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Abstract. The governance of corruption is increasingly important in a global business
environment involving ever more frequent transactions across diverse institutional con-
texts. Previous scholarship has theorized a fundamental tension between the enforcement
of organizational compliance and the achievement of social ends, finding that efforts to
remedy policy-practice decoupling in the governance of corruption and other complex
global issues can exacerbate means-ends decoupling. However, these studies have tended
to apply a rather static lens to a highly evaluative and processual phenomenon, meaning
we still lack in-depth understanding of the dynamics underlying the interactive communi-
cative processes of sensemaking and negotiation involved in working out the problems of
both means-ends and policy-practice decoupling across different institutional contexts. To
address this gap, we present a longitudinal qualitative study of the governance of corrup-
tion that identifies the emergence of locally contingent and open-ended sensemaking proc-
esses arising from and surrounding problems of decoupling. Specifically, we identify four
key sensemaking mechanisms across different contexts and periods that ultimately shifted
the focus of the actors away from a compliance-based approach toward a new shared
understanding of progress as achievement, i.e., the mechanisms of localized theorizing, level-
ing, recalibrating, and public criticizing. Based on these findings, we develop a model to
explain the role of sensemaking in the governance of corruption and the dynamics of
decoupling.
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Introduction
Corruption constitutes a grand societal challenge with
manifold negative socio-economic consequences (Castro
et al. 2020). Broadly defined as the “misuse of an organi-
zational position or authority for personal or organiza-
tional gain” (Anand et al. 2004, p. 40), corruption is
increasingly difficult to detect, observe, and tackle in a
fast-changing global business environment involving
ever more frequent transactions across diverse institu-
tional contexts. This complex multi-institutional context
makes it both more important and more challenging to
improve the governance of corruption (Rose-Ackerman
and Palifka 2016, Rose-Ackerman 2018).

The governance of corruption comprises the design
and implementation of anticorruption regulations by

companies, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
international organizations, and national governments
(Wijen 2014). In recent decades, recurrent corruption
scandals have triggered demands for greater account-
ability and transparency in the governance of corrup-
tion. Western governance actors have responded to
this demand by focusing primarily on strict compli-
ance to remedy the decoupling of policies and practi-
ces in the fight against corruption (anticorruption)
(Locke et al. 2009, Gibson Dunn 2011), typically call-
ing for a zero-tolerance enforcement approach to any
deviation from or violation of regulations (Paine 1994,
Greive and Hartmann 2012). Such strict compliance
principles are based on highly formalized templates
of appropriate behavior, however, which often clash
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in practice with the heterogeneous expectations, beliefs,
motives, and behaviors of actors in different institutional
contexts. This has led to criticisms that compliance-focused
models constitute a closed system approach (Aguilera et al.
2008) based on defined universal rules that overlook the
local struggles of regulators “to fully understand, causally
attribute, and precisely measure” the relation between
organizational practices and social or environmental out-
comes (Wijen 2014, p. 303). As such, these models fail to
account for the complex links and significant gaps
between practices and outcomes in the governance of
corruption across multiple institutional contexts.

Scholarship on the governance of corruption has
related the growing challenges involved in tackling
practice-outcome gaps to the proliferation of means-ends
decoupling, that is, the phenomenon of organizations
complying with anticorruption policies yet failing to
achieve the goals for which these policies were designed
(Bromley and Powell 2012). Such decoupling has been
theorized by Wijen (2014, p. 304) as a compliance-
achievement tradeoff that arises when the “letter” of the
law is enforced at the cost of its “spirit.” For instance,
strictly enforcing compliance with policies prohibiting
child labor may increase poverty as children may signifi-
cantly contribute to family income (Forum for African
Investigative Reporters 2012, Wijen 2014). To circumvent
this compliance-achievement tradeoff, Wijen (2014, p.
313) has recommended the use of “running simulations”
and “crafting scenarios” as techniques for systematically
comparing the opportunity costs of different governance-
policy options in different contexts. Although this pro-
posed approach seems well suited for tackling at least
some of the complexities and uncertainties involved in
the governance of corruption (hereafter the GoC), it still
falls short of addressing the key challenges arising from
diverse understandings of fundamental aspects of anti-
corruption governance across different contexts and over
time. As Ferraro et al. (2015) have emphasized, such com-
plex governance issues are even more challenging when
their meaning is not only made sense of differently but
also evaluated in contrary ways, including fundamentally
contrasting evaluations of the desirability of key issues
and approaches in governance.

These challenges are especially salient for businesses
operating in diverse institutional contexts shaped by differ-
ent cultural histories, cognitive apparatuses, and regulatory
systems (Bartunek 1984). Although a core set of universal
norms have long been established regarding anticor-
ruption governance (UNGC 2022) and certain forms of
corruption are now criminalized worldwide (Hess and
Dunfee 2000, p. 613), understandings still vary signifi-
cantly across different local contexts as to what does or
does not work in the GoC, including what good gover-
nance should look like. In this study we explore these
differences between local contexts by focusing on the

sensemaking processes of anti-corruption actors in the
East (i.e., Asia) and the West (i.e., Western Europe and
North America). Although this distinction applies to
differences both in practices and interpretations of cor-
ruption and its governance, our focus here is first and
foremost on divergencies and convergencies in the
evolving sensemaking of actors across contexts sur-
rounding the GoC.

In exploring divergent interpretations of anticor-
ruption governance in East and West, scholars have
long proposed that the primacy of community values
and interests over individual rights in the East may lead
to more pragmatic approaches to governance focused
on joint achievement, consultation and improvisation
aimed primarily at protecting the integrity and stability
of the collective (Mauzy 1997). This differs markedly
from the prevailing Western approach focused on
protecting individual liberties through the enforcement
of bureaucratic norms and contractual rules and com-
pliance with the rule of law (Weber 1978). Regarding
differences in prevailing practices of corruption, the
East has been found to suffer primarily from corruption
involving bribery (Chang and Chu 2006), or what
Cockcroft and Wegener (2016, p. xi) have called “the cor-
ruption of brown paper envelopes,” whereas the West
suffers more from “the corruption of influence” such as
illegal contributions to political campaigns. Despite the
primacy afforded by Western actors to enforcing regula-
tions (Rose-Ackerman and Palifka 2016), however, the
West has continued to be the site of major corruption
scandals, including the Siemens and FIFA scandals
revealed in 2006 and 2015, respectively. Given these East-
West contrasts, including fundamental divergencies in
evaluations of what is appropriate and what constitutes
achievement in governance across different institutional
contexts, it seems self-evident that any mis/matches
between means and ends and policies and practices in
the governance of corruption can never be usefully
assessed from the point of view of any single actor or sin-
gle context (Weaver et al. 1999, Aravind and Christmann
2011). What is needed instead is an approach that recog-
nizes divergencies and perceived mis/matches as socially
constructed phenomena arising from continuous interac-
tive communicative processes of interpretation and con-
testation (Weick 1995, Weick et al. 2005).

To capture the cognitive and communicative proc-
esses by which governance actors construct social
reality, we apply a sensemaking lens to a longitudinal
qualitative study of the GoC, building on previous
studies of governance, including Reinecke and Ansari
(2015). In adopting this perspective, we conceptualize
communication not as “an uncomplicated process of
sending and receiving messages, where any semantic or
pragmatic outcomes are already largely prefigured and
predetermined by actors initiating the communication”
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but “as a joint activity within which both speakers and
addressees coproduce, moment by moment, an under-
standing” of certain policies, practices, means, and ends
(Cornelissen et al. 2015, p. 14; see also Meyer et al. 2018).
Focusing on the evolution of sensemaking processes of
anticorruption actors in the East and West and the
dynamic relationship between these sensemaking practi-
ces, we trace the divergence and (re)convergence of
understandings about highly evaluative and contested
practices to identify the specific mechanisms driving
changes in understandings and evaluations over time to
answer the following research question: Does sense-
making about compliance and achievement in the gover-
nance of corruption across different institutional contexts
change over time—and if so in what ways and why?

We show how interactive sensemaking efforts
through continuous communication can enable actors
with locally contingent beliefs, judgements and practi-
ces to overcome some of the key problems associated
with compliance-focused approaches to corruption.
These problems are especially likely to arise in the
day-to-day operations of the subsidiaries of multi-
national corporations (MNCs) operating in the hetero-
geneous contexts of contemporary global business,
including environments where certain forms of cor-
ruption are more likely to be tolerated than in the
countries where these MNCs are headquartered (Luo
2002, Chang and Chu 2006, Transparency Interna-
tional 2012, Rose-Ackerman and Palifka 2016). Our
findings show how actors from different contexts can
work together in jointly identifying, rationalizing and
ascribing at least a temporarily shared sensemaking of
anticorruption policies, practices, means, and ends,
thereby paving the way for further meaning-making
efforts to negotiate workable solutions for the GoC.

Our paper makes three contributions to the devel-
opment of a flexible and open perspective on gover-
nance that acknowledges multiple possible trajectories
in the governance of complex global social issues
(Aguilera et al. 2008, Wijen 2014). First, we proceed
from this perspective by challenging the assumption
that means-ends relationships in diverse governance
contexts can ever be sufficiently predicted and deter-
mined by the calculations of any single regulator
(Fung 2006). Our study shows instead that it was the
joint sensemaking of anticorruption efforts of actors
across institutional contexts that ultimately enable the
communicative coconstruction of common understand-
ings about appropriate measures in the governance of
corruption. In highlighting the relevance of sensem-
aking through communication in the GoC, we add to
the deliberative governance literature, which focuses
on reason and evidence-based communicative interac-
tions (Chambers 2003, Dryzek and Pickering 2017). Sec-
ond, by identifying the key sensemaking mechanisms

that led these actors to arrive at a workable shared
understanding of the GoC, our paper contributes to the
further refinement of processual approaches in the gov-
ernance of complex global social and environmental
issues (Locke et al. 2009, Reinecke and Ansari 2015). In
particular, we contribute to this stream of scholarship
by showing how the four mechanisms of localized theo-
rizing, leveling, recalibrating, and public criticizing contrib-
uted to a continuous and open-ended process of meaning-
formation in complex and dynamic contexts. Third, our
study contributes to the decoupling literature by showing
that although compliance-focused efforts aimed at tighter
coupling may never lead to a fully coupled end-state, joint
sensemaking and negotiations of the meaning of these
governance efforts can nonetheless lead to workable
equilibria.

Theoretical Background
Compliance, Achievement, and Decoupling in the
Governance of Corruption
Given the limitations of applying compliance-based
approaches to governance in heterogeneous organiza-
tional environments (Paine 1994, Aguilera et al. 2008,
Locke et al. 2009), it can reasonably be asked why this
closed-system approach continues to prevail in much
sensemaking of the GoC. In part this persistence stems
from the enduring influence of Meyer and Rowan’s
(1977) theorization of policy-practice decoupling as a
widespread problem in governance whereby organi-
zations only symbolically adopt policies without
implementing them substantively. Concerns about the
risks of corruption associated with such decoupling,
including institutionalized misconduct, have proliferated
ever since (MacLean and Behnam 2010). Although we
agree that tackling policy-practice decoupling is crucial,
our findings confirm that focusing exclusively on compli-
ance brings its own significant challenges and risks.

Previous studies seeking to explain the counterpro-
ductive effects of compliance-focused approaches to
governance have emphasized the complexities and
uncertainties involved in the relationship between for-
mal policies, organizational practices and societal out-
comes, theorizing a fundamental tension “between
remedying policy-practice decoupling and remedying
means-ends decoupling” (Wijen 2014, p. 310; see also
Bromley and Powell 2012, Stål and Corvellec 2021).
Some scholars have thus called for the adoption of a
more “open” approach based on systematically com-
paring different policy options, calculating the costs of
compliance with regulations, and considering contin-
gencies and complementarities across different organi-
zational environments (Aguilera et al. 2008, p. 475;
Wijen 2014). Notwithstanding the value of this explora-
tion of alternative approaches to compliance, research
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to date has not taken sufficient account of how evalua-
tions of the desirability of certain policies, practices,
means, and ends in the governance of corruption differ
and shift not only across contexts but also over time
(Ferraro et al. 2015). This gap in our understanding is
especially salient given that such governance typically
transcends national borders and involves actors from
diverse cultures with different and even opposing under-
lying values, including differences in orientation toward
individualism versus collectivism and long termism ver-
sus short termism (Hofstede 1980, Schmutzler et al.
2019). These fundamental and evolving differences can
help explain important variances in evaluations of the
appropriateness of particular governance approaches and
the desirability of certain practices.

However, the role of these differences continues to
be largely overlooked in current conceptualizations of
the relationship between compliance and achievement
in the governance of global social issues like corrup-
tion (Wijen 2014), primarily because such conceptuali-
zations tend to rely on static perspectives of social
reality, thus failing to account for the role of dynami-
cally changing interpretations and evaluations of com-
pliance with rules and the achievement of ends
(Palermo et al. 2017, Dick and Coule 2020). At the
same time, there has been a growing interest of late in
the dynamic nature of decoupling (Boxenbaum and
Jonsson 2017), mostly focused on whether practices
tend to become increasingly compliant with existing
policies over time (Weaver et al. 1999, Hallett 2010,
Tilcsik 2010). However, even this literature has still
not satisfactorily explored the specific mechanisms
that drive processes of coupling (Boxenbaum and
Jonsson 2017) and has yet to identify or study the con-
tingencies and conditions under which specific mech-
anisms operate (Haack et al. 2021).

In seeking to address this gap, we proceed from the
premise that any attempt to explain why decoupling
does not necessarily constitute a source of instability
must first acknowledge that decoupling “involves proc-
esses by which an organization connects to the wider
world of meaning” (Scott 2008, p. 171), that is, that the
“reality” people take for granted in their everyday lives
as members of organizations is actually “a world that
originates in their thoughts and actions, and is main-
tained as real by these” (Berger and Luckmann 1967,
p. 33). Given that people’s thoughts and actions inevita-
bly change over time, primarily through interactive
communications aimed at making sense of organiza-
tions, “realities” must also change, including the shift-
ing meanings that actors ascribe to policy-practice
decoupling in the GoC. Scholars applying this approach
in the context of CSR have highlighted the crucial role
played by communication in meaning-making and thus
in the dynamics of decoupling. For example, studies
have shown how “aspirational talk” (Christensen et al.

2013, p. 373, 2017) can push organizations into “moral
entrapment” (Haack et al. 2012, p. 835), thereby reducing
the gaps between their actual behavior and the practices
stipulated within formal policies and structures.

Although this literature provides a crucial starting
point for exploring the mechanisms that can help
explain the dynamics of decoupling, we fundamentally
differ in our approach from studies in this stream that
claim decoupling may contain the seeds of its own
demise (Tilcsik 2010). Such claims proceed from a com-
mon assumption in research on decoupling dynamics
that efforts aimed at tighter coupling will invariably
reduce decoupling practices over time, leading to a pur-
ported static end-state of full compliance. In this view,
decoupling may amount to a merely transitory aberra-
tion. We question whether this is necessarily the case,
however; and with our own study we show that an
end-state of tight policy-practice coupling seems espe-
cially unlikely in contexts where unforeseen problems
inevitably arise, and shifting and divergent interpreta-
tions evolve as the experience of the process of coupling
practices to policies leads to increasingly negative eval-
uations of these policies as inappropriate and/or ineffi-
cient within local contexts. In such contexts it seems
more appropriate to conceive of progress in the remedy-
ing of decoupling not as a matter of approximation to an
unattainable end-state through maximum policy-practice
coupling but rather as a matter of attaining at least tem-
porarily sustainable equilibria through the interactive
and continuously evolving sensemaking efforts of actors
across institutional contexts over time.

Toward a Sensemaking Perspective on the
Governance of Corruption
Of the few studies to date that have explored the role
of varying evaluations of problems in complex organi-
zational contexts, the arguments and insights offered
by Weick et al. (2005, p. 415) are especially relevant to
our approach, including their finding that such con-
texts do not fit with the concept of “rational choice”
whereby a “given problem is evaluated in relation to
stable goals and a course of action chosen from a set
of alternatives” about which accurate information is
available. According to Weick et al. (2005), researchers
should thus pay less attention to the role of rational
choice in tackling organizational problems and focus
instead on the key role of competing interpretations
across contexts and the ways in which interactive
sensemaking efforts over time can facilitate at least a
partial and temporary convergence of interpretations.

We conceptualize sensemaking as a continuous social,
that is, interactive and communicative, process whereby
actors interpret phenomena and develop shared under-
standings of the world (Maitlis and Christianson 2014).
Because this process is at least partially observable in the
form of oral and written communicative interactions
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between speakers and interlocutors (Cornelissen et al.
2015, Meyer et al. 2018), researchers of organization
have much to gain from complementing existing con-
ceptual apparatuses with a sensemaking perspective
that focuses on the social dynamics through which
shared meaning is coconstructed (Maitlis 2005, Reinecke
and Ansari 2015). Given that language not only reflects
but is also performative of social reality (Gond et al.
2015), moreover, improving our knowledge and under-
standing of these sensemaking dynamics and related
communication patterns can also potentially help gover-
nance actors reduce the detrimental consequences for
organizations and societies of ill-conceived approaches
and unresolved divergences in sensemaking about com-
pliance and achievement in the GoC.

Methods
Research Setting
Context. To analyze sensemaking across different insti-
tutional contexts, we focus on developments in the
sensemaking of the GoC as they unfolded in the East
(i.e., Asia) and theWest (i.e., Western Europe and North
America). Regarding this East-West distinction, pre-
vious scholarship has suggested that governance mod-
els in the West rely largely on contracts, legal rights,
rational planning and the enforcement of bureaucratic
rules imposed on subordinates down the chain of com-
mand by leaders whose authority is based on their for-
mal position in the organizational hierarchy (Weber
1978, Moody 1996). According to Weber’s (1978) classic
account of bureaucracy, only such a legalistic system of
formally and materially justified norms and procedures
with binding laws and contracts can justify the restriction
of individual liberties required for effective governance.
The longstanding prevalence of this formal rule-based
approach to governance in the West means that any
deviations from what has been planned, regulated or
contracted are not considered acceptable, even including
pragmatic and expeditious modifications of such regula-
tions. This explains in part why compliance models are
still widely used in Western corporate governance
approaches despite their evident limitations (Paine 1994,
Locke et al. 2009).

Notwithstanding the diversity of Asian cultures,
traditions, and histories, research supports the broad
generalization that there are certain shared fundamen-
tal values and central commonalities in the East that
differ significantly from those in the West (Luo 2002),
including the prioritization of duties to the collective
over individual rights, with these duties extending
from family and clan structures to the local community
and beyond (Mauzy 1997, Begley and Tan 2001). These
mutual social obligations are largely implicit and em-
bedded in informal social structures and practices
rather than in formal institutions, meaning they need to
be worked out and made sense of through continuous

consultation and improvisation (Mair et al. 2012). The
priority of fulfilling these mutual obligations often
involves sidestepping any formal rules, contracts and
authorities that get in the way (Mauzy 1997). Individual
rights, the rule of law, contractual rules, and bureau-
cratic norms and procedures may thus play a less
central role in many Asian contexts, especially if these
concepts are regarded as “imported from the West”
(Mauzy 1997, p. 215).

By distinguishing between East and West, our inten-
tion is not to overgeneralize differences or promote ster-
eotyping by implying that corruption is a bigger or
smaller problem in either context. Besides the fact that
current methodologies cannot capture the precise scale
and scope of global corruption (Andersson and Hey-
wood 2009), our interest is not in specific practices or lev-
els of corruption and anticorruption but in how actors in
diverse contexts make sense of what is or is not appro-
priate in the GoC and how such sensemaking diverges
and converges over time. By examining how people and
organizations talk about corruption governance, we
explore how intersubjective meaning is created through
communication, that is, via talk and text (Maitlis and
Christianson 2014). Although we do refer to major devel-
opments in the practical governance of corruption,
including scandals, changes in enforcement actions, and
the introduction of new anticorruption tools (Figure 1),
our focus is on how actors made sense of these develop-
ments rather than on their import as outcomes in the
GoC that can be objectively assessed as good or bad, pro-
gressive or regressive.

Focal Actors in the Governance of Corruption. We
approached a range of key actors in the East and West
and international bodies involved in the GoC. In the
West, we gained access to relevant employees of the
German MNC Siemens, in addition to gathering docu-
ments published by the U.S. Securities and Exchange
Commission and the U.S. Department of Justice as the
two Western regulatory agencies responsible for enforc-
ing the U.S. Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA),
widely considered the most comprehensive anticorrup-
tion legislation in the world (Gibson Dunn 2011). In the
East, we approached representatives of Asian subsidia-
ries, supply chains, and other MNCs such as Daimler
and Shell, as well as local governmental and nongo-
vernmental organizations involved in the governance
of corruption in Asian contexts. Our primary focus in
this data collection in the East was on Southeast Asia,
although we also gained access to actors in China and
South Korea. Finally, we approached international
intergovernmental organizations such as the UN
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the World
Bank, global NGOs such as Transparency Interna-
tional, local business chambers, and anticorruption
experts in academia.
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Data Collection
Interview Sample and Data. Interview data were col-
lected from November 2012 to March 2019. To obtain
an appropriate sample of interviewees based on a pur-
poseful selection of relevant corruption cases, we con-
sulted the media and searched databases such as the
records of FCPA-related enforcement cases of the U.S.
Department of Justice. We also interviewed interna-
tional anticorruption field experts, including lawyers
and representatives of NGOs, to gather information
about typical practices in anticorruption governance.

Our final sample of 75 interviews comprised 56
semistructured interviews, 12 informal conversations,

four email conversations, and three pre-existing inter-
views. The semistructured interviews and informal
conversations were conducted either face-to-face or
by telephone. The interviews ranged from 45 to 120
minutes, whereas the informal conversations were
much shorter, ranging from 1 to 10 minutes. Whereas
the interviews were based on prior background analy-
ses of the interviewees and the organizations they rep-
resented, the informal conversations took the form of
spontaneous discussions at various venues without
prior preparation, including at conferences for practi-
tioners or academics. (Table 1 provides details of the
organizational affiliations of our respondents and the

Table 1. Overview of Interview Data

Organization type Organization name Representative Date (type) of conversation

Companies Siemens, HQ Switzerland (CH) Senior CO Nov 2012 (PIa), Dec 2013 (PIa)
Siemens, Australia Senior CO Mar 2013 (TI)
Siemens, HQ Germany (GER) Senior CO Feb 2014 (TIa,b), Feb 2016

(TICa,b), Nov 2018 (ICa,b)
Two senior COs Dec 2014 (EI), Oct 2016 (IC)

Siemens, ASEAN Pacific Manager Feb 2013 (PI)
Siemens, ASEAN Regional CO Apr 2014 (PI), Nov 2015 (TI)

Regional COc Mar 2014 (TI)
Siemens, Philippines Senior representative Apr 2014 (TI & MC)
Siemens, Thailand Senior CO Mar 2017 (PI)
Daimler, HQ Germany Two senior COs Nov 2012 (PIa), Nov 2013 (PIa)

Senior CO Jan 2015 (EI)
Daimler, AUS CO Apr 2013 (TIa)

Figure 1. Key Developments in the Governance of Corruption
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Table 1. (Continued)

Organization type Organization name Representative Date (type) of conversation

Daimler, Greater China Two senior COs Mar 2014 (TI)
ABB, HQ Manager Nov 2012 (PId), Nov 2013 (PId)
ABB, AUS & South Asia Regional Counsel May 2013 (PI)
Shell, Philippines Senior representative Apr 2014 (PI)
Shipping firm, Indonesia Former employee Apr 2014 (IC)

Regional networks and NGOse Transparency International:
AUS

Two senior representatives Mar 2013 (PI), Jan 2017 (PI &
MC)

GER Former representative Jan 2014 (TI)
Philippines Senior representative Apr 2014 (PI)
Malaysia Two senior representatives Apr 2014 (PI), Mar 2019 (2 TIs)
UNGC, Singapore Senior representative Mar & Apr 2014, Nov 2015, Oct

2016,c May 2018c (all PIs)
Project manager Oct 2016 (PI)

UNGC, AUS Senior representative Feb 2017 (PI)
ASEAN CSR Network Two program directors Mar & Apr 2014, Nov 2015, Oct

2016, May 2018 (all PIs)
Integrity Initiative, Philippines Two senior representatives Mar 2014 (PI)
IDEASf, Malaysia Manager, governance unit Apr 2014 (PI)
Thai Listed Companies

Association
Senior representative Apr 2014 (PI)

Integrity Network Initiative,
Egypt

Senior representative Oct 2016 (PI), Nov 2018 (ICb)

IFBECg Senior representative Oct 2016 (EI)
IBLF Global, UK Senior representative Oct 2016 (IC)
Business for Soc. Responsibility Senior representative, transport

& logistics
Oct 2016 (IC)

Government, IGOsh, business
chambers, regulators & prof.
services firms

Gibson Dunn, GER Lawyer Nov 2012 (PI), Nov 2013 (TI)
Professional services firm, AUS Senior manager Mar 2013 (PI)
Embassy of Switzerland, AUS Senior representative Apr 2013 (PI)
GSK Associates, GER Senior representative (Siemens

compliance monitorship)c
Oct 2013 (PI)

Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN)

Senior representativec Mar 2014 (PI)

Corrupt Practices Investigation
Bureau (CPIB), Singapore

Senior representativec Mar 2014 (IC)

KADIN BSDi, Indonesia Senior representative Mar 2014 (PIa)
UNGC, HQ (USA) Senior representative,

corruption
Mar 2014 (IC)

UN Industrial Development
Org.

Senior representative Mar 2014 (MCb)

UNODC Two senior representatives,
Southeast Asia & the Pacific

Apr 2014 (TI), Mar 2017 (TI)

Office of the Attorney General,
CH

Senior rep., int. corruption Oct 2016 (IC)

Delegation of the EU,
Singapore

2 representatives, Econ. &
Trade

Oct 2016 (PI)

Allens, AUS Senior representative Jan 2017 (PI)
Alliance for Integrity, GER Senior representative Oct 2016 (ICa)

Coordinator Asia May 2017 (TIa)
Academia CBS Copenhagen, Denmark Professor Dec 2015 (IC)

HTW Chur, CH Professor Jan 2014, Mar 2016 (both PIsa,b)
Monash University, AUS Automotive industry expert Mar 2013 (PI)
University of Malaysia Professor Feb 2014 (MC)

CO, compliance officer; PI, personal interview; TI, telephone interview; (T)IC, (telephone) informal conversation; EI, (pre)existing interview; MC,
mail conversation.

aTranslated into English.
bNot recorded.
cFormer position.
dDirect quotes prohibited.
eNongovernmental organization.
fInstitute for Democracy and Economic Affairs.
gInternational Forum on Business Ethical Conduct.
hIntergovernmental organization.
iChamber of Commerce and Industry.
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dates and types of conversation or interviews held
with them.)

Our focus in these interviews was on learning why
and howMNCs and their subsidiaries had established
comprehensive compliance systems for governing
corruption and whether they felt they had been suc-
cessful in achieving their intended ends. All our dis-
cussions were audio-recorded and transcribed except
for six interviews and six short conversations in which
the respondents stated a preference for “off-the-record”
and/or more informal discussions. The transcripts of the
recorded interviews were sent to the interviewees for
validation. In eight cases, the interviewees edited the rel-
evant transcript to clarify misunderstandings or to make
corrections where the content had been misheard.

Despite being a “highly efficient way to gather rich,
empirical data,” data collected through interviews may
be biased because of “impression management and
retrospective sensemaking” (Eisenhardt and Graebner
2007, p. 28). To mitigate this risk, we followed the
approach to theory building developed by Eisenhardt
and Graebner (2007), gathering a diverse range of per-
spectives from interviews with multiple highly knowl-
edgeable actors from different functional areas, types of
organizations and local contexts over a period of more
than six years. Interviewing several subjects repeatedly
enabled us to focus on events occurring between the
interviews, which “thereby increased the likelihood that
[we] could determine the sequence and nature of events
accurately” (Leonard-Barton 1990, p. 254), affording us
valuable opportunities to identify shifts in the sensemak-
ing and storytelling patterns of our interviewees over
time, further adding depth and detail to our analysis of
how these actors experienced and interpreted change.

Archival Data. We collected a wide range of public
and corporate documents published between 2006
and 2019, including anticorruption programs, policies
and regulations, media reports, email conversations,
annual corporate reports and third-party reports,
press releases, and publications such as brochures,
handbooks, and guides, altogether amounting to a
total of 76 documents from public sources and 68
documents from corporate sources, comprising more
than 620,000 and 580,000 words of text, respectively.
These data allowed for additional exploration of the
sensemaking dynamics involved in anticorruption
governance, especially in relation to problems of com-
pliance and achievement. Our findings from this anal-
ysis further complemented the insights we gained
from our real-time data collection in the form of inter-
views and conversations. In addition, because the ini-
tial interviews started in 2012 our triangulation of the
interview data with our archival data reduced the risk of
convergent retrospective sensemaking and impression

management regarding any events and activities that
had taken place before 2012 (Eisenhardt and Graebner
2007, p. 28).

Observational Data. The first author attended two
workshops on business and anticorruption in Asia in
2014 and 2015, as well as two conferences on anticor-
ruption held in Switzerland in 2016 and 2018. The
observational data gathered on the speeches and inter-
actions of the participants at these events further
informed our understanding of actors’ sensemaking
around the issue of decoupling, as well as enabling us
to gain a sense of the extent to which anticorruption
principles were endorsed or contested by the partici-
pants at different points in time.1

Data Analysis
We applied a primarily abductive approach aimed at
generating novel insights from our data by relating our
empirical observations to theory (Van Maanen et al.
2007). To iteratively refine, consolidate, and differentiate
between emerging sensemaking patterns, we imported
all our data into an integrated database using NVivo
qualitative analysis software. The three main stages of
our data analysis are summarized here.2

Stage 1: Making Sense of the Governance of Corrup-
tion. The first stage of our data analysis aimed at detect-
ing how actors in different contexts made sense of the
GoC, especially in relation to compliance and achievement.
To identify such sensemaking, we focused on utterances
related to compliance and achievement in local contexts
in the West and the East, zooming in on instances
of sensemaking surrounding compliance-based efforts
to remedy policy-practice decoupling vs. achievement-
oriented efforts aimed at remedying means-ends decou-
pling. Our initial focus was on identifying particularly
salient statements and frequently repeated expressions
that distinctly addressed key elements of our core areas
of interest (see “open coding”; Corbin and Strauss 1990),
including any instances of sensemaking reflecting a focus
on achieving ends, such as talk about “getting actors on
board” and “gaining momentum.” In total we coded
1,742 individual utterances, grouping these codes into
clusters of policies and practices, means, and ends.

Gathering longitudinal data from interviews con-
ducted between 2012 and 2019 and archival data pub-
lished between 2006 and 2019 enabled us to assess the
unfolding dynamics of sensemaking over time. In con-
solidating individual utterances into larger meaning
structures, we drew on the concept of “present-oriented
sensemaking” (Reinecke and Ansari 2015, p. 20), which
emphasizes the role of actors’ judgments in response
to “presently evolving situations” (Emirbayer andMische
1998, p. 971); a perspective that seems particularly apt
in contexts such as anticorruption involving ethical
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equivocality and ongoing sensemaking about norma-
tively appropriate actions (Reinecke and Ansari 2015).
We further took into account the fact that sensemaking
at any given point in time may involve reflections
about the past and projections of the future. For exam-
ple, we noted that utterances related to present compli-
ance processes in the West were often combined with

utterances condemning the prevalence of noncompli-
ance in the past. Guided by these considerations, we
further consolidated our codes into four plausible and
coherent patterns of sensemaking about how and why
a certain means does or does not lead to a certain end in
anticorruption governance. Table 2 presents the final
structure of the sensemaking data and lists exemplary

Table 2. Complementary Evidence of Sensemaking Across Periods and Locations

Sensemaking Period

Period 1 (2006–2012)

Global: Compliance
as achievement

“2007 is by any measure a landmark year in the fight against foreign bribery.” … Mendelsohn and Firestone
spoke only what everyone in the room already knew: as the statute celebrated its thirtieth birthday, FCPA
enforcement, already trending steeply upward in recent years, exploded in 2007.” (Gibson Dunn, 2008)

“‘Only clean business is Siemens business’ … is the creed that Winter's top boss, CEO Peter Löscher, has been
preaching since he took office - and Winter is Löscher's missionary on the front line. He has recently been
responsible for ensuring that the approximately 400,000 Siemensians around the world adhere to it and no
longer get caught up in criminal activities as in the past. Winter is supposed to preserve the reputation of the
group all over the world, he is the highest Siemens law enforcement officer or, as his business card states:
‘Chief Compliance Officer’.” (Höpner, 2010)a

“The compliance organization was set up parallel to the investigation. A huge team should ensure that corruption
is taboo in the future. While the newly created compliance department had just over a dozen employees at the
end of 2006, only two years later there were more than 600.” (Freitag and Katzensteiner, 2011)a

“With a nearly two-fold increase in FCPAenforcement actions in 2010 over the prior record set just the year before, it is hard
to disagreewithBreuer: “[W]e are in a newera of FCPAenforcement; andwe are here to stay.” (GibsonDunn, 2011)

“The pressure of themonitorship has undoubtedly led to the fact thatwehad to establish a compliancemanagement system
under very high pressurewithin a very short time.” (Daimler,Nov 2012)

“Many large corporations have set up large compliance departments, and evenmedium-sized companies value thefight
against corruption.Awhole guild of compliance advisors has emerged. There are compliance congresses, training to
become a compliance officer, and at the end ofNovember companies founded the “GermanCompliance Institute” to
exchange knowledge and set standards.” (Greive andHartmann, 2012)a

“Acompliance department has been set up that has actuallyworkedwith about 600 full-time compliance officers around the
world and a very effective headquarters inMunich.” (GSKAssociates, Siemens compliancemonitorship,Oct 2013)

“‘The Siemens casewas the zero hour for compliance inGermany,’ says expertHans-JoachimMarschdorf. Compliance is
nowa fashion concept. … ‘The Siemens case has created an enormous sensitivity to corruption and led to a paradigm
shift in theGerman corporate landscape,’ saysAndreas Pohlmann, former chief compliance officer at Siemens … Many
large corporations have set up large compliance departments’ evenmedium-sized companies attach importance to the
fight against corruption.An entire compliance consultancy industry has emerged.” (Greive andHartmann, 2012)a

“Being part of the global organization,we established the [current] compliance organization inAustralia at the timewhen
the global change occurred.Andwe’ve replicated the required global program throughout theAustralian organizations
… althoughwehaven't had any issues.” (SiemensAustralia,Mar 2013)

Period 2 (2013–2015)

West: Bureaucratic
compliance

“Companies are trying to be ethical but the markets they are engaging themselves in are not at the level of
implementing such ethical policies. The government doesn't have that; the other competitors in the market
don't have that. So they are basically killing themselves in a market like the Philippines. That's what they
realized.” (Integrity Initiative, Philippines, Mar 2014)

“I've heard [Siemens] say that they've been applying this [compliance] principle since they got caught basically.
And they said that they've had difficulties, because their competitors do not abide by the same rules anymore.
… I've heard a story from Siemens that they were doing work in Vietnam for a project and one of their
competitors was rumored to have paid a bribe. They got wind of it through industry circles basically. Siemens
had refused so they lost a contract.” (ACN, Mar 2014)

“Going it alone can have only a limited impact in the fight against corruption.” (Siemens, 2013: 30)
“There are differences in the understanding of corruption and the tolerance level. … There are … activities that

are just, well, accepted [in China].” (Daimler, Greater China, Mar 2014)
“I think particularly with new arising economies and so on, the compliance systems are not as strong and that

creates some new challenges for companies that are coming from West.” (UNODC, Apr 2014)
East: Pragmatic

achievement
“Because of the Myanmar culture, we have to start small, we don’t want to lose face. International companies

have to disclose everything.” (SMART, conference in Myanmar, 2014)
“It’s better that we follow principles, and we are a principle-based culture. We cannot be a legal-based culture where

everybody is trying to police everyone, everyday, every minute. (Integrity Initiative, Philippines, Mar 2014)
“Because FCPA would require to invest a lot, even hire compliance officers, auditors to perform background checks

on potential suppliers. And a lot of suppliers are not ready for that. They won’t pass. But if you have them first
improve before engaging them, or have them when already engaged with them. We think that’s a better
approach.” (Integrity Initiative, Philippines, Mar 2014)
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Table 2. (Continued)

Sensemaking Period

“One organization we know was certifying companies being wildlife friendly and then one of the companies was
found to have been doing something very bad for the wildlife. And it was all over the news and this particular
worldwide organization was dragged into that kind of negative publicity. So it did them a lot of harm. And
[Transparency International] Malaysia told us from the start, be very careful about certification.” (Transparency
International Malaysia, Apr 2014)

“All countries sign [the UN Convention Against Corruption], but they interpret it in different ways.” (CBS
Copenhagen, Chinese professor, Dec 2015)

“[Our] first agenda is usually ... to get themonboard, because once theydo that ... we have a clear framework toworkwith
them. ... To get themonboard, youneed to use a system they are all open to. … Once they have actually ratified [such
policies—here, theUNConvention against Corruption—], they have obligations. ... it also creates amomentum in
countries [that have ratified the convention], because sometimes even the national authoritiesmaywant to do it [i.e.,fight
corruption], but theymaynot have themomentumor the support.” (UNODC,Apr 2014)

“[W]hat [we]want to dowith theASEANCSRNetwork is to create a regional net-work gradually,firstwith countries
which are ready, but then bring themall [on board]. And that has twopurposes.One is to create another level of
commitment among companies [in] the region … , to bring themall on the same levelwith their compliance system, to
help [them] coordinate [their actions]. But on the other hand, I also hope that they could [put]more pressure on their
governments, demanding actions [from them].” (UNODC,Apr 2014)

“TheUNCAChas provided significantmomentum to the global anticorruptionmovement.” (OECD, 2011: 47)
“II. GAININGGROUNDONTHEFIGHTAGAINSTCORRUPTION: … The last decade alone has seen a significant

increase in the global community’s interest in tackling the problemof corruption. … On9 July 2013, Integrity Initiative,
Inc. (II, Inc.)was incorporated as a non-profit organization in order to continue the collective action that is gaining a
greater number of partners. To date, Integrity Initiative has on board 173 organizations, 45 government agencies, and
2,804 corporations and other private entities asmembers.” (Cortez andRamos, 2015: 4)

Period 3 (2015–2019)

Global: Progress as
achievement

“What I really like is that you sit here and say ‘We’re measuring how much we can decrease facilitation
payments.’ You’re not saying, ‘we have a zero tolerance’ [approach]. It’s naïve to think that, and we know
that.” (Basel Institute on Governance representative commenting on a firm presentation at a global
anticorruption conference in Switzerland, 2016)

“[T]he global discourse has changed a lot in the past 20 years. Corruption has become an issue that is discussed
globally. There is much more awareness about it. It is still sensitive politically, but it’s not the taboo that it
used to be.” (UNODC, Apr 2014)

“The results achieved to date are impressive. As you can see from the many examples of our Integrity Partners
in Part C, the projects have played a key role at the global, regional and sector level in raising awareness of
clean markets (level playing field), promoting transparency, and making education and training available to
dedicated stakeholders.” (Siemens, 2016b: 10)

“Global awareness of the corruption problem and a willingness to actually go after corrupt actors has flattened
the playing field in international business transactions.” (Cortez and Ramos, 2015: 12)

“Further monitors could be appointed to review future business practices and we may otherwise be required to
further modify our business practices and our compliance program.” (Siemens, 2016a: 21)

“There is a lot about social behavior in the dynamic of an IP [Integrity Pact] in its original form, which has
made them very successful. … The funds from Siemens’s Integrity Initiative multiply [existing funds] by ten
and support many initiatives that were not accessing the usual funds. … That supported a lot of innovation
in the anti-corruption world” (Consultant, formerly at Transparency International HQ, Germany, Jan 2014)

“This event [Global Collective Action Conference, 2016] was, for us and many committed representatives of
Integrity Initiative Partner organizations, a unique opportunity to exchange experiences with experts in anti-
corruption and Collective Action.” (Siemens, 2017: 5)

The [cases presented here (Global Collective Action Conference)] confirm that sometimes original [i.e., local]
efforts are helpful in complementing the ICCA [International Center for Collective Action] efforts in
promoting collective action. (UNGC local network representative, conference in Switzerland, 2016).

“Six years ago,we startedwith 23 companies, nowwe have 742 companies signed up and declared their intention. And
those [more than] 700 companies aremany listed companies, and not just small ones; they account for 80% of the
market cap of thewhole [Thai]market. So, basically all themajor firms are there. Andwe also have anothermore
than 300 companies that are not listed across all industries and sizes.” (Thai CAC, conference in Switzerland, 2016)

“In this the seventh year of implementation, we look back on six years of Siemens Integrity Initiative activitieswith
appreciation for a truly unique panorama of CollectiveAction endeavor.” (Siemens, 2017: 4)

“InASEANwe don’t criticize anybody, it’s consensus. … Wedo not say there is a right orwrong [approach in
governing corruption], I mean there is no black orwhite or something. … I think as awhole, it [the governance of
corruption] is better thanfive years ago because, [for example, there is now] theASEANblueprint that talks about
corruption, and there’s also a governmental annual integrity dialogue.” (ACN, 2018)

“[Coming back to the flowerbedmetaphor, I mentioned four years ago], I can say that over the last 6-8 years the plants
have grown. Some evenwent through the roof, others however struggle, and still others didn’t get it. But this is
normal in this kind of (innovative) work.” (Siemens,HQGermany, 2018)

aTranslated into English.
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instances as evidence of the sensemaking we identified,
including the dates and sources of this data.

Stage 2: Spatial and Temporal Classification of Sense-
making. In the first stage of our analysis, it soon
became clear that actors’ sensemaking differed signifi-
cantly over time and across local contexts. In the sec-
ond stage, therefore, we classified these sensemaking
patterns spatially and temporally (Table 2), categoriz-
ing instances of localized sensemaking as Eastern or
Western whenever such sensemaking was contested
and divergent across local contexts, whereas instances
of sensemaking collectively shared and taken for
granted across local contexts were classified as Global
(Table 2). In the model derived from our data analysis
(Figure 2), globally shared sensemaking thus represents
the attainment, however temporarily, of relatively
stable meaning structures and expectations (Weber
and Glynn 2006). We identify three distinct periods
(P1–P3) according to the prevalence of different types
or stages of sensemaking in and across different con-
texts at these times. In brief, globally shared sensemaking

prevailed in P1 (2006–2012) and later again in P3
(2015–2019), whereas locally contested (Eastern and
Western) sensemaking prevailed in P2 (2013–2015).

Stage 3: Identifying Sensemaking Mechanisms. Be-
cause sensemaking is a never-ending endeavor (Weick
1995), the prevalent manifestations of sensemaking
we identify in our data as Global, Eastern, or Western
represent only “temporary resting points” that are
themselves subject to ongoing sensemaking activities
(Weick 2012, p. 150). In the third stage of our analysis,
therefore, we sought to explain how andwhy sensemak-
ing about the GoC and the tension between compliance
and achievement changed over time by identifying the
specific “sensemaking mechanisms” driving this change.
Such mechanisms are understood here as distinct com-
municative “process[es] in a concrete system … capable
of bringing about or preventing some change in the sys-
tem as a whole or in some of its subsystems” (Bunge
1997, p. 414), thus explaining how and why changes
occur in sensemaking over time (Weber 2006, Reinecke
and Ansari 2015).

Figure 2. Making Sense of Compliance and Achievement in the Governance of Corruption
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To explore the relevant sensemaking mechanisms in
our case, we first thoroughly revisited our data with the
purpose of identifying specific instances of sensemaking
efforts that were both focused on change and related to
other sensemaking efforts from different time periods
and/or different local contexts. Technically, this involved
searching for change-oriented content in the sensemak-
ing data coded “at multiple codes” (see “coding at multi-
ple nodes,” NVivo 2018), for example, content that
co-occurred in sensemaking in different periods; (see also
“horizontal analyses,” Wibeck and Linnér 2021, p. 7).3

This resulted in the initial identification of seven distinct

sensemaking mechanisms that we subsequently consoli-
dated based on similarities. Specifically, we identified
such similarities in the content of five of the initially iden-
tified mechanisms, namely in three sensemaking mecha-
nisms related to the topic of learning in the West and
East and in two mechanisms related to collaborative
experimentation between the West and the East aimed at
finding agreement on appropriate means of tackling
corruption. Through this process of consolidation, we
arrived at a final set of four sensemaking mechanisms:
localized theorizing, leveling, recalibrating, and public
criticizing. Table 3 presents illustrative instances of the

Table 3. Complementary Evidence of Sensemaking Mechanisms

Sensemaking mechanism Spatial context

Period 1 → Period 2

Localized theorizing Global → West
“I’ve heard [Siemens] say that they've been applying this [compliance] principle since they got

caught basically.” (ACN, Mar 2014)
“Of course, the Swiss worker here in automation technology may tend to say that ‘it [corruption]

was neither in my division nor in Switzerland, what do I have to do with it?’” (Siemens, HQ
Switzerland, Dec 2013)

“Once you’ve been hit by a lot of sanctions, your controls have already matured to a point at
which you can no longer afford any grey area.” (Integrity Initiative, Philippines, Mar 2014)

Global → East
“You have got to make it local, because no market is the same and markets are always changing,

so that dynamic in a regional or global relationship needs to be different.” (Professional Services
Firm, Australia, Mar 2013)

“Many [MNCs] have zero tolerance [for non-compliance], like BP, they are quite ambitious. But the
problem is, if there would be zero tolerance in the transport sector, the world trade would stop today.
Nothing would move, because it is so endemic in the sector.” (Transport & Logistics and
Collaborative Initiatives, conference in Switzerland, 2016)

Period 2

Leveling (1) Transferring (Local: West → East)
“Some of these experiences and lessons learnt, [… ] we also want to share with our JVs.”

(Daimler, Greater China, Mar 2014)
“Everywhere in the world, we’ve entered into integrity pacts with our partners and competitors.”

(Siemens, 2012: 60)
“A growing number of companies joining global anti-corruption initiatives increases peer pressure

to commit to ethical practices and ensures that companies able and willing to demonstrate leadership
in the fight against corruption do not risk leaving business behind for scrupulous competitors to pick
up.” (UNGC, 2010: 4)

“We [suggested to] the [Philippine] department of finance to come up with a tax regulation in order to
prevent smuggling, (… ) [asking] ‘why don’t you impose tax on all [oil & gas] imports and if the
company is able to prove that they re-exported it [i.e., the previously imported product], then they get a
refund on their tax?’” (Shell, Philippines, Apr 2014)

“In all areas, there is a learning requirement. [We] are counting on [advanced companies] to really help
us spread the word. [Thanks to] Siemens, we were able to access a resource that is critical [for] our efforts,
because there is no other mechanism like that anywhere in the world.” (Integrity Initiative, Philippines,
Mar 2014)

“[According to Jericho Petilla, the new energy secretary of the Philippines] we need support from
various sectors—in this case Siemens.” (Siemens, Philippines, Apr 2014)

(2) Contextualizing (Local: West ← East)
“It’s about the person who’s not earning so much and sees now someone is willing to give her

more [in the form of a bribe]. What does she do? She takes it. There are so many different
dimensions to [and reasons for corruption]. In the Singapore government, the administrators are
paid as much as a CEO of a company” (Siemens ASEAN, Apr 2014)

“I think part of the problem in the Philippines is the political and the economical [dimension], so
that makes it more difficult because you are fighting at both levels.” (Transparency International
Philippines, Apr 2014)
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Table 3. (Continued)

Sensemaking mechanism Spatial context

“One of the strengths of the [Integrity Pact] concept seems to be that it is flexible enough to adapt
to the many local legal structures and requirements as well as to the different degrees to which
governments are willing to proceed along the lines set forth here.” (Transparency International,
2009: 6)

(3) Problematizing (Local: West ← East)
“It’s a game of perception. [Certain] governments are very good [at] containing … publicity and

perceptions. They put in processes, they put in controls, but it doesn’t mean there are no bribery cases in
Singapore.” (Siemens ASEAN, Apr 2014)

“[The CPI] is a perception index, and perception can go up with more action ... at least in the short
term, when you do more, the population may think ‘wow, you’re so corrupt’.” (UNODC, Apr 2014)

“People take advantages. Or, … they find more loopholes … in law and regulations. So you come
back to square one.” (Transparency International Malaysia, Apr 2014)

“There was funny a case … , where a senior guy working in pharmaceutical was sleeping with the
representatives of the big American companies. And they said, that is corrupt. He said, no I was just
sleeping with them.” (Transparency International Australia, Mar 2013)

“You have lobbies that have been created legally in the US as a practice. What are they? How do they
perform? They are stakeholders who are responsible [for promoting] certain ideas and suggestions, and
market strategies.” (Siemens ASEAN, Apr 2014)

“In the USA, it's very common that they get tips. If you want to have a nice dining table, you tip. Are
tips a form of corruption, of petty corruption, how do you define that? … And what about the lobbyist
system in America? [The] difficulty that people have in actually uncovering who has given how much to
which party when is symptomatic of the actual lack of transparency.” (Transparency International
Malaysia, Apr 2014)

“Do they think it is a bribe at all? … I think a lot of peoplewill say, no, I don't give bribes, but I do look after
my clients … And that's the question about how it is seen locally versus internationally.” (Transparency
InternationalMalaysia, Apr 2014)

“Hewas basically saying ‘please use … this partner, I recommend this person’. As long as he doesn’t …
say ‘if youdon’t use him, you can’t do this’, I have no issues.” (SiemensASEAN,Apr 2014)

(4) Admitting failure (Local: West → East)
“It is still an issue in the company that we have very many regulations. We are constantly

working on simplifying and streamlining these regulations.” (Siemens, HQ Switzerland, Nov 2012)
“… and it could also be wrong [to force the joint ventures to take over Daimler compliance tools

or methodologies], because you have to do this really tailored on the business model and where
they come from. (Daimler, Greater China, Mar 2014)

“Monitoring is very touchy with Collective Action. Can we actually build in a kind of an
enforcement side? It is tricky. It is something that has failed in the early days.” (Basel Institute on
Governance, conference in Switzerland, 2016)

Rough note from ABB interview (direct quotes not permitted): Many companies including ABB were
talking almost exclusively about rules; However, our informants at ABB realized that people get tired of
listening to the rules (e.g., of the FCPA or OECD), but prefer real examples instead. (ABB HQ, Nov
2012)

“Then we've seen that compliance is one thing, but we also want to get people to use their minds. …
Compliance must be part of the business. Otherwise, it is not sustainable at the end of the day, which,
of course, leads to what is also experienced here on the spot. You cannot change a culture from today to
tomorrow, it takes a while.” (Daimler Australia, Apr 2013)

Period 2 → Period 3

Recalibrating Local → Global
“If we really can take the message across to the next level, which is using the aspects of

compliance in a very positive way, it also puts us in the position of gaining more exposure and
gaining more opportunities” (Siemens ASEAN, Nov 2015)

“[Transparency International] never [set certain mandatory elements for integrity pacts], partly
because the choice was it is better that people take it, adapt it and reproduce it and make more of it,
than to take property of it and restrict it. … I am of the view, but there is debate on this, that there
is really a process of discussion of the integrity pacts by the companies participating in it, because
this creates this binding commitment.” (Consultant, formerly at Transparency International HQ,
Berlin, Jan 2014)

“What I like about collective actions, that you do your own initiative as the needs in your market
tell you. You cannot really copy-paste things that are ready from somewhere else. Some markets are
more mature than other markets. And the way we design our initiative is also based on maturity.”
(Integrity Network Initiative, conference in Switzerland, 2016)

“We have done a lot of this [i.e., speeches at conferences] in the early days, and I think we have
come to a point where we also feel that a lot of it is now done via our collective action initiatives.
People are aware very much about the topic. We have close alliance groups that speak about it or
bring up the Siemens example as a case study. … currently, we have an anti-corruption agency,
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Table 3. (Continued)

Sensemaking mechanism Spatial context

that means NGOs are the ones that now cite the Siemens example as part of their speeches, and that
helps us even more. (Siemens ASEAN, Nov 2015)

“There’s a changing field that we’re working at in terms of not only what’s expected in reporting, but
also what’s expected in interlocution, discussion, and engagement with the community.” (The B Team,
conference in Switzerland, 2018)

“Introduced in 2006 in India, the [integrity] pact has been applied by other institutions and ministries.
[Having realized that] some companies have signed the pact, but haven’t done anything, … [we now
have] Independent External Monitors (IEM), who can investigate integrity pacts or outsource their
investigations to other agencies.” (Confederation of Indian Industry, Oct 2016)

“So, I encourage ICCA to expand this collective action and its outreach activities to the regions. Of
course, you can have a forum like this on a global basis [� level] here, but also you can go to the
regions.” (UNGC local network representative, conference in Switzerland, 2016)

“What is also new is that we try to modernize this tool a bit. We tried to reinforce the collective action
elements, so these pilot projects contain a strong cooperation with local communities that can be affected
by the project. … And then three other integrity pacts we were developing with local governments ...”
(Transparency International Hungary, conference in Switzerland, 2016)

“I think that one thing about integrity pact is that tool that is very flexible and it can be adaptable to
different environments. And from the presentation on India, I see that integrity pacts in India works
slightly different than, for example, in Hungary. In many EU countries, I think we have a slightly different
approach. [But] for sure, the basic concept is that integrity pact is collaborative tool and voluntary tool.”
(European commission, conference in Switzerland, 2016).

Period 3

Public criticizing Global and Local
“Of course, it is the shareholders’ money at the end. Collective Action will be a strategy topic for

us always, but the funding of Collective Action in such a massive way … There also must be other
companies that contribute. It cannot only be Siemens. It must be on a broader scale, I don’t see this
at the moment.” (Siemens, HQ Germany, conference in Switzerland, 2016)

“Unless we break some eggs we cannot make any omelets. … A first big case trial started in the
UK. Threat is important”. (Cornerstone Barristers, conference in Myanmar, 2014)

“At the ASEAN summit held last week in Kuala Lumpur [Malaysia, a country which has faced a
large corruption scandal involving senior government officials], they announced, at least on paper,
that ASEAN is now officially an integrated community. They announced a new strategy, which
will be followed until 2020/2025. … The [ASEAN Integration] blueprint … makes specific
references to e.g. interventions against corruption. This was pushed very hardly from UNODC and
others. It has found its way there.” (ACN, Nov 2015)

“[The recent ‘1MDB’ corruption scandal in Malaysia] is still an issue also in Singapore, but in
Singapore we are doing an anti-corruption workshop on the 9th of December. We are going to
highlight some of these issues, so the awareness is larger. In this workshop we are actually having
the government, CPIB, and we are also having Interpol. So we managed to get good speakers for the
event.” (UNGC network Singapore, Nov 2015)

“The [ruling party] put so many hurdles for people to vote, because they knew that the overseas
voters were going to go against them. They deliberately scheduled [the election] on a weekday and
in the middle of the week. They made it so difficult for people to go back [to their country and
vote]. However, the influx of Singaporeans going back to Malaysia was tremendous so you could
see that the willpower was very strong. … They make so many barriers, they redrew the
boundaries of the elections to favor the ruling party … - despite all that [the ruling party lost], and
it wasn’t a marginal loss. It was a tremendous swing.” (Former UNGC Singapore representative,
May 2018)

“Hundreds of companies signed up, but no one did any reporting. The local network host never
did any training or any communications or anything, basically. So, hundreds of companies signed
up. Two years after came time for delisting. Hundreds of companies were delisted from the Global
Compact. ... But I haven’t seen any real campaigns that have impacted corporate action through
social media. Because as quickly as these things start in social media, as quickly do they vanish.
These campaigns just vanish.” (ACN, Mar 2014)

“Once you stopped, it is difficult, because restarting is twice as hard. You have disappointments
and this label that it has been a “failure”. So why to restart something that has already failed? The
perfect example is Global Compact in the Philippines. Global Compact started in the Philippines and
it had the biggest number of sign-ups because at that time there was a president that said, that
everyone has to sign up. But there was no mechanism to collect reports. There was no mechanism to
do trainings and other things. The employers’ confederation had never done anything on CSR. Then
it failed. They have started to restart the Global Compact again, but people did not want to sign up
anymore because they had already signed up for a label before and nothing happened, so, what’s
the point of signing up again?” (ACN, Nov 2015)
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data from which we distilled these four sensemaking
mechanisms.

Case Study
We structure the first part of the presentation of our
findings from our data along three periods (P1:
2006–2012; P2: 2013–2015; and P3: 2015–2019), outlin-
ing significant shifts in sensemaking over time and
focusing especially on changing perceptions of com-
pliance and achievement in the GoC. From these find-
ings we develop an integrative model that outlines
how and why sensemaking about the GoC can change
through the presence of one or more of the four key
sensemaking mechanisms identified in our data.

Sensemaking Periods and Locations
Period 1 (2006–2012): Global: Compliance as Achieve-
ment. At global level in P1, sensemaking efforts led to
the formation and consolidation of a collectively
shared interpretation of how best to remedy problems
in the GoC. These efforts focused mostly on remedy-
ing the decoupling of policies and practices and
means and ends, essentially equating compliance with
achievement in prescribing a one-size-fits-all solution
in the form of the universal enforcement of compli-
ance. The emergence of this global consensus marked
a key development in the GoC and arose primarily in
response to a wave of large-scale corruption scandals
that hit major MNCs such as Siemens, Daimler, ABB,
Shell, and ThyssenKrupp in unprecedented ways in
these years (Schembera and Scherer 2017). See Figure
1 for an outline of this and other key developments in
the GoC over the three periods under consideration.

The disclosure of widespread corruption in the
wake of these scandals revealed that despite formal
anticorruption governance standards such as the
FCPA established in 1977, anticorruption goals were
not achieved, and corporate actors continued to resort
to policy-practice decoupling to navigate the GoC.
Responding to the exposure of these scandals, compa-
nies intensified their compliance structures and proce-
dures in line with the prevailing understanding that
insufficient enforcement of compliance was the pri-
mary cause of persistent governance problems. As our
data on sensemaking from this period confirms, the
efficacy and suitability of enforcing compliance with
existing policies in heterogeneous contexts went
largely unquestioned at this time, with the achieve-
ment of compliance through remedying policy-
practice decoupling becoming seen as an end in itself,
perhaps even the ultimate end, in governing corrup-
tion. As such, we label the globally shared sensemak-
ing that emerged and consolidated in this period as
one of compliance as achievement:

Our interview and archival data from P1 provide
ample evidence of actors making sense of major scan-
dals like that exposed at Siemens in 2006 by interpret-
ing these as triggers for what would become a largely
uncontested global movement to increase corporate
accountability and transparency through the more
thorough and systematic enforcement of international
anticorruption laws and policies. In the view of these
actors, this powerful global momentum would render
noncompliance increasingly difficult. The growing sc-
ope of such compliance-focused efforts is evident in
documents from experts of law firms like Gibson Dunn
reporting that enforcement “is trending steeply upward
in recent years” and “exploded in 2007” (2008), while
also emphasizing that implementation “is stronger
than it’s ever been—and getting stronger” (2011). (See
Table 2 for further evidence of such sensemaking.)

Sensemaking processes in P1 thus not only pro-
claimed the success of existing international anticor-
ruption legislation but also emphasized its significance
as “a shared global trend” by pointing to its expansion
across numerous countries and the seeming ubiquity
of compliance-based understandings of the GoC (Cor-
nerstone Barristers, conference in Myanmar, 2014). In
line with this development, MNCs such as Siemens
publicly highlighted the significant resources they
deployed to enforce policy-practice compliance:

To strengthen our compliance efforts, we substan-
tially increased [the number of] our compliance staff
worldwide from 86 at the end of fiscal year 2006, to
170 at the end of fiscal year 2007, and to 621 at the
end of fiscal year 2008, including project employees
that were involved in rolling out our compliance pro-
grams. At the end of fiscal year 2009, [the number of]
our compliance staff worldwide was 598. (Siemens
2010, p. 59)

These redoubled efforts on the part of scandal-
stricken businesses to enforce compliance were also
made sense of by various noncorporate actors, includ-
ing the media and regulators themselves, as a crucial
achievement in governing corruption (Table 2). This
globally shared focus on compliance peaked in 2012 as
MNCs like Siemens concluded their legal proceedings
with several regulatory authorities and were globally
proclaimed as the new “gold standard” in compliance

Compliance as achievement: While laws to govern corruption in
global business have existed for a long time, until recently
there was a lack of awareness about corruption and regulators
neither monitored nor enforced compliance. However, a num-
ber of highly visible corruption scandals have given rise to an
increased focus on accountability and transparency. In
response, anticorruption legislation has been increasingly
enforced, and many globally operating MNCs have imple-
mented strict programs whose core goal is compliance with
anticorruption rules. Today, compliance has become the natu-
ral and ultimate end in the governance of corruption.
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(Spencer-Cooke and van Dijk 2017, p. 68). Strict compli-
ance thus came to be something of a fashion concept in
P1 (Greive and Hartmann 2012), becoming so widely
taken for granted that most actors now regarded com-
pliance as a natural and inevitable end in itself. In sum,
compliance was equated with achievement in global
sensemaking about the GoC throughout P1.

Period 2 (2013–2015): West: Bureaucratic Compliance.
P2 witnessed further efforts to build on the globally
shared sensemaking of compliance as achievement, most
notably on the part of Western actors who had been
hit hardest by the wave of scandals in P1 (Figure 1).
Although no longer equating compliance so directly
with achievement, sensemaking in the West in P2 con-
tinued to portray compliance with predetermined
policies and regulations as the only viable means for
governing corruption, even despite evident problems
arising in the achievement of anticorruption ends. We
label the sensemaking prevalent among Western
actors in P2 as bureaucratic compliance:

In continuing to stress the need for tighter policy-
practice coupling through the enforcement of compli-
ance, Western sensemaking in these years extolled
compliance as something good, clean, and pure. With
a new focus on substantial compliance, corporate
actors in this period often proclaimed the virtuous
nature of their motives. For example, Siemens ASEAN
(April 2014) declared its “intention is basically to iden-
tify good partners.” When asked to explain how it is
possible to enforce substantial compliance even in
noncompliant or dirty contexts, several MNC repre-
sentatives responded at this time with campaign-like
slogans such as “We have the power!” and “Yes, we
can!”. As a senior representative of Shell Philippines
Exploration (April 2014) informed us:

We are a known brand. So yes, you could say it’s a
market power, because Shell is a big player, and we
are known not to go into any under-the-table deals.
… So, when we say no, they don’t insist. And we are
still able to [do business] with our partners.

By glorifying the compliance of their present practi-
ces with anticorruption policies, leading Western corpo-
rate actors also began to make retrospective sense of

their previous noncompliance as inappropriate, thereby
construing all policy-practice decoupling as an unac-
ceptable means to reach ends. For example, a Western
representative working for Daimler Greater China
stated that “I think it [our present culture] is a totally
different culture, and you can’t compare it to [the cul-
ture that prevailed] many years ago” (Mar 2014). West-
ern actors at this time almost unanimously adopted a
condemnatory stance, at the very least implicitly, toward
policy-practice decoupling, including criticizing Eastern
companies for persistent noncompliance with global,
national and/or even corporate rules and norms, as
expressed in the following comment by a representa-
tive of Siemens ASEAN (April 2014): “At least the
majority of European companies are doing their …
best on the same level. But you cannot say the same for
the Koreans and the Japanese.” The prevailing senti-
ment of Western actors in P2 was summed up by one
NGO representative as a matter of “[we] need to play
fair—you local guys are not playing fair” (ASEAN CSR
network (ACN), March 2014). In depicting compliant
Western actors as fair and noncompliant Eastern actors
as unfair, such sensemaking seemed to assume that
success and achievement in the GoC was a simple mat-
ter of all actors behaving like the West in complying
with formal and often excessive policies and rules.

Consistent with this assumption, Western actors
seeking to make sense of the limited impacts of their
compliance schemes increasingly came to question
whether anticorruption goals were achievable without
the support of Eastern actors. For example, one Siemens
representative asserted that “Siemens alone cannot
make a change” in the global fight against corruption
(Siemens ASEAN, April 2014). Off-the-record anecdotes
shared by a representative of the ASEAN CSR network
(ACN, March 2014) further confirmed that Western
companies had come to perceive difficulties with their
own strict compliance approach, with some claiming to
have lost contracts to competitors who were not abid-
ing by the same rules. A similar account was given by
a representative of the European Chamber of Com-
merce in the Philippines, who told the first author
that “Europeans are becoming uncompetitive … and
cannot do business because the Chinese will come in
with a lot of bribes” (Integrity Initiative, Philippines,
March 2014). Although the sensemaking of Western
actors in P2 acknowledged problems with compli-
ance, this did not lead to a questioning of their own
compliance efforts; instead these problems were
attributed to perceived noncompliance in the East,
which Western actors saw as undermining the global
achievement of their anticorruption goals. Failing to
acknowledge or respect alternative sensemaking pri-
orities in the governance of corruption in the East,
Western actors’ sensemaking thus continued to advo-
cate a strict focus on compliance throughout P2.

Bureaucratic compliance: Having overcome the recent wave of
corruption scandals, we [Western actors] now promote our
award-winning compliance programs globally. We do so by
actively distancing ourselves from previous noncompliance.
However, we also criticize the noncompliance that persists in
many other parts of the world because it reduces the competi-
tiveness of compliant actors in foreign business and thus ulti-
mately threatens the achievement of intended ends in the gov-
ernance of corruption. We nevertheless maintain a strict
compliance focus to avoid incurring major penalties.
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Period 2 (2013–2015): East: Pragmatic Achievement.
Eastern actors’ sensemaking of governance in P2
diverged significantly from that of their western coun-
terparts, especially in construing decoupling in more
pragmatic and less compliance-focused ways. In the
global fight against corruption, Eastern actors focused
primarily on achieving ends rather than enforcing uni-
versal means, including portraying noncompliance as
an appropriate means to achieve desired ends. We
label such sensemaking pragmatic achievement:

Eastern sensemaking showed greater tolerance of
less-than-total compliance on the part of committed
adopters of governance schemes, regarding these actors
as a potentially promising means of gradually achiev-
ing anticorruption ends. The former Indonesian ambas-
sador to ASEAN expressed this approach as follows:

We need to make [sure that] this [governance of cor-
ruption is] becoming something that they believe that
they need to implement, not something that has to be
enforced by others, by the Western countries or by
the international organizations. (March 2014)

Such tolerance and enlistment of noncompliant adopt-
ers was seen as conducive to fighting corruption efforts
by widening acceptance of formal governance programs
and adding momentum to anticorruption efforts while
helping adopters gradually improve their governance
practices. By this logic, the formal adoption of policies
would by itself serve to strengthen actors’ commitment
to anticorruption. For example, referring to the adoption
of the UN Convention against Corruption, one UNODC
respondent in Thailand reasoned that once firms “have
actually ratified” such policies “they have obligations”
(April 2014). This pragmatic achievement approach pri-
oritized achieving a “critical mass” of committed actors
by appealing to people’s principles and values rather
than through strict enforcement of policies and rules. As
a senior representative of the Philippine Integrity Initia-
tive explained:

It’s the better approach, actually: [to] make people go
back to their values, reflect on them, because at the
end of the day that’s really what’s happening in the
world; [if] you are too selfish about your own needs,
you won’t think of other people. It’s all [about] ethical
issues. These are not legal issues. (March 2014)

From this perspective, achieving the ends of anticor-
ruption governance is necessarily a gradual, piecemeal
and evolving process. According to Eastern sensemaking

in P2, the West’s fixation on excessive enforcement
of compliance through policies and regulations was
not only inappropriate but also undermined their
notion of what constituted achievement by neglect-
ing the values and mindsets of actors in different
contexts.

In sum, the sensemaking efforts of Western and
Eastern actors evolved at cross-purposes in P2,
embracing contrary conceptions of anticorruption
shaped by certain prevalent assumptions in their
respective local contexts. In the terminology of our
model, this divergence in sensemaking in P2 consti-
tuted a clash between the Western bureaucratic com-
pliance approach focused on the trade-off between
the persistence of noncompliance among Eastern
firms and global achievement in the governance of
corruption and the Eastern pragmatic achievement
approach focused on the tradeoff between compli-
ance and achievement. Notwithstanding this contra-
diction, the endeavors of actors in both contexts to
make shared sense of anticorruption governance
and efforts to achieve improvement did not come to
an end in P2 but continued to evolve into P3 as the
two locally contested meanings of (de)coupling
trade-offs coalesced into a novel shared global
understanding of the GoC focused on an open-
ended process of achieving progress.

Period 3 (2015–2019): Global: Progress as Achieve-
ment. Western and Eastern sensemaking evolved in
P3 toward accepting small steps and quick wins as a
more realistically attainable goal in the GoC. Making
sense of what is and what seems feasible was now
prioritized over compliance, leading to shared inter-
pretations across contexts of what is desirable in
tackling corruption. Although this transition still app-
ears to be ongoing at the time of writing, our data con-
firms that by the end of P3 a new globally shared
sensemaking of progress had already replaced the pre-
vious focus on controversies and tradeoffs between
(non)compliance and achievement across contexts,
with compliance no longer seen as an end in itself. We
label this new globally shared sensemaking progress as
achievement:

Progress as achievement: Progress takes time, but anticorruption
governance efforts have now started bearing fruit. Western
MNCs such as Siemens have promoted the public discussion of
corruption, which was not possible some years ago. Cases of
corruption in countries where corruption is common are now
disclosed in the media, and perpetrators go to jail. While prog-
ress is slow and gradual, how people and organizations handle
corruption is changing for the better. Rather than aiming at a
definitive endpoint, the ultimate goal in the governance of cor-
ruption is now that of embarking on a shared and ongoing
journey.

Pragmatic achievement: Quick wins in the complex and opaque
fight against corruption are not always possible. Rather than
enforcing compliance, we [Eastern actors] consider it crucial to
get noncompliant actors on board and increase their participa-
tion in the governance of corruption. This approach allows
anticorruption efforts to gain momentum and facilitate the
achievement of anticorruption ends.
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Acknowledging that a fully compliant and corruption-
free world will not materialize in the near future, this more
pragmatic sensemaking accepts the need for a modified
approach to the GoC that accepts any improvement in
anticorruption efforts as an achievement. As two dif-
ferent representatives of Siemens from the East and
the West told us, “these … processes take a lot of
time” (Siemens, February 2014) and progress requires
“baby steps” rather than leaps (Siemens, Philippines,
April 2014). Similarly, a representative of Transpar-
ency International Malaysia noted that while “most of
us want to see success overnight”, in reality this is
impossible because “it takes some time” (April 2014).
Reflecting on the wider Asian context, one Siemens
representative stated: “I look at it in a positive light.
Compared to eight years ago, five years ago, or even
two years ago, I can only see that it’s getting better” (Sie-
mens ASEAN, November 2015). This approach was evi-
dent in appraisals of progress on anticorruption in the
Philippines, for example, with Eastern and Western
actors alike adjudging that “actually his [President Aqui-
no’s] administration is bearing fruit” (Integrity Initiative,
Philippines, March 2014). Accepting the impossibility of
eradicating corruption completely further led actors to
make sense of the GoC as a never-ending process:

You have to continuously do things. It’s not only
about the laws you have to pass. You have to have sys-
tems in place. You have to have prevention systems in
place. You have to be implementing those laws. You
need to have institutions, which are capable of imple-
menting all these normative frameworks. … And these
reforms—I think it’s very naïve to think that you can
pass these laws, and … have an anti-corruption agency
and everything, and [that] you [have thus] solved the
corruption problem. (UNODC, April 2014)

The GoC was now predominantly construed not as
aiming toward a static endpoint but rather as a shared
and ongoing journey involving multiple outreach
activities and continuous interactive engagement thro-
ugh communication. As one respondent commented,
“the ultimate goal of this [anti-corruption] project is to
make a better market for all by fighting corruption
through collective action, education and training”
(UNGC Network Korea, Switzerland, November 2018).
This emphasis on progress as achievement was further
evidenced throughout our archival data, including the
following declaration by ACN (2014, p. 26):

The end-goal of the Corporate Integrity Pledge is to
have its collaborators work together with all the sig-
natories in taking the pledge forward by helping com-
panies gradually move toward self-assessment.

With its focus on small but continuous wins, the
globally shared sensemaking of progress as achieve-
ment that emerged in P3 allowed for a more satisfactory
account of the complex and hitherto tension-laden

situation for actors in both East and West. Depending
on their local context, actors now either made sense of
progress primarily through a focus on policies and
practices or primarily through a focus on ends, with
both focuses deemed acceptable so long as they facili-
tated progress (Weick 1995, Maitlis et al. 2013). Accord-
ingly, the introduction of the ISO 37001 antibribery
management systems standard in 2016 was hailed by
both Eastern and Western actors for its more flexible
and dynamic approach.4

Toward an Integrative Model of the
Governance of Corruption
In this section, we present a model derived from our
data (Figure 2) to help theorize the two main sense-
making trajectories that led actors to reinterpret
decoupling over the three periods of our study, culmi-
nating in a new shared global understanding of prog-
ress as achievement in the GoC. Although this model
emerged iteratively from our data analysis and is thus
context specific, we present it here to help readers bet-
ter understand the insights we elucidate below
(Bucher and Langley 2016), thereby also setting the
ground for our subsequent more general findings on
the role of sensemaking in the governance of other
social and environmental issues.

In our model, two forms of sensemaking about
decoupling are displayed as subdimensions of a 2 × 2
matrix (Figure 2). This is because sensemaking about
policy-practice decoupling (which results in noncom-
pliance) and sensemaking about means-ends decou-
pling (which prevents achievement) are both variants
of sensemaking about decoupling (Bromley and
Powell 2012). The four quadrants of the matrix thus
represent combinations of strict decoupling and/or
coupling along these two variants. Although these
two variants serve as “ideal types” with which to
build our theory (Doty and Glick 1994, p. 232), in the
real world, we expect sensemaking about the optimal
degree of coupling along these two ideal-typical var-
iants to differ in each particular organization. The
matrix is inverted by 45 degrees to depict collectively
shared sensemaking along its vertical axis while
showing sensemaking processes about contested
expectations within and between the two distinct local
contexts along its horizontal axis. The arrows in the
matrix illustrate dynamics over time and across space,
with the two broad semicircular arrows from quad-
rants I to III indicating the ideal-typical paths taken
from a globally shared sensemaking of compliance as
achievement in P15 via different local interpretations to
a novel globally shared sensemaking of progress as
achievement in P3. These paths thus represent the two
main trajectories of shifts in the sensemaking of de/
coupling over time.
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In the following sections, we elucidate the key
sensemaking mechanisms we identified that help
explain which conditions impeded or facilitated these
paths toward a new shared understanding of the
GoC.

Sensemaking Mechanisms
Localized Theorizing: Explaining Shifts from Quadrant
I to II (West) and from I to IV (East). To remedy the per-
ceived decoupling of policies and practices and of
means and ends in the context of disclosed wide-
spread corruption in P1, compliance as achievement
became the globally shared sensemaking of anticor-
ruption among both Eastern and Western governance
actors in that period (see quadrant I of Figure 2). With
the novel focus on extensive implementation of the
new compliance measures, however, actors began
struggling to make sense of “how [these compliance
policies] can actually be realized in the complex real-
ity” of MNCs with day-to-day business activities
across different contexts (Gibson Dunn, November
2012). This realization in turn triggered the emergence
of novel and locally distinct sensemaking efforts that
emphasized the peculiarities of each local context and
foregrounded divergencies in approach. Building on
the findings of previous research (Weick et al. 2005,
Weber and Glynn 2006), our data analysis indicates
that this localized theorizing comprised the central
mechanism explaining the transition away from a
globally shared sensemaking of compliance as
achievement in P1 to context-specific and divergent
forms of sensemaking in P2, that is, of bureaucratic
compliance in the West versus pragmatic achievement in
the East, as depicted by the two ideal-typical trajecto-
ries in Figure 2 from quadrant I to II in the West and
from I to IV in the East.

In the West, localized theorizing was first triggered
in P1 by the exposure of major corporate scandals.
Making sense of these scandals as the result of policy-
practice decoupling, Western actors directed their
efforts to achieving global compliance through the
strict enforcement of anticorruption regulations and
the scandalization of any incidences of noncompli-
ance. Organizations in the East had to make sense of
the GoC in these years within a context less exposed
than Western actors to direct institutional pressures
such as sanctions for noncompliance with existing
rules. In contrast with Western sensemaking, East-
ern actors also locally theorized corruption as a chal-
lenge to be governed in conjunction with and in pro-
portion to other grand societal challenges, including
tackling poverty and hunger and improving health
and well-being (Mair et al. 2012, United Nations
2015). To sum up, Eastern sensemaking focused
more on gradual achievement of ends, whereas the
West still focused primarily on the means in the GoC.

Leveling: Learning to Interact on a Par with Each Other
in Governing Corruption. Leveling refers to the learn-
ing process in P2 that led actors in different contexts
to realize that they need to interact on a par with each
other to overcome polarized viewpoints in the GoC. Fig-
ure 2 illustrates this mutual learning process with the help
of circular arrows in the center of the diagram linking
quadrants II and IV. We understand such leveling as a
certain type of mutual learning that was not confined to
sharing sensemaking and exchanging knowledge of best
practices. It also involved reducing mutual stereotyping
as Western actors came to reconsider the assumed superi-
ority of their sensemaking of governance and their claim
that Eastern actors were doing a “bad” job of fighting cor-
ruption (ACN, November 2015). Among Eastern actors,
meanwhile, leveling challenged prevailing stereotypes of
Western actors as arrogant and largely ignorant of the
peculiarities of local contexts.

The process that eventually paved the way for a
convergence of Eastern and Western sensemaking
toward a new shared understanding of progress as
achievement in the GoC in P3 is indicated in Figure 2
by bracketed numbers around and within the circular
arrows at the center of the diagram indicating four
distinct subprocesses: (1) transferring; (2) contextual-
izing; (3) problematizing; and (4) admitting failure.

Transferring refers here to evangelizing efforts by
Western actors to convert noncompliant Eastern actors to
their sensemaking of governance as primarily a matter of
remedying policy-practice decoupling. This approach was
implicitly and explicitly held to “be the example,” with
Western actors depicting themselves as “trying to help
others to become wise by letting them learn from the mis-
takes [that Western actors had] made in the past” (Shell,
April 2014). As described by a respondent from Siemens
ASEAN (April 2014):

We had a lot of cross-border sharings where we got into
communities [such as] compliance office communities [or]
global conferences … and we structured top-down proc-
esses which made it easier for us in the regions to adopt
and implement [anti-corruption practices].

Western sensemaking at this stage was clearly
based on the assumption that any alternative to a pri-
mary focus on remedying decoupling would under-
mine the efficacy of the compliance-based approach
they advocated. As a representative of Daimler in
China informed us:

This kind of lip service is really harming – harming
the society rather than helping. Because then integrity
and compliance are perceived as hypocritical actions.
Nobody is taking it really seriously. Rather not do it
than do a lip service. (March 2014)

Our data indicate that Eastern actors at first gener-
ally appreciated and to a certain extent welcomed this
Western sensemaking of governance as a matter of
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transferring best practices. Eastern actors evinced a
willingness to learn from and collaborate with West-
ern actors despite local differences in sensemaking
about compliance and achievement. For example, a
SME presenting its anticorruption efforts at an anti-
corruption conference in Myanmar in 2014 proudly
highlighted the firm’s signing of a business partner-
ship with the American MNC General Electric after
one year of due diligence. The Western approach
came to be increasingly challenged, however, as East-
ern actors struggled to make sense of its application in
practice in their local contexts.

Such contextualizing sensemaking of governance
intensified as Eastern actors began to call for anti-
corruption policies and approaches to acknowledge the
peculiarities of local contexts, thereby challenging the
Western one-size-fits-all approach to the GoC that rejected
the use of heterogeneous means to achieve commonly
desired ends. For Eastern actors, heterogeneity across local
contexts is a natural and inevitable reality that should not
be ignored in assessing the anticorruption efforts and
achievements of organizations in diverse contexts. As one
of our respondents explained:

The agreement [with the UN Convention against Cor-
ruption signatories from all over the world] was that
there is no ranking—and in a way it also makes sense,
because you cannot really compare apples and oranges—
you know, countries with very different backgrounds,
with very different … contexts. (UNODC, April 2014)

Interestingly, when interacting with other Eastern
actors this same respondent insisted that recognizing
heterogeneity did not imply that efforts to tackle cor-
ruption in the East were up for debate:

I have seen and I have heard that people in some fora
about corporate compliance issues see it as a policy
option, while I have to always remind people, “Don’t
forget, there is a criminal dimension involved here!”.
We are also not saying “Oh, well, should we really
have a policy in our company of not killing people?”.
(UNODC, 2014)

In addition to contextualizing, Eastern actors in P2
problematized compliance-based approaches by ques-
tioning their capacity to induce a genuine commitment
to fighting corruption, with one Eastern Transparency
International manager highlighting the limitations of
anticorruption law as follows:

You can work with the letter of the law but leave out
the spirit. You can be 100% compliant, but no system
is 100% perfect. You can deal with all the rules, and
you can still bypass them at key points to get what
you want. And that is the difference between compli-
ance and integrity. (April 2014)

Eastern actors also problematized conventional
Western distinctions between clean compliant actors

and dirty noncompliant actors, further questioning
the superiority of Western sensemaking of anticorrup-
tion governance by pointing to recurrent scandals in
the West:

A lot of the German companies don’t seem to have a
good [anti-corruption] record. Is it because they are
caught more often, or is it because German companies
are flexible with corruption? … You’ve got Volkswa-
gen [i.e., the diesel emissions scandal], you’ve got this
insurance company, you’ve got Siemens, the biggest
[scandal] … and there’s a whole list of big German
companies who [are/were involved in corruption].
(ACN, April 2018)

This increasingly public criticism revealed and
amplified further divergencies between Western and
Eastern sensemaking. For example, American practi-
ces of tipping, lobbying and campaign donations were
now sometimes construed by Eastern actors as instan-
ces of Western corruption. Critics further pointed out
that money-laundering, tax evasion, and trade in out-
lawed weapons is also carried out with the help of
actors in Western financial hubs such as Switzerland
(Table 3). In the words of one Eastern anticorruption
expert: “People are hungry; they are paid very poorly.
[The problem of non-compliance] is not that people
are stupid!” (December 2015). Other Eastern actors
criticized excessive regulation as counterproductive,
with one representative at Transparency International
Malaysia explaining that “making it [compliance]
legally water-tight, you end up with so many regula-
tions, you can’t comply with them anyway” (April
2014). Through this contextualizing and public criti-
cizing, Eastern actors thus began to voice a different
sensemaking of the tradeoff between compliance and
achievement that rejected the West’s excessive focus
on compliance as an impediment to progress. As one
respondent told us: “It would have been contra produc-
tive [to create compliance-based) rankings and so on
because they [countries] would close down” their
anticorruption efforts (UNODC 2014).

The fourth subprocess in the leveling mechanism
was admitting failure (labeled as (4) at the center of
Figure 2). This initially took the form of an increasing
acknowledgement by Western actors both of the par-
ticularities of the Eastern context and the limits of
compliance-focused sensemaking, with many actors
now openly admitting the failure of earlier attempts
to transfer best practices to non-Western contexts. As
one respondent acknowledged:

The [lack of local partners] was a learning thing for
[the NGO] Towards Transparency [and its interna-
tional partners]. They tried to do [a transparency ini-
tiative in Vietnam] with the EU chamber, and they
had their plans, they had donors lined up to support
it. However, when they were about to launch it, they
were stopped by the government, because they had
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no local partner. [With] almost everything in Viet-
nam, especially if it has to do with a sensitive topic
like corruption … you need a local partner, a local
organization. (ACN 2015)

Having experienced the limitations of compliance
for themselves, including the criticism that excessive
regulatory activities “paralyzed parts of the busi-
ness” (Greive and Hartmann 2012), Western corpo-
rate actors now endeavored to make sense of the
adverse ramifications of compliance for their own
operational efficiency and bottom line. At Daimler,
for example, the interaction of the installed FCPA
monitor with the MNC’s employees was regarded
internally as “very formalistic” and rigid to the extent
that many employees had become wary of undertak-
ing completely legal actions (Greive and Hartmann
2012). As one Daimler board member admitted in ret-
rospect, compliance at the company had become
“governed by about 1,800 internal guidelines that
caused ‘a lot of confusion’” (Ensign 2013). Siemens
likewise now sought ways of reducing excessive rules,
claiming in 2012 that it was now “constantly working
on simplifying and streamlining regulations” (HQ
Switzerland, November 2012). Such critical reflection
was not confined only to corporate actors with a
potentially strategic interest in lobbying for weaker
regulations but was also undertaken by governmental
and nongovernmental actors in the West who publicly
admitted the failure of “remedying decoupling” as an
exclusive approach to the GoC. For example, the
senior representative of a Western multistakeholder
initiative led by a German Federal Ministry publicly
admitted during an anticorruption conference in Swit-
zerland that “[we] do not want to send the signal ‘we
are coming from Europe and we know the answers’,
because we do not know the answers” (Alliance for
Integrity, October 2016). As the first author observed,
this admission of failure and of the need for a revised
approach seemed to be warmly welcomed as expressed
via general nodding and lack of critical responses by
the panel and the audience.

In sum, through processes of transferring, contextual-
izing, problematizing, and admitting failure, leveling
eventually led to a reduction in stereotyping and paved
the way for more open-ended debate and a greater
exchange of viewpoints and perceived problems across
the two distinct local contexts (Boxenbaum and Batti-
lana 2005). The mechanism of leveling thus served over-
all to shift the focus in sensemaking about the GoC
beyond polarized Eastern and Western viewpoints
toward a recognition of the need for actors in both con-
texts to work on a par with each other in a shared
endeavor to identify feasible solutions. Recognizing this
need to interact on a par can hence be conceived of as
the precondition for recalibrating, another key sensemak-
ing mechanism we present next.

Recalibrating: Explaining Shifts from Quadrants II and
IV to III. Recalibrating refers here to the joint sensemak-
ing efforts of Western and Eastern actors to jointly
negotiate a shared understanding of policies and prac-
tices and means and ends in the GoC. These efforts
were facilitated by and ensued from the preceding
processes of leveling that had served to overcome the
“us and them” mentality between Eastern and West-
ern contexts. In contrast, recalibrating was based on a
globally shared “we” mentality and focused on identi-
fying workable solutions, including through more open-
minded and pragmatic experimentation in the form of
“iterative action that generates small wins, promotes
evolutionary learning, and increases engagement, wh-
ile allowing unsuccessful efforts to be abandoned”
(Ferraro et al. 2015, p. 373; see also Weick 1984). Recali-
brating thus served as a pivotal sensemaking mecha-
nism that ultimately enabled Eastern and Western
anticorruption actors to arrive at a more flexible form
of globally shared sensemaking of progress as achieve-
ment, crucially involving an understanding that sus-
taining such shared sensemaking itself requires con-
stant recalibration.

The globally shared sensemaking that emerged in
P3 focuses on efforts to adapt existing compliance pol-
icies to the particular needs of different local contexts.
According to Siemens, the company was “no longer
just talking about compliance” (Siemens ASEAN,
November 2015), whereas Daimler now declared that
“We try here [in China] locally to tailor [our anti-
corruption efforts] to their needs” (Daimler, Greater
China, March 2014). Western actors in this period fur-
ther acknowledged that mutual learning with Eastern
actors had led them to adjust their own governance
practices: “There are some answers we got [from
actors in the East] that we [now] bring back to Europe”
(Alliance for Integrity, October 2016). Similarly, East-
ern noncorporate actors now expressed a willingness
to learn from their previous unsuccessful interactions
with Eastern corporate actors: “Sometimes we found
that when we ask [certified signatory companies] for
concrete documents, they don’t actually exist” (Thai
Coalition Against Corruption (CAC), October 2016).
As a perhaps counterintuitive result of this communi-
cative process, this led some Eastern actors to invest
more efforts into integrating certain elements of
compliance-oriented processes:

So, we realized that we need to have a [kind of] guard in
the certification system: Rather than asking companies [to
do] the certification process only once, and then they
never do anything about anti-corruption again, we now
ask them to do the same process every two years. And
next year, we’re also planning to introduce an add-on
checklist to ensure that companies that are ready to com-
ply with a more international scale can do so. (Thai CAC,
October 2016)
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Our data show that this shift to multiple ongoing
recalibration efforts is viewed positively by actors
across both contexts, particularly on account of the
greater openness it affords them for communicating
the everyday challenges they encounter in governing
corruption at local level. This appreciation was ob-
served directly by the first author at a global anticor-
ruption conference in Switzerland in 2016 when an
SME member of the Egyptian Integrity Network Ini-
tiative delivered a markedly frank account of the com-
pany’s responses to local anticorruption challenges.
The whole audience welcomed this acknowledgement
of the difficulties involved in integrating SMEs in the
GoC, sharing the same sense that this endeavor is any-
thing but easy or straightforward. At the end of this
presentation, the session-moderator declared “I really
think you deserve applause, and your company does
[too]!” (October 2016), eliciting a fulsome standing
ovation. By demonstratively and emotionally express-
ing that something “feels right” (Reinecke and Ansari
2015, p. 868), the actors at this conference evinced a
new level of willingness in their sensemaking to rec-
ognize progress in a much wider variety of efforts to
tackle and govern corruption in diverse contexts.

Crucial to the success of the recalibrating efforts
was a sense of joint purpose combined with a shared
recognition of the inherent difficulties involved in
identifying ex ante specific pathways for achieving this
shared goal. For example, Transparency International
Malaysia now construed the GoC as a globally shared,
multidirectional, and collaborative journey in which
all countries are “cabins in one big ocean liner, which
needs to be jointly steered through the ocean” (April
2014). Similarly, a senior representative for Collective
Action at Siemens described the MNC’s interaction
with anticorruption projects funded by the company’s
Integrity Initiative as a “flowerbed, where it is uncer-
tain which bulbs will bear fruit” (February 2014). In
line with this recognition of the inherent complexities
and uncertainties involved in the GoC, our data show
a growing emphasis in the recalibrating efforts of
actors across contexts on the need for flexibility,
including the flexibility to avoid missing out on any
opportunities for jointly achieving progress:

[The governance of corruption] can be very fluid,
especially when working in tough environments,
because opportunities also open or close, and changes
might happen to governments and people in charge.
… We worked with Siemens in this round and the
last, and we see a development towards more flexibil-
ity and how we can change within a project. [This
development] is a good thing, because when you get
an opportunity, you need to utilize it. In our initia-
tive, the idea of talking to the rest of Africa and the
Middle East to see what they are doing was also a
change that we requested from [and that was approved

by] Siemens. (Integrity Network Initiative, conference in
Switzerland, Nov 2018)

Through repeated interactions across different con-
texts in P3, Eastern and Western actors increasingly
came to accept the coexistence of commonalities and
differences in governing corruption across diverse
contexts. This more flexible and pluralistic approach
was expressed by a representative of the Egyptian
Integrity Network Initiative: “We have overlap with
what [the German initiative Alliance for Integrity] is
doing, [e.g., regarding] capacity building with the
training within our help desk, but we focus rather on
SMEs and we have our reasons why [we chose that
focus]” (conference in Switzerland, 2016).

In sum, the efforts we observed by actors to recali-
brate their previous sensemaking in favor of a joint
endeavor focused on growth and advancement rather
than strict compliance versus achievement in the GoC
ensued from previous leveling efforts through which
actors from different contexts learnt to interact with
each other on a par and to abandon unsuccessful
activities. This novel focus on progress as achievement
encouraged debate and reflection among the actors
(Christensen et al. 2015), facilitating the abandonment
of the previous Western focus on outcomes and end-
states that had led to divergent sensemaking in P2
across both Eastern and Western contexts about the
tradeoffs between (non)compliance and achievement.
Making sense of progress as achievement thus re-
placed compliance-oriented sensemaking with the
notion of embarking on a joint journey, with this per-
ceived journey eventually becoming an end in itself
(Milne et al. 2006). Consolidating and sustaining this
shared sensemaking further required the crucial me-
chanism of public criticizing.

Public Criticizing: Sustaining a Dynamic Understand-
ing of Governing Corruption. Public criticizing plays a
crucial role in our model by catalyzing recurrent
processes of recalibration toward a modified shared
global understanding of the GoC. Such criticism typi-
cally arises as actors struggle to make sense of the
inevitable tensions, setbacks, and roadblocks encoun-
tered in tackling any grand social challenge, as in our
case with the recurrent exposure of major corruption
scandals. For although local sensemaking processes
may be effective in working toward closing existing
decoupling gaps in governance within local contexts,
the embeddedness of these processes within wider
global sensemaking processes implies the continuous
occurrence of new gaps and the modified reoccur-
rence of existing gaps, leading to public criticism and
further recalibration. In our model as depicted in Fig-
ure 2, the arrows circling progress as achievement in
quadrant IV indicate increasing recognition in P3 that
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global sensemaking of compliance and achievement
is never completely fixed but can and does change
significantly over time. As such, these arrows can be
understood as representing the “moving targets” of
the sensemaking processes we observed unfolding in
the global context of anticorruption governance
(Haack and Schoeneborn 2015, p. 307).

While public criticizing is closely related to the prob-
lematizing process we identified within the leveling
mechanism in P2, the sensemaking that ensued from
public criticizing and recalibration in P3 was much
more strongly oriented to achieving joint progress.
According to many of our respondents, it is only by
continuously publicizing the inevitable tensions and
roadblocks encountered in pursuing an open-ended
process of governance that public attention on corrup-
tion can be sustained sufficiently to drive progress in
the GoC. Without such public criticism, there is a
strong risk that public attention and pressure on busi-
nesses and governments will fade, potentially leading
these actors to cut the resources they currently assign
to anticorruption governance, including to the organi-
zations engaged in these efforts. In such a scenario, cur-
rent directives regulating gift-giving and the acceptance
of leisure entertainment are likely to become diluted
and corporate priorities substantially redefined. The
need to keep anticorruption high on the public agenda
was voiced by many of our respondents, including a
senior representative of Siemens from the German
headquarters itself:

It is very important for issues at the international
level to just keep the fire burning—to keep the issues
on the agenda of international institutions. We have
so many issues in this world today that [we are]
always facing the risk that our anti-corruption work
is a little bit in the shadow. There are topics, maybe
related to terrorism, which [become] headline[s] and
our topics [move] to the back. (Siemens, conference in
Switzerland, 2016)

These respondents made sense of the attention and
pressure arising from public criticism as a valuable
means of securing greater anticorruption commitment
and actions. As our interviewees at Thai CAC explained:

This problem of corruption has been with us for 100
years or so. When we want to resolve it, everyone has
to be a part of the solution. By being part of the solu-
tion, one might have to go through a painful process.
… Personally, I secretly think it’s a good thing that
Thailand has a poor Corruption Perceptions Index,
because that is the business case for us to go to everyone
and say, “Come on, let’s do something!” (March 2017)

A good example of the public criticizing mechanism
at work can be found in the responses of anticorrup-
tion actors to the 1MDB scandal exposed in 2018

involving the misuse of Malaysian government funds
via bank accounts in Switzerland, Singapore, and the
United States (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 2018).
The following quote can serve as a showcase of how
perceived setbacks or roadblocks can be a useful sti-
mulus for bringing corruption to the top of the public
agenda, including the agenda of international meetings:

The [1MDB scandal] is something that has been big
lately in Malaysia. Interestingly, Malaysia was the host
for the international anti-corruption conference, IACC. I
attended the conference, and we had NGO anti-corruption
leaders on this topic involved in this conference. It was
a pretty good conference [because] we had the scandal,
and it was definitely top priority on their list of topics.
(Siemens ASEAN, November 2015)

Although the intense public attention surrounding
this scandal was not sufficient to compel the immedi-
ate dismissal of the implicated government officials,
the subsequent election in 2018 did result in the defeat
of the governing party. According to some of our
respondents, including a senior representative of a
Singapore-based ACN, this unexpected defeat was
largely the result of the IMBD scandal and ultimately
led to greater efforts to improve the governance of
corruption. In this positive account of public criticiz-
ing, the very roadblocks introduced by officials to stay
in power had backfired by stimulating public criticism
and reaffirming the importance of fighting corruption.

In sum, instead of perceiving the inevitable road-
blocks encountered along the GoC journey as insur-
mountable, the sensemaking of anticorruption actors
began to converge in P3 toward a globally shared sense
of corruption scandals as an opportunity for publicly
criticizing prevailing means and ends in existing gover-
nance approaches and for maintaining pressure on key
actors to address constantly changing and reoccurring
challenges (Nigam and Ocasio 2010, Langley et al.
2013). By the end of this period, anticorruption actors
no longer perceived a state of strict policy-practice and
means-ends coupling as attainable or even desirable in
diverse contexts. Indeed, it is now widely acknowl-
edged that attempting to enforce a one-size-fits-all
approach jeopardizes the dynamic development of the
key sensemaking processes our study has shown to be
vital in governing grand challenges like corruption.

Our findings show that public criticizing is also
related to the role of corruption scandals in P1 leading
to a global sensemaking of compliance as achievement
and subsequent localized theorizing on how to over-
come the experienced limits of such one-size-fits-all
governance approach. As our data reveal, anticorrup-
tion actors have already locally theorized that corruption
scandals may eventually prove important stepping-stones
for achieving progress in the GoC at the end of P1: “We
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need earthquakes like the corruption cases at Siemens,
Daimler and ThyssenKrupp time and time again …
They draw attention to the fight against corruption”
(Greive and Hartmann 2012). Given such interlinkages
among sensemaking mechanisms over time, we can rea-
sonably anticipate that further disclosures of noncompli-
ance and consequent problematizing of anticorruption
governance may eventually lead back to a renewed global
focus on strict compliance aimed at tight policy-practice
coupling, in turn triggering novel tensions between com-
pliance and achievement at local level and again prompt-
ing local theorizing and problematization – and so on
potentially ad infinitum. Figure 2 illustrates this general,
recursive and nonlinear dynamic driven by public criticiz-
ingwith two long arrows circling the entire 2 × 2 matrix.

Discussion
Making Sense of the Governance of Corruption
Across Different Institutional Contexts
Our study responds to calls for a shift from closed-
system approaches to the governance of corruption
that assume universal links between organizational
practices and outcomes to an “open-systems” pers-
pective that acknowledges the interdependencies
between organizations and their environments (Ag-
uilera et al. 2008, p. 475) and thus allows for different
trajectories for making sense of compliance and
achievement. However, our findings and analysis put
to question the proposal by some advocates of open-
system approaches, most notably Wijen (2014), that
key challenges in the GoC can be overcome by calcu-
lating the specific costs, contingencies, and comple-
mentarities of enforcing anticorruption measures
within each particular organization-environment con-
stellation. Although we agree with Wijen (2014,
p. 312) that “different means can be used to achieve
the same ends” in tackling grand challenges, we query
the assumptions underlying his proposal of “running
simulations” and “crafting scenarios” as techniques
for systematically comparing different policy options
and achieving joint progress in the GoC. As our empir-
ical findings suggest, no calculations can ever account
for the myriad evolving interpretations of governance
and its achievement among different actors in and
across diverse contexts, hence this proposal overlooks
the essential role played by the dynamic of interactive
ongoing communications (Ashcraft et al. 2009, Cornelis-
sen et al. 2015) in the evolution of shared sensemaking
about any complex global challenge and its governance.
Attaining a globally shared sensemaking of governance
is not only inherently difficult on account of the com-
plexities and uncertainties inherently involved in tack-
ling any such challenge but more importantly because
of divergencies in actors’ evaluations as to the appropri-
ateness and desirability of particular means and ends to

achieve progress in tackling these problems (Ferraro
et al. 2015). In brief, we add to existing open-systems
governance research (Aguilera et al. 2008, Wijen 2014)
that sensemaking through ongoing interactive communica-
tions about experienced problems and underlying norms
and values is vital for actors to identify feasible gover-
nance solutions.

Our research has also important implications for
research on deliberative governance (Scherer and Pal-
azzo 2011, Dryzek and Pickering 2017) in that we
agree on the need to jointly engage in communicative
interaction to solve complex governance challenges
and add crucial empirical evidence on how and why
this is actually achieved. Deliberation refers here to
“debate and discussion aimed at producing reason-
able, well-informed opinions in which participants are
willing to revise preferences in light of discussion,
new information, and claims made by fellow partic-
ipants” (Chambers 2003, p. 309). In their study on
deliberative governance, Dryzek et al. (2019, p. 1145)
even suggest that “the contemporary crisis of democ-
racy … is a crisis of communication, not of individual
reasoning” drawing on insights from psychological
research that “bad solitary reasoners … can be good
group problem-solvers … under the right social con-
ditions”. To date, however, much research on the role
and impact of deliberation has focused on locally lim-
ited contexts such as village assemblies in India or
large infrastructure projects like the “Stuttgart 21”
railway station (Dryzek et al. 2019). Although deliber-
ation studies have focused in depth on discussions
among civil society and policymakers (Chambers
2003, Fung 2006), the role of deliberation in firms has
hardly been addressed except in an abstract concep-
tual manner (Fung 2003, Scherer et al. 2013, Scherer
and Voegtlin 2020). It remains unclear, for example,
how such deliberation spans universal reasoning and
contextual evaluations and judgments in practice,
especially in complex and “messy” governance con-
texts (Reinecke and Ansari 2015, p. 868). Nor is it clear
how MNCs participate in this process of deliberation in
such contexts. Nevertheless, these studies have offered
the insight that deliberation is primarily constituted by
“discursive” processes that enable engagement and
“correction” processes in the form of “remedial meas-
ures” undertaken in response to “stakeholder feedback
of the organization’s erring and miscalculations” (Bacq
and Aguilera 2022, p. 40). In our integrative model,
such remedial processes are represented by the sense-
making mechanisms of public criticizing, leveling, and
recalibrating. Our study adds to the scholarship on
deliberative governance by elucidating from empirical
data how and why these corrective processes must take
place first and foremost at the level of sensemaking
among governance actors rather than directly at the
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level of actual practices, let alone exclusively at this
level.

Sensemaking Mechanisms in the Governance of
Social and Environmental Issues
Our study findings are relevant not only to the gover-
nance of corruption but also to other grand societal
challenges that involve the sensemaking of governance
across different institutional contexts (George et al. 2016).
These include challenges surrounding decent work condi-
tions in global supply chains (Locke et al. 2009), gender
equality (Lombardo et al. 2010), and hate speech (Rieger
et al. 2018). Although our study focuses on the gover-
nance of a highly evaluative social issue rooted in different
values, assumptions, and expectations across cultural tra-
ditions (Ferraro et al. 2015), even seemingly less evaluative
issues such as environmental problems amply grounded
in observable evidence are subject to different evaluations
and hence to ongoing sensemaking activities and debate
(Wright et al. 2013).

Leveling Opposing Sensemaking. The need to level
different viewpoints, assumptions, and expectations
across different contexts seems especially relevant in
the governance of labor standards in global supply
chains. In their study of governing a global apparel
supply chain, Locke et al. (2009, p. 319) have high-
lighted a number of misguided assumptions underly-
ing the focus on compliance and de/coupling and
suggest a reorientation toward “joint problem solving,
information exchange, and the diffusion of best
practices.” Despite observing sustained improvements
attained through this approach, however, Locke et al.
(2009, p. 319) warn that reorientation to new gover-
nance approaches can be difficult and “often obscured
by the debates over traditional compliance programs.”
As our findings regarding the temporary sense of
superiority we observed among Western actors in
governing corruption in P1 and early P2 indicate, sim-
ply switching from one governance approach to
another may not be sufficient to achieve progress.
Without engaging in leveling and recalibrating the
proponents of a previously prevalent approach may
simply attempt to transfer their felt superiority to any
new approach, as happened in our case when Western
actors switched from a compliance-focused approach
to a focus on transferring “best practices” from West
to East. From this we can conclude that any workable
solution to the global governance of labor standards
requires the proponents of a commitment-oriented
approach to engage in sensemaking in the form of
communicative interactions aimed at contextualizing
their own position and problematizing compliance-
focused approaches.

When such sensemaking is communicated effec-
tively, it can lead proponents of compliance to admit

failures, paving the way for more constructive and recip-
rocal debates about traditional compliance programs and
facilitating the joint recalibration, coconstruction, and
implementation of alternative approaches (see our
model in Figure 2). For such dynamics to unfold in
this way, however, it is crucial that all actors across
multiple institutional contexts engage jointly in the
key sensemaking mechanisms we identify, including
the crucial stepping stone of admitting failure in the
leveling process, because it is highly unlikely that the
deliberations of actors in any single institutional con-
text will succeed in uncovering failures or in inducing
the correction of such “erring” (Bacq and Aguilera 2022,
p. 40). Social and environmental governance researchers
should also revisit the assumption of locally predeter-
mined and universally applicable “best practices” and
focus instead on how to overcome problems in gover-
nance understandings within and across all local con-
texts involved.

Recalibrating Sensemaking. Recalibrating, the efforts
of different actors to negotiate a shared understanding
of compliance and achievement, also plays a crucial
role in achieving progress in the governance of other
global challenges such as the governance of hate speech
on the Internet (Gimmler 2001; see Kahn 2005, on different
evaluations of Holocaust Denial across countries). Here a
large and continuously changing variety of governance
approaches have emerged, from less centralized and
deliberative approaches to more top-down state-led mod-
els (Flyverbom et al. 2019).

Acknowledging that “deliberative institutional experi-
mentation is flourishing throughout the world” (Dryzek
et al. 2019, p. 1144), researchers concerned with polar-
ization, tradeoffs, and other challenges in complex
governance contexts can thus learn from our study how
engaging in joint communicative recalibration efforts
can be helpful for yielding consensus across viewpoints
and institutional contexts about the feasibility and use-
fulness of different governance approaches.

Publicly Criticizing Sensemaking. In highlighting how
leveling and recalibrating can help actors attain
common ground as a vital joint reference point for
achieving substantive outcomes, we do not intend
to call for “closing down” other more critical comm-
unicative interactions (Dryzek and Pickering 2017,
p. 356). To the contrary, “communicative efforts of (de-)
legitimation” of prevailing governance arrangements
(Meyer and Vaara 2020, p. 905) play a pivotal role in
our model, above all through continuous public criticiz-
ing, from which we conclude that the governance of
social and environmental issues needs to embed self-
critical reflexivity in its processes as a way of facilitating
constructive responses to such public criticism (Dryzek
and Pickering 2017).
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Although mechanism-based theorizing has been
criticized for “freez[ing]” institutional processes at a
certain point in time (Anderson et al. 2006, p. 108), our
findings support previous scholarship in identifying
the formulation and public expression of critique as
essential in complex international contexts to circum-
vent the possibility of any globally shared consensus
becoming too hegemonic over time and thus detri-
mental to efforts for peacefully integrating diverse
views in governance (Mouffe 2008). We thus add to
existing research on compliance and achievement in
the governance of social and environmental issues by
not only acknowledging the parallel existence of con-
testation alongside consensus in multistakeholder ini-
tiatives (Arenas et al. 2020), but also by empirically
outlining how actors make sense of the benefits from
this parallel existence.

Implications for the Decoupling Literature
Our findings have important implications for the liter-
ature on decoupling, above all in supporting the view
that the tensions between policy-practice and means-
ends decoupling need to be explored from a processual
rather than a structural perspective in complex, un-
certain and evaluative global governance contexts
(Haack and Schoeneborn 2015). Recent research has
suggested that shifting to a process-oriented perspec-
tive can help in detecting decoupling practices and
thus support processes of re/coupling (de Bree and
Stoopendaal 2020). Similarly, studies on deliberative
governance of social and environmental issues have
found that changes in processes of communication
may have material outcomes for overcoming policy-
practice gaps (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 2016). From
a processual perspective of governance, the tradeoff
between compliance and achievement postulated by
Wijen (2014) thus needs to be qualified insofar as it
represents only a snapshot of a dynamic and continu-
ously evolving relation. This tradeoff can be fruitfully
conceptualized as constituting an “ephemeral way
station” that provides important inputs for sensemak-
ing and subsequent recalibrating activities (Langley
et al. 2013, p. 10). By considering different local view-
points, our study further shows that competing con-
ceptualizations of the decoupling trade-off can at least
temporarily coexist, as in the case of bureaucratic com-
pliance versus pragmatic achievement observed in P2,
further suggesting the need to reconsider the single
compliance-achievement tradeoff postulated by Wijen
(2014).

Although coupling efforts may ultimately lead to a
close alignment of policies and practices (Hallett
2010), we show this is not necessarily the case in con-
ditions of high complexity, uncertainty, and varying
evaluations such as in the global governance of social
and environmental issues. In such contexts, progress

is more likely to proceed from a growing acknowledg-
ment among key governance actors of the infeasibility
of foreseeing all outcomes and emerging conflicts.
This recognition can pave the way to a realization that
what is needed in such contexts is for actors to engage
in continuous critical reflection on the appropriateness
of present approaches, relating these to previously
experienced problems and in response to “a never-
ending series of social conflicts in fairly rapid succession”
(Hirschman (1994, p. 213).

The need for continuous critical reflection further
ensues from the fact that policies are only likely to
reveal their shortcomings once they are tested in the
field, meaning policies are very likely to require fur-
ther recalibration over time (Lindblom 1959). In cases
where governance actors in one context have already
developed and engaged in practices intended to align
with a previous policy version of the GoC, moreover,
the gaps between these previous practices and subse-
quently introduced policies will inevitably widen
even if actors continuously strive to couple practices
with policies. The process we have outlined of con-
tinuously recalibrating sensemaking about appro-
priate policies, practices, means, and ends is thus
perhaps best described as a matter of persistently
“muddling through” rather than as a linear progres-
sion toward tight coupling when it comes to the
actual implementation of policies, practices, means,
and ends (Crilly et al. 2012). Researchers of decou-
pling thus may benefit from conceptualizing decou-
pling neither as a stable end-state (Meyer and Rowan
1977) nor as the origin of a quasi-deterministic pro-
gression toward tighter coupling (Hallett 2010, Tilc-
sik 2010) but rather as an open-ended process subject
to ongoing contestation and multiple interpretations.

Limitations and Future Research
A limitation of our current study and thus an oppor-
tunity for future research is that our conclusions are
derived from a study in which the anticorruption
process was already “in the making” and public atten-
tion was high, meaning we were unable to systemati-
cally explore the sensemaking processes that motivate
actors in fragile states or corrupt institutions to engage
in anticorruption efforts in the first place. Nor did our
case study design afford an opportunity for systemati-
cally outlining the conditions under which a particular
globally shared sensemaking can be sustained. Although
existing arenas for jointly making sense of anticorruption
governance seem helpful in tackling the tensions arising
from divergent sensemaking of compliance and achieve-
ment, including the UNODC, the UN Industrial Develop-
ment Organization, and various private sector initiatives
and conferences, we were unable to study the extent to
which this sensemaking infrastructure succeeds in main-
taining attention on anticorruption efforts once public

Schembera, Haack, and Scherer: Sensemaking of the Governance of Corruption
26 Organization Science, Articles in Advance, pp. 1–32, © 2022 The Author(s)

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 in
fo

rm
s.

or
g 

by
 [

21
2.

51
.1

32
.2

54
] 

on
 2

4 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

23
, a

t 0
3:

05
 . 

Fo
r 

pe
rs

on
al

 u
se

 o
nl

y,
 a

ll 
ri

gh
ts

 r
es

er
ve

d.
 



policy priorities have shifted or after major corporate
regulatory obligations to finance collective action have
been phased out. We further observe that existing anti-
corruption initiatives sometimes struggle to expand
their participant base while navigating a complex web
of transnational anticorruption laws. These include both
hard laws (e.g., the U.S. FCPA, the UK Bribery Act, and
the German Law for Fighting International Corruption),
as well as soft laws such as the Code of Conduct of the
International Chamber of Commerce, Transparency
International’s “Business Principles”, the 10th principle
of the UNGC, the UN Convention Against Corruption,
and the OECD Working Group on Bribery (Pieth 2012).
Future research could usefully work on disentangling
this web of hard and soft law initiatives to develop sug-
gestions for a more coordinated or “smart” approach
(Gunningham and Sinclair 2017) to sensemaking in the
GoC.

Although our focus has been on culturally and his-
torically informed sensemaking processes in Western
and Eastern institutional contexts, treating these proc-
esses as dynamic phenomena in their own right, a lim-
itation was that our set of MNCs was mostly restricted
to Western multinationals operating in the East and
not vice versa (Gephart 1993, Brown 2000). Future
researchers could overcome this limitation by taking
account of “actor-specific” differences within and
across each institutional contexts, that is, by exploring
power- and interest-related differences among states,
corporations, and NGOs (Aguilera et al. 2021). Finally,
although the aim of this study has been to capture the

dynamics involved in sensemaking about the go-
vernance of corruption through observing comm-
unications among actors in the East and West, future
research could usefully zoom in on specific aspects
of these processes to unpack the role of actual
(�communicative and noncommunicative) practices
and their relations to sensemaking more fully in spe-
cific contexts.

As we have sought to show throughout this study,
understanding the ongoing sensemaking processes in
the governance of corruption and other complex
global issues is clearly essential to equip governance
actors with the flexibility and endurance needed for
the journey ahead.
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Table A.1. Observational Data

Event Observed actors Representative Type of observation

Forum on Business and Anti-
Corruption in ASEAN
UMFCCI,a Yangon,
Myanmar, March 18, 2014

UMFCCIa Senior representative Welcome and opening remarks
ASEAN CSR network Senior representative Moderator of opening session

Senior Program Manager Moderator of session:
Organizing and
Implementing Collective
Action at the National Level

British embassy Rangoon Senior representative Welcome and opening remarks
Cornerstone Barristers (UK) Lawyer Speaker: International

regulatory trends on bribery
and anticorruption

UN Office on Drugs and Crime Regional Adviser on Anti-
Corruption

Speaker: The UN Convention
Against Corruption and the
role of business

Myanmar Centre for
Responsible Business

Senior representative Moderator of session
“Perspectives on Hot Issues
for Myanmar Business”

Spectrum (NGO, Myanmar) Adviser Speaker: Discussing the
“undiscussable”

Appendix
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Table A.1. (Continued)

Event Observed actors Representative Type of observation

SMART Technical Services
(SME, Myanmar)

Senior representative Speaker: Local company
experience

Singapore Corrupt Practices
Investigation Bureau

former Senior representative Speaker: 50 Year of Corruption
Control—What Lessons Can
We Offer?

Nestlé Malaysia former Senior representative Panelists of session: Organizing
and Implementing Collective
Action at the National Level

Integrity Initiative (Philippines) Project representative
Thai Listed Companies

Association
Senior representative

CBCCb CSR Dialogue Mission
to Singapore Singapore,
November 27, 2015

Asahi Glass Co., Ltd. (Japan) Manager CSR Planning Group Company CSR Presentation
Omron Corporation (Japan) Senior representative, CSR

Department
Company CSR Presentation

GlobalSense (NGO, Singapore) Senior representative Presentation on Social
Entrepreneurship in
Singapore

Spicers (SME, Singapore) Senior Marketing representative Company CSR Presentation
UNGC (Singapore) Senior representative Moderator of Q&A session

Collective Action: Evidence,
Experience and Impact Basel,
Switzerland, 20-October 21,
2016

Basel Institute on Governance Senior representative Welcome address, closing
remarks

Senior representative, Collective
Action

Moderator of session “Best
frenemies? Views from law
enforcement and the private
sector on constructive
engagement to counter
corruption”

Senior representative Moderator of session “Anti-
Corruption Collective Action:
Impact Stories”

Siemens AG Senior representative, Legal
and Compliance

Panelist

Senior representative,
Compliance

Panelist

UK government Serious Fraud Office
representative

Panelist

Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI)

Senior representative,
International Corruption Unit

Panelist

EY GmbH (Germany) Senior representative, Fraud
Investigation & Dispute
Services

Panelist

Office of the Attorney General
of Switzerland

Senior representative,
International Corruption

Panelist

Alliance for Integrity
(Germany)

Senior representative Panelist

Integrity Network Initiative
(Egypt)

Senior representative Panelist

Ship & C.R.E.W. (Egypt) Manager Panelist
Asian Institute of Management

Team Energy Center
Senior representative Speaker: “Collective Action for

Political Stability and
Business Confidence: The
Case of Marawi City,
Philippines”

Thai Collective Action Coalition
Against Corruption

Manager, Public Relations “Collective Action Initiative in
Thailand: How Private Firms
Walk The Talk”

Transport & Logistics and
Collaborative Initiatives

Senior representative Panelists of session “Extending
Collective Action in
challenging markets”The Wharton School, The

University of Pennsylvania
Associate Professor, Legal

Studies and Business Ethics
International Chamber of

Commerce
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Endnotes
1 To distinguish the type of data in the main text of our study we cite
archival data in the standard format, that is, indicating author or organi-
zation and year of publication (including page number if a print version
is available) (e.g., “Siemens 2013, p. 30”), interview data by indicating
the month in addition to year and author or organization (e.g.,
“UNODC, April 2014”), and observational data by indicating the venue
in addition to the year and author or organization (e.g., “Cornerstone
Barristers, conference inMyanmar, 2014”).
2 Naturally, the three stages of data analysis were far from linear and
involved a good deal of sensemaking by ourselves as researchers. Given
our engagement with anticorruption research and our collection of mul-
tiple types of data from various sources over an extended period, we are
confident our interpretation of the data are credible and offers a plausible
account of how the sensemaking unfolded over time.
3 As an example, we can take the following change-oriented utter-
ance from our data: “If we really can take the message across to the
next level, which is using the aspects of compliance in a very posi-
tive way, it also puts us in the position of gaining more exposure
and gaining more opportunities” (Siemens ASEAN, November
2015). We originally coded this sentence as an instance both of
Western sensemaking in P2 in the form of bureaucratic compliance
(on account of the phrase “aspects of compliance”) and of Global
sensemaking in P3 in the form of progress as achievement (because of
the phrase “gaining more exposure and gaining more oppor-
tunities”). In this third stage of our data analysis, however, we
decided that such co-occurring change-oriented content should
rather constitute a code in its own right. Accordingly, we coded this

example utterance as an instance of the sensemaking mechanism of
recalibrating and thus added another more abstract layer of coding
in NVivo to accommodate for this and other change-oriented bridging
content in our data. In most cases such data contains hints as to why a
certain kind of sensemaking may be viewed as worthwhile, as shown in
this example by the emotional phrase “in a very positive way.”
4 Although officially called a “standard,” ISO 37001 was explicitly
set up jointly by both governmental and nongovernmental actors as
a “flexible approach to compliance [in which] organisations need
only to implement ‘reasonable and proportionate policies, proce-
dures and controls’ to be certified” (LexisNexis 2019). The former
president of Transparency International Malaysia, who “was one of
the pioneers in developing this standard”, proudly highlighted in a
2019 follow-up interview that the new Malaysian government “is
picking it up. In fact, it was one of the manifesto pledges to fight
corruption and to use ISO 37001 as a management tool.”
5 See annotation “aby globally interpreting compliance as achieve-
ment” in Figure 2.
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