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Impact on international business
[image: ]Hinrich Voss is Professor of International Business at HEC Montreal where he investigates the relationship and interactions between multinational enterprises (MNEs) and institutions. In this online resource he reflects on the potential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic as it starts to unfold in May 2020.
The COVID-19 pandemic and health crisis is likely to have a major impact on international business. What could be the implications for research in the field of IB?
For a long time, International Business research scholars did not pay much attention to how health and environmental crises impacted on business. The 2011 Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami are an exception that led to more research on resilience in global supply networks. Any research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on international business will break new ground.
Regardless of how quickly the threat of COVID-19 will now dissipate, the pandemic has laid bare tensions at the country, firm and individual level. These tensions will initially be addressed from within the IB discipline but in my view this is a time to conduct more interdisciplinary research. Let me give you some examples.
At the country level the pandemic has made more visible global dependencies that are the result of MNEs orchestrating complex supply networks through which they source goods and services from the economically efficient locations. Such drive for efficiency can conflict with political objectives such as national security and nationalism. Therefore, in order to help MNEs to navigate this situation, we need research that takes into account insights from political science research into how political agendas are conceived, rolled out and become mainstream.
At the firm level, MNEs may adapt their risk management by building in more redundancies. For suppliers (and their governments), the pandemic has already highlighted the unbalanced distribution of bargaining power. The unilateral postponement or cancellation of supplier contracts worth billions in the textile sector, for example, has caused immediate hardship for manufacturers and their workers in Bangladesh. Creating greater network redundancies would further weaken the bargaining power of suppliers.
At the individual level, the focus has been mainly on the plight of lower-skilled workers. Two groups I would like to highlight here are communities of expat and overseas workers. Many of them ended up in lockdown in their host countries with no possibility of returning home and supporting their families. This distressing experience can make an extended overseas stay untenable. Interdisciplinary research involving sociological and psychological approaches may help to better understand the traumatic impact of such experiences and related coping mechanisms. We need to attend not just to the employees but also the extended families they are supporting.
IB research is hence much broader and multifaceted than some may think, and it will benefit from engaging with neighbouring disciplines when studying complex phenomena like the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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