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Igniting Growth 
 
Tony Manning talks to Pankaj Ghemawat 
 
Pankaj Ghemawat is a professor and head of the Strategy Unit at the Harvard Business 
School. In 1991, he was appointed the youngest full professor in the School’s history. 
His current teaching and research focus on globalization and strategy, and he has 
written more than a dozen cases and a dozen articles or working papers on this topic.  
He is currently writing a book on this broad area.  He is also the author of Commitment 
(Free Press, 1991), Games Businesses Play (MIT Press, 1997) and Strategy and the 
Business Landscape (Addison Wesley Longman, 1999). Tony Manning interviewed him 
in his office at the Harvard Business School. 

 
  

 

Manning: What in your view are the major challenges facing companies in developing 
countries like South Africa? 
 
One issue is whether firms expand north into the region, or look farther afield. And clearly it 
varies by product.  
 
There might not be a whole lot of growth out there – the opportunity to double in size – for many 
companies that are already big in South Africa. And recent geopolitical developments can not 
have made this look a much a rosier prospect, but rather the reverse. So the question of where to 
go is not an obvious one. 
 
A key issue is what resources are needed to attack the rest of the world. And that requires a lot 
more than, “We’re going to go global; we’re going to be everywhere.” 
 
There is a misguided sense that everything is converging at a relatively rapid rate, that the 
stopping point is global ubiquity, so it’s not that important where you go because ultimately it’s 
all going to be one big thing. My guess is that we’re still a long, long way from that.  Questions 
about where you’re going to go outside of your home market are a lot more interesting than 
extreme globalisers would have us think. 
 
There’s a very large body of literature in international economics that does what we call “gravity 
modeling.” It’s based on Newton’s law, and says that the amount of trade or economic activity 
you should expect between a pair of countries is probably related to how large they are, divided 
by some measure of the distance between them. Not just geographic distance, but also cultural 
distance, administrative distance, economic distance.  
 
Manning: And your fundamental question is, “Can we actually do this? Is China, for 
example, really feasible for us?” 
 
Yes. And the answers are clearly going to be different according to the industry you’re in.  
 
If you’re selling cement, you have one set of challenges. The product is standardized. You don’t 
face much in the way of cultural issues. So it’s really a matter of geographic optimization, of how 
you control the trade flows, what kinds of markets are interlinked in terms of having seaborne 
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shipment possibilities, and so on. TV programming, on the other hand, is all about culture and 
political sensibilities. 
 
Manning: Does it make sense to focus on regions, rather than take a global view? 
 
In most regions, two-thirds or more of international trade occurs within the region. So while 
regionalization sounds like an old strategy, it is actually an unexploited tool. A growing number 
of companies are thinking about strategy in regional rather than global terms. There’s a lot of 
discussion about how much variation you should allow across various regions, what kind of 
structure you should put in place, and particularly how the role of regional headquarters is 
changing. 
 
Manning: How are companies changing? 
 
There are a couple of models. You might disperse resources across regions and have coordinating 
links across those regions, with the regional HQ acting as a facilitator. Or you might confine your 
primary strategy to one region and deal with everything else opportunistically – which means that 
you need a differentiated structure within the organization. One regional setup will look different 
from the others.  
 
There are also platform approaches, where you might have global product development, but a 
very significant regional overlay that gives you some of the benefits of customization without all 
the costs of a localization strategy. 
 
Manning: So you need a very serious look at how you reconfigure the organization? 
 
It’s a question of how you relax some of the trade-offs between global integration and national 
responsiveness. Of how you push that frontier out, by aggregating countries so there’s relative 
homogeneity within each clump. You need to get beyond the very simple question of whether to 
standardize worldwide or let country managers decide what to do. 
 
Manning: You need processes that “travel”? 
 
Yes. In Africa, for instance, with the exception of Nigeria, very few countries are individually 
likely to be large enough to support any major expansion. The size of markets is a constraint. 
There are sub-scale penalties in a country by country approach. So you need to ask, are there 
possibilities for grouping activities, for doing things differently.  
 
Manning: How important is infrastructure? 
 
It’s absolutely fundamental. But in developing economies, the importance of enabling institutions 
– and of understanding what the institutions are that permit businesses to thrive – is often 
unappreciated. Poor institutions can have a chilling effect on growth, on foreign trade, on FDI.   
 
I’ve been to Nigeria several times, and I really enjoy it because I learn a lot more there than if I 
go to Omaha. It reminds you how important institutions are. When they’re almost absent, you 
realize how much of what we take for granted is essential to making business work. Without it, 
things just collapse. 
 
Manning: What’s the role of business in developing these institutions? 
 

Copyright (C) TONY MANNING 2004/All rights reserved



 3

The notion that government by itself will ensure that the right infrastructure will be created is just 
silly. The role that De Beers has played in Botswana – one of the African miracle cases – has 
clearly been very important. However enlightened the government was, it didn’t do everything on 
its own. There’s been a vital private sector component too.   
 
Manning: So corporate social investment might well be a strategic necessity? 
 
Absolutely. Businesses have to step in and do something – especially where government capacity 
is lacking.  
 
Manning: What about government challenges? 
 
Infrastructure, obviously. Then there’s the need to figure out how far integration is compatible 
with domestic political constraints of various sorts.  
 
The notion that countries can have political independence and be economically integrated doesn’t 
seem to work that well. You do have to surrender controls over capital flows, and so forth, for 
complete integration to occur. I think this is a little more obvious now, compared to the heady 
days after the Berlin Wall fell. Economic realities might not trump political constraints, but it 
helps if people understand these things. 
 
Manning: And what about people? What’s needed there? 
 
From the government’s side, the first couple of years of education bring enormous social returns. 
Business has a role to play in developing more specialized skills. Business has a role to play in 
helping seed and support business schools. Partnerships between businesses and business schools 
are essential. Research needs to be fostered that’s relevant to the local context.  
 
Academics care mostly about their research community. That community – at least at the top end 
– is international. The amount of attention it will pay to issues of “local interest” is relatively low. 
So it’s unrealistic to expect really interesting research to come out of business schools without 
much more business involvement. 
 
Manning: What about governance issues when you travel across boundaries? 
 
Well, one question is, to what extent do you apply the same standards across regions? Is there 
some common denominator that you’re working towards?  
 
What happens when regulations, or even norms, differ across jurisdictions? Do you apply the 
same ethical standards? The answer in the U.S. is, “Of course. Ethics knows no boundaries.” But 
what if there’s a big difference between environmental standards in your home country and those 
in your host country? Do you hold yourself up to that higher standard, or do you realize that 
you’re pricing a whole bunch of people out of jobs? 
 
One of the big puzzles in international finance is why so many companies hold so much cash in 
so many places around the world as opposed to having a centralized treasury function that 
optimizes everything. 
 
So how do you set yourself up to optimize financially across jurisdictions? This is administrative 
arbitrage. What minimal internal standards do you want to set up? Can you feel comfortable 
taking advantage of the differences? 

Copyright (C) TONY MANNING 2004/All rights reserved






