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On the Rocky Road to Strong Global Culture 
It's not easy to build a strong organizational culture worldwide—but "cultural hubs" 
beyond headquarters can help, 
BY ORLY LEVY, SULLY TAYLOR AND NAKIYE A. BOYACIGILLER 

For more than a decade, mul t ina t ional 

companies (MNCs) have been encouraged 

to create a strong global corporate culture 

through shared core values and practices. 

Building a global culture is hailed as a ro

bust and flexible approach to dealing with 

the complexity and rapid changes these 

companies face. Indeed, several recent sur

veys of global executives have all identified 

the ability to maintain a common corporate 

culture as one of their greatest challenges 

and a top concern. However, our research 

suggests that a strong global culture is the 

exception rather than the rule. As compa

nies expand globally, corporate culture 

often lags behind; it frequently remains too 

headquarters-centric to pul l together far-

flung operations, or it disintegrates under 

the turmoil of globalization. 

We have studied organizational culture 

in global companies for 12 years, interview

ing 250 executives at 10 mul t ina t iona l 

corporations, and we have found that few 

companies succeed at building an organiza

tional culture that is globally integrated, yet 

flexible enough to accommodate local vari

ations. (See"About the Research.") Based on 

our research and that of others, we have 

identified at least two key barriers. One bar

rier is a headquarters-centric mindset: 

Companies often approach the process of 

developing a global culture as a one-way 

process dominated by corporate headquar

ters, exemplified by common terms such as 

"cultural transfer" "and "culture dissemina

tion." Also, core values often originate at 

corporate headquarters and fail to reflect 

and incorporate diverse cultural influences. 

This approach breeds skepticism about 

global culture among overseas employees, 

who may perceive headquarters' core values 

as ethnocentric and parochial. 

A second often-overlooked barrier is that 

thinking about global culture has been too 

heavily influenced by a model that concep

tualizes g lobal cul ture a long a l inear 

continuum ranging from "weak" to "strong" 

culture. Such an approach is too simplistic 

to capture complex cultural realities in 

M N C s , which may have "islands" of strong 

culture distributed across their geographi

cally far-flung operations. In our research, 

companies did not simply have a "weak" or a 

"strong" culture, but rather displayed more 

complex cultural patterns. Based on these 

patterns, our framework suggests that global 

organizational cultures can be categorized 



along three primary dimensions: the degree 

to which core values and practices are shared 

throughout the corporation, the degree to 

which core values are localized, and the exis

tence of an ongoing multidirectional process 

that reconciles core values with local reali

ties. Whi l e there are no pure types, our 

framework identifies four principal patterns 

of global culture that characterize many 

multinational companies: Spearhead, Out

post, Disoriented and Global. 

Spearhead Culture. Some companies 

have a set of core values and practices that 

are wel l ar t iculated and wide ly shared 

within the corporate headquarters, whereas 

employees of overseas subsidiaries share 

these values weakly and are occasionally 

unaware of them altogether. Corporate 

headquarters is the dominant cultural force 

and core values are not open to local adap

tations; if any adaptations are made, they 

are usually init iated by corporate head

quarters and driven by frustration rather 

than a genuine respect for local ways. 

The Spearhead culture is not without 

merit as it allows companies to run a tightly 

controlled operation and quickly integrate 

newly acquired businesses. However, the 

mediation that should occur between the 

global and local values is virtually nonexis

tent, with headquarters-centric values being 

imposed throughout the organization. In 

the long run, the Spearhead culture runs the 

major risk associated wi th a centralized, 

ethnocentric global company: charging 

ahead with no one following behind. 

Outpost Culture. In some global com

panies, which may battle the legacy of a 

multidomestic past, there are islands of 

strong culture in a sea of cultural fragmenta-

t ion . These "outposts" are successful 

subsidiaries led by highly effective local ex

ecutives who create a strong culture at the 

subsidiary level, based on their understand

ings of the company's core values. But due to 

the company-wide fragmentation and lack 

of corporate leadership, there are no pro

cesses set up to share these subsidiaries' 
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success in bui lding a strong culture with 

other units. Other overseas subsidiaries are 

often lost while corporate headquarters is 

struggling to lead and reshape the company. 

Disoriented Culture. A disoriented cul-

tu re , w h i l e not c o m m o n , can be a 

characteristic of a multinational company 

experiencing turmoil and upheaval, per

haps due to radical changes in the business 

environment, intense global competition, 

major organizational restructuring, or suc

cessive mergers or acquis i t ions . Here 

neither corporate headquarters nor subsid

iaries have a sense of mission and strategic 

direction. Core values, even if defined and 

espoused by top management, exert little 

influence on operations and behaviors in 

any part of the company. Employees often 

lose faith in management and are baffled by 

where the company may be headed and 

how it wi l l adapt to industry changes. 

Global Culture. A company with a strong 

global culture has a set of core values and 

practices that are shared worldwide. These 

values often reflect an evolving amalgama

tion of values and practices drawn from the 

company's global network of operations. 

They constitute the cornerstone of strong 

global culture and serve as a yardstick that 

guides operations and actions worldwide. 

Having common values, however, does not 

mean that local differences are ignored. In 

fact, failing to adapt core values to local reali

ties may hinder the company's success. 

Respect and trust in local knowledge are 

often key. These allow companies to localize 

the company's core values in a way that 

evolves into effective local practices. In this 

respect, core values can be seen as parame

ters within which local interpretations and 

translations can take place. 

Cultural Hubs in MNCs 
Our research suggests that the Global pat

tern of culture is the exception. Creating a 

global corporate culture requires breaking 

away from a headquarters-centric mindset, 

drawing upon cultural capabilities that exist 

across the global operations and incorporat

ing diverse cultural values and practices. 

Global culture cannot emanate from a single 

corporate center nor can it be disseminated 

by a single group such as the HR function. 

Therefore, companies should identify and 

establish multiple cultural hubs around the 

globe, thereby incorporating a diverse set of 

organizational entities and employees into 

the process of creating and maintaining a 

strong global organizational culture. 

A cultural hub is a unit, group of people, 

network, function or subsidiary within an 

M N C that has the capability to shape and 

articulate the company's core cultural val

ues and assist in the process of localizing 

them. By establishing cultural hubs, compa

nies can harness cultural capabilities that 

reside in different geographic locations and 

across functions and groups. In fact, most 

companies already have cultural hubs in 

place, but they go unrecognized and under

utilized. To identify a company's cultural 

hubs, executives should look for locales 

w i t h i n the company where at least one 

of the core cultural values is widely shared 

and practiced and appropriately localized 

and where there is a willingness and poten

tial for the value or values to be shared 

across organiza t iona l boundar ies and 

re-articulated in the process. 

We should note that cultural hubs are dy

namic; in other words, due to personnel 

changes or strategic changes, a cultural hub 

may cease to be a hub. Moreover, a cultural 

hub may embody many of the M N C ' s core 

cultural values — e.g., innovation, risk-tak

ing and team orientation — or just one of 

them — e.g., innovat ion. Cul tu ra l hubs 

have in common two main things: They 

embody the values and practices of a global 

organizational culture that the company as

pires to and they have the passion to engage 

in "culture work" that helps to localize and 

share those values with other parts of the 

company. They are an asset the company 

can use in building a strong global culture 

that also allows for local interpretations. 

Many companies have already articu

lated a set of core values that can potentially 

be shared across global operations. The 

challenge is to ensure that these values re

flect both corporate headquarters and the 

overseas subsidiaries' input and interpre

tat ion. Too often, core values reflect an 

ethnocentric approach to global organiza

t ional culture or remain an abstraction 

concocted at corporate headquarters. A n d 

occasionally, the meaning of certain values 

may be lost in translation in different cul

tural and business contexts. Therefore, the 

company also needs to review and re-artic

ulate its core values using a multidirectional 

and iterative process that is led by the com

pany's cultural hubs wi th the support of 

headquarters and involves a diverse set of 

organizational units and employees. 

Through such processes, an M N C can 

identify the core values that must be shared 

across global operations and at the same 

time learn to elaborate their meanings in 

different cultural contexts. It can also iden

tify values or norms that can remain largely 

open to local interpretations. Companies 

that successfully develop a strong global cul

ture do not shy away from reviewing and 

re-articulating their core values and do not 

view such a process as a sign of cultural 

weakness. The seeming paradox is that a 

strong global culture is not unlike those ar

chitectural structures whose very stability 

stems from a system of flexible foundations. 
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