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Summary of theory 

Miles and Snow (1978) P-D-A-R strategic types 

Oliver (1991) strategic responses to institutional processes 

Child et al.’s (2012) notion of co-evolution

Hypotheses

Among MNCs in China, …

H1 distinctive clusters of strategic orientations exist. 

H2 distinctive institutional strategies exist.

H3 these distinctive clusters of strategic orientations 

experience differentiated performance outcomes 

in conjunction with the strategic responses to 

institutional processes they adopt.

• Child et al. (2012) brings in the notion on co-evolution.

• The emphasis is on ‘power with’ rather than ‘power over’ 

or ‘power to’ (Göhler, 2009), focusing on interaction, 

dialogue, knowledge dissemination and joint initiatives.

5) Assert: reach out, interact, lead the dialogue, develop 

mutually beneficial relationships with institutions

• Oliver (1991) addresses this missing institutional aspect.

1) Acquiesce: obey institutional stakeholder demands 

2) Compromise: balance, pacify or bargain 

3) Avoid: buffer or escape from institutional pressures

4) Defy: dismiss, challenge or attack 

5) Manipulate: co-opt, neutralize, redefine, or dominate

(1) Prospector: actively occupy a dynamic domain 

(2) Defender: focus on maintaining a secure niche 

(3) Analyzer: attempt to balance two (several) domains

(4) Reactor: lack a coherent strategy

Miles and Snow (1978) do not reflect institutional 

processes in their typology.

• Snow and Ketchen (2014) recently suggested in an AMR 

call-for-action to empirically evaluate typologies for their 

current relevance, pointing to Miles and Snow (1978).

• Luo and Park (2001) suggest to further explore how 

MNCs comply with China’s institutional constraints and 

ambiguities and how this affects profits and market share.

(3) Analyzer(2) Defender

(1) Prospector (4) Reactor

2) Compromise 

4) Defy 

1) Acquiesce 

3) Avoid

6) Assert

5) Manipulate 

2) Compromise 
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3) Avoid 5) Manipulate 

(3) Analyzer(2) Defender

2) Compromise 

4) Defy 
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MNC Strategy in China: Strategic choices or echoes of crises? 

• MNCs pursuing market-seeking 

mandates have been driving forces 

behind the economic development 

and institutional reform in Asia. 

• Firm-institutional interaction has 

arguably never been more important, 

nor more contested.

• If the institutional context matters, 

then the question is: How do MNCs 

chose to respond to institutions, e.g. 

contesting, conforming, 

collaborating, or co-creating? 

• This research examines the convergence of strategic choice, institutionalism and 

firm-institutional interaction in emerging markets. It focusses on the relationship 

between strategic orientation, industry-based competitive environment, firm 

resources configurations, institutional context, and differential performance 

outcomes. While it agrees with the general notion that the appropriate strategy 

will be a function of industry-factors and firm-specific factors, there may be 

varying performance implications depending on key elements of the institutional 

context as well as the firm-institution interaction. 

• The research utilizes typology-driven theorizing based on Miles and Snow’s (1978) 

enduring strategic typology. However, Miles and Snow’s (1978) typology is not 

reflecting the social interaction and institutional underpinnings. 

• In order to add the institutional perspective, the research draws on Oliver’s (1991) 

strategic responses to institutional processes supplemented by a novel response 

based on Child et al.’s (2012) notion on co-evolution. 

• Oliver (1991) argues that firms can exercise strategic choice and active agency 

within an institutional context, thus go beyond isomorphism and structural 

conformity to external constraints. However, Oliver (1991) does not address the 

co-evolutional perspective. Therefore, the additional institutional strategy ‘Assert’ 

based on Child et al. (2012) has been brought in by this research. 

• Based on this theoretical framework, the author assesses how generic strategy 

and institutional strategies work together (e.g. filtering, independent, recursive).

• It is assumed that distinctive clusters of strategic types exist among MNCs in 

China resulting into differentiated performance outcomes in conjunction with the 

strategic responses to institutions they adopt. 

• Keywords: [IB strategy, strategic choice, institutional theory, MNC, China]
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Typology-driven Theorizing
Convergence of strategic choice and institutionalism based on a synthesis of Miles and Snow (1978) with Oliver (1991) informed by Child et al. (2012)

This study aims 

to examine the 

nature of strategic 

orientation of 

MNCs in China. 
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Research Findings and Contribution
Exploration and disentanglement of the relationship between MNCs’ generic strategy and the institutional strategies 

The field 

research was 

completed in the 

first quarter of 

2016, a time 

when China 

posted its 

weakest growth 

since the financial 

crisis in early 

2009. 

Research construct

Generic 

strategy

II. 

IDVs
antecedents
predictors

DV  
consequent  
criterion

CVs
controls, e.g. country of 
origin, legal form, size 
(the location of the CVs 
depend on what is the 
dependent variable)

IMV
intermediate

• Industry competition 

• Firm resources 

• Institutional context 

Institutional 

strategy

Firm 

performance

= Three mechanisms:

I. Filtering/pre-emption

II.Independent

III.Recursive system 

Diagram

Preliminary Findings

• Strategic type 

membership 

based on Miles 

and Snow (1978) 

is a statistically 

significant 

predictor of firm 

performance

H3.1

H3.3

H3.2

H3.4

• Measured by Snow and Hrebiniak’s (1980) 4-paragraph scale, MNCs 

considered themselves to be Prospectors (33%), Analyzers (28%), Defenders 

(26%) and Reactors (13%) with Analyzers being the best performing type.

H1

H3

• Distribution of 

data points in line 

with the 

hypotheses for 

Analyzer, 

Defender, 

Prospector and 

Reactor

Field research

• The field research in China was completed in March 2016 and has generated 212 

quantitative cases and 37 qualitative sets based on 62-item bilingual questionnaire.

• Firms surveyed include Abbott, Adidas, Audi, BASF, Bayer, BMW, Bosch, Chery, 

Coca-Cola, Daimler, Disney, Dow, DuPont, Eaton, FAW-VW, Fiat Chrysler, Ford, 

GM, Henkel, Honeywell, Huawei, IBM, Infiniti, JLR, JCI, Lear, Lenovo, Mars, Philips, 

Porsche, PSA, Renault, SAIC-GM, Siemens, Tata, Toyota and VW.

• Measurement of firm performance is based on Walker and Ruekert’s (1987) frame 

of effectiveness (sales revenues, market share) and efficiency (operating profit).

• The self-report perceptual survey holds the risk of common method bias, therefore, 

the perceptual data is validated by archival 3rd party data and annual reports.

• China’s exchange controls have made MNC performance less transparent. 

• Approach: Test of hypotheses on validated sub-sample, analysis of correlation 

between sub-sample overall sample, completion of regressions for overall data.

Upon finalization, this research will enhance the body of academic knowledge on: :

• Advance the notion of institution-oriented strategic choice by linking Miles and 

Snow’s (1978) typology to Oliver’s (1991) institutional perspective and by adding a 

further deliberate firm-institutional response (‘Assert’) based on Child et al. (2012). 

• Disentangle the relationship between generic strategy and institutional strategies. 

based on three competing mechanisms (i.e. filter, independence, recursive system)

• Shed light onto the strategy-performance link and the best-performing strategic type. 

• Help to close a serious lack of empirical research on typology-driven theorizing.

• Empirically validate the application of strategic frameworks for MNCs in China.

• Generate findings of practical relevance to business managers of MNCs in China 

that help them to develop proper strategic configurations to adjust to China’s 

disruptive institutional environment.

Limitations

In the context of this research, several caveats need to be highlighted:

• While typologies are conceptually elegant, they raise issues about the 

classification of firms near the boundaries (or cut-offs) and also about the 

problems of 'pigeon-holing' firms into one category, ignoring the possibility of 

trade-offs across the multiple dimensions. 

• Other potential research limitations may include the sample size and size 

variances of participating firms.
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I. III. 
Firm performance

Possible contribution


