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Modularity vs programmability in design of international products:

Beyond the standardization—-adaptation tradeoff

Mark Lehrer *, Michael Behnam
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International product development in MNCs:
the standardization-adaptation debate

Traditionally MNCs are seen to confront the conflicting
imperatives of global integration and local responsiveness
(Prahalad and Doz, 1987), a tension conceived usually in
organizational terms. For example, Bartlett and Ghoshal
(1989) and Nohria and Ghoshal (1997) conceptualize the
‘‘transnational’’ MNC as a differentiated network in which
dispersed, specialized and interdependent units rely on
intensive intra-organizational knowledge flows in order to
deal with the challenges of standardization and adaptation
simultaneously. Product design, however, constitutes an-
other fundamental means by which MNCs can reconcile
the antithetical pulls of global integration and local respon-
siveness. The issue can be framed in terms of standardiza-
tion (the design equivalent of global integration) and
adaptation (the design equivalent of local responsiveness).
Spurred on by Levitt’s (1983) famous prediction of the ad-
vent of standardized global products, marketing scholars
have studied the standardization-adaptation tradeoff in
product development for international markets, with Rau
and Preble (1987), Samiee and Roth (1992), and Theodosiou
and Leonidou (2003) providing overviews of the standardiza-
tion-adaptation debate.
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