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Information management in the global enterprise:
an organising framework
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Much has been written over the last decade on managing global enterprises. While the predominant concern
of this literature has been strategic in orientation, the management of information is a neglected area. By
drawing on a diverse range of literature in the international business, strategic management, organization
design, and information system (IS) disciplines this paper develops a conceptual framework for analysing
information management in the global enterprise, providing a basis for organising existing literature on
the topic and for creating a map of the field. This framework is structured around four domains: global
business drivers, global business strategy, global business model and global information strategy. It high-
lights the role of information technology (IT) as supporting global business strategies while at the same
time IT can also be a major catalyst in the globalisation process itself. In the context of the global infor-
mation strategy, the paper develops a distinction between business infostructure, IT infrastructure and the
IS/IT suprastructure. Significant relationships between the four domains of the framework are surfaced and
an agenda for action developed.

Introduction

As we leave the 20th century many economists argue
that we are entering a truly ‘global economy’. At the
same time, however, others are questioning whether or
not such an exhalted destination will ever be reached,
pointing towards increasing regionalism, the difficulties
with negotiating the last GATT agreement, and persist-
ent rumblings of protectionism. Yet despite these con-
cerns it would seem that forces are already at play ensur-
ing that a truly global economy, rather than an economy
that is a little more international, is about to dawn. Three
interrelated phenomena capture the essence of the
emerging economy in its inextricable march towards glo-
balisation.
First, dramatic increases in the scale and scope of

technology—its cost, risk, and complexity—have
rendered even the largest national markets too small to
be meaningful economic units (Negroponte, 1995; Tap-
scott, 1996). Second, the explosive growth of trans-
lational strategic alliances signals a fundamental change
in the mode of organization of international economic
transactions (Lorange et al, 1992). Finally, the emerging
global economy is integrated through information
systems and information technology, facilitating co-ordi-
nation through markets rather than organization hier-
archies (Jarillo, 1988; Malone et al, 1987; Gurbaxani &
Whang, 1991; Bradley, 1994). Value is postulated as
being created more in networks (Normann & Ramirez,
1993; Coyne & Dye, 1998; Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998)
rather than in hierarchical entities. The result is an elec-

tronically networked world economy where national
markets are losing meaning as constituent units and
geography is no longer the basis for the organization of
economic activity. A most visible manifestation of this
development was the recent comment made at the annual
conference of the German wholesale and foreign trade
association, where the association’s president stated that
German ‘companies were losing lucrative niche markets
because the Internet made it easier to compare prices
and consequently was increasing competition’
(Norman, 1996).
Consequently, globalisation and the global enterprise

have become a significant domain of research over the
last 20 years. The predominant concern of this literature
has been strategic in orientation, dealing with issues of
location (Porter, 1986a, b; De Meyer et al, 1996;
Meijboom & Vos, 1997), co-ordination (Roth et al,
1991; Jaikumar & Upton, 1994; Meijboom & Vos, 1997)
control (Doz & Prahalad, 1981; Egelhoff, 1984; Eisen-
hardt, 1985), governance (Gomes-Cassares, 1989;
Lorange et al, 1992), product/market breadth and mar-
keting (Bradley, 1991), supply chain (Christopher &
Braithwaite, 1991), innovation (Rugman, 1981;
Nohria & Ghoshal, 1997), legislation and government
policies (Doz, 1986), international alliances and joint
ventures (Kogut, 1988; Nielsen, 1988) and national
cultural differences (Hofstede, 1984; Alder, 1986).
Critically, outside of some isolated pieces of work, the
management of information which is so crucial to the
survival and functioning of such enterprises, is
neglected. Any reference to information management is
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generally portrayed as a technical issue, and seen as
being primarily concerned with communication network
and technological infrastructures. Consequently, in prac-
tice responsibility is usually delegated by senior business
managers to technically competent staff in the infor-
mation technology (IT) organization. The irony is that
decisions about IT are essentially business decisions.
Further, there is confusion with regard to the use of the
phrase ‘international technology management’ as it is
generally conveyed as being concerned with research
and development (R&D), innovation and technology
(defined in terms of knowledge) transfer.
The objective of this paper is to contribute to our

understanding of IS/IT management in the global
enterprise and consequently the development of this sub-
field of research. By drawing on a diverse and compre-
hensive range of literature in the international business,
strategic management, organization and IS disciplines
this paper develops a conceptual framework for analys-
ing IS/IT management in the global enterprise, rep-
resenting the first attempt to integrate such a wide multi-
disciplinary base of research. It provides a basis for
organising existing literature on the topic and for cre-
ating a map of the field. It highlights the role of IS/IT
as supporting global business strategies while at the
same time IS/IT can also be a major catalyst in the glo-
balisation process itself. Significant relationships
between the domains of the framework are surfaced and
an agenda for action developed.

The global context
Two assumptions underlie the construction of this paper.
The first and more general assumption is that managing
in the global context is different from managing a single
sited organization thus presenting a different set of issues
to be addressed. The second assumption, which is spe-
cific to the management of information, is that there are
value for money benefits and advantages to be gained
by managing information on a global basis as opposed
to a domestic country or single site. The evidence would
suggest that this is the case (Buss, 1982; Keen, 1992;
Ives et al, 1993; Andreu et al, 1994; Deans & Karwan,
1994; Earl & Feeny, 1996).
To put this paper in context and to highlight the enor-

mity and complexity of global operations consider the
following scenario (adapted from Dyment, 1987):

The global corporation, head-quartered in Germany, mar-
kets and sells a product that is designed in Milan, Italy,
with components manufactured in Taiwan and Korea. It is
assembled in Canada, Germany and Ireland and sold as a
standard model in South America, and as a model with con-
siderable options in the US, Europe and Australia. Transfer
pricing of the components and assembled product is determ-
ined with an eye to minimise tax liability. The principal
financing is provided from the Euro market based in Frank-

furt. Add in the complexities of having transactions in dif-
ferent currencies, with foreign exchange hedge contract
gains and losses that sometimes offset trading losses or
gains.

While this scenario captures just some of the complex
issues involved in global operations at a business level
translating business demands into information and sys-
tems requirements becomes a daunting task, yet it is one
which confronts many organizations on a daily basis.
Managing in the international arena presents a number

of concerns and problems not usually faced when
operating in a single domestic market. These include:

! Addressing different legislative demands, taxation
systems, accounting requirements, currency systems,
and environmental standards, particularly outside the
borders of the European Union (EU). While the EU
is seeking the harmonisation of many of these
aspects, the fact is that many anomalies still remain
among member countries. Virgin Express, the no
frills airline based in Belgium, has long complained
about that country’s tax and social security regime
and recently announced that it would be establishing
a new business base in Ireland (King, 1998).

! Dealing with cultural differences both within differ-
ent operating units and national cultural differences.
Even within Europe there is a mosaic of different
cultures and ethnic backgrounds. Culture influences
both business practices and customer preferences.
Language also presents its own challenges.

! Addressing international economics and politics.
Consider the intervention of the French government
when Hoover announced that it was moving manu-
facturing from France to Scotland. The stability of
political and economic systems varies throughout the
globe as does the extent of state intervention, parti-
cularly in attracting foreign direct investment (FDI).

Accentuating the global ‘problem’ are further obser-
vations in relation to operating internationally.

! It is very often difficult to distinguish between what
one might consider as being ‘domestic’ and ‘inter-
national’ firms. Even the home base is often deceiv-
ing. For example, Honda manufactures more auto-
mobilies in the US than in Japan, employs more US
workers than Japanese, generates more revenue in
the US than it does in Japan, and even exports US
designed and manufactured cars to Japan

! In many industries, international business can some-
times be described as a tangled web of international
links, often associated with competing firms. For
example, despite competing against each other head-
to-head, Nike, Adidas and Reebok often use the
same manufacturers in South East Asia. In the com-
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puter industry, IBM, Digital, Hewlett Packard and
Apple are at the same time involved in both collabor-
ating and competing alliances.

Globalisation has become a strategy for many compa-
nies of all sizes as they seek to expand their participation
in foreign markets. The extent of this ‘globalisation’ var-
ies from having a sales office in a local market to
developing a sophisticated network of business oper-
ations fully integrated on a global basis. In the process
of becoming increasingly global, many firms are often
seen to follow a developmental path from ‘international’
to ‘multinational’ to ‘global’ to ‘translational’
(Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989). Briefly, the international
stage is characterised by an increasingly autonomous
international division, separate from domestic business;
the multinational stage is characterised by an increasing
duplication of the value chain across countries and local
autonomy; and the global stage is denoted by increasing
geographic integration of activities and strategies; the
translational model is characterised by “. . . increasingly
specialised units worldwide . . . linked to into an inte-
grated network of operations that [enables] them to achi-
eve their multi-dimensional strategic objectives of
efficiency, responsiveness and innovation” (Bartlett &
Ghoshal, 1989, p 89). For most international companies,
however, the transnational model is more an aspiration
than a reality (Turner & Henry, 1994).
Even the smallest economic unit is not immune from

the effects of globalisation as they increasingly face
competition from ‘foreign’ companies for market share.
And with the advent of the Internet, every firm with a
World Wide Web presence can be seen as a global
player (Quelch & Klein, 1996).

Information management in the global
enterprise
The global organization seeks to manage the interdepen-
dencies among geographically dispersed multi-site
operating units, for example between manufacturing
facilities, distribution centres and sales offices all at dif-
ferent locations. Information is the mechanism through
which this integration is achieved and IT is increasingly
being used to integrate and manage geographically
dispersed operations. At the same time IT is reducing
communication and transaction costs and enabling new
structures and processes providing global organizations
with new organising possibilities (Malone et al, 1987;
Eccles & Nolan, 1994; Boudreau et al, 1998; Jarillo,
1998). New models for value creation are possible with
value being created in ‘networks’ as opposed to ‘chains’
(Normann & Ramirez, 1993; Coyne & Dye, 1998;
Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998).
Yet, this management of information which is so cru-

cial to the functioning of global enterprises has until

recently been neglected in the research literature. As
recently as 1991 Deans and Kane reported that a com-
prehensive review of the relevant literature revealed very
little academic research. Similarly, the international
business literature has tended to ignore the IS functional
area. Palvia (1998) portrays the cumulative research base
to date as being descriptive and opportunistic. Any refer-
ence to information management is generally portrayed
as a technical issue and seen as being primarily con-
cerned with communication networks and technological
infrastructures. While these are important aspects, a
more comprehensive treatment is required.
A survey at the beginning of the decade showed that

more than half of the 100 major multinational corpora-
tions surveyed in 1991 did not, or rarely considered,
IS/IT in strategy development (Amdahl, 1991). This sur-
vey also reported that the percentage of corporations that
regard IS/IT as a component of their global strategy
development was as low as 14%.
Most of the IS/IT research literature is ‘domestic’ in

orientation (Emery, 1990; Deans & Kane, 1991;
Deans & Ricks, 1991; Roche, 1996), i.e. addresses the
management of IS/IT from a single site or business unit
within an individual country. Some research has ident-
ified issues with managing IT in the global context
(Ives & Jarvenpaa, 1991a, b; Roth et al, 1991), issues
specific to chief information officers (CIO) of global
organizations (McFarlan, 1992), and there has also been
some recent publication on managing international IS
projects (Tractinsky & Jarvenpaa, 1995) and the effect
of electronic communication on co-ordinating global
companies (Janssens & Brett, 1994). In addition, there
are a limited number of case studies dealing with aspects
of global IS/IT management (Clemens & Row, 1991;
Huycke & Oliff, 1993; Jelassi & Dutta, 1993; Bechler &
Marchand, 1994; Ives & Jarvenpaa, 1994; Ross, 1995).
Despite this dearth of literature, ‘global information
technology’ is emerging as a sub-discipline within the
IS field recognition of the increased importance of IT in
globalisation and in managing the global company.
There is now a journal devoted to the area, the Inter-
national Journal of Global Information Technology. In
addition, a working group has been established under the
auspices of the International Federation for Information
Processing (IFIP) to promote research and the exchange
of best practice in this area.
In summary, the existing research literature reveals

little by way of guidance for managing IS/IT in the glo-
bal enterprise. One paper has noted that ‘. . . the litera-
ture [on managing global IS/IT] remains fragmentary,
offering only partial and potentially contradictory nor-
mative implications for managers’ (Ramarapu & Lado,
1995). Indeed, a more recent study concluded that
‘. . . the global information systems challenge appears to
be more complex than commonly suggested . . . there
are no easy and straightforward prescriptions for
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practitioners involved with global information systems’
(Earl & Feeny, 1996).

Information management in the global
enterprise: an organising framework
In spite of the above conclusion, there are two central
themes which emerge from what little research exists in
the global information technology field. The first sug-
gests the criticality of matching global IS/IT strategy to
global business strategy (Ives & Jarvenpaa, 1991a, b;
Earl & Feeny, 1995). The second advocates the linking
of global organizational design strategies with tactics for
providing information technology support (Karimi &
Konsynski, 1991; Chismar, 1994). Different structures
influence information flows within the organization
(Egelhoff, 1982, 1991; Lee & Leifer, 1992; Neumann-
Alkier, 1997) and IT plays a crucial role in allowing
organizations to implement global business strategies
which depend on complex organizational and decision-
making structures (Chismar, 1994). The logic is that in
implementing a global strategy the organization con-
structs a specific business model which is supported and
enabled by IT while at the same time cognisance is taken
of the opportunities provided by IS/IT in enabling innov-
ative global strategies and novel structures (Rayport &
Sviokla, 1994, 1995; Evans & Wurster 1997). IT is also
driving the globalisation process with technologies such
as the Internet and World Wide Web allowing even the
smallest company the opportunity to operate on a global
scale (Quelch & Klein, 1996).
Figure 1 presents a framework for analysing infor-

mation management in global enterprises. This frame-

Figure 1 An organising framework for information management in the global enterprise.

work builds on the work of Earl (1989), Pyburn (1983)
and Ward and Griffiths (1996) in aligning IS/IT stra-
tegies and business strategies, that of Henderson and
Venkatraman (1993) and Broadbent and Weill (1993) in
developing strategic alignment models, Earl (1996a) in
his articulation of the organizational fit framework
(OFF) and the approach of Ives et al (1993) for global
IS strategy formulation. It combines this research with
the international business literature, the strategic man-
agement literature, the organizational design literature
and the IS/IT literature in developing this framework.
The framework highlights the two key influences of

the global information strategy as being the organiza-
tions global business model and its global business driv-
ers, thus developing the contention that host organiza-
tional characteristics influence ‘IS organizational
arrangements’ (McFarlan & McKenny, 1983; Lee &
Leifer, 1992; Earl et al, 1996). It also recognises the
opportunities which IT offers in providing new strategic
options while at the same time facilitating new possi-
bilities in terms of organization for strategy implemen-
tation. IT can impact the global business model in that
it enables new organizational structures and opens new
configuration possibilities, particularly in relation to sup-
porting virtual structures. The drivers of the globalisation
process itself are greatly affected by technological devel-
opments. IT, for example, facilitates the drive towards
mass customisation (Boynton et al, 1993).
The four domains of this framework are interde-

pendent. A change in any one dimension may require a
corresponding change in any or all of the other three.
This aspect is discussed later in the paper. In the sections
that follow each of the domains is explored in isolation
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as within each there are a number of issues to address.
The impact which IT has on each of the domains is also
examined. While the focus of analysis is on the manage-
ment of IS/IT it is crucial to understand the business and
organizational context before attempting to address IS/IT
issues (Earl, 1989; Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993;
Ward & Griffiths, 1996).

Global business strategy
There has been much debate recently concerning the nat-
ure and content of strategy: what it is? (Hamel, 1996;
Porter, 1996); and whether or not it really matters?
(Whittington, 1993). Aside from the issues raised in this
debate, there is considerable agreement that an organiza-
tion requires an overarching vision in order to give it not
only guidance but to also frame the globalisation pro-
cess. In this context, strategy can be defined in terms of
choices pertaining to the positioning of the business in
the product and market arena. It addresses issues such
as the extent of comparative relationships (joint ventures
and strategic alliances) and distinctive competencies
defined in terms of the basis under which the organiza-
tion competes (for example, delivery reliability, relation-
ships, price, quality, etc). Prescriptions suggest that in
developing the global strategy, it is paramount to first
identify those aspects of strategy which should be glo-
balised (Yip, 1995, p 6).
There are two central features to a global business

strategy (GBS) which can be gleaned from the literature:
scope of the organization’s activities and governance
(see Figure 2). Scope basically refers ‘to the business the
organization wants to be in’. It is concerned with issues
of products and markets: what products/services will the
organization sell?; where does the organization want to
compete?; on what basis?; and in which markets? The
second dimension, that of business governance, refers to
the kind of relationships which the organization wishes
to have with external business partners. While such
relationship can vary from loose to tight (Venkatraman,
1991) organizations usually have a range of different
relationships (Bensaou & Venkatraman, 1996).
Depending on the governance stance the extent and
nature of joint ventures (Gomes-Cassares, 1989) and
strategic alliances (Jarillo, 1988; Lorange et al, 1992)
are determined.

Figure 2 The global business strategy.

Information and communications technologies are
having a profound impact on the strategic options of the
global firm opening up new opportunities and avenues
(Sampler, 1998). Technologies like the Internet now per-
mit even the smallest of organizations to extend their
reach and scope of operations enabling them to reach
new market segments and new geographical regions
(Quelch & Klein, 1996). Information has also become
embedded in many traditional products and services; for
example most of the global package delivery companies
now permit customers to track their packages as they
move towards their destination. IT also enables new pro-
duct and service offerings to be made. Many banks are
now using their automated teller machine (ATM) net-
work to provide products and services which fall outside
the realm of traditional banking services. In Spain, for
example, ATMs can be used to purchase theatre and cin-
ema tickets.
IT can also be critical in facilitating partnerships

(Henderson, 1990; Konsynski & McFarlan, 1990). It
empowers companies to compete, ironically, by provid-
ing them with new ways to cooperate. ‘Information part-
nerships’ facilitated by the sharing of customer data, can
provide a basis for differentiation (Konsynski & McFar-
lan, 1990). For example, it can provide organizations the
opportunity to participate in joint marketing pro-
grammes, take advantage of new channels of distri-
bution, capitalise on opportunities for cross selling, or
offer novel incentives and services.
Once defined, an organization’s global business strat-

egy gives direction to the global business model, i.e.,
how it organises for global operation. Yet in developing
the GBS, sight must not be lost of the drivers of the
globalisation process: the global business drivers.

Global business drivers
A company ‘goes global’ for a number of reasons
including access to foreign markets, to sourcing
resources, to exploit significant economies of scale, to
raise capital at lower costs, to exploit a strategic advan-
tage like a technological lead, to capitalise on lower fac-
tor costs, to extend the reach of the business, etc, (Porter,
1980; Doz, 1986; Kogut, 1985). Consequently, brands,
distribution, marketing, manufacturing and decision-
making must be viewed from a global perspective.
The globalisation process requires that decisions con-

cerning a number of global business drivers (GBD) are
made. These drivers both promote and constrain the glo-
balisation process framing the strategic choices. In
addressing these drivers, a balance must be struck
between a number of countervailing forces. These forces
are local flexibility, global integration and efficiency,
global effectiveness and the leveraging of knowledge
(see Figure 3). It should be noted that the concept of
‘global business driver’ in this paper is much broader
than that of Ives et al (1993) who view global business
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Figure 3 Tensions in a global company: defining the global business drivers.

drivers as ‘those entities that benefit from global econ-
omies of scale and scope, and that contribute to global
business strategy’ (p 146).
Local flexibility: entails addressing the extent of the

requirement to be responsive and adaptive to customer
requirements and local market conditions. For example,
adopting ‘global’ products to local markets or the ability
to respond rapidly to changing customer preferences.
Diversity among national markets in market structure,
industry structures, distribution channels, manufacturing
processes and customer needs may require local respon-
siveness (Doz & Prahalad, 1984). Costs and other factors
can affect the extent to which local flexibility is feasible.
However, brands may enable global standardisation of
products and services.
Global integration and efficiency: is concerned with

minimising duplication of effort and leveraging scale
economies. Operating internationally demands the close
integration of all activities along the value chain no mat-
ter where they are geographically undertaken. Inter-
national scale economies are derived from cost reduction
achieved through the accumulation of volume across
country locations and international aggregation of mar-
ket segments (Kogut, 1991).
Global effectiveness: entails ensuring that overall

operations meet effectiveness aspirations. The critical
issue is to ensure that the ‘whole is greater than the sum
of the part’ capitalising on synergies between operating
units. For example, the global sourcing of raw materials,
or the mandatory requirement to manufacture in a host
country before being permitted to sell into that country,
or addressing global customer needs in a local market.
International scope economies arise when existing inter-
national operations benefit from the introduction of
additional activities or products, since the cost of
additional products may be less than the individual costs,
or can arise from the fact that the cost of the joint pro-

duction of two or more products can be less than the
cost of producing them separately (Ghoshal, 1987).
Leveraging knowledge: Bartlett and Ghoshal (1987)

stress the need for the global corporation to manage the
flow of ‘intelligence, ideas and knowledge’. A critical
task is to ensure that there is no ‘re-invention of the
wheel’ and that knowledge and learning is captured and
simultaneously shared throughout the organization.
Despite this assertion very little is known about how
knowledge actually develops in globalising firms (von
Krogh et al, 1996). The organization may also choose
to enter into strategic alliances (Kogut, 1988) or devise
a cooperative strategy (Nielsen, 1988) to develop knowl-
edge or have access to knowledge which it lacks.
Balancing these four tensions requires strategic trade-

offs, for example between the requirement for local
flexibility and scale economies or balancing scale with
strategic and operational flexibility, but it is only in
addressing these trade-offs that an organization can
begin to determine its global business model and it is this
business model which defines information and system
requirements and strongly influences the deployment of
IS/IT (Karimi & Konsynski, 1991; Chismar, 1994).
Information technology can impact these drivers by per-
mitting the organization to address them in different
ways (see Table 1). It can at the same time facilitate stra-
tegies which can lessen tensions which exist in the
physical world. The Internet, for example, offers organi-
zations the opportunity to extend their global reach
(Gurbaxani & Whang, 1991) enabling both scale and
scope economies to be addressed. Technologies can also
enable the organization to achieve both global effective-
ness and local flexibility. At the same time, technologies
such as enterprise systems (ES), can enhance global inte-
gration and efficiency but pose problems for local flexi-
bility (Davenport, 1998).
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Table 1 IT and global business drivers: some opportunities

Global Opportunities provided by IS/IT
business
drivers

Local ! Flexible manufacturing systems permitting
flexibility low volume, high variety production in

small batch size
! Mobile computing enabling sales teams to
focus on local customers

! Point of sale (POS) systems collecting
local customer information for local
decision making

Global- ! EDI enabling exchange of design and
integration and inventory information between operating
efficiency units

! Workflow systems
! Video conferencing
! Enterprise Resource Planning systems such
as those from Baan and SAP AG

Global ! The Internet as an electronic market
effectiveness ! Business scope extension through the

Internet
! International private virtual networks
! IT applications providing a single point of
contact for global customers

Leveraging ! E-mail for organizational communication
knowledge ! Groupware facilitating the sharing and

exchange of knowledge
! Expert systems capturing knowledge and
making it available to the wider
organization

! Access to information via online data
bases

! Corporate Intranets

The global business model
The global business model (GBM) refers to the struc-
tures and processes in place in order to operationalise
the strategy of the business. It is through this model that
the day-to-day activities of the global organization are
facilitated. There have been many empirical studies that
have examined the relationship between strategy and
organizational design in multination corporations (MNC)
(Stopford & Wells, 1972; Egelhoff, 1982, 1988; Daniels
et al, 1984, 1985). In developing the global business
model five specific dimensions can be determined from
this research literature; these are capabilities, configur-
ation, co-ordination, control and culture.

Capabilities
Through articulating the vision and business objectives
the required business capabilities underlying the busi-
ness strategy can be defined. The focus is on capabilities
to deploy resources, usually in combination, in order to
effect a desired end (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). Capa-
bilities are firm specific (Rumelt, 1991) and develop over

time (Prahalad et al, 1990; Grant, 1991) and unlike
resources, are not tradable over time. They often contain
tacit aspects making them difficult to imitate (Spender,
1993).

Configuration
Refers to decisions concerning the deployment of value
chain activities around the globe, specifically the geo-
graphical location of resources (people, plant, finance,
expertise, etc) (Porter, 1986b) to deliver the required
capabilities. Configuration decisions are essentially busi-
ness decisions and have many influences:

– often governed by regulatory requirements;
– strongly influenced by financial implications, for
example transfer pricing, tax implications and wage
rates;

– customer preferences with customers often preferring
locally produced products/services;

– strength of trade unions and industrial relations situ-
ation can effect location decisions;

– communication and infrastructure systems;
– proximity to markets;
– governmental inducements (Kogut, 1991), for
example 10% manufacturing tax in Ireland can be a
major attraction in making investment decisions;

– arbitrage cost differences in factors of production
(Kogut, 1991) providing a cost advantage to the pro-
ducer (Rugman & Hodgetts, 1995, p 225);

– economic and political stability are key influences on
location decisions.

While resources are tangible, capabilities are intan-
gible and difficult to imitate (Dierickx & Cool, 1989;
Collis & Montgomery, 1995). A company can gain a
‘comparative advantage’ through locating activities in
certain areas. Such advantage may be due to differences
in factor costs across country locations (Porter, 1980;
Kogut, 1985; Ghoshal, 1987). Competitive advantage
influences the decisions of what activities and techno-
logies along the value added chain an organization
should concentrate its investment and management
resources (Kogut, 1985).

Co-ordination
Concerned with managing the interdependencies (Roth
et al, 1991) of a complex network of operations brought
about through selecting specific configurations. The
increased uncertainty and complexity resulting from
international competition makes co-ordination a critical
success factor (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).
The firm selects a coordination structure by jointly

determining its decision authority structure (‘who
decides what’) and its information structure (‘who
knows what’) (Anand & Mendelson, 1997). In essence,
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co-ordination entails defining what it is that must be
managed:

– understanding the value system and the value-added
contributions of activities;

– defining the extent of coupling of global value chain
activities (i.e. the interdependencies among activities
in business processes), particularly in exploiting syn-
ergies;

– relatedness at corporate strategy, i.e., the extent to
which a firm expects to achieve synergies across its
business units (Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984; Porter,
1985; Hoskisson et al, 1993);

– understanding the ‘information intensity’ of business
processes;

– identifying local business practices, perhaps due to
cultural factors, and their impact on global processes.

Control
Process by which management influence other members
of an organization to implement the organization’s strat-
egy. The management control system should enable
management to control the essential strategy of the com-
pany. Formalisation is the degree to which organiza-
tional norms are defined explicitly. Control includes:

– formal structural mechanisms, such as parenting style
defining the nature of the relationship between the
centre and subsidiaries and the roles and responsi-
bilities of each (Gould & Campbell, 1986);

– defining the nature of the relationship between sub-
sidiaries (or business units) due to global processes
and the requirement for lateral co-ordination;

– informal (based on personal relationships) or trust
(Ouchi, 1980). Control can also be exercised through
informal networks, for example it may be the outcome
of moving managers around (Edstrom & Galbraith,
1977);

– integrating mechanisms such as taskforces and com-
mittees, used to develop collaborative efforts among
organizational sub-units, are seen as critical to manag-
ing international operations (Barlett, 1983; Egelhoff,
1984; Turner & Henry, 1994). They are also instru-
mental in creating a single managerial philosophy
within the organization (Roth et al, 1991);

– market governance structures (Williamson, 1985) or
internal economy (Benson, 1975);

– allocating responsibility to senior executives for busi-
ness units and geographical areas of functional
responsibilities (Turner & Henry, 1994);

– transferring organizational culture overseas (Jaeger,
1983) or socialisation through in-house training
(Turner & Henry, 1994).

Culture
Cultural differences due to operating in different coun-
tries and different marketplaces, different business press-

ures and different influences (Hailey, 1994). What are
the basic business practices in operation which differ
from the ‘home’ country and what is their impact (Myers
et al, 1995)? There are also company-specific cultural
issues, which often overflow into power and politics.
These five decision dimensions are interdependent

(see Figure 4) and successful implementation of any glo-
bal business strategy would require these dimensions to
be aligned. For example, the location of R&D facilities
can have implications for the transfer of knowledge (von
Krogh et al, 1996). Cultural factors can also affect the
attitudes of people in relation to sharing knowledge and
best practice (Szulanki, 1996). In practice, configuration
decisions strongly influence co-ordination and control
decisions and define the cultural context.
IS/IT both supports and drives the global business

model. It enables new organization designs to overcome
the spacial and temporal dispersion that accompanies
increased global reach (Boudreau et al, 1998). Building
on the pioneering work of Lawrence & Lorsch (1967),
we find that as an organization expands overseas its
information processing capacity must increase. IS/IT is
needed for co-ordination (Emery, 1990) as the essence
of co-ordination is the communication and processing of
information (Malone et al, 1987). IT reduces communi-
cation and transaction costs while at the same time it
also makes different types of configurations possible
through its co-ordination capabilities (Chismar, 1994;
Malone & Crowston, 1994). Capitalising on this
phenomena, organizations can depend less on hierarchy
and more on markets as co-ordinating mechanisms
(Malone et al, 1987; Gurbaxani & Whang, 1991; Evans
and Wurster, 1997). However, culture might have an
impact on co-ordination dictating that IS/IT knowledge
based in one jurisdiction may not be applicable in other
countries (Tricker, 1988; Raman & Watson, 1994) or

Figure 4 Interdependencies among dimensions in developing the glo-
bal business model.



Information management in the global enterprise J Peppard 85

that an IT application developed in one national culture
for use in another may present its own set of unique
problems (Shore & Venkatachalam, 1996).

Global information strategy
Thus far we have been primarily concerned with an
organization’s global business strategy and how it organ-
ises for the implementation of that strategy. We have
seen how this strategy is influenced by global business
drivers which define the framework within which this
strategy is formulated and implemented. The duality of
IT is that it not only supports the strategy of a business
but can also create strategies through the opportunities
which it provides. For example, technologies like the
Internet now permit transactions to be conducted in a
computer mediated environment which has profound
implications for the very nature of business itself
(Rayport & Sviokla, 1995) enabling the redesign of busi-
ness networks or the redefinition of business scope
(Venkatraman, 1991). We have also seen that IT can
influence global organization design choices, enabling
innovative configuration opportunities which are not
possible without significant use of information tech-
nology.
The concern of the global IS/IT strategy domain is

how information, information systems and information
technology support the GBM, facilitate the GBD and
consequently help in achieving the overall global busi-
ness strategy of the organization. While the terms infor-
mation systems (IS) and information technology (IT) are
often used interchangeably, this paper uses these two
terms precisely (c.f. Earl, 1987, 1989; Checkland &
Holwell, 1998; Ward & Griffiths, 1996). Without wish-
ing to enter into a philosophic debate (see, for example,
Backhouse et al, 1991) information and information sys-
tems predate computer, communications and networking
technologies (the IT) and have always existed in organi-
zations. Indeed, information is often portrayed as the
lifeblood of an organization and, following this analogy,
the systems are its veins directing the flow of blood. It
is the organization’s global business model and global
business drivers which give focus to this flow and define
the purpose and function of this information in the global
enterprise. Borrowing a concept from economics, IS is
demand oriented, i.e. it defines the organization’s
demand for information and systems to support and
enable the strategy of the business and for core com-
petency leverage. Anand and Mendelson (1997) present
an appealing use of the term IS to refer to the organis-
ation information structure, with the information system
implementing its information structure.
On the supply side there is IT, which is concerned

with how that demand is to be met. It addresses not just
the technologies but also includes corporate data, IT
competencies and skills and knowledge to specify,
develop and maintain the technology (Earl & Sampler,

1998; Feeny & Willcocks, 1998). The choice of supply
side options is increasing with organizations no longer
compelled to source all IT resources in-house. Options
range from sub-contracting software development to the
wholesale outsourcing of all technical requirements.
However, even with ‘total outsourcing’ there are aspects
of IT management which should remain in-house (Dutta,
1996; Lacity et al, 1996) and which place new responsi-
bilities on the IT organization, such as managing
relationships with the outsourcing vendors
(Venkatraman & Loh, 1994) and identifying appropriate
ways to use the market (Cross, 1995; Lacity et al, 1996).
Research highlights that many firms outsource their IT
without giving sufficient attention to requisite infor-
mation and systems decisions (Lacity & Hirschheim,
1995; Dutta, 1996; Earl, 1996b).
Yet, even recognising the distinction between IS and

IT there must also be a governance structure put in place
in order to manage the different aspects of information
and system requirements between the centre and the
business units and laterally across all the business units.
Similarly, the global organization must insure that
‘islands of automation’ do not sprout up, severely limit-
ing the flow of information and potentially damaging the
competitive elements of the global business strategy.
While IS provides the context for IT (Checkland &
Holwell, 1998), the organization must put in place struc-
tures and processes which define responsibilities across
all operating units as well as drafting the mechanisms
for dealing with disputes.
From this discussion, three components of the global

information strategy can be defined. Illustrated in
Figure 5, these are

– the global business infostructure model;
– the global IT infrastructure model;
– the global IS/IT suprastructure model.

The global business infostructure model
The definition of the global business model will demand
specific information and systems requirements
depending on the decision choices made in relation to
the global business drivers and the global business strat-
egy. Information systems must be harmonised with the
structure of the organization they support (Karimi &
Konsynski, 1991; Chismar, 1994; Anand & Mendelson,
1997) and are the mechanism for managing organiza-
tional interdependencies (Rockart & Short, 1989).
The global infostructure is business driven defining

how information and systems support the organization
in its pursuit of competitive strategies. It involves ident-
ifying for global and local business processes their asso-
ciated information and system requirements. Some busi-
ness processes will be truly global while others will be
less so in order to incorporate the requirement for local



86 Information management in the global enterprise J Peppard

Figure 5 The global information strategy.

flexibility. Traditional IS planning approaches can be
useful here in determining the applications to support
both current and future business strategies, however
sight should not be lost of how resources are organised
(Lambert & Peppard, 1993).
The critical aspect of the business infostructure is the

business management understanding of how information
and information systems support the choices made for
the dimensions of the global business model, for
example, to support both co-ordination and control
decisions or balancing configuration and co-ordination
aspects. Reference has already been made to the fact that
new information and communication technologies can
provide new possibilities for organising global oper-
ations and these should also be considered in defining
the infostructure model.

The global IT infrastructure model
The global IT infrastructure model is concerned with the
technical and human resources necessary to develop,
maintain and support the required applications and tech-
nologies to enable and support the global infostructure
model. Activities addressed by this model include IT
development and maintenance, local and wide area net-
works as well as the provision of IT services such as the
help desk and IT training.
From a conceptual perspective, the IT infrastructure

provides the shared foundation of IT capability for build-
ing business applications (Weill & Broadbent, 1998).
Yet, a central problem with IT infrastructure is that it is
usually not adequately planned for. The IT organization
has generally been “obliged to grow its IT infrastructure
clandestinely, by small increments hung on the shirt-tails

of particular applications for which a direct benefit can
be demonstrated” (Index Foundation, 1993, p 22).
Although the concept of IT infrastructure is not well

defined in the literature, the following distinguishing fea-
tures can be discerned (Brophy & Monger, 1989;
Turnbull, 1991; Weill, 1993; Ross et al, 1996; Weill &
Broadbent, 1998):

! It is shared across either multiple applications, pro-
cesses, departments or business units, depending on
how the organization is structured (the GBM).

! Provides the capability for a range of business
opportunities.

! It provides a capability which may not be used.
! In its own right IT infrastructure does not deliver

any direct benefits, per se. This is one reason why
traditional investment appraisal approaches may be
inappropriate (Brophy & Monger, 1989; Parker &
Benson, 1989; Turnbull, 1991; Powell, 1992; Weill,
1993) and that such investments should include an
evaluation of their ‘embedded options’ (Sharp,
1991).

The additional complexity when considering IT infra-
structure, particularly in the global content, is the debate
between ‘fit’ and ‘flexibility’ (Jarvenpaa & Ives, 1994).
The logic of ‘fit’, which is a cornerstone of strategic
alignment (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993), demands
that investments in IT are aligned to business require-
ments. However, the nature of IT (its legacy aspect
coupled with rapidly changing business requirements)
means that ‘flexibility’ is also an imperative. Jarvenpaa
and Ives (1994) have examined the ‘fit versus flexibility’
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debate concluding that flexibility of IT is a necessary
requirement for the successful exploitation of IT in a
global context. This puts a tremendous strain on the part
of IT infrastructure planning as it requires particular
foresight in IT strategy formulation.
The concept of IT infrastructure is further blurred by

the lack of precision in the usage of the term. A variety
of terms can be found in the literature, such as architec-
ture (Brophy & Monger, 1989) and platform (Madnick,
1991), and these are often used interchangeably with
their meanings undefined. From the literature, however,
key elements of the IT infrastructure can be identified.
These are data, transaction messaging, technical archi-
tecture, IS/IT services and skills and competencies
(Madnick, 1991; Keen, 1993; Weill, 1993; Ross et al,
1996; Feeny & Willcocks, 1998).

Data: the basic elements of information; the ‘factual raw
material which becomes information’ (Checkland &
Holwell, 1998).
Transaction messaging: the traffic generated by the
applications through the processing of data.
Technical architecture: the technical frameworks for
operating systems and hardware—ensuring that inter-
communication is technically possible.
IS/IT services: the service aspect of the IT organization
which includes applications development, applications
maintenance, security, help desk and IT training.
Skills and competencies: the requisite skills and com-
petencies required by IS professionals to maintain the
infrastructure.

In summary, the IT infrastructure defines the infras-
tructural requirements to support the global infostructure
model. Yet it must also address the need for flexibility
to deal with changing business priorities. One of the
reasons why organizations often choose outsourcing is
the belief that the vendor will provide them with this
flexibility; this may not always be the case (Clark et
al, 1998).

Global IS/IT suprastructure model
The management of ‘demand’ and ‘supply’ in the global
context is complex. The debate is traditionally portrayed
as swinging between centralisation and decentralisation
although the ‘middle ground’ has become an appealing
alternative (Buchanan & Linowes, 1980; Von Simson,
1990; George & King, 1991; Hodgkinson, 1996). Von
Simson (1990), for example, subscribes to an IT organi-
zation design with IS/IT roles played by both a central
IT organization and the business units and prescribes a
‘centrally decentralised’ IT organization with strong dot-
ted line reporting relationships. In a similar vein the fed-
eral structure is often seen as capturing the benefits of
both centralisation and decentralisation. With such a
structure, business units receive a responsive service
from decentralised IT functions, whilst at the same time

a corporate IT function provides group-wide IT services
and exerts some degree of central leadership and control
of IT activities (Hodgkinson, 1996). Table 2 summarises
the dominant structural types which can be identified
from the literature, highlights the advantages of each
type for the global enterprise and identifies the critical
management issues.
From this stream of literature examining the role,

function and position of the IT organization a number
of observations can be made. First, business infostruc-
ture and IT infrastructure, as defined in this paper, are
generally treated in a similar fashion; no distinction is
made between different decision types. For example,
there is an implicit assumption that if IT infrastructure
decisions are centralised then IS planning is similarly
centralised. It is feasible for significant aspects of the IT
infrastructure to be centralised while IS planning may
be predominantly decentralised.
Second, the archetypes identified in Table 2 are based

around a premise of control of resources. For example,
independent global IT operations is seen as advan-
tageous for individual business units as the available IT
resources is under the control of business unit manage-
ment rather than the corporate centre. While
implementing customised designs for business units
leads to higher co-ordination costs (Porter, 1985; Gho-
shal & Nohria, 1993), a growing body of evidence sug-
gests that global firms with custom managed business
units outperform firms which force an ‘indiscriminate fit’
(Gupta, 1987; Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1990). However, little
empirical studies have been undertaken investigating the
most appropriate structure for the IT organization and
the positioning of decision rights. There has been some
recent work on capabilities for the IT organization
(Feeny & Willcocks, 1998) and general imperatives for
the IT organization (Rockart et al, 1996). While
insightful, these are framed within a single business unit
rather than specifically within the content of a global
company.
Third, a further problem with the archetypes identified

in Table 2 is that these are structural arrangements, say-
ing nothing about which aspects of the infostructure or
infrastructure are managed centrally, which are
devolved, and the rules which govern such decisions.
Positioning the IT organization and defining its role, at
both corporate and business unit level as well as struc-
tures, processes and responsibilities, raises a number of
questions which make it unique among organizational
resources. Managing IS/IT raises certain questions con-
cerning scale, infrastructure planning and risk (Earl et
al, 1996). It is likely that there are distinct advantages
to be gained through standardisation (Butler Cox, 1991).
Therefore, it seems logical to suggest that there are
aspects of infostructure and infrastructure management
which should be managed centrally and others which
individual business units are permitted to have more
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Table 2 Summary of global IS/IT structural arrangements

Structural arrangements Strategies for managing global Advantages Critical management issues
for the IT organization IS/IT

Independent global IS/IT Subsidiaries pursue independent Business units have Integration
operations system initiatives ownership Variable standards of IS/IT

Users control IS/IT competence
priorities ‘Reinvention of wheels’ and
Responsive to BU’s needs duplication of effort

Little synergy and integration
Cost

Headquarters-driven global Corporate-wide IS/IT solutions Scale economies Politics
IS/IT imposed on subsidiaries Control of standards Unresponsive

Critical mass of skill Does not meet every business
unit’s needs
Effect on customer

Informal co-operation in Informal social networking Awareness of IS/IT issues Co-ordination and direction
global IS/IT between the head office and in the global enterprise setting

foreign subsidiaries Leaving too much to chance
Usually brought about by
movement of key IS/IT
personnel

‘Federalism’ (integrated Balancing central control and Group-wide IS/IT strategy Complexity
global IS/IT) local autonomy without losing and architecture with Execution

the advantage of world-wide devolution where Timing
co-ordination and integration appropriate Defining ‘where appropriate’

discretion over (Cross et al, 1997; Brown & Magill,
1998). For example, telecommunications and other infra-
structure which are shared across the global company
may require centralised control, given global co-ordi-
nation requirements, while IT help desk support may be
more effective if localised. Even with the latter decision
the issue of scale economies must be factored into any
choice.
The challenge is to determine the appropriate balance

between responsibilities and activities that can be
devolved and those which should be retained centrally.
Consequently, applying the principles of federalism
means that there must be a mechanism for deciding how
to divide the activities and responsibilities between the
centre and the business units, for devising rules setting
the parameters for both info- and infrastructure
decisions, and for the satisfactory resolution of any con-
flicts which may emerge.
Developing this requirement, the suprastructure recog-

nises the need to treat the management of the corporate
business infostructure and the IT infrastructure differ-
ently. It is conceivable for the IT infrastructure to be
centralised but for much of the decisions concerning the
infostructure to be devolved to the business units. The
infostructure defines the support that information and
information systems will provide to the business. While
it is generally recommended that IS planning be conduc-
ted at business unit level (Earl, 1989; Ward & Griffiths,

1996), it is probably more appropriate to have some
aspects of the IS strategy defined centrally in a multiple
business unit organization (Butler Cox, 1991).
As the IT infrastructure is concerned with defining

systems and services to meet current and future infos-
tructure requirements, decision rights may need to be
more centralised (Butler Cox, 1991, p 23) and responsi-
bility assigned at a higher level in the corporation (Earl,
1989). It has been recommended to position IT strategy
at the level at which business plans are co-ordinated
(Butler Cox, 1991). Two aspects of the IT infrastructure
should be distinguished: specifying and provision. Speci-
fying is concerned with the development of the IT infra-
structure strategy; literally, the technologies and
resources which will be used to support and provide the
infostructure. It is a decision with long-term impli-
cations, and probably revisited once a year or when
major strategic changes take place. The provisioning of
IT is ongoing and represents the actual operationalisation
of the strategy.
While Earl and Sampler (1998) have used the term

‘market management’ to refer to the management of both
supply and demand, the conceptualisation of suprastruc-
ture is much broader. Suprastructure encapsulates defin-
ing the framework for operating and decision-making
within the global company; in short defining governance.
It defines reporting relationships, budgeting process, cost
recovery mechanisms, defines the IS planning process,
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identifies who is involved, defines a benefits manage-
ment process for delivering benefits from IT, and signals
how relationships are managed. It determines local and
global responsibilities and the relationship between
headquarters and business units and between the busi-
ness unit themselves. It also addresses how IS require-
ments are prioritised, defines approaches to investment
appraisal, determines appropriate project management
methodologies, specifies policies regarding hardware
and software, and allocates roles and responsibilities.
For example, in addressing the IT infrastructure

dimensions, the following aspects will be considered:

Data management: the extent to which data supplied by
applications can be used by corporate-wide applications
and across the extended enterprise.
Transaction messaging: the extent to which that traffic
generated by the applications can be handled correctly
by the rest of the global computing systems.
Technical architecture: specifying the technical frame-
works for operating systems and hardware—to ensure
that applications built in one location can be successfully
reused in other places without the need for major
changes to the technical infrastructure and that intercom-
munication is technically possible.
IS/IT services: defining those services which are best
provided on a global scale and those more appropriate
to provide locally.
Skills and competencies: the requisite skills and com-
petencies which will be required by IS professionals to
maintain the infrastructure.

Figure 6 presents a schematic illustration of the IS/IT
suprastructure. It requires determining the principles,
policies and responsibilities for both the infostructure
and infrastructure at the corporate, business unit, and lat-
erally across business units.
Principles are ‘simple, direct statements of an organi-

zation’s basic beliefs about how the company wants to
use IS/IT in the long term’ (Davenport et al, 1989).
These are akin to the concept of ‘IT Maxim’ as espoused
by Weill & Broadbent (1998). Policies are rules or laws
specifying what ‘not to do’ as well as ‘enablers’ (Earl

Figure 6 Schematic illustration of the IS/IT suprastructure.

et al, 1996; Weill & Broadbent, 1998) which provide
the paramenters for operating within.
Defining responsibilities requires delineating where

responsibility for decision-making lies within the global
enterprise. It entails defining the aspects of infostructure
and infrastructure which the centre and business units
have authority over.
Global information management does not take place

in a static environment but within a world which is con-
stantly changing both in business and technology terms.
Not only has this consequences for both the business
infostructure and the IT infrastructure but also for the
design of the suprastructure. For example, new techno-
logies and new technological standards emerge and these
will be evaluated for the applicability to the organiza-
tion. Business strategies change requiring changes in the
global business model. The economics of production
might shift requiring a new configuration of business
activities. All this suggests that it will be necessary to
have an organizational body which will oversee changes
and additions to the suprastructure as well as addressing
any disputes which may emerge: a meta decision-making
forum. The evidence suggests that this will be a central
function with a group composed of both senior business
and IT staff from the centre and business units (Butler
Cox, 1991; Starre & de Jong, 1998). With input for busi-
ness and IT as to the most appropriate actions to take,
suprastructure decisions are made within this forum.

Concluding remarks
The purpose of this paper has been to develop an organ-
ising framework for information management in the glo-
bal enterprise. Drawing on a diverse and comprehensive
literature base, the conceptual framework presented in
the paper extends the traditional prescription of aligning
the information management strategy with business
strategy suggesting that, particularly in the global con-
text, both the drivers of the globalisation process as well
as how the business organises itself in the international
arena exert a major influence.
The framework recognises the central role which
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IS/IT can play in global operations. IS/IT can both sup-
port and enable new strategies, new structures and offer
new trade-off possibilities. At the same time, IT provides
opportunities in organising for global operations
enabling new configuration and control strategies and
provides novel ways to leverage capabilities. The global
business drivers are themselves strongly influenced by
developments in technology, affecting the globalisation
process itself.
The interdependent nature of the four domains sug-

gests that changes to any one dimension will probably
require corresponding changes in the others. For
example, a new global strategy may require a novel
organizational model; increasing the requirement for
local responsiveness is likely to place a high co-
ordination overhead on the organization. However, this
framework is not an alignment mechanism but further
development could potentially lead to such an outcome.
Such a mechanism would enable an assessment to be
made of the fit between each of the four domains of
the framework. While each of the four domains may be
examined in isolation they do not function is isolation.
The global information strategy is portrayed as having

three interdependent components: the business infostruc-
ture model, the IT infrastructure model and the supras-
tructure. It is perhaps issues surrounding the suprastruc-
ture which are least addressed in the research literature.
Guidance in the design of the global IT organization,
defining specific decision-making responsibilities and
establishing parameters for both infostructure and infra-
structure decisions is an area requiring more research.
This paper has suggested a concept centred around
defining principles, policies and responsibilities for both
infostructure and infrastructure decisions at both the
centre and business units and laterally across the organi-
zation.
One research question which would greatly improve

our understanding of the global information strategy
domain is the extent to which host organization charac-
teristics influence IT organizational arrangements. How
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