

internationalisation strategies and the degree to which they have been able to provide 

seamless legal services across multiple jurisdictions. 

In summary, this chapter has provided a holistic understanding of Chinese law firms and the 

relevant legal market environment. It adds to our empirical knowledge of the field and has 

provided important background to later analysis. 
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Chapter 5 Inter-Firm Level Analysis of Internationalisation and 

Embedment 

The preceding chapter provided the contextual background of Chinese law firms and their 

embeddedness in different national institutional systems. It clarified the context of Chinese 

law firms and the characteristics of their home and host countries. The previous chapter also 

included an introduction to the six Chinese law firms sampled, looking into their foundations, 

internationalisation strategies and operational characteristics in their London offices.  This is 

to have given the background knowledge of these Chinese law firms the present work 

requires, along with a set of empirical findings that establish the firms’ global presence. 

Considering the differences in national legal systems between China and England & Wales27 

and the nature of the two locations, one coming from an emerging economy, the other an 

advanced market, law firms with their origins in these two very different national institutional 

systems are presumed to be different in terms of the practice of law and the shared values and 

organisational norms. Thus when it comes to the internationalisation of such different firms, 

it is argued, particularly in institutional theory, that it is a valid question to ask whether 

organisations follow the same approach (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). As new entrants to the 

UK, Chinese law firms are therefore explored in this chapter in terms of their establishment of 

the inter-firm level of network relationships. Given the above, it is the intention here to 

address the first half of the overarching research question and the first sub-question (in bold). 

Overarching question:  where do Chinese law firms, as new entrants, position 

themselves in the London legal market; and how do they manage internally as a firm 

after internationalisation? 

Sub-question 1: What are the competitive advantages of Chinese law firms and 

how are these reflected in the firms’ internationalisation? 

Sub-question 2: To what extent are the firms’ management and operation of their London 

offices influenced by those of their headquarters? 

 
27 Here the locations are referred to as mainland China and England & Wales, considering that there is 
more than one jurisdiction in both China and the UK (see Chapter 4). As depicted in the sampling of 
firms (Chapter 3), the headquarters and foundation place of the Chinese law firms are in either Beijing 
or Shanghai, and the jurisdiction this thesis makes reference to is mainland China. Similarly, firms’ 
selection of the City of London as the location for their UK subsidiaries makes England & Wales the 
jurisdiction under discussion. 
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Sub-question 3: In what ways are these practices from the firms’ headquarters integrated 

in the London offices? 

Sub-question 4: How responsive are Chinese law firms to business and legal conditions in 

the UK?  What adaptations have been made in the management and operations of these 

firms in London? 

By looking at the processes and strategies of internationalisation adopted by Chinese law 

firms, it is noticeable that the current literature that deals with the development of firms from 

emerging markets gives little attention to the situation of Chinese law firms. There are only a 

few papers describing their internationalisation in any detail, notably Liu and Wu (2016); Li 

(2018), and Li (2019), focused on firms of larger and smaller sizes. With an understanding of 

the six Chinese law firms selected (as discussed in Chapter 4), the strategies adopted by these 

firms can be seen to vary for different reasons. In this chapter the firms will be analysed at the 

level of the inter-firm network, putting the focus on the competitive advantages of these firms 

shown by examining the relationship between a firm’s headquarters and its subsidiaries and 

on the firm’s organisational structure, which together impact its internationalisation 

strategies. 

The literature on international business has put much effort into studying why and how firms, 

initially from advanced economies and subsequently from emerging markets, enter foreign 

markets. There exist dominant theories and conceptual models such as the eclectic paradigm 

that aim to explain the process through different lenses. While these traditional theories are 

helpful to an understanding of Chinese law firms’ internationalisation, their assumptions do 

not directly address the strategies firms have employed. For example, the eclectic paradigm is 

successful at explaining MNC activities at country and industry levels rather than firm level 

(Eden, 2003), and therefore does not address the important distinction between greenfield and 

M&A modes of engaging in FDI. Notwithstanding the above points, these internationalisation 

models serve well the purpose of shaping the data analysis. Chapter 2 discussed the relevant 

models for understanding PSFs’ internationalisation, including the internationalisation 

strategies (network/organic internationalisation) of Morgan and Quack (2005) and the ‘one 

firm’ model adapted by Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013). The former is a constituent of the 

‘one firm’ model. This chapter is organised by following the themes generated from interview 

data and discussed with reference to the above mentioned theories and literature. 
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5.1 Motivation and capabilities 

The inclination of Chinese law firms, starting from countries that are of similar background or 

of closer distance during internationalisation, demonstrates the similarity of these firms to the 

majority of law firms from advanced economies. This is to consider things from the level of the 

firm. If, however, the context is involved, the consideration will be a matter of what impact the 

environment has on the firms, deriving of additional capabilities and using their ownerships as 

leverage. Therefore, the focus needs to be put onto the situation of Chinese law firms entering 

the UK, because this establishes the context as a subject of study and enables a holistic view of 

all the six firms given their shared presence in London. This will also enable the analysis to 

highlight important details that have facilitated the internationalisation process concerned. 

From the previous section, it can be concluded that the internationalisation approaches of 

Chinese law firms are connected to the firms’ wish to pursue a degree of being globally present 

and locally embedded. Table 5.1 summarises the characteristics of the six firms’ London 

offices, including motivation for internationalisation, primary types of clients and numbers of 

professionals in the offices. This section discusses the motivation of firms in order to 

investigate the relationship between the structural characteristics and the motivation. It will 

be seen in Table 5.1 that the motivation of firms to internationalise is to be summarised on the 

basis of including all of the entities involved. For example, the histories of Memery Crystal and 

Yingke were described in terms of the partnership they formed. It is, therefore, important to 

think about motivation from the perspective of networking: how does networking contributes 

to fulfilling the motivation of a firm’s internationalisation? Firms in favour of this option are 

Yingke, Dacheng and AllBright. It is also important to think why the other firms Zhong Lun, 

Llinks and KWM did not engage as much in networking. Analysis from this perspective 

supports the key purpose of the thesis in comparing the internationalisation strategy of 

Chinese and UK/US law firms. As Morgan and Quack (2005, p. 1775) reveal when researching 

UK and German law firms, two approaches apply when these firms develop an international 

reach. These are “network internationalization” and “organic internationalization”. The two 

terms are borrowed for use in this section as can be seen from Table 5.1 below. 
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Table 5.1 A comparison and overview of the London offices 

Firm Structure characteristic Motivation Professional staff 

Yingke Alliance with Memery 
Crystal (one-office firm); 
Memery Crystal’s office as 
the office of Yingke in 
London 

Primary international 
clients 

Yingke: build global 
presence fast, need 
ready-built local offices 
as representative teams; 

Memery Crystal: more 
business from China, 
Chinese clients in need of 
service in the UK 

98 professionals1: 

1 chairman, 1 chief executive, 
31 partners, 6 consultants, 1 
general counsel, 5 directors, 
14 senior associates, 10 
associates, 14 solicitors, 1 
commercial property 
executive, 10 trainee 
solicitors, 4 paralegals 

Zhong Lun An office through organic 
growth; a branch of the 
firm; small scale 

Primary local clients and 
Chinese clients 

Global presence, serve 
existing clients with 
international business 
with ‘a strong 
entrepreneurial spirit’ 

3 equity partners, 4 non-
equity partners & associates 

Llinks An office through organic 
growth; managed by the 
headquarter in Shanghai; 
small scale 

Primary Chinese clients 

Follow the globalisation 
trend, the stage of 
Chinese law firms going 
overseas, but mostly 
extend business to 
jurisdictions where their 
clients require services 

1 resident partner (relocated 
from Shanghai), other 
partners and associates are 
regular short-term 
expatriates 

Dacheng 
Dentons 

Merger with Dentons; an 
office that was taken from 
the previous London office 
of Dentons 

Primary international and 
local clients 

Dentons: entering 
Chinese market quickly 
and having a strong local 
presence; 

Dacheng: improving 
service quality, gaining 
worldwide recognition 

355 professionals: 

144 partners, 169 associates, 
36 counsels, 5 business 
services officers/ 
advisors/directors 

AllBright Strategic alliance with Bird 
& Bird; an incorporated 
office in the London firm 

Primary Chinese clients 

AllBright: develop the 
business in London and 
serve existing clients; 

Bird & Bird: a platform to 
enter the Chinese 
market, expanding into 
the Asia Pacific region 

5 partners: 

all senior partners 

number of associates 
unknown 

KWM An office built under the 
entity of Chinese firm King 
& Wood after the merger 
with MSJ in Australia; a 
legacy of SJ Berwin’s 
London office 

Primary international 
clients and Chinese clients 

King & Wood: the aim of 
‘going out’ of China; good 
reputation of MSJ over 
centuries; 

MSJ: willingness to open 
up the market range 
because of limited 
business in Australia 

21+ professionals: 

1 EUME managing partner, 1 
managing partner, 15 
partners, 3 of counsels, 1 
counsel & more associates 

Regular expatriates under 
training programme 

Source: summarised from Section 4.2 Chapter 4 and interview data (updated 25th February 2020) 
Note: 1. This is the number of professionals in Memery Crystal. 
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5.1.1 Network internationalisation 

Memery Crystal works with overseas law firms, particularly in the US, on non-Common Law 

aspects of cases involving their clients. They aim to choose the pre-eminent law firm in the 

relevant jurisdiction for their clients. In this, the firm aims to provide their clients with the 

most efficient possible global service (Memery Crystal’s firm website, accessed 27th February 

2020). Memery Crystal’s primary areas of practice and interest are in inbound M&A and real 

estate transactions, which is also what the London offices of most international law firms do. 

The firm is depicted as an international firm who wants to stay independent and extends 

global presence by finding the right partners with similar interests in forming strategic 

alliances rather than adopting the merger route or opening their own offices. They claim this 

works better for them. Their explanation is two-fold: larger law firms may be at more of an 

advantage in terms of their scope but less so in what they possess as a speciality, a claim that 

appears to contradict their stated goal of focusing their work on corporate law; the firm also 

demands of its staff the best service possible to clients, entailing the need to find the best 

performing firms in a given field. The following quotation supports the above claims. 

“Our model is somebody comes in and they sell glasses. So they need, and 

they want, to sell in China, so they need the best law firm that understands 

commercial contract, understands IP, and we can go and choose that firm in 

any… in America, in China, in Italy and France…. So our view is what's best 

for our clients is they use the best law firm for what they need.” (L1, Memery 

Crystal) 

“[W]e have seen the way China has been growing internationally over the 

last 20 years. Most of the law firms in the UK have become global law firms, 

the large law firms, and most of them have looked west or south, so they’ve 

gone to America where they’ve got strong relationships; or, as you know, a 

lot of the English law firms have been taken over by the American law firms, 

or merged, depending on how you call it. We tend to work in emerging 

markets as a law firm. We are a London based law firm with one office, but 

more than half of the work we do here is international. We were 

brainstorming as to how we could see some of the work coming from the 

east and it happened that one of our directors knew the people at Yingke. 

They were looking for a new London firm, so the timing was perfect. 

Strategically, we have decided to try and find a partner in China, which is a 
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difficult thing to do is, as you can imagine, the legal market. We're not 

Baker McKenzie. We're not Dentons. They've gone about it in their way. So 

we met Yingke a couple of times… for us it was to catch a mainly inbound 

M&A and real estate transactions. Those are the two areas we were most 

interested in and thirdly, capital markets, because those are our strength 

that match with what China was doing externally… We have done some of 

the Chinese listings in the first wave if I can call it that way… We also knew 

that our clients are very keen to access funding in China and access the 

Chinese market for supplies, for sales, for all those other things. So that's 

why we looked for a Chinese partner.” (L1, Memery Crystal) 

A similar experience was had by Yingke when the partnership was confirmed, especially given 

that the two firms have a similar corporate culture. That is, Yingke had a history of serving 

private entrepreneurs and maintaining an open corporate culture, where partners have more 

‘freedom’ carrying out services in their own way. Linda Yang, global partner and executive 

chairwoman of Yingke’s global board of directors, said of Memery Crystal: “They are 

international-minded and inclusive, and keen to take on new challenges” (China Daily Europe, 

27th January 2017). It has also been confirmed that Yingke took on this transnational approach, 

through forming an alliance partnership, because this gave them some speed of progress that 

helped them overcome latecomer disadvantage (Yingke was founded in 2001, while the 

majority of Chinese law firms were founded in the early 1990s). 

“We think this way of expansion is more effective than sending our own 

teams of lawyers abroad because our partners' mature teams allow us to 

expand quicker globally as a law firm and also because law is such a 

regulated profession, lawyers need to understand local laws and regulations. 

We believe this type of partnership creates the best value for our clients.” 

(China Daily Europe, 27th January 2017, Linda Yang, global partner of Yingke) 

Similarly, the merger between Dacheng and Dentons was built on a mutually shared interest 

in wanting to be more multi-jurisdictional by drawing upon the resources of another’s home 

country. 

“It’s actually the history of the firm in London that goes back to the 1740s, 

1780s … It’s quite a longstanding firm. What happened with the firm 

appeared a time dating back from the 80s is that there’s been a series of 

mergers … Our view is that we wanted to be one of the few properly global 
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law firms. In order to do that, you need to be in all the places your clients 

want to be because it’s client driven. We have international clients doing 

things all around the globe. We want to be where our clients do their work, 

so you need to be in the biggest sort of economic jurisdictions and cities.” 

(L4, Dentons) 

The shift of focus from the 2015 merger to the series of previous mergers by Dentons, long 

before the cooperation with Dacheng, indicates that Dentons’ position in being able to operate 

in different parts of the world is in itself a longstanding goal rather than a reflection of being a 

follower in the trends of globalisation. L4 (Dentons) also took into consideration the satisfying 

of the needs of international clients by following them overseas while being different to firms 

that only specialise in one particular sector. L5 (Dacheng) supported this by considering 

Chinese clients: “…Wherever Chinese corporates are, there will be Dentons providing services. 

Any place where there are investments, trade and people from and into China requiring any 

legal services, there will be Dentons.” L4 (Dentons) further emphasised the firm’s need to be 

in the local areas overseas in order to work properly as a truly global firm. This was also 

confirmed by L5 (Dacheng) from the perspective of differences between a locally grown law 

firm and an invested law firm with its origins in a different place, which also dates back to 

what Dacheng stated was its goal from the time of its foundation in 1992. 

“We have a ‘16-character guideline’ (four sentences): ‘Stand high and aim 

far. Be tolerant to diversity. Start with a short step to travel a long way. 

Create Dacheng collectively.’ … Our legal services in China revolve around 

the Constitution but also span Commercial Law, Civil Law… The 

relationship between individuals … People have close and distant friends 

and relatives. From this perspective, a local person naturally has more of an 

advantage in starting a business in the local market … 90% of our branches 

[in China] were formed through merging with one of the best law firms in 

the local area. Usually we choose one of the top three law firms in a city or a 

province in terms of their social impact, revenue and professionals. We 

choose the best among the three but also who really wants to join Dacheng. 

This is in line with our guideline ‘Create Dacheng collectively’.” (L5, 

Dacheng) 
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From the above comparison, which draws out the similarities of the two firms, another key 

reason, in addition to the firm’s willingness to be more multi-jurisdictional, emerged, namely 

the firm’s vision and goals. 

The third firm favouring networking approaches is AllBright, significant though of a much 

smaller size compared to the previous two. As previously analysed, AllBright and Bird & Bird 

formed a partnership because of the strong synergy between their vision, in particular their 

expertise in technology. Another benefit of the partnership was to fulfil the goal of both firms 

to be able to serve existing and new clients through a global network rather than having a 

small marketing office in a foreign jurisdiction (The Lawyer, 2nd October 2017). The following 

two quotations, posted on the Bird & Bird website when the partnership was announced, 

support the above claims. 

“We have a strong China platform and our new relationship with AllBright 

will allow our global network to support the many Chinese companies 

expanding out into other international markets.” (Justin Walkey, chairman 

of Asia Pacific Bird & Bird) 

“We need real capability and strong local law support outside of China to 

help our Chinese clients’ projects, investments, transactions and disputes in 

the UK and the rest of the world. Our agreement with Bird & Bird provides 

us with the perfect platform to achieve this.” (Wu Mingde, managing 

partner of AllBright) 

To conclude, the motivation of the above three firms favouring networking approaches is 

mostly fulfilled from three perspectives: 1) a networking approach is faster in terms of the 

speed of internationalisation; 2) a networking approach supports the willingness of firms to be 

multi-jurisdictional, given the local embeddedness of partnership firms in the home country; 

and 3) a networking approach is connected to the firm’s vision and goals, in particular when 

the two partner firms share a similar corporate culture and similar demands from types of 

clients. 

5.1.2 Organic internationalisation 

Zhong Lun’s history of international expansion, as discussed earlier, has been dependent on 

the opportunity in the local market. For example, the formation of the two US offices in 

California State was completed through lateral hires from Dacheng. The London office, as 

introduced in Section 4.2.2 (Chapter 4), is sustained by the efforts of three English-qualified 
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lawyers who are all ethnic Chinese. It is worth noting that the office was founded under 

another Chinese law firm, Zhonglun W&D, also noted in Section 4.2.2. (Zhong Lun and 

Zhonglun W&D were previously one firm, but the firm was split up because of a disagreement 

between the partners in the 1990s. The London office became a branch of Zhong Lun in 2012, 

when the three founding partners joined the firm.) The case of the London office also supports 

the idea of dependency on opportunity in Zhong Lun’s international expansion strategy. 

Another reason for Zhong Lun’s approach relates to the firm’s goal of being a local firm in 

London but remaining an indigenous Chinese law firm. This is supported by the following 

quotation: 

“The majority of our lawyers are dual qualified (English and Chinese law). 

We are a Chinese law firm but we are also an English law firm registered 

here… so we can provide both Chinese and English legal services. We serve 

English and European clients wanting to invest in the Chinese market as in 

our capacity standard English lawyers. We also provide legal services to 

Chinese clients who want to invest in the UK.” (L2, Zhong Lun) 

Another firm expanding via opening its own offices is Llinks. Despite sharing with Zhong Lun 

the strategy of organic growth, the approach of Llinks differs in that its London office is 

designed to be a connection to Chinese clients rather than an office putting equal or more 

focus on developing local businesses. Llinks has maintained a consistent, simple and also 

straightforward goal over the past 20 years, which is to be recognised internationally as a 

Chinese law firm of excellence. 

“We hope that people will think of Llinks when speaking of good, 

recognised Chinese law firms. If any matter is handled by Llinks, people will 

say, ‘You’re in good hands’. We need a good reputation of meeting people’s 

expectations, and this is enough for us … We’ve been acting like this for 20 

years. We are like this now and we intend to sustain this for another 20 

years.” (L3, Llinks) 

The above quotation indicates that Llinks values the reputation of the firm and is more 

cautious about combining with other firms. There are two ways to think about this. First, 

given the small size of Llinks and its limited experience in international expansion, an alliance 

or merger with a local English firm might result in a shift of power when the two firms 

negotiate business. For example, the power of the two firms might not be equal when Llinks 

refers Chinese clients to the local firm. Given the local firm’s impact in the local market and its 
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possible greater experience in dealing with some international work, Llinks might not have as 

much power as it has currently with a small local office. Another point worth mentioning is 

Llinks’s being known for being a boutique Chinese law firm, with only two offices in mainland 

China. The reputation as an excellent Chinese law firm is far more important because it is 

accrued through years of high-quality service provision (Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2007) and 

is considered as an ownership advantage that it can leverage in London (L3, Llinks). 

The two firms which expanded completely by opening their own offices are at a smaller scale 

compared to the first three firms; but they are all similar in having a strategy in line with their 

individual vision and goals, and their actions indicate a wish to be multi-jurisdictional for 

their Chinese clients. The two firms, nevertheless, do not appear to care for the speed of 

internationalisation as the first three do. Being internationally available is not the goal of 

Llinks, and Zhong Lun has not expanded as much compared to the early 2010s, when the firm 

was actively engaged in this. Responses were given: 

“We have been expanding. We expanded from 8 to over 30 people, and have 

never said we’ll stop at 35. It does not mean expanding even when there is 

less business. But this is a dynamic process, for every enterprise. We need to 

meet the demand of the market and make judgments on the market.” (L2, 

Zhong Lun) 

“We only have two offices, in Beijing and Shanghai, domestically, so the 

priority to develop is to consider opening one or two more offices 

domestically. I personally, or we, agreed among us, believe that we will not 

develop by opening offices with a large number of people. For example, our 

Beijing office is perfectly capable of covering business from Northeast and 

North China. With the Shanghai office, there is no point in opening offices 

in Suzhou and Hangzhou (East China). The only possible options might be 

in Sichuan, between Chengdu and Chongqing to cover Northwest and South 

central, and between Guangzhou and Shenzhen to cover the Pearl River 

Delta (South) … I don’t think we’ll have more than ten offices in China, at 

most four or five, which should be enough to meet the geographical 

coverage.” (L3, Llinks) 

One significant difference that emerged was that Llinks is a boutique firm that leverages its 

reputation overseas and uses that reputation to shape its internationalisation strategy. 
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5.1.3 Hybridity 

KWM, seen from the perspective of its being a global presence, is the first Chinese law firm to 

have combined with another law firm of highly different national cultures. The two firms built 

a formal network (the Swiss Verein28) and share a common legal form while retaining the 

distinctive identity of particular national partnerships (Morgan and Quack, 2005). The 

combination supports the approach of network internationalisation but contradicts how 

Morgan and Quack (2005, p. 1775) define organic internationalisation as: “firms that have 

gradually developed their own overseas offices through a mix of methods, e.g. transfer of 

partners overseas, lateral hiring of local lawyers and limited small-scale mergers with local law 

firms”. However, as depicted in Figures 4.2(a) and 4.2(b) in Chapter 4, KWM’s presence in 

some countries of its European arm was developed through newly opened offices, supporting 

the approach of organic internationalisation. Morgan and Quack (2005) do not explicitly 

define a third approach by mixing the two but they do classify some firms as having the model 

of ‘global’ or ‘organic growth/formal network’. In this subsection, KWM’s approach is shown 

to be a hybridity of networking and organic growth and the firm argued to be distinctive from 

others in this respect. 

KWM went through the process of choosing the best fit strategy for internationalisation by 

concentrating on the vision of the firm. Lawyers of the firm spoke openly about this: 

“[T]he firm (King & Wood) was set up… in 93/94. The first stage was really 

to conquer the Chinese market and we became No. 1, and immediately the 

next stage, as was the case for other Chinese companies, is to go abroad. So 

for law firms, again, we want to go abroad. There is an easy route. There is a 

difficult route… So the first step: we found Mallesons… they were a really 

good Australian firm. They have five offices, so that’s when the Mallesons 

came on board. I think that's 2010 or 2011. Then soon after that, the whole 

Asian market, this is really including Australia, so Japan, others, is a wider 

pan-Asian region. We became very successful and that remains the case 

now. So the next step is: Where else should I look at? And then Europe and 

America, they were the very obvious partners. So again, can we find a 

 
28 The Swiss Verein structure is a form of merger favoured by firms who want to enable the coexistence 
of local partnerships without regulatory strain (Flood, 2011). In professional services, it is a corporate 
structure under Swiss law adopted in a number of major Anglo-American law firms as well as some Big 
Four accounting firms for their global expansion (The Practice, 2016b). 
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partner who is thinking of also finding someone to do business together?” 

(L11, KWM) 

“[They] then stated a deal arrangement and acquired a local lease firm in 

Hong Kong, and then had relationships internationally before they did the 

deal with Mallesons in Australia. So it’s probably more accurate to say we 

went to Hong Kong and then we did it [the Verein] with Australia.” (L14, 

KWM) 

The global managing partner was given credit for the vision of combining King & Wood and 

MSJ. The following illustrative quotation provides similar evidence of the firm’s motivation 

being fufilled, namely the speed of international expansion, the wish to be multi-jurisdictional 

and the vision and goals of the firm. 

“I credit Wang Junfeng because he and the founders of the firm, but really 

Junfeng, had a lot of vision, right? He saw that there was an opportunity 

there and that China was [going to] grow and you can follow your clients 

overseas basically, and then you had to give them a platform that will serve 

as the ‘across regions’.” (L14, KWM) 

There is more of KWM that is worth discussing, in particular its European arm. The branches 

in this region were formed via a distinct strategy, under special circumstances (Figures 4.2(a) 

and 4.2(b)). The discussion around these offices will be covered in the next analysis chapter, as 

it does not provide as many comparative conclusions relating to the other law firms in this 

section. The above analyses focused on the strategy of firms from the standpoint of geographic 

dispersion and on the fulfilment of firm’s motivation, and classified the six Chinese law firms 

from different perspectives, drawing upon one distinct aspect of the firms for each 

classification. Following this, the next section looks further into the London offices by 

examining their human assets. Table 5.2 sets out the structural management of Chinese law 

firms using evidence summarised from previous analyses. The table enhances an 

understanding of 1) the integration responsiveness at the level of the firm, specifically the 

relationship between headquarters and subsidiaries and 2) the degree of centralisation, 

namely the type of hierarchical structure of each firm. This intra-firm evidence is essential for 

examining how the human assets are managed in the firm’s internationalisation process as will 

be done in the next section. 
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Table 5.2 Structural management of Chinese law firms 

Structure Firm Headquarters Integration responsiveness 

Centralised1 Yingke Beijing The international network centrally 
controlled by headquarters; 
The global ‘offices’ locally controlled 
by the partnership firm 

Zhong Lun Beijing Headquarters as a parent office for all 
subsidiaries; 
Subsidiaries leverage capabilities from 
home country (e.g. serve Chinese 
clients from London) 

Llinks Shanghai Subsidiaries centrally controlled by the 
headquarters, rely on resources (clients 
and professionals) in the home country 

AllBright Shanghai Subsidiaries implement headquarters 
strategy of forming alliance, rely on 
resources in the home country 

Headquarter-less1 Dacheng Dentons Polycentric Global management board as the 
institution: board members in different 
centres 

Modified2 KWM Asia Global board formed by global and 
regional managing partners centrally 
control the internationalisation plans; 
Subsidiaries leverage competitive 
advantages from the headquarters or 
regional parent offices; knowledge of 
local business and network developed 
at headquarters or regional offices 

Source: interview data and previous analyses, combined with Table 1 in Beaverstock (2004, p. 159)3 
Note: 

1. These types of structures were acquired from Beaverstock et al. (2000). 
2. This word was acquired from interviews with KWM. 
3. Table 1 in Beaverstock (2004, p. 159) was developed based on Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998, p. 75). 

The latter was applied in Table 4.7 of Chapter 4. The former is on ‘different types of firms 
organization in the world economy’ including ‘multinational’, ‘global’, ‘international’ and 
‘transnational’. The table evaluates firms from the standpoint of three organisational 
characteristics: ‘configuration of assets and capabilities’, ‘role of overseas operations’ and 
‘development and diffusion of knowledge’. 
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5.2 Strategy and human resources: ‘institutional autonomy’ 

The previous section looked at what has motivated the six Chinese law firms to develop as 

they have in detail. The focus has been specifically on the firms’ London offices, except for 

KWM, which will be discussed in the next chapter. Two things emerged from the account 

given of the role of these London offices: the firms’ vision or goals and a shared wish to be 

multi-jurisdictional. This section investigates the two characteristics listed in Table 5.1 that 

were not discussed previously analysis but which count as key assets in the process of service 

provision and uptake, namely the professional staff and the clients of the firm. What follows in 

this section is also derived from the context of the London office. 

Central to the discussion of this section is the concept of ‘institutional autonomy’. This has 

been borrowed for the purpose of linking analysis that follows to the account given previously 

of the power relations of firms, as the degrees of centralisation and decentralisation have a 

definite impact on the way that human assets are managed. Professions seek institutional 

autonomy in managing their affairs, including how professional services are “produced, 

distributed and consumed” (Flood, 2011, p. 509). By investigating the staffing and client 

management of the London offices, the extent of autonomy in the offices of different firms will 

be made clear. 

5.2.1 Staffing 

The number of professional staff (Table 5.1) evidently corresponds to the size of the six 

Chinese law firms in London. Dacheng Dentons and Yingke are without doubt the two largest 

law firms in London with a Chinese origin, measured by headcount, irrespective of formation 

strategy the office follows. It is worth noting that although most of the firms internationalising 

via a networking route are of a larger size the firm AllBright is not. While it formed a 

partnership with Bird & Bird, AllBright has only five partners (all senior partners) in the 

London office. This points to the previously highlighted aspect of the firm’s vision and goals, 

which are the shared expertise of the two partnered firms. AllBright has a wish to expand 

internationally and be able to practice in more jurisdictions at a faster speed of business than 

its rivals Dacheng Dentons and Yingke, it remains dependent on its headquarters in Shanghai 

for resources (Table 5.2). The difference in structural management and internationalisation 

strategy reflected in the staffing of the London office applies also to firms favouring organic 

growth, namely Zhong Lun and Llinks. Table 5.3 presents a comparative result of the numbers 

of full-time legal professionals in the six firms’ London offices. There is limited data on 
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Dacheng Dentons and Yingke that is applicable to their Chinese origin, given the nature of 

their London offices as more autonomous because of the depth of their local embeddedness. 

However, there is still a conclusion to be drawn from the numbers of their professionals. The 

choice of the partnership or networking firm is inseparable from the firm’s vision and the wish 

to be multi-jurisdictional. Memery Crystal and Yingke formed an alliance because their 

models fit with one another to serve a shared purpose and the power between the two firms is 

balanced by the numbers of professionals involved. The same applies to Dentons and 

Dacheng, who both pursue high local responsiveness, requiring sufficient numbers of 

professionals in the smaller cities. This and further investigation into the profiles of the 

professionals in Memery Crystal and Dentons London indicate that the majority of the legal 

professionals here who practise English law have qualified in England and Wales. The 

international work in which they have engaged is dealt with either by the international 

network (Memery Crystal) or by the overseas offices (Dentons). Looking at the details listed in 

Table 5.3 as far as the other firms are concerned, two approaches of staffing are evident, 

namely expatriation and local recruitment. Each approach has a different impact ton the 

autonomy of the firms’ London offices. 
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Table 5.3 Legal professionals in the London offices 

Firm Number of 
partners 

Number of 
other lawyers2 

Expatriates Expatriation time scale and 
frequency 

Dacheng Dentons 144 169 n.a. n.a. 

Yingke1 33 25 n.a. n.a. 

KWM 17 13+ 
(updated June 
2019) 

2 or 3 
associates 

1 EUME managing partner 
expatriated from Shenzhen 
office; 
Other partners: 1 international 
partner between London and 
Shanghai, some others 
expatriated long before from 
Australia; 
Associates on secondment 
rolling programme: 2 or 3 
(from China) in the office at a 
time 

Zhong Lun 7 30+ 
(updated August 
2018) 

unknown 3 equity partners: the founding 
partners of the London office; 
Non-equity partners grew from 
2 to 4 from August 2018 to the 
present through lateral hires 
from the London offices of 
international law firms; 
Local recruitment preferred  

AllBright 5 Unknown 5 partners, 
associates 
unknown 

1 permanent representative 
partner was based at the 
headquarters; 
4 more partners since 2019: 3 
from headquarters, 1 from 
Shenzhen office 

Llinks 1 Unknown 1 partner & 
associates 

Resident partner was based at 
the headquarters; 
All the associates were via 
short term expatriation 

Source: each firm’s website (accessed 27th February 2020) and interview data 
Note: 

1. The information of Memery Crystal in London. 
2. Here only full-time lawyers employed by the firms are taken note of, including counsels, senior 

associates and associates. 
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There is a commonality identified among KWM, AllBright and Llinks which is staffing via 

expatriation. The approach to staffing the London offices of AllBright and Llinks are similar 

despite their approaches in internationalisation strategy being different (AllBright through 

networking, Llinks through organic growth). However, if examined using the model of 

internationalisation strategy, the two firms both follow a global strategy, refer meaning 

pursuit of high global integration alongside low local responsiveness. This is reflected in how 

the London offices are staffed. The two firms are both highly dependent on expatriation rather 

than having more local recruitment (Table 5.3). As previously noted, having a global strategy 

indicates the central control and power of the firm’s headquarters over its subsidiaries, and 

overseas operations being implemented by parent company strategies (Beaverstock, 2004). 

This is made clear by a statement from Llinks: 

“I am in charge of the London office, but things have to go through all the 

partners of Llinks. Say, if we have over 30 partners of the entire firm. For the 

members and bonus, we make decisions together, which are authorised by 

the partners.” (L3, Llinks) 

Llinks’s London office is a single-partner office, highly dependent on the resources of the 

home country. The office relies on short-term expatriate lawyers from China, including 

partners and associates, to support the office (L3, Llinks). AllBright’s London office, though 

opened later than that of Llinks, grew at a faster pace from one resident partner to five 

partners. However, whether the five partners are all resident partners is unknown. Regarding 

the expanding of the London offices through local hiring, the two firms hold slightly different 

views: 

“In the long run, we are also expecting to have local practising lawyers on 

board. If, say, several years later, we discover that there is a huge demand 

for legal services in a particular field, it is likely that we will recruit a group 

of local practising lawyers with the relevant industry know-how.” (China 

Business Law Journal, 8th May 2018, AllBright) 

“Local hiring is concerned with applying sponsorship. We are more of a 

niche in the London office, so we are more cautious in terms of local hiring. 

It might only work when there is a best fit.” (L3, Llinks) 

As argued in several previous sections, the firm’s vision and goal shape its internationalisation 

strategy. This is also supported by the above quotations: that a large Chinese law firm and a 
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boutique Chinese law firm staff their offices differently. However, considering the autonomy 

of their London offices and the fact that the expatriates hold top positions, the power of the 

home country will still be dominant if future local hiring comes into place, at least in the short 

run. This is in line with one of the organisational rationales for using expatriate lawyers raised 

by Beaverstock (2004) when researching London-headquartered transnational law firms: it is 

for managerial control and practice and set-up that partners are posted to international offices 

at their inception, or else to replace partners returning to the headquarters. 

Another firm that has taken advantage of expatriation is KWM, though how KWM and the 

above two firms make use of expatriation differs to some extent. The common feature is that 

the decision to expatriate the managing partner from Shenzhen, when the London office was 

first founded, was a decision made from the regional headquarters. This is indicative of a 

shared global strategy and organisational rationale. The difference is in the expatriation of 

associates from China to London in support of an international strategy. This type of 

expatriation shifts from firms relying highly on home resources (AllBright and Llinks) to using 

expatriation as an integration approach. For example, two expatriate associates, from Australia 

and Hong Kong respectively, were identified as having close connections with their home 

offices. A number of partners in KWM have confirmed that their associates brought in 

expertise to facilitate connections between offices in their home country with London offices. 

The duration of expatriation is longer compared to the stay of associates under the firm’s 

rotation secondment programme; but from interviews and the firm’s website, it is noticeable 

that the two associates have become permanent lawyers in the London office. The exact 

number of staff involved in such expatriation is unknown. Where local recruitment has been 

concerned, KWM have implemented this approach of ‘parachuting’ lawyers (expatriation) 

since they rebuilt their European arm. The number of legal professionals has grown 

exponentially and is not limited to the London office. 

“We took, in the formation of offices (from SJ Berwin), 32 or 33 partners (in 

the European offices). Now (September 2018) we have about 43 partners. We 

are still expanding, especially in London. Over the past year, the size of the 

German office tripled, from 3 to 9 partners. We have 10 more partners in 

other offices. In London, we have 13 partners; but our office is designed to 

accommodate 25 partners.” (L6, KWM) 

The increase in the numbers is the result of local hiring by KWM. Table 5.3 showed that the 

number of partners in KWM London has grown to 17 since its founding 18 months earlier. The 
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increase in the number of local recruits enhances the autonomy of the London office, given 

that the expertise they bring with them enhances the latter’s understanding of the local legal 

services market. Considering the comparison drawn above with other firms, more details of 

KWM’s in staffing will be covered in the next chapter. 

Zhong Lun is discussed last because it relies more on local recruitment. However, no definite 

conclusion can be made given the lack of data of numbers of expatriates in Zhong Lun’s 

London office. It is not surprising that Zhong Lun favours local lawyers, taking into 

consideration the qualification of the seven resident partners, who are all English-qualified 

lawyers, supporting the firm’s international strategy. The office is still growing by local 

recruitment. The local lawyers are in this case in a dominant position. Evidence is provided by 

the following: 

“We would favour someone with dual qualification (English and Chinese 

qualified) but we can recruit someone with a single qualification…. We have 

been expanding from eight to over 30 people… this is a dynamic process to 

be fit in market demand.” (L2, Zhong Lun) 

An examination of the staffing approaches of the six Chinese law firms further supports the 

importance of classifying the firms because differences in internationalisation strategy from 

any aspect can result in varying human resource management. In this subsection, the aspect 

highlighted has been the institutional autonomy of the London office, the degree of which is 

connected to the structure of the firms adopted. The findings of this subsection clearly show 

the importance of professionals as key assets within the Chinese law firms.  

5.2.2 Managing clients 

The provision of services by legal professionals is inseparable from the demands from the 

firms’ clients. Table 5.3 listed the primary types of clients the six Chinese law firms serve in 

their London offices. This is mostly determined by the structure of the firm and how the 

offices are formed, namely to what extent the office is dependent on clients from the home 

country.  

Llinks and AllBright are at the stage of relying heavily on their home-market clients, namely 

serving Chinese clients who have the need of investment in the UK. The sharing and profiting 

will evidently be controlled by the home office. However, an interesting finding is the sizeable 

English clientele of Llinks in their London office. An interview confirmed this. 
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“Another large group of clients is our English clients. For example, 

international firms or MNCs. These clients urgently need legal advice on the 

Chinese market. Our London office is closer to them in terms of the time 

and space. We provide easy access to them without too much international 

trouble.” (L3, Llinks) 

As the comparison of the types of clients does not generate any new results, the management 

of the client database will be the next area discussed in this subsection. This refers to the 

degree of client sharing between parties involved in the firms. 

In the case of Dentons and Dacheng, the extent of client sharing between the two entities is 

limited. They do not share client databases unless it is necessary in specific cases, where a 

global client operates in multiple regions. This was partially agreed by both sets of partners: 

“That’s driven by regulation because we are different entities. We can’t just 

share databases quite like that; but there are some common databases that 

are developing that we can do so, so it’s a similar thing.” (L4, Dentons) 

“When we are not in co-operation, for example, you are doing business in 

Bristol and I’m in Canada, we will not share our profits for sure. If I need 

assistance from you in dealing with matters in Bristol, we will share our 

profits. What was reported in the media, for instance, before my clients 

reach you, you will not know what services I am providing to them, how 

much I charge them, their contact information … When we start a co-

operative relationship, you will be informed. This is what is called ‘the need-

to-know basis’.” (L5, Dacheng) 

L5 (Dacheng) explained that sharing is subject to whether the two entities have co-operative 

needs in serving the same clients, and Dentons indicated a regulatory basis behind the 

situation, which was expanded later in the section of ‘conflicts’ in this part to reveal the 

underlying reasons. The result is in line with the higher local responsiveness of the firm and 

that local offices are responsible for the management of their own clients. 

In terms of strategic alliances formed via networking, some details were revealed. Both Yingke 

and Memery Crystal fly to each other’s headquarters for meetings on a regular basis. Managing 

partners of Yingke travel to London, while key partners of Memery Crystal travel to Beijing. 

Other networking approaches involve opportunities such as international conferences: key 

people are sent over for communication with other key people. For example, Memery Crystal’s 
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managerial partners usually meet with the chief executives and the international team of 

Yingke and vice versa. The only difference is that Yingke has a higher chance of meeting the 

full cohort, given the smaller scale of Memery Crystal. The two firms built an exclusive 

relationship by referring work to one another but this is limited to clients who have an 

existing need for business in the host country rather than all clients. L1 (Memery Crystal) 

discloses that the relationship is still at the referral stage and there may be possible project 

teams formed through the right transaction. This, evidently, has not so far become for them a 

major point of considerideration, and the collaboration is currently based on charging small 

commission fees by the referrer. Compared to Dacheng Dentons, the degree of client sharing 

between Yingke and Memery Crystal is similar. The sharing only exists when there is a need to 

involve the other party. 

Llinks and AllBright, previously classified as having higher global integration, are more closely 

connected to their headquarters than are the other firms. The Chinese clients are mostly 

referred to from the home country. Local or international clients, in the case of these two 

firms, were gained before their London offices existed because, as mentioned previously, the 

opening of the offices was driven by the existing clients. 

Zhong Lun’s aim is to build the London office as a local English firm. This has been evident in 

its staffing and formation strategy from the start. The clients of Zhong Lun are both Chinese 

and English. However, it is confirmed that Zhong Lun remains a Chinese law firm that is an 

integrated law firm. 

“There is only one Zhong Lun. All the clients are the firm’s clients. The same 

goes for the profits.” (L2, Zhong Lun) 

It can be concluded that the sharing of clients between London office and headquarters is 

closer than it is in firms with a high local responsiveness but is more limited compared to 

firms with a high global integration. 

KWM, is the most integrated international law firm headquartered in Asia, managing clients 

from different jurisdictions via referrals as well. 

“[O]ften your client base is driven by your contexts and the people you’ve 

met, maybe your own home, you know, jurisdictions. So X’s clients, he 

brings the London... Chinese clients, precisely because of the UK presence.” 

(L12, KWM) 
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“[O]n top of that within the partnership, you have referrals. So obviously, if 

there’s someone in the Hong Kong office who has a client that has an issue 

that touches on the UK jurisdiction, then they'll refer to us and we'll look 

after them as well. So there's an internal referral network as well.” (L13, 

KWM) 

The analysis in this subsection reveals the closeness between the management of clients in the 

office and the autonomy of that office. Here, the London office is being referred to. The 

analysis supports the conclusions drawn in previous sections. The different classifications of 

the six Chinese law firms showed details of their internationalisation strategy and process 

from several perspectives. 

5.3 Conclusion 

This chapter investigated all six Chinese law firms sampled, on the basis of the inter-firm level 

of the network perspective (Yeung, 1994). At this level, networks are formed from externalised 

institutional relationships established by competition and cooperation between firms in local 

transactional platforms. 

Following on from the global integration and local responsiveness of the sampled firms 

analysed in Chapter 4, this chapter, as the focus of its analysis, investigated these firms’ 

motivation in initiating international reach and explored how this has been fulfilled. The 

analysis borrowed from Morgan and Quack (2005) the two internationalisation approaches 

(network and organic internationalisation). The examination of these firms, however, showed 

three types of approach taken by Chinese law firms in their internationalisation process. The 

first is network internationalisation. Yingke has favoured building strategic alliance with local 

firms in host countries and turning them into their overseas office with or without bearing the 

name ‘Yingke’. The merger of Dacheng and Dentons promoted the global presence of the two 

firms and built one of the largest firms worldwide with offices in over 120 regions, of more 

than 50 countries and over 6600 lawyers. The new firm has continued to expand through 

mergers with other firms despite already achieving goal of becoming multinational. AllBright 

built the new office in London via its strategic partner, Bird & Bird. Though the office remains 

small, it has grown since its inception and is working as a bridge for clients in the UK and 

China. The second approach is organic internationalisation. Zhong Lun and Llinks pursue a 

one integrated firm approach and consider their London offices as a part of the entire firm. 

The difference between these two lies in the services provided in their London offices. Zhong 
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Lun possesses the ability to practise English law with a robust focus on Chinese clients coming 

into the UK and English clients into China, whereas the expansion of Llinks to London was 

entirely driven by their clients, providing only Chinese legal services to existing clients and at 

the same time seeking collaboration with local firms. The third, though it cannot be 

accounted as a separate approach, combines the previous two. KWM, formed through a 

merger (of King & Wood and Mallesons Stephen Jaques), has since grown via newly opened 

offices, following the collapse of SJ Berwin in Europe. The firm has managed to achieve an 

internationally integrated firm in global terms across borders. This section emphasised how 

each different strategy fulfilled the motivation of each particular firm. Two key aspects 

emerged: the firm’s vision and goals and its wish to be multi-jurisdictional. The analysis in this 

section evidently responds to how the inter-firm network relationships were established and 

how these led to the firms’ distinctive internationalisation strategies. 

The last section focused on the power relations of the firms in the context of different 

internationalisation strategies. This is considered from the structural management 

perspective, which will show whether the firm is more centralised, or headquarters-oriented, 

or more decentralised, or headquarter-less, or a combination of the two. This is useful as it 

indicates information about the closeness between a firm’s headquarters and subsidiaries. The 

section then looked into the human assets of the firms by examining the staffing and 

management of clients in the London offices. As the analysis was conducted based on 

understanding the structural management of offices, particular attention was given to the 

autonomy of the London offices. The analysis in this section emphasised the formal 

partnerships and interpersonal relationships of firms established in the host country, which 

adds to the understanding being sought of the inter-firm network relations (Yeung, 1994).  

In addition to the links made to Yeung (1994)’s inter-firm level of analysis, the findings of this 

chapter have provided insights into the similarities and differences between the six Chinese 

law firms sampled, and have shed light on the significant heterogeneity of Chinese law firms. 

The comparison of these six Chinese law firms has revealed several routes chosen by them as 

development strategies, and these were used to produce several distinctive classifications of 

the growth of Chinese law firms from the early 2010s onwards. The distinctiveness of firms’ 

internationalisation routes adds to an understanding of the operations of Chinese firms, 

taking into account both the home and the host country characteristics. Table 5.4 summarises 

the internationalisation trajectory of the six Chinese law firms, which were classified by the 

strategy of firms in three chronological phases. Firm-level advantages and the position of the 
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firm in the legal market were made clearer in this analysis, and how these shaped the strategy 

adopted in the internationalisation process from the early 1990s to the present day.  

All the firms were shown to have started their expansion by domestic growth in their home 

country and to have moved on to open offices where their clients drive them to open them. 

For example, L3 (Llinks) expressed a determination to grow by opening the minimum number 

of offices for fullest geographical coverage by size of region, and its early choices were made 

following clients’ demands. The next phase varies among the firms, given the varying degree 

to which goals were achieved via the early strategy. Alternative strategies emerged and were 

adapted to serve the best purpose for firms in different situations. Examples were M&As and 

the extension of networks by forming strategic alliances once finding the right partner had 

been found. Significant changes occurred in the second phase, resulting in differences in firm 

structure and management. Examples were the merger between Dentons and Dacheng under 

the Swiss Verein in 2015 and Yingke’s rapid growth in size and geographical coverage by 

forming alliances with local law firms worldwide. The third, and most recent, phase marks the 

recognition of the adapted strategy and indicates a steady growth compared to previous 

phases. 

In summary, this chapter followed the structure of comparing all six law firms from different 

strategy and structural perspectives in order to get a proper understanding of their 

internationalisation process, with particular focus on their entry into the UK.  On the basis of 

these considerations, the chapter was able to establish the distinctiveness of the case-study 

firm KWM. The next chapter examines this distinctiveness in more detail, to say more about 

why KWM was chosen as the case-study firm, and to show more about the operations of the 

firm and its office in London. 
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Table 5.4 Three phases of internationalisation of Chinese law firms 

Firm 

First phase: 
Limited and uncertain 
expansion overseas 
1990s & 2000s 

Second phase: 
Faster growth and 
adapted strategy 
2010-2015 

Third phase: 
Accelerated expansion 
and stable growth 
2016-present 

Yingke From 2000s, rapid growth 
domestically to find a 
position in the market 

Rapid expansion overseas 
by opening offices for 
presence and building 
strategic alliance 

Filling the market 
presence worldwide using 
the same strategy 

Zhong Lun Grow domestically for 
home country market 

Gradual expansion in 
overseas market through 
greenfield investment 

Stable growth of existing 
overseas offices 

Llinks Grow domestically for 
home country market and 
meet the demand of 
clients 

Follow the trend of 
globalisation and 
favourable policy of 
Chinese firms ‘going out’ 

Maintain the stable 
situation but focus on 
domestic growth with 
limited international 
expansion 

Dacheng 
Dentons 

Grow domestically for 
home country market and 
build international offices 
(former Dentons) or 
limited international 
offices (former Dacheng) 

Learn from previous 
experience (former 
Dacheng) or expand the 
business (former Dentons) 
and choose alternative 
routes: M&A after finding 
the right partner 

Find the right position: 
more M&As for larger 
market share and strictly 
follow the Swiss Verein 
structure 

AllBright Founded in 1999, limited 
growth at this stage 

Rapid expansion 
domestically by opening 
new offices and hiring 
more lawyers 

Fast growth domestically 
with limited overseas 
presence 

KWM Grow domestically for 
home country market and 
enter neighbourhood 
countries or regions 
through M&A or organic 
growth 

Learn from previous 
experience (former King & 
Wood) or expand the 
business (former MSJ) and 
choose alternative routes: 
M&A after finding the 
right partner 

Find the right position: 
acquire when there are 
opportunities and build 
internal integration 

Time»»» 

Source: fieldwork; all the firms’ websites (accessed 15th October 2020) 
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Chapter 6 Intra-Firm Level Analysis of the Integrative ‘One Firm’ 

Model 

The preceding chapter focused on the strategies and structures that underpin the process of 

internationalisation pursued by Chinese law firms. The six chosen firms were organised into 

distinct categories and analysed on the basis of different theoretical frameworks. Analysis at 

the level of the firm drew on the inter-firm level of network relations as put forward by Yeung 

(1994), and explored the establishment of inter-firm relationships and the routes to distinctive 

internationalisation strategies. Analysis at this level also targeted the competitive capabilities 

of firms that have facilitated the establishment of inter-firm relationships. Comparing the six 

firms, the conclusion was made that these firms differ in internationalisation strategies at the  

level of both global integration and local responsiveness; the differences were also reflected in 

their locational strategies when selecting a new subsidiary base outside China. These 

differences resulted from differences in vision, motivation and the hierarchical structures of 

subsidiaries across the various geographical regions. The comparison indicated a similarity in 

internationalisation approaches, akin to those pursued by Western law firms, in particular UK 

and US law firms. The comparison also confirmed the heterogeneity of Chinese law firms.  

Accordingly, the focus now shifts from the inter-firm level to the intra-firm level. The aim is to 

unpack the internal management of Chinese law firms in London and compare the operations 

of their London subsidiary to that of its headquarters. Hence the second half of the 

overarching research question and the rest of the sub-questions are as follows (in bold): 

Overarching question: where do Chinese law firms as new entrants position 

themselves in the London legal market, and how do they manage internally as a firm 

after internationalisation? 

Sub-question 1: What are the competitive advantages of Chinese law firms and how are 

these reflected in the firms’ internationalisation? 

Sub-question 2: To what extent are the firms’ management and operations of 

their London offices influenced by those of their headquarters? 

Sub-question 3: In what ways are these practices that exist within firms’ 

headquarters integrated in the London offices? 
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Sub-question 4: How responsive are Chinese law firms to business and legal 

conditions in the UK? What adaptations have been made in their management 

and operations in London? 

To answer these questions, the examination of firms requires more detail about the transfer of 

practices from the home country to the host country. A comparison of all six Chinese law 

firms will not be feasible in this case, nor would the analysis be in sufficient depth. This 

chapter, therefore, explores the use of a single case study, as established in the methodology 

chapter. Amongst the six firms, one appears distinctive from various perspectives. This King & 

Wood Mallesons (KWM) formed after the combining of King & Wood (China) and Mallesons 

Stephen Jaques (Australia). It is the firm’s distinctiveness that has made it suitable to be the 

case-study firm in this chapter. The key aspect was principally reflected in the integration 

responsiveness of its internationalisation strategy: its need to separate global expansion from 

local operation, its hybrid internationalisation strategy of “network” and “organic” 

internationalisation, and its mixture of overseas subsidiaries, formed into a modified 

integrated firm. 

It is important to recognise that the distinctiveness of KWM from other Chinese law firms in 

London has led to a modified “one firm” model. This chapter reviews and extends the 

discussion of the distinctiveness of KWM and further sets out how the transfer process is 

managed from the intra-firm level unravelling the operation of an overseas subsidiary of a 

leading Chinese law firm and how this serves to give a richer understanding of a firm’s 

internationalisation. 

6.1 KWM: a distinctive Chinese law firm in London 

This section is divided into two, following the need to separate the analyses of the global 

expansion and the local operation of KWM. The aim is to specify the relationship between the 

two, by showing how global expansion impacts on local operation. 

6.1.1 Global expansion: combining ‘network’ and ‘organic’ 

internationalisation 

Of the six Chinese law firms in London, KWM is demonstrating a “hybrid” approach of what 

others adopt in the undertaking of internationalisation. This is a combination of “network” 

and “organic” expansion, involving locational strategy and expansion strategy. This subsection 

investigates the formation of this hybridity. 
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The combining of King & Wood and MSJ in 2012 marked the first merger of a leading Chinese 

law firm with a sizeable Western law firm. Both firms had by that date established a leading 

reputation in their home countries, considering the quality of their services and the expertise 

of their professionals (Liu and Wu, 2016). King & Wood was a member of the ‘Red Circle’ in 

China and MSJ one of the ‘Big Six’ law firms in Australia; this parity enabled the two firms to 

successfully implement their growth strategy. From the perspective of a Chinese law firm, 

King & Wood’s internationalisation strategy resembles that of their Anglo-American 

counterparts, considering the institutional convergence and isomorphism that would be 

predicted by the neo-institutional theory of organisations (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio 

and Powell, 1983). Liu and Wu (2016, p. 817) concluded that King & Wood’s domestic and 

overseas expansion can be characterised by two classic ecological processes, assimilation and 

symbiosis. They explained the two processes as follows: “…Domestically, King & Wood 

assimilates individual partners from local law firms and fully integrates them into the firm; 

internationally, it forms symbiotic alliances with foreign law firms by brand sharing and 

business referrals”. This claim supports the conclusion drawn previously that KWM has 

combined the approaches of ‘network’ and ‘organic’ internationalisation to produce its 

strategy. The ‘network’ internationalisation is reflected by the combination of the two firms, 

building a shared brand and referring legal work to one another. The ‘organic’ 

internationalisation is expressed in the localisation of the subsidiaries in the host countries, 

such as the London office, staffed by both expatriate and local hired legal professionals.  

The process of combination of the two firms into KWM can be seen most clearly in the new 

firm’s control of its headquarters and its subsidiaries. The headquarters of King & Wood and 

MSJ were located in Beijing and Sydney respectively. There was no combined headquarters 

after the merger because the Swiss Verein structure limits the sharing of resources and profit 

pools between the two entities. The Chinese and the Australian entities hold separate powers 

over their subsidiaries. The offices of the two entities in their home countries remain managed 

by their former headquarters. Thus, as indicated in Section 4.2.6 (Chapter 4) the number of 

offices KWM has, the 11 offices in China are managed by King & Wood and the five offices in 

Australia by MSJ. The office in Hong Kong is the only one jointly owned by both entities, 

formed by the two offices in Hong Kong that were originally subsidiaries of the two pre-

merger firms. This action serves as evidence of building an integrated organisational form 

agreed between the two firms. The subsequent merger of KWM with SJ Berwin resumed this 

approach, namely the hybridity of “network” and “organic” internationalisation for the 

purpose of more closely-knit and successful integration. The other locations where all three 
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firms had an office are Beijing, Shanghai and London. Following the collapse of SJ Berwin 

(KWM European branches) in 2017, the European offices went through a process of 

reformation, including the processes of closing, opening and reopening offices, as noted in 

Section 4.2.6. Owing to the limited nature of the contribution made by the Australian entity29, 

the offices of SJ Berwin’s European platform become subsidiaries of King & Wood, now Europe 

and Middle East (EUME) subsidiaries after the reformation (Table 6.1). 

Table 6.1 outlines the locations and the number of professionals of the EUME branches. 

Measured by number of partners, the three biggest offices are London, Madrid and Frankfurt. 

Madrid is among this list because it was one of the biggest offices of SJ Berwin by the time of 

the merger; the office was taken as it was from SJ Berwin during the reformation period. The 

two offices in London and Frankfurt were newly opened by KWM and became the other two 

largest offices because of a deliberate strategy of expansion. For example, the Frankfurt office 

has tripled in size by its number of partners increasing (from three to nine). The London office 

has planned space for 25 partners though currently there are 17. The partners in the Frankfurt 

and London offices are a combination of former legal professionals of SJ Berwin who are UK 

nationals, expatriates from China and new recruits through mostly lateral hiring. This also 

reflects the hybridity of “network” and “organic” internationalisation. 

Table 6.1 KWM EUME subsidiaries overview 

EUME offices Founded by Number of partners Number of legal 
professionals 

Brussels SJ Berwin 2 5+ 

Dubai SJ Berwin 5 10+ 

Frankfurt KWM 9 20+ 

London KWM 17 30+ 

Madrid SJ Berwin 12 40+ 

Milan KWM 2 7+ 

Source: fieldwork (number of lawyers updated 9th October 2018; others updated 6th April 2020) 

 
29 One might question the role of the Australian entity MSJ in the European platform after the 

restructuring, given that they still share with King & Wood the same brand, KWM. Partners of KWM 

London who are in close relationship with the Chinese and the Australian offices confirmed that the 

limited input from the Australian offices is down to the separate vereins. “[T]he Australian firm and the 

Chinese firm haven’t merged together, they are combined. So the Australian offices, they are in one 

partnership. The Chinese offices are in a separate financial partnership, and we form part of that 

financial partnership” (L22, KWM). With this in mind, the management practices of the ‘new’ EUME 

offices are explored only through being compared only to the headquarters of the former King & Wood, 

namely the Chinese offices. 
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In considering the close relationship between King & Wood and KWM’s EUME subsidiaries, it 

is important to understand King & Wood’s internationalisation model and how this influenced 

the management practices of these offices. 

One of the key findings of examining the internationalisation model of the Chinese platform 

has been its primary focus in establishing a reputation in the domestic market prior to 

extending its presence outside the home country. This is confirmed by partners of King & 

Wood that the foundation in the home country is a prerequisite of building an international 

platform. 

“The first thing is to have an integrated system in China… It’s like producing 

a smartphone. I have this iPhone 7 with a fixed structure, then I can 

manufacture iPhone 6, iPhone 5 or any earlier versions that are based on the 

same infrastructure… In the overseas markets, I probably will go for a 6.0 

[model] first. A 7.0 will be proposed based on 6.0, so I can afford to sacrifice 

the 6.0 [in an unfamiliar market]. But if the ‘phone’ in China is not well 

structured or managed, then the overseas production won’t be successful, 

either.” (L6, KWM) 

In addition to confirming the firm’s intention to have a strong base in the home country, the 

above quoted passage raises the issue of the firm’s attempt to transfer its managerial model 

from its headquarters to its subsidiaries. King & Wood made a steady set of moves in this 

transfer process, starting with a more elementary version of the model in the overseas offices 

rather than incorporating all the characteristics of the more advanced model developed in the 

headquarters. This can be seen to have arisen out of the different national systems of the 

home and host countries, as the differences in the institutional context impede certain 

corporate strategies and best practices in a given subsidiary (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013). 

The approach also indicates the strong wish of King & Wood to implement integrated 

management practices (through different versions of the same) across the firm. Integration 

management is also reflected in the organisational structure of the firm. This is in line with its 

global strategy of managing offices across borders. 

“In every region, there is a managing partner to organise the local work. But 

for the management or financial mechanisms at a higher level, we have 

different committees, teams and department members, who are responsible 

for dealing with them.” (L23, KWM) 
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The firm’s wish to build an integrated firm, even after the process of SJ Berwin’s 

administration, has been named by several media sources as “KWM 2.0”, a model that does 

not recreate SJ Berwin (Legal Business, 20th January 2017; LegalWeek, 23rd March 2017; The 

Lawyer, 14th November 2018). The next subsection investigates the local operation of the 

offices in the EUME world region. 

6.1.2 Local operation: managing hierarchies and leveraging human assets 

The above subsection provided details for understanding how the hybridity approach 

combines ‘network’ and ‘organic’ internationalisation, and how the Chinese model is 

transferred to the firm’s directly managed EUME offices. In this subsection the focus is put on 

the London office in order to discuss specifically its operation relative to market conditions in 

London. The aim here is to show how the London office, among all the EUME offices, is 

managed locally and what has been transferred from the Chinese model to the London office. 

In the previous chapter when discussing geographic dispersion, it was noted that large 

transnational law firms are the key players in the private ordering of cross-border transactions; 

they knit together jurisdictions into seamless structures that configure complex corporate 

transactions (Flood, 2011). KWM is in the process of managing this through its integrated 

organisational form; but the strategy adopted has been global and international rather than 

transnational. This requires the need to consider the organisational forms derived from the 

hierarchical structures of the firm’s subsidiaries that affect the local operation. Aspects of local 

operation impacted in this way are resource allocation and knowledge development 

(Beaverstock, 2004), which will be discussed in Section 6.2. 

This section will focus on the hierarchical structures of the London office. Table 6.2 presents 

the overall hierarchical management of KWM London, with details of information on the 

division of professionals into teams based on their expertise. 
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Table 6.2 Overview of KWM London teams 

Team Expertise Number of professionals 

Dispute resolution Advise on complex commercial disputes 
across industries, where the stakes are often 
high. They deal with claims in the English 
courts, offshore jurisdictions and in 
arbitrations; 
Advise on all aspects of international 
arbitration law 

3 partners; 
2 of counsels 
 
9 other legal professionals (7 
associates, 2 foreign qualified 
lawyers) 

Corporate and 
securities 

Advise on all aspects of corporate, M&A, 
private equity and securities law 

7 partners including 1 
international partner 
 
6 other legal professionals (3 
associates, 3 paralegals) 

Banking and finance Advise lenders, financial institutions and 
major corporate borrowers on financings 
spanning the UK, Europe and Asia 

3 partners; 
3 other legal professionals (3 
associates) 

Regulatory Advising banks, asset managers, family 
offices and investment advisers; 
Acting on behalf of clients in the UK and UK 
financial regulator, assisting the US and 
other overseas financial service businesses 
establishing and maintaining activities in 
the UK 

1 partner; 
No other legal professionals 

Real estate Focus on the efficient delivery of major real 
estate, energy and infrastructure 
transactions for leading international fund, 
investor, developer and operator clients; 
Regularly assist international clients 
investing in the UK assets or establishing UK 
operations 

1 partner; 
No other legal professionals 

Employment and 
pensions 

Experience in all areas of employment and 
pensions legislation; 
Act for international and national 
companies throughout Europe and globally 

1 partner; 
No other legal professionals 

Tax Advise on UK and cross-border tax matters 
for public and private companies, banks, 
private equity houses, high net worth 
individuals and management teams across 
sectors 

1 partner; 
No other legal professionals 

Source: fieldwork (number of other legal professionals updated 28th October 2018; others updated 16th 
October 2019) 
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Among the seven listed teams that focus on different practice areas, three teams dominate the 

London office in terms of the number of professionals involved, namely dispute resolution, 

corporate and securities, and banking and finance. Each team is led by a few partners and 

supported by a few associates. The organisational hierarchy is placed within the teams based 

on the level of positions. 

“My team (banking) specifically, there are four partners (now three), two 

associates and a paralegal. So generally, the partners will do their own work 

and they will involve associates and paralegals when needed. Normally we 

would have at least someone assisting us. This is normally an associate, so 

the associate will manage the paralegal as needed for a specific discrete task 

on a particular matter.” (L22, KWM) 

Given the small number of partners in the teams, the expertise provided is highly dependent 

on the practice areas and competencies of the partners. From this perspective, the office is 

dominated by the partners who appear to have power over the types of work brought in for 

the firm and assigned to associates and paralegals who complete supportive work. However, 

because these teams at KWM are smaller by headcount compared to the “mega” law firms in 

London, the hierarchies are often blurred, especially in the process where partners and 

associates communicate and divide work. 

“I think we were together like … usually one within the law firm, whoever 

your client is and whatever the client needs, you draw on everybody’s 

capabilities… whether it is their level of qualification or their language skills 

or they are international whatsoever… I think every firm develops their own 

culture, so, and I think especially because we’re quite a small team in 

ranking, it’s not very very hierarchical at all.” (L9, KWM) 

“If I had a new case come in, I would look to what my team were interested 

in doing. So people would say, ‘Look, next time a commercial court case 

comes in, or next time an ICC arbitration comes in, I want to be involved.’ I 

try and bear that in mind; but otherwise, it’s just who has the capacity to do 

it. I will expect all my lawyers to be able to do nearly any types of disputes.” 

(L17, KWM) 

It is indicated that the London office of KWM is oriented towards a more flexible working 

arrangement that relies more on the capability and willingness of the legal professionals 
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concerned, rather than the hierarchy determined by the level of job title. This finding can be 

further compared with other offices of KWM in China, Australia and Europe (Table 6.3). 

Table 6.3 Comparison of the hierarchical management 

Office region Similarity Illustrative quotation 

China Different “There is definitely a difference because their corporate 
team (in the London office) is smaller. We have many in 
Shanghai and we cannot spread like that; it won’t be 
possible to manage. In Shanghai, we are more fixed in 
general. We have 3 to 4 partners in a team, and perhaps 
more than 10 members including associates, senior 
associates, and junior associates.” 
(L19, KWM) 
“I mean the difference in China would be … in China 
partners have much higher leverage of associates... I guess 
we have 5 corporate partners. There are only, like, four or 
five associates, I guess. So that’s pretty low. In Shanghai, I 
have eight associates by myself, so it’s a different model. I 
guess they have to work a bit together because the resources 
are less.” 
(L18, KWM) 

Australia Similar “There are, like, sort of loosely fixed teams… It’s generally 
known that each partner has, like, three or four associates, 
junior associates, maybe five or six that forms part of the 
bear team. But if you have a bigger team, you often have two 
or three partners managing their resources, their staff. They 
will share the staff when the deals are coming in.” 
(L21, KWM) 

Europe Similar “The general culture of the firm is a very low hierarchy. I 
think in our European offices, and also in Madrid offices, the 
title doesn’t matter; we are on first name with everybody.” 
(L24, KWM) 

Source: interview data 

The table included quotation from both partners and associates. It is noticeable that the 

hierarchical management of the London office resembles more the Australian and European 

offices but not those in China, owing primarily to the sizes of the offices and teams as 

measured by the number of professionals. Therefore, the transfer of the Chinese model to 

London was shown to be limited to the hierarchical management based on the positions of the 

professionals. The working relationships between partners and associates are more dependent 

on the office’s corporate culture and individual partners. Multiple interviewees have pointed 

to a flexible working schedule in the London office in terms of the hierarchical professionals. 

For example, in the process of serving clients, the email exchanges between the partner 

responsible for the work and the client are often shared with members in the small project 

team (in one case, with two other associates). At times, when the client has detailed questions, 
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any professional who knows the answer may step in. It may be the associates who have been 

more engaged in the project details who answer questions if they that are not very critical 

matters (L20, KWM). From this perspective, the Chinese offices appear less flexible in the staff 

sharing given that the team members are generally fixed; however, this is subject to the 

capacities of the professionals. 

“There might be different partners assigning work [to me]. It is the same as 

China (Shanghai office) … The partners I met are all reasonable. If I have 

something urgent, they will understand that I can’t take on more work given 

my capacity. They will find someone else.” (L19, KWM). 

“[The Shanghai office is] a very big office. But in that department, you know, 

I collaborate regularly with my other partners because we’ll be doing things 

side by side.” (L14, KWM) 

The above demonstrations of flexible working arrangements in the offices shed light on the 

firm’s overall integration management at the intra-firm level. As a subsidiary of the firm’s 

Chinese platform, and the selected representative of the EUME offices, the London office 

resembles the management structure of both the Chinese and the Australian offices. The 

transfer of the Chinese model to the European offices, therefore, does not appear to raise any 

noteworthy conflicts. 

This section discussed the management practices that follow from KWM’s internationalisation 

strategy, which is a combination of “network” and “organic” internationalisation — a 

hybridity. This is viewed from the formation of the firm, namely a hybridity of mergers and 

greenfield investments. Through this approach, KWM, in particular its Chinese platform (the 

former King & Wood), aims to apply an integrative model to create an international law firm. 

The Chinese offices facilitate this aim by themselves applying a model that is less advanced to 

the overseas offices, compared to the developed model in the headquarters. The division of 

EUME offices in the management of King & Wood enabled the Chinese platform to transfer 

the Chinese model in order to achieve the integration. This was mostly discussed by looking at 

the hierarchical structures and working arrangements determined by the positions of the legal 

professionals. Both the offices in London and China follow this hierarchy, based on the 

difference in positions; but the London office is more flexible in staff sharing between teams of 

different practice areas. This is because the team sizes are smaller, providing opportunities for 

the professionals to engage with work outside their usual teams. The Chinese model, on the 

global and local levels, has been adapted in the transfer process. 
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The next section investigates the local operation of the firm that has traces from its Chinese 

parent model because of the transfer of the model from the headquarter to the London office. 

The section puts the focus on two aspects mentioned previously, namely resource allocation 

and knowledge development. These two aspects, impacted by the model from the home 

country but shaped in ways appropriate to the host country, will be discussed in the terms of 

the Uppsala model (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; Vahlne and Johanson, 2017). As an 

internationalisation process model, the model has developed to become a widely used 

platform for research on firm internationalisation. Its application has grown from explaining 

why multinationals exist (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977) to how multinationals have progressed 

from operating at home to having a presence in a large variety of countries (Johanson and 

Vahlne, 2009; Vahlne and Johanson, 2017) by incorporating the firms’ particular evolution 

(Vahlne, 2020). The later extensions and modified versions of the model thus serve the 

purpose of this chapter better, as the focus of this chapter is to reveal the internationalisation 

process of KWM, specifically the ways it used to gain a presence in its host countries. 

6.2 Commitment and knowledge development 

This heading was informed by the latest 2017 updated Uppsala Model by uniting the two 

change variables with a view to showing subsequently how they impact the state variables. 

This is because the relationship between change and state variables brings together cause and 

manner of performance, which is the key argument proposed in the model (Vahlne and 

Johanson, 2017). I will discuss these based on the commitment and knowledge development 

processes in KWM. 

6.2.1 Resource allocation 

The commitment process reveals the model’s focus on reconfiguration and coordination of the 

resources concerned. These are the main mechanisms associated with changes in resource 

allocation to members of the internal network (e.g. subsidiaries) or to the external (e.g. 

clients) (Vahlne and Johanson, 2020). In this subsection, a particular focus is on the decisions 

of managers that impact resource allocation (Vahlne and Johanson, 2017). 

The allocation of resources among partners in the office and across the firm is considered by 

King & Wood to be one of the most important aspects of building an integrative model; this is 

explained by partners in the London office from the perspective of having a fair remuneration 
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system which can stabilise partners’ motivation of working and maintain an equitable power 

of leadership. 

“The important thing is the leaders, the core people and the founding 

partners. The spirit of sacrifice from them [in terms of earnings] will 

generate great potential in the leading models.” (L6, KWM) 

It is the firm’s intention to implement an equal allocation of resources between its leaders and 

its employees. It is also indicated with some emphasis that the early adoption of such 

“sacrifices” eases the possible problems of conflicting opinions from future employees, because 

they will receive the exact same resources as their predecessors. The equal allocation of 

resources enables a flexible working arrangement, discussed in Section 6.1 as the flexibility in a 

specific team between partners and associates or paralegals. The flexibility discussed in this 

subsection refers to the sharing of resources among partners, namely the willingness of one 

partner to offer help to another partner. A quotation from a partner in the London office 

supports this: 

“Now someone obviously has to be responsible for the entire matter as a 

whole, and I think the partners here are quite respectful of that. So you 

know there’s no treading on people’s toes in that respect. So you know if it is 

my matter and I’ve asked someone from corporate to come along or for 

someone to give me some tax advice, they are happy to do that, and they’re 

happy to do what they’re responsible for, but knowing that I’m managing 

the entire transaction, and the same goes for when we’re working for 

international offices, I will know that my contribution isn’t [with] respect to 

specific English law aspects.” (L22, KWM) 

Such flexibility has received positive responses from the partners in London. As the sharing of 

resources is considered one of the most important aspects when building an integrative 

model, this approach has been applied in other offices. Partners in the Chinese and the 

European offices have supported this arrangement. 

“The professionals in the same team need to be stronger. You can’t just work 

alone; a team is required. I’m not only talking about teams of partners and 

associates but of partners and partners. Three partners are better than one. 

The things need to be done collectively.” (L23, KWM) 
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“I also like referral work because I like to work together with other partners. 

There’s a general rule that if we have more than 3 partners involved, then it’s 

more comfortable. Simply because the work then tends to be of higher 

quality.” (L24, KWM) 

The above passage of quotation have supported the argument that the firm is trying to impose 

an integrated working culture and encourage partners to collaborate. This is not limited to 

partners in the same team but, importantly, includes partners bearing different expertise 

across teams. The transfer of this strategy from the Chinese model has shown definite signs of 

effectiveness. Whilst the conclusion is insightful in revealing how the transfer of the Chinese 

model has impacted local operations, the flexibility among the partners in the same team 

appears to contradict the branding of the office to its clients. In principle, the partners are 

organised to lead different work within a team because they are expected to excel in different 

practice areas and be familiar with different jurisdictions. Clients are generally in the hands of 

one partner, together with the project team members formed by associates and paralegals. 

Therefore, no sign of collaboration is shown in this respect. One partner explained this 

explicitly. 

“Between L12 and I, we could each do the other’s work, regardless of what it 

was, but that’s not easy for people to remember, is it? So it’s much easier to 

say L12 leads A and I lead B.” (L17, KWM) 

The words quoted above quote identify the specification of partners based on their expertise 

as a marketing strategy to their clients in a brand-building process, rather than a piece of 

evidence against the firm’s flexible working culture. This was further supported by the firm’s 

internal documents, as demonstrated in Figure 6.1. The pairing up and teaming of partners in 

this team are indicated by the coloured boxes. The demonstration reveals the capabilities of 

the partners in a team when dealing with a wider scope of work. Figure 6.1 reveals three types 

of collaboration within a team in the London office: partners and (managing) associates; a 

partner and a (managing) associate, and a partner. The different organisation represents the 

different possibility of collaboration, depending on the scope of the expertise of the partners. 
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Figure 6.1 Collaboration within a team in KWM London 
Source: fieldwork 

The above analysis has revealed the flexible working culture that promotes the collaboration 

between partners within and across the teams. However, the success of building such an 

integrated working environment is highly reliant on equal remuneration in the office and 

across the firm. This is understandable because the types of work involved for partners are 

often connected to the salary rates in many Chinese law firms; remuneration based on 

performance or seniority may lead to diverging behaviour of the lawyers. The remuneration 

system adopted by KWM is consistent across the firm, which resembles the systems of large 

UK and US law firms. 

“Our model should be named ‘modified lockstep’. The meaning of lockstep 

priorities the system that everyone is the same and progresses horizontally. 

We named it ‘modified’ because we will look at the annual performance of 

professionals, including their contribution to the firm, their ability to train 

lawyers and to develop the firm’s culture. We do not only look at the 

achievements but also the person. We combine these as annual reviews. 

Then we examine the extent of every professional’s promotion. It does not 

mean someone will definitely be promoted incrementally but this is done 

with more flexibility. So it (promotion) can be expected. But because we are 

still a lockstep system with modification, there is still a need for 

fluctuations.” (L23, KWM) 

These words just quoted demonstrate the degree of fairness KWM is trying to provide to its 

lawyers by combining both seniority and performance. It was further explained that this is an 

important step for law firms wanting to achieve integration, as partners are more willing to 

step in and help each other if they do not need overly to consider their earnings. The next 

section will show how the collaboration extends from within the office to across the firm by 

discussing the relationships of the London office with offices in Europe, Australia and China. 

The point of the discussion is to cast light on the other local operation that has been impacted 

by the transfer of the Chinese model, namely knowledge development. 

Partner E 

Partner A Partner B Partner C Partner D 

Managing 

associate A 

Managing 

associate B 
Associate A 

Associate B Associate C Associate D Associate E 
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6.2.2 Collaboration and relationships 

The heterogeneity assumption provides a basic explanation for the existence of idiosyncratic 

relationships and networks. Knowledge is exchanged in relationships; interactive learning is 

essential in any relationship. The knowledge of opportunities is thus discovered, or jointly 

constructed, by the parties (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977, 2009). Knowledge development 

processes are described as learning, creating and trust-building occurring continuously that 

affect the state variables (Vahlne and Johanson, 2017). This description will guide the analysis 

in this subsection. The key argument here is how the collaboration between the offices of 

KWM works, and how such relationships add value to the knowledge development process. 

The reasons the offices of KWM collaborate are two-fold. The key motivations are the referral 

of clients and work requiring knowledge from a given jurisdiction outside the office locations. 

This is not surprising, as KWM’s locational strategy has been to accommodate the firm’s 

clients who have business in these other regions. The second reason for collaboration is to give 

the firm’s professionals opportunities to become acquainted with each other and get to know 

one another’s work locations and practice areas. The collaboration is in line with the firm’s 

aim of building an integrative model. Analysis in 6.2.1 has supported the accountability of an 

integrative model because of the equal resource allocation among partners. To answer the 

question of how the collaboration works, both aspects need to be discussed. As the second 

reason is concerned with the professionals in the offices, this will be discussed in 6.3, where 

the roles of the professionals in building the integrative model are examined. This subsection 

will, therefore, address the first reason. 

Internal referrals in the firm can span different offices where the work of the clients requires 

particular knowledge. Jurisdictions and particular practice areas of the professionals in the 

offices are therefore of highest importance. A partner in the London office supports this by 

discussing what they look for when searching for a referee: “It’s not so much which office we 

will go to. It depends entirely on what laws are involved and which jurisdiction is necessary” 

(L22, KWM). Details of collaboration through internal referrals are confirmed by partners of 

the London office. The following passages provide examples. 

“[W]ithin the partnership, you have referrals. So obviously, if there’s 

someone in the Hong Kong office who has a client that has an issue that 

touches on the UK jurisdiction, then they’ll refer to us and we’ll look after 

them as well. So there’s an internal referral network as well.” (L13, KWM) 
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“The (Dubai) office is very dispute-focused in terms of the caseload. I 

worked closely with TTQC who had an office in the dispute team on a 

number of matters over the years, … given the nature of business in Dubai, 

they’ve vaguely come across English law issues or disputes with an English 

access where they need to work with us. So that’s where that comes from. 

And then Frankfurt, the cases have been much more recent. It’s typically for 

Chinese clients of the Frankfurt office, where they say German law governed 

contract but it is to be resolved by arbitration. And they don’t have any 

specialist arbitration lawyers there, so they reached out to London because 

they know us.” (L17, KWM) 

The above quoted statements highlight the importance of the network, either between the 

offices or between the professionals in the offices, as the key to achieve collaboration. In the 

process where legal professionals deal with work that involves two offices, they can experience 

changes in the role of their office particular: 

“I think that over time as we got more referral, we are starting to get 

referrals which give us more a leading role. So one of our Australian deals I 

just did, we worked with the Australian office, but they were more 

supporting us than the other way around, maybe they weren’t supporting, 

but we were working together. It was like one was leading.” (L20, KWM) 

The internal referrals benefit the offices involved, bringing them and their working 

professionals closer. Increasing numbers of referrals contribute to the stronger positions of 

individual offices in the firm’s network. 

As the above quoted material was selected from interviews with the legal professionals in the 

London office, they indicate the existence of widespread collaboration among the offices in 

the firm, between the London and other offices in particular. One interesting point, therefore, 

emerges, which is the capability of the legal professionals in the London office. This especially 

concerns their qualifications and experience in dealing with multi-jurisdictional work. The 

London office is staffed with lawyers who have two or more qualifications, such as practising 

English, Hong Kong, Russian and German law (L7, L9 & L14, KWM). Because of this diversity, 

a question arises: were these professionals deliberately recruited as a marketing strategy to 

emphasise the breadth of capability of this particular office or it is more of an emergent 

strategy determined by the nature of the London legal “market”? The responses of the partners 

support the latter. They highlight the attractiveness of London as a world city that is prone to 
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gather talented professionals with an international background and experience of dealing with 

international work. 

“I think that is the nature of the London market, the London legal market 

and the London International Arbitration market. So lawyers that practise 

arbitration, or sort of predominantly arbitration, or in London, tend to come 

from a real mix of places.” (L17, KWM) 

“That is more for a different reason that many people would need an 

international background, see employment in London because they do 

speak English and because they have a legal training that is comparable or 

better than English training.” (L24, KWM) 

Given the nature of London as an international financial centre, its significance, such as its 

prime position in the service sector and dominant domain for global law firms, has been 

proved effective in multiple aspects (Beaverstock et al., 1999; Clark, 2002; Brock et al., 2006; 

Flood, 2011), even though being arguably tested recently given the significantly changing 

environment of the UK in relation to the European Union. Despite the attractiveness of 

London to individual talents, the legal professionals of KWM in fact declined the opportunity 

to view London as a more central position in the EUME platform. Here, what they say does 

not touch on the effects of Brexit but stems more from a consideration of the organisational 

structure of the firm. 

“I think for the Chinese, London and Frankfurt are probably the obvious 

offices because Germany is important in the economy, has a lot to do with 

China. London is a financial centre… not many of the partners speak Italian 

or French or Spanish or something… I don’t think London is like running 

Europe or anything. They’ll be a bit autonomous.” (L18, KWM) 

“I can only think of London as one important market in Europe. London 

might be more strategically important, for historical reasons. But this is 

from our view as a global firm. It doesn’t mean that an office being 

strategically important will lead another office.” (L23, KWM) 

Two findings can be derived from the above analysis in this section. They reflect the learning, 

creating and trust-building process of knowledge development. First, the knowledge transfer 

in KWM occurred between both individuals and offices. On the one hand, legal professionals 

learn from each other, owing to the less hierarchical working environment and the equal 
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allocation of resources among partners. On the other hand, the offices learn from each other 

through the referrals of work, following the firm’s effort to build an integrated international 

firm. Second, the knowledge development process is highly dependent on the allocation of 

resources within the firm, as the building of relationships between offices is influenced by 

their position in the overall firm. The work of each office relies on the knowledge of its 

professionals, including their understanding of the local legal market, their expertise in 

completing legal work, their qualifications of practicing law, and the quality of their personal 

network of contacts. Because of this, the work of each office remains different, and this 

contributes to the unequal positioning of each office within the firm. Therefore, the 

knowledge development process is a joint effort rather than knowledge being transferred from 

the home country to the host country. Further managerial decisions between these offices 

have facilitated the knowledge transfer; these involve, specifically, the participation of the 

legal professionals. As mentioned at the beginning of this subsection, legal professionals serve 

the role of promoting collaboration between offices. This will be explored further in the next 

section. 

6.3 Institutional logics and practices of professionals 

This section looks into the role of KWM’s professionals in the process of building its 

integrative model. As Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) have claimed, the comparison of the 

legal professions in two national contexts can be examined through detailing the logics and 

management practices of the firms concerned. The focus is put on the professionals from the 

Chinese and the European offices, as these are managed within the same platform, namely the 

Chinese entity. To understand what these professions contribute to this building process, it is 

important to know who the professionals are and what characteristics they possess. 

6.3.1 The role of legal professionals as agents 

As the London office was built upon the opportunity that followed the administration process 

of SJ Berwin, many of the professionals in the London office were initially acquired from the 

original firm but there was the chance for them to choose between leaving the job and staying 

put. Therefore, the work in the office carried over much from of the work before the collapse 

but, also, has since taken on more work from China and gained further major clients (L6, 

KWM). The professionals in the London office, in this respect, are a mixture of different 
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groups, including expatriates, secondees and local recruited lawyers. Table 6.4 summarises 

these groups of professionals in the London office. 

Table 6.4 Groups of legal professionals in KWM London 

Category Managing 
partner 

Partner Associate Reference 

Local lawyer X X X Locally recruited 
Members of the former SJ Berwin 
London 

Expatriate X X X Expatriated from Chinese and 
Australian offices 

Secondee - - X Seconded mostly from Chinese 
offices and rarely from Australian 
offices 

Source: fieldwork 

Three types of professionals are indicated in Table 6.4. The categories of local lawyer and 

expatriate comprise professionals holding the same positions in the firm. Of the three 

positions, the position of the managing partner is the highest in the leadership scale. There are 

precisely two managing partners in the London office, namely the one responsible for the 

European and Middle East region (EUME) and one responsible for the London office per se. 

This means that each managing partner belongs to one category. The EUME managing 

partner’s prior position was founder of King & Wood’s Shenzhen office and managing partner 

of the South China offices; this partner was appointed to lead the EUME region in 2017 (The 

Lawyer, 2nd August 2017), following the change of SJ Berwin in Europe. The managing partner 

of the London office was a partner of SJ Berwin in London and is co-founder and leader of the 

current KWM London (CityAM, 4th November 2018). The appointment of these two managing 

partners can be viewed as the firm’s response to its newly-formed European arm. One might 

raise the question whether the powers of two managing partners in London can affect the 

organisational culture and its implementation. There was, however, no explicit sign of the two 

having conflicting interests, as they manage practices on different levels, the EUME managing 

partner working on a more global managerial level concerned with global strategy and 

organisational structure, and the London managing partner focused on the intra-firm level, 

overseeing key clients, press engagements, budgets and recruitment and the strategy of the 

London office (see kwm.com). 

The other professionals who are local lawyers are either “survivors” from the insolvency of SJ 

Berwin or have been recruited into the new office. Both groups of professionals contribute to 
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the development of the present-day London office. The survivors helped build the new office 

and are used to change and adaptation following the collapse. The locally recruited lawyers 

are recognised for different matters. Partners were often recruited based on the firm’s 

presenting need, such as expanding a practice area (the newly developed real estate team in 

June 2019) or requiring leading work from a particular region (connecting work with 

Australia). Associates were recruited either from the firm’s own trainee programme or through 

lateral hires from other law firms (L7, KWM). All these recruited professionals can be expected 

to be more adaptable to the hybrid culture formed by both the transfer of the Chinese model 

and the development of the London office. 

The partners and associates of the expatriate category serve similar purposes as locally 

recruited legal professionals in terms of the work they carry out. The difference lies in the 

more extensive network of the expatriate professionals, with their former home offices playing 

a significant part. For example, some professionals were expatriated from Australia long before 

and have now become the major force when it comes to work relating to Australian work. It is 

worth pointing out a small group of expatriates in the London office: these are a more 

international type of lawyers because they engage in more frequent expatriation or they travel 

frequently between two offices. These professionals have more experience in adapting to 

change and transferring knowledge between offices. 

It has been shown above that two categories of legal professionals have composed the majority 

of staffing in the London office. Different roles were played by them in the building and 

developing of the office. The third category, secondees, signals a more explicit effort of the 

firm to build an integrated model and a hybrid culture. 

The secondees were selected following the firm’s three-month rolling programme, which is to 

have two or three associates from offices in China, such as Shanghai, Beijing or Hong Kong, to 

the London office for a fixed term of three to six months on a regular basis. The purpose of 

having these professionals seconded to overseas offices is to provide them with experience of 

working in a different country and the opportunity to learn how an international firm operates 

(L23, KWM). The secondment occurs across the firm and includes offices in China, Hong 

Kong, Australia, America and Europe; but in the London office, the secondees are often 

selected from among the Chinese offices, among others. This can be viewed as a sign of 

closeness between the London and the Chinese offices, which is understandable given that the 

London office is directly managed by firm’s Chinese entity. The secondment programme in 

general allows professionals from different jurisdictions to bond and build relationships. 
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Further investigation into the selection of the secondees reveals benefits to both the 

professionals and the firm. The majority of the interviewees shared positive feelings about the 

firm’s secondment programme, based on their contact with previous and current secondees. 

Below are some selected quotations concerning the two aspects that emerged during the 

analysis. 

Competency and knowledge 

Competency and knowledge refer to the contribution made by the secondees to the 

firm, drawing on secondees’ particular expertise. 

“I think [the secondees] are definitely helping in terms of workload and 

capacity, which also brings in different perspectives… Secondees and 

transferees from different offices bring different things. For example, 

Chinese secondees, I know from first-hand experience, give greater depth 

and understanding to some specific clients. They’ve also got the language 

skills for translating legal documents, which is indispensable.” (L21, KWM) 

“If you have an Australian associate here because of the language and the 

similarity in the legal system, it’s much easier for them to be really useful. 

Whereas Chinese ones, if it’s not a China project, it’s more difficult to be 

more useful.” (L18, KWM) 

“The most important thing is to gain experience of working in an 

international environment. We have a lot of deals with China and they (the 

Chinese secondees) can work together on Chinese projects because it’s 

easier for them to communicate with both the Chinese clients and the 

lawyers in China. This is a good bridge for the firm and the individual. We’ll 

keep the programme, as it’s a win-win.” (L23, KWM) 

The quoted statements acknowledge the value of secondees to the office by making use of 

their competencies developed in the home country. The secondees in this process serve a role 

of transferring knowledge between offices. 

Relationship and working culture 

The relationship and working culture highlight the ability of secondees to bring the offices 

into proximity. 
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“The other thing that makes a difference is when we have secondees come, I 

think we get a lot of work that way. Because then they get to know us and 

they talk about us to their team. I do think that’s something that makes a 

difference.” (L20, KWM) 

“It’s always a great thing to have built, like, a working relationship with 

someone because often they’ll go back. It’s not only they’re referring work 

but also just from a collegiate perspective as well. It’s definitely for the firm.” 

(L21, KWM) 

“There were ones [secondees] where the primary driver is the relationship. 

There is one where the primary driver is work. But regardless of what the 

primary driver is, I think goals are achieved by things. I think however fast 

technology develops … it is very hard to build the same relationship with 

somebody over a video call as it is when they’re sitting in the office because 

you get more casual time of talking to them, getting to know them, what do 

they like doing, what sort of person are they.” (L17, KWM) 

Revealed here is the value of the secondees in assisting the building of the integrative model 

across the firm. This is specifically achieved by expanding collaboration between offices. 

The analysis shows that secondees benefit both themselves and the firm they are seconded to. 

The “recipients” of the benefits, namely the legal professionals in the offices to which the 

secondees were transferred, additionally played a crucial role in acknowledging and 

responding to the knowledge and relationships shared by the secondees. Considering the 

knowledge transfer from the perspective of a PSF’s value creation process in Figure 6.2 

(Løwendahl et al., 2001), these professionals can be seen to have participated particularly in 

transferring resources into the process of service delivery. Specifically, the resource base is 

enriched because the individual knowledge brought in by secondees contributes to the 

collective knowledge of the offices and even of the firm. The existing professionals, either the 

local lawyers or the expatriates, have “received” such individual knowledge and 

simultaneously responded with their own knowledge. Thus these professionals collectively 

build the resource base of the offices and the firm. In terms of the relationship, the enabling of 

secondees in different offices as a strategic management approach, facilitates the process of 

creating cross-cultural teams and enhances client collaboration (Skjølsvik et al., 2017) in this 

respect. 
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Figure 6.2 The value creation process of PSFs 
Source: Løwendahl et al. (2001), p. 925 

From the above analyses, all three types of legal professionals in KWM’s London office can be 

seen to contribute to the knowledge transfer between and within offices. They are, in this case, 

crucial participants in the knowledge development process. In the literature of PSFs, the 

GPSFs themselves are argued to have played a participant role in the economic globalisation 

process. They are claimed to be “agents” because they are not only service providers across the 

globe but active participants in the globalisation of the world economy (Boussebaa and 

Faulconbridge, 2019). The term “agents” applies to the legal professionals in this case-study 

firm, given their roles in the knowledge development process. With this in mind, it can be 

concluded that the legal professionals in KWM London serve as the role of agents in the firm’s 

internationalisation process. 

6.3.2 Agents building working culture within and between offices 

Having established the roles of the legal professionals as agents in the London office, this 

subsection extends their roles from within the London office to across the firm, by bringing in 
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the function of the firm’s headquarter offices in managing the London subsidiary. This is to 

look at the process of building an integrative model across borders. 

“[I]t’s important that we build a strong bridge between London and the 

other offices so that we can have the same culture, have the same kind of 

move forward all together, one step.” (L14, KWM) 

To begin, it is important to understand how the professionals in the London offices were 

selected at a managerial level. The interviews with the legal professionals in KWM’s London 

office suggest certain selection criteria (Table 6.5). By comparing the criteria in Table 6.5, a 

significant standard appears to be critical when selecting within the categories of local lawyers 

and expatriates is done. This is the international experience of the professionals. This can refer 

to either their language ability or familiarity with international work. The equivalent criterion 

in selecting secondees is their need for such international experience; the secondment 

experience is to facilitate either the secondees’ future promotion or developing their roles in 

gaining an international network that is beneficial to their home offices (or both). As argued 

in the previous subsection, professionals are the agents enhancing the collaboration within 

the office through knowledge transfer. Considering the perspective of international 

experience, the secondees learn this experience from the local lawyers and the expatriates 

while simultaneously sharing their understanding of working in their home offices. With this 

deliberate managerial selection criterion, the professionals have promoted the collaboration 

not only within the London office but across the entire firm, here, in this case study between 

the London and the Chinese offices. Based on the above argument, the integrative model the 

firm has been building can be demonstrated as a process that is shown in Figure 6.3. The 

process highlights the building of a hybrid culture through collaboration and knowledge 

development with the contributions coming from the professionals. 

Figure 6.3 demonstrates a connection between the subsidiary and the headquarters that is 

supported by the firm’s managerial effort in achieving the preferred integration. The above 

analysis established the point that the integrative model that KWM aims to build is 

inseparable from the collaboration of the professionals, which subsequently enhances the 

knowledge transfer between professionals in the knowledge development process. The 

knowledge transfer occurs in both the Chinese and the European offices, indicating a non-

linear approach in the knowledge development process. The approach is also in line with the 

previous conclusion that the process is a joint effort of both the home and the host countries 

rather than a one-way transfer from the home to the host country. 
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The integrative model of KWM has given emphasis to the role of the legal professionals as 

agents in promoting collaboration and knowledge transfer within and across offices. These 

legal professionals were discussed on the basis of three categories, local recruited lawyers, 

expatriates and secondees. These categories, however, overlook another group of 

professionals, the newly-joined lawyers. This is important because this group of professionals 

may also reflect the recruitment criteria and impact the building of the integrative model. 

KWM has made efforts to incorporate the integrative model into the training of its newly-

recruited legal professionals. The firm refers to this strategy as having the professionals “take a 

bath”: this is to second them to the different offices for a short period in order for them to 

experience the working culture and understand the integrative model in practice. 

“The meaning of ‘taking a bath’ is to get people to experience the culture, to 

see how things are done, and gradually take out something that is not 

feasible to realise or might not fit in the KWM culture. Another purpose is 

to get more people to understand your people, your working environment, 

expertise background and to get to know more people.” (L6, KWM) 

This strategy, as a part of transferring the Chinese model to the European offices, reveals 

KWM’s aim in maintaining this integrative model by actively promoting its working culture to 

individuals concerned. 

A growing body of research has argued that there are sites of conflict between competing 

rationalities emerging from distinctive national institutional contexts. However, the literature 

has neglected the matter of how PSFs seek to coordinate the horizontal flow of their human 

resources, as a mechanism of inter-unit knowledge sharing (Boussebaa, 2009). This section 

has put emphasis on the legal professionals as agents for transferring knowledge and 

enhancing collaboration within and between offices. 
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Table 6.5 The selection of legal professionals in KWM London 

Category Market Criterion Constraint 

Local lawyer UK Knowledge of the firm 
Excellence in legal services 
Language ability, e.g. dual 
speaker in English and 
Mandarin 

The tight legal market for 
recruitment in London; 
Shortage leading to high 
salaries; 
High investment in 
trainees 

Expatriate Australia 
China 
US (occasionally) 

Partners who have sufficient 
international experience; 
Associates who can fit the 
purpose of a particular office or 
follow their willingness 

Limited and not a regular 
programme; 
Requires professionals to 
be more adaptive and 
collegiate 

Secondee China (mostly) 
Australia 
Hong Kong 

Potential to be promoted to 
partners; 
With a particular skill or 
knowledge to fulfil a particular 
need of the office; 
In the firm for over 3 or 4 years 
Language ability, e.g. good 
English 

Lack of a regular basis 
with Australian offices 
but on more of an ad hoc 
basis; 
Resistance from partners 
in the home office in 
letting go of their 
perceived best associates 

Source: interview data (updated June 2019) 

 

 

 
Figure 6.3 The integrative model of KWM 
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6.4 Dynamic internationalisation process following a modified “one firm” 

model 

The preceding three sections detailed KWM’s efforts to build an integrated firm with a focus 

on its distinctive strategy, its adoption of commitment and knowledge development process, 

and the management and contribution of its legal professionals. The three points of focus have 

contributed collectively to building and enhancing the firm’s integrative model (Figure 6.3). 

However, the process of KWM’s internationalisation is dynamic. This can be reflected 

generally in the three phases of the development of Chinese law firms and the importance of 

time during internationalisation, discussed in the previous chapter. Therefore, it is necessary 

to understand the development of the offices in the context of ensuring the integrative model 

applies over time. 

The majority of the partners have experienced the fast but reasonable development of the 

London office. 

“The London expansion, just to my mind, has been quite upbeat. So we 

doubled the size of disputes team in 2017, but we’ve stayed broadly the same 

team in 2018. I think the vision, obviously, of the firm is to double in size. 

You know, you’re going back in 5 years’ time, we want to be that doubled. 

But it really depends on the right people coming up as well. You can’t 

expand for the sake of it.” (L17, KWM) 

“I don’t think it (the growth) is slowed down. It’s just, like, who can come, 

who fits, what makes sense… I think it’s more like a strategy.” (L18, KWM) 

“It’s really interesting that there didn’t seem to be as much work. But, as 

always, there’s always stuff in the pipeline and the partners are preparing. 

But then in the second month, things really picked up. It seems to be rolling 

quickly, which is good. Hopefully, we’ll grow enough, we’ll be able to bring 

in more partners and more staff.” (L21, KWM) 

As indicated by these legal professionals, the London office is undergoing continuous 

expansion. There is a concern that the integrative model might not work when the advantages 

of flexibility and collaboration achieved through its small teams cease to exist if the firm grows 

to significant extent. Therefore, as indicated in discussion of the current three phases of 

Chinese law firms’ expansion, there may be new stages where KWM adjust its model 

accordingly. 
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“We’re incredibly entrepreneurial. That’s one thing that’s different. I think 

that we’re commercial in a good way … we don’t get bogged down by all the 

internal infrastructure that slows down a lot of the American firms that I’ve 

worked with in the past. They become so rigid, so they stop growing…. I 

think because we’re entrepreneurial, we focus on, OK, what’s of this 

commercial solution right to get to the client’s end. I think that’s a bit 

different. I’m not referring to our service. I’m talking about how we operate 

as a firm. I think that it’s a distinguishing factor for me. I enjoy that and I 

enjoy the speed of it. I think the Chinese firms move in a different way than 

the Western firms.” (L14, KWM) 

Having established the firm’s ability to respond quickly to change in the course of its 

internationalisation process, the analysis that follows examines the result of that process, 

namely the modified “one firm” model developed on the basis of an analysis of the operations 

of the firm KWM (Table 6.6). 

It is noticeable from Table 6.6 that the majority of the features and the corresponding 

functions are modified based on the management practices of KWM’s London office and its 

engagement with the other offices, compared to the “one firm” model developed from 

research into the English and Italian law firms (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013). The 

difference lies mostly in the less strict global management of KWM. This can be supported by 

the conclusion raised in the preceding chapter, which is that the internationalisation strategy 

of KWM is split between the global and the international strategies, indicating a flexible 

model of global management. 

Previous analyses have supported the firm’s integration during internationalisation being 

understood according to this modified “one firm” model. The summarised Table 6.6 is entirely 

based on the management practices that fit the London office of this particular firm. A 

question, therefore, arises: can this model be learned by other Chinese law firms in their 

internationalisation process? The responses from partners in KWM London are positive 

towards their model. They have expressed encouragement to Chinese law firms who may be 

intending to adopt this model and gain international recognition (L6, KWM). 
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Table 6.6 The modified “one firm” model of KWM 

Dimension Feature Function 

Management and 
structure 

Executive international 
management committee 

Centralised global board of directors having 
control over issues such as strategy and 
organisational structure 

 Global hierarchical structures Lawyers are structured in a hierarchy based 
on the levels of positions globally but no 
globally-managed practice groups 

 Global collaboration of offices 
and client referrals 

Key clients identified and managed by the 
individual offices but referred to offices 
globally if additional expertise is needed 

Advice production 
practices 

Development of best practices 
and standardisation of service 
delivery 

A suite of best practices is developed locally 
and reported to the headquarters, covering 
issues such as recruitment, appraisal, client 
relationship management 

 Standard templates and 
protocols but flexible 
procedures 

The process of producing legal advice is 
routinised through common templates but 
the procedures can be flexible in smaller 
teams 

 Firm-wide deontological 
codes 

Unknown 

 Development of strong brand 
identity 

The aim of having a leading reputation in 
each market as attractive to clients but the 
firm and its name are not prioritised over the 
individuals involved 

 Centralised knowledge 
management and IT systems 
within platforms 

Computer-based systems used to share 
knowledge and save time for expatriates and 
secondees; 
Similarly formatted emails and signatures to 
the clients. 
This is consistent only within a single 
platform, i.e. the Chinese or the Australian 
platform 

 Globally-integrated 
communication opportunities 

Regular firm-wide conferences and meetings 
Firm-wide events that professionals of senior 
positions can attend 

 Extensive (global) 
secondments 

Regular secondment programme within the 
Chinese platform (between offices in China 
and the EUME region) 
Ad hoc firm-wide secondments 

Profit allocation and 
remuneration logics 

Integrated profit pools within 
the platform 

The Chinese and the Australian platforms 
maintain separate financials 
The profits are pooled together in the 
Chinese platform. 

 Global “lockstep” and firm-
wide remuneration policy 

All lawyers’ pay determined by a consistent 
worldwide model but modified based on 
office locations 

 Integrated career progression 
structures 

Clear path from trainee to partner but not on 
a big scale 
Global assessment criteria and committees to 
assess progression of professionals in senior 
positions 

Source: interview data; Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013, p. 901) 
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6.5 Conclusion 

Having understood the internationalisation strategies and organisational structures of the six 

Chinese law firms considered from the extra-firm and inter-firm level, as discussed in 

Chapters 4 and 5, this chapter has answered the research question of how Chinese law firms 

operate in the UK at the intra-firm level. This chapter, the third level analysis chapter setting 

out the major findings from the data collected from the six Chinese law firms in London, puts 

the emphasis on the case-study firm KWM because of its distinctiveness from the other five 

firms. The four structured sections gradually unpack the management practices of KWM’s 

London office, compared to its headquarters and other subsidiaries, from the perspective of 

overall management, from collaboration between offices to specific practices such as the 

movement of the legal professionals. 

The first section began by highlighting the distinctiveness of KWM using one of the key 

findings of Chapter 4, that is KWM’s approach of combining the “network” and the “organic” 

internationalisation in its global expansion. The hybridity of approach led to an examination 

of the complexity of building a fully integrated firm, since the composition of the professionals 

in each platform differs significantly. It was made evident that there have been different 

platforms or entities following the reformation period: an Australian platform, consisting of 

the offices in Australia (former MSJ) and Hong Kong; and a Chinese platform, formed by 

offices in China (former King & Wood), Europe and the Middle East (former SJ Berwin), the 

US and Hong Kong. This chapter focused on analysing the London office of KWM and 

compared its management practices with those of the other offices. Having as its principle aim 

to build an integrative model across the firm, notwithstanding hybrid approach, KWM was 

evaluated first in terms of its Chinese platform, revealing the transfer process of the Chinese 

model into the EUME offices. It was found that it is the aim of the Chinese headquarters to 

apply a model that is less advanced compared to their own but more successful in enabling its 

offices to develop and implement a high degree of local responsiveness. Integration is 

achieved through transferring the key features of the Chinese model: its hierarchical 

structures and its working arrangements determined by the seniority of the legal professionals 

concerned. Thus the transfer of the Chinese model was shown to have impacted the 

management practices of the London office. 

Section 6.2 took the discussion of the impact of the Chinese model on the local operation of 

the London office further, by identifying the features of the allocation of resources, 

collaboration between professionals and relationships within the firm in general, supported by 



 

196 
 

 

Yeung (1994)’s intra-firm networks that are governed by coordination and control within the 

firm. The equal allocation of resources among partners and between partners and associates in 

the London office was argued to be an important prerequisite to achieve integration and 

shown to have allowed London office to maintain a flexible working culture. This is in line 

with the commitment process that focuses on reconfiguration and coordination of resources. 

The analysis further took in the collaboration between offices, notably the knowledge transfer 

between both individuals and office teams and cultures. The flexible working culture was 

shown to facilitate professionals’ learning from others, while the offices learn from one 

another through the referral of work between them. Therefore, it was argued, the knowledge 

development process to be understood as a joint effort rather than knowledge being 

transferred from one office to another. The legal professionals play an indispensable role in 

this knowledge development process and the professionals in the London office were therefore 

examined in terms of their seniority and capability. 

As raised by Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013), the comparison of the legal professionals in two 

national contexts can be done through looking at the logics and practices, and the analysis of 

the legal professionals examined their roles in connecting the two institutional contexts. Three 

categories of legal professionals were identified, the local lawyers, expatriates from the offices 

within the platform, and secondees. The movement of expatriates and secondees was shown 

to contribute to the knowledge flow in terms of the value creation process of PSFs (Løwendahl 

et al., 2001). The movement allowed the transfer of individual knowledge into the collective 

knowledge of the office. Local lawyers, as the “recipients” of the knowledge, simultaneously 

initiated the reciprocal sharing of their own knowledge. Again it could be seen that the 

knowledge development process is a joint effort. Legal professionals serve as the “agents” of 

the transfer process and additionally facilitate the building of the working culture within and 

between offices. The integrative model of KWM, from the analysis, was summarised as Figure 

6.3, revealing explicitly the importance of equal resource allocation, the enabling of 

collaboration in helping the knowledge development process, and the crucial role of the 

individual legal professionals. The figure also presented a visual representation of the 

formation of the hybrid working culture, which is the combination of the Chinese model and 

the locally developed practices of the London office. 

The final section states KWM’s internationalisation into the UK to be a dynamic and recurring 

process; this is because of the variations in the time taken for internationalisation and the 

learning occurred both ways between the firm’s headquarters and subsidiaries. The 

development of KWM’s London office has been accelerating with no explicit sign of slowing 
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down. The findings support the firm’s aim of continuous growth for not only the London 

office but others in the Chinese platform. This raised a concern that the firm’s integrative 

model may not be adaptable to change, especially when the advantages of having a flexible 

working culture owing to the small teams start to fade away with the growth in size. However, 

the firm has prepared itself to be adaptive and tends to move at a faster speed compared to 

Western law firms. The model of KWM, therefore, does not appear to lack efficiency. Given 

that the firm has been engaged with building this integrative model, the findings were 

compared to the “one firm” model of Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013). The modified “one 

firm” model demonstrates the details of the firm’s management practices from the 

perspectives of “management and structure”, “advice production practices” and “profit 

allocation and remuneration logics”. The model revealed KWM’s weakened global 

management. This finding is in line with the previous conclusion in Chapter 5, namely that 

KWM’s internationalisation rests on a combination of global and international strategies. 

The above analyses confirm the impact that KWM’s Chinese headquarters has had on their 

European subsidiaries. The management practices of the London office are influencer in their 

hierarchical structures and work arrangements, the knowledge development and collaboration 

that take place within and between offices, and their movement of professionals. However, 

these features were impacted to different extents, as the transfer of the Chinese model is not a 

linear process. The interaction between offices in respect of each of these aspects has 

facilitated the closeness between the offices. Therefore, it is this process of interaction 

between offices that is the key in the successful building of the firm’s integrative model. 

In summary, this chapter placed the focus on the coordination and control shown to exist 

within the firm KWM, as the case-study firm of the sampled Chinese law firms. The analysis 

detailed the relationship between the firm’s headquarters and subsidiaries by discussing how 

the intra-firm networks were established. Such networks, however, are inseparable from the 

professionals within the firms. The integrative model was therefore built on the basis of these 

factors or ‘logics’. 
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Chapter 7 Discussion 

The purpose of this chapter is developing a closer dialogue between the main findings drawn 

from the data and the reviewed existing theories and literature. This includes how the 

research objectives are achieved, how the research questions are answered and what 

contributions to knowledge are built based on the findings. 

Previously, Chapter 2 reviewed the different bodies of literature to establish research focus, 

identify theoretical gap and propose research questions. The purpose of this thesis is to reveal 

the strategies and processes that Chinese law firms have pursued in their globalisation, with a 

particular focus on London, and the management practices employed by their London 

subsidiaries. The focus is on identifying novel elements involved the process of globalising 

PSFs, Chinese law firms as the case-study firms, within different national institutional systems. 

The overarching question that guides the exploration of this focus is where do Chinese law 

firms as new entrants position themselves in the London legal market and how do they manage 

internally as a firm after internationalisation? 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 presented and analysed the data in search of the main findings that are of 

potential interest and novel as far as the existing literature is concerned. The findings are 

compared to IB and PSF literature focusing on development of integral management practices 

within MNCs/PSFs after their internationalisation. In this, the thesis also sheds light on how 

MNCs and PSFs are influenced by the institutions of their home and host countries and how 

these institutions are changed by firms. 

Section 7.1 starts with a summary of the research findings in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 to provide an 

overview and a guidance for reference in later discussions. Section 7.2 is concerned with the 

keywords in research questions that form essential background of this thesis. The discussion 

highlights the institutional environments and the overall internationalisation of Chinese law 

firms across the world. Section 7.3 shows how the first half of the research questions is 

answered from the findings. It uncovers different categories of internationalisation strategies 

of Chinese law firms and puts forward a typology of the strategies, based on a consideration of 

the firms’ managerial structures in relation to their size (Table 7.4). This inter-firm level of 

discussion reveals the firm capabilities enabling firm position in the international market. 

Section 7.4 answers the second part of the research questions that focused on aspects from 

findings relating to the intra-firm level analysis. It focuses on the case-study firm KWM and 

reviews more specifically the process of its internationalisation and what has followed since by 
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exploring the relationship between the firm’s London subsidiary and its headquarters offices. 

By doing so, this intra-firm level of analysis unravelled the integrative model that the case-

study firm adopted across the firm.  This chapter ends with a conclusion in Section 7.5 

combining findings and discussion of each level of analysis as to produce a coherent 

understanding of Chinese law firms and contribution to knowledge. 

7.1 Summary of the main findings 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 served to present empirical findings concluded by analysing the primary 

and secondary data collected. The analysis of these chapters followed the multi-level network 

perspective set out in the analytical framework of Chapter 2. 

Chapter 4 provided contextual background of Chinese law firms globalising worldwide and 

detailed the findings drawn from analysing the six sampled Chinese law firms, including their 

strategies, motivation and goals. Chapter 4 highlighted the opportunities and hurdles 

connected to Chinese law firms’ internationalisation, which emerged from the national 

institutional systems of their home and host countries. Chapter 5 focused on the competitive 

capabilities of Chinese law firms and their human resources relating to the 

internationalisation process. Chapter 6 put the emphasis on the case-study firm KWM by 

setting out its distinctiveness from the other firms and its style of practice in the UK with 

respect to how it has managed relationships with its home offices in China. The main findings 

from these three chapters of analysis are summarised in Tables 7.1 and 7.2. 

Table 7.1 provides a summary of the collective findings for all six sampled firms, upon which a 

conclusion on Chinese law firms and their internationalisation strategies has been made. 

Table 7.1 serves to highlight the relationship between the sizes of the firms and their 

internationalisation strategies; how the firms’ chosen strategies determine the role and scope 

of their London subsidiaries; and how firms’ organisation strategies are shaped by the 

relations of power and control between headquarters and subsidiaries. In addition, Table 7.1 

shows how firms’ London subsidiaries are staffed, and how professionals build and maintain 

relationships within and between offices. 

The holistic overview of the six Chinese law firms in Table 7.1 presents a summary of key 

aspects in the firms’ internationalisation; this table provides a detailed comparison of the six 

Chinese law firms by highlighting the similarities and differences in their capabilities and by 

outlining their various strategies and power relations after internationalisation. 
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Table 7.2 investigates, in more depth, the Chinese law firms’ practices after 

internationalisation by following the three dimensions of the ‘one firm’ model by Muzio and 

Faulconbridge (2013). It gives closer attention to the case-study firm KWM, with other firms 

providing supplementary data. This table investigates closer on the intra-firm level of analysis. 

It provides data relating to the internal organisation of the London offices and indicates the 

management practices that are shaped by the internationalisation strategy. 
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Table 7.1 Comparison of the six Chinese law firms 

Key aspects 
Firms of supplementary purpose Case-study firm 

Yingke Zhong Lun Llinks Dacheng Dentons AllBright KWM 

Foundation year 2001 1993 1998 1992 (Dacheng) 1999 1993 

Headquarters Beijing Beijing Shanghai Polycentric Shanghai Asia 

Largest presence 
measured by the 
number of offices1 

Poland & 
Spain 

US Hong Kong and 
London as the only 
two overseas offices 

US Hong Kong and 
London as the only 
two overseas offices 

Australia; US as the 
second largest 

Formation of 
London office 

Alliance partnership 
with Memery 
Crystal 

Opened by Zhong 
Lun 

Opened by Llinks The London office 
of Dentons before 
merger 

Alliance partnership 
with Bird & Bird 

Opened by KWM 
following the 
unsuccessful merger 
with SJ Berwin 

Size of London office 
measured by the 
number of legal 
professionals 

Medium Small to medium Small (single 
partner) 

Large Small (single 
partner) 

Medium 

Primary business of 
London office 

English and 
European clients 

English and Chinese 
clients 

Chinese clients English clients Chinese clients English and Chinese 
clients 

Role of London 
office 

An office of Memery 
Crystal to indicate 
Yingke’s presence in 
the UK 

A local English 
office having 
connection with the 
home offices and 
building their own 
business in the UK 

A single-partner 
office closely 
connected to the 
home country, 
established by 
following their 
clients 

A local English 
office with limited 
connection to the 
Chinese offices 
(when there is a 
need) 

A representative 
office indicating 
geographical 
presence in the UK 

A local English 
office closely 
connected to the 
home country for 
networking and 
client referrals 
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Source: summarised from Chapters 4, 5 and 6 
Note: 1. This excludes the offices in mainland China. 

  

Key aspects 
Firms of supplementary purpose Case-study firm 

Yingke Zhong Lun Llinks Dacheng Dentons AllBright KWM 

Firm organisation 
strategy 

Transnational 

• High global 
integration 

• High local 
responsiveness 

International 

• Low global 
integration 

• Low local 
responsiveness 

Global 

• High global 
integration 

• Low local 
responsiveness 

Multinational 

• Low global 
integration 

• High local 
responsiveness 

Global 

• High global 
integration 

• Low local 
responsiveness 

Combination: 

• Global (global 
expansion) 

• International 
(local 
operation) 

Dominant feature of 
power relations 

Centralised 
management from 
the headquarters; 
pursuit of ‘global’ 
offices 

Headquarters as a 
parent office that 
subsidiaries can 
leverage capabilities 
from 

Central control 
from the 
headquarters; 
subsidiaries rely on 
resources from the 
headquarters 

Globally managed 
through board of 
directors; 
subsidiaries operate 
locally and generate 
own capabilities 

Central control 
from the 
headquarters; 
subsidiaries rely on 
resources from the 
headquarters 

Globally managed 
through global and 
regional partners; 
subsidiaries 
leverage 
competitive 
advantages from the 
headquarters but 
develop their own 
knowledge and 
network 

Recruitment and 
relationship 

Lateral hiring and 
locally recruited 
lawyers in Memery 
Crystal; regular 
meet up  

Lateral hiring and 
locally recruited 
lawyers 

Lawyers expatriated 
and seconded from 
headquarters 

Lateral hiring and 
locally recruited 
lawyers 

Lawyers expatriated 
and seconded from 
headquarters 

Lawyers 
expatriated, 
seconded and 
recruited through 
lateral hiring 
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Table 7.2 Summary of the main findings from KWM (one-firm model), selectively supported by other 
firms 

Dimension Aspect Case-study firm Supporting/contradicting 
evidence from the other 
five firms 

Importance of 
relationship 

Opportunity of 
communication 

Global board of directors, 
annual/periodical events, 
business travel 

The frequent face to face 
meetings arranged between 
Yingke and Memery Crystal 
either in London or Beijing 

Information 
asymmetry 

Marketing and 
management 
practices 

The full integration of the firm 
including all the constituent 
entities, i.e. the Chinese and 
the Australian entities. The 
interconnection, however, is 
limited between entities but 
close between offices in the 
same entity 

Yingke’s differences in the 
global offices on Chinese and 
international websites; 
Zhong Lun’s overstatement of 
its global presence in the US 
and worldwide; 
Llinks and AllBright having 
single partner offices in 
London; 
Dacheng Denton’s reliance on 
having global presence and 
underplaying the strong 
localness of the offices 

Operationalising 
global practices 

Systems and 
HRM 

The overall having of common 
operational/IT systems and 
commonly shared reward 
schemes and profit pools; 
the shared mechanisms of 
having transferees and 
secondees between offices 

Dacheng Dentons: NextLaw 
Other law firms: 
communication tools such as 
email and telephone 

Source: summarised from Chapters 4, 5 and 6 

 

Having reviewed the key findings and objectives, this chapter moves on to discuss how the 

findings answer the research questions and how they contribute to the relevant bodies of 

literature. The rest of this chapter is structured such that sections 7.2 to 7.4 each answer one 

part of the research questions, incorporating the discussion of the contribution made to the 

literature; the dividing of the research questions into parts is organised in line with the multi-

level network perspective. 
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7.2 Extra-firm level: institutionalism and embeddedness 

This section functions as a background discussion to set out the extra-firm level. It discusses 

the extra-firm level network relationships of Chinese law firms. The keywords from the 

research questions that form such background have been highlighted as below: 

Overarching question: Where do Chinese law firms as new entrants position 

themselves in the London legal market, and how do they manage internally as a firm 

after internationalisation? 

Sub-question 1: What are the competitive advantages of Chinese law firms, and 

how are they reflected in the firms’ internationalisation? 

Sub-question 2: To what extent are the firms’ management and operation of their 

London offices influenced by those of their headquarters? 

Sub-question 3: In what ways are these practices from the firms’ headquarters 

integrated into practices inside the London offices? 

Sub-question 4: How responsive are Chinese law firms to business and legal 

conditions in the UK? What adaptations have been made in their management 

and operations in London? 

This section will set out a discussion in relation to the keywords highlighted in the research 

question above. It will then move on to comment on the relationship between institutions and 

Chinese law firms, and the contribution made by different institutional settings to 

internationalisation outcomes involving significantly different nation states. 

Considering the stage of internationalisation of the Chinese law firms compared to the large 

UK and US law firms, the Chinese context, as the home country where the firm grew in the 

first place, needs to be discussed because the differences in the maturity and structure of the 

markets in which different subunits are located create “incompatible goals” (Fenton and 

Pettigrew, 2003, p. 231) within the firms and moreover, undermine global integration 

(Boussebaa, 2009). As indicated in Chapter 4, China’s open-door policy was forged in the 

context of administrative decentralisation. This administrative decentralisation has led to the 

paradox of a hypercompetitive yet fragmented domestic economy in which transaction and 

other operating costs remain extraordinarily high (Boisot and Meyer, 2008). Foreign firms in 

China are driven economically rather than administratively, enabling them to benefit from all 

three advantages of Dunning’s (1988) eclectic paradigm. But the local Chinese firms are 
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restricted by the administrative policies and therefore cannot operate in ways that would 

allow them to expand at an accelerated speed. The consequence of this is the smaller size of 

Chinese firms, regardless of whether they are state-owned or privately-owned enterprises. In 

this sense, it can be concluded that the six Chinese law firms in question initiated the 

internationalisation at a later stage, and that factors existed that hindered the fostering of the 

expansion process. 

As argued in Chapter 2, the national institutional systems are helpful in understanding and 

explaining PSFs’ and MNCs’ behaviour. This is because these firms are embedded in the 

systems both of home country and of host country. Exploring the extent of firms’ 

embeddedness in and disengagement from national business systems (Whitley et al., 2003) 

provides the opportunity for us to develop an understanding of how various ‘embeddedness’ 

effects relate to the wider decision-making processes in a firm that is undergoing rapid market 

change (Almond et al., 2005). 

The findings in Chapters 5 and 6 reveal in detail the practices of the case-study firm KWM 

after their merger. The power systems of KWM worldwide is decentralised, in that 

headquarters and subsidiary offices are only connected when needed, such as the requirement 

for collaborative work because of the involvement of different laws in different jurisdictions, 

or the networking opportunities that the firm encourages its own and other legal professionals 

to attend. It seems that there are traits of transnational corporations in the management and 

structure of the firm because offices benefit from high autonomy in terms of their operations 

and decision-making processes. This is different from large UK and US law firms, who actively 

pursue complete integration. For example, Clifford Chance explicitly states on their website 

that they are “a single profit-pool, lockstep partnership” that is guided collectively by the 

members in the Executive Leadership Group, reviewed by the Partnership Council, and 

governed by the Partnership Agreement (see Clifford Chance, 

https://www.cliffordchance.com/about_us/who_we_are_and_how_we_work/how-we-

manage-our-firm.html). Their system demonstrates a high level of integration and maturity. 

This argument can be further supported by Faulconbridge and Muzio’s (2016) case study of 

English law firms expanding into Italy. The English firms made efforts during the post-merger 

period to integrate their Italian offices after the transition period, when all the lawyers were 

locally qualified. Attempts were made to incorporate the Italian arm into the existing global 

network through the process of standardisation, usually centred on London-derived practices 

and structures. However, the outcome of this ‘hard’ integration climate did not fit in with the 

Italian institutional context, resulting in the collapse of the offices (Faulconbridge and Muzio, 

https://www.cliffordchance.com/about_us/who_we_are_and_how_we_work/how-we-manage-our-firm.html
https://www.cliffordchance.com/about_us/who_we_are_and_how_we_work/how-we-manage-our-firm.html
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2016). Despite the failure of the integration in this case, it is true that large UK and US law 

firms tend to pursue full integration and a single global network. 

As argued in Chapter 4, the internationalisation of Chinese law firms is conditioned by the 

host countries they entered. This is because the host country business systems vary in terms of 

their ‘openness’, i.e. how amenable they are when faced with external management styles 

(Whitley, 2010). This condition fits with the discussion of Chinese law firms entering the UK. 

Researching the Chinese law firms who have entered into the UK is a also response to a 

research agenda that has been put forward in the PSF and IB literature, namely the call for 

studying the ‘rising powers’ such as countries from the East. This is because Western 

expansionism has dominated the expansion of MNCs in the last fifty years, until, in the last 

decade or so, important rivals have begun emerging within ‘rising power’ nations, notably 

China and India (Boussebaa and Morgan, 2015). Therefore, the UK as a host country in a firm’s 

internationalisation, is experienced in international activities. In the case of legal firms, given 

their specialisms in the professional services that are bound by jurisdictions, it is important to 

understand the limitations that jurisdictions impose. In the UK, where the Chinese law firms 

operate, the required qualification is to practice English Common Law in the jurisdiction of 

England & Wales. This requires firms to either recruit local lawyers or expatriates who have 

this qualification. 

Thus the nature of legal systems being distinctive across individual countries requires the 

internationalisation of law firms to be able to deliver services on a multi-jurisdictional level 

(Li, 2019). In the case of Chinese law firms, the strategy needs to consider competition from 

large Anglo-American law firms who are competent and experienced in handling complicated 

multi-jurisdictional legal work through informational advantage (Sokol, 2007). It is argued 

that the market niche for law firms from other jurisdictions remains largely work derived from 

the home country or region (Stern and Li, 2016). Further, Chinese law firms are not on the 

same competitive level as the large Anglo-American firms when dealing with cross-border 

work, owing to the limited sizes and practice areas of their overseas offices (Li, 2019). An 

overview of the six Chinese law firms sampled in this thesis supports this claim to some 

extent.  

The one partner office of Llinks is an archetypical example for this case, whereas Dacheng 

Dentons and KWM need to be viewed entirely differently because of the fact that mergers 

have been part of these firms’ history. Zhong Lun has a limited resemblance but is mostly 

concerned with building its reputation through local services rather than through reliance on 



 

207 
 

 

referral work from the headquarters. The case of KWM provides valuable insights into how a 

Chinese-born law firm managed to handle a complexity of work across multiple countries in a 

limited time period. One might argue that the firm’s mergers with two distinguished law firms 

have been a more straightforward approach to obtaining the required experience and skills for 

such complex work. However, with regard to the present large UK and US law firms, their 

histories of international expansion are not exempt from previous mergers and acquisitions 

(notably Norton Rose Fulbright, DLA Piper and Baker & McKenzie). Evidently there are 

unsuccessful mergers. A recent example is the collapse of Allen & Overy trying to break into 

O’Melveny & Myers. In the case of a UK firm merging with a US firm, the issue of governance 

and pay are difficult because of the differences in how these are achieved (Financial Times, 2nd 

September 2019). Despite previous failures, mergers, as representative of the network 

approach, account for a straightforward and efficient approach for participant firms to gain a 

substantial level of network connections. 

The legal professionals play a crucial role in implementing the management practices of the 

firm in the host country because they enable the flow of knowledge development and 

relationship enhancement between headquarters and subsidiaries. Considering the identity of 

the professionals, the findings show that the Chinese law firms share a similar experience with 

the Western law firms in terms of regulating the identities of their legal professionals. It is 

noted that the professionals of GPSFs are trained to be capable of mirroring or reproducing 

the behaviour of Western counterparts (Boussebaa 2020). This is reflected in having various 

informal mechanisms, such as training, socialisation and staff transfers, as investments for a 

firm seeking a universal, that is a Western, principally Anglo-American, model of professional 

practice (Boussebaa, 2017). This is in line with the above discussed promotion of Anglo-

American systems in GPSFs. As revealed in the modified ‘one firm’ model of KWM, in Chapter 

6, it is evident that such informal mechanisms exist and that they serve as important features 

that were taken advantage of in the promotion of the firm’s hybrid culture and the integrative 

model. The knowledge sharing in KWM’s London office supports this in terms of the building 

of the firm’s culture. For example, the legal professionals remain part of the same staff pool, 

where they do not overly consider their individual earnings. 

The above discussion leads to the conclusion that Chinese law firms share similar strategies 

and management practices with the Anglo-American counterparts.  The findings suggest that, 

in the UK, both existing law firms and Chinese law firms earlier the ‘openness’ of the host 

country being a condition for firms’ entry,  This has been considered among the Western law 

firms themselves. “…The coexistence of different models of internationalisation between US, 
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UK and German firms suggests that while international law firms are competing in similar 

markets and to some extent learning or imitating from each other in their strategies and 

organisational models, there are equally strong historical and institutional path dependencies 

that shape their development” (Morgan and Quack, 2006, p. 426). To reveal the traces of the 

path dependencies of Chinese law firms, different stages were identified in Chapter 4, based 

on what has been shown of the six Chinese law firms and their stages of internationalisation. 

To enable the comparison, Table 7.3 uncovers the stages of firm internationalisation across 

time of Chinese, UK and US law firms in order to build a foundation for revealing the 

similarities and differences. 

Table 7.3 Temporal stages of law firms’ internationalisation 

Law firm 1st stage 2nd stage 3rd stage 

China 1990s & 2000s 
Establishment and 
limited domestic 
growth 

2010-2015 
Faster growth 
domestically and 
limited overseas 

2016-present 
Accelerated expansion 
overseas 

UK Around 1900-1967 
Establishment and 
limited growth due to 
restricted size of 
partnerships 

1967-1990 
Faster growth and 
mega-lawyering 

1990-present 
Growing into LLPs, 
some adopting Swiss 
Verein structures, 
more international 
trade 

US Around 1900-1965 
Establishment and 
limited growth 
 

1965-1990 
Mega-lawyering, 
M&A boom (1980s) 

1990-present 
International trade and 
growth 

Source: Chapter 4; Morgan and Quack (2005); Flood (2011); Beaverstock et al. (2000); Faulconbridge et 
al. (2008) 

It is evident that the mega-lawyering of Chinese law firms, a stage of large law firms growing 

into global firms, appears not to be applicable to the Chinese law firms in their current 

internationalisation stage but is worthy of being discussed in relation to their future 

development and growth. It is likely that the new internationalisation trend of Chinese law 

firms will move towards mega-lawyering. The extant literature has focused mostly on UK and 

US corporate law firms when discussing global firms. It is noted that the mega-lawyering 

process and approach of UK and US law firms differ in their scale and the degree of their 

internalisation (Morgan and Quack, 2005). Extending from this view is the stage of global law 

firms and their differences from Chinese law firms currently. 
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In summary, the findings have revealed the phenomenon of Chinese law firms imitating 

Western law firms in terms of their internationalisation strategy and a clear demonstration of 

professional mobility being facilitated through network building and expatriation. Differences, 

however, are also visible between these law firms that are institutionally foreign. The key 

finding is Chinese law firms’ modification of the ‘one firm’ model derived from Western PSFs, 

based on structural characteristics and legacies brought over from their home country. Thus it 

can be concluded that Chinese law firms imitate Western PSFs in their process of 

internationalisation as well as diverge from them in a particular Chinese fashion. 

7.3 Inter-firm level: distinct capabilities and internationalisation strategies 

This section addresses the highlighted research questions given below by exploring the inter-

firm level of network relationships of Chinese law firms. 

Overarching question: Where do Chinese law firms as new entrants position 

themselves in the London legal market and how do they manage internally as a firm 

after internationalisation? 

Sub-question 1: What are the competitive advantages of Chinese law 

firms and how are they reflected in the firms’ internationalisation? 

Sub-question 2: To what extent are the firms’ management and operation of their 

London offices influenced by those of their headquarters? 

Sub-question 3: In what ways are these practices from the firms’ headquarters 

integrated into the London offices? 

Sub-question 4: How responsive are Chinese law firms to business and legal 

conditions in the UK? What adaptations have been made in their management 

and operations in London? 

As noted previously, the findings uncovered different categories of internationalisation 

strategies used by Chinese law firms and were used to formulate a typology of these strategies, 

based on a consideration of the firms’ managerial structures in relation to their size (Table 

7.4). This section aims to discover what (distinctive) capabilities Chinese law firms have built 

through genuinely international managerial hierarchies and skills, promoted by inter-firm 

network relationships. 
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Table 7.4 A typology of Chinese law firms in the UK 

Firm size1 Network 
internationalisation 

Hybrid 
internationalisation 

Organic 
internationalisation 

Strategic alliance, M&A, 
‘best friend’ 

Combination of network 
and organic to a degree 

Opening own office, 
limited scale of M&As, 
expatriation 

Mega Yingke 
Dacheng Dentons 

- - 

Large AllBright KWM Zhong Lun 

Boutique - - Llinks 

Source: summarised from Chapter 5 and adapted from Morgan and Quack (2005) 
Note: 1. This is based on the firm’s number of offices in China. 

7.3.1 Firm types and organisational strategies 

The first key finding in relation to the six Chinese law firms in the UK is the variation in firm 

size measured by the number of offices worldwide. Given that the firms that entered the UK 

market involve not only large but also small firms, this suggests a tendency of the Chinese law 

firms to have more than one approach in how they engage with internationalisation, as the 

approaches applied to large firms may not work as effectively for small firms. The size of firm 

has been discussed as a research issue by scholars of PSFs but not, in the author’s view, to a 

sufficient extent because the discussion often addresses SMEs (Bagchi-Sen and Kuechler, 

2000), MNCs (Segal-Horn and Dean, 2009), or global firms (Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2016) 

separately. For example, large bodies of literature exist discussing the role of GPSFs in the 

global political economy (Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2007) and large PSFs or MNCs growing 

into GPSFs (Boussebaa, 2015). The involvement of two or more sizes within the same piece of 

research is insufficiently represented in the literature, which is a matter for concern. While 

this may be overcome by comparing different bodies of literature, the conclusion will not 

create the same results as researching firms with the same sample from the same aspect. By 

researching all types of Chinese law firms in the UK, this thesis provides a thread to fill this 

gap. The Chinese law firms sampled facilitate the generation of insights into an understanding 

of SMEs, MNCs and global firms considered within the same context. 

The typology identified three types of internationalisation strategy, as concluded from the 

main findings, which can be traced in the literature of PSFs. As is discussed in Chapter 2, 

Morgan and Quack (2005) compare English and German law firms and put forward two types 

of internationalisation strategy, namely ‘network’ and ‘organic’ internationalisation. They 

consider these two types as the main strategies but also argue that there are firms adopting 
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both strategies, which can be considered as a combination, and which in this thesis is referred 

to as hybridity strategy (see Table 2.5). This hybridity strategy bears a path-dependent 

requirement of firms (Morgan and Quack, 2005) so as to secure a balance between network 

and organic strategies. The hybrid strategy is supported by other scholars of PSFs. For 

example, headhunting firms have blurred boundaries in adopting strategies of 

internationalisation, such as organic, M&A, network and hybrid strategies, which are argued 

to be as typologies of internationalisation (Faulconbridge et al., 2008; Beaverstock et al., 2015). 

The point was furthered by considering the flexible and complex nature of the 

internationalisation process. Faulconbridge et al. (2008) acknowledge law firms’ combination 

of different strategies identified in the extant literature (Beaverstock et al., 1999; Warf, 2001), 

which also corresponds to the three internationalisation strategies identified in the case of the 

Chinese law firms discussed. Despite the similarity of the strategies identified and what is 

proposed in the literature, the degree of combination remains unclear in the literature. Thus, 

the internationalisation must be considered to vary according to the extent of hybridity, which 

means whether the balance is more toward the network or the organic approach. The different 

extent of hybridity may lead to different outcomes and differences in strategy. 

The above discussion around the degree of Chinese law firms’ adoption of network and 

organic internationalisation approaches is linked to and conditioned by the engagement in 

and disengagement of firms from the national institutional systems (Whitley et al., 2003). The 

inter-firm networks, in line with what is discussed in Chapter 2, play a role in driving firms to 

adapt to the host institutional environment. The discussion below outlines this argument in 

detail. 

The typology also reveals three types of Chinese law firms as determined by firm size, which 

impacts the internationalisation strategy where choice of office locations is concerned. The 

categorising of firm sizes was done by measuring the total number of offices worldwide rather 

than the firms’ offices in London. The main findings suggest that these Chinese law firms 

internationalise by following the firms’ vision and goals along with their desire to have 

business in multiple institutional settings. This was reflected in the locational strategy of the 

firms. It is known from the literature that firms tend to overemphasise their achievements as a 

marketing strategy, especially to their clients. Actions reflecting the marketing strategy often 

involve overstating a firm’s global presence, the quality of services and the engagement with 

international networks (Zhu et al. 2020). There is evidence shown in the findings that the 

Chinese law firms in question are no exception. For example, the global presence of office 

spread that Zhong Lun claims to have reached is not fulfilled in full (see Section 4.2.2). Rather, 
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the firm expanded from IFCs as its locational strategy to maximise the value of the ‘global 

presence’ image to its clients. Yingke is another example, where there is information 

asymmetry between its Chinese website and its international website in terms of the location 

of its overseas offices. Notable also is the single partner office of Llinks and AllBright in 

London. The offices of Dacheng Dentons and KWM, by contrast, do not show any 

overemphasis in terms of global presence, primarily because of their larger presence outside 

China. The phenomenon can be explained by the PSF literature in terms of the difficulty firms 

experience when building international presence. To be more specific, PSFs are hindered 

when internationalising by the challenges embedded in the local institutional environment 

(Malhotra and Morris, 2009). In the case of law firms, jurisdictions differ across borders, 

requiring professionals services to be locally responsive (Segal-Horn and Dean, 2011). Account 

needs to be taken here of the complexity of legal services and the constraints legal firms and 

legal professionals experience, bound as they are by the practice qualifications and knowledge 

required. The deeply-rooted offices of Dentons outside China has given the firm a stronger 

advantage to be more locally responsive. The overseas offices of KWM gained through M&As 

and the new offices opened give the firm advantages through their professionals’ 

understanding of the local legal market. Therefore, the locational strategy of the Chinese law 

firm’s expansion is shaped by the size of the firm and the strategy of internationalisation the 

firm adopts. 

The above discussion revealed the internationalisation strategy of Chinese law firms into the 

UK by following the I-R framework (the degree of global integration and local responsiveness 

of firms) and the three internationalisation strategies of law firms raised by Morgan and 

Quack (2005). It has highlighted the firms’ engagement in and disengagement from the home 

and host institutional environments. The findings are therefore of significance given London’s 

continuous impact on the global economy as an IFC and the opportunities but also the 

challenges that may arise from the host market.  

The discussion will now move on to the subject of the relationship between the London offices 

and their headquarters. Tables 7.1 and 7.5 show the relationship to have a connection with the 

firms’ power relations, namely the structural characteristics of firms’ being centralised, 

decentralised or ‘one firm’. 
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Table 7.5 Comparison of Chinese law firms using the ‘one firm’ model 

Firm Management and 
structure 

Advice production 
practices 

Profit allocation and 
remuneration logics 

Yingke Capital-centred 
hierarchical business 
model; alliances have full 
autonomy; collaboration 
completely based on 
referrals 

Independent branding for 
local services but 
collective branding for 
overseas competences; 
separate IT systems; 
frequent business visits 
instead of secondments 

Strategic alliances act as 
individual firms; 
completely separate profit 
pools 

Dacheng 
Dentons 

Polycentric management; 
loosely connected offices 
through referrals; clients 
referred on a need-to-
know basis 

Standard process of 
producing legal services; 
templates available on 
paperwork filling; globally 
integrated IT systems; 
extensive global 
secondments 

Separate profit pools; 
lawyers’ pay determined 
by ‘lock-step’ firm-wide 
remuneration policy 

AllBright Headquarters managed; 
association with a City 
firm, Bird & Bird; a 
representative office in the 
same building as the 
alliance firm 

Serve the clients with real 
capacity and strong local 
law support; office serves 
as coordinating and 
managing the relationship 
with Bird & Bird and 
facilitate joint business 
develop initiatives and 
mandates; seconded 
lawyers to the office 

Integrated profit pool of 
the office to the firm in 
the home country because 
of no intention to engage 
local hiring 

Zhong Lun Highly autonomous office; 
Chinese residence 
partners and local hiring; 
practising of both English 
and Chinese law; firm-
wide management strategy 
across all overseas offices 

No integrated process of 
producing legal services; 
clients managed 
autonomously by the local 
office 

Integrated profit pool of 
the firm 

Llinks One partner office; only 
engaged in Chinese 
practices; limited local 
clients 

Local office as a delivery 
pipeline for services from 
Chinese offices to clients; 
acting as an intermediary 
to bring local clients to 
China 

All profits pooled together 
with partners’ takings 
determined as a 
percentage of global rather 
than local profits 

KWM Centralised global board 
of directors; 
Offices develop and 
manage own clients 

Offices work closely on 
international projects or 
clients’ work; regular and 
frequent secondments 
across firm 

Profits pooled together 
within the same entity; 
partners receive equal 
allocation of resources and 
remuneration 

Source: interview data; adapted from Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) 
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Table 7.5 and its interpretation can be seen to demonstrate the heterogeneity of Chinese firms, 

despite the fact that these firms bear legacies from the home country which have led to 

distinctive actions in their internationalisation. This agrees with argument that the country of 

origin is not the only factor shaping MNC and PSF internationalisation, especially where firms 

from emerging markets are concerned (Ramamurti, 2012). The findings strengthen the 

argument that Chinese MNCs are heterogenous in both organisational form and in the 

institutional support they receive from the home country (Voss et al., 2010; Boisot and Meyer, 

2008). 

The paragraphs below discuss the organisational forms in more detail, namely the power 

relations of Chinese law firms. The overview of the data reveals a deliberate strategy of the 

firms behind the organisation structure of their offices overseas. Firms that are centrally 

managed by the headquarters (Llinks and AllBright) employ the global strategy. The 

relationship between the London offices and the headquarters is closer by comparison with 

firms who have different operational systems. The centralisation structure excluded Yingke 

because the special nature of its ownership of its overseas offices. What is distinctive is the 

firms who have a decentralised structure or can be viewed as employing the ‘one firm’ model. 

This is supported by the globally integrated network (GIN) model that is often evident in PSFs 

(Ferner et al., 1995; Rose et al., 1999), which refers to organisational structures that can 

facilitate both decentralisation and integration (Boussebaa, 2009). Instead of subsidiaries 

being controlled by firms’ headquarters, GIN denotes strong horizontal, inter-unit links and a 

distributed power structure in which the headquarters are one among many of the 

contributors to the network (Boussebaa, 2009). 

One significant example of the latter structure is the case-study firm, KWM. Despite its 

Chinese origin, its headquarters region of Asia does not play a forceful role in the firm’s 

management structure. Instead, the authority in matters of management and operations is left 

to the local subsidiaries because they are the experts in the local markets, which is the most 

important factor to be considered when seeking to meet the aim of providing the best possible 

service to the client. This is in line with previous studies on Japanese MNCs which show them 

to underplay the existing strategies of delivering standardised output to new branches 

overseas by relying on expatriates from the headquarters but rather take advantage of foreign 

subsidiaries as sources of innovation and learning (Whitley et al., 2003). In the case of KWM, 

the headquarters assist the assessment process, for example determining the feasibility of 

planned strategies or directing the overall management of potential conflicts of interests 

among different offices geographically, rather than treating foreign subsidiaries as delivery 
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pipelines for domestically designed and produced services (Whitley et al., 2003). Narrowing 

the vision from the global perspective to the EUME region, the managing partner resides in 

London, seemingly prioritising the UK as occupying the central position in the area. However, 

the findings refute this claim and reemphasise the autonomous status of the individual offices. 

In fact, the impression in many people’s minds of London as the centre of the firm’s 

governance is due to the fact that the City of London is a place of many centres, such as for 

legal services and for international dispute resolution. This has indeed elevated the 

attractiveness of the city, especially to global talents. But the strategy of KWM is to avoid 

being governed centrally by its headquarters. A distributed power structure prevails in the 

individual offices, where associates work with partners in the same practice areas but partners 

are not listed hierarchically in terms of managing the work and their associates. Indeed, the 

hierarchical structure is largely played down in the firm’s offices. In this ‘flatter’ structure of 

KWM’s London office, partners serve the role of finding new clients, maintaining existing 

clients, leading projects and building and extending their national and international networks. 

Associates, though reporting to partners on the same projects, have more freedom of choice 

between projects and their workload and practice interests. The ‘flatter’ structure has 

accordingly enabled a flexible working environment in the office for both partners and 

associates and thereby facilitated their working relationships. The integration within the office 

is achieved in this way. 

In addition to the power relations discussed in the findings, the above indicated a strong 

connection to firms’ acknowledgement and development of their competitive capabilities, 

which can lead to inter-firm networks. In the context of PSFs, firms that become global 

require two sets of capabilities: growth capabilities to build a network of offices and acquire 

and integrate the staff; and global capabilities, e.g. market selection and managing cross-

cultural operations, which are specific to expanding into foreign markets (Brock and Alon, 

2009). As discussed in Chapter 5, strong capabilities of PSFs are useful to secure their clients 

and a favourable positioning in the London legal market. These include professionals, their 

professional knowledge, their interpersonal network relationships, and the PSFs’ ability to 

transport and communicate their competitive capabilities globally. 

Overall, the subsection answered the first part of the research questions by revealing the 

formation of the London offices of the six Chinese law firms sampled. Key findings include the 

firms’ internationalisation strategies such as the mode of entry based on their organisational 

structures and the relationship between their London offices and their headquarters if 
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applicable. The findings show the inter-firm networks and how they influence the positioning  

of Chinese law firms in the London legal market. 

7.3.2 Types of networks: closeness of relationship 

Following on from the discussion in the previous subsection, the main findings, while not 

providing any entirely new internationalisation strategies relating to PSFs, did reveal the 

blurred boundaries of Chinese law firms in adopting a single strategy in different stages.  

In line with what has been discussed in the literature review, the findings identify the use of 

networks to be  significant in promoting PSFs’ and MNCs’  internationalisation. This is not 

limited to firms adopting ‘network’ and ‘hybrid’ strategies but includes also those favouring 

‘organic’ growth. The findings are more concerned with the closeness of the relationship built, 

either between headquarters and subsidiaries or between subsidiaries. Such relationships are 

worthy of study because they reveal the extent of networks in PSF studies, in line with existing 

calls to study the impact of PSF network membership: “To date, there have been few studies 

on PSF networks, yet indicating a variety of international networks (Morgan and Quack, 2005; 

Mawdsley and Somaya, 2015) and studies imply different relational spaces, which are 

significant for learning (Amin and Cohendet, 2004)” (Salvoldi and Brock, 2019, p. 3). This 

subsection argues how the thesis fills this gap by providing an additional understanding of PSF 

network and internationalisation. 

Salvoldi and Brock (2019) acknowledge the limitations of their research in not examining fully 

enough the outcome of different memberships where the individual firms network as 

members. This is because the research does not evaluate on the level of internal operations, 

such as how much work is being referred between members or being jointly conducted. 

However, the outcome of membership is more complicated in that it needs to take into 

consideration the need of the member firms. For example, firms formed via M&As may have 

more network connections than firms grown from greenfield investment; or firms with a 

decentralised structure may allow more scope for branches to develop their own networks. 

Therefore, the networking within firms internally is still of importance to a discussion of what 

benefits PSF networks and internationalisation. More recently, Rana and Morgan (2019) have 

argued for the need for IB studies to pay attention to investigating the organisational learning 

perspective with a focus on knowledge diffusion between subsidiaries and headquarters, and 

vice versa. They (p. 525) argue that the existing literature has “neglected the issues of 

coordination of complex networks and MNCs’ reconfiguration capabilities, as well as how 

variations in institutions in different contexts can push MNCs to develop different types of 
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competences that lead to varied innovation styles in subsidiaries, as NBS (national business 

studies) have stressed”.  

This section has focused on the inter-firm networks and their influence on the 

internationalisation of PSFs. As argued in Chapter 5, PSFs have grown to be adept at 

monitoring the environment and at responding to changes by developing competitive 

capabilities (Brock and Alon, 2009). It is also argued by Buckley et al. (2007) that Chinese 

MNCs benefit from access to international business and social networks in foreign markets. 

Such networks, representing the social capital of a firm, enable firms to internationalise by 

facilitating the exploitation of business opportunities (Yeung, 1997; Buckley et al., 2007). 

Therefore, findings in this section have revealed how Chinese law firms developed inter-firm 

networks through externalised relationships and how these increasingly enabled firms’ to 

establish their presence in the host country and capitalise on their competitive capabilities. 

7.4 Intra-firm level: coordination and control in firm-wide management 

practices 

This section responds to the highlighted parts of research questions revisited as below. This 

section provides answers from the principal features of the main findings of the case-study 

firm, KWM, and from supplementary details from the other five law firms (Table 7.2). The 

section reviews more specifically the process of and after the internationalisation by exploring 

the relationship between the London subsidiary and the headquarters of KWM, namely the 

intra-firm level of network relations. 

Overarching question: Where do Chinese law firms as new entrants position themselves 

in the London legal market and how do they manage internally as a firm after 

internationalisation? 

Sub-question 1: What are the competitive advantages of Chinese law firms and 

how are they reflected in the firms’ internationalisation? 

Sub-question 2: To what extent are the firms’ management and operation 

of their London offices influenced by those of their headquarters? 

Sub-question 3: In what ways are these practices from the firms’ 

headquarters integrated in the London offices? 
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Sub-question 4: How responsive are Chinese law firms to business and 

legal conditions in the UK? What adaptations have been made in their 

management and operation in London? 

The above highlighted research questions need to be addressed because of the changing 

environment in the context of researching the subject of global integration management in 

the internationalisation process, and because of the research gap in outlining the details of 

firm-wide practices across borders.  

It is argued that the view of MNCs evolving into globally integrated networks has been 

challenged by a growing body of literature that claims such MNCs to be sites of conflict 

between competing rationalities emerging from distinctive national institutional contexts. 

However, PSFs, though positioned as exemplars of this integrated network model, have 

received much less attention (Boussebaa, 2009). Though later research in the following decade 

has to some extent addressed this gap, the PSFs from emerging markets still lack sufficient 

attention in the literature compared to Anglo-American PSFs (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013; 

Boussebaa and Morgan, 2015) and the integrated global network still requires to be studied in 

relation to PSFs (Salvoldi and Brock, 2019).  

The above highlighted research questions, therefore, follow on from findings and 

contributions raised in the preceding section and provides insights for understanding Chinese 

PSFs and the integrative management practices evident within the firms. This section also 

adds more value to the inadequate studies of PSF networks, from the intra-firm level of 

network relations. 

This section investigates specifically the closeness of the relationship between the subsidiaries 

and the headquarters of the Chinese law firms sampled in the context of the London legal 

market. Findings answering the research questions can contribute to addressing the above 

research gaps. First, the findings reveal three types of internationalisation strategy pursued by 

Chinese law firms that moderately adopted a degree of hybridity, which reaffirms findings 

from the literature of PSFs on internationalisation strategies developed from a Western 

perspective (Morgan and Quack, 2005; Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013). This indicates the 

credibility of the findings of Western PSFs as applied to PSFs from an emerging market. 

Second, responding to the need for further research into PSF networks, the findings reveal 

that the extent of the network employed by Chinese law firms is determined by whether the 

firms’ power relations are centralised, decentralised or follow a ‘one firm’ model. The 

individual distinctiveness of the firms in this respect impacts the balancing between network 
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and organic approaches, namely the extent of hybridity. It can be concluded that a centralised 

firm tends to adopt an organic internationalisation strategy, while a decentralised firm favours 

a network internationalisation strategy. Therefore, the ‘one firm’ model varies based on the 

‘path’ each firm takes. This clarifies to an extent the relationship between the level of internal 

operations and PSF network relationships. Details of this contribution will be covered in the 

next section. 

7.4.1 Management practices of the modified ‘one firm’ strategy 

As mentioned, the apparent growth of PSFs into transnational forms does not agree fully with 

the actual performance of the firms. However, the growth and the changes exist without 

question, and PSFs are making their way to achieving high global integration and high local 

responsiveness as required by their aim of being ‘transnational’ (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998). 

Boussebaa and Morgan (2015) pointed to the scant scholarly attention paid to the experience 

of such changes among professionals. The tension between the federal model and the 

transnational one has not been resolved in the limited extant literature that has explored 

beneath the skin of international PSFs. To address this gap, this subsection reviews the main 

findings from the case-study firm, KWM. This subsection sheds light on the matter by 

revealing KWM’s management practices in their London office and indicating how the firm 

managed to overcome the potential tensions that might appear owing to the firm’s growth and 

to changes in the mechanisms of global control and coordination. 

It was noted that the tensions and conflicts experienced by PSFs involve the professionals and 

the resource management of differing national institutional contexts (Boussebaa, 2009), in 

addition to more general claims raised for MNCs that straddle different national jurisdictions 

where institutional duality emerging from the complexity of national variants is a commonly 

experienced challenge (Kostova and Roth, 2002; Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2016). Overcoming 

this complexity has been an extensive research agenda. Examples involve having different 

logics within distinct and separate organisational structures such as hybrids (Greenwood et al., 

2011) and managing individuals and their practices and identities in order to balance tensions 

and conflicts among them (Smets et al., 2012). Similarly, the key findings of this thesis reaffirm 

the above research themes in the existing literature. 

The hybridity of ‘network’ and ‘organic’ internationalisation of the firm KWM has resulted in a 

differentiated organisational structure compared to the other Chinese law firms in the UK. 

One key finding from Chapter 6 through the overall analysis of KWM’s management practices 

is its integrative model of the interconnection between its London subsidiary and the Asian 



 

220 
 

 

headquarters, which acts as a significant model for managing this hybridisation (Figure 6.3). 

The current situation is that the firm has resolved the tension of having different professionals 

from diverse cultural backgrounds working together on the same project or in the same office. 

This was described in the literature as an ongoing problem: that employees, while subscribing 

to the idea of the transnational form, in fact experience a major global-local tension in relation 

to the staffing of client projects (Boussebaa, 2009; Boussebaa et al., 2012). As indicated in the 

key findings, the firm KWM has instituted management practices that are designed to 

overcome this issue. One example is the extensive secondment on a regular basis between 

offices within the Chinese entity. In the case of this thesis, this is the well functioning 

interconnection between the London office and the Chinese headquarters. This was argued as 

being a strategy to support the building of relationships within and across the firm’s offices to 

overcome any cultural barriers. Empson (2000) describes similar cultural issues related to PSF 

international growth: firms adopt the building of a common set of core firm values as a 

strategy in cross-border integration. The findings from KWM support the literature, as KWM 

has made efforts to create a firm-wide valued culture. As the partners of the London office put 

it, “…We are creating a hybrid culture of the offices” (L14, KWM). The management practices 

of KWM in response to this problem align with the efforts of cultural intelligence advanced by 

Stoermer et al. (2021): cultural intelligence contributes to measuring a firm’s recruiting and 

pre-assignment stages; the encouragement of international exposure and experience facilitate 

the building of cultural intelligence across the firm. Examples include cross-cultural training 

(MacNab et al., 2012) and demonstrations from professionals working in global virtual teams 

(Erez et al., 2013). 

Having understood that KWM has made sustained efforts to overcome these tensions and 

conflicts, through coordination and control, it is important to demonstrate how its 

operational practices compare to international PSFs. Segal-Horn and Dean (2007, p. 214) 

reveal “operationalizing global practices” as an important aspect in achieving cross-border 

integration, because an integrated firm requires consistency, recognised standards and 

uniformity of practice throughout (Lowendahl, 2000). Such operational issues enabling cross-

border integration involve the building of common systems and human resource management 

practices upon which PSFs are dependent for service delivery. In the key findings, where the 

‘one firm’ model of Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013) was applied to investigate the integration 

of KWM’s offices, the conclusion was reached that there was a high similarity regarding the 

features and functions that the firm would consider in building an integrative model for 

implementation in cross-border offices. For example, the IT system adopted across the firm is 
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described as widely receiving positive feedback from its legal professionals. The similarity also 

extends to the efforts of commonly shared Human Resource Management (HRM) practices in 

order that the reward systems and the division of profits internationally remain consistent. 

This is not limited to KWM but also includes the other Chinese law firms. An example is the 

NextLaw platform shared between Dentons and Dacheng to allow legal professionals from 

both firms to collaborate via the same communication platform. However, in comparison to 

the ‘one firm’ model, it was also stressed that the majority of the features and functions were 

modified to the benefit of the firm. In the case of KWM, the modification stems mostly from 

the less strict global management of firm, which is in relation to both the firm’s size and the 

firm’s internationalisation strategy, as indicated in the previous section. The separation made 

by KWM’s adopting of different strategies on global and local levels contributed to the 

modification. 

The reliance of KWM on its modified ‘one firm’ model is highly dependent on the firm’s 

networks of office-client, office-office, and firm-alliance partnership. It is also noted that the 

network is an important aspect of international expansion, as indicated in Dicken’s (2015, p. 

131), ‘TNCs as networks within networks and the multi-level network perspective of Yeung 

(1994) that guided the analysis. Considered from the standpoint of the host country, namely 

the UK in this thesis, the presence of Chinese law firms in the host country has raised the issue 

of competition in the market. The situation of UK law firms facing Chinese competitors 

resembles, though not to a considerable extent, the time when London received the bulk of US 

outward investment in legal services. UK law firms were at that time faced with increasing 

competition from US firms who concentrated their advice on US law (Morgan and Quack, 

2005). Similarly, key findings reveal the fact that large Chinese law firms are more proactive 

than reluctant in terms of overseas expansion. They favour a competitive position in the 

London market with the advantage that they are capable of handling both English and 

Chinese law services. Such confidence and ambition result from the existing network, within 

and between offices, between the branches and the headquarters, and within the 

interconnections of firm alliances. This relates to the firm’s internationalisation strategy in 

terms of the closeness of their relationships. To maintain this advantage in the market, it is 

therefore essential for firms to keep these relational advantages. 

The next subsection will focus in particular on the firm’s management in the host country in 

respect of balancing the tensions and conflicts in order to hold onto the relational advantages. 



 

222 
 

 

7.4.2 Mobility of individuals and knowledge development 

Maintaining the relational advantages means sustaining and developing the benefits that 

obtained from the network. In the case study, the key findings show the secret ingredients of 

KWM’s integrative model to be the knowledge development and the mobility of legal 

professionals that underlie the network. Though integration has been researched through 

examination of PSF internationalisation, such as by Muzio and Faulconbridge (2013), a 

perspective from Chinese firms as an emerging market is lacking. Researching the 

internationalisation of PSFs from emerging markets into advanced economies implies the 

need for significant empirical contributions, given this under-researched area in both PSF and 

IB studies (see Chapter 2). 

Boussebaa and Faulconbridge (2019) have stressed the importance of knowledge as a key 

resource in the ‘battle’ of GPSFs with clients. The knowledge here refers to an understanding 

of social issues that the firm is trying to market. The process of identifying, capturing and 

leveraging knowledge helps organisations create competitive advantages (Mudambi and 

Navarra, 2002). The existing literature has put the focus on the organisational controls and 

structures that facilitate the transfer of knowledge (Buckely and Carter, 2004). For example, 

Anglo-American systems have been commonly promoted in GPSFs and knowledge outside 

these systems has been portrayed as ‘other’ forms of knowledge, that are problematic 

(Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019). Additionally, on the adoption of professionals, GPSFs 

are argued to have avoided using overseas professionals even on international projects in 

order to retain profits locally (Boussebaa et al., 2012). Therefore, it is interesting to find out 

whether PSFs outside Anglo-American systems employ similar views on the promotion of 

knowledge and whether knowledge outside their own ‘think tanks’ is considered to serve an 

alternative role in the knowledge development process. 

From the viewpoint of the case-study firm, the findings reveal a collective effort in building 

the knowledge base of the firm. The previous subsection confirmed the hybrid culture of the 

firm by pointing to its embracing of the culture of both the Chinese headquarters and the 

London office. The findings are linked to intra-firm networks by revealing how personal 

networks build the internal practices within the subsidiary and how these are extended across 

the firm. Knowledge building can be reflected by the firm’s mobility of its legal professionals, 

who convey knowledge from, for example, practising in different jurisdictions and 

understanding and approaching clients from different international backgrounds. From this 

perspective, Chinese law firms do not appear to push the relevant ‘alternative’ knowledge 
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away but actively embrace the professional knowledge possessed by other legal professionals. 

This differs from the action of large Anglo-American PSFs. The reason may be the difference 

in the firm size: Chinese law firms are not comparable to the size of GPSFs, not to mention the 

difference in their power in shaping the institutional environment such as is evident in the 

role of GPSFs as agents of promoting globalisation (Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 2019). The 

variation in knowledge and the understanding of the local market of the host country are 

viewed as additional assets that help build the hybrid culture. However, on the organisational 

managerial level, the execution of global strategy on the part of KWM in promoting the 

Chinese model to its subsidiaries showed a similar approach; what were believed to be 

successful systems were transferred to an promoted in the host country where it holds 

branches. Therefore, it is not appropriate to conclude that PSFs from an emerging market will 

follow exactly the same approach as the Anglo-American PSFs in terms of integrative 

management but rather that modifications will be made concerning the firm’s 

internationalisation strategy in relation to the firm’s size, as discussed in Section 7.2. 

In answering the question of how firms respond to the managing of the knowledge building in 

the host country, it is the legal professionals who are seen to play an indispensable role. As 

was argued in Section 2.1.2 (Løwendahl et al., 2001; Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001; Gardner et 

al., 2012, Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005), the nature of knowledge flow and learning capacity 

in globalised financial markets is not simply dyadic or linear; rather, a more complicated 

picture of knowledge diffusion and learning process is indicated. The knowledge flow in the 

case of PSFs is therefore to be understood to be influenced by the localness and 

responsiveness of the firm’s subsidiaries, such as the managerial function of the headquarters 

and the extent of the autonomy of subsidiaries (Demirbag et al., 2016). The key findings of 

Chapter 6 suggest the use of knowledge development over knowledge transfer because, 

similarly, the flows of knowledge are identified as nonlinear but responsive. This indicates that 

the knowledge was transferred back and forth between individual professionals to eventually 

build a collective knowledge base within and across offices, particularly between the London 

subsidiary and the Asian headquarters. This is suggested in Løwendahl et al. (2001)’s remarks 

about the value creation process of PSFs, that individual knowledge adds significant value to 

the collective knowledge base. The key findings from the case study of KWM are the role of its 

legal professionals as agents in promoting the knowledge development process. 

Legal professionals were also shown to play a significant role in the process of networking. 

Salvoldi and Brock (2019) identified seven types of international peer networks that reflect 

different strategies, focusing on the network dependency of 177 European law firms. The 
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authors formulated a typology of these networks concerning different aspects of structure 

(intensity of interaction, exclusivity and formalisation) and governance, drawing on literature 

that discussed PSF networks (Boussebaa and Morgan, 2015; Jones et al., 1998; Contractor and 

Reuter, 2014; Faulconbridge, 2015). While the literature listed emphasised the importance of 

networks, which is the direction taken by Salvoldi and Brock (2019), another research theme 

appears equally evident, which is the role of the professionals in the process of networking and 

how they have been neglected in terms of the impact on them of, notably, the deployment of 

knowledge and learning and the demands of handling global-local tensions. As depicted in 

Figure 6.3 (Chapter 6) (the integrative model of KWM), a firm’s legal professionals can move 

within and between offices conveying the collective knowledge base and combining their 

individual knowledge with knowledge acquired in different offices. Spence et al. (2018) have 

raised the awareness of professional mobility gaining traction in employment-related studies 

since the end of the first decade of this century. The matters of recruitment and selection have 

been gaining more significance in overseas markets with the advancing of maturity in firms’ 

internationalisation. This can be supported by the growth of large PSFs into GPSFs in the 

Western market and the rise of PSFs from emerging markets (Demirbag et al. 2016). Thus, the 

legal professionals play an important role in balancing the tensions and conflicts that arise 

from combining different institutional settings. This can be supported further by Boussebaa 

and Morgan (2015): there is a need for a more nuanced understanding of the power dynamics 

within and between PSFs. This is because the existing literature of PSFs focused largely on 

firms of a federal and a transnational form but overlooked the network and project forms. 

The integrated effort of KWM has also been evident in its focused coordinating of the inter-

unit flows of its employees. This organisational dimension is rarely discussed despite the fact 

that the horizontal flow of employees is a key indicator of the transition to the GIN model 

(Boussebaa, 2009). Discussion of this is particularly important in the context of legal firms 

because their competitive advantage is said to be increasingly dependent on the routine 

international mobility of employees (Beaverstock, 2004). A representative aspect that can 

reflect the integration to a better extent is the mobility of legal professionals in PSFs. Existing 

literature has discussed the roles of individuals who have contributed to the 

internationalisation process and shaped the internationalisation strategy of PSFs (Bryson and 

Daniels, 2015). It is argued that overseas expansion via subsidiary offices is not a case of 

planting flags around the world but of considering carefully the local conditions (Beaverstock 

et al., 1999). The internationalisation of law firms generally requires strategic staffing of 

overseas offices, either through expatriation of lawyers from the home country (Beaverstock, 
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2004), or through local hiring to strengthen the local qualifications (Abel, 1993). The example 

of the subsidiary offices of Freshfields is provided to demonstrate that they are staffed by a 

mixture of locally qualified and expatriated lawyers rather than only ‘parachute lawyers’ from 

the head office (Beaverstock et al., 1999). The case of KWM extends the example with its 

exactly similar staffing of offices. The findings provide a detailed composition of the staff in 

KWM London, including the local hired lawyers and the expatriate lawyers from across the 

world. 

In summary, this subsection actively responds to the need for research that will provide a 

more nuanced understanding of the power dynamics within and between PSFs. The findings 

generate further concerns in relation to the use of networks and knowledge as two sources of 

power in maintaining a firm’s relational advantages in the market. This subsection views PSFs 

as MNCs in search of management practices that will transform the firm’s strategy and 

organisation. Though the extant literature has covered this research theme in the opinion of 

Boussebaa and Faulconbridge (2019), new opportunities exist in developing the research 

theme on PSFs from emerging markets, and how the latter’s management practices have been 

created to meet challenges from globalisation or how the firms’ international expansion and 

organisation are conditioned by national institutional contexts. 

The difficulty of developing intra-firm management practices after internationalisation is 

indicated conclusively in Section 2.4 (Chapter 2). An example is the failure to adapt firm’s 

competences and capabilities identified pre-internationalisation into the subsidiaries; the 

reason may be market changes across borders (Ai and Tan, 2020). This section through the 

analysis presented above, has provided explanation as to how Chinese law firms develop their 

intra-firm practices, through control and coordination, namely how they adapt existing 

practices, and build new practices, across the firms. 

7.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has served the purpose of discussing the key findings from analysis of the six 

Chinese law firms in London from all the three levels of analysis within the multi-level 

network perspective, as responses to the overarching and subordinate research questions. The 

answers have indicated the contributions to the relevant research themes. Table 7.6 is a 

summary of the findings from the most relevant literature organised by reference to the 

research questions. 
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Table 7.6 Summary of the findings from the extant literature 

Source: summarised from the literature 

  

Research question Key literature Findings 

Extra-level of analysis: 
The national 
institutional systems 
that MNCs and PSFs 
are embedded in 

Boussebaa (2020); 
Boussebaa and 
Morgan (2015); 
Cuervo-Cazurra and 
Ramamurti (2014); 
DiMaggio and Powell 
(1983); Li (2018) 

• The Western expansionism in the previous 
fifty years of PSFs including management 
practices and regulation of elites/professionals 

• The need to draw from the ‘rising powers’ 
from the East, though still not comparable to 
Anglo-American counterparts in terms of 
competition in the market 

• MNCs from emerging market may not 
determine their different behaviour from 
advanced economy MNCs via their country of 
origin 

• Influence of home country will reduce firms’ 
operations in host countries, regardless of 
positive or negative impact 

• Resemblance and heterogeneity of 
organisations 

Inter-firm level of 
analysis: 
The competitive 
capabilities of PSFs 
and the establishment 
of distinctive 
internationalisation 
strategies 

Morgan and Quack 
(2005); Muzio and 
Faulconbridge (2013); 
Barrett et al. (2005); 
Boussebaa (2009); 
Faulconbridge (2008); 
Morgan (2009); 
Salvoldi and Brock 
(2019) 

• ‘one stop shop’, providing seamless services 
worldwide across multiple jurisdictions 

• ‘one firm’ strategy integrating the global profit 
pools and remuneration structures, mostly in 
the firm’s home jurisdiction 

• ‘one firm’ strategy implementation concerning 
the political and economic tensions within 
firms over the allocation of profits and 
resources 

• Success and failure of ‘one firm’ depending on 
how the specific practices interact with local 
host-country institutions 

• The two main strategies of 
internationalisation involve network and 
organic approaches 

• PSF networks in need of research on the 
varieties of networks and the outcome of the 
member firms 

Intra-firm level of 
analysis: 
The process of 
business practices and 
relationships between 
headquarters and 
subsidiaries regarding 
adaptation to existing 
practices 

Boussebaa and 
Faulconbridge (2019); 
Salvoldi and Brock 
(2019); Segal-Horn 
and Dean (2009); 
Brock (2006); 
Lowendahl (2005); 
Johanson and Vahlne 
(2009) 

• Local offices serve as integrated and aligned 
subsidiaries with professionals sharing many 
common practices, associated processes and 
values to ensure clients receive the same level 
of services across the global network 

• Local resistance to the processes of 
globalisation, economic tensions between 
global and local interests, profit allocation and 
remuneration policies 

• Knowledge development and learning 
capabilities as important variables for 
internationalisation process 

• Collective knowledge base from individual 
expertise that creates value 
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The overall presentation of the findings has revealed that the majority findings from the 

examination of Chinese law firms reaffirm the literature investigating UK and US law firms in 

many aspects, despite the very different contexts in the East as opposed to the West. This was 

raised as a significant call for study, inviting the introduction of new concepts and theories 

built from examining samples in the East, where differences in institutions, philosophies and 

cultural beliefs are so clearly evident (Barkema et al., 2015).  

The discussions allowed for the development of a conceptual model depicting the modified 

‘one firm’ model of Chinese law firms (Figure 7.1). This model reflects the conceptual 

framework that PSFs from emerging markets can take advantage of. The integrative model can 

be viewed as established out of the process of PSFs’ internationalisation, which is built upon 

the multi-level of network relations. 

The extra-firm level constitutes the national institutional systems of PSFs, namely the home 

and host countries and their institutional environments that either promote or hinder their 

internationalisation. Differences in the institutional environments, as Whitley et al. (2003) 

argue, lead to MNCs and PSFs’ engagement in and disengagement from the institutional 

environments. 

The inter-firm level of networks is discussed on the basis of the typology of 

internationalisation strategies. PSFs’ internationalisation is bound by a certain degree of 

hybridity, and results in slightly different modifications depending on the precise degree of 

this. The hybridity, in between network and organic approaches, however, is itself bound by 

the power relations by which firms are organised, namely by decentralisation as opposed to 

centralisation.  

The ‘one firm’ model, once finalised, enables an understanding of the management practices 

at the intra-firm level. The most significant impact of management practice is expressed in the 

relationship between the firm’s headquarters and subsidiaries, and traces back to the degree of 

hybridity employed. In the ‘one firm’ model, the closeness of the relationship is often 

enhanced through the two ingredients of knowledge development and the mobility of 

professionals across borders. 
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Figure 7.1 Conceptual model 

 

This thesis contributes first to the literature of MNCs and PSFs and IB research related to 

MNCs and PSFs by adding detailed account of how Chinese law firms develop firm-wide 

practices after their internationalisation. This responds to the research gap that we have 

limited understanding of the integration of management practices across the firm, considering 

the nature of this approach being problematic due to the heterogeneity of firms in the same 

sector and the influence on firms of particular institutional environments. 

Second, existing comparative institutional research has made evident the need to stress 

relationships between the MNCs and their behaviour and the institutional environments. 

Further research is needed on how institutions influence international firm strategy and how 

firms develop internal capabilities and organisational learning to cope more ably with 

challenging institutional processes and multiple institutional logics (Dau et al., 2022). This 

thesis offers a pathway in understanding the complexities and the embedded inter-

relationships in the process of mutual influence between MNC behaviour and national 

institutional systems. It contributes to providing a view of how MNCs’ national embeddedness 

in and disengagement from prevailing institutional environments may be addressed and 

understood. 

Third, the lack of a comprehensive understanding of Chinese MNCs and EMNCs persists in IB 

and PSF research. The need to perceive Chinese MNCs as heterogenous organisational forms 
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is central to developing a nuanced view of the determinants of Chinese firm 

internationalisation (Voss et al., 2010). In doing so, this thesis builds on Voss et al. (2010) and 

addressing this topic via a network perspective. It aims to provide an addition to that nuanced 

view by re-defining the nature of networks for Chinese PSFs and explicating the role they have 

played in the firms’ internationalisation. 

In summary, this section outlines how the overarching and subordinate research questions 

were answered from findings through analysing the internationalisation of the six Chinese law 

firms sampled. The thesis shed light on several research themes in PSF and IB studies and 

provided a significant empirical contribution as a much under-researched contextual setting. 

The next chapter will start by summarising this thesis and will explore in more detail each 

contribution along with providing further reflection and implications for future thinking. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusions 

The aim of this thesis has been first, to explore the much under-researched area in both PSF 

and IB studies of the internationalisation of Chinese PSFs in the West and, second, to examine 

in detail the practices of Chinese PSFs, firm-wide, after internationalisation. The aim has been 

to look as closely as possible at the internationalisation of PSFs using the theoretical basis 

provided by the existing IB literature on PSFs and MNCs, existing neo-institutionalist research 

and the network perspective of Yeung (1994). 

Existing theories and models for explaining the internationalisation of firms (e.g. Dunning, 

1988; Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998) have been derived from examining firms from the advanced 

economies, and have been questioned in terms of their applicability, given the different 

institutional contexts of advanced economies and emerging markets. In PSF studies, 

internationalisation is often associated with firms’ entry from one advanced economy into 

another advanced economy or into an emerging market; but not in reverse order. The 

understanding of Chinese law firms is in its infancy given the small number of scholars who 

have examined their evolution (Liu and Wu, 2016; Li, 2018; Li, 2019; Zhu et al., 2020). In short,  

the internationalisation of Chinese law firms has essentially received little attention in all the 

streams of literature mentioned. 

This thesis established a connection to the above areas of studies through the research it has 

carried out and now offers on the internationalisation of Chinese law firms into the UK. The 

research was designed to answer an overarching research question:  Where do Chinese law 

firms as new entrants position themselves in the London legal market and how do they manage 

as a firm after internationalisation? At the extra-firm level, the research examined the different 

internationalisation strategies and modes of entry of six Chinese law firms, taking into 

consideration their size and structure. Key aspects of Chinese law firms’ internationalisation 

were compared with those of Western law firms in order to identify the opportunities and 

challenges that Chinese law firms experience in the process. The inter-firm level analysis sums 

up the competitive advantages of Chinese law firms and how they lead to the establishment of 

inter-firm networks. The mode of entry includes M&As with established local law firms in 

London, ‘greenfield investment’ through the opening of offices of their own, and a hybrid of 

these two approaches. At the intra-firm level, the research examined one specific firm, KWM, 

shown to have distinctive characteristics in its internationalisation strategy, and revealed the 

integrative model of this firm’s practice in its London subsidiary. The examination of KWM 

included the firm’s relationship between its headquarters and its London subsidiary, the 
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development of the subsidiary’s international network, and the mobility of the firm’s legal 

professionals in the process of network building and knowledge development.  

Researching the three levels of analysis has provided new and original findings to address gaps 

in the above areas of research. This chapter begins with the contributions to knowledge that 

the findings have made to the existing theories and to the body of empirical data. Section 8.2 

draws on these contributions to list potential implications for the relevant industry sectors. 

Section 8.3 moves on to consider the methodology, in particular the research design and data 

collection process to indicate the strengths and weaknesses of this thesis. On this basis, 

Section 8.4 acknowledges the limitations of this thesis and proposes future directions for new 

research questions. This is followed by the final section concluding the thesis. 

8.1 Contributions to knowledge 

This section is organised to accommodate both the theoretical and empirical contributions 

this thesis has made to existing published knowledge. The conceptual model (Figure 7.1) built 

from the case study provided the following theory-based contributions to the literature of 

legal PSFs and the strategies and processes of firms’ internationalisation. In exploring the 

internationalisation activities and process of globalising Chinese law firms, findings thus shed 

light on understanding the professional services sectors as a whole. 

8.1.1 Firm-wide practices of PSFs after internationalisation 

MNCs and PSFs are able to transfer their ownership advantages and integrate them into the 

internal management of subsidiaries; but how knowledge and skills are changed into (firm-

wide) novel managerial routes can be problematic to determine (Whitley et al., 2003). Post-

internationalisation capabilities can be affected by pre-M&A factors, for example motivation 

and the acquired firm's attractions (Ai and Tan, 2020). This thesis developed a balanced view 

(using contributions from both expatriates and existing professionals) of the post-

internationalisation capabilities of Chinese law firms. Included was a detailed picture of the 

internal integral management of PSFs post-internationalisation and of how these firms’ 'novel' 

practices are built. The conclusion highlighted certain overlooked factors, such as the 

heterogeneity of individual professionals, which can lead to changes in firms' networks and 

employment relations. 

At the macro or extra-firm level, views are shared in the existing literature discussing the 

differing institutional contexts of MNCs (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) and PSFs (Morgan et al., 
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2001; Ferner et al., 2012; Whitley, 2003). An emphasis is put on EMNCs’ internationalisation 

and how they may possess distinctive capabilities. For example, EMNCs are argued to be at 

less of an advantage than MNCs from advanced economies because they require the gaining of 

more sophisticated resources and market opportunities to overcome latecomer disadvantages 

(Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2000; Cuervo-Cazurra, 2008). Additionally, as argued in Chapter 2, the 

internationalisation strategy and process can vary because of factors such as the country of 

origin and the mode of entry, as raised by Ramamurti (2012). The discussion suggests a view 

that the internationalisation of MNCs from advanced economies and EMNCs should be 

expected to vary. Therefore, such resemblance as is shown from the present findings advances 

our understanding of MNCs and their internationalisation by pointing to the macro 

institutional settings of the countries unconcerned. Additionally, similar findings are indicated 

in Morgan and Quack (2005) in their research into UK and German law firms and their 

conclusion that there are important commonalities in these countries’ internationalisation 

strategies. The difference is that the UK and Germany, though not sharing the same type of 

variety of capitalism (the UK is a LME and Germany is a CME), are much closer in terms of 

physical distance and are both advanced economies, unlike the pairing of the UK and China.  

At the intermediate or inter-firm level, the analysis revealed what distinguishes the Chinese 

law firms from Western law firms, in particular the competitive advantages of Chinese law 

firms and the adaptations they have made to their practices in the host country through the 

use of inter-firm networks. As discussed in Chapter 7, the development of these firms is 

marked by “strong historical and institutional path dependencies” (Morgan and Quack, 2006, 

p. 426). The inter-firm level of analysis served to demonstrate this. The major differences in 

paths taken by the six Chinese firms are differences in the phases of internationalisation, the 

maturity of the law firms and the different ‘one firm’ models. As indicated in Table 7.3, the 

Anglo-American law firms were founded a century before the Chinese law firms and engaged 

in internationalisation half a century earlier. The stage of these Anglo-American law firms as 

global firms practising mega-lawyering is what Chinese law firms have been reaching for but 

have not achieved. Thus the findings show the distinctive steps these firms chose to initiate 

and develop their internationalisation. The key finding in terms of internationalisation 

strategy is the adoption of a hybridity strategy, which is balanced by both network and organic 

internationalisation (see Chapter 2); the extent of balancing between network and organic 

approaches is determined by the path dependency (Morgan and Quack, 2005). By revealing 

the paths of Chinese law firms’ internationalisation, this thesis argues that the ‘one firm’ 
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model (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013) applies to the firms from emerging markets but is in 

need of adaptation to incorporate the degree of hybridity (see Chapter 2).  

At the intra-firm level, attention is given to PSFs’ coordination and control across firms, in 

particular between their headquarters and subsidiaries and between subsidiaries themselves. 

Power relations between the headquarters and subsidiaries are considered an important factor 

influencing the firm-wide practices. The hybridity approach, by having a degree of network 

internationalisation, is bound to have to take account of multi-jurisdictional practices. Clients 

may require cross-jurisdictional services that include both Chinese law and English law. 

Depending on the degree of network approach involved, the London office may refer the part 

of business requiring Chinese law to their offices in China and initiate collaboration between 

offices (higher degree of network approach); or it may assign this part of business to 

professionals who are qualified to practise Chinese law in the London office (lower degree of 

network approach). These professionals are often expatriated from the Chinese offices. The 

degree of hybridity thus reveals different paths taken by Chinese law firms, which is important 

in the re-interpretation and adaptation of the ‘one firm’ model (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 

2013).  

The key aspect of this contribution is the firm’s power relations taking into account the 

relationship between the firm and its national institutional systems. These power relations 

were studied in terms of the organisational structures, analysed on the basis of the 

relationship, in particular the hierarchy, between the firm’s headquarter and the subsidiary. 

This study made a connection between the firm’s structural characteristics (centralised or 

decentralised) and the internationalisation strategies it chose to pursue. The key finding is 

that the ‘one firm’ model can incorporate both structures instead of having only the 

centralised structure (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013), generating a ‘new’ one firm conceptual 

model (Figure 7.1) according to an evaluation of the extent to which a firm is centralised or 

decentralised, namely according to the character of  the power relations in play. As argued in 

Chapter 2, a firm’s structural characteristics are highly informed by its global integration and 

by its local responsiveness. Therefore the conceptual model, from this perspective, clarifies the 

results concerning strategy on the basis of the degree of global integration that is to be 

sacrificed to obtain local responsiveness. The interplay of this duality is shown to have led to 

the extent of the networks that firms form, namely the paths that result in the firm’s adoption 

of the ‘path-dependent’ one firm model that comprises network internationalisation, organic 

internationalisation and hybridity strategy (Morgan and Quack, 2005). 
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Despite the fact that the existing literature has made attempts at developing integrated 

models of global MNCs and PSFs, much further research is needed to reveal the details of how 

these firms manage such problems and develop firm-wide management practices by 

transferring existing organisational capabilities and establishing new competitive resources. 

This thesis offers a contribution to this field of literature by providing a balanced view of the 

post-internationalisation capabilities of Chinese law firms and their integral management 

practices. This has been achieved through analysing the collected data from the multi-level 

network perspective. 

8.1.2 Relationship between PSFs and their institutional settings 

It is argued that IB scholars do not often draw on institutional theory but explore institutions 

by focusing on CSAs (country-specific advantages) and FSAs (firm-specific advantages). 

Existing comparative institutional research (Morgan et al., 2001; Ferner et al., 2012; Whitley et 

al., 2003) has made evident the need to stress relationships between the MNCs and their 

behaviour and the institutional environments. It is argued that firms are shaped by 

institutions and institutions are influenced by firms. 

However, both IB and neo-institutionalist research continue to lack a systemic analysis of 

institutional settings and their impacts on the behaviour of MNCs. IB scholars need to account 

theoretically for the complexities and the embedded inter-relationships (Aguilera 

and Grøgaard, 2019), such as MNCs' national embeddedness in and disengagement from their 

home and host institutional environments. Further research is needed on how institutions 

influence international firms’ strategy and how firms develop internal capabilities and 

organisational learning to cope more ably with challenging institutional processes and 

multiple institutional logics (Dau et al., 2022).  

This thesis offers a pathway to understand the complexities and the embedded inter-

relationships in the process of mutual influence between MNC behaviour and national 

institutional systems. It contributes to providing a view of how MNCs’ national embeddedness 

in and disengagement from prevailing institutional environments can be addressed and 

understood. 

8.1.3 Networks for PSFs and Chinese PSFs 

The lack of a comprehensive understanding of Chinese MNCs and EMNCs persists in IB and 

PSF research. This is linked to the previous neo-institutional perspective that Chinese firms 

are bound by their home institutional systems. Voss et al. (2010) argue that that large and 
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well-connected Chinese firms benefit most from institutional advantages, that smaller firms 

internationalise because of institutional constraints, and that Chinese MNCs should not be 

perceived as “a single, monolithic organizational form that is government supported and 

derive ownership-specific advantages from institutional support”. Voss et al. (2010) developed 

a more nuanced view of the determinants of Chinese firms' internationalisation. Therefore, it 

remains necessary to see Chinese MNCs as heterogenous organisational forms, and this is 

central to developing a nuanced view of the determinants of Chinese firm internationalisation 

(Voss et al., 2010).  

In doing so, this thesis builds on Voss et al. (2010) and addresses this topic using the multi-

level network perspective (Yeung, 1994). It aims to provide an addition to that nuanced view 

by redefining the nature of networks for Chinese PSFs and explicating the role they have 

played in these firms’ internationalisation. The findings reveal that the extent of networks 

employed by firms is influenced by the firms’ power relations, whether centralised, 

decentralised or as ‘one firm’, hence, their perceived heterogeneity. This conclusion is line 

with Ramamurti (2012)’s view that the country of origin is not the only factor influencing 

MNCs’ internationalisation. As also indicated in Chapter 7, PSFs’ integrative ‘one firm’ model 

(Figure 7.1) confirms this point by indicating the relationship between the degree of hybridity 

and the nature of the firm’s power relations. This reopens the way for scholars to concentrate 

on the level of internal operations when researching PSF network relationships. 

This thesis has highlighted the definition of 'network' for firms from emerging markets 

through establishing the role networking has played in the internationalisation of Chinese law 

firms, which has added additional insights to the nuanced view of Voss et al. (2010). 

Findings are also concerned with the role of expatriates in a firm’s internationalisation. It was 

argued in Chapter 2 that expatriation has become a strategic organisational policy for 

developing and diffusing knowledge as the network of the firm evolves (Beaverstock, 2004). 

These findings have revealed that the networks were established and promoted via 

professionals, including the Chinese expatriates who play such a role in the firm’s London 

offices. These professionals serve as important agents for transferring knowledge at both inter-

firm and intra-firm levels, as well as facilitating the knowledge base development of the 

London office, i.e. the subsidiaries. The motivation behind such expatriation involves the 

gaining of an international network for professionals and firm, imposing more ownership 

control to the subsidiary from the firm’s headquarters, and having professionals feed the 

headquarters with the value learned in the context of the subsidiary. Expatriation thus 
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facilitates the integration management of the firm through the modified ‘one firm’ model. This 

thesis has strengthened the position of PSFs as exemplars of the global integrated network 

model, which has lacked scholarly attention (Boussebaa, 2009). Though later research in the 

following decade has to some extent addressed this gap, PSFs from emerging markets still lack 

sufficient literature compared to Anglo-American PSFs (Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013; 

Boussebaa and Morgan, 2015), and the integrated global network is still in need of attention 

within the field of PSFs (Salvoldi and Brock, 2019). 

8.1.4 Empirical contributions 

The above sections summarised the key contributions to theory and literature. The 

contribution to the empirical data base, however, is also of importance academically as it 

offers a novel account of an empirical phenomenon that challenges existing assumptions 

about the world or reveals something previously undocumented (Ågerfalk, 2014). 

To the best of this author’s knowledge, this thesis is the first piece of qualitative research 

examining the internationalisation of Chinese law firm into the UK, an advanced economy. By 

looking at six Chinese law firms who have an office in London, this thesis unveiled the 

strategies and organisational processes of all Chinese law firms entering and operating in 

London. The original findings from researching Chinese law firms in the context of London 

provide significant insights for understanding law firms from emerging markets 

internationalising into advanced economies. 

As noted earlier, in the current literature there has been a lack of understanding of PSFs from 

emerging markets, given the dominance of Western expansionism in the internationalisation 

of firms in the past few decades (Boussebaa and Morgan, 2015). This thesis responded to the 

call for studying the ‘rising powers’ (countries from the East) and explored the much less 

researched activities of Chinese law firms’ expansion into an advanced economy. The aim has 

been to enhance the understanding of the actions of PSFs from these distant institutional 

settings compared to those from the advanced economies. By doing so, this thesis adds value 

to the newness of the empirical context of researching PSFs' internationalisation. 

Additionally, the thesis revealed the unknown development of Chinese law firms by putting 

together the different temporal phases of their internationalisation. As introduced in Chapter 

1, the maturity of Chinese law firms has approached that of global firms, and this is in need of 

attention in the context of understanding the contemporary globalised economy. If 

investment banking is considered as a sector of PSFs, as noted in Chapter 2 on the ambiguous 
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definitions of a PSF, the legal sector of China is the second mature professional service sector 

domestically (Cheng, 2003; Liu and Wu, 2016). The thesis revealed three phases of the six 

Chinese law firms in terms of their international expansion. The findings of Chinese law firms 

moving from one stage to another have significant impact on understanding law firms from 

emerging markets because the three phases depict the adoption of different 

internationalisation strategies, such as the mode of entry in different stages, and also serve as 

a useful starting point for understanding PSFs from emerging markets as a whole. 

The three temporal phases of Chinese law firms’ expansion and development are compared 

with those of the Western law firms (Table 7.3). Each identified phase of Chinese and Western 

law firms expresses their similar stages of development but the phases vary in the time period 

when such stages of development occurred. It is noted that Chinese law firms’ expansion 

occurs at phase that is late in international market terms. The third stage of UK and US law 

firms (from 1990 to present) incorporates the entire development period of Chinese law firms 

(from foundation to globalisation). This finding marks the start of understanding the mega-

lawyering, ongoing and future, of Chinese law firms. 

8.2 Implications 

Following the contributions summarised in the last section, the thesis proposes implications 

for both the existing literature and the relevant industry. With Chinese law firms used as the 

research context, new understandings were proposed for law firms from emerging markets 

compared to those from advanced economies. There are five main implications that can be 

drawn. 

First, the understandings for law firms can be generalised to take in other PSF sectors. For 

example, the mobility of a professional workforce, as agents in the knowledge development 

process between and within firms, can be generalised to sectors such as accountancy and 

management consultancy, as a general dimension of PSF characteristics (Table 2.1). The 

impact of the firm’s operational system on the firm’s balancing of global integration and local 

responsiveness do not, however, appear generalisable, given the existence across nations of 

different degrees of resistance within each professional service sector to seeking or achieving 

global presence. Such idiosyncratic characteristics require careful consideration if being 

applied across different professional service settings (von Nordenflycht, 2010). 
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Second, the findings have implications for law firms from other emerging markets entering 

advanced economies, as a call for studying the ‘rising powers’ in the internationalisation 

process discussed above. Such emerging markets include Hungary (Lyles, Saxton, & Watson, 

2004), Brazil (Pinochet et al., 2019), and Poland (Dou et al., 2010). 

Third, exploring the service provision of these Chinese law firms in London revealed their 

servicing of both existing clients from China and new clients from London and other cities, 

particularly in the rest of the Europe. This can be achieved based on the firms’ ability to 

practise Chinese law in London alongside the law of England & Wales and satisfy the demands 

of clients across jurisdictions. Therefore, an implication can be drawn: it is the engagement of 

these firms in multi-jurisdictional processes that has done most to enable the 

internationalisation of legal PSFs. It is, however, important to consider the varying regulations 

across jurisdictions when initiating internationalisation more widely. 

Fourth, this thesis produced empirically evidenced of how an academic enterprise can offer 

practical insights to the legal or wider professional services industry. From the findings at 

extra-firm, inter-firm and intra-firm levels, law firms in London can gain an understanding of 

the incumbent Chinese law firms and their stages of entry into the UK. This is helpful to 

London law firms because law firms are aiming at both existing and new clients from China 

and clients who require services based on English common law. These may include clients 

engaged in international business who are from the UK, the US and any other European 

country. It is therefore important to understand what these Chinese law firms can offer, which 

may generate insights for the future internationalisation of law firms from other emerging 

markets. Another body of practitioners to whom the findings may be valuable is the body of 

indigenous Chinese law firms who do not yet have a presence in the UK, or no presence in any 

overseas market. The experience of these six Chinese law firms sheds light on the evaluation of 

internationalisation strategies that are most suited to individual law firms. 

Fifth and finally, the thesis has implications for PSFs in the London market from this study of 

law firms. For example, as previously mentioned, the mobility of professionals can be 

generalised to other PSF sectors given the characteristics in common. In the international 

market of the City of London, the networking opportunities of professionals in London, as an 

IFC, has significance for an understanding of the resources and opportunities available to PSFs 

at a similar stage of internationalisation. 



 

239 
 

 

8.3 Reflection 

In this section, reflection is given to the methodology in order to gain an understanding of the 

strengths and weaknesses of the approaches taken and to acknowledge the limitations which 

may be overcome in future research. 

8.3.1 Research strategy and design 

This thesis adopts a single-case study approach by investigating one firm that enables depth of 

information. It was argued in Chapter 3 that an in-depth understanding of a specific case is 

useful in order to be able to focus on more dimensions, compared to multiple-case studies, 

which focus more on comparing selected perspectives across all the cases (Bryman and Bell, 

2015). A single-case study approach can be powerful in examining the phenomena in 

significant detail (Siggelkow, 2007). While this thesis can reflect the strengths of having more 

details for a single organisation, the approach constrained the possibility of having cross-case 

comparison for relationships within the same dimension but across different cases (Yin, 1994; 

Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). For example, the thesis overlooks the operations of the other 

five firms in their London offices, which may bring forth additional comparison between firms 

adopting different internationalisation strategies and reveal in more detail how management 

practices differ. Possible dimensions include the formation of international networks, the 

staffing, and the working relations among professionals in the London offices. 

8.3.2 Data collection 

The major challenge to the data collection process was the gaining of access to the six Chinese 

law firms sampled. Two factors account for this difficulty and accordingly actions were taken 

to minimise this challenge. They are to be discussed next. 

First, the criteria for selecting participants and the number of participants involved vary, given 

the uneven maturity of international development of the six Chinese law firms in London. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, among the six firms, those having a larger London office as measured 

by headcount are Yingke (ownership by Memery Crystal), Dacheng (merger with Dentons) 

and KWM (hybrid approach); the other three, with a smaller presence, are Llinks (organic 

development), Zhong Lun (organic development) and AllBright (alliance partnership). It is 

difficult, in the larger firms, to identify the most appropriate interviewees for the most 

appropriate types of questions because of the large numbers of professionals present in the 

offices. For example, who might be the most relevant contact person for internationalisation 
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strategies and who for recruitment strategies? This is not only restricted to professionals’ 

practice areas but the information available of the administrative work these professionals are 

engaged in. In the case of the larger firms, the latter information is often not publicly 

accessible, as it is not visible from the firm’s webpage nor are all the levels of the hierarchy of 

the firm’s structure. To overcome this difficulty, this author identified the professionals in 

these firms by checking their profiles on the corporate webpage and on LinkedIn, so as to 

understand precisely what their roles are and whether they fit in with the purpose of the 

interviews. Sampling individuals from the three smaller-sized firms, on the contrary, did not 

raise this difficulty: the small number of professionals involved made identifying them 

straightforward, although there was the challenge of attracting a sufficient number of 

interviewees in the first place. The use of contact methods is more straightforward given the 

availability of email and telephone contact. These methods were successful, except the case of 

AllBright, which at the time of fieldwork had only just been founded. Though no access was 

gained to this firm directly, sufficient information from secondary sources was available so as 

to allow AllBright to be a supplementary data source as one of the firms studied. 

The second reason causing difficulty in gaining access to the firms is that the six firms are 

highly identifiable; one can easily distinguish one from another by researching the firms’ 

websites and acquiring information as to their foundation dates, their size and their historical 

international activities (as discussed in Chapter 3). It is therefore difficult to keep the firms’ 

names confidential; this may bring concerns from participants feeling they can be easily and 

inappropriately identified. In particular, where the legal professionals in the smaller-sized 

firms were concerned, this issue to some extent constrained the information interviewees were 

willing to share. In this thesis, the names of the six Chinese law firms sampled were retained 

because of the fact that each was already easily publicly identifiable. Permission to reveal the 

firms’ names was nevertheless formally obtained and interviewees were anonymised to ensure 

confidentiality to the greatest possible extent. 

Approaching the case-study firm KWM, compared to the other five firms, raised additional 

challenges, such as maintaining the relationship between the researcher and the firm and 

gaining the firm’s trust. Actions were taken to facilitate the evolution of this relationship 

including regular email exchanges and occasional telephone calls for research requests and for 

catching up and arranging research into the firm’s charity and social events. These actions, in 

addition to maintaining the relationship, have been helpful in extending the opportunity to 

meet more of the firms’ professionals, who might be possible and relevant participants for the 

research. 
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8.3.3 Data analysis 

Challenges also existed in the data analysis process, which involved the use of dual languages, 

namely Mandarin and English. As noted in Section 3.4.1, the interviews were conducted in 

both languages. All the participants, whatever their nationality, were capable of speaking 

professional English. Therefore, the language used for the interviews was up to the 

participants to choose. 

The first challenge was the very long time taken on the transcription of the English interviews. 

Because this author is not a native speaker, the process took three times more than the time 

needed for transcribing a Mandarin interview. Audio recordings had to be played many times 

over to ensure precision of transcripts. A second challenge during data analysis was the 

translation of the Mandarin transcripts into English. Again, time was devoted to ensure 

precision translation without losing any substance. 

8.4 Future research questions 

On the basis of what are the contributions and what are the limitations of this thesis, it is 

meaningful to set out the future research questions. There are five proposed future research 

questions. 

The first agenda for future research is the investigation of the power relations between the 

headquarters and the subsidiaries, in accordance with a recognised need for a more nuanced 

understanding of the power dynamics within and between PSFs (Boussebaa, 2009). The 

findings show that Chinese nationals were expatriated for different reasons influenced by the 

hierarchical level of their positions; members in managerial roles were expatriated to 

strengthen the firm’s ownership in the subsidiary, while professionals at the associate level 

were expected to bring back the value acquired from overseas to the headquarters (Section 

5.2.1). Studying the power relations between headquarters and subsidiaries can also respond to 

the call for investigating ‘how much’ ownership advantages are needed for EMNCs to 

overcome the liability of foreignness (Cuervo-Cazurra, 2008). This is of significance because 

EMNCs possess distinctive ownership advantages which are comparable to those of MNCs 

from advanced economies (Ramamurti, 2012). Exploring the possession of ownership 

advantages in the case of EMNCs will provide insights into understanding the determinants of 

their internationalisation. 
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In this thesis the exploration has covered the role of Chinese expatriates from the firms’ 

headquarters to their London subsidiaries, from the viewpoint of their serving as agents in the 

transfer and development of the firms’ knowledge base. Future research may explore further 

into the role of expatriates in terms of the internationalisation of law firms, or more broadly 

PSFs, by putting focus specifically on their selection, mobility and performance in the 

subsidiaries. It may also be important to investigate the demographics of these expatriates for 

more detailed exploration. For example, the gender of the expatriates may be found to 

influence how they were selected and transferred, and the choice of location of the subsidiary 

that they are being sent to. This research has borne traces of this in its findings on how female 

expatriates were impacted by the change of the work locations of their partners or husbands. 

This point was not developed in the thesis because the topic was considered of less immediate 

relevance; but it could serve as a meaningful topic for future research. A further point would 

there be the ethnicity of the expatriates. For example, in this thesis, evidence indicates that 

Chinese nationals of management board and of associate level were expatriated for different 

reasons. The former were expatriated for a show of power from the headquarters and with an 

aim of gaining ownership over the subsidiary; while in the case of the latter the concern was 

with how the expatriate professionals might learn from the subsidiary and bring value back to 

the headquarters. In this respect, future research may explore the outcomes of such 

arrangements and evaluate their benefits to firms in improving the already successful 

operation and integration of an internationalised PSF. Future research may also investigate 

further the expatriates of different nationalities and determine what role these differences play 

in the firms’ internationalisation. 

A third important agenda is the development of PSF networks. This thesis follows a multilevel 

network perspective. However, as indicated in Chapter 2, this is still an unclear topic in the 

existing literature. In the field of PSFs, the network is often concerned with the relationships 

between the professionals themselves within the same office and in different offices, and the 

relationships between the professionals and their clients. While this thesis revealed the 

significance of the international network between professionals in different offices of the firm, 

the networks between the professionals and the clients need further exploration. There is 

evidence in the findings that indicates how the preferences of the clients have an impact on 

which professional is selected for what task. For example, a team consisting of both partners 

and associates may lead to different divisions of work as decided upon by the clients. For 

specific and detailed questions, the clients may prefer contacting the associates rather than 

the partners, as the former are more commonly involved in dealing with such matters and 
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more likely to respond more promptly. Future research may take on this perspective and 

investigate further the detailed arrangements within the firms. This may indeed bring in 

implications for elements related to the firms’ organisational structure and the sizes of teams, 

namely indications of the advantages and disadvantages of a more hierarchical as opposed to a 

‘flatter’ structure. 

A direction more closely tied to this research is to continue to trace the internationalisation of 

Chinese law firms in the UK and their operational activities in London, or possibly other cities 

in the UK. Currently these firms are in the initial stages of their operation, which in the next 

decade will develop and become more mature and appropriate subjects for studying further 

the internationalisation of law firms from emerging markets. Another reason this direction 

merits exploring concerns the contemporary situation in the context of the UK post-Brexit. 

This can be viewed from a number of aspects. There may be an impact on the mobility of law 

firms’ professionals (Moschieri and Blake, 2019), namely an effect on the attraction of talents 

and a highly skilled workforce in London. It may also be that firms begin to move their 

international activities overseas (Hill et al., 2019). However, as post-Brexit policies are still in 

progress, it is too soon to make predictions on the impact of Brexit. Research into Chinese law 

firms’ understanding and intentions for future action in the post-Brexit period will help an 

understanding of their internationalisation activities and strategies. For example, it is unclear 

what the future of Chinese law firms outside the European Union will be; questions remain on 

the movement of office locations from London to cities in the rest of Europe, especially Paris 

and Frankfurt. A new research question dealing with these matters can be developed for 

longitudinal studies extending the phases of firms’ internationalisation, which will be helpful 

to developing an understanding of the movement of firms from one strategy to another. 

8.5 Concluding remarks 

This thesis is the beginning of an examination of Chinese PSFs in the West. The design of this 

research has been to address what this author and others consider to be relevant areas of 

studies, namely  PSF and MNCs in IB studies, neo-institutionalist research and the network 

perspective, including the internationalisation of PSFs from emerging markets into advanced 

economies and an understanding of Chinese law firms in this respect. The thesis made a 

connection between MNCs and PSFs in IB research and in neo-institutionalist research. On 

this basis, one overarching and four subordinate research questions were developed and 
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answered with a view to generating original and novel findings that contribute both to theory 

and to empirical work. 

The overarching research question was addressed through a multi-level analysis of the 

network relations within the internationalisation process of the six Chinese law firms sampled. 

Chinese law firms and Western law firms were compared in the internationalisation process to 

identify both the similarities and differences of the two types of firms. The extra-level of 

analysis highlighted the national institutional systems of PSFs, namely the home and host 

countries and their institutional environments that either promote or hinder their 

internationalisation. Differences in the institutional environments, as Whitley et al. (2003) 

have argued, lead to MNCs and PSFs’ engagement in and disengagement from the 

institutional environments. 

The inter-firm level of analysis addressed the first part of the research questions (see Chapter 

7). Findings explored the strategies of internationalisation, including the mode of entry, such 

as firms’ adoption of a network approach (M&As) and an organic approach (‘greenfield 

investment’). The strategies were confirmed to be related to the firms’ sizes (small and 

medium-sized, or large and global size) and structures (centralised, decentralised and 

headquarter-less). The findings have also revealed an important third strategy, namely the 

hybrid approach of having a balanced adoption of network and organic approaches. The 

network approach was justified by what was made clear of the internationalisation ‘path’ of 

each Chinese law firm. The hybridity strategy, therefore, is path dependent upon the extent of 

balancing the two approaches. 

The second part of the research questions was explored on the intra-firm level of one specific 

firm, KWM, one among six Chinese law firms sampled, which has been shown to have 

distinctive characteristics in its internationalisation strategy. The findings reveal KWM’s 

integrative ‘one firm’ model of practice in its London subsidiary. The model included the 

firm’s relationship between its headquarters and its London subsidiary, the development of 

the subsidiary’s international network, and the mobility of the firm’s legal professionals in the 

process of network building and knowledge development. The overall finding presents the 

approach of Chinese law firms’ firm-wide management practices after internationalisation. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 Key Acronyms 

 

  

AEC Asean Economic Community 

ALSP Alternative Legal Service Provider 

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

CSA Country Specific Advantage 

EMNC Emerging Market Multinational Corporation 

FDI Foreign Direct Investment 

FSA Firm Specific Advantage 

FTZ Free Trade Zone 

GI Global Integration 

GIN Global Integrated Network 

GPSF Global Professional Service Firm 

HQ Headquarters 

IB International Business 

IFC International Financial Centre 

I-R Integration-Responsiveness 

LOF Liability of Foreignness 

LR Local Responsiveness 

M&A Merger & Acquisition 

MNC Multinational Corporation 

MOJ Ministry of Justice 

OFDI Outward Foreign Direct Investment 

PSF Professional Service Firm 

SOE State-Owned Enterprise 

SRA Solicitors Regulation Authority 

WTO World Trade Organization 
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Appendix 2 Informed Consent 

 

Informed Consent 

Details of the study 

The subject of this study is the internationalisation of Chinese Professional Service Firms 

(PSFs). PSFs are firms that employ professionals with expert knowledge and operate through 

providing knowledge-intensive services to clients. A case study of Chinese law firms underpins 

this study. 

The aim of this research is to understand how Chinese PSFs internationalise into other 

countries, including their internationalisation strategies and expansion process. The research 

also examines why and how the internationalisation strategies of Chinese PSFs are different 

from those of Western PSFs. 

All the questions to be asked in this meeting are based on the above objectives of this study. 

Participants are (senior) partners in Chinese law firms with a London office and law firms who 

have strategic partnership with Chinese law firms. You are one of the eligible participants who 

engage in the management of the firm and possess knowledge of the firm’s expansion 

strategies. Your perceptions will be crucial in shaping this research. 

This research has been approved by the School of Economics, Finance and Management 

Research Ethics Committee at the University of Bristol. 

 

Participant rights and confidentiality 

1. Participation in this research is voluntary and you reserve the right to withdraw from 

this research any time before the completion of the research. 

2. All the personal information including your name and that of the firm will be treated 

as confidential and anonymised from the data. 

3. The researcher is the only person to access any notes taken or audio recordings during 

the meeting. 

4. Data collected will only be used for this research. 

5. There will be no harm to you, or your firm by participating in this research. 

  

Department of Management                               
School of Economics, Finance and Management 
University of Bristol 
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Please answer the following questions to the best of your knowledge 

 YES   NO 

HAVE YOU:   

• been given information explaining about the study? □   □ 

• had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study?  □   □ 

• received satisfactory answers to all questions you asked?  □   □ 

• received sufficient information about the study for you to make a decision  

about your participation?  □   □ 

 

DO YOU UNDERSTAND: 

that you are free to withdraw from the study and free to withdraw your data prior to final 
consent 

• at any time? □   □ 

• without having to give a reason for withdrawing? □   □ 
 

 

I hereby fully and freely consent to my participation in this study 

 

Participant’s name (BLOCK letters): 

Date: 
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Appendix 3 Sample Interview Schedule (Dentons, first stage interview) 

Part I Merger with Dacheng 

1. How does Dentons manage the below situation? How does Dentons consider the merger? 

- Dentons adopted the Swiss Verein structure because Chinese law prevents a full 
merger of domestic and international law firms. Dentons and Dacheng keep their 
finances separate but share the single brand to practise in different countries.  

2. How is the firm structure after the merger, especially when there are no headquarters 

assigned? 

3. The merged firm does not share client databases unless it’s necessary in specific cases where 

a global client operates in multiple regions. How do you manage your clients, especially UK 

clients with business in China and Chinese clients in the UK? What clients does the London 

office deal with? 

4. The UKME CEO Jeremy Cohen has led a strategy designed to capitalise on the opportunities 

presented by the firms’ global platform and brand for innovation. It seems that Dentons keeps 

merging with other firms like the recent merger with Scottish firm Maclay Murray & Spens 

and the newly proposed 2020 merger plans by the Africa CEO. What will be the possible 

effects on the Chinese market? 

Part II Firm’s position and management (pre- and post-merger) 

5. Dentons has merged before (created by US, French & Canadian firms in 2012) but the 2015 

merger pushed the firm to aim for becoming a multinational firm, i.e. the largest law firm 

worldwide. Why is this the case? 

6. Who do you think are the competitors of Dentons in London, considering expanding 

business in China? 

7. Who do you recruit in the London office? Do lawyers (London) have dual, or more, 

qualifications? 

8. Is it convenient to talk about the clients? Who are they? What services are provided? 

9. How does Dentons sort the different legal requirements in jurisdictions? For example, US 

firms, they apply the legal requirements of the country where they have the toughest legal 

requirements. 

Part III Future plans & advice 

10. This research was designed to contribute to the literature but also aim for the benefits of 

the actual law firms, so one of the purposes of doing interviews with partners like you is to 

make this research more practical. Is there anything you are interested in regarding PSFs or 

law firms that might make it more beneficial for law firms and also help shape my research? 

- Literature on PSFs – what might be of interest to you? 
- Different areas: could focus on a number of firms or just a small number of firms 
- Case study? 
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Appendix 4 Sample Interview Schedule (KWM, second stage interview) 

Part I Work and people across jurisdictions 

1. What is the work going on for the past six months? 

Secondment 

2. Could you tell me about the secondment programme? Seconding hundred people? How 

does it work? 

- Across the office, the firm? 

3. Is the secondment going on a regular basis here in London? 

4. The reason of secondment is mostly for people to get to know each other, to build the 

relationship. Is that right? 

- What about the knowledge? 

- Does secondment benefit the knowledge transfer between offices? 

5. How was it decided that who to be seconded to which office? 

Diversity of lawyers & Multi-jurisdictional work 

6. On my previous visit to the office and a browse of the firm website, the office is quite 

diverse in terms of the lawyers. They are from different countries and have ties to the home 

countries or have previous experience of working in firms of different origins. Was this done 

deliberately or because of London as an international financial centre? 

- Comparison with other European offices that are less diverse 

7. The London office is obviously in close relation with the European offices. I saw that you’ve 

done services for Ukrainian and Russian clients. Are they the main parts of the European 

clients that are you mostly engaged with? 

- French? Others? 

8. Could you give me an example of you working with one of the European offices? 

- On what occasion and what types of work? 

- How did it go? How long was it? How large was the team? 

- How did people work with each other? 

9. Have you experienced anything different or difficult to cope with during the working 

process with European colleagues? 

Knowledge production 

10. Last time I was here, everybody in the office enjoyed the diverse people from different 

origins. What have you learned from each other? 

- Expertise (no because everybody is qualified and knows what he does)? 

- The way of dealing with work from different countries/different people? 

- More? 



 

283 
 

 

11. What do you think is the key knowledge for an international lawyer? 

12. I found that in the office one partner might have closer working relationship with one more 

associates, though it is flexible at times subject to the clients’ work. How was it decided who to 

work with whom? 

Part II Position of the office/firm in the European continent & Internationalisation 

Position of London 

13. Where do you see the position of the London office compared to other European offices? 

- Do you think London is the hub for EUME? 

14. What are the advantages of London office compared to other European offices? 

15. Do you feel the secondment programme helped with the firm’s internationalisation? 

- How important is secondment to the building of international network? 

Internationalisation 

16. Do you feel the varieties of work in different European countries benefitted the firm’s 

internationalisation? 

17, What contributed greatly to the firm’s growing? 

18. What do you think is successful expansion? 

- Integrated culture/working environment/shared values? 

- Unified knowledge? 

- Wider geographical presence and work? 

19. Any alternative ways of building the international network? 

- Apart from secondment… 

Part III Growth & Future plans 

20. Tell me more about the work done after SJ Berwin went into administration. What efforts 

were made? 

21. Why do you think the firm is more successful than before? The office? 

22. KWM is positioned in the middle in terms of rate charged to clients between firms in 

magic circles and smaller international firms, for example. Is appropriate to put it this way? 

- Who do you think are the competitors for the firm in the European market? Any 

examples? 

23. How would you rate the speed of growth of the London office, and the firm? It has been 

accelerating especially last year. Has it been slowed down or increased? 
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Appendix 5 Sample Codebook (KWM, second stage fieldwork) 

Code Description Files References 

(International) Network Parent code 0 0 

benefits of relationship & 

international network 

 8 12 

building relationship & 

international network 

 3 4 

existing international network  4 8 

limited network opportunities for 

associates 

 3 3 

network opportunities  4 6 

referral of work from offices or 

partners 

 5 13 

the importance of relationship  3 4 

what is taking a bath  1 2 

Associate Parent code 0 0 

associate and management How associates are managed in 

terms of work, flexibility and 

whom to work with. 

4 4 

associates in the team Examples of who works with 

whom in a team in a specific 

practice area. 

2 4 

career development of associates  2 2 

less clear information for 

associates on management 

 1 1 

limited time with clients for 

associates 

 3 4 
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Code Description Files References 

selection of associates to do work  4 5 

busy and low time throughout 

the year 

 1 1 

Charging Rate Parent code 0 0 

dealing with over estimated 

charges 

 1 1 

proposing charged amount to 

clients 

 1 1 

Clients Parent code 0 0 

client considering the rate 

charged differently because of 

different markets 

 1 2 

Clients come first  2 3 

clients from different markets  4 7 

client's preference - service, rate  2 3 

communication tools applied 

with clients 

 2 3 

different ways of dealing with 

clients in different offices 

 2 2 

managing clients from abroad - 

affiliate offices 

 2 2 

process of speaking to clients - 

partners and associates 

 1 1 

rates charged to clients 

geographically 

 2 2 
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Code Description Files References 

risks and difficulties when dealing 

with clients 

 1 1 

types of clients & how to reach 

them 

 4 6 

Collaboration Parent code 0 0 

challenges in collaboration of 

offices 

 1 1 

challenges of practising without 

local lawyers 

 1 2 

Collaboration from different 

jurisdictions under different laws 

 4 5 

Collaboration with other offices  6 9 

no 'best friend' firms but a list for 

collaboration 

 2 2 

personal AND work relationship 

with other offices 

 2 4 

Comparison of Offices Parent code 0 0 

closeness between different teams 

in the office 

 2 2 

combination of China and 

Australia 

 3 3 

comparing offices of the firm  1 5 

hierarchy and management of a 

team, an office, a firm 

 5 7 

If London is a tie to link work and 

offices 

 2 4 
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Code Description Files References 

integration of offices across 

regions 

 4 10 

less work with other European 

offices 

 2 2 

placing London as the centre of 

Europe 

 3 3 

Shift of the position of London as 

the central office 

 3 6 

Why is London more diversified 

and more international than 

other countries 

 3 4 

current work  7 10 

instant update to everyone  1 2 

Internationalisation Parent code 0 0 

approach of growth and 

expansion 

Strategies of growing the London 

office by lateral hires and organic 

growth considering the practice 

areas. 

2 2 

benefits of internationalisation  2 3 

building of a new office of the 

firm 

 3 4 

current stage of 

internationalisation 

 1 1 

development of the London office  3 7 

factor of the business 

environment concerning growth 

 1 1 

growth from the promotion rate  1 1 
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Code Description Files References 

management structure of London 

office 

 1 1 

No intention of a specific 

headquarter 

 1 1 

speed of expansion globally  1 1 

speed of expansion in London - 

past and future 

 3 5 

strategy of internationalisation in 

present and future 

 5 14 

successful expansion  1 1 

Offices across Geographical 

Regions 

Parent code 0 0 

Australian market and the 

different work 

The types of work and clients 

Australian firm gets. 

1 1 

balancing the offices in Europe The autonomy of European 

offices and their preferences. 

3 3 

benefits of having a smaller office  3 4 

division of work  1 1 

good working relationships in the 

office 

 4 6 

management structure of 

Australian offices 

 1 1 

size of Australian offices  1 1 

size of China offices  1 2 

size of KWM - composition of 

Europe 

 2 2 
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Code Description Files References 

Size of SJB London  1 2 

variations of the European 

markets & different work 

 4 6 

Other Law Firms & Lawyers Parent code 0 0 

career development of foreign 

lawyers in China 

 1 2 

doing China work - approaching 

and exploring 

 2 2 

foreign law firms in China  1 2 

law firms of different origins  1 2 

quoted work from international 

network 

 1 2 

why move from a foreign law firm 

to KWM 

 1 2 

working as an intermediate firm 

or lawyer 

 2 5 

Partnerships & Partners Parent code 0 0 

partner's practice jurisdiction  1 1 

platform provided by the firm on 

the practice areas 

 4 5 

qualification and practice options  1 1 

sharing & distribution of work 

between partners 

 5 8 

single or cross practice areas  1 2 

Specialising or not  1 1 
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Code Description Files References 

specific partners focusing on 

specific groups of clients 

 1 1 

Perceptions Parent code 0 0 

different working styles  1 1 

expectation of differences and 

similarities in how people work 

 6 13 

similarities and differences of 

work in multiple places 

 2 4 

variations of the demand and 

competition 

 1 1 

working environment - leadership  2 4 

Recruitment & Employment Parent code 0 0 

duration of projects  1 1 

management of work in a team  2 4 

recruitment for a team  5 19 

resources and profit sharing and 

distribution 

 1 2 

response rate  1 1 

team size  6 6 

Secondment Parent code 0 0 

availability of secondment 

geographically 

Secondment of partners and 

associates across regions 

concerning firm strategy and 

personal preference. 

4 7 

benefits for secondees from the 

experience 

 4 8 
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Code Description Files References 

example of secondees  6 10 

firm's arrangements for secondees  3 5 

London office as the beneficiary 

of secondment 

 1 1 

long term secondment - 

balancing time, cost, personal life 

 2 2 

Personal reason - why move  3 4 

Secondees from London to China 

- why the person was selected 

 1 1 

short and long term secondment 

or trips 

 2 2 

What secondments do to the firm  8 20 

When and Why do secondments 

happen 

 7 14 

Where do secondees go  3 5 

Who gets to be secondees - the 

selection from China 

 3 3 

Why secondees behave differently  2 3 

willingness to be seconded  3 4 

SJ Berwin history Parent code 0 0 

actions taken after administration 

of SJB 

Actions taken by different parties 

when SJ Berwin went into 

administration, either bringing 

together or dividing up the 

offices. 

2 3 
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Source: interview data 

 

 

Code Description Files References 

attitude of different parties 

during SJB administration 

One quote on how supportive the 

Australian firm was when SJ 

Berwin was insolvent. 

1 1 

failure of SJB  1 1 

Strengths Parent code 0 0 

attractive speciality Two quotes on the strengths of 

the firm in Australia and China. 

2 2 

competitors and position of the 

firm 

 4 9 

firm's competitive advantage  1 5 

market association and the 

correlation with firm 

 2 2 

personal advantage  2 2 

quality of international lawyer  1 1 

who are the interests of the firm  1 2 

transparency at partner level  1 1 

Work under different laws rather 

than governed by offices 

 2 2 


