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INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS TOUCHES US ALL
Everybody will be familiar with the image below.

Edited from: Photo by Blake Wisz on Unsplash

For some of us, a cup of coffee is part of our daily breakfast ritual, it is a time to relax
with friends and family, for others it keeps us going during many business meetings
and/or long working hours.
Whatever the occasion is, the simple act of drinking a cup of coffee takes us on a
journey. To reach us, those grains of coffee, that we are now enjoying have had to
come from far away. The tropical plants that provide the seeds of the coffee berry
grow in several countries including Vietnam, Colombia, Brazil, Indonesia. After the
beans have been sorted and dried, the milling process that produces the “green
coffee beans” can take place. Finally the beans are roasted, packed, shipped to
the location where they are grinded and the final touches are made before they
are distributed to consumers. The key participants are the growers, the traders,
the roasters, the packaging and distribution companies, the retailers and finally
the consumers all over the world. It can be viewed as a sequence (or a chain) of
4
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geographically dispersed activities. At each step, value is added to the product until
it reaches its final destination and it is consumed. Approximately 90% of the world’s
coffee is produced in developing countries and 90% of it is consumed in developed
countries: trade is at the very heart of the coffee industry with sales taking place
on a global scale. The environmental consequences of the various phases including
cultivation and other agricultural practices, production, transportation, consumption
etc…. are evident. Likewise the societal implications, from fair distribution of the
value created at the different stages (stability of farmers income), impact on local
communities and their living conditions among others. With a valuation of more
than 465 billion US dollars in 2020, it is certainly difficult to ignore the economic
relevance of the global coffee market (Research & Markets, 2021).

Indicators of Globalization/Trade

Before we have even finished our cup of coffee … we already have a snapshot in our
minds as to what international business is about.

WITH 17.9% THE EU-28 WAS
THE FIRST EXPORTER OF GOODS
AND SERVICES IN THE WORLD

EU-28
2016

17.9%

International business refers to the commercial activities that expand beyond the
borders of a country.

Our economic system is built around interconnected flows of goods, services, capital,
technology, knowledge, investments. According to the 2017 European Commission’s
indicators of internationalization and globalization processes, the EU-28 was the
first exporter of goods and services in the world (17.9% in 2016) and the world
leader with respect to the value of its international trade in services (23% of global
exports in 2016); in 2015 Europe was also the largest source (600 billion Euro) and
recipient (510 billion Euro) of Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) (Eurostat, 2017). The
data from OECD statistics show that in The Netherlands in 2017 almost 289,000
companies were involved in import with a trade value of almost 573 billion USD and
nearly 116,000 companies engaged in exports with a trade value of 651 billion USD.
Interestingly, large companies (> 250 employees) account for approximately 1% of
both importers and exporters.
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2017

FOREIGN DIRECT INVESTMENTS
(FDI)

$ 573

€ 510 billion
SOURCE

23%

WITH 23% OF GLOBAL EXPORTS
THE EU-28 WAS THE WORLD
LEADER WITH RESPECT TO THE
VALUE OF ITS INTERNATIONAL
TRADE IN SERVICES

NL

2015

RECIPIENT

And of course, there are other similar examples of products that we use in our daily
lives, from the shower gels and cotton t-shirts we wear, to the bicycle we ride to the
office and the computer or smart phone that we use at work.

In the last few decades we have witnessed a considerable increase in the relevance
of international business, which said increase is also due to globalization.

EU-28

€ 600 billion

billion

289,000
companies
INVOLVED IN IMPORT
WITH A TRADE VALUE OF
ALMOST 573 BILLION USD

$ 651
billion

116,000
companies
ENGAGED IN EXPORTS
WITH A TRADE VALUE OF
651 BILLION USD

Figure 1
across national borders” (World Bank and World Trade Organization, 2019: V).
Internationally operating business are embedded in these complex networks.

“Goods may no longer be designed, manufactured,
assembled nor marketed in a single country, but rather
through global value chains” (Eurostat, 2017: 12).

Businesses of no matter which size which operate on an international scale underpin
the economy.

Global value chain refers to all the activities across various geographical areas that
are needed for a product/service to go from conception, design, sourcing through all
stages of production, assembly, packaging, distribution to final consumer, marketing
and disposal. Global value chains link multiple businesses across multiple countries.

The Economics Nobel Laureate Michael Spence describes global value chains as being
“the complex network structure of flow of goods, services, capital and technologies

Global value chains are key for international trade across the globe. In the last few
months, the entire system has been put under pressure.
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Due to the COVID-19 crisis, which has resulted in a human tragedy of millions of
deaths around the world, everyone is now aware that we are all connected. At
the same time, it has highlighted the importance of value chains and international
businesses thanks to which thousands of products of everyday use reach us. Many
businesses faced difficulties in continuing production because they did not have
a realistic grasp of their own global value chain. Not knowing who their suppliers
were, many companies were unable to assess their exposure to the pandemic per
geographical region. Discovering how important it is to have a resilient value chain
and how fragile parts of the system can be to external shocks, we have now realized
just how much we depend on international business activities.
For International Business, the impact of the Pandemic on trade has been wide
spread. The data provided by Eurostat (Figure 2) shows a marked effect on exports
and imports, despite the fact that the trade balance remained positive in 2020.

Figure 2

THE TRANSITIONS THAT SHAPED OUR WORLD
In order to fully understand the significance of international business now and in the
future, it may be worth considering the context in which it is embedded.
If we look at our world, we are confronted with a rather concerning picture.
The list of poor living conditions affecting human beings around the globe is a long
one. Just to mention a few such conditions, the following data is pertinent (UN,
2021): in 2020, 821 million people were undernourished; 2.37 billion people are
“without food or unable to eat a healthy balanced diet on a regular basis”; More
than 120 million people have returned to conditions of extreme poverty in 2020
(with a global poverty rate expected to be 7% in 2030). More than 700 million
people live in poverty due to no access to employment, due to social exclusion etc.
The pandemic is estimated to have caused the loss of 255 million full-time jobs
and to have increased the inequality within and across nations. According to the
UN, 160,000 children die every day from preventable diseases due to inequalities
in access to health services. Furthermore the pandemic has annihilated 20 years of

Source: Eurostat, 2020

While the trend towards globalization is questioned more than ever these days,
international links across borders, cooperation across countries and collaboration
between international companies in key sectors is essential. In the recent crisis, it has
been instrumental in terms of responding to the pandemic and saving lives.
Overall, the pandemic has impacted dramatically not only on the health of millions of
people around the world but also, on how we live, how we interact with each other,
how we work, how we do business. Last but not least, it is an opportunity for us to
re-think how we view our societies and economic systems and accordingly the role
of international business.
Photo by The New York Public Library on Unsplash
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Indicators of Living Conditions

Indicators of Biodiversity Reduction

caused by
the pandemic

2020

1900-2020

1970-2020

+70%
573
MILLION PEOPLE

UNDERNOURISHED

2.37

BILLION PEOPLE ARE
WITHOUT FOOD OR
UNABLE TO EAT A
HEALTHY BALANCED
DIET ON A REGULAR
BASIS

120

MILLION PEOPLE
HAVE RETURNED
TO CONDITIONS OF
EXTREME POVERTY

700
MILLION PEOPLE

LIVE IN POVERTY
DUE TO NO ACCESS
TO EMPLOYMENT,
DUE TO SOCIAL
EXCLUSION ETC.

255

MILLION FULL-TIME
JOBS HAVE BEEN LOST

101

MILLION PRIMARY
SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN
FALL BELOW THE
MINIMUM READING
LEVEL

2

-20%

160,000
CHILDREN DIE

EVERY DAY FROM
PREVENTABLE DISEASES
DUE TO INEQUALITIES
IN ACCESS TO HEALTH
SERVICES

1870-2020

1700-2020

BILLION PEOPLE IN THE WORLD
STILL DO NOT HAVE ACCESS
TO SAFE DRINKING WATER

-50%

Figure 3
progress in education: an additional 101 million primary school age children fall
below the minimum reading level. 2 billion people in the world still do not have
access to safe drinking water. (Figure 3)
As regards our ecosystem, we can see a reduction of biodiversity. The UN report
(2021) indicates that since 1900, 20% of native species has been lost. In the marine
environment, according to the same UN report (United Nations, 2021), we can
see that approximately 50% of the live coral cover of reefs has been lost since the
1870s. The global extinction rate is accelerating. “Biodiversity loss” was rated “the
second most impactful and third most likely risk for the next decade. The current
rate of extinction is tens to hundreds of times higher than the average over the past
10 million years—and it is accelerating. Biodiversity loss has critical implications for
humanity, from the collapse of food and health systems to the disruption of entire
supply chains”. (World Economic Forum, 2020)
On the other hand, since 1970 we can see a significant increase of 70% in the
number of invasive alien species. Compared to the estimated pre-industrial level, we
can also see a reduction of global forest area of 32%; more than 85% of wetlands
has been lost since 1700 (Figure 4).
10

-32%

-85%

Figure 4
The condition of both the atmosphere and the climate on earth is deteriorating
(Figure 5).
Indicators of Atmosphere Quality

1970-2020

+90%

1850-2020

+48%

Figure 5
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According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), since 1970,
CO2 emissions have increased by about 90% mainly due to fossil fuel combustion,
industrial processes, agriculture. NASA data show that in just 171 years CO2
emissions have increased 48% above the levels found in 1850 (NASA, 2021).
Looking at the data from 2005 to 2021, the trend is clear and concerning (Figure 6)
According to NOAA’s 2020 Annual Global Climate Report (NOAA, 2020), we can see
an increase of 0,08 degrees Celsius per decade since 1880 but the average increase
rate has more than doubled since 1981. In 2020 the average temperature has been
1,2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. NASA data elaborations indicate that
the increase in land-ocean temperatures is increasing steadily (Figure 7).
Scientists warn us that these changes may result in calamitous consequences as
regards our planet’s equilibrium. In particular, exceeding the threshold of 2 degrees
increase, could instigate a series of domino effects (like melting of glaciers causing
sea levels to rise) leading to an irreversible downward spiral of catastrophic events
and ultimately of the planet system’s collapse.

“It is unequivocal that human influence has warmed
the atmosphere, ocean and land. Widespread and
rapid changes in the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere
and biosphere have occurred” (IPCC, 2021: SPM 5).
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The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s Sixth Assessment Report warned
that global warming is a reality. An increase of 1.5-2 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels could be reached much sooner than previously estimated. Action
needs to be taken immediately, the next decade is crucial. UN Secretary General
António Guterres stated that “If we combine forces now we can avert climate
catastrophe. But, as today’s report makes clear, there is no time for delay and no
room for excuses” (McGrath, 2021). It is estimated that a dramatic scenario of a
3 degree Celsius temperature increase could be reality by the end of the century.
Exceeding this threshold would have catastrophic consequences for both humankind
and for the planet.
CO2 emissions, global warming, deforestation, and biodiversity loss, create selfreinforcing loops where changes in one part of the ecosystem affect and drive
changes in all the others. The United Nations Development Program (UNDP)
estimated that by 2030 due to climate change 100 million people are expected to
fall back into extreme poverty and more than 200 million people will be displaced
due to natural disasters (Khoday & Ali, 2018).
Transitions in the condition of our planet are not isolated phenomena. They
correspond to (are facilitated by, and are intertwined with) other transitions in
human societies.
In particular, the transition from an agricultural to a modern industrial society (often
referred to as the “industrial revolution”) is reputed to have been the root cause
PANTA RHEI - The Power of Transitions
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of profound transformations. The cycle evolved from the first industrial revolution
midway through the 18th century, to the second industrial revolution whereby
electricity was used for mass production midway through the 19th century, to the
third industrial revolution at the end of the 1970s which harnessed technology for
the automation of production, to the fourth industrial revolution which has blurred
the boundaries between the physical, digital and the biological domains. All these
multifaceted transformations have led to a series of modifications which have had a
profound impact on our world.
The economy (and what underpins it) has had an important role in terms of the
current state of play. In particular, one of the pillars of our current economic vision
is rooted in the concept of growth. The relationship between economic growth and
the environment is complex. Economic growth is, per se, considered to be desirable.
Natural resources fuel economic growth but, on the other hand, unlimited economic
growth causes the degeneration of natural resources and a disequilibrium in our
planet’s ecosystem.
The deterioration of the planet’s equilibrium ultimately endangers economic
growth. In the February 2021 communication (EU Commission, 2021:1) from the
Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and
Social Committee, and the Committee of the Regions, states that: “lower bound
estimates show that exposing today’s EU economy to global warming of 3°C above
pre-industrial levels would result in an annual loss of at least EUR 170 billion (1.36%
of EU GDP).”
The mindset, which is rooted in the unrestrained pursuit of economic growth and
profit maximization, and which has brought about the transitions shaping our
world is therefore the principle cause of the current status quo. Conceptualizing
production/consumption as an unrestrained process conflicts with the natural
boundaries of a closed system (the Earth). The current system which is based on
unlimited economic growth is, therefore, reputed to have contributed to strain on
the boundaries of the overall planet habitat and its inhabitants. The results of the
above transitions are before our eyes.
New transitions of business practice are needed. According to the Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2019), we
need “transformative changes across economic, social, political and technological
factors” (IPBES, 2019: pp. 5). The evolution and integration of “economic systems to
build a global sustainable economy” (ibid, page 9) are, not surprisingly, key to these
transformations.

THE ROLE OF INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS
What does all this have to do with International Business? And what role can
International Business play?
Current International Business is the result of the evolutions in society and
the economy in the last century. Given the global outreach of their activities,
internationally operating businesses have a unique leverage in our economy and
society. They are therefore at the centre of the transitions that we witnessed in the
last decades.
International Businesses and the ecosystem in which they are embedded are key to
global markets. Such a role provides internationally operating businessess with the
opportunity to trade across borders and to reap the benefits of global operations and
also to sustain profits. However, it also has a greater impact due to the consequences
of their actions on a global scale, which can either positively or negatively affect our
societies and our planet.

“The evolution of global-scale industrial organization
affects not only the fortunes of firms and the structure of
industries, but also how and why countries advance – or
fail to advance – in the global economy” (Gereffi et al., 2005).
In this sense, international businesses have contributed to the creation of the current
challenges.
The good news is that they can also contribute to the latter’s solution. Taking
responsibility for our world and for the societal and environmental imbalances that
economic systems have in part created is the mandate of the new millennium. This
requires a collective engagement in order to transition towards a renewed economy.
First and foremost, we need to re-think the role of the economy and the rules of the
game. While we should focus on multiple stakeholders, who are directly or indirectly
touched by their international activities, what is needed are transitions towards new
business practices which are capable of generating profits which will benefit both
people and the planet.
In order to bring about these transitions, academic and applied research are
fundamental to generate, share and implement the new knowledge that business
requires.
The field of international business as a research area has gone through a
considerable refocus in past decades. In this changing world, research has to apply
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itself to significant new questions. Research in the field of International Business
has had to re-focus in order to have more impact. “IB can play a more constructive
and vital role by tackling expansive topics at the business–societal interface”
(Buckley et al. 2017: 1045). “We propose a redirection of IB research towards
“grand challenges” in global business and the use of interdisciplinary research
methods, multilevel approaches, and phenomena-driven perspectives to address
those questions” (Buckley et al. 2017: 1045). This new research stream is still in its
infancy. Academics who embrace this refocus enhance the repositioning of the entire
International Business research field.

The Oxford dictionary defines “transitions” as follows: “The process or a period of
changing from one state or condition to another”.

Thus International Business can contribute to knowledge generation by linking the
study of internationally operating businesses in their global value chains with key
transitions to achieve sustainable development.

As a result, we are consuming more resources than our planet is able to regenerate
in the same year. In 2021, exceeding this critical limit occurred on the 29th of July.
This date is now known as “The Earth Overshoot Day”. We need to prevent these
transitions from continuing in the same detrimental direction. As pointed out by
William McDonough and Michael Braungart (2010), if a car is driving south and
intends to go north, sooner or later it will have to turn around and correct its
trajectory. In a similar vein we need to change our course of action.

THE INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS CHAIR’S RESEARCH:
FOCUS ON KEY TRANSITIONS
The plea for business to embrace sustainable development is not new. Development
is sustainable if it “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs” according to the definition in the
World Commission on Environment and Development Report (WCED, 1987: 43)
Three dimensions are explicitly mentioned as being key pillars of sustainable
development, namely social, environmental and economic. In Article 3 of their
Resolution of the 27th of July 2012, the United Nations “acknowledge the need to
further mainstream sustainable development at all levels, integrating economic,
social and environmental aspects and recognizing their interlinkages, so as to achieve
sustainable development in all its dimensions” UN, (2012).
Companies have responded with various levels of commitment, and with most of
them adhering to the basic principles of sustainable development.
Despite this, the 2019 Report of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2019), presented at the UNESCO’s
headquarters in Paris, stated that:
• The deterioration of nature and its vital contribution to people, is wide-spread
worldwide;
• The above-mentioned deterioration during the past 50 years is known to be an
acceleration that is unprecedented in human history.
What is evident is that our world has transitioned in the last decades to a status quo
where the equilibrium of the planet’s resources has been dramatically altered.
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Transitions driven by unsustainable business practices have led to the degeneration
of our natural environment and to a worsening in the living conditions of the
planet’s inhabitants.
So far, the predominant business approach has been geared to the maximization of
profit - prioritizing it over natural capital and societal welfare.

It is time for a decisive change of direction. Society and/or the planet can no longer
be subjugated to merely serve the logic of economic purpose. For too long financial
capital has had precedence over everything else. A new business logic calls for
changing the order of priorities: focus on human, social and natural capital and
financial capital will follow. In a sustainable world, the economy contributes to
ecological and societal progress and promotes well-being in addition to pursuing
profits. Welfare and wealth are not opposed to each other. “A well-being economy”
refers to an economy that is purposefully aiming at increasing the well-being of our
society and our planet.
It is clear that good business practices are expected to contribute towards the
realisation of the vision of the world we need, by engaging in new transitions.
For companies, evolving frameworks create both opportunities and threats.
For example, according to a recent survey, internationally operating businesses
perceive environmental challenges to be both a risk as well as an opportunity
(CDP, 2019). Five hundred firms amongst the world’s largest companies estimated
the potential risk exposure due to climate change at just under 1 trillion USD, but
the opportunities to expand their business in new “green” areas accounted for
1.2 trillion USD (CDP, 2019).
However, many companies are timid to configure new ways of doing business.
Creating win-win opportunities for both stakeholders and shareholders while
doing good is possible. Approaches that have opposed businesses being profitable
and contributing to both the natural environment and to society are the result of
outdated mindsets.
PANTA RHEI - The Power of Transitions
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A change in mindset is required in order to overcome inertia and the status-quo.
It is also necessary in order to innovate, explore and develop new competences.
Previous research confirms that innovation and entrepreneurial ventures are essential
for the performance of International Business, especially in dynamic environments
(Sabidussi, Lokshin & Duysters, 2021).
Successful organizations are those that are able to cope simultaneously with
apparently contradictory goals: reinventing their business by exploring new abilities,
while maintaining on-going viability by exploiting existing skills. Engaging in
sustainable development implies entering into unchartered territories and it requires
developing new competences. It may therefore be considered to be a form of
exploration. Alternatively, continuing “business as usual” allows businesses to remain
in familiar territories and may be associated with exploiting already existing abilities.
Moving along the continuum of these twin activities is no mean feat.
However, the task is, in essence, not a new one: Strategic management research has
developed conceptual models and theories which address similar types of challenges.
In particular, organizational learning (March, 1991; Levinthal & March, 1993) and
dynamic capabilities (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997) have been used as conceptual
framework for studying the above mentioned phenomena. The application of the
exploration and exploitation framework has been extended in recent years to a
broad range of phenomena both within and across organizations (Lavie, Stettner &
Tushman, 2010). Previous research has also shown how the company’s ecosystem
(reference group of partners and main competitors) is critical in terms of influencing
the levels of exploration adopted (Duysters, Lavie, Sabidussi & Stettner, 2020). There
are therefore interdependencies that need to be considered when studying how
organizations develop.
In a world which is changing at fast pace, growing demands for businesses
to respond to multiple stakeholders and to shift to sustainable development
principles, represent a radical change of context. This causes businesses to rethink the basis of their sustainable competitive advantage. The assumption that
competitive advantage, once achieved, can be maintained by preserving the same
position creates a bias in favour of the sort of stability created by exploitation and
may be “deadly” in a dynamic environment (McGrath, 2013: 7). The principle of
“continuous morphing” (Ibid:19) relates to a more dynamic perspective where
transitions are key for the survival of business in the long term.
It is now time for a new paradigm shift: Sustainable development is the new way to
achieve a sustainable competitive advantage.
Embracing change instead of resisting it is how success is achieved. We can either be
carried along by the flow or we can be proactive and engage in transitions creating a
18

future where we can thrive and prosper. Transitions are inherent to the very essence
of life and all its phenomena. Heraclitus (535 BC) is often thought to have expressed
this idea with the words “Panta Rhei”, “everything flows”.
What are the transitions in which international companies need to engage? And
what are their characteristics?
The chair’s research has developed a model based on Key Transitions: the focus is
on the transitions required to contribute to sustainable development and to achieve
sustainable competitive advantage.
In the new scenario, the key transitions illustrated below can be considered to
be vital for long-term performance. International businesses are encouraged
to transition to serve a new purpose and to re-orient towards a new direction.
Businesses are encouraged to embrace a journey of change, shifting mindsets and to
actively engage in positive key transitions. Having a clear mission contributes to focus
on the initiatives the initiatives. The key transitions (that our world so desperately
needs) represent the mission to be achieved and can be classified based on the
nature of their contribution to sustainable development and the Scope they serve
(Brown et al., 2018).
• Transition to Sustainability is aimed at limiting harm: e.g.
carbon, energy, water footprints reduction. Here the aim is to
reduce/minimize (or for example in an ideal world to obtain
carbon neutrality) the damage inflicted by economic activities.
Although important, this is often misinterpreted and misused
in communication campaigns: For example companies claiming
that they are reducing 10% of the CO2 emission of their own
operations are still contributing to the deterioration of our world. Doing “less
bad” while continuing business as usual does not mean that they are doing good.
• Transitions to Restorative practices aim at restoring a
healthy balance in our societal and ecological systems. The
basic principle of restorative approaches is to compensate
for what is consumed. Practices geared towards restorative
approaches include implementing circular business models:
although beneficial, circular business models are mostly
focused on environmental contribution while social aspects
are given less attention. These models require a systemic change involving various
stakeholders at the industry level. The EU Commission clearly encourages efforts in
this direction: “We need science-based, robust ecosystem restoration” (European
Commission, 2021: 6).

PANTA RHEI - The Power of Transitions
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• Transitions to Regenerative approaches aim at supporting
the progress of societal and ecological systems. Regenerative
practices aim at “doing good” by providing an active, positive
contribution to our societies and to our planet. In this sense,
contribution to the United Nation’s Sustainable Development
Goals (Figure 8) become an essential aspect of doing business
with respect. Faced with unprecedented challenges, the United
Nation’s call is for action to promote prosperity and well-being while protecting
the planet. The Sustainable Development Goals summarize the 17 key areas
requiring urgent initiatives. 2020 (under UN auspices) is the first year of a decade
dedicated to engaging in action.
Sustainable Development Goals

Scale refers not only to internal involvement but also to any influence exerted
externally, for example by influencing the practices of others such as suppliers,
partners, customers. Scaling-up the transitions towards sustainable, restorative
and regenerative practices requires a departure from conservative, traditional,
shareholder capitalism mindsets by way of embracing a new business logic and
enterprise model. It also requires in practical terms an aggregation and coordination
of initiatives based on shared goals. The societal and environmental challenges we
face require extensive and substantial interventions, proportional to the severity of
the situation. It is no longer the time for superficial or incremental changes.
The second characteristic is the Speed of transitions, the rapidity
at which they are implemented. To visualize the advancements of
business embracing these transitions, we need to conceptualize
an “initial” state, a “final” state in order to evaluate the process
“in between”. We can take a snapshot at any point in time and
compare it to its previous state.
The trends (such as in global warming) are accelerating at a pace that are
unprecedented (e.g. IPCC, 2021). Scientists claim that the window to halt the
current trends is closing rapidly. The next decade is crucial to prevent us reaching
a point of non-return. Similarly the transitions of International Business need to be
rapid and decisive. Having clear goals for the medium and long term can assist the
smooth deployment of corporate initiatives.
Despite remarkable examples of seriously engaged businesses, too many companies
are still doing too little, too slowly, too late. Despite apparent adherence to
sustainable development goals, proactive speedy implementation of systematic
changes on a large scale remains mostly unattained.

Figure 8
It is worth noticing that multiple scopes can typically coexist in business activities.
How much a company is engaged in (each of) the above scopes, gives an indication
about how much sustainable development goals are translated into concrete actions
and results. Companies can engage at various levels in all three scopes.
Scale refers to the magnitude of the transitions and captures the
extension of the engagement towards sustainable development.
A systemic, thorough, structural approach is needed which
encompasses all of the company’s operations, divisions and
activities along the length of the entire company value chain.
20

The UN Global Compact 20th-Anniversary Progress Report of 2020 assessed the
contribution of business to sustainable development and concluded that more
ambitious goals and more incisive measures are needed. Principles-based approaches
to business are still not sufficiently integrated in business strategy from decision
making to implementation.
Implementing the changes we want to see in our world requires that transitions
take place at multiple levels. International Business unfolds in a complex world
with activities that are widely dispersed but still interdependent. Understanding
these interdependences is a multifaceted task and it is critical for business success
(Sabidussi et al., 2018). These interdependences occur across multiple levels.
Individual companies aim at creating more value with their activities. Their value
chain is, however, connected to communities, ecosystems and other business around
the world. In other words, businesses are not stand-alone entities, but are interlinked
PANTA RHEI - The Power of Transitions
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to their global value chains across industries and countries. Adopting a global value
chains perspective provides a multi-level understanding of competitive, societal,
environmental, economic dynamics: at the first level, the value chain of the individual
internationally operating business; at the second level, the industries in which they
are active; at the third level, the countries in which operations take place. Transitions
must occur at the 1) company value chain level, at the 2) industry value chain level,
3) at the national and international level.

THE TOOL: THE 6S COMPASS
If we bring together the elements of the above proposed model, we can design a
compass tool to serve various purposes. Figure 9 provides an illustration. The 6S
Compass developed by the International Business chair is essentially a navigation
Tool.
Illustrative Example of the 6S Compass

When moving towards sustainable, restorative and regenerative approaches, specific
ripple effects occurring at the three levels need to be considered. Internationally
operating businesses may implement practices that increase the sustainability of
their own operations (direct effect) but they may result in less/more sustainable
practices (negative/positive indirect effects) along their global value chain. In a recent
report by Arthur D.Little (Texeira et al., 2021), the risk exposure that companies
face when they are not aware of the (un)sustainability of practices in their supply
chain are illustrated with case studies. Pre-assessment, due diligence checks and
risk evaluations to prioritize suppliers need to be thoughtfully applied (Texeira et al.,
2021). Being aware and assessment of others’ practices that are progressively more
and more distant along the value chain is challenging. Organizations are required
to operate in complex supply chains that extend beyond the first and often the
second tier and that are spread across geographies. Taking responsibility, however,
does not stop at the front door of the company. Indirect effects are as important
as direct effects: Embracing effective sustainable, restorative, regenerative business
practices requires an understanding of both. Furthermore, the role of international
agencies (e.g. UN), national policies, governmental initiatives and laws and public
agencies can’t be neglected as they all contribute to create the ecosystem in which
international businesses operate.
Therefore, a comprehensive approach should consider the Span
of the key transitions, meaning the extent to which the (positive/
negative) ripple effect propagates. Are these transitions spreading
across sectors, industries, geographical boundaries?
Figure 9
It is worth noting that key transitions create, and require,
fundamental changes in a co-evolutionary approach that involves
societies, markets and businesses (Loorbach & Wijsman, 2013). They do not occur in
isolation and in fact, they are applicable not only to companies but also to industries
and countries as well. Engaging in these transitions requires a collaborative attitude.
Organizations which cooperate are more innovative and also more likely to be
able to achieve successful results (Salazar et al., 2016). The synergies generated by
aligning entities at the business, sector and national/international level are the true
impetus for meaningful change.
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Each of the scores represents an index, aggregating multiple factors.
For organizations, the tool depicts the status of key transitions towards sustainable
development; it enables them to align their strategic orientation, prioritize their
initiatives and manage their processes. This is specific to the company profile. For
example, SMEs and large organizations differ in their decision making processes
and therefore it is important to consider the approaches adopted by different size
companies (Sabidussi, 2014).
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When taking two snapshots at different points in time, the tool also enables us to
capture evolution and advancements.
Where the 6S Compass assessment is used. it enables organizations to raise
awareness about their own operations and processes in their network. This also
enables them to align with internal and external stakeholders as regards actions and
contributions.
This model offers a way to map and visualise the advancements of the key
transitions. In this sense, it can be used for landscaping the evolutions and for
obtaining an overview of the on-going developments.
It can also be used for diagnosis in order to identify potential interventions in areas
that may need to be improved. Having a clear picture of the gaps as they emerge
can help with the development of ad-hoc measures.

Value creation and value appropriation generated by business could be reinterpreted accordingly. If we do so, the expectations from investors, customers,
service providers, partners, suppliers, government etc.. will evolve, will become
more demanding, further reinforcing the positive loops in business practices. It is
worth noticing that these positive reinforcing loops benefit from the contribution
of other stakeholders as well: customers driving demand for more sustainable
products/services, governments implementing regulations that favour sustainable
development, supra-national organizations setting guidelines and common policies.
Businesses are not isolated entities and the framework in which they operate is
critical.
The chair is fine-tuning the model developed and refining its application for business
practice and research.

Additionally, the tool can be used for assessing performance both for internal use
as well as for external communication.
The resulting profile from the application of the 6S model can also be used for
benchmarking purposes. In fact, it offers the possibility of comparing companies
within or across their sectors and also of comparing industries’ or countries’
evolutions. Depending on the value chain in which they are located, companies may
prioritize scale over speed, or a regenerative approach over a restorative one.
This model can be applied at all of the three relevant levels which enables it to
gather useful insights about co-evolution and the presence/lack of synchronicity
between the company, its industry network and the macroeconomic context.
The 6S Compass offers an additional advantage: rethinking the concept of value.
Approaching international business’ activities from a global value chains perspective
places the concept of “value” in a central position. In traditional analysis, value refers
to benefit measured as the difference between value of the output and value of the
input. It is therefore economic in essence, reiterating the logic that the economy is
the reference criteria for value and takes precedence over planet and society.
Addressing the challenges of our world requires a reconsideration of the concept
of value and also a re-interpretation as a positive contribution to planet and society.
In a new conceptualization of value, monetization ceases to be the only tool for
measuring business success. In the present context, high scores may be interpreted
as a high level of contribution to societal well-being: they represent therefore an
alternative conceptualization of value.
Photo by NASA on Unsplash
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RESEARCH ARENA: KEY COMPETENCES
In order to make progress with the above mentioned transitions, the chair is
conducting research on the specific competences that can facilitate the business
process. Focusing on the key areas where these transitions occur, the chair supports
international businesses in fine-tuning the business configurations, in the upgrading
processes and in the orchestration of global-scale activities. Identifying best practices
and developing guidelines for business applications smooths the path towards
sustainable/restorative/regenerative approaches.

Configuration
One of the key challenges that the path towards sustainable development poses is
how to define the most suitable business configuration. Configurations refer to the
profile of internationally operating business, namely structures, organizational forms,
business models, processes, sourcing modalities, operations, inter-company relations
and links across countries and industries.
A configuration that serves a company in a non-sustainable business setting is not
suitable for supporting transitions towards sustainable/restorative and regenerative
practices.
It is important to approach these configurations not only from the point of view of
the individual international operating business but from the perspective of the entire
value chain. This is, for example, the case when considering circular business models
where the activities along the entire value chain move, by design, from linear to
circular.
Specifically, the configuration of global value chains (also called governance)
indicates how the various functions are organized along the chain, how the
resources are divided and how the gains are shared. Governance is critical for
sustainable, restorative, regenerative practices because it defines which code of
conduct and according to which principles the global value chain (and its members)
operates. The pattern in which the transitions can spread in an industry varies
depending on the governance’s typology.
The chair investigates the configurations that, based on the specific profile of the
companies, are the most suitable ones for the transitions.

Photo by Alvaro Pinot on Unsplash
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Upgrading
International operating businesses aim at entering and/or upgrading their position in
global value chains to expand the advantages derived from their participation to the
network. Upgrading is often interpreted from an economic perspective as referring
to the increase of the value generated and appropriated in the network. From a
sustainability perspective, upgrading may be interpreted as moving to a position in
the value chain where there is a higher contribution to societal and environmental
purposes.
The relationship between the members of the industry is critical to define how
entire sectors succeed or fail in advancing towards the achievement of sustainable
development. Practices that simply transfer environmental or social damage from
one point in the chain to another, do not make any real contribution.
Understanding how upgrading works contributes to disentangling the
interdependences between individual organizations, their network of inter company relations and the industry context in which internationally operating
businesses operate. In order to promote sustainable development, a helicopter
overview to improve the context in which value chain actors operate is critical. The
ability to clearly differentiate and promote practices that are significantly contributing
to embracing a sustainable/restorative/regenerative approach is a key competence.
The chair focuses on researching the upgrading dynamics that provide the most
effective results for organizations which are currently considering the business
ecosystem in which they operate.

Photo by Solen Feyissa on Unsplash
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Orchestration
Internationally operating businesses and their global value chains have the potential
to positively or negatively affect the communities (e.g. suppliers, customers etc.) in
which they operate around the globe. Given their unique position to alleviate or
aggravate societal and environmental conditions, to proactively respond to the plea
for sustainability or, alternatively to endanger the survival of the earth’s ecosystems.
Together with global opportunities come global responsibilities. Ethical decisions
are at the forefront of international activities. In this sense, internationally operating
businesses and global value chains may be considered to be citizens of the world,
responsible for their global and local activities.
Orchestration competences refer to coordination practices. These practices may
be internally or externally driven. Internally-driven initiatives include self-regulatory
practices at industry level and Corporate Global Citizenship. A self-regulatory
initiative is for example the “Fashion Pact”, a coalition initiated by the French group
Kering1 which at the time of writing includes more than 60 signatories representing
200 brands. Corporate global citizenship recognizes local communities (even if
in distant parts of the world) as part of the internationally operating business’
stakeholders. The ability to coordinate such initiatives leads to ethical and responsible
corporate behaviours that safeguard the safety and well-being of these communities.

Coordinating activities along the global value chains may require an understanding
of the public interest that encompasses the scope of business alone. It is therefore
critical to have (or to develop) the ability to coordinate joint activities in a network
structure. Companies need to understand the context of their operations and be
proactive rather than simply complying, in order to advance their transitions.
The chair’s research is actively contributing to activities aimed at aligning the joint
efforts of public and private institutions committed to enhancing key transitions.
Reaching the tipping point and reversing the trends that led to the current
challenges cannot be a solo effort. It is essential to leverage the synergies for
multiplying the positive effects from all contributions. Synergies have a critical role in
stimulating innovation (Sabidussi et al., 2014). Solutions to the complex challenges
we are facing, need multilateral engagement. The chair’s research focuses on how to
best support these joint endeavours.
International operations take place in a context characterized by high levels of
digitalization and in countries with their own specific cultural identity.

Externally-driven interventions are mechanisms adopted by governments and
international organizations to orient sectors towards a common good (commonly
referred to as “policies”). An example of a government initiative involved in
facilitating voluntary agreements is International Responsible Business Conduct
(IRBC): the agreement has been facilitated by the Dutch government among partners
at the sector level. Several initiatives have been developed within its framework and
are referred to here, for example the Dutch Agreement on Sustainable Garments
and Textiles (2016) or the Insurance Sector Agreements (2018). These initiatives, by
promoting exposure and potential reputation gain, are creating alignment to public
good through incentives. Other policies can be more regulatory in nature, creating
obligations which have to be respected.
All of the above has a diverse impact depending on the sector of reference and is,
therefore, industry-specific. Policies represent the framework in which global value
chains operate and can shape the configurations in the global value chains’ network
and can promote/impose industry standards, influence upgrading modalities, and
prioritize public good in the global network.
1

see: https://www.kering.com/en/news/the-fashion-pact-first-steps-towards-industry-transformation

Photo by Spencer Imbrock on Unsplash
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Digitalization
Technological evolution under the umbrella term of “Digitalization” is changing
entire economies. Digitalization has the potential to shift the way products/services
are conceived, manufactured/operationalized, assembled, delivered/distributed,
transferred, used/reused within internationally operating businesses and along the
entire global value chain. It is worth noting that the professorship does not focus
on the technologies per se but on their application and relevance for business
practice. As illustrative examples, blockchain technology refers to encrypted lists of
data that can record transactions between parties and cannot be altered. Blockchain
technology can, therefore, support traceability and transparency along the value
chain to ensure the application of sustainable practices. 3D printing technology
can transform the production activities of internationally operating businesses into
a (design) transfer and move the production activities at local level (thus reducing
transportation of goods so as to enhance sustainable practices). Data Analytics
and AI can reshape integration among actors in the value chain, enable upgrading
of internationally operating businesses and their global value chains and support
policies aimed at increasing sustainable practices. Digitalization also has the potential
to enable sustainable development by changing industry processes, accelerating
circular economy and facilitating Small and Medium Enterprise (SMEs) to engage
more actively in global value chains. Moreover, Industry 4.0 encourages a massive
diversification of services but also real time manufacturing adaptation to demand
therefore reducing waste.
Technology is, therefore, critical to shape how internationally operating businesses
and global value chains’ configurations are set, how dynamics in the global value
chains unfold and how effective orchestration are organized. Therefore, they have
the potential to support and accelerate the transitions towards new sustainable/
restorative/regenerative models.

Photo by Krzysztof Kowalik on Unsplash
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Cultural intelligence
Internationally operating businesses are involved in complex activities that
span various national borders and economies. By operating on a global scale,
internationally operating businesses are involved in various networks around them
(of subsidiaries, suppliers, customers, partners, governments, agencies etc.) spread
over several countries/societies/cultures.
Understanding different cultures can facilitate processes where inter-company
relations are involved. This occurs in the configuration of internationally operating
businesses (interaction between global headquarters and local subsidiaries) and in
the governance of global value chains (interactions among its network members).
It takes place in the dynamics leading to the upgrade of companies (and countries)
in the global value chain. It also occurs when interacting with governmental
representatives and intergovernmental agencies. Transitions towards sustainable,
restorative and regenerative practices cannot be taken out of the cultural setting in
which companies operate.
Digitalization and cultural intelligence have the potential, if fully and properly
exploited, to support the scaling-up of corporate transitions and to accelerate their
pace. Digitalization and cultural intelligence are complementary to the role of (re-)
configurations, dynamics and orchestrations in driving internationally operating
businesses and global value chains towards sustainable, restorative and regenerative
practices.
The chair is researching technology solutions that promote efficient transitions and
support their successful implementation. Similarly, attention is paid to identify how
favourable conditions can be created for the transitions to occur by supporting
mutual cultural alignment.

Photo by Tim Mossholder on Unsplash
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FROM INSIGHTS TO ACTION
The International Business chair’s research aims at translating relevant insights into
guidelines for impactful interventions. Several research projects have been developed
in this respect and the range of activities continues to expand. The projects’
characteristics also reflect the type of contribution the chair offers to organizations
engaging in key transitions.

Methods
The chair ensures the rigorous application of scientific research methods. The said
research relies on both quantitative and qualitative methods to ensure that complex
issues are approached in a comprehensive fashion. Quantitative methods are
preferred for assessing/measuring causal relationships and for extracting relevant
information from large databases; these include econometric analysis/modelling and
network analysis. Qualitative research such as case studies are used to gather insights
into the internal processes and practices. Exploratory approaches, design thinking,
users’ experience methodologies, scenario analysis are all used and also creative
techniques are proposed when the identification of the business challenge at hand
requires innovative perspectives.

Toolkit
The chair classifies existing models and conceptual frameworks based on their
purpose and translates their insights into tools supporting business practice (such
as mapping of the key stakeholders and the value chain etc.). In order to assist
organizations to engage in key transitions, the chair also develops ad-hoc tools (e.g.
the 6S Compass). By providing guidelines and assisting in the application process,
the chair creates value for those international business partners pursuing joint
collaboration projects.

Multilevel & Interdisciplinary Approach
The chair adopts a multilevel and interdisciplinary approach to see the big picture
while connecting the dots.

Additionally, the International Business chair bridges economic with non-economic
disciplines. The focus on technology’s and cultural intelligence’s enablers links the
research to fields of expertise outside the economic field. Cultural intelligence is
approached from a sociology, psychology and/ or communication perspective. The
chair also explores the role of personal values in driving behaviours. The personal
drive of business leaders has a role in setting the goals and the objectives of their
organizations. Technological advancements, in particular in the area of digitization,
are also central for the chair. Technologies may be depicted as having a technical
component and a business application. While the first is outside of the direct scope
of the International Business professorship, the latter is at its core. Although distinct,
the technical and the business aspects are complementary. Organizations need to
address both in a comprehensive fashion in order to deliver practical solutions to
their complex challenges.

Co-creation
The team fine-tunes projects based on the needs of the key stakeholders involved.
The specific business challenges of international companies and associations with
whom we collaborate are addressed involving all of the relevant contributors.
We conceive, design and execute the research in a co-creation process with the
key actors in order to deliver high-potential solutions. Bringing various different
perspectives together in all phases of our projects enriches both the process as well
as the outcome of the research.

International Network
The chair’s priority is to establish collaborative projects with international partners.
Cooperation involves international knowledge centres and renowned experts, whose
area of specialization is relevant for the active research endeavours. Stimulating
progress with key transitions requires joining forces with leading international
expertise and developing a supportive knowledge ecosystem. The chair also
contributes to international think tanks and actively collaborates with non-profit
organizations promoting an inclusive, just, resilient, sustainable and peaceful society.

Living Lab
The multilevel approach is reflected in the research’s content links, its design, the
individual company, the industry, sector, the country or countries in which the
company operates. All these levels are intertwined and are critical to promote key
transitions towards sustainable/restorative/regenerative business practices.
The interdisciplinary approach is driven by the fact that International Business,
as a research area, relies on other key business disciplines such as strategy and
innovation, organization, marketing, finance etc. Therefore, it builds systematically
on insights from various content areas. This is critical as the processes associated
with key transitions are not monodisciplinary and as such require a comprehensive
scientific approach.
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For all our projects, the chair offers a space to industry partners to explore novel
solutions, experiment and develop and implement new business practices on a pilot
basis. Field lab methods are adopted where organizations can experiment, guided
by scientific approaches, with the changes and transitions that are the core of the
International Business research. Supported by experts, our industry partners are
offered a setting where scientifically-based solutions can be tested and validated
before large scale applications. In the living lab, international companies can work on
individual business cases or in collaboration with other entities. This is particularly the
case for fine-tuning collaborative/circular business models in global value chains.
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System Approach
Understanding challenges in their interconnections and complexity is central for
advancing key transitions. Adopting a system approach is particularly suitable for
dealing with wicked problems: it is at the heart of engaging the transformations
that our world needs. Embracing complexity instead of rejecting it is a valuable and
fruitful exercise. Moreover, exploring interdependencies instead of ignoring them can
stimulate innovative solutions (Sabidussi, Lokshin & Duysters, 2018). Understanding
the questions, investigating the nature of the issues at stake, reflecting on them, is
as important as finding the answers. Ad-hoc approaches such as Design and System
Thinking stimulate creativity as regards proposals for a new society and a new
economy.

Knowledge Valorisation
Knowledge valorisation refers to using scientific knowledge in practice and to
knowledge dissemination. The chair publishes reports and articles, as well as
organizes events, workshops and webinars in order to contribute to all of those
organizations which are engaging in a sustainable development journey. The
chair also makes available tools that have been developed that can be beneficial
for supporting the key transitions. In sharing ideas, insights, new concepts, our
commitment is to encourage a joint re-thinking of the principles driving business
practice. We are convinced that collective engagement can assist progress towards a
new way of doing business.

THE WAY FORWARD
Humanity is on the verge of a critical decade. The SDGs targets are still set for 2030
but more has to be done in order to achieve them. Emissions need to be halved by
2030 in order to prevent global warming becoming irreversible.
The fate of this generation and many to come will be marked by every decision and
every action that we take in the next few years. Today’s choices will not only affect
human beings but also all other species with whom we share our planet. Our choices
will have consequences for the entire earth.
The series of transitions that we have put in motion in the past are now endangering
our future and the future of the planet. Like never before, we share a collective
responsibility; we need to change direction, engage in new transitions, create
positive transformations that are beneficial for business, society and for the
environment. Key transitions are central to achieving sustainable development. Now
more than ever before we realize that we are all connected and part of a dynamic,
continuous process of development.
Photo by Bill Oxford on Unsplash
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International Business has an important role in creating the transitions towards a
new society and a new economy. The scope, scale and speed of the said transitions
which International Business is engaging in during the coming 10 years are more
relevant than ever. Assuming this responsibility is the only way forward.
The task of the International Business Professorship is to contribute to our world
(have impact) by supporting the transitions of internationally operating businesses
and their ecosystems – particularly global value chains – towards sustainable,
restorative and regenerative practices. The International Business chair is committed
to assisting businesses to succeed in these transitions.
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