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Dufourstrasse 40a, 9000 St. Gallen, headquarters-subsidiary relationships in multinational companies (MNC) is well
Switzerland established, recent research on corporate headquarters (CHQ) has moved beyond
the simplistic conception of CHQ as a unitary entity. In this point of view, |
review the development of the attention-based view and its use in research on
CHQs in MNGCs. Developing a better understanding of the dynamics of attention
between the different subsidiaries and the increasingly dispersed and
disaggregated headquarters activities in MNCs requires a more dynamic view of
attention. Building on the recently introduced dynamic attention-based view, |
identify potential research areas emerging from the application of the dynamic
attention-based view to research on CHQ activities in MNCs.

p
Abstract

Introduction

Over the past 20 years, researchers have increasingly adopted the attention-based view
(ABV) to study a wide range of strategy-related phenomena (Gavetti et al. 2012; Joseph
and Wilson 2018; Ocasio 1997; Ocasio 2011; Ocasio and Joseph 2005). The ABV has be-
come one of the grand meta-theoretical lenses of strategy research (Ocasio 2011), com-
plementing and deepening prior work on industrial organization theory and the
resource-based view (Joseph and Wilson 2018; Ramos-Rodriguez and Ruiz-Navarro
2004) with a more behavioral approach to strategy (Gavetti et al. 2012; Gavetti et al.
2007; Levinthal 2011; Powell et al. 2011). Building on the extensive body of research on
the ABV, Ocasio, Laamanen, and Vaara (2018) recently proposed a dynamic attention-
based view, inviting researchers to better account for the dynamic and often political na-
ture of communication in shaping attention in complex organizations. Instead of viewing
communication merely as a structural distribution of attention through “pipes and
prisms,” the authors called for more research on the role of communication practices, vo-
cabularies, rhetorical tactics, and talk and text in shaping organizational attention.

While the usefulness of the attention-based view for understanding the role of
corporate headquarters-subsidiary relationships in multinational companies (MNC) is
well established (e.g., Ambos and Birkinshaw 2010; Birkinshaw et al. 2007; Bouquet
and Birkinshaw 2008, 2011; Bouquet et al. 2009), recent research on corporate head-
quarters (CHQ) has moved beyond the simplistic conception of CHQ as a unitary en-
tity (Birkinshaw et al. 2016; Decreton et al. 2017; Nell et al. 2017). Adopting the more
dynamic view of attention (Ocasio et al. 2018) can help advance this research by

. © The Author(s). 2019 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
@ Sprlnger Open License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
— provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and
indicate if changes were made.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s41469-019-0056-7&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5295-9377
mailto:Tomi.Laamanen@unisg.ch
mailto:Tomi.Laamanen@unisg.ch
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Laamanen Journal of Organization Design (2019) 8:16 Page 2 of 15

enabling us to better understand and account for the communication dynamics that
shape attention among the increasingly disaggregated and dispersed HQ units and in
the MNC as a whole.

Below, I review briefly the development of the attention-based view and its use in re-
search on CHQs in MNCs, followed by a discussion of the recent calls for research on
the disaggregation and dispersion of CHQ activities. I conclude this Point-of-View art-
icle by proposing a research agenda and by providing examples on the potential research
areas and research questions emerging from the application of the dynamic attention-
based view in the study of CHQ activities in MNCs.

Attention-based view

Selective attention and attention focus

One of the main focus areas of the early research on organizational attention was the
limited attention capacity of managers and organizations (March and Simon 1958;
Simon 1947). Over time, researchers have become increasingly interested in the conse-
quences of the attention focus for different organizational outcomes (Joseph and
Wilson 2018; Ocasio 1997; Ocasio 2011). In line with the predictions of ABV, re-
searchers have hypothesized and found positive effects of attention focus on
organizational renewal (Eggers and Kaplan 2009), speed of entry into new technological
fields (Kaplan 2008a), capability development (Laamanen and Wallin 2009), effective-
ness of R&D (Huckman and Zinner 2008), internationalization (Bouquet et al. 2009),
subsidiary performance (Ambos and Birkinshaw 2010), and organizational transform-
ation during deregulation (Cho and Hambrick 2006). In other words, attention focus
would seem to pay off in causing action and enhancing performance in the focus area.
However, since the top-level attention capacity is temporally limited, other areas will
inevitably receive less attention. Therefore, it has been argued that the attention focus
should always dynamically shift to the areas that provide the highest benefit for the per-
formance of the organization (Laamanen and Wallin 2009).

Attention distraction

In addition to research on the positive effects of attention focus, scholars have been
interested in how different distractions to individual or organizational attention can
influence behavior and performance. For example, Yu, Engleman, and Van de Ven
(2005) studied how acquisitions can divert an organization’s attention from other paral-
lel tasks, such as competitor analysis or regulatory diligence. Similarly, attention
distraction through major outsourcing commitments (Grimpe and Kaiser 2010), intra-
organizational politics (Shoss et al. 2012), multiple team memberships (Cummings and
Haas 2012; O’Leary et al. 2011), and hostile environments (Mitchell et al. 2011) have
been found to have negative effects on individuals’, teams’, and organizations’ perform-
ance. One recent development in this research has been the introduction of the concept
of activity load as a potential distraction for attention focus. Activity load has been
found to relate to reduced performance of private equity investments (Castellaneta and
Zollo 2015) and strategic issue management (Laamanen et al. 2018) when activities or
issues requiring management’s attention exceed its attention capacity.
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Attention structures, channels, and temporality of attention

While one of the key ideas of Ocasio’s pioneering was the idea of the structural distri-
bution of attention (Gavetti et al. 2007; March and Simon 1958; Ocasio 1997), it is
interesting to note how few of the articles building on the attention-based view have
eventually taken up this aspect. Ocasio’s own subsequent work with Joseph demon-
strates the power of this structural perspective in showing how the structural distribu-
tion of attention at General Electric affected the emergence and evolution of strategy
over time (Joseph and Ocasio 2012; Ocasio and Joseph 2008; Ocasio and Joseph 2006).
Additionally, the analyses of Novo Nordisk by Rerup (2009) and of the Greek govern-
ment by Jacobides (2007) demonstrate the importance of understanding the structural
distribution of attention to alleviate myopic organizational attention (Levinthal and
March 1993). Understanding the structural distribution of attention and how it shapes
and is shaped by communication is particularly important in the context of large,
complex organizations and has been found to be linked to a number of different firm
outcomes (Bouquet and Birkinshaw 2008; Joseph and Ocasio 2012; Joseph and Wilson
2018; Ocasio and Joseph 2018; Vuori and Huy 2016).

Attention-based view of CHQs in MNCs

Due to the different potential ways to structure the CHQ-subsidiary relationships and
the different institutional contexts and geographic distances that can influence the
multi-way and cross-level processes associated with attention allocation, MNCs repre-
sent an ideal context in which to apply the attention-based view (e.g., Nell et al. 2017;
Rhee et al. 2019; Schotter et al. 2017). While the early work was interested in how the
attention focus of individuals influences how they perceive the global integration and
standardization strategies of MNCs (e.g., Newburry et al. 2008; Newburry and Yakova
2006), researchers soon became interested in how executives at headquarters focus
their attention and how subsidiaries can attract the attention of corporate headquarters
(Birkinshaw et al. 2007; Bouquet and Birkinshaw 2008). One of the findings of this
research was that subsidiaries attract attention from headquarters based on their im-
portance (“weight”) and their own activities aimed at attracting CHQ attention (“voice”)
(Bouquet and Birkinshaw 2008). Later research has consistently corroborated these
findings. For example, the growth of a subsidiary and the presence of expatriates in a
subsidiary have been found to affect the likelihood of a subsidiary getting the attention
of the CHQ (Plourde et al. 2014).

To understand the performance implications of CHQ attention, researchers have ex-
amined the effects of the international attention of the CHQ (i.e., “the extent to which
headquarters executives invest time and effort in activities, communications, and dis-
cussions aimed at improving their understanding of the global marketplace”) on the
performance of the MNC (Bouquet et al. 2009) and the effects of CHQ attention to
subsidiaries on subsidiary performance (Ambos and Birkinshaw 2010). For example,
Ambos et al. (2010) found that subsidiary initiatives can enable subsidiaries to become
more autonomous if they are able to attract the attention of the CHQ. CHQ attention,
however, was also found to have a negative effect on subsidiary autonomy, as it tended
to lead to higher levels of monitoring (see, also, Strutzenberger and Ambos 2014). A
related research stream has examined how the attention of the CHQ affects the know-
ledge flow from subsidiaries (Kumar 2013) and the allocation of resources to
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subsidiaries. Researchers have examined, for example, how attention due to operational
relatedness, subsidiary bargaining power, subsidiary origin, structure of the subsidiary
network, and geographic distance influence resource allocation to innovation transfer
projects in MNCs (Ciabuschi et al. 2011; Dellestrand and Kappen 2011, 2012;
Monteiro 2015).

Dellestrand (2011) was among the first to conceptualize divisional headquarters as an
additional hub within the MNC through which the CHQ is able to distribute attention
and orchestrate different innovation activities. Building on the long tradition of inter-
national business research on divisional (e.g., Forsgren et al. 1995) and regional head-
quarters (e.g., Alfoldi et al. 2012; Amann et al. 2014; Biloshapka 2009; Heenan 1979;
Lasserre 1996; Lehrer and Asakawa 1999; Yeung et al. 2001), researchers have further
developed this idea of divisional, regional, or “host country” headquarters (HCHQ)
(Pan et al. 2014) as additional centers of attention allocation in MNCs. The dual in-
volvement of the CHQ and the divisional HQ in subsidiary activities can better explain
the organizational dynamics observed in MNC than by focusing only on the effects of
the CHQ (Decreton et al. 2017).

In line with the broader trends in research on the attention-based view and institu-
tional theory (e.g., Bitektine and Haack 2015; Thornton and Ocasio 1999; Weber and
Waeger 2017), researchers studying MNCs have recently also become increasingly
interested in the effects of external institutional influences on the attention focus of
MNCs and their subsidiaries. In a study on the conformance of an MNC to CSR-re-
lated norms, Durand and Jacqueminet (2015) examined the relative importance of at-
tention to different sources of influence by studying how MNC subsidiaries reacted to
normative demands from their headquarters and from local external constituents.
Based on an analysis of 101 subsidiaries of an MNC, they found that external peers’
conformity to the CSR norm directed the attention of subsidiaries toward the CSR-re-
lated demands of external constituents at the expense of the demands coming from the
corporate headquarters. Instead, they found that the conformity of internal peers in-
creased attention to both external and corporate headquarters’ demands related to
CSR.

Finally, as the use of the ABV has become more commonplace in international
business research, researchers have started adopting some of the more advanced
theoretical constructs of the attention-based view, thus going beyond the core prin-
ciples of attention focus, attention distraction, and attention attraction. For ex-
ample, ul Haq, Drogendijk, and Holm (2017) applied the concepts of attention
perspective (headquarters intentions) and attention engagement (headquarters ac-
tions) (Ocasio 2011) to study different MNC-subsidiary relationships and proposed
the concept of attention dissonance to describe the situation in which there is a
mismatch between the two concepts.

Corporate headquarters disaggregation and dispersion

With the exception of some of the recent studies (e.g., Birkinshaw et al. 2017;
Birkinshaw et al. 2016; Decreton et al. 2017; Dellestrand 2011), most studies that
have applied the ABV in the context of MNCs have tended to assume dyadic rela-
tionships between corporate headquarters and individual subsidiaries. There have
been, however, several calls to go beyond the simple conceptualizations of
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corporate headquarters and better account for the disaggregation and spatial
dispersion of headquarters activities (Baaij et al. 2015; Decreton et al. 2017; Nell et
al. 2017).

Nell, Laamanen, and Kappen (2017) recently proposed a conceptualization of headquar-
ters activities “as a dynamic system in which activities can be distributed organizationally
and spatially.” The conceptualization builds on prior research that has examined the roles
of different types of intermediary headquarters on multiple organizational levels and their
interactions with each other (e.g., Alfoldi et al. 2012; Alfoldi et al. 2017; Arregle et al. 2009;
Heenan 1979; Lasserre 1996; Li et al. 2010; Piekkari et al. 2010). The different intermediary
headquarters identified by researchers include regional headquarters, divisional headquar-
ters, functional headquarters, regional management mandates, and lead subsidiaries that
can be seen to constitute a network structure of different types of headquarters activities
rather than a unitary headquarters actor (Nell et al. 2017). The conceptualization of Nell et
al. (2017) builds on the conception of an MNC as an internally differentiated intraorganiza-
tional network (Ghoshal and Bartlett 1990), where some of the headquarters activities can
also be organized in the different parts of the network instead of remaining in one location.
The disaggregation and dispersion of headquarters activities can take place in a multi-lay-
ered manner in which the ultimate responsibility for coordinating headquarters activities
across the MNC still remains in one single location. It can also take place in a multi-cen-
tered manner with the creation of dual-hub (e.g, dual CHQ) (Birkinshaw et al. 2017;
Birkinshaw et al. 2016; Bouquet et al. 2016) or multi-hub structures in which even the ul-
timate responsibility for oversight and coordination is shared by two or more equally power-
ful hubs around the world (Prahalad and Bhattacharyya 1998, 2011). These different
structural constellations of headquarters activities have quite interesting differences from
the perspective of the attention-based view (Birkinshaw et al. 2016).

In their call to develop a better understanding of increasingly complex headquarters
constellations, Nell et al. (2017) outline five theoretical lenses through which re-
searchers can analyze the antecedents, processes of disaggregation, management, and
outcomes of disaggregated and dispersed headquarters. The ABV is included as one of
the theoretical lenses through which to study these questions. The authors call for fur-
ther research on the following: (a) How do considerations of how to optimize head-
quarters attention drive changes in the headquarters system? (b) What are the
attention shifts that occur when a headquarters system begins to change? (c) How do
disaggregation and dispersion affect the focus of attention of the overall headquarters
system? (d) How do disaggregation and dispersion affect the structural distribution of
attention in the MNC? and (e) Do the benefits of the better structural distribution of
attention outweigh the costs of the potential fragmentation of organizational attention?
In this paper, I go a step further and argue that to fully understand how such disaggre-
gated and dispersed headquarters structures work, we must adopt a more dynamic view
of attention in line with Ocasio, Laamanen, and Vaara (2018). In the next section, I will
discuss what this means and propose a research agenda for the future.

Dynamic attention-based view in research on CHQs in MNCs: a research
agenda

In their call for a more dynamic view of attention, Ocasio, Laamanen, and Vaara (2018)
note that prior research has tended to overlook “the role of social interactions underlying
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communication in shaping the situated attention and attentional engagement that occur
within and between communication channels.” The authors argue that attention should
be studied not only as an individual-level cognitive phenomenon, but also as a social one
in which the attention and co-orientation of organizational actors are shaped by commu-
nication. They identify four potential areas of future research. These include (a) an
analysis of the nature of communicative practices used in communication channels,
which can enable or constrain changes in attentional engagement; (b) an analysis
of strategic vocabularies to develop insights into how language use shapes atten-
tion; (c) an analysis of rhetorical tactics to better comprehend the role of political
dynamics in shaping the strategic agenda of a firm; and (d) an analysis of different
forms of talk and text to understand how changes in strategic agendas are articu-
lated and shared throughout the organization (Ocasio et al. 2018:158). While these
four research areas relate to the question of how attentional engagement can be in-
fluenced during strategic change, they are also relevant to analyzing the dynamics
of distributed headquarters activities in MNCs. I outline next how research in
these four areas can contribute to an improved understanding of the role of dis-
persed and disaggregated CHQs in MNCs.

Communication practices enabling or constraining attention engagement

While prior research on the dynamics of attention in MNCs has predominantly
examined dyadic communication between the CHQ and different subsidiaries, the dis-
tributed nature of headquarters activities adds further complexity to this analysis. Re-
search would be needed to develop a deeper understanding of how the communication
practices between the different headquarters units of the MNC on multiple levels (glo-
bal, regional, divisional, functional) and between the different headquarters units and
the subsidiaries enable or constrain the attention engagement of the involved parties.
For example, a breakdown of communication between corporate and division head-
quarters may lead to corporate reactions to performance feedback that impede the
realization of optimal division-level solutions (Gaba and Joseph 2013). While the base-
line hypothesis is that the structural distribution of attention is more effective with the
existence of regional and divisional headquarters or different kinds of regional manage-
ment mandates as attention-magnifying devices (see, e.g., Decreton et al. 2017), the
existence of multiple intermediating headquarters units can also lead to higher distance,
reduced attentional engagement, reduced cognitive accessibility, and decreased influ-
ence by the global headquarters unit (e.g., Joseph et al. 2016; Rhee et al. 2019). It may
become more difficult for global headquarters unit to attend to the different subsidiar-
ies because it can only do so through the other headquarters units. The multilayered
nature of the CHQ can also make it more difficult for the subsidiaries to attract
the attention of the global HQ unit, as they have to be able to first attract the at-
tention of the regional, divisional, or functional HQ, which in turn would then
have to attract the attention of the global HQ. In multi-centered headquarters con-
stellations (e.g., the dual CHQ structure), the additional challenge is the contested
nature of attention because in the multi-centered structure, power is distributed
more equally and communication practices become the main means of influencing
the direction of the MNC’s attention of the MNC.
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Accordingly, I call for research on the different attention-enabling and -constraining
effects of different communication practices and how they are influenced by the
different configurations of headquarters activities.

Strategic vocabularies and language as microfoundations of attention

While research into the effects of the adoption of a specific strategic vocabulary on the
strategic agenda of a firm remains quite limited (Ocasio et al. 2018), prior research
shows that the choice of a specific vocabulary affects which strategic issues are attended
to and how attention can be shifted with the change or the adoption of a new vocabu-
lary (Nigam and Ocasio 2010; Ocasio and Joseph 2008). The adoption of a specific vo-
cabulary in the headquarters of an MNC can be highly influential in shifting the
distribution of the whole company’s attention. Therefore, the introduction of a specific
vocabulary is also likely to be highly contested. One must choose the vocabulary and
language that are adopted throughout the corporation and how much variance is
allowed in the different divisions, functions, and regions. Even in corporations with a
common corporate language (e.g., Harzing and Pudelko 2013; Peltokorpi 2015), differ-
ent degrees of fluency and proficiency in language can influence how managers from
different parts of the organization can influence the attention of corporate headquar-
ters. The existence of regional and divisional headquarters can help alleviate this chal-
lenge by acting as a two-way “translation service” between the global headquarters unit
and the subsidiaries. Thus, the different headquarters units could be seen as translators
of the “corporate strategy language” into the divisional, functional, or regional contexts
and of the “regional or local strategy language” to the corporate level, enabling both the
global headquarters unit and the subsidiaries to better attend to each other’s strategic
issues. Even without institutional, cultural, or language distances, differences between
the business logic or organizational cultures of the different parts of the organization
(e.g., different functions) may benefit from the translation “services” provided by the
functional headquarters. Sometimes global concepts, such as “Digitalization,” “One-
company strategy,” or a specific strategic vision that the global headquarters is strongly
promoting, can be highly influential in penetrating the whole organization and enabling
the attention of the whole MNC to be directed towards a common goal. Yet, even then,
translation to the regional or divisional level is necessary for the different subsidiaries

to understand their roles in implementing the strategy.

Hence, I call for further research on how the disaggregation and dispersion of HQ
activities influence the dynamics of attention focus in MNCs as multilingual

communities (Luo and Shenkar 2006).

Rhetorical tactics and political dynamics

Prior research on strategic issue selling and competing cognitive frames has exam-
ined how managers can use different rhetorical tactics to influence the attention of
others (Dutton et al. 1997; Kaplan 2008b; Mantere and Vaara 2008; Paroutis and
Heracleous 2013). Complementing the analysis of different communication prac-
tices (e.g., meetings, workshops, different types of communication media) and the
choice of a particular strategic vocabulary, an analysis of the rhetorical practices
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used would enable us to gain a deeper understanding of the political dynamics as-
sociated with communication practices in the MNC. While prior research on the
dynamics of attention in MNCs has touched upon the question of power and polit-
ics in examining the relative attention that the different subsidiaries can attract in
relation to other subsidiaries (subsidiary “weight”) (Bouquet and Birkinshaw 2008;
ul Haq 2017), it has examined the use of different rhetorical practices by the sub-
sidiaries only to a limited extent. In the context of disaggregated and dispersed
HQ structures, this question becomes even more interesting due to the multitude
of different types of actors. In order to focus the attention of the organization on
a specific strategic issue, regional headquarters (or in a dual-CHQ constellation on
the of the CHQs) can team up, for example, with one of the divisional headquar-
ters or one of the subsidiaries to develop a rhetorical strategy that is effective in
seizing the organizational attention to a specific strategic issue (Dutton et al. 2002;
Dutton et al. 1997; Dutton and Jackson 1987). Based on their priorities, the differ-
ent headquarters units can end up forming continuously changing networks of
intra-organizational power relationships with each other and develop rhetorical
strategies with which they support the issues raised by their coalition partners to
focus or sustain organizational attention to specific issues.

Hence, building on the micro-political view of the networked MNC (e.g., Conroy et al.
2017), I call for more research on the effects of different types of power coalitions in
the MNC and how the different coalitions of organizational units engage in different
types of rhetorical tactics in influencing the attention focus and attention engagement of
the MNC.

Different forms of talk and text

According to (Ocasio, Laamanen, and Vaara (2018): (162)), “talk and text constitute a
continuous stream of communication that evolves dynamically over time and across
the organization.” The continuous flow of communication plays an important role in
the structural distribution of attention and how it evolves over time. Therefore, the
temporal and spatial fluctuations in talk and text represent a key antecedent of atten-
tion focus and attention engagement in an organization. Developing an understanding
of how the flow of communication evolves over time through “talk and text” comple-
ments our discussion above on the use of different communication practices and chan-
nels, the choice of specific strategic vocabulary or language, and rhetorical practices to
influence and distribute attention throughout the organization. Attention-shaping talk
can text and come from external sources through different channels in many different
forms ranging from competitor patent filings (Kaplan and Vakili 2015) and new prod-
uct launches (Vuori and Huy 2016) to newspaper articles by journalists (Vaara and
Tienari 2008). The most common intraorganizational forms of talk and text that shape
organizational attention include CEO and other top management team (TMT) member
presentations (e.g., Hydle 2015; Mirabeau et al. 2018; Paroutis and Pettigrew 2007),
corporate publications (Dalpiaz and Di Stefano 2018), PowerPoint documents (Kaplan
2011; Knight et al. 2018), and discussions and debates in meetings, social media discus-
sion platforms, and blogs (Barros 2014; Dobusch and Kapeller 2017; Hautz et al. 2017;
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Neeley and Leonardi 2018). In particular, strategic planning documents represent im-
portant internal arenas of talk and text that shape organizational attention. Therefore,
they constitute arenas of contestation in which different organizational units attempt to
shape the strategic agenda and the attention focus of the MNC. However, despite the
growing body of research on strategy practices (for reviews see, e.g., Burgelman et al.
2018; Vaara and Whittington 2012), only a handful of papers have made the link be-
tween talk and text and the dynamics of organizational attention (e.g., Hydle 2015;
Mirabeau et al. 2018; Paroutis and Pettigrew 2007) or studied them in the context of
MNC:s (e.g., Balogun et al. 2011; Geppert et al. 2003; Pinkse et al. 2010). Developing an
understanding of how talk and text flow in an MNC across its different parts could en-
able us to gain deeper insights into the organizational attention patterns and how they

evolve and are shaped over time.

Thus, I call for further research into how different headquarters units can use talk
and text to shape organizational attention and how flows of different forms of talk
and text can be used to achieve co-alignment between different headquarters units in
different headquarters activity constellations.

Dynamic ABV in multi-layered and multi-hub CHQ constellations

To bring these research agenda elements to life, it is useful to revisit the distinc-
tion between multi-layered and multi-centered (or multi-hub) headquarters. While
in many ways the models are quite similar with both representing different ways to
organizationally disaggregate and ways to spatially disperse the headquarters activ-
ities, they also have important differences from the perspective of the attention-
based view, as highlighted in Fig. 1.

The multi-hub model can be seen as a special case of CHQ activity disaggregation
and dispersion in which the decentralization power and responsibility are pushed so far
that no single hub has ultimate coordinating responsibility or authority in all matters.
While the multi-hub CHQ constellations are not that common, there are well-docu-
mented cases of how, for example, the dual headquarters structure can be used to en-
sure and sustain organizational attention to strategically critical areas, such as an
important new market area (Birkinshaw et al. 2017; Birkinshaw et al. 2016; Bouquet et
al. 2016). It enabled top management to put emphasis on an area beyond what would
have been possible, for example, with the establishment of a regional headquarters
(RHQ). Although the establishment of a regional headquarters can be used to attract
more organizational attention to a specific region, the attention capacity of the leading
headquarters unit may still end up representing a bottleneck in the overall headquarters
system. While the ability to attend to a larger number of areas can be increased by
decentralizing HQ activities, the ultimate top-level attention capacity for the overall
development of the corporation may still be constrained by the hierarchical nature of
the multi-layered model. The dual (or multi-hub) headquarters structure can be used
to add also to this highest-level attention capacity. It can be used to create a two-
headed (or multi-headed) CHQ constellation in which also the top management team’s
(TMT) attention capacity can also be multiplied (e.g., Birkinshaw et al. 2016).
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Fig. 1 Traditional, multi-layered, and multi-hub CHQ constellations
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The distinction between multi-layered and multi-hub HQ constellations highlights
well some of the exemplary research questions that one can study with the help of the
dynamic attention-based view. Table 1 shows some of these exemplary research ques-
tions that could be examined to better understand (1) the enabling and constraining ef-
fects of communication practices, (2) the choice of strategic vocabularies and language,
(3) rhetorical tactics and political dynamics, and (4) talk and text in different headquar-
ters activity constellations.
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Table 1 Research agenda on dynamic ABV in multi-layered and multi-hub CHQ constellations

Multi-layered view of CHQ

Multi-hub view of CHQ

Nature of the organizational
disaggregation and spatial
dispersion of the CHQ activities

CHQ activities are organizationally
disaggregated and geographically
dispersed, but there is still a central
hub in the network of CHQ activities
that orchestrates the disaggregated
and dispersed activities.

Potential benefits of the CHQ model The existence of regional, divisional,

for attention focus and attention
engagement

and functional headquarters ensures
the depth of vertical attention focus
and continuous attention engagement
in the areas for which the different
vertically disintegrated CHQ functions
are responsible.

CHQ activities are organizationally
disaggregated and geographically
dispersed into multiple hubs (e.g., dual
CHQ) without a clear dominant hub
that would coordinate the activities of
the other hubs.

The existence of multiple CHQ hubs
helps extend the CHQ focus
horizontally in situations in which the
focus of a regional or divisional HQ
would not suffice in creating a
sufficient weight for the attention
focus or engagement in areas where it
would be needed.

Exemplary research questions to study the CHQ with the help of the dynamic attention-based view

Enabling or constraining effects
of communication practices on

the choice of attention focus and

attention engagement

Effects of strategic vocabularies

and language on attention focus

and attention engagement

Effects of political dynamics and
the associated rhetorical tactics
on attention focus and
engagement

Effects of the choice of different
forms of talk and text on

attention focus and engagement

Effects of attention dynamics on
performance of the MNC

How does the multi-layered nature of
the CHQ influence attention focus in
terms of vertical depth and accuracy of
attention in the MNC and what
practices are needed for attention
aggregation and for forming a
cohesive overview in coordinating the
HQ activities?

How does the multi-layered nature of
headquarters activities influence the
translation, use, and understanding of
key strategic concepts as a means of
attention focus and engagement
across the CHQ?

What are the effects of political
dynamics (and their associated
rhetorical tactics) on attention focus
and engagement in the CHQ and the
MNC? For example, do regional or
divisional headquarters block
attentional cues from the CHQ to gain
more independence?

How does the dual (or multiple)
agency of multiple levels of CHQ
activities influence attention focus in
the MNC subsidiaries and how do the
different rhetorical tactics used by the
different agents influence that?

How does direct broadcasting of
strategy communication from the lead
CHQ unit, for example, in the form of
CEO's speeches to all employees, and
through communication cascades, for
example, through PowerPoint slides
that are locally tailored by the different
CHQ units (e.g., divisional or regional
CHQ) to match their areas influence
attention focus and attention
engagement?

How do the attention dynamics in the
organizationally disaggregated and
spatially dispersed constellation of HQ
activities influence the overall
performance of the MNC?

How does the multi-hub nature of the
CHQ (e.g., dual HQ) influence attention
focus both in terms of horizontal
coverage and attentional engagement,
and how do communication practices
enable the co-alignment of equally
powerful HQ hubs?

How are different, potentially
competing vocabularies used and to
what extent are they contested across
equally strong horizontal hubs? How
do language differences influence the
differentiation and integration of
attention across the CHQ and in the
MNC as a whole?

How do multiple headquarters hubs
engage in political dynamics to gain
more power in the headquarters
through their rhetorical tactics? How
do the different rhetorical tactics used
influence the attention focus and
attention engagement of the multi-
hub headquarters system?

How do the different headquarters
hubs use different forms of talk and
text to influence the attention focus
and attention engagement of the
other hubs and the MNC as a whole?
How do the different forms of talk and
text contribute to the creation of
alignment across the different CHQ
hubs and in the MNC?

How do the attention dynamics in the
multi-hub constellation of HQ activities
relate to the stability of the multi-hub
HQ activity constellation and the
overall performance of the MNC?

As the dynamic attention-based view provides a novel lens to examine how the

multi-layered headquarters system works as a vertically layered, spatially dispersed sys-

tem, the dual or multi-hub model represents an interesting contrast to study how the
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strategic agenda of the TMT is continuously contested horizontally across the different
hubs (Ocasio et al. 2018). Continuous contestation of organizational attention can also
lead to power struggles and coordination difficulties that can distract the organization.
This can make the dual or multi-hub constellations unstable, making it difficult to
manage them on an ongoing basis. Prior research has shown that this can lead com-
panies to return back to the multi-layered CHQ structure (Birkinshaw et al. 2016; Bou-
quet et al. 2016). A recently published empirical study also found that the spatially
dispersed HQ structures would in general seem to be negatively related to performance
(Kunisch et al. 2019). It would almost seem as if the additional costs associated with
added complexity cannot always be compensated by the benefits of enhanced attention
capacity. Further research would seem to be needed on the relative benefits and costs
of enhanced attention focus and attention engagement in the different headquarters ac-

tivity constellations.

Conclusion

Moving beyond the conception of CHQ as a unitary entity and viewing it “as a dynamic
system in which activities can be distributed organizationally and spatially” opens up a
broad range of new research opportunities. In this Point-of-View paper, I focused on
the implications of this shift for research on the use of the attention-based view in the
context of MNCs and propose the adoption of the recently introduced dynamic ABV. I
hope that the research areas that I identify and the exemplary research questions I
propose inspire a rich body of future research on the effects of different types of disag-
gregated and dispersed HQ structures on the dynamics of attention in MNCs.

Abbreviations
ABV: Attention-based view; CHQ: Corporate headquarters; HQ: Headquarters (as a general term); MNC: Multinational
corporation; RHQ: Regional headquarters; TMT: Top management team
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