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Abstract
The role of foreign capital and technology in the economic and social progress of late-developing
countries remains a controversial issue in both academic and policy circles. In this essay, we examine
the case of Spain in the light of the academic literature from the 1960s to the present. First, we
identify and contextualize the intellectual concerns and controversies of two important generations of
economists and historians and their approaches to the specific issue of multinational enterprises
(MNEs). We then discuss what we consider to be the seven major contributions of recent Spanish
scholarship in terms of: (1) new quantitative evidence on FDI inward flows and firm demography
analyses of foreign MNEs; (2) new approaches to the transfer of technology by MNEs; (3) collective
and individual case studies of foreign MNEs, with a focus on their impact on local capabilities; (4)
identification of patterns of investment by MNE home countries; (5) identification and study of the
local actors of inward FDI; (6) new perspectives gained from the history of international relations; and
(7) new evidence on processes leading from inward FDI to outward FDI. We argue that the time is
ripe for comprehensive re-assessments of the long-term impact of foreign MNEs and the role of Spain
in the global economy.
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This essay explores an old controversy that has confronted generations of political
economists: Do MNEs contribute to the social and economic progress of late developing
countries, enabling the development of local actors and assets, as the international business
literature predicts (Dunning and Lundan 2008, 314-318)? Or, rather, do MNEs tend to
perpetuate backwardness, by constraining institutional arrangements and increasing
technological dependence through production enclaves, alliances with local oligarchies and
corrupt practices, as the theories of dependency point out (Vernon 1971; Moran 1974;
Cardoso and Faleto 1979; Evans 1979)?
After more than fifty years of academic research on the multinational enterprise, there is still
no convincing answer to these questions. Research in the fields of international business,
technology transfer and the history of multinationals has certainly produced a wealth of
quantitative and qualitative evidence across the globe. According to scholarship, the transfer
of knowledge and capabilities tends to work well within advanced countries, promoting
convergence, but this is not the case in less developed economies, where this process is
frequently hindered by inadequate institutions and low levels of human capital (Jones 2014).
There is, anyway, little or no aggregate evidence of spillovers from MNEs to local firms, and
no strong empirical evidence of the positive impact of foreign MNEs beyond positive
linkages between MNEs and local suppliers (Jones 2014, 191-194). The impact of
multinational firms on host economies is, furthermore, multifaceted (Wilkins 1998, 2009,
2010; Jones 2005, 2014). MNEs can be important modes of technology transfer and are quite
often sizable employers of labor, as international business and economics have noted (Lipsey
2002; Dunning and Lundan 2008), but, they also have major social and cultural impacts
which cannot be captured by the usual tools of the aforementioned disciplines. In this sense,
the historical perspective and method employed have great potential to assess both the
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desirable and adverse outcomes –externalities– of foreign MNEs. Despite this, economic and
business history literature, although strong “on the drivers of the growth of global business
and its organizational structures and diversity”, has until now failed to answer convincingly
“whether the net impact of global business was positive or negative” (Jones 2015, 404). Mira
Wilkins, the dean of MNE history, gives some directions for future research, linked to the
challenges faced by historians at the macro and micro levels: to determine why the same
MNE affects host states in both similar and dissimilar manners, eventually shaping national
capitalism; to discover which interactions and which government policies in what context
stimulate national economic growth; and to find out what makes one society and not another
able to borrow from, and effectively shape, the contributions of MNEs toward national goals
(Wilkins 2010, 645).
This essay goes into this controversy about the long-term impact of foreign MNEs on host
economies focusing on the case of Spain, as a late industrializing country, with a twofold aim:
to examine major scholarly contributions to identify new directions for future research, and to
encourage new comparative and multidisciplinary research. The article is structured as
follows. First, we argue why Spain is an attractive case study to later contextualize in section
two the intellectual concerns, controversies and approaches of the earliest scholarship on
inward FDI in the country. We then discuss what we consider to be the seven major
contributions of recent Spanish research on this issue, focusing on economic and business
historians’ works. Last section is, finally, devoted to conclusion and directions for future
research.
Spain as a case study
Spain became an attractive destination for foreign direct investment with the spread of
industrialization in the 19th century (G. Tortella 1973; T. Tortella 2000). Although the existing
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evidence on historical inward capital flows and the number and operations of foreign firms is
rather fragmented, we know that four countries have traditionally concentrated foreign
concerns in the country: France, Britain, Germany and the United States (Puig, Álvaro and
Castro 2008a). Whereas French and British capital was prominent in the 19th century,
focusing on mining, railway and banking, German and American firms would take the lead
during the Second Industrial Revolution and from the 1880s onwards. Their influence reached
peaks during the early 1940s and the 1960s, respectively. After Spain became a full member
of the European Union in 1986, European investors gained in importance among Spain’s total
inward capital flows.
Spain’s economic and institutional performance and, in particular, economic policy, shaped
foreign MNEs’ operations in the country at least in terms of entry strategies and staffing and
recruiting patterns. Protectionism (between 1892 and the 1960s), economic nationalism (from
the 1930s to the 1960s) and international isolation (from the 1930s to the 1950s) indeed
promoted joint ventures and strategic alliances with local partners and the recruitment of local
managers and staff. (Puig and Álvaro-Moya 2015b). MNEs, moreover, contributed to the rise
of powerful business groups, which used the capital, knowhow and contacts provided by their
foreign partners to grow and diversify (Muñoz, Roldán and Serrano 1978; Guillén 2000; Kock
and Guillén 2001; Valdaliso 2006; Valdaliso and Torres 2012; Puig and Torres 2008, 2015;
Álvaro-Moya 2011). Spain, therefore, constitutes an excellent testing ground for the longterm impact of protectionist policies on foreign MNEs and their interplay with local actors, a
traditional issue, recently revisited, among scholars who have examined inward FDI in the
country.
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Early research on inward FDI in Spain
Early research on inward FDI focused on Spain’s historical backwardness and the Spanish
“nationalistic path to capitalism”. Under the influence of both postwar modernization theory
(Rostow 1960; Gerschenkron 1962) and Marxist development economics (Prebisch 1950),
economists and historians would embark on a fruitful interdisciplinary dialogue to assess
whether MNEs had helped or prevented the rise of modern capitalism in 19th-century Spain.
The absence or irrelevance of spillovers from massive foreign investment in mining and
railways led many economic historians to adopt a rather negative view. According to this,
MNEs were not a push factor in the overall process of industrialization, but instead reinforced
Spain’s backwardness (Sardà 1948; Campillo 1963; Tamames 1967; Sánchez-Albornoz 1968;
Cameron 1971; Nadal 1975; Broder 1979). Scholars interested in more contemporary issues
built on such statements to construct a comprehensive theory of Spanish capitalism. Mounting
economic nationalism under successive political regimes, they affirmed, paved the way for
General Franco’s self-sufficiency project (1939-1959) (Roldán and García Delgado 1973;
Clavera et al. 1973). Other scholars, however, argued that foreign investment was crucial to
developing not only strategic industries such as railways but also universal banking, which
could not have developed without foreign investors due to the lack or insufficiency of private
savings and the chronic problem of public deficit (Tortella 1973). Indeed, both foreign and
national enterprises behaved similarly, responding to economic incentives and seizing
business opportunities. Governmental efforts to attract foreign capital explains not only how
opportunities were exploited by MNEs, but also the introduction of the more liberal policies
which encouraged inward capital flows and Spain’s integration into world markets (Costa
Campí 1983).
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MNEs became particularly visible during the 1960s and early 1970s, the period of rapid
growth that allowed Spain to complete its industrialization. This gave rise to scholarly
analyses on two interrelated issues. The first was the study of Spain’s structural dependence
on foreign, primarily American, capital and knowledge, supported by aggregate data on
imports of capital goods, patents registered by foreign firms and contracts of technical
assistance (Velarde 1975; Gallego 1975; Braña, Buesa and Molero 1976; García Delgado and
Segura 1977; Fanjul and Segura 1977; Molero 1979). The second concerned the relationship
between foreign investors and the local business and financial elite (Muñoz 1969; Tamames
1977). These analyses were based to a large extent on the first comprehensive reconstruction
of the inward flows and vehicles of foreign capital in Spain during the 1960s and 1970s, a
seminal work authored by three economists and entitled La internacionalización del capital
en España, 1959-1977 (Muñoz, Roldán and Serrano 1978). Its publication coincided with the
elaboration by the Spanish Ministry of Trade of the first census of Spanish firms with
participation by foreign corporations (Ministerio de Comercio 1977). This study showed that
foreign, and in particular, American firms played a prominent role in the Spanish
manufacturing sector, especially in the motor, chemical and electrical industries. Interestingly,
most of the literature held a critical view of foreign MNEs and their local partners, blaming
them for Spain’s relative backwardness. Some authors, however, pointed at local institutions
and the lack of an entrepreneurial drive as the main causes of Spain’s economic and social
deficiencies (Velarde 1969; Tortella 1973).
The traditional view of Spain’s backwardness, dependency and entrepreneurial failure has had
a lasting influence on Spanish social scientists. Nevertheless, the dynamism of the Spanish
economy in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, in particular the firms that went international
in the late 20th century or even earlier, began to challenge the traditional, pessimistic
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approach. What is more, the wave of corporate mergers and acquisitions prompted by Spain’s
entry into the European Union in the late 1980s would shed new light on the potential and
capabilities of Spanish firms, encouraging scholars to reconsider the role of foreign
investment in the organizational development of Spanish companies. The topic has turned out
to be a remarkably fertile one, particularly for management scholars investigating the rise of
what have been recently called the “new multinationals” (Guillén and García Canal 2010).
These new multinationals, that include companies from emerging markets, have been able not
only to imitate the established ones, but also to develop their own competitive advantages
based on the exploitation of firm-specific competences (Durán 1996, 1998, 2005, 2006) and
the exploration of new patterns of innovation and ways of accessing markets (Guillén 2005;
Guillén and García Canal 2010).
Recent historical research on inward FDI in Spain
In contrast to the fruitful dialogue between economists and historians that characterized the
previous period, recent academic research on inward FDI has been carried out with little
interaction across disciplines. It should be noted that Spanish economic and business
historians, most of whom are affiliated with departments of Economics and Management,
have integrated theoretical frameworks such as Dunning’s eclectic paradigm and Uppsala’s
gradual internationalization model into their studies. Needless to say, they have been also
influenced by the work of international business historians like Mira Wilkins, Alfred
Chandler and Geoffrey Jones.
Their university colleges, however, have been considerably less receptive to the extensive
historical research conducted in the past decades within or outside Spain. Therefore, in this
section we want to discuss what we think of as the main contributions of recent historical
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research regarding inward FDI and MNEs in contemporary Spain. We have identified seven
lines of research: new quantitative evidence on FDI inward flows and firm demography
analyses of foreign MNEs; new approaches to the transfer of technology by MNEs; collective
and individual case studies of foreign MNEs, with a focus on their impact on local
capabilities; identification of patterns of investment by MNE home countries; identification
and study of the local actors of inward FDI; new perspectives gained from the history of
international relations; and, finally, new evidence on processes leading from inward FDI to
outward FDI.
FDI inward flows and firm demography
Inward FDI flows did not begin to be systematically recorded by the Bank of Spain until
1975. There is only fragmented quantitative evidence, recorded by the Spanish
Administration, on Spanish firms controlled by foreign MNEs between 1959 and 1975, and
this has been used by successive generations of scholars to assess the relevance and long-term
impact of foreign capital in the Spanish economy, particularly in the industrial sector. As a
result, early reconstructions of FDI inward flows did not provide a long-term overview, nor
did the first efforts to build corporate censuses. As the latter were based on the directories of
joint-stock companies, they focused on mining and railways (Campillo 1963; Sáinz 1965).
A new wave of research has overcome these limitations by looking for alternative sources,
such as diplomatic, counter-intelligence and corporate records, which include contemporary
censuses of foreign firms and broad estimations of foreign stakes in Spain (Tascón and
Carreras 2001; Tortella 2000 and 2008; Loscertales 2002; Castro 2010; Puig, Álvaro and
Castro 2008a; Broder et al. 2014). When dealing with US investment in Spain, economic
historians have also used the annual estimations of American stakes abroad published since
the early 20th century by the Treasury Department (Tascón 2003, 2008; Álvaro-Moya 2011,
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2012; Tascón and López Zapico 2014). Despite the limitations posed by such sources, these
authors have added to the existing information about FDI distribution by home country and
industry. They have also revealed a remarkable continuity in capital flows and business
relationships between locals and foreigners during the middle decades of the 20th century,
under Franco’s rule. Moreover, new research shows that the Spanish government was
proactive in its search for foreign investors and technological assistance to undertake large
industrial projects. Indeed, technological dependence prevented the Spanish government from
taking full advantage of the nationalization opportunities that arose after the Second World
War. The expropriation and public auction of German industrial assets is a case in point.
Instead of transferring them to Spanish owners, most firms remained under the control of their
former shareholders and managers. This procedure not only ensured the continuity of the
business operations of German MNEs during the difficult postwar years, but would facilitate
the full takeover of the Spanish subsidiaries in the new context of the 1960s and after (Puig
and Álvaro 2007).
New approaches to the transfer of technology
The examination of technology transfer has traditionally relied on quantitative data on patents
and licensing. Some of the studies conducted from the 1990s onwards have applied the same
methodology. They offer a broad picture of the last two centuries consistent with traditional
ideas of the Spanish economy as being structurally dependent on foreign technology (Molero
1979, 1993; Miranda 1998; Ortiz-Villajos 1999; Sáiz 1999, 2005; Cebrián 2001, 2005).
However, technology transfer goes beyond patents and licensing. Aware that it can also occur
outside the industrial sector and/or through qualitative venues that call for alternative
approaches and research methods, historians have begun to identify new areas, such as
management education (Puig 2003b, 2003c, 2008; Puig and Fernández-Pérez 2003; Torres
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2016), management consulting (Kipping and Puig 2003; Kipping, Üsdiken and Puig 2004)
and engineering consulting (Álvaro-Moya 2014; Castro and Sánchez 2014). As in other
European countries, management education and business schools arose in the mid-20th
century under a strong US influence. The technical assistance program included in the
American aid of the 1950s (in the Marshall Plan in the case of other Western Europeans) was
the basis of the first, state-promoted business schools, an initiative soon followed by private
groups very close to Spanish business and political elites. Particularly in the last case,
business schools were a response to the challenges posed by MNEs entering the market, in a
context, however, of increasing professionalization and labor rationalization of domestic
firms.
Management and engineering consulting also emerged under a strong foreign (this time US
and French) influence. While management and engineering consulting and US firms entered
the Spanish market through consulting services, joint ventures and strategic alliances with
domestic firms (Kipping and Puig 2002, 2003; Álvaro-Moya 2014), the French engineering
firms achieved a prominent position in the Spanish economy in the 1960s and early 1970s
through technical assistance contracts (Castro and Sánchez 2014).
Finally, a broader and less quantitative approach to the transfer of technology is leading
historians to explore the relationship between foreign MNEs and brands and trademarks (Sáiz
and Pretel 2014; Pretel and Sáiz 2012). These studies suggest that patenting was closely
related to direct investment and geographic proximity before 1880. By contrast, in the
following decades, and at least until 1939 (the period these works focus on), multinationals
used patenting as a way to protect future businesses as their international expansion
accelerated, interests which would be exploited later on or (more frequently) not.
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Case studies on MNEs transferring knowledge
In the last few years, many collective and individual case studies on foreign MNEs have
explored the formation of local entrepreneurial and managerial capabilities as well as the
determinants of this process (Gómez Mendoza 1994; López Morell 2013; Álvaro-Moya 2007,
2014; Llonch 2014; Fernández-Pérez 2014; Puig 2003a; Puig and Álvaro-Moya 2015a,
2015b). According to these studies, although expatriates were crucial in the early stages of
new subsidiaries, they tended to soon be replaced by Spanish-educated managers, even in
technology-intensive areas. Economic nationalism certainly encouraged such practices, but
the adoption of adaptation strategies by foreign MNEs and the availability of either
experienced or promising Spain-based professionals played a significant role as well. Recent
research highlights, in fact, the high technical level of Spanish managers and engineers, but
also their lack of marketing, distribution and advertising skills. Technical and organizational
knowledge spread within the subsidiaries through more or less institutionalized in-house
training and personnel exchange programs.
Finally, historians have identified an issue worth further exploration; i.e. the circulation of
codified and uncodified knowledge beyond subsidiaries and joint-ventures through the
professionals moving on to other companies and/or teaching at educational and scientific
institutions, eventually helping to establish new institutions and build lasting ties between
these institutions and the multinational firms these professionals had once worked for Puig
and Álvaro-Moya (2015b). This link between foreign MNEs and the local educational
infrastructure constitutes, therefore, a new approach to technology transfer in line with what
has been discussed in the previous section and of great interest to assess the long-term
influence of multinationals in host economies.
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Patterns of investment
International business scholars have paid considerable attention to FDI national patterns and
home-country effects on the strategies and behaviors of MNEs. Persuaded that such patterns
and effects can be best understood in historical and comparative perspective, Spanish
economic and business historians have set out to examine the dynamics of French, German,
and American direct investment (Castro 2010; Loscertales 2002; López-Morell 2013; Puig,
Álvaro and Castro 2008a; Puig and Castro 2009; Sánchez 2006).
By combining foreign trade and FDI flow statistics with highly detailed information from
public and private archival sources, these studies have added considerably to our knowledge
of the history of foreign MNEs in Spain. We know, for example, how and with what partners
the Rothschild bank operated in our country (López-Morell 2013). We also have in-depth
knowledge of the main actors and strategies of German investment in Spain from 1870 to
1920 (Loscertales 2002). And we have exhaustive analyses of the role played by the French
administration and banking sector in French direct investment activities in 19th- and 20thcentury Spain (Sánchez 2006; Castro 2010). Last but not least, a long-term comparative
analysis of French and German investment in Spain reveals that the core capabilities of
foreign firms and their relationships with local partners spurred the rise and development of
two distinct models of international investment, characterized as “political” and “technical”,
respectively (Puig and Castro 2009). Seeking for new markets, American capital, by contrast,
used both technical and political local partners to accommodate to domestic politics and
opportunities. In any case, these investment patterns worked also as a response to successive
waves of capital inflows headed by different actors, but traditionally monopolized by French,
British, German and American companies (Puig, Álvaro and Castro 2008a).
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The local actors of inward FDI
Firm demography studies and case studies have allowed the identification and analyses of the
local actors of inward FDI, from business groups and family firms to professional
associations, educational institutions and chambers of commerce (Otazu 1987; Loscertales
2002; Sánchez 2006; Puig and Torres 2008, 2015; García-Ruiz and Puig 2009; Castro 2010;
Álvaro-Moya 2011, 2015; Puig and Álvaro-Moya 2015b). The historical alliances between
MNEs and local firms have also been illustrated by national and regional entrepreneurial
biographies (Torres 2000; Vidal 2005; Cabana 2006; Parejo 2011) and business
monographies, as well as by new comprehensive studies on Spanish large family businesses
(Fernández-Pérez and Lluch 2015). As noted in section 2, early research on FDI in Spain had
already highlighted the role played by business groups and family firms in the entry of foreign
capital through the exchange of local contacts and know-how for financial and technological
resources. The recent studies aforementioned, however, stress the multi-sided character of the
relationships between local and foreign actors and the continuity of such relationships in the
long term.
Moreover, FDI was facilitated by professional associations, educational institutions and
chambers of commerce, which not only provided foreign firms with host market information,
but helped create and strengthen effective and lasting social networks. Existing studies also
suggest that these institutions might have played a key role in the dissemination of ideas
beyond subsidiaries, as well as in the development of a social and business environment
favorable to MNE operations in Spain (Sánchez 2006; Puig and Álvaro 2004; Puig, Álvaro
and Castro 2008a; Álvaro-Moya 2011; Castro 2010). “Soft” diplomacy might have enhanced
these dynamics.
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International aid programs and soft diplomacy
The fiftieth anniversary of the Marshall Plan prompted a wave of research on the effects of
the economic aid and technical assistance provided that the US provided to its allies. The
“Americanization” of Western and Japanese firms and institutions became a favorite research
topic (Djelic 1998; Kipping and Bjarvar 1998, Gourvish and Tiratsoo 1998; Engwall and
Zamagni 1998, Zeitlin and Herrigel 2000, Barjot 2002, Barjot and Réveillard 2002, Barjot
and Schröter 2002, Barjot, Lescent-Giles and Fèrriere 2002, Kipping and Tiratsoo 2002,
Schröter 2005). Although Spain was not invited to join the Marshall Plan, in 1953 the Spanish
and US governments reached a bilateral agreement that granted Spanish firms and other
public and private institutions access to American know-how. In the early 21st century,
Spanish economic and international relations historians joined efforts to assess the extent and
long term effects of such agreements (Niño 2003, 2015; Delgado and Elizalde 2005; Delgado
and León 2011). Some of these studies identified a number of professional associations
created in the context of American aid with close ties with foreign firms (Puig and Álvaro
2004; Álvaro-Moya 2012). The construction of the American military bases, as well as the
“productivity missions” of Spanish businesspeople and managers sent to the United States
would pave the way for modern engineering consulting firms and contributed to the later
expansion of domestic construction companies (Puig and Torres 2008; Torres 2011; ÁlvaroMoya 2014).
International relations and cultural historical research has paid increasing attention to “soft”
diplomacy; that is, the set of initiatives that seek to gain public support abroad by creating a
positive social environment (Delgado 2009a, 2009b; Jiménez et al. 2015; Sánchez 2006;
León 2006, 2011; Rodríguez 2011; Rodríguez, Delgado and Cull 2015; López-Zapico 2012;
Montero 2008). This includes cultural, educational and scientific exchange programs. None of
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these studies, which have focused on France and the United States, have among their aims an
analysis of the impact of these programs on inward FDI. But these initiatives facilitated the
operations of foreign firms in at least two ways: by training the personnel of future foreign
affiliates and by compensating for the state’s nationalism and protectionism with a social and
business environment favorable to FDI. These programs, moreover, might have helped to
manage cultural diversity within the firms. In the case of the US, research has also shown how
some of these soft-diplomacy initiatives, particularly those related to the motion picture
industry, were used by foreign firms to overcome the strict limits imposed on outward capital
flows during the autarky (León 2006, 2011).
From inward to outward FDI
The rise of Spanish multinationals, a late yet quite remarkable phenomenon that has
underpinned the rapid growth of the Spanish economy in the late 20th and early 21st centuries,
poses interesting questions about the many ways that Spanish firms learn and benefit from
foreign MNEs (Durán 1996, 2005; Sánchez and Durán 1981). Do multinationals help local
firms to go international? Do local partners learn from foreign MNEs? To what extent did
economic nationalism promote the transfer of knowledge from MNEs to their Spanish
subsidiaries and joint ventures through local management? Historians are making a relevant
contribution to our understanding of Spain’s new multinationals by unveiling strong and
enduring links between some of these firms and their historical multinational partners (Puig,
Álvaro and Castro 2008a, 2008b; Fernández-Pérez 2014). Many of such alliances were
lasting and influential, what not only explains the continuity of foreign investments in spite of
increasing governmental restrictions, but also created a path of dependency which favored a
fruitful interaction between foreigners and local actors, including local managers and Spanish
professional and educational institutions (Puig and Álvaro-Moya 2015b).
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Management scholars, however, have approached this topic far more effectively, examining
the rise of multinational firms based in emerging markets with the tools of international
business and developing new perspectives (Guillén 2005; Guillén and Tschoegl 2008; Guillén
and García-Canal 2010). This leads us to a crucial issue: the limited impact of historical
research outside its own academic boundaries and the inability or resistance to re-engage in a
fruitful dialogue with other disciplines. Spanish historians, like their international peers, excel
at borrowing and discussing concepts and theoretical frameworks taken from other
disciplines, but often fail to disseminate their findings among their colleges. Historical
theorizing should be a priority for future research.
Conclusions and directions for future research
Over the past two decades, economic and business historians have used new sources and
perspectives to shed new light on the role of foreign MNEs in Spain’s economic and social
development. This research has resulted in a wealth of new empirical evidence, as well as a
more critical approach towards the relationship of inward FDI and the Spanish variety of
capitalism. By pointing to the persistent influence of foreign MNEs throughout Spain’s long
industrialization process, the contradictory effects of economic nationalism, the proactive role
of local actors and the processes of internalization of foreign knowledge by both MNE
subsidiaries and local firms, scholars have shifted their focus away from the roots of
economic backwardness towards the complex world of MNEs and their interaction with local
business actors. Although failed projects and disinvestment processes, which underpin the
history of MNEs in contemporary Spain, continue to be neglected or under-researched, we
contend that there is enough evidence to update and review the groundbreaking work of
Muñoz from a historical and comparative perspective (Muñoz et al. 1978). This would help
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foreign MNEs find the place that they lack today in the many textbooks used by thousands of
students of Spanish economic history.
The relatively late development of Spain makes it an ideal case study for testing international
business theories, not only classical theories inspired by the historical experience of advanced,
mainly Anglo-American, firms, but alternative theoretical frameworks based on emerging
markets. However, one of the problems of the recent historical research is a lack of interaction
with economists and management scholars. This explains the relatively low levels of
academic relevance and visibility of most of the research reviewed in this article. To promote
an interdisciplinary dialogue akin to that of the 1960s and 1970s and to increase their
visibility in the highly competitive environment of the 21st century, historians need stronger
theoretical foundations and historical theorizing (Bucheli and Wadhwani 2014; Jones 2015).
In our view, internalization theory (Verbeke and Kano 2015) has a high potential for
historians concerned with at least five issues: 1) the entry and operation modes of foreign
MNEs; 2) the bundling of MNE firm-specific advantages and local assets (including host
country advantages), examined through joint ventures and other historical strategic alliances
between foreign and Spanish actors; 3) the transfer of knowledge and organizational
capabilities from MNEs to local firms; 4) the development of local managerial and
entrepreneurial talent; and 5) the implications of previous international experience for the
internationalization of Spanish enterprises.
The interplay between the foreign and local actors of international direct investment is at the
core of the major reinterpretation of the long-term effects of MNEs in contemporary Spain
that we are proposing here. We need to re-examine the historical evidence regarding the
development of organizational capabilities under foreign influence, as well as link this
process to the recent internationalization of Spanish firms. Such an approach should allow us
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to test internationalization theory against relevant historical experience, shedding light on the
microeconomic dynamics of inward and outward FDI flows and thereby adding to the
investment development path theory (Dunning and Narula 1996).
Finally, we propose that students of MNEs in Spain take a critical look at the impact of the
period of economic transition between 1960 and 1986 on foreign and Spanish enterprises.
Existing evidence does not deny the disrupting effects of Spain’s entry into the European
Union (the focus of recent management scholarship), but it reveals that by 1986 many
Spanish businesspeople and institutions had already learned to deal with change and to look
for and seize investment opportunities both inside and outside the country: this is the very
nature of entrepreneurship, and an excellent starting point for integrating historical research
into the study of international business.
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