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Chapter 5

5.1 Introduction

The importance of considering the societal impact of the international
activities of MNEs has been recognized by IB scholars, policymakers and
MNE managers alike. Yet, the nature and antecedents of the relationship
between these international activities and the rising inequalities is poorly
understood. This dissertation therefore examines the relationship between
MNEs and inequality through the lens of inequality of opportunities. It
thereby aims to refine and strengthen the theoretical and empirical rigor
of the commonly held belief that MNEs significantly affect inequality. To
this end, Chapter 2 investigates the relevance of inequality of opportunities
and institutions for inequality of outcomes in MNEs; Chapter 3 zooms in on
inequality of opportunities related to parenthood; and Chapter 4 considers
the relevance of the multiple institutional environments into which MNEs
are embedded for inequality in MNE subsidiaries. In this concluding chapter,
the main findings of the preceding chapters will be discussed (in section
5.2), followed by a discussion of how these findings contribute to both
theory (5.3). Subsequently, section 5.4 offers a reflection on the strengths
and limitations of this dissertation. Finally, section 5.5 covers implications
for policy and practice.

5.2 Findings

In Chapter 2, my co-authors and I empirically examined how individual
employee characteristics and institutions affect the distribution of the
MNE wage premium. In the Chapter, the relevance of three key employee
characteristics (their gender, experience, and immigrant status) for wages
in MNEs subsidiaries was estimated and compared against their relevance
in domestic firms. Additionally, the effect of two pivotal contingencies
associated with the institutional environment of the MNE subsidiary was
considered.

With regards to gender, we hypothesized the gender wage gap to
be smaller in MNEs compared to domestic firms, due to the high level of
formalization of MNE HRM systems, the relatively high importance of
building and maintaining goodwill and reputation in their host countries,
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and their relatively high level of public exposure. However, in the empirical
settings, we found the gender wage gap to be smaller in MNEs compared to
domestic firms only in developed countries. Contrary to our hypothesis, in
developing countries, the gender wage gap was larger in MNEs compared
to domestic firms. When considering experience, we hypothesized the
premium for experience to be larger in MNEs compared to domestic
firms. We suggested this may be due to the importance of attracting high
quality employees to execute the relatively complex job tasks associated
with exploiting FSAs across borders, and the necessity to retain these
experienced employees. The empirical analysis indeed confirmed our
expectations. Subsequently, we hypothesized that the social identification
processes which disadvantage immigrants to be less salient in MNEs due to
their pluralistic multicultural nature, leading to a smaller immigrant wage
gap in MNEs. Empirically, we found a positive immigrant wage premium
for immigrants working for MNEs in developed countries, which highlights
the positive effect of working for an MNE on immigrants’ wages.

The institutional contingencies Chapter 2 considered were labor market
regulation and property right protection. We hypothesized MNEs to have
more discretion in setting wages in institutional environments with low labor
market regulation, with the MNE wage premium thus expected to be higher in
those countries with relatively flexible labor market regulation. The empirical
analysis, however, did not support this hypothesis. We also expected property
rights protection to affect the size of MNE wage premium. Minimizing
unintended knowledge spillovers to competitors through employee turnover
has been identified as a key incentive for MNEs to pay a wage premium.
As a high level of property rights protection reduces the necessity to retain
employees to protect firm-specific knowledge, we hypothesized the MNE wage
premium to be lower in countries with high levels of property right protection.
This hypothesis was fully supported by the empirical results.

Inspired by the findings in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 zoomed in on gender
in MNEs. It specifically studied the effect of parenthood on wages in MNEs,
compared to domestic firms. As the (over)valuation of masculinity has
been suggested to be higher in MNEs compared to domestic firms, and
fatherhood is perceived as a masculine trait, I hypothesized the fatherhood
bonus to be higher in MNEs compared to domestic firms. This hypothesis
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was corroborated by the empirical analysis. With regards to motherhood,
I hypothesized the motherhood penalty to be higher in MNEs compared
to domestic firm. This could be the result of an incompatibility between
the demands of working for an MNE and caring for children, larger biases
against mothers due to the masculine work environment in MNEs (compared
to domestic firms), or a combination of the two. However, while there was
a considerable motherhood penalty in both MNEs and domestic firms in
the empirical setting, there was no significant difference in the size of the
penalty between the two types of firms.

Subsequently, Chapter 4 turned back to the role of institutions. It
studied the effect of pressure from stakeholders in MNE home countries
on wages and working conditions in MNE subsidiaries. In this chapter
we aimed to reconcile two opposing extant hypotheses on the direction
of this effect. The first hypothesis posits that MNE policies and practices
are shaped by their home country institutions, and demanding home-
country stakeholders will have a positive effect on labor practices in
MNE subsidiaries abroad. The second hypothesis posits that pressures
at home will prompt MNEs to move less socially acceptable activities to
subsidiaries, and thereby posits the effect to be negative. Building on these
extant hypotheses, we hypothesized the effect of pressure at home on labor
practices in MNE subsidiaries to be positive initially, and then to become
negative when the rising costs of conforming to pressure at home exceeds
the costs of relocating the less responsible activities. We thus expected the
relationship to be non-linear, inverse U-curved, shaped. Four key sources
of pressure are considered in this study: press freedom, NGOs, labor laws
and policies, and national social consciousness.

A number of findings emerged from the empirical analysis in Chapter
L. The inverse U-shaped relationship between home country pressure and
working conditions was relevant for the effect of home-country social
consciousness and press freedom on health-related working conditions
in MNE subsidiaries. However, the effect of home-country labor laws and
policies and NGOs on health-related working conditions in MNE subsidiaries
was instead U-shaped, and so was the relationship between home-country
social consciousness and wages. For safety-related working conditions,
industry, rather than country, level effects emerge as the main driver.
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5.3 Discussion

This dissertation studies how MNEs shape inequality of opportunities,
contingent on their multiple institutional contexts. In doing so, it applies
a wider view of inequality beyond the inequality in outcomes commonly
considered in the IB literature. By combining IB theory with theory
from development economics and sociology on the antecedents of these
inequalities, this dissertation develops new insights into the relationship
between MNEs and inequality.

Key findings in Chapter 2 are the smaller wage gap for women and the
larger wage premium for immigrants in MNEs. The analysis, which follows
standard practice for testing inequality of opportunities in economics
research, demonstrates lower levels of inequality of opportunities related
to gender and immigrant status in MNEs, compared to domestic firms.
These positive effects, however, are limited to MNE employees in developed
countries, a first indication of the importance of institutional contexts. In
developing countries, women working for MNEs are confronted by a larger
gender wage gap compared to their peers in domestic firms. This is indicative
of larger inequality of opportunities related to gender, as is the (universal)
MNE-specific fatherhood bonus found in Chapter 3. The importance of
institutions for the relationship between MNEs and inequalities is further
corroborated in both Chapter 2 and 4. While Chapter 2 shows the relevance
of formal institutions in MNE host countries, the findings of Chapter 4
demonstrate how the societal impact of MNEs is highly contingent of
institutions in both the home and host countries. More broadly, these
results are in line with the earlier work of Milanovic (2015), who has
posited that while inequality of opportunities is rooted in individual-level
characteristics, the most salient individual-level characteristic is country
of birth. The mostly separate debates on MNE societal impact at the micro-
level and MNE economic impact at macro-level are thus, in fact, ineluctably
connected. To put it succinctly, economic development at the macro-level
likely significantly improves equality of opportunities at the micro-level.

It is important to note that it is not my intention to place the blame
for inequality of opportunities or outcomes on the actions or inactions of
MNEs. Inequality is a complex issue which cannot be attributed to single

175



Chapter 5

economic or political agents, and which can be the unintended consequence
of positive and constructive intentions. Nor do I wish to suggest it is the
primary responsibility of MNEs to address the issue of inequality. Yet, a
better understanding of the link between MNE activity and inequality can
help in identifying how to mitigate negative effects and enhance positive
ones.

Beyond informing the specific topic of inequality of opportunities
in MNEs, the dissertation contributes to IB theory on societal impact and
institutions, as well as gender theory more broadly. I will next discuss the
broader contributions to these streams of theory separately.

5.3.1 IB theory on the societal impact of MNEs

One of the wider academic debates the dissertation contributes to is the
debate on the impact of MNEs on their host country societies. The empirical
studies in this dissertation provide insight into the societal impact of MNEs
in their host countries, an important addition to extant research which has
predominantly conceptualized impact in terms of economic development
(Kolk, 2016). This extant research has also been known to overly emphasize
the potential positive impact of MNEs (Narula & Dunning, 2010). In
developing and testing theory on both positive and negative effects of
MNEs in host countries, beyond economic development, this dissertation
contributes to a more balanced and comprehensive theoretical view of these
effects.

As set out in Chapter 1, even though the debate on the impact of MNE
activity on host countries has occupied IB scholars since the inception
of the field, it has only recently moved beyond studying macro-level
effects. By elucidating the implications of MNE activity for the inequality
of opportunities of their employees, this dissertation contributes to the
small but rapidly growing body of research on the impact of MNEs beyond
aggregated macro-level effects. The dissertation explicitly tests MNE
societal impact at the micro-level of analysis, which has rarely been done
in IB research (Brandl et al., 2021). Even more specific and novel, is the use
of the latest econometric techniques in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 which account
for effects at the macro-, meso- and micro-levels simultaneously. The use
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of rich and unique data on individual employee characteristics and working
conditions across a wide variety of industries and institutional settings
allows for the development and testing of theory at these multiple levels
of analysis.

In addition to covering multiple levels of analysis, the empirical
setting of the dissertation is unique because data on both the MNE host and
home countries is included. The analyses also include a large number and
variety of developing host and home countries, in contrast to the developed
countries commonly considered in IB research (Pisani et al., 2017). This
approach provides key theoretical insights into the necessity of considering
the tension between generalizability and contextualization of theory on the
societal impact of MNEs. This is illustrated in Chapters 2 and 4. Chapter 2
uncovers how the differences in MNE wages related to gender, experience
and country of birth tend to be smaller in countries with relatively stringent
labor and property rights regulation. Chapter 4 shows the effects of pressure
from home country stakeholders is highly dependent on the institutional
context.

Studies on the societal impact of MNEs have, by and large, applied
theoretical lenses related to the need for MNEs to overcome liability of
foreignness, and develop legitimacy and a business infrastructure in host
countries. A key limitation of these theoretical lenses is that they consider
societal impact as both deliberate and extrinsically motivated, as illustrated
in many of the studies discussed by Montiel et al. (2021). By considering
how MNEs are fundamentally different from domestic firms, and how these
differences can translate into both reduced and increased inequalities, the
dissertation shows that many of the mechanisms through which MNEs
affect societies are not per se extrinsically motivated or deliberate. Many
of the MNE-specific effects are a consequence of MNE characteristics and
the nature of their operations. As discussed in Chapter 2, because of their
need to transfer and exploit and retain FSAs across pluralistic multicultural
subsidiaries, wage premia for experienced and immigrant employees are
higher in MNEs, compared to domestic firms. Moreover, the associated
relatively formal HRM systems in MNEs could explain why the gender wage
gap is smaller in MNEs in developed countries. In Chapter 3 the consequences
of the relatively masculine corporate culture in MNEs - compared to
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domestic firms - for gendered wage gaps is elucidated. By approaching the
societal impact of MNEs from the theoretical perspective of the nature of
the MNE, the dissertation helps to advance theoretical recognition of the
(often unintended) societal consequences of MNE presence in home country
societies.

5.3.2 IB institutional theory

In IB theory, institutions are primarily conceptualized in terms of their
overall quality in supporting MNEs, or in terms of the degree to which they
differ between the MNE home and host countries. A considerably smaller
stream of IB research has considered the relevance of institutions for the
impact MNEs have on their environment (Jackson & Deeg, 2019). As set out in
Chapter 4, this stream of research primarily includes studies on the relevance
of institutions for the environmental impact of MNEs, but also for their CSR
policies. Although the relevance of home and host country institutions for
MNE wages and working conditions has been a topic of discussion in IB
literature, we know little about the mechanisms relating MNEs, institutions,
wages and working conditions, also due to data limitations.

To shed light on these mechanisms, in Chapter 2 and 4 of the
dissertation, the role of institutions is explicitly considered and empirically
tested. In these chapters we develop hypotheses about which institutions
may have contingent effects on the relationship between MNEs and
inequality. Moreover, the empirical analyses in Chapter 2 and 4 elucidate
on the size and shape of these contingent effects.

The findings provide several new insights. Firstly, contrary to the ex-
ante intent of policymakers and other stakeholders, institutions may have
unexpected, insignificant or even counterproductive effects. In Chapter 2,
policies concerning property right protection are found to be more relevant
to wages in MNEs than policies governing labor conditions, while in Chapter
4, in certain cases, high levels of pressure from home country stakeholders
to act responsibly are found to be negatively related to the quality of labor
practices in MNE subsidiaries.

Secondly, in Chapter 4 the importance of contextualization in
IB theorizing on institutions takes center stage. Jackson and Deeg

178



Conclusions and implications

(2019, p. 15) describe how “IB research has helped problematize quasi-
universal generalizations about MNEs across different national settings”
by making universal statements about how specific institutions effect
MNEs but inadequately considers differences in contexts. They argue
for the development of richer contextualized mid-level theory on how
configurations of interacting institutions in home and host countries affect
MNESs. Similarly, Marano and Kostova (2016) stress the importance of
considering the simultaneous and interacting effects of the combination
of home and host country institutions on MNEs. Chapter 4 considers the
effects of institutions on MNE practices, by incorporating interactions
within and between institutional configurations in MNE home and host
countries. By doing so, Chapter 4 advances contextual institutional theory
on MNEs and their labor practices, thereby improving its explanatory power
with regards to what institutional complexities are most salient, and under
what conditions.

Another important insight from Chapter 4 is that the effect of
institutional interactions can differ according to the type of MNE practice
considered. This is demonstrated by the diverging consequences of social
consciousness in the home country for wages compared to health-related
working conditions in MNE subsidiaries. This could, for example, be due to
the conspicuousness of wages versus other working conditions or trade-
offs made between the two by MNE managers. In other words, even when
considering the interaction within and between institutional configurations
in MNE home and host countries, the effect of home country institutions is
contingent on the type of MNE practice considered. These findings further
emphasize the importance of contextualizing IB theory on institutions.

5.3.3 Gender theory

Despite increasing calls to study how MNEs affect gender inequality (e.g.,
Frenkel, 2017; Koveshnikov et al., 2019; Michailova & Hutchings; 2016), our
understanding of this key manifestation of MNE societal impact remains
limited. Several studies have found the hiring, promotion and compensation
of women is more gender egalitarian in MNEs compared to other firms,
suggesting the MNE is a specific type of gendered space. Hermans et al.
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(2017), for instance, find that traditionalist gender role perceptions are
less prominent in more internationally oriented firms in Latin America,
resulting in a more positive attitude to women’s career advancement in
those firms. Wittenberg-Cox (2013, p.1) observes that MNEs “can often
cherry pick the very best female talent in countries where the domestic
firms still discriminate against women”. Kodama et al. (2018) show that
foreign-owned firms in Japan are more likely to hire and promote women
and offer family-oriented working conditions compared to locally owned
firms.

Chapter 2 and 3 develop and test theory on the mechanism through
which MNEs affect gender inequality, and examine the key contingencies
of this relationship. The findings of these chapters suggest - in line with
previous studies - that MNEs may have a positive effect on gender equality,
through their more egalitarian pay practices. However, the findings
demonstrate this effect is highly contextual: pay practices are found to be
less egalitarian in MNEs compared to domestic firms in developing countries
(Chapter 2) and for male employees with children (Chapter 3). More broadly,
Chapter 3 develops theory on how heterogeneity between firms acts as a
key contingency with respect to parenthood wage gaps, a contingency that
has not yet been considered in gender studies. These results suggest that
researchers may wish to contemplate that there is indeed an MNE-specific
construction of gender. Even though “gender in organizations” is a well-
established field, the field of “gender in IB” is distinct and highly relevant,
but only in its infancy (Gatrell et al., 2021; Koveshnikov et al., 2019; Vaara
et al., 2021).

When considering the findings in Chapters 2 and 3 in their entirety,
a pattern emerges that suggests intersectionality in the (re)creation of
inequality of opportunities by MNEs. This has been suggested, but not
empirically tested, by other authors. Frenkel (2017) and Hearn et al. (2008)
highlight the relatively large number of women of color at the bottom of
MNE hierarchies, which might be the result of perceptions of the non-white
woman as someone who “is compliant, who will accept orders and low
wages” (Acker, 2006, p. 450) in MNEs. These perceptions may be especially
salient in MNEs because of the reliance on cheap female labor, i.e., “pink
collar” workers, in the developing world for low skilled export processing
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and service tasks (Francisco, 2015; Vaara et al., 2021), and the historic
dependency of expatriate employees in MNEs on the care services provided
by immigrant women (Acker, 2006). Moreover, as the MNE wage premium
and the relative size of the gender and immigrant wage gap in MNEs are
demonstrated to be contingent on host and home country characteristics,
this intersectionality in MNEs can be expected to be highly context specific
as well.

5.4 Strengths, limitations, and future research

This dissertation aims to investigate the question ‘How do MNEs, in interaction
with institutions, shape the effect of inequality of opportunities on inequality of
outcomes?’. It builds on theory from economics, sociology and IB to develop
and test hypotheses on the antecedents of inequality in MNEs. It studies
the effects of inequality of opportunities related to gender, parenthood,
immigration status and experience, and of formal and informal institutions
in both home and host countries, on inequality of outcomes in terms of
wages and working conditions in MNEs. Key take-away messages are that
MNEs, because of their unique characteristics and multiple institutional
embeddedness, ineluctably affect inequality of opportunities, and that their
effect can be either positive or negative, depending on both the employee
characteristics and institutional contexts considered.

This work has strengths and limitations. The main strengths of this
dissertation are that it informs an exigent IB phenomenon through a
combination of interdisciplinary theoretical and empirical work. IB has not
yet established a strong track record in building and empirically testing
theory on its link to societal phenomena (Buckley et al., 2017; Delios, 2017).
This may in part be due to partiality to the positive contributions of MNEs to
society, limited availability of data on their societal effects, and the related
difficulty of modelling these effects (Brandl et al, 2021; Cuervo-Cazurra et
al., 2021; Delios, 2017; Giuliani & Macchi, 2014; Narula & Driffield, 2012;
Narula & Dunning, 2010). Concomitantly, the field of IB has been described
as reluctant to adopt theories and viewpoints beyond its own boundaries
and conventions (Buckley et al., 2017; Delios, 2017; Poulis & Poulis, 2018),
or in the words of Buckley et al. (2017, p. 1054): “while IB scholars tend
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to embrace interdisciplinary perspectives initially when studying and
explaining relatively new phenomena, as these research streams mature,
scholars appear to become more inward-looking and self-referential”. To
mitigate this state of affairs, this dissertation builds on theory from both
development economics and sociology and integrated them with core IB
theories and viewpoints.

A limitation of this dissertation is its dependence on a singular data
source. Unfortunately, the aforementioned difficulties in gathering data on
the societal outcomes of MNE activity were amplified by the Covid pandemic,
which coincided with a major part of the research trajectory. Higher levels
of robustness and internal validity could be achieved by replication with
data derived from other sources. Due to the cross-sectional nature of the
data, possibilities for testing causality were also limited. Even though
theory firmly supports causality in MNEs impacting inequality, some level
of reverse causation may exist, as inequality, through its effect on policy
and stability, may also affect the internationalization decisions of MNEs
(Hashai & Buckley, 2021). Longitudinal data might provide more insights
into these dynamics.

Furthermore, as inequality has been identified as one of the world’s
most wicked problems, the organizing framework (Figure 1.2) used in this
dissertation is, by definition, an oversimplification of reality. The wickedness
of inequality implies that its dynamics are uncertain, complex, erratic and
ambiguous, and involve a multitude of private and public stakeholders and
interests (Eden & Wagstaff, 2021; Van Tulder, 2018). Indeed, the constructs
in the organizing framework are complex and interrelated. An example of
this complexity is a study by Ibarra-0Olivo (2021), who found the presence of
MNESs in Mexican communities induces teenagers in nearby high schools to
drop out, and who relates this to the wage premium for unskilled labor paid
by MNEs. He also establishes dropping out leaves the teenagers in questions
with limited options for high-skilled employment later in life. By changing
the expected return on education, MNEs thus affect individual decisions on
effort, resulting in a decrease in opportunities for these individuals in the
long run. Additional studies advancing our understanding of the complex
nature of the relationship between MNEs and inequality are a logical next
step.
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These additional studies could also examine the dynamics of the
relationship between MNEs and institutions in its interaction with
inequalities. As discussed in Chapter 1, since the inception of the field, IB
scholars have been concerned about the abrogating effect MNEs may have
on the quality of institutions in their host countries. This could be due to the
bargaining power of the MNE that Hymer (1970) and Dunning (1998) were
concerned with, but also due to, often well-intended, efforts to compensate
for institutional voids (Kolk, 2016). Due to the relevance of their reputation,
especially in light of their liability of foreignness, MNEs have an incentive
to fill those voids which can be easily attributed to the MNE. The anecdotal
evidence of MNEs improving equality of opportunity through access to
health and education for their relevant host country communities, discussed
by Montiel et al. (2021), is an example of this. Meanwhile, the displacement
and degradation of the opportunities of artisanal miners and local farmers
due to the activities of large MNEs in their industries, is “framed” as an
issue of those affected, not as one of the MNE or governments (Bapuji
et al., 2020). Shifting frames and thereby influencing public opinion on
the responsibilities of MNEs and governments in addressing inequality of
opportunities may hamper efforts for improvement. In this respect, MNEs
filling selected institutional voids while simultaneously impeding the ability
of governments to address institutional voids by limiting their income
through transfer pricing and tax evasion (Rygh, 2021) raises questions on
the limits of MNE responsibility and their effect on democratic processes.

Future research on the impact of MNEs on inequality could also include
dimensions of inequality of opportunities that this dissertation could not
address. A key such dimension of inequality of opportunities identified in
empirical research by economists, but not addressed in this dissertation,
is inequality of opportunities related to race (Bourguignon et al., 2007).
Research in organization studies and sociology has shown that racial divides
in society are often reproduced within firms (Adams & Luiz, 2022; Amis et al,
2020). This research, however, has primarily been conducted in the Americas
and South Africa. In other parts of the world, social divides may run along
other lines. Bapuji and Chrispal (2020), for instance, stress the importance
of taking into account the role of caste to advance understanding of how
inequality is perpetuated at the firm level in India. How these dynamics
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play out differently within MNEs, with the additional and intersecting
complexity of different group and national identities compared to domestic
firms (Vaara et al., 2021), is poorly understood, but highly relevant to those
affected, as well as to policymakers and MNE managers.

On top of research on inequalities materializing at the firm-, and
country-levels, further theoretical and empirical work could examine how
MNEs affect inequality of opportunities in their GVCs. As described by
Francisco (2015), export processing-factories initially employed women, as
they are a particularly cheap source of labor. Over the past decade however,
this positive effect on female employment opportunities has dwindled
as work in these factories became increasingly automated and complex.
In the apparel industry in Bangladesh, Narula (2019) also found female
employment opportunities in GVCs to have decreased, although in this case
it was likely the result of MNEs increasing the requirements for suppliers
after the Rana Plaza disaster. More generally, McCarthy et al. (2021)
theorized that poor working conditions in GVCs may in part be attributed
to the masculine construction of gender in MNEs. From these examples
it is clear the effects of MNEs on inequality of opportunities also directly
extends into their GVCs.

5.5 Implications

5.5.1 Implications for management

The impact of MNEs on inequality is also, or should be, relevant from a
managerial perspective. Increasingly, MNEs - being the most visible and
tangible global economic actors - have become the target of the public
and political backlash to the rising inequalities attributed to globalization.
The narrative of some of the media and populist politicians has explicitly
focused on how MNEs cause job losses, reduce tax income and increase
inequality in general (Ciravegna & Michailova, 2021; Hashai & Buckley,
2021; Kobrin, 2017). This is problematic from a managerial perspective
for several reasons. First, the presence of ownership or equivalently firm-
specific advantages in the MNE is considered a prerequisite to overcome the
liability of foreignness when competing abroad (Campbell et al., 2012). For

184



Conclusions and implications

most MNEs these advantages include brand name and reputation (Wang &
Li, 2019). Negative attention for MNEs by the media and politicians reflects
on the image of individual MNEs. Increasing opposition to MNEs can
negatively impact their reputation and, in turn, decrease demand for their
products and services (Kobrin, 2017).

Second, the public perception of the MNE as a driver of inequality has
inspired policies that disadvantage MNEs (Hashai & Buckley, 2021). Support
for policies which aim to restrict the free movement of people, trade and
investment has been particularly high in regions where the negative effects
of globalization - in particular job loss associated with increased import
competition - are felt most (Colantone & Stanig, 2018a, 2018b). This shift in
public opinion has also led to increasing hesitation of policymakers to enter
into new free trade and investment agreements (Hashai & Buckley, 2021).
Policies restricting trade, FDI and immigration are likely to have substantial
effects of the operation and staffing of MNEs as already demonstrated by
Brexit (Ciravegna & Michailova, 2021; Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2020; Hashai
& Buckley, 2021; Kobrin, 2017; Rodrik, 2018).

How well MNEs manage to provide equality of opportunities is also
relevant for their success in attracting and retaining employees. Especially
in the tight labor markets for skilled employees in which MNEs compete
(Becker et al., 2020), offering an inclusive work environment can be
a decisive success factor for attracting and retaining women and people
from minority groups (Hewlett & Rashid, 2011; Ng & Burke, 2005). It may
also affect how employees who are not directly affected by inequality of
opportunities perceive their employer, as employees value firm behavior
that positively affects others and dislike firm behavior that harms others
(Hericher & Bridoux, 2022; Rupp & Mallory, 2015).

MNEs thus have several incentives to minimize their impact on
inequality and the perceptions thereof. Although MNEs are not in a
position to address many of the complex and multifaceted antecedents of
inequality, they can nevertheless actively identify and address their most
direct negative effects on inequality and enhance their positive effects.
As demonstrated in Chapters 2 and 3, a critical evaluation of policies and
practices regarding gender in MNEs may be warranted. Global policies to
ensure equality of opportunity appear to be less effective in developing
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countries, and may thus require adaptation to the local context. Moreover,
given the significant motherhood penalty and fatherhood bonus in MNEs,
having standardized global HRM policies may not adequately prevent biases
in MNEs related to parenthood. Furthermore, the findings in Chapter 4
suggest a reconsideration of the practice of moving socially-undesirable
activities to countries with less demanding stakeholder may be needed,
especially in light of the aforementioned potential negative consequences
of increased inequalities for MNEs.

More generally, Chapters 2 and 4 demonstrate that the effect of MNE
activities on inequalities remains highly contingent on the institutional
context. Actions to improve equality in MNEs likely have heterogenous
effects across different contexts. Therefore, a nuanced understanding of
and adaptation to host country institutional environments remains crucial
for the attainment of the desired improvements.

Of course, there are more actions MNEs can take to improve equality
of opportunities beyond the scope this dissertation. Examples of these
actions include a critical evaluation of HRM policies and practices with
regards to race and minorities. This dissertation also does not look into
how MNEs’ payment of a fair share of taxes can be crucial to sustain local
policies to improve equality of opportunities in the countries in which
MNEs operate. The consequences of the attempts of the OECD, G20 and the
WTO to introduce global standards of taxation for MNEs, are a nascent and
interesting topic for future research. What is clear from this, however, is
that policymakers can also play in role in shaping the relationship between
MNESs and inequality.

5.5.2 Implications for policy

The SDGs, adopted by all United Nations member states in 2015, encompass
the 17 core challenges of global development. One of these core challenges is
the reduction of inequality between and within countries (SDG #10), which
is considered fundamental to achieve progress in all areas of development
(UN, 2020). The guiding principle of the SDGs is “leave no one behind”,
to stress that achieving the SDGs entails reaching the poorest of the poor,
and “requires combating discrimination and rising inequalities within and
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amongst countries, and their root causes” (UN, 2017, p. 1). However, less
than half of the countries in the world have made progress towards SDG
#10 over the years 2010 to 2017 (UN, 2020) and as the Covid pandemic
has disproportionally affected the most vulnerable, much of this limited
progress has likely been undone (Ciravegna & Michailova, 2021; Montiel et
al., 2021; Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2020). On top of inhibiting sustainable
development, inequality negatively affects not just those at the bottom
quartiles, but societies as a whole. Sociologists have shown that high levels
of inequality are associated with social issues such as increased crime rates,
mental and physical health issues, gambling and substance abuse at all
levels of society (Sanchez-Rodriguez et al., 2019; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010;
2017).

Although the causes of inequality are complex and ambiguous, this
dissertation provides additional evidence that one of contributing factors
may be the activities of MNEs. This has implications for policymakers
attempting to address inequality, who can incorporate new insights on the
relationship between MNEs and inequality of opportunities in the design
and impact assessment of their policies.

Regarding the consequences of MNE activity for inequality of
opportunities related to gender especially, it is important to note that
there is considerable heterogeneity between MNEs and domestic firms, and
between MNE subsidiaries in developed and developing countries (Chapters
2 and 3), in their constructions and enactment of gender. Policies designed
to improve opportunities for women, including mothers, should incorporate
the differences in gender constructions, policies and practices between
MNEs and domestic firms.

Another important finding with policy implications is the observation
that national-level labor policies can have adverse effects across borders
(Chapter 4). This results from to the increasing interconnectedness of
countries, and the related increasing flexibility of MNEs in (re)locating
their activities. Policies intended to improve outcomes for MNE employees
thereby negatively affect the labor conditions of MNE employees in countries
with less stringent labor policies. This likely extends to the employees of
firms in the MNE’s GVC as well.
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Moreover, the findings in this thesis suggest the benefit of MNEs to
host countries related to the MNE wage premium is not as unequivocal
as the aggregate numbers suggest. When the wage premia paid by MNEs
primarily accrues to their male experienced expat employees (Chapter 2), the
positive effect on society as a whole may be less substantial than expected.
This is a consideration to be taken into account when weighing the pros
and cons of attracting FDI. This consideration is now also increasingly
being incorporated in international trade and investment agreements, for
instance by the inclusion of chapters on the monitoring of mitigation of the
potential negative effects of trade and FDI on women and minorities.

5.6 Epilogue

This dissertation started with the question how inequality of opportunities
take shape within MNEs. This question is important for IB scholars, who
are generally interested in both the nature of MNEs and their impact on
society. However, in IB these two angles are not commonly considered in
combination. In this dissertation, the pioneering work on inequality of
opportunities in the fields of economics and sociology are combined with
theory on the MNE to formulate and test hypotheses on the antecedents of
(in)equality within MNEs. It demonstrates that this approach leads to new
insights on how MNEs, due to their distinct characteristics and multiple
institutional embeddedness, can impact inequality of opportunities, both
positively and negatively. This approach can advance IB theory, and provide
policymakers and managers with the insights necessary to enhance positive
effects and mitigate negative effects of MNE activity. Further studies
could develop additional insights into how MNEs and their activities can
contribute to inclusive development in the countries in which they operate.
In future, I hope to contribute to this exciting line of research as well.
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