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In the study of business and society, Karl Polyani’s (1957) observation
that a free market needs a regulatory state is a central principle. Firms
compete within markets, but it is within the political realm that many of the
rules are made that structure market competition. Although in most cases
the primary competitive focus of firms is on their business rivals, there is
no firm that is not confronted in one way or another with public bodies,
government organizations, councils, committees, and regulatory agencies.
The importance of government leads firms to develop strategies to react to,
anticipate, and try to influence public decision making. For this reason, the
development of corporate political strategies is of central concern in busi-
ness and society research.

In most industries, contacts with public bodies and regulatory agencies
are an integral part of the competitive strategies of businesses. Corporate

Authors’ Note: This special issue is compiled of selected articles presented in two interrelated
conferences in the area of business—government relations. The first one, “Business and
Government: New Directions,” took place in Tampere, Finland, in November 2004. The follow-
up conference, “Corporate Political Activities in an Internationalizing Economy,” was held at
the Free University in Amsterdam in February 2006. We gratefully acknowledge the financial
support of the International Association of Business and Society, the Academy of Finland, and
the Faculty of Social Sciences at the Free University, as well as the support of the Dutch Science
Foundation NWO (Grant ISW 460-06-001). We want to thank all who participated in the two
conferences for their contributions. We also want to thank the reviewers who helped us in
putting this special issue together. Finally, a special thanks to Nicholas Dahan, Jennifer Griffin,
Morten Huse, Juha-Antti Lamberg, Juha Nisi, and Kathleen Rehbein for their contribution
in helping to organize the conferences. Please address correspondence to Arnold Wilts, De
Boelelaan 1081, 1081 HV Amsterdam, Netherlands: e-mail: as.wilts @fsw.vu.nl.
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political activities are often essential to firm performance and survival. This
is most apparent in heavily regulated industries. Examples are pharmaceu-
ticals, where marketing authorization for new products is granted by public
authorities, and tobacco, where issues of health and product information are
an important concern of legislators. However, government also plays a cen-
tral role in market relations in industries in which regulation is less apparent.
Real estate development, for instance, often hinges on site permissions
issued by lower governments; Internet service providers are asked to keep
traffic data to fight cybercrime and support the war on terror; and compa-
nies in the airline industry, steel production, or public utilities need to get
public approval for planned mergers.

Corporate political strategizing is embedded in heterogeneous networks
of relations among firms and between them and other organizations such as
lobbying firms, consultancies, regulatory bodies, political authorities, and
government agencies. It is within these relations that firms may realize pri-
vate influence on public decision making. To be able to realize this influ-
ence, firms need resources such as knowledge, expertise, and relational
skills (Dahan, 2005). At the same time, however, public authorities in many
ways depend on firms for the market information that they need to arrive at
good decisions. This, for example, is the case in supranational decision
making in the European Union, where business interests are often high on
the political agenda (Bouwen, 2002; Greenwood, 1997). The interdepen-
dence between private firms and public authorities means that firms devel-
oping political strategies must determine how and when to interact with
public decision makers. It also means that firms have to decide whether and
when to compete or cooperate with rivals in trying to bring their interests
to bear on public decision making.

Corporate political strategizing thus implies the existence of mutual stake-
holder relationships among firms and between firms and public authorities.
Firms that enter into these relationships are faced with a critical management
problem. First, they have to coordinate strategies such as direct lobbying,
grassroots activities, and providing financial support to candidates running
for public office (Hillman & Hitt, 1999). Second, politically active firms have
to integrate their political activities with their market actions (Baron, 1995).
This means that information capabilities and decision-making routines are
extremely important for politically active firms (Taminiau & Wilts, 2006).
These help firms to recognize ways and opportunities for political action. The
internationalization of economic and political relations, however, greatly
complicates the way in which firms acquire necessary resources, process
information, and integrate their market and nonmarket activities.

Downloaded from bas.sagepub.com at Vrije Universiteit 34820 on May 25, 2011


http://bas.sagepub.com/

Wilts, Skippari / Introduction to the Special Issue 131

Business—government interactions are not static but change and develop in
a dynamic way. In the context of these developments, firms can learn to
become more effective politically, and thus corporate political activities will
evolve over time (Skippari, 2005). Past experiences and interactions with
political actors can improve managerial skills and lead to increased activity
(Lamberg, Skippari, Eloranta, & Mikinen, 2004) and performance (Bonardi,
Holburn, & Vanden Bergh, 2006) in the political arena. This may also lead
firms to become active in newly emerging, supranational political arenas.

Although the importance of contacts with public authorities to firm per-
formance is recognized in the management literature (Hillman, Keim, &
Schuler, 2004), there is no clear consensus on how to conceptualize questions
of corporate political action. Getz (1997) identified a large number of theo-
retical foundations that are used as interpretative frameworks in corporate
political action research. These range from interest group and public choice
theories to transaction cost economics, resource dependency, and the behav-
ioral theory of the firm. The wide variety in perspectives shows that corpo-
rate political activities are difficult to conceptualize.

The difficulties in modeling and explaining corporate political action are
partly caused by the interdisciplinary character of the subject (Vogel, 1996).
Questions of business—government relations and private—public interactions
refer to processes of strategy formation at firm level (Schuler & Rehbein,
1997) as well as to the dynamics of policy networks (Coen, 1997) and, for
instance, changes in the institutional organization of markets (Mahon &
McGowan, 1998). Research into corporate political action, therefore, touches
on an array of research topics of fields ranging from management studies and
decision-making theory to political science and business economics.

Despite conceptual difficulties, however, corporate political action liter-
ature is growing. Epstein’s (1969) observation that there is a lack of sys-
tematic empirical research into the political activities of business firms no
longer holds. Empirical studies have identified organizational characteris-
tics of firms, structural features of markets and industries, and institutional
aspects of policy environments as factors affecting corporate political
strategies. The interplay between causal factors in corporate political strate-
gizing is most apparent in large multinational corporations, which are able
to act as independent political actors and interact directly with the highest
political levels (Coen, 1997) and whose activities are most likely to attract
political actors’ attention. Political strategizing by these firms, however, is
greatly complicated by the internationalization of economic and political
relations. Developments such as the enlargement of the European Union
and the establishment of international trade agreements like the North
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American Free Trade Agreement and the World Trade Organization have
added a layer of complexity to corporate political strategizing. This, in par-
ticular, affects the functioning of multinational corporations. In addition,
the emergence of global issues such as the employment effects of out-
sourcing production to low-cost countries, concerns about child labor,
media attention for the environmental footprints of sold products, and
ongoing debates about global warming put extra pressure on the way firms
achieve the integration between their market and nonmarket activities. The
social relevance and political reality of these issues bring with them a more
active role of nongovernmental organizations and news media (Den Hond &
De Bakker, in press) in disseminating information of these issues and the
strategies of firms.

Connected to these developments, corporate behavior is becoming
subject to a growing body of international, and internationally standardized,
regulation. Political and regulatory decision making has increasingly become
a multilevel process, organized in national and supranational layers. Accord-
ingly, the number of factors that firms have to take into consideration when
developing and implementing their political strategies has increased. Firms
trying to bring their private interests to bear on public decision making today
have to operate at various and interrelated levels of political decision making
(Hillman & Keim, 1995). These firms also have to adjust their activities at
these levels effectively, at the same time integrating them with their market
activities, often in different markets and in multiple countries at the same
time, and that in a context of increased scrutiny by nongovernmental orga-
nizations and news media. As markets are becoming more international in
both economic and political terms, the political activities of firms thus
become more complex, more varied, and above all more difficult to manage.

As such, this development affects the political activities of firms by offer-
ing new opportunities and constraints for achieving strategic goals through
political action. At the same time, these new characteristics of business’s inter-
national political environment pose a challenge to both academic researchers
and practitioners involved in business—government relations. As an empiri-
cal phenomenon, the internationalization of business—government relations
is not yet well understood. The aim of this special issue of Business &
Society is to address this research gap and provide more understanding of
this phenomenon. The collection of articles in this issue provides important
insights into current questions of international business—government rela-
tions. The selection of articles starts with an extensive review of the interna-
tional public affairs literature and is followed by three case studies and one
conceptual article dealing with the internationalization of corporate political
activities.
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Jean Boddewyn presents an overview of developments in the international
public affairs (IPA) literature since the early 1960s. Although there are sev-
eral literature reviews published in the area of corporate political activity
(Getz, 1997, Griffin, 2005; Hillman et al., 2004; Preston, 1986; Shaffer, 1995;
Skippari, Eloranta, Lamberg, & Parvinen, 2005; Vogel, 1996), Boddewyn’s
article is the first to focus exclusively on international aspects in the literature.
Boddewyn acknowledges the substantial contributions in IPA research but is
also critical of current developments in the IPA literature. He pleads for more
careful conceptualizations and argues that qualitative methods and research
approaches are particularly useful in IPA research. On the basis of this argu-
ment, Boddewyn provides several concrete suggestions for future research.

The article by Scott Kennedy develops the notion of transnational polit-
ical alliances. On the basis of his extensive research into the strategic
behavior of Western firms operating in the People’s Republic of China,
Kennedy argues that cooperation with local companies is essential for
multinational corporations trying to influence Chinese authorities. The
analysis in this article adds to our knowledge of business and society rela-
tions in one of the largest and fastest growing economies, of which very
little is known in the published literature. The notion of transnational polit-
ical alliances, however, has a relevance that goes beyond the activities of
firms in China. Kennedy’s article suggests that political activities of multi-
national corporations necessarily entail managing layered and highly com-
plex networks of multistakeholder relations that stretch out to local levels
of decision making in host countries.

Ans Kolk and Jonatan Pinkse present an empirical study of the strategies
of multinational corporations surrounding the issue of climate change. This
article illustrates empirically many of the observations of Boddewyn’s arti-
cle about developments in public affairs. Kolk and Pinkse show that the
political strategies of international firms are differentiated across institu-
tional contexts. However, the article also shows that in many ways political
business strategy involves forms of collective action among competitors.
This article presents a systematic illustration of how corporate political
action evolves in heterogeneous networks of mutual, and multilateral, rela-
tions among firms and between them and public authorities.

The article by Cornelia Woll is a case study of the political activities of
firms in the context of the World Trade Organization’s efforts to regulate the
global telecommunications industry. Woll’s case study highlights that cor-
porate political action is increasingly oriented toward supranational author-
ities. Firms trying to influence decision making by these authorities are by
necessity forced to be simultaneously active in different political arenas.
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This observation leads Woll to raise questions regarding the emergence of
firms’ preferences on forms of regulation and the way in which firms artic-
ulate these preferences toward different public authorities. Drawing largely
on concepts developed in political science, Woll’s article effectively bridges
the gap with the management literature.

Finally, the article by Duane Windsor presents a conceptualization of
different levels and arenas in corporate political action. Windsor provides a
systematic analysis of resource allocation processes underlying the interna-
tional political strategies of firms. The article connects many of the insights
of Boddewyn’s article with the empirical observations in the other articles
in this special issue. Windsor argues that an improved understanding of how
different policy arenas are interconnected may help firms to reduce the
complexity of political strategizing in a global economy. However, this also
means that analytical models of the firm’s political behavior should be
more nuanced and differentiated. Windsor suggests several research direc-
tions to achieve this.

The five articles in this special issue on the internationalization of
business—government interactions address the importance of international
political strategies. Besides extending existing literature on corporate
political activity, the articles also suggest many interesting questions for
future research. Thus, we hope that this special issue encourages scholars
to put more efforts into studying corporate political activities in an inter-
national context.

References

Baron, D. P. (1995). Integrated strategy: Market and nonmarket components. California
Management Review, 37, 47-65.

Bonardi, J.-P., Holburn, G., & Vanden Bergh, R. (2006). Nonmarket strategy performance:
Evidence from U.S. electric utilities. Academy of Management Journal, 49(6), 1209-1228.

Bouwen, P. (2002). Corporate lobbying in the European Union: The logic of access. Journal
of European Public Policy, 9, 365-390.

Coen, D. (1997). The evolution of the large firm as a political actor in the European Union.
Journal of European Public Policy, 4, 91-108.

Dahan, N. (2005). A contribution to the conceptualization of political resources utilized in
corporate political action. Journal of Public Affairs, 5, 43-54.

Den Hond, F., & De Bakker, F. (in press). Ideologically motivated activism: How activist groups
influence corporate social change activities. Academy of Management Review, 32(3).

Epstein, E. M. (1969). The corporation in American politics. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Getz, K. A. (1997). Research in corporate political action: Integration and assessment.
Business & Society, 36, 32-72.

Downloaded from bas.sagepub.com at Vrije Universiteit 34820 on May 25, 2011


http://bas.sagepub.com/

Wilts, Skippari / Introduction to the Special Issue 135

Greenwood, J. (1997). Representing interests in the European Union. Basingstoke, England:
MacMillan.

Griffin, J. J. (2005). The empirical study of public affairs: A review and synthesis. In P. Harris
& C. S. Fleisher (Eds.), The handbook of public affairs (pp. 458—480). London: Sage.
Hillman, A. J., & Hitt, M. A. (1999). Corporate political strategy formulation: A model of
approach, participation, and strategy decisions. Academy of Management Review, 24,

825-842.

Hillman, A. J., & Keim, G. D. (1995). International variation in the business-government inter-
face: Institutional and organizational considerations. Academy of Management Review, 20,
193-214.

Hillman, A. J., Keim, G. D., & Schuler, D. A. (2004). Corporate political activity: A review
and research agenda. Journal of Management, 30, 837-857.

Lamberg, J.-A., Skippari, M., Eloranta, J., & Mikinen, S. (2004). The evolution of corporate
political action: A framework for processual analysis. Business & Society, 43, 335-365.

Mahon, J. E., & McGowan, R. A. (1998). Modeling industry political dynamics. Business &
Society, 37, 390-413.

Polanyi, K. (1957). The great transformation: The political and economic origins of our time.
Boston: Beacon Press.

Preston, L. (1986). Business and public policy. Journal of Management, 12, 261-275.

Schuler, D. A., & Rehbein, K. A. (1997). The filtering role of the firm in corporate political
involvement. Business & Society, 36, 116-139.

Shaffer, B. (1995). Firm-level responses to government regulation: Theoretical and research
approaches. Journal of Management, 21, 495-514.

Skippari, M. (2005). Evolutionary patterns in corporate political activity: Insights from a his-
torical single case study. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Tampere University of
Technology, Tampere, Finland.

Skippari, M., Eloranta, J., Lamberg, J.-A., & Parvinen, P. (2005). Conceptual and empirical
underpinnings in the research of corporate political activity: A bibliometric analysis.
Finnish Journal of Business Economics, 54(2), 185-208.

Taminiau, Y., & Wilts, A. (2006). Corporate lobbying in Europe: Managing knowledge and
information strategies. Journal of Public Affairs, 6, 122—-130.

Vogel, D. J. (1996). The study of business and politics. California Management Review, 38,
146-165.

Arnold Wilts, PhD, is an assistant professor in strategic management at the Free University
in Amsterdam, Netherlands. His research focuses on questions of corporate political action
and strategizing processes within firms.

Mika Skippari, PhD, is a researcher in the department of management studies at University
of Tampere, Tampere, Finland. He earned his doctoral degree at Tampere University of
Technology. His research interests include the integration of market and nonmarket strategies,
corporate political strategies, and the institutional environment of the firm.

Downloaded from bas.sagepub.com at Vrije Universiteit 34820 on May 25, 2011


http://bas.sagepub.com/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


