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CHAPTER 2 
CONTROL FROM THE CORE 

Overview 

In her doctoral dissertation about the Swedish offices of Apple Computer, 

Christina Garsten explores “power relations underlying cultural processes, as 

they are expressed in relations of center and periphery” (Garsten 1994:vii).  Not 

unlike Apple, TechSoft is markedly shaped by its transnational corporate 

structure.  In this dispersed organizational model, the policies and practices of 

the TechSoft parent company in Europe are statements of control from the core, 

intended to elicit the desired behaviors from the U.S. subsidiary.  Roles and 

responsibilities are reinforced by management practices and corporate 

communications at the global and the local level, both of which I will discuss at 

greater length throughout this study.  The present chapter will focus primarily on 

the ways that the global company manages the U.S. subsidiary, and how this in 

turn informs local practices and experiences. 

TechSoft has been in business for over 25 years, and over time has grown 

enormously.  The founding members and Board of Directors reside primarily in 

Europe, and much of the software development (including supporting 

departments like product management) is also done in Europe.  As with many 

transnational corporations, at the time of this study, TechSoft was divided into 

three operating regions: EMEA included Europe and Africa, APAC was the Asia-

Pacific region, and the Americas included the U.S., Canada, and Latin America.  

The regions are staffed primarily with sales and services (training and consulting) 
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staff.  In addition to the large group of centralized developers in Europe, there are 

small development labs in other regions including India, Israel, and the United 

States.  Initially, these labs were established to deal with region-specific product 

requirements, but over time the development of the core product has spread 

across the globe as TechSoft takes advantage of the lower labor costs in parts of 

the world with a growing, technologically capable workforce.   

Although the company’s software developers are increasingly distributed, 

TechSoft’s plans for growth and future product development are still primarily 

made in Europe; global headquarters clearly remains the locus of decision-

making and strategy for the company worldwide.  And yet, much of the drive for 

new market opportunities, product requirements, and innovation occurs in the 

United States.  During 1990s, the market potential in the U.S. was so great that 

the region was given substantial freedom to target those opportunities.  However, 

the ensuing industry and economic downturn forced the U.S. to adopt financial 

controls and undergo organizational changes.  In addition, during the period of 

this study the U.S. subsidiary was less of a force in driving revenues for the 

corporation, and it was forced to resume its status as simply one of many 

regional sales and marketing arms for the corporation.  During this period, 

reflections from TechSoft America on the global organization seemed to take the 

form of criticism rather than praise.  However, these sorts of tensions are not 

atypical of transnational companies (Kleinburg 1994:156).  In the case of 

TechSoft, these dynamics are fueled by the unequal distribution of power and 
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differing organizational priorities.  Through financial, organizational, and system 

controls, the authority of TechSoft’s global headquarters is reinforced on an 

ongoing basis.   

Anthropologists and management theorists have analyzed corporations 

extensively, but there are two very specific approaches that are relevant for this 

discussion.  On one hand, anthropologists have looked at policies (Shore & 

Wright 1997a) and on the other hand critical management theorists have looked 

at strategies (Knights & Morgan 1991).  Each field of study emerged and was 

defined as a result of a very particular set of historical and disciplinary 

circumstances.  Policy was defined as a “new domain of anthropological inquiry” 

in response to concerns about the passivity of citizens in the European Union 

(Shore & Wright 1997a:3), and strategy was deconstructed by critical theorists 

Knights and Morgan in an effort to analyze the discourse of management theory 

itself (1991:251).  Perhaps most importantly for this dissertation, both concepts 

refer to a set of practices or a discourse that seeks to legitimate the authority of a 

governing body – government on one hand and corporations on the other – while 

at the same time obscuring it; that is, policy and strategy have both been defined 

as instruments of governmentality.  The success of each depends in large part 

on the successful constitution of subjects – those who ‘freely’ internalize the 

discourse and subsequently become self-managing.  

However, since both policy and strategy are also lay terms that have 

multiple meanings, I would like to clarify my usage of both words here.  At 
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TechSoft (and perhaps in the corporate context more broadly) policies create and 

enforce a set of behaviors that constitute employees as good citizens of the 

corporation and its internal practices: for example, adhering to the rhythm and 

deadlines of corporate budgeting, completing and submitting the right personnel 

forms, conscientiously documenting time off from work.  Strategy appears to be 

used in a market-focused way, and so seeks to constitute employees as active 

participants in achieving the corporate objectives relative to the industry and the 

market.  This chapter is primarily focused on TechSoft’s global policies – what I 

would describe as the most fundamental gears of the bureaucratic machine – 

and their local impact.  Subsequent chapters of the dissertation will explore the 

growing importance and impact of TechSoft’s strategy, how it builds from these 

global policies, and how the local strategy is legitimated through market 

discourse.  

Global Management Practices 

 Shore and Wright (1997b:4) state that “policy now impinges on all areas of 

life so that it is virtually impossible to ignore or escape its influence.”  It is also a 

particularly useful concept for the study of transnational organizations because “a 

focus on policy provides a new avenue for studying the localization of global 

processes in the contemporary world” (1997b:13).  This is certainly the case with 

financial and human resources practices at TechSoft.  While at times there has 

been tension about how many staff should be allocated to a particular area, and 

how much should be funded globally versus locally, there does not appear to be 
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any disagreement that the global parent company is intimately involved in 

shaping the decisions of each subsidiary.  In fact, the existing policies leave no 

room for question that the global executive team is the ultimate decision-maker in 

these activities.   

Financial Measures 

The process of jointly establishing goals and objectives ensures that all 

parties are committed to ‘making the numbers,’ whether through revenue 

generation or cost containment.  At a subsidiary level, making the numbers for 

the quarter or the year has three aspects. The first objective is to meet the 

revenue target that was jointly established by global and U.S. senior 

management; ideally this is done in large part through software license revenue, 

and secondarily through services revenue.  Despite the revenue potential in 

training and consulting services, sale of software licenses remains a critical focus 

for TechSoft, because licenses are renewed annually and provide a consistent 

income for the corporation as a whole.  Software license revenue is thus a key 

metric monitored by industry analysts as well.  The second objective is to make 

the revenue targets with a good profitability margin; profitability measures the 

ability to make money in a cost-effective way.  The third financial measure is 

contribution, which is a portion of the profit that the U.S. organization pays back 

to the global parent company, a sort of tithing to support software development 

and related organizational costs.  If profitability is low, it may be difficult for the 

subsidiary to make its projected contribution to the global organization. Each 
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subsidiary is managed to the same three criteria; in particular there is a standard 

contribution level worldwide.  While profitability margins do vary by region to 

some degree, revenue objectives vary substantially as well, depending on the 

size of the region, current economic conditions in the area, and so on. 

At TechSoft the fiscal year mirrors the calendar year, and thus budget 

planning for the following year begins early Fall.  Budgets are constructed from 

bottoms-up and top-down.  Sales teams evaluate which deals will close before 

the end of the year, and which ones they anticipate will slip and close in the new 

fiscal year.  Based on this they provide a projected bottoms-up revenue number 

to management.  Sales-supporting and non-sales organizations undertake similar 

process, in which they propose business plans and the associated cost involved.  

All of this data is consolidated by business unit, and then rolled up to 

management.  In the top-down budgeting process, both global and local 

management teams formulate strategic goals for the year.  These are 

established relative to key competitors in the market, as well as previous years’ 

performance, and always with profitability and contribution margins in mind.  As a 

result of the top-down analysis, sales teams are almost always asked to achieve 

targets higher than those indicated by their bottoms-up budget, and non-sales 

organizations also experience budget adjustments based on corporate strategy.  

Once this process is complete, or sometimes in parallel, regional senior 

management undertakes a similar negotiation process with the global senior 
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management team. The resulting budget helps to finalize business plans for all 

departments.   

These same three metrics of revenue, profitability, and contribution are 

woven into regular communication from TechSoft management to the employee 

base.  The message company-wide is that success or failure in achieving these 

objectives impacts global profitability, market perception, analyst reports, and 

potentially the value of company stock.  The manner in which these metrics are 

rendered personal through local management communications and 

compensation is the subject of Chapter 5.  

Organizational Measures 

TechSoft’s subsidiaries are encouraged to minimize headcount wherever 

possible by relying on centralized, corporate teams and resources.  However, at 

times, when global prioritization has insufficiently addressed local requirements, 

the U.S. organization has created small development teams, as well as product 

management and other functions that also existed globally.  In recent years, 

challenging economic conditions have made the practice of supplementary 

headcount increasingly difficult to justify, a topic I will discuss at greater length in 

Chapter 6.  This portion of the chapter focuses on the how the distribution of 

resources and responsibilities reinforces the role of the U.S. subsidiary as a 

regional, revenue-focused sales and marketing arm for the parent company. 

As would be expected, the high-level organizational chart of the Americas 

depicts the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and President at the top of the 
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pyramid.  On some versions, a small box above him indicates the global Board of 

Directors, to whom he is ultimately accountable.  But the reality is that the 

organization chart obscures as much as it reveals. How relationships are 

depicted, where teams and individuals appear – indeed, if they even appear at all 

– provides insights into the allocation and management of human resources as a 

mechanism of global control.  For example, the employees that appear on the 

U.S. organizational chart only represent a portion of employees working in the 

United States; they are complemented by employees of other global operating 

units.  There are Development facilities in Silicon Valley, but all human resources 

and payroll for these individuals are handled through a branch of the global 

human resources group.  The developers are not on TechSoft Americas or U.S. 

distribution lists, and any exchange of billable services that occurs between 

groups is handled through inter-company invoicing.  In a similar situation, the 

Global Marketing group is based in the U.S., but has a separate Human 

Resources organization and a separate travel services agreement with an 

external vendor.  With these teams, the organizational chart reinforces the 

priorities set for the Americas by the global executive team.  The United States is 

supposed to focus on generating revenue through the sale of software and 

services, and not on Development or Global Marketing.  One resulting outcome, 

however, is that TechSoft employees working in the U.S. for TechSoft’s other 

operating units are not a subject of focus for TechSoft America’s management 

team, even though these global teams may be critical to success of the local 
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organization.  As mentioned in the Introduction, both placement in space and 

absence of space have meaning.  Similarly, by not including these employees on 

regional organization charts, the U.S. executive team is encouraged to focus 

their energy and attention on resources that they control – those sales and 

services staff that generate revenue for the region.   

Global Management of Local Resources 

A number of the individuals reporting to the CEO have some dotted-line 

reporting1 relationship to a global counterpart, who has responsibility for aligning 

the activities of that role across all regions.  Thus, the Americas Chief Financial 

Officer in reality operates more as a regional Controller (with responsibility to a 

global CFO) than as truly autonomous CFO.  This pattern of global accountability 

holds true in many parts of the organization.  For example, the staff in the 

Information Technology (IT) group provides support for the Americas technical 

infrastructure and business systems.  Because IT does not generate revenue 

their skills are not considered a core competency for the region. IT staff works in 

the U.S. and is paid on the U.S. payroll, but headcount is funded and managed 

by the global organization. Since they are part of a global organization, they have 

no senior leadership that reports up to the CEO in the U.S., and they do not 

appear on regional organization charts.  This requires them to negotiate between 

both contexts; on one hand they deliver services to the region, but on the other 
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hand, they are ultimately accountable (for business plans and performance 

reviews) to their global management team.   

It might appear that a degree of detachment from local authority could 

serve as a benefit for these employees.  On one hand, it does reduce the 

complexity of dotted line reporting.  But on the other hand, in the absence of 

direct on-site supervision, this approach relies heavily on peer surveillance.  One 

alternative corporate strategy for resources that are being globally supplied 

would be to pay them globally, but give all the accountability directly to the 

regional organization.  The fact that this is not the case suggests that centralized 

control of the employees’ actions through global accountability is a preferable 

approach for IT and many other operating units at TechSoft as well.  Again, these 

practices serve to reinforce the U.S. subsidiary’s role as a revenue-generating 

arm of the corporation. 

Fast trackers 

There are a variety of other ways that the relationship between core and 

periphery plays out in the allocation of human resources.  For example, it is not 

uncommon for rising stars from other regions to be given U.S. appointments to 

drive key global initiatives in the region.  These young (almost always European) 

executives have at times exacerbated the tensions between global and local.  

For the appointees, these opportunities are considered fun, prestigious, an 

                                                                                                                                  
1  The practice of matrixed organizations and dotted-line reporting first made its 

appearance in the private sector in large engineering companies in the late 1970s and early 
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essential rite of passage on the fast track to global senior management in 

Europe.  However, their arrival in the U.S. is frequently not well received.  While 

few people would attest openly to this for fear of being perceived as 

discriminatory, exchanges between employees, former employees, and 

interested others reveals a great deal of hostility regarding these practices, as an 

Internet chat room reveals: 

You miss the point.  The problem is that TechSoft in America lays 
off US employees … and later moves [foreign] employees over to 
take ‘new’ jobs.  A company that lays off US employees in the US 
and replaces them in the US with foreign employees with so much 
unemployment in tech, shouldn’t get US support.  I have no 
problem with companies hiring overseas … just with companies 
replacing US workers with foreign workers in the US following 
layoffs.   

And later: 

I’m afraid you miss the point …  The point is … why should US 
companies support a [foreign] company that discriminates against 
US employees, when they could buy the same functions from a US 
company that does not discriminate against US employees?  If the 
[foreign] TechSoft management wants to take advantage of US 
labor laws (or lack thereof) to lay off US employees, then US 
companies shouldn’t buy their products.  

The anger of job loss by globalization (or the fear of its possibility) in the 

economic downturn provides a great deal of the explanation for this hostility, and 

corporate relocation practices have exacerbated the tension.  In order to get a 

two- or three-year visa, these employees have to be accorded a Vice President 

title by the company.  However, they are given the benefits but not the 

                                                                                                                                  
1980s.  This was one of many “new intellectual methods to deal with complexity … that allow[ed] 
experts to maintain complementary but conflicting goals …” (Bugos 2000:128). 
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responsibilities of ‘native’ U.S. Vice Presidents.  In the U.S., vice presidencies 

are limited, prestigious, and afford the first tier of senior management perks, like 

a monthly car allowance in some cases.  So, these fast-tracked young men arrive 

to work into executive positions, with little understanding of how U.S. business 

operates or how their title impacts perceptions of them.  These long-term visitors 

tend to eat and socialize together, and in general, whether through discomfort or 

their awareness of colleagues’ displeasure, they isolate themselves from the 

work environment they came to learn about.  While they are working in the U.S. 

and paid by the U.S. organization, the terms of their employment are still 

governed by European labor laws.  If a re-organization results in the elimination 

of the position to which they were assigned, they are almost always re-allocated 

to a new role, though they occasionally return to Europe early.  In any case, at 

the end of their visa they usually return home to Europe.  What they leave behind 

is anger and distrust between regions that is not easily rectified.   

In recent years, the nationality of the CEO at TechSoft America has 

alternated between European and American, and the influx of international 

workers has varied substantially in relation to the CEO in power at the time.  It 

has been openly acknowledged by global Board members that U.S. employees 

prefer a local-born CEO.  This is not to suggest that the tensions between global 

and local evaporate with a U.S.-born CEO in office, but rather that during these 

periods, the employee base appears to have greater trust that their executive 

team will make region-specific requests of the global parent company if needed.  
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This presents an interesting challenge for the Board in making a hiring decision 

for the U.S. CEO role, because under the leadership of certain U.S. executives, 

the organization developed a reputation for being somewhat headstrong and 

unruly (e.g. not entirely aligned with global).   

From the perspective of some employees in the U.S. subsidiary, the 

tension between global and local seems to be more apparent in the employee 

ranks with a foreign-born CEO.  I would argue that the former is in part the lack of 

autonomy in the global dynamics is difficult pill to swallow.  However, U.S. 

employees may come to develop an appreciation for the cohesiveness that 

someone from outside the U.S. can provide with a global organization.  But it 

may represent a growing reality for U.S. workers in high tech and other industries 

where the U.S. offices are part of a multinational corporation that is not U.S. 

owned.  In fact, there are as many Americans working in European companies 

today as the other way around.  While these fast trackers only represent a very 

small portion of employees in the subsidiary, they are a clear reminder about 

where the power lies.  Accepted or not, fast trackers at TechSoft are globally 

visible, responsible, and often serve as the eyes and ears back to their global 

project sponsors and other members of the global management team.  The role 

of short-term foreign visitors in corporate subsidiaries is a dynamic in that merits 

further study – both in the U.S. and elsewhere – in the years to come.   

Authorizations and Alternative Perceptions of Hierarchy 
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At TechSoft, globally-funded and globally-managed employees like IT co-

exist with U.S. colleagues ‘in the field’ who have revenue-generating 

responsibilities.  In general at TechSoft, ‘the field’ refers to remote employees, 

though it means different things from different parts of the organization.  From 

global headquarters, the field usually refers to the subsidiaries and regions.  

From within the U.S. subsidiary, the field refers to the Sales and Consulting 

employees who spend the majority of their time at customer sites.  Thus, the field 

implies a certain remoteness from the core of decision-making; these employees 

are often more aware of the inner workings in the subsidiary or the customer site 

than they are of the happenings at TechSoft headquarters.  This in turn results in 

a degree of distrust (Baba 1999), since this disconnectedness represents a risk 

(Giddens 1990:26-7) to compliance with corporate policies. 

In spite of their relative geographic proximity to one another, IT staff and 

employees in the field are constituted as subjects of organizations with vastly 

different priorities and functions.  Corporate myths say that European developers 

grumble that U.S. sales staff are overpaid, and that developers should be paid 

more – the argument being that without them there would be no sales.  Sales 

staff in the regions counter by saying that without sales, there would be no need 

for developers!  Of course, both of these views are true to some degree, but both 

comments reflect another major difference in how employees understand their 

organizations and themselves – the technocratic (primarily global) versus market-

focused view of the corporation.   
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In her writings (1996a, 1997), systems engineer Ellen Ullman describes 

the hierarchy within her field, explaining that engineers earn prestige by being 

close to the machine, and as far away from users as possible:  

If regular people, called 'users,' can understand the task 
accomplished by your program, you will be paid less and held in 
lower esteem [by your colleagues in the computer industry] … If 
you want money and prestige, you need to write code that only 
machines or other programmers understand. (1996b:55) 

She goes on to say that the most prestigious engineers write microcode, which is 

a series of ones and zeros that communicate to system hardware.  Assembler 

code is also very prestigious, because it is a list of instructions to the processor 

that are comprehensible to humans only with the proper training.2  Ullman 

describes the career development of a colleague named Frank, who was 

unsuccessful as a programmer, and therefore became a sales-support engineer.  

Of his job changes, she said: 

Ironically, working in sales and having a share in bonuses, he made 
more money.  But he got no more stock options …  When asked, 
we said ‘Frank is now in sales.’  This was equivalent to saying he 
was dead. (1996b:55) 

The ability to dress in jeans, t-shirt, and sneakers (or other similarly casual attire) 

is one of the markers of a job that does not require customer contact, and is 

considered one of the privileges of technical positions. This hierarchy also holds 

true in the world of IT; the most technical jobs with the least customer contact 

                                            
2  Part of the reason Linus Torvalds is so admired is because working on his own, he 

used manuals and existing examples to create the assembler code of Linux. 
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have the most prestige.3  In contrast to this technocratic view where the most 

prestigious roles are those closest to the machine, the customer is of primary 

concern to sales and consulting staff. 

The interactions of IT staff with field personnel thus provide an interesting 

opportunity to explore how these disjunctures manifest themselves.  Specifically, 

this last part of this section explores how the policies surrounding system 

authorizations become a point of contention between the IT organization and 

customer-facing employees.  The authorization policies are made to appear 

neutral (Shore & Wright 1997b:8-9), in spite of the fact that they are based in 

deeply held beliefs about company hierarchy4 and perceived security risks.  

Furthermore, the policies are not just external; ‘good’ IT employees act as 

experts and protect the company’s interests by enforcing regulations that they 

may not entirely understand.   

At TechSoft, the IT Field Support team is responsible for maintenance and 

support of laptops and the file servers in local offices; responsibility for the 

technical administration of all systems is shared among the team members in 

each office.  The software interface for these activities represents the 

authorizations graphically, with the Administrator at the top, and all other 

                                            
3 The subtle distinctions within groups in IT will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 3. 
4 For example, there are cascading authorizations that are dependent on the 

organizational structure in the Human Resources system.  So, in spite of the fact that the 
structure may not accurately reflect how and by whom work gets done, it may nonetheless be 
used in a very literal manner to establish authorizations. 
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authorization profiles5 subordinate, in a sort of outline format.  The Administrator 

password is never divulged because, as one IT employee stated “Then we would 

have to change the Administrator password on company systems all over the 

world!”  This approach to authorizations follows standard Microsoft and Unix 

conventions, and it gives IT the perception of being at the top of the hierarchy.  

As a result of these settings, TechSoft employees have very limited ability to 

customize their computers.  For software installations and other system changes, 

remote TechSoft employees are required to ‘come in from the field’ and meet 

with IT in their local office, even if this means spending time away from 

customers.   

In contrast to this very controlled but decentralized model, authorizations 

for the business systems are handled centrally.  In one of the internal financial 

systems alone, there are fifteen thousand different authorization profiles that can 

be assigned; some are used in combination to provide access to highly restricted 

functions.  There is a small department within IT at global headquarters that is 

responsible for assigning these profiles, and they receive over a thousand 

requests a week for changes.  Internally at TechSoft, the authorizations group 

does not grant any special privileges to TechSoft consultants working on internal 

projects. The rationale for this behavior may be to restrict the number of people 

with access to modify the system, and perhaps to reduce the workload for the 

authorization group.  

                                            
5  While computer savvy users may request administrator-level access to their individual 
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In standard consulting practice, when a consulting group comes to work at 

a client location, access to the systems is granted to those consultants so that 

they can perform the functions for which they were contracted.  When 

authorization issues do arise, it may be because the client does not want to 

relinquish full control of the system to the consultant, or it may be that the 

authorizations that are required are complex and difficult to assign.  Both of these 

may be the case with consultants working on internal engagements.  So, in order 

to complete their project work, TechSoft consultants are forced to log on as other 

employees or to view as much of the task as possible with their existing 

authorizations.  They then work with an authorized (though perhaps less 

knowledgeable) employee to look at the restricted parts of the system, and either 

describe what needs to be done or walk the authorized employee through the 

necessary changes or additions.  In this way, senior TechSoft consultants – who 

are normally entrusted with the critical business systems of their customers – can 

be restricted from applying their expertise to the business systems of their own 

organization.  Seniority, recognition, and privilege in the customer context do not 

easily translate to internal project work.  This rigid control of authorizations 

represents a statement of control from the core; only a select group of individuals 

in the local organization are entrusted with profiles that allow system 

modifications. In general, these relationships can be characterized as distrustful, 

                                                                                                                                  
laptop, this is granted as a profile attached to their individual userid. 
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something that Baba (1999:335) has said is likely when relationships are 

relatively new, or sustained over distance. 

  While the relationship between global and local form part of everyday 

reality at TechSoft, this chapter will be the only one in the dissertation that 

focuses exclusively on the relationship between the global parent and local 

subsidiary.  The remainder of the dissertation focuses primarily on how the global 

guidelines and requirements are enacted at a regional level, with the U.S. 

executive team speaking as the voice of authority to a workforce that is largely 

dispersed throughout the region at customer sites.  Chapters 5 and 6 will address 

the ways the U.S. management team transforms global corporate policies into a 

market driven strategy for the subsidiary.  Local management establishes 

urgency around the market and the customer, and renders corporate objectives 

personal at the employee level through performance reviews and compensation.  

In this way, global policy is further masked through market discourse and 

technologies of the self.  However, the next step in the journey is Chapter 3, 

which will explore how socio-technical systems are used to regulate employee 

behavior, and how different support organizations experience the same 

technologies (and some cases the same customers) in different ways. 
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