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Operating in conflict zones forces multinational enterprises to decide how far to engage
when institutional voids and fragmented authority undermine routine governance. This
article introduces Institutional Anchoring and develops the ANCR Compass, a practical
diagnostic linking corridor-level diagnosis to four governance roles: Adapter, Negotiator,
Co-creator, and Reconfigurer. Two anchoring rules guide role choice: headquarters
involvement should increase with deeper institutional voids, while credible local political
authorization should increase with greater authority fragmentation. For managers and
policymakers, the framework provides a disciplined approach to selecting roles,
managing escalation, communicating reversals, and maintaining legitimate action and
sustained operational continuity under fragmented authority.

INTRODUCTION

Conflict zones challenge multinational enterprises (MNEs)
because institutional voids disrupt market functions, and
authority is fragmented across parallel enforcement sys-
tems. Here, conflict zones are environments marked by
fragmented authority, recurrent enforcement disruption,
and contested political legitimacy. Managers must decide
what role to play, how far to intervene, and when continued
involvement becomes politically risky or operationally
counterproductive.

Country-level averages conceal where exposure and le-
gitimacy risks concentrate. Risks vary across sites and cor-
ridors, including transport routes, border crossings, and
permitting and payment interfaces. Governance challenges
therefore emerge unevenly across sites and corridors, and a
firm’s role depends on its posture toward public authorities
and market-supporting functions in each setting.

Prior literature shows that institutional conditions shape
firm strategy (Peng, Wang, & Jiang, 2008) and that insti-
tutional voids can be patterned rather than simply absent
(Dieleman, Markus, Rajwani, & White, 2022). In conflict-
affected areas, diagnosis must be local, since violence af-
fects foreign subsidiary survival unevenly across locations
(Dai, Eden, & Beamish, 2013). Nonmarket strategy explains
how firms engage public and social actors (Mellahi, Frynas,
Sun, & Siegel, 2016), while Liou (2025) highlights socio-
political engagement through corporate social responsibil-
ity and corporate political activity among emerging-market
MNEs in developed markets. Zhang (2025) similarly shows

that media can shape corporate legitimacy and public per-
ceptions of MNEs under geopolitical tensions. These per-
spectives explain why institutions and legitimacy matter,
but offer limited guidance on linking corridor-level condi-
tions to governance roles. Bozonelos & Tsagdis (2023) re-
cast geopolitics as an ongoing, endogenous process rather
than a series of periodic shocks, underscoring the need for
a practical framework for fragmented authority.

This limitation is consequential in conflict zones, where
poorly timed role choices can disrupt operations and erode
legitimacy. We therefore ask how MNEs can choose and se-
quence governance roles under institutional voids and au-
thority fragmentation, where reversals are costly. What dis-
tinguishes conflict settings is not weak institutions alone,
but repeated disruption across authority, enforcement, and
political legitimacy.

We address this problem through Institutional Anchor-
ing and the ANCR Compass. Institutional anchoring refers
to a firm’s deliberate choice and sequencing of governance
roles to remain legitimate and operational under authority
fragmentation and repeated disruption. The ANCR Com-
pass places each project on an Institutional Voids-against-
Authority Fragmentation grid and assigns a baseline role:
Adapter, Negotiator, Co-creator, or Reconfigurer. Reconfig-
urer is the most far-reaching role, involving a narrowly
scoped, auditable, and reversible redesign of a governance
function. Two anchoring rules keep roles proportionate to
context: headquarters involvement increases with Institu-
tional Voids, while local political authorization rises with
Authority Fragmentation. Safe transitions near quadrant
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Table 1. What existing perspectives miss in conflict zones

Perspective Application shortfall in conflict zones What managers must decide now
Institution-based Emphasizes how formal and informal constraints Anchor the role by diagnosing along two axes: the
view (Peng, within a national institutional framework shape extent of functional gaps and the degree of
Wang, & Jiang, strategy, but offers limited guidance when authority fragmentation; select a posture for the
2008) enforcement and authorization vary sharply across specific corridor rather than the national average.
sites and corridors within the same country.
Institutional Shows that institutional voids can be uneven and Anchor the role by mapping which function fails,
voids (Dieleman patterned across spaces and time, but does not where, and how often; when gaps are significant
etal., 2022) specify how to translate that diagnosis to but authority remains stable, establish a joint
governance-role choices when authority is remediation plan with milestones and sunset
contested. clauses.
Nonmarket Integrates corporate political activity and strategic Anchor the role by ensuring visible local approval
strategy (Mellahi CSR, but offers less guidance where authority is when authority is challenged and maintaining a
etal., 2016) fragmented and approvals are not portable across shared grievance log; coordinate parallel
jurisdictions. authorities through a negotiated forum rather
than depending on a single national gateway.
Institutional Treats institutional change as contestation, Anchor the role conservatively when stop-gap
entrepreneurship legitimacy work, and political struggle, but offers delivery is unavoidable: keep interventions narrow
(Garud, Hardy, & limited guidance on bounded, auditable, and in scope, auditable, and reversible, with ethics and
Maguire, 2007) reversible interventions when firms risk being seen exit guardrails; avoid mandates that belong to
as substituting for public authority. public authorities.

boundaries are supported by two boundary tactics: Harmo-
nize and Outsource.

WHAT EXISTING PERSPECTIVES MISS IN
CONFLICT ZONES

Country- or industry-level perspectives explain why insti-
tutions matter, but offer limited guidance on what man-
agers should do within a specific corridor as conditions
shift. In conflict zones, patterned voids and fragmented au-
thority make roles provisional and role shifts politically
consequential. Table 1 shows where these perspectives fall
short on role choice, escalation, and adjustment at the cor-
ridor level.

These perspectives remain valuable, but provide limited
guidance on evaluating corridor-level conditions, selecting
governance roles, and adapting them as conditions shift.

INSTITUTIONAL ANCHORING: FROM
DIAGNOSIS TO ROLE CHOICE AND SEQUENCING

Institutional anchoring links a changing environment to a
stable governance role and an actionable adaptation path.
Diagnosis is carried out at the corridor or site level using
two conditions: the extent and durability of gaps in market-
supporting functions and the degree of authority fragmen-
tation. Two escalation rules keep the approach proportion-
ate: headquarters involvement increases with institutional
voids, and local political authorization rises with fragmen-
tation. Figure 1 links these conditions to four default roles
and two boundary tactics. Harmonize aligns forums, cal-
endars, and records among fragmented authorities, while
Outsource delegates a task to a certified third party while
preserving standards, audit trails, and reversibility.

ADAPTER

This role applies when voids are low and authority frag-
mentation is minimal. Headquarters involvement is limited
because public functions are accessible and predictable,
and local political approval is routine rather than decisive.
The operating logic is procedural alignment through com-
pliance, localized routines, and standard public interfaces.
GAM’s electronic vocational-license renewal service offers
a procedural illustration of this posture in a municipal set-
ting where license renewal is electronically administered
(GAM, 2026).

NEGOTIATOR

This role fits settings where voids are limited but authority
is highly fragmented. Headquarters involvement remains
moderate because core functions still run, but local autho-
rization must be maintained across overlapping authorities.
The operating approach is to consolidate access through
joint interfaces, shared records, and negotiated arrange-
ments that remain usable across authorities. LUKOIL's West
Qurna-2 engagement illustrates how formalized agree-
ments with host-country public authorities can help stabi-
lize operations (LUKOIL, 2023).

CO-CREATOR

This role is appropriate when both institutional voids and
authority fragmentation are high. Headquarters involve-
ment is crucial to mobilize resources, oversee standards,
and coordinate partners, while local authorization must ex-
tend across multiple contested authorities. The operating
approach is co-design and co-governance with milestones,
sunset clauses, and parallel evidence trails. The SHADE fo-
rum in the Western Indian Ocean illustrates the coordina-
tion logic of this role (EUNAVFOR, 2023).
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Figure 1. ANCR Compass: Institutional anchoring choices for MNEs in conflict zones (The figure is a diagnostic
and process aid. It indicates directionality in role choice and transition, not causality.)

RECONFIGURER

This role applies when institutional voids are high but au-
thority fragmentation is low or consolidated. Headquarters
involvement is crucial because the firm oversees a narrowly
scoped, auditable, and reversible intervention to preserve
an essential governance function. Local approval follows a
clearer pathway to a single or dominant authority. MTN
Rwanda’s case under RURA’s enforcement notice illustrates
how formal supervision and specified remediation obliga-
tions can become central when service quality and compli-
ance concerns intensify (RURA, 2016).

The compass assesses each site along two axes: Institu-
tional Voids, the depth and persistence of functional gaps,
and Authority Fragmentation, the degree to which author-
ity is divided across parallel or overlapping actors. Each po-
sition on the grid implies a default role—Adapter, Negotia-
tor, Co-creator, or Reconfigurer. Two anchoring principles
connect context and organization: headquarters involve-
ment increases with Institutional Voids, while local politi-
cal authorization rises with Authority Fragmentation. Near
boundaries, movement is stabilized by two safety strate-
gies: harmonize between Negotiator and Co-creator and
outsource between Co-creator and Reconfigurer.

FROM DIAGNOSIS TO ACTION: MANAGERIAL
AND POLICY GUIDANCE

Effective anchoring begins with two questions: how deep
are the institutional voids, and how fragmented is author-
ity? Managers assess whether licensing, enforcement, pay-
ments, security, and essential public services are reliable

enough for daily operations, and whether multiple authori-
ties claim jurisdiction over the same corridor or asset. This
assessment should be conducted at the site or corridor level
and revisited as conditions shift. In politically challenging
environments, uncertainty evolves with political competi-
tion and enforcement patterns (DeBerge, 2024), making pe-
riodic reassessment essential. When contracts depend on
an alternative forum accepted by both parties, or when
parallel enforcement creates inconsistent procedures, the
episode should be mapped on the ANCR grid to identify a
default role.

Two anchoring rules connect diagnosis to organization.
Headquarters involvement increases with Institutional
Voids because coordination, audit, and misalignment risks
rise as market support diminishes. Local political autho-
rization increases with Authority Fragmentation because
continuity depends on consent across overlapping actors.
Managers can operationalize these rules by clarifying deci-
sion rights, approval thresholds, documentation standards,
and escalation paths.

Once the role is set, priorities follow a simple sequence.
Adapters emphasize compliance and stable localization
while avoiding discretionary exemptions that create polit-
ical dependence. Negotiators build joint interfaces, main-
tain a shared grievance record, and agree restart protocols
usable across authorities. Co-creators stabilize critical
functions through co-design and co-governance with mile-
stones and sunset clauses. Reconfigurers implement nar-
rowly scoped, auditable, reversible substitutions when es-
sential functions fail under relatively consolidated
authority. Across roles, the compass clarifies how much
discretion to retain locally, when to escalate decisions to
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headquarters, and which functions can be shared, co-man-
aged, or temporarily substituted.

Role changes should be episode-based and explained to
counterparts to maintain legitimacy. Managers should clar-
ify the purpose of the shift, its intended duration, and the
conditions for reverting to a different role. In politically
charged settings, responses may not originate from a single
organizational level, as headquarters and franchise part-
ners can respond differently to the same episode of pres-
sure (Benmamoun, 2026). When bargaining stalls but the
core governance coalition remains viable, the firm should
harmonize by aligning forums and calendars without in-
creasing corporate control. When public functions remain
unavailable and co-creation cannot stabilize delivery, the
firm should outsource specific tasks while preserving stan-
dards, audit trails, and an exit strategy. Pre-agreed triggers
help keep transitions threshold-based rather than discre-
tionary.

For policymakers, co-creation should be the default be-
cause it allows responsible firms to stabilize services and
reduce governance costs, while disciplined substitution
should be reserved for failure of essential public functions.
Accelerated licensing, a single contact point, a shared
grievance log, and targeted support for co-investment in
public goods help firms clarify roles, reduce misfit costs, en-
sure continuity, and build legitimacy. Clearer expectations
around role choice and transition can reduce uncertainty
and limit governance vacuums during prolonged conflict.

CONCLUSION

In conflict-affected environments, firms repeatedly face a
dilemma that existing theories do not fully resolve: when
to act, how far to intervene, and when continued involve-
ment becomes counterproductive or illegitimate. Actions
accepted under one set of conditions may quickly become
politically contested, while delay can produce operational
paralysis. Geopolitical tensions intensify scrutiny of MNE
behavior and public communication (Zhang, 2025), making
legitimacy management a continuous rather than episodic
task. Institutional anchoring helps by clarifying how role
adjustments should be documented, explained, and, if nec-
essary, reversed.

This article reframes strategy in conflict-affected envi-
ronments as a problem of anchoring the firm under frag-
mented authority. The Institutional Anchoring framework,
illustrated by the ANCR Compass, links institutional voids
and authority fragmentation to four default roles: Adapter,
Negotiator, Co-creator, and Reconfigurer. Two anchoring
rules guide how diagnosis informs organization: headquar-
ters involvement should rise as institutional voids deepen,
while credible local political authorization should
strengthen as authority fragmentation increases. Two
boundary tactics support adjustment: Harmonize aligns fo-
rums and schedules between negotiation and co-creation,

while Outsource delegates specific functions to specialized
partners when co-creation cannot stabilize delivery. Used
this way, anchoring reduces coordination loss, stabilizes
daily operations, and makes authorization more defensible.

For policymakers, the compass indicates when to pro-
mote co-creation with responsible firms and when disci-
plined substitution is necessary because essential public
functions have failed. By making role choice, escalation,
and reversal explicit, institutional anchoring gives firms a
way to remain engaged without drifting into overreach or
disengagement, while also giving public authorities clearer
expectations of corporate involvement. The ANCR Compass
also provides a language for teaching and executive discus-
sion under fragmented authority.
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