Expatriate Managers and Translation: Implications of global developments and increasing MNC Diversity
[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper explores assigned expatriate managers’diverse translation roles within the current multinational context, and how these roles support other expatriate functions. Major global business developments have impacted the nature of business in multinational companies (MNCs), with new technologies, markets, innovation and talent now found in diverse geographic locales around the globe, and subsidiaries becoming less reliant on headquarters for resources (Scholte, 2005; Rugman et al., 2011). Such increasing diversity has elevated the need for skilled global executives, who engage in the transfer of knowledge, management development, and coordination of MNCs’ global activities (Edstrom and Galbraith, 1977; Harzing, 2001; Hocking et al., 2004). Despite on-going changes worldwide, little has been written about how expatriate managers’ various roles are undertaken within the current business context, and whether new organisational and managerial priorities have emerged. In order to contribute to progress within the literature on expatriate behaviour, it will be proposed that expatriate managers increasingly undertake varying translation roles within the current MNC context. Drawing inspiration from the Dynamic Capability View (Teece, 1997; 2007), it is believed that expatriate managers will increasingly engage in the translation of language, policy, and culture and that such translation is intertwined with and support other expatriate roles.




Introduction
In an international business environment marked by increased diversity, with key economic players emerging from less familiar territories, the role of assigned expatriate (AE) managers could not be more important. Major technological developments in transportation and communication (Grainger and Nankervis, 2001; Scholte, 2005), alongside reduced constraints on international trade and growing regionalism (Rugman, 2011), has led to accelerated flow of foreign direct investment (FDI), knowledge, and human resources globally (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989; Scholte, 2005; Rugman, 2011; Edwards and Rees, 2011). Indeed, the past forty decades have seen MNCs from several emerging economies, including the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China) come to populate a competitive arena traditionally dominated by the triad nations (US and Canada, Japan, Western Europe) (OECD, 2013; UNCTAD, 2014).
In addition to the BRIC countries, other groups of countries are being hailed as the next generation of emerging economies. Such groupings include the CIVETS (Colombia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey, South Africa) and MINT (Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey), many of which possess young and large populations and vast array of natural resources (OECD, 2013; Dickens, 2015). In this environment, the use of international management assignments remain a crucial staffing strategy within MNCs as these global employees facilitate the implementation of global programs, strategies and best practices (Beamish, 2011; Reiche, 2012).  In 1977, Edstrom and Galbraith identified key expatriate functions as knowledge transfer, management development, and coordination and control global activities. While these roles remain relevant forty years on (Hocking et al., 2004; Cerdin and Brewster, 2014), little has been written about the implications of  an increasingly complex and diverse economic environments for the roles of AE managers, who engage in more 'boundary spanning' behaviour (Au and Fakuda, 2002, p.286) across more geographically dispersed MNCs. 
Several writers (e.g. Dabic et al., 2012) have commented on the lack of publications on how the changing international context has impacted on the nature of expatriate management behaviour, as theoretical development on expatriate functions continues to lag behind. With MNCs emerging from and operating in a wider array of politically, economically, and culturally distinct environments, there is a need to analyse the effect of such changes on expatriate roles. One might expect, for example, that increasing cultural and geographic dispersion among MNC subsidiaries has elevated the need for AE managers to act as translators on behalf of the firm. 
While it is recognised that these managers do not simply engage in the transfer of knowledge but also the translation of knowledge (Choi, 2001; Choi and Jansen, 2012), little has been written about the other forms of translation that they engage in. Moreover, how managers’ translation functions are linked to other roles performed by these assignees remains under-investigated. As a result, this paper seeks to contribute to a better understanding of how expatriate functions are shaped by the global business environment, by focusing on expatriate managers’ translation role within the current MNC context. 
Drawing inspiration from the Dynamic Capabilities View (Teece, 1997; 2007; Augier and Teece, 2009), it will be proposed that the diverse business context requires expatriate managers to increasingly engage in three main forms of translation, including language translation, policy translation, and the translation of institutional and organisational culture. These functions are seen as integrated with and facilitating other expatriate roles. The way in which such translation roles might occur and how these are capable of benefiting the MNC as well as the AE manager, will also be discussed.
Expatriate Managers and Translation: A Dynamic Capabilities View
AE managers will be defined here as ‘Any MNC employee who holds or has been assigned to a managerial position within a foreign subsidiary of that company for a period lasting more than one year’ (Haynes, 2015, forthcoming). To explain expatriate managers’ varying translation roles, the Dynamic Capabilities View (DCV) put forward by Teece (1997, 2007) will be utilised. The DCV contends that many of an organisation's most valuable internal assets are knowledge-based, and thus non-tradable (Teece, 1997). Teece believed that competitive advantage could be gained at a ‘point in time’ through the possession of scarce and inimitable resources, key of which was know-how (Teece, 2007, p.1). When such resources were coordinated and integrated, they created difficult-to-replicate value within a market. 
Within a dynamic business environment, marked by ever increasing competition, on-going change, and the geographic distribution of customers, organisational processes, markets, and suppliers (Teece, 2007; Augier and Teece, 2009), sustaining a competitive advantage becomes more difficult. To achieve this, firms need not only to own inimitable assets, but also dynamic capabilities, which harness and realise organisations’ unique assets (Teece, 2007). These dynamic capabilities were identified as the ability to a) sense and shape opportunities and threats, b) seize opportunities, and c) reconfigure intangible and tangible organisational resources to maintain a competitive edge. These capabilities were believed to be at the core of firms’ success or failure. 
In applying the DCV to managers, Augier and Teece (2009) stated that global executives play a crucial role within MNCs, as they are expected to 'sense and seize' new opportunities, and re-configure when change occurs (p.411). This necessitated the allocation, re-allocation, combination and recombination of the firm’s resources and assets, what Teece (2007) saw as the key strategic functions of executives. Recognised as top performers within their firms, AE managers are typically defined by their ‘cosmopolitan status’ (Stahl and Bjorkman, 2006), that is the openness to various cultural perspectives, and the ability to discern cognitive complex situations (Boyacigiller et al., 2004). Moreover, their functional expertise, global mind-set and boundary spanning experiences make them capable of contributing significantly to MNCs’ sustained competitive advantage, through identifying opportunities and globally dispersed resources, and using or reconfiguring these in a way that benefits the organisation (Augier and Teece, 2009). It is for this reason that AE managers are in a prime position to act as translators on behalf of their organisation. What is meant by translation and how managers perform this role will now be discussed below in further detail.
Forms of Expatriate Translation
In observing that the knowledge transfer literature primarily concentrated on how various types of knowledge are transferred to and from different organisational contexts (Bonache and Brewster, 2001; Bjorkman and Barner-Rasmussen, 2004; Reiche et al, 2012), Choi (2001) suggested going beyond this to explore the way in which knowledge is modified and adapted in order to fit specific organisational and socio-cultural contexts (Choi, 2001; Choi and Eriksen, 2001; Choi and Jansen, 2012). Such adaptation has also been highlighted in studies focusing on the transfer of MNC work practices across borders (e.g. Kostova, 1999; Saka, 2004; Gamble, 2010). From these studies, translation will be defined here as the adaptation, interpretation and modification of knowledge and other contextual constructs in order to facilitate effective application across diverse geographic territories. Such adaptation may include the altering of existing headquarter (HQ) work processes and recombining these with new processes identified within the local context ((Tsui-Auch, 2001; Saka, 2004). By adapting various firm processes, MNCs facilitate better communication across the organisation, and ensure that that knowledge remains applicable and relevant within the institutional context of local subsidiaries, rather than new information and know-how being shelved by employees and local stakeholders. In addition to work processes, however, there is also a need for the interpretation of social and cultural concepts inherent to the home office and subsidiary context. For example, international business scholars have observed the increasing need for linguistic translation in MNCs, defined here as the localisation of languages (Barner-Rassmussen and Bjorkman, 2007; Piekkari et al., 2014, p.26). Over the last few years the demand for languages services has continued to grow across sectors (White et al., 2008; Economist, 2012; Ferreira-Alves, 2012). As MNCs emerge from and venture into more diverse cultural, geographical, and political settings, it is proposed that expatriate managers will assume greater and more assorted translation roles in foreign subsidiaries. These translation roles are intertwined and will include language translation, policy translation, and cultural translation. Each of these roles and their relationship to other expatriate functions will now be discussed below, followed by an examination of the factors affecting these roles.
Language Translation
Traditionally, language is incorporated into aspects of culture, resulting in little attention being given to it as a separate component (Piekkari et al., 2014). Recent research, however, examining the ability of language to shape communication, relationships, and other organisational processes, have emphasized its positive and negative impacts on MNC performance (e.g. Sorensen, 2005; Barner-Rasmussen and Bjorkman, 2007). With companies are exposed to a wider array of global languages, they tend to employ several translator services to translate organisational documents. Also, to overcome communication barriers between employees across different MNC units, the English language is often adopted as a ‘transit’ business language, and as a result is used as a communication mechanism during intercultural exchanges (Sorensen, 2005; Piekkari et al., 2014, p.4). 
Along with the above these mechanisms, however, expatriate managers who possess bi-lingual skills also act as informal ‘language nodes’ (Feely and Harzing, 2003), facilitating verbal exchanges and linking various organisational groups. With increasing multinational diversity, however, it is expected that expatriate managers will increasingly adopt a more formal language translation role on behalf of their home office in order to facilitate higher quality inter-cultural communication. This might be seen particularly within regional headquarters, key strategic centres in MNCs where expatriate managers are often sent to work as part of global teams and ensure coordination of business activities across several units. 
As linguistic mediators, expatriate managers interface with several local stakeholders on the behalf of their home office, as well as members within the local subsidiary. Such stakeholders may typically include firm clients, and employees based in the local subsidiary and other global units. Indeed, in her research on expatriate roles in Spanish MNCs, Haynes (2015, forthcoming) found that managers were assigned from firms’ headquarters in Madrid, to their UK-based regional headquarters, primarily to act as language translators in order to facilitate better communication between UK-based employees and the firms’ globally dispersed clientele. By stepping in facilitate exchanges between local and foreign employees, managers act as ‘transfer mediums’ through which their home office can acquire and filter key knowledge to the assigned office.
Piekkari et al. (2014, p.2) identified three layers of language used within organisations, which included everyday spoken or written language, company jargon, a technical/professional language. As these various layers overlap, it may present some confusion and misunderstandings in cross-border and cross-cultural communication. When information is passed from one individual to another, several ‘stickiness factors’ (Szulanski, 1996), including situational factors or the ability of the sender and receiver, might impair the accuracy of the knowledge received. As language translators, expatriate managers who are fluent in the local language, and deemed to be trustworthy employees, can help to navigate and negotiate the meaning of foreign text, in order to clarify and retain knowledge that might have otherwise been lost. Although some writers have previously identified drawbacks to using expatriates as translators, including increased work pressure, misuse of translation skills, and undermining of established communication mechanisms (Feely and Harzing, 2003), the formalisation of expatriate managers’ language translation role may help in some way to alleviate such concerns.   
In addition to enabling smoother knowledge transfer, the ability to communicate in the language of the local subsidiary facilitates increased coordination and control of global activities, by granting AE managers power over the flow of communication in more than one direction and across various unit (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999). While companies may often adopt a ‘common corporate language’ to facilitate formal reporting, and better internal communication (Piekkari et al. 2014, 52), managers with bi-lingual skills have access to and can develop more extensive information networks, both formal and informal, within the local subsidiary environment. Such access also increases managers’ strategic value as they are better able to sense and seize opportunities within the local and international context, that might have been out of reach for other employees with more limited knowledge access.  Moreover, managers are more privy to sources of conflict and other possible threats to organisational effectiveness, as they are able to access more verbal information networks in the local setting. 

Translation of Company Policies and Systems
In addition to AE managers’ language translation role, they will also increasingly engage in the translation of company policies and procedures. While it is important for firms to globally disseminate knowledge capable of contributing to their sustainable competitive advantage, this knowledge can only be useful if it is timely and relevant to the local context. In order to achieve coordination and control within subsidiaries, international management assignments are used to ensure that policies are implemented in the way that headquarters intended (Mtar, 2001). Dooreward (2001) observed that foreign practices often struggle to permeate organisational context consisting of established power networks, organisational culture, and subcultures (p.61). As a result, assignees often meet resistance from various groups within the local context when transferring organisational processes (Ferner et al., 2011). 
Expatriate managers’ ability to effectively articulate the essence of and rationale behind diffused practices and procedures, as well as draw upon their local knowledge to outline how they impact the wider institutional environment, may lead to an increased possibility of practices being accepted by varied local constituents. For this to occur, it was important that local employees understand how global policies applied to the specific location and aligned with local objectives (Kostova, 1999; Tsui-Auch, 2001; Saka, 2004). This function may occur to varying degrees across different subsidiary units. It might be expected that such translation takes place to a higher degree where there is a significant institutional distance between the assigned managers’ home office and the subsidiary environment.  For example, expatriate managers from the home office of a US MNC may find a greater need to translate home country policies if assigned to subsidiaries based in emerging economies such as China or India. 
In addition to cultural and institutional distance, the particular strategic focus of the subsidiary may also determine the extent to which policy translation is required. As specific MNC business units are directed toward specific objectives (Lundan, 2002), the particular home office policy that assigned managers seek to transfer might be perceived as not among the key priorities of local subsidiary groups. Haynes (2015, forthcoming found an example of this when investigating expatriates’ policy translation role with a US conglomerate. In this company, one of the main strategic objectives was to reduce energy use and increase efficiency in their units across the globe. The implementation of such policies presented a challenge in the healthcare business unit, which produces medical equipment, and where the primary goal is to save lives, not energy. To resolve such conflict, expatriate managers were sent to articulate how the two important but conflicting goals might be amalgamated. Agreement might be achieved by sitting together with various groups within the local subsidiary and discussing how the implementation of the particular home policy might occur within the context, and demonstrating how it could be incorporated into the strategic objectives of the subsidiary.
An expatriate manager’s ability to adequately translate particular policies might be bolstered by several individual factors, including the assignee’s accumulated company expertise, experience, and in some cases their linguistic abilities. MNCs can determine who might be best suited for such roles through talent management programmes, which track assignees’ performance, progress, and collective skills. Assigned managers who has been employed for a significant length of time, and possesses intricate firm knowledge might be better able to translate the MNC’s brand, strategic objectives and organisational policies around the globe. Whether or not that they are able harmonise such knowledge with local subsidiary goals might be determined, however, by their knowledge of the local subsidiary and its context.
Having an in-depth knowledge of the local environment provides assigned managers with the ability to influence ‘power of meaning’ (Hardy, 1996, p.7) that is the significance that other subsidiary actors attach to specific actions, symbols and events. Paik and Sohn (2004), in their study on expatriate control, observed that local knowledge was crucial to diffusing tension between local staff and head office representatives.  Indeed, Kostova (1999) noted that smooth transmission of head office knowledge may be affected by regulatory, cognitive or normative elements within the home or host environment. Ferner et al. (2012) further posited that these could be exploited by unit actors to challenge the dominant actor’s power of meaning within the MNC. However, it is possible that an acute understanding of local cultural and institutional norms could provide IA-managers with a means through which they can challenge, negotiate and re-construct the meaning of long-held precepts of subunit employees and other local actors. Moreover, in the face of local conflict and mistranslation of head office policies or practices, they can contest or ‘counter-interpret’ (Ferner et al., 2012, p.12) the suppositions of those actors who aim to undermine the transfer process. 
Bachrach and Baratz’s (1962) postulated that the capacity to ‘mobilise bias’ was intrinsic in enhanced access to institutional resources, values and even the language of legitimacy (Thompson and McHugh, 2002, p.128). Considering this, assigned managers who possess various forms of knowledge are in a better position to have their demands met.
Translation of Culture
In addition to language and policy translation, it is expected that expatriates will also increasingly engage in the translation of culture across different institutional and organisational contexts. Many studies over the years have indicated that as part of their control function, AE managers engage in the socialisation of subsidiary employees into an internal company-wide culture, where power and authority was rooted on organizational customs and traditions (Edstrom and Galbraith, 1977; Jaeger, 1983,p.1; Harzing, 2001; Legewie, 2002; Ferner et al., 2004).  The extent to which managers are successful in achieving such socialisation, however, is regulated by a keen understanding of the cultural and social context in which international assignees operate (Tung, 1993; Stening and Hammer, 1992; Paik and Sohn, 2004). Shenkar (2015) observed that in addition to ensuring control, international staff was a key vehicle through which properties of national and organisational cultures are transported (p.483). Other writers (e.g. Weber et al., 1997) agree that these managers play a key part in shaping and transmitting cultural signals within the local subsidiary context. 
The ability to interpret, navigate and negotiate and transmit cultural beliefs and practices within different national settings exposes firms to a wider array of opportunities that may arise in foreign environments. Individuals who possessed such skills were referred to in the literature as ‘bi-cultural’, capable of reducing the cultural distance between home and host locations (Shenkar, 2015, p.483), Through an in-depth understanding of local customs and practices, fluency in the subtleties and values of local stakeholders, and the ability to apply and communicate these in other national settings could lead to more innovative thinking and a wider appreciation of that cross-cultural differences within the firm. While all cultural values may not be accepted within particular institutional environments, those customs and practices that are identified as useful can be modified, negotiated and reconfigured in a way that offers organisational gains. For example, the use of humour (Stoner et al., 1972) by locals within a business context may vary significantly across culture, and if not used appropriate by expatriate managers can lead to negative fall-out. However, an understanding of how this is used within the local business context, may lead to more open and trust-worthy relationships, and lead to the brokerage of new organisational partnerships.
Conclusion: Future research in Expatriate Translation
Though still in its infancy, this paper is an attempt to further research on expatriate functions within the current MNC context. It has been proposed that as a result of growing diversity among MNCs and the markets in which they operate, expatriate managers will increasingly assume several translation roles in foreign subsidiaries. Such translation will include a more formal language translation role, where the AE manager is sent to a local subsidiary to act as language translator and thus improve the quality of communication across several organisational units. Additionally, these managers will increasingly engage in the translational of company policies, which requires them to interface with their home and host office in order to decipher how global objectives might be applied within the local context. Furthermore, AE managers will continue to and increasingly engage in the translation of institutional and organisational culture in the foreign subsidiary environment. These translating roles are not mutually exclusive and facilitate expatriates’ knowledge transfer, management development, and coordination functions. How these roles are undertaken by managers within the current business environment remains to be tested. Investigation into how such functions are undertaken would benefit from a qualitative research approach. Particularly, the use of semi-structure interviews would allow for a deep exploration of headquarter rationale into the use of such assignments within the current business context.
Further development in the literature on expatriate functions offers several benefits to academics and organisational practitioners alike. Not only would it provide a more in-depth understanding of their various roles and how they interrelate, but they will also help to better explain the complexities they face within the global arena. This would assist global mobility managers and those involved in the talent management process to tailor specific expatriate training and development programs to the particular needs of various international assignments. However, theoretical development on expatriate behaviour is far from straight forward as the roles expatriate managers perform are contingent on several individual, institutional and organisational factors. Some of these include the personal goals of managers, the level of cultural and institutional distance between their home and host country environment, and the particular business focus and strategic importance of the subsidiary unit. From a methodological standpoint, developing constructs that are capable of capturing the extent to which institutional and organisational culture has been adequately translated and embedded might also prove difficult, though not impossible. Moreover, in future research, it would be worth-investigating the priority that specific expatriate translation functions are currently given, in addition what mechanisms are in place to support managers in these roles. Particularly of interest would be the role of other organisational and institutional stakeholders in facilitating the translation roles. These empirical pursuits can lead to a greater understanding of the contribution of global executives to MNCs securing a competitive advantage for, and what these companies can do to enhance managers’ ability to do so.
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