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Abstract 
 

In the contemporary age of global capitalism, international taxation – the taxation of income earned 

from cross-border economic activity – has become a high-stakes issue. International taxation touches 

upon the foundations of modern society as an arena for struggle between nation-states and other 

stakeholders concerning government revenues, economic markets, political ideas, and – above all – 

social change. However, most existing research on international taxation and, indeed, on the global 

political economy at large, is dedicated to studying the effects of stable structures and sees change 

through periodic snapshots of evolving orders. As a result, the dynamic processes enabling and 

governing change remain underexplored. This dissertation promotes a change-oriented approach to 

studying complex international contexts that unites insights from International Political Economy on 

global political-economic orders and from Sociology on micro-social struggles over power and 

authority. These insights enable an analysis of the dynamics of change in international taxation, and 

I set out a conceptual language emphasizing the modes, contexts, and sources of change . To develop 

my analysis, I apply a relational, qualitative and case-based methodology to study developments in 

international taxation across four levels: Global tax governance, the transnational field of corporate 

taxation, expert policymaking, and professional practice. I find that systemic change is underway in 

the core institutional foundations of global tax governance, namely an expansion of multilateral 

cooperation, institutionalized enforcement, and sovereignty-pooling by states. These changes are 

entwined with changes in state activism, geopolitical shifts, austerity, populism, and economic 

transformations. Those broad political changes reverberate in the transnational field of corporate 

taxation, which has seen a swift ascent of critical activist influence, politicization, destabilization of 

the dominant professional-technical logic, and increasing conflict over established social hierarchies. 

Expert policymaking has largely resisted the challenges of critical outsiders, but its historical isolation 

from popular politics and new expert resources is under scrutiny, opening possibilities for new 

patterns of influence in technical expert proceedings. In professional practice, the core of everyday 

work remains remarkably stable despite, and because of, broader social change, as professional 

identities are entwined with transnational (political) institutions.  
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Dansk resumé 
 

I en æra af global kapitalisme er international beskatning – beskatningen af indkomst fra 

grænseoverskridende økonomisk aktivitet – blevet et vigtigt emne. International beskatning berører 

fundamentet i det moderne samfund som en arena for slagsmål mellem nationalstater og andre 

interessenter vedrørende skatteindtægter, økonomiske markeder, politiske ideer og – frem for alt – 

social forandring. Imidlertid fokuserer det meste af den eksisterende forskning i international 

beskatning, og i den internationale politiske økonomi generelt, på effekterne af stabilitet, og ser social 

forandring gennem periodiske øjebliksbilleder af stabile strukturer. Som en konsekvens deraf er de 

dynamiske processer, der muliggør og begrænser social forandring, underudforsket. Denne 

afhandling udvikler en forandringsorienteret tilgang til at studere komplekse internationale 

kontekster, der forener indsigter fra International Politisk Økonomi om global politiske-økonomiske 

ordener, og fra Sociologi om mikro-sociale kampe om magt og autoritet. Denne kombination 

muliggør en frugtbar analyse af forandringsdynamikker i international beskatning, og jeg fremsætter 

et konceptuelt sprog, der sætter fokus på forandringers karakter, kontekst og kilder. For at udvikle 

min analyse anvender jeg en relationel, kvalitativ, case-baseret metode til at studere udviklingen i 

international beskatning på tværs af fire niveauer: International skattepolitik, det transnationale 

selskabsbeskatningsfelt, ekspertpolitisk beslutningstagning og professionel praksis. Jeg finder, at der 

er systemisk ændringer undervejs i den internationale skattepolitiks institutionelle fundament,  navnlig 

en udvidelse af multilateralt samarbejde, institutionaliseret håndhævelse og sammenlægning af staters 

suverænitet. Disse forandringer er sammenflettet med ændringer i staters aktivisme, geopolitiske skift, 

sparepolitik, populisme, og økonomiske transformationer. Disse ændringer påvirker det 

transnationale selskabsbeskatningsfelt, som er mærket af hurtigt stigende indflydelse fra kritiske 

aktivister, politisering af den dominerende professionelle-tekniske logik, og stigende konflikt om 

etablerede sociale hierarkier. De ekspertpolitiske beslutningstagningsprocesser har stort set modstået 

kritik fra outsidere, men deres historiske isolering fra populær-politik og nye ekspertressourcer er 

under pres, hvilket åbner muligheder for nye indflydelsesmønstre i de tekniske diskussioner. I den 

professionelle praksis er kernen i det faglige arbejde grundlæggende forblevet stabilt på trods af og på 

grund af de bredere sociale forandringer, da professionelle identiteter er sammenflettet med 

transnationale (politiske) institutioner. 
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Foreword 
 

A Ph.D. dissertation is not merely an academic output; it is also a personal academic journey. And 

that journey is worthwhile reflecting on – for at least two reasons. First, it is a recognition of the 

personal and social process through which the dissertation has come about. Often the final written 

disposition of academic research, streamlined and fine-tuned, is divorced from its muddled roots in 

practical reality. We only see the tip of the iceberg, to use the popular idiom. So, acknowledging that 

there is something below the surface is an acknowledgement that there is something more to it, 

something less polished, less refined, a journey that is sometimes arbitrary and unnecessary and 

unsuccessful, which underlies the final academic output. In this age, it is worthwhile to recognize the 

less-seen aspects of research. Second, and related, is that the academic journey is consequential. 

Hugely consequential for the academic output. Ernest Hemingway is supposed to have said, “There 

is nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed”. Academic writing flows, if not 

straight from our veins, then at least from our academic journeys, which offers instructive insights 

for the ideas we develop and express. And in my case, it certainly situates the dissertation – the limited 

disposition of select work from the latter stages of the journey – within its proper, broader context. 

 

With that, my tax-academic journey really started on March 31, 2010. Almost a decade ago now. I still 

remember it vividly: My first academic exposure to the issue of international taxation. I was sitting in 

a nondescript lecture hall at Solbjerg Plads, the main campus of Copenhagen Business School, in my 

undergraduate International Business and Politics program. The lecture was anything but nondescript. 

Duncan Wigan – the eventual supervisor for my bachelor’s, master’s and Ph.D. theses – was agitating 

on what he called the offshore world and legalistic beauty contests. I had never heard those concepts 

before, bar the pre-lecture readings from Ronen Palan’s influential 2003 book, The Offshore World. 

Wigan was arguing that this thing – the offshore world – was a critical, central piece of the 

contemporary global political economy, threatening the core of the global order, as he went through 

its historical development. It was provocative and surprising. It certainly caught my attention. Behind 

him was a slide showing a table of the jurisdictions with the highest GDP per capita in the world. 

Beside some of them – places like Luxembourg, Switzerland, and Bermuda – was a little note stating: 

Tax haven. In fact, there were a lot of places on the list marked with the words tax haven. Mostly 

small countries, island economies, geopolitical no-names, several places I had never even heard of. 

Was it really possible that these jurisdictions were so successful economically and had so much power 
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in the global political economy? I was stunned. A bit outraged, and confused. Could it be possible? 

How could it be? I wanted to know the answer. 

 

I don’t want to suggest, however, that I am here now, having finished a Ph.D. dissertation on these 

topics, because of the flip of some light switch – bing – that never got switched off again, after that 

one lecture. After all, I didn’t even write my final essay for the course – Comparative Political 

Economy II – on the offshore world. Instead, I wrote an essay on the political economy of football, 

another passion of mine. But that fateful lecture is when the interest started, an interest that grew and 

grew. And, so, I ended up writing my second-year project on the topic a few months later, titled The 

Offshore World: Challenges and Solutions, and my bachelor’s project, a year later, Weathering the Storm: 

Offshore States, Legitimacy and Persistence, the title a reference to Jason Sharman’s book Havens in a Storm, 

chronicling the OECD’s late-1990s attempts to regulate tax havens, another volume that would 

provide much inspiration. I was, erm, hooked. Another couple of lectures followed throughout my 

master’s degree by Wigan and, importantly, by Leonard Seabrooke (also my Ph.D. supervisor), who 

complemented Wigan’s critical political economy view with a sociological emphasis on expertise and 

professional battles. 

 

As my topic knowledge grew, my way of thinking about the offshore world also changed. Initially, I 

was learning the core problematique, developing an understanding of what Wigan had meant by the 

offshore world being a central piece of the global political economy. And I tried to analyze how to 

fix it, from a rudimentary macro perspective (hence, the interest in the challenges and solutions). 

Because fixing it needed – I thought maybe I could help build a better, more legitimate and more 

sustainable international tax system. Later on, I learnt about the persistence of the challenges, and 

started asking questions about why, given these issues, potential solutions had not materialized: How 

on earth had tax havens managed to weather the storm that Sharman had written about? I learnt to 

focus on the battles: Where was the controversy, where were the arguments, where were the conflicting 

interests at play? It turned out to be a rather complicated story, involving the state-market structure, 

financial secrecy, transnational agency, various global governance initiatives, and other factors. By the 

time I commenced my master’s thesis project, the global political discussion on taxation had exploded 

– and moved on. Tax havens were still an issue, but the focus had shifted to corporate tax avoidance, 

and the big thing at the time was the OECD/G20 Base Erosion and Profit Shifting Project. Having 

built a foundation of understanding of the issues at play, there seemed a clear opportunity to 

investigate, in real time, how and why the rules that enabled or constrained the offshore world and 
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corporate tax avoidance were made. I focused on the expertise and the professional battles that had 

entered into my academic vocabulary, and which seemed, frankly, both highly interesting and 

comparably understudied in prior research on the politics of international taxation.  

 

It is on the back of this sustained interest in and exposure to analyses of the offshore world that my 

Ph.D. dissertation came about. Take Paper II in this dissertation. Its origins are to be found in my 

earlier work, in particular my master’s thesis, which turned into my first academic paper, and 

eventually Paper II. The paper has come a long way, though. At first, the empirical material – 

professional career data and extensive fieldwork in the international tax community – was wrapped 

in a relatively crude theoretical framework of linked ecologies and revolving doors, lacked a strong 

argument, and failed to evaluate the descriptive substance through a systematic analysis . Too many 

words, too little analysis. Inevitably, it was rejected for publication by a well -known journal in the 

field. In fact, I had multiple rejections of papers during the Ph.D. process – and plenty of other 

failures. Fortunately, starting my Ph.D. project opened up a whole new world and offered an 

opportunity to completely revamp the paper towards its current state: Streamlined, with fewer 

conceptual layers; focused on the core argument that the career resources of elite professionals 

enabled them to influence global tax governance processes; explicitly linking career resources to 

prestige and influence; and, clearer on the value added by a theoretical positioning in ecological theory, 

and on the contributions to understandings of the influence of elite professionals in global (tax) 

governance. (At least, I hope so!) 

 

I learned valuable skills during the Ph.D. journey: How to present and sharpen arguments, how to 

construct interesting questions and, of course, how to go about answering them. The Ph.D. process 

also helped me developed an understanding of other areas, such as time management, the craft of 

research, university office politics, the publication game, dissemination and impact, and academic 

networking. These aspects weren’t exactly in the job description but shaped my academic journey, 

nonetheless. Academic networking, in particular, helped pave the way for Papers I and IV in this 

dissertation by creating connections to a huge crowd of international researchers. For the first paper, 

networking led to a connection with my co-author. For the fourth paper, the idea that eventually 

materialized developed based on inspiration from two academic conferences in Lyon and 

Copenhagen. 
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Most significantly, however, I learned the value of inter- and cross-disciplinary academic work. The 

uniqueness of the environment I was exposed at Copenhagen Business School, both in terms of 

education and academic community, is a must to recognize. Within the International Business and 

Politics program, and at both the Department of Business and Politics and the Department of 

Organization, multiple disciplinary perspectives were always present, encouraged, and there was free 

interaction amongst scholars working with different theories, methods, and philosophies across 

political science, sociology, economics, law, psychology, and more. This environment impressed upon 

me the promise of engaging in cross-disciplinary discussions, even if they are often not necessarily 

advantageous to career advancement and publication pathways. 

 

With these thoughts in mind, it’s hard to say that there is a linear path from this final dissertation to 

an earlier moment when my interest in the topic started, or when the writing commenced, or when 

my Ph.D. contract was signed. It is the product of a muddled, messy, social, academic journey that is 

substantially different from its final, clean(ish) written outputs, encompassing many other aspects – 

futile ideas, failed writings, rejections, criticisms, inspiration from unusual sources, and a continual 

evolution of the method and substance of my thinking. It is within this context, and with these 

considerations in mind, that I proceed with the rest of the dissertation.  
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PART I: INTRODUCTION 
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Introduction: What Is Going on In International Taxation? 

 

In this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes  

Benjamin Franklin 

 

If you know the position a person takes on taxes, you can determine [their] whole 

philosophy. The tax code, once you get to know it, embodies all the essence of 

[human] life: greed, politics, power, goodness, charity 

David Foster Wallace 

 

International taxation is an area where stakeholders most demand change but are l east able to 

understand change. Taxes have always been at the core of social change, as the most direct point of 

contact between citizen and state, touching every aspect of social life, just as every imaginable 

stakeholder struggles over them. In the contemporary age of global capitalism, taxation of income 

earned from cross-border economic activity has become a particularly stark arena for struggle, 

reflecting broader fights between states and other actors over revenue, policy ideas and, above all, 

change. Yet most research on international taxation focuses on the effects of stable structures and 

sees change through periodic snapshots of evolving orders. The basic structures of international 

cooperation and competition are thought to be natural and enduring, inevitable results of economic 

globalization or the primacy of state sovereignty. This has translated into popular discourse, too, 

where the conventional wisdom has long been that the effects of the international tax system were 

immutable, that there was no point at all in taxing cross-border activity: “Don’t try to tax capital more 

because you’ll lose it, you’ll lose investment” (Creighton, 2016). The result is a persistent perception 

that the international tax system has effectively remained stable for a century (Bowers, 2015), resulting 

in persistent criticisms that “the rules and institutions governing [the system] must change” (ICRICT, 

2015). This focus has left issues concerning the dynamic processes enabling and governing change in 

international taxation significantly underexplored. To address this issue, this dissertation is based on 

the research question: How is change governed in international taxation?  

 

Understanding the nuanced dynamics of change in international taxation is currently a particularly 

pertinent agenda. Empirically, the past decade has featured an explosion of political attention on 

international taxation, unprecedented state interventions, and the involvement of new, critical actors 

in global tax discussions. Compared to just a decade ago, the politics and practices of international 
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taxation evolve in radically different social, political, economic, and cultural contexts. The stakes of 

understanding change are enormous, too. In terms of economic scope, annual global trade volume is 

approaching USD20 trillion (UNCTAD, 2019), and international tax rules and practices crucially 

shape the costs and benefits of this trade, enabling and constraining mobile capital, and offering 

opportunities to arbitrage and escape national tax laws. By the best available estimates, global wealth 

in tax havens is in the order of 10% of world gross domestic product, and the annual tax revenues 

lost from the opportunities afforded by the global economy in the order of at least USD200 billion 

each to illegal tax evasion and corporate tax avoidance (OECD, 2015; Zucman, 2015). These issues 

have been exposed to the public in a series of large-scale tax haven ‘leaks’, such as LuxLeaks, the 

Panama Papers, and the Paradise Papers. Politically, international tax rules shape the ability of 

sovereign governments to pursue their fiscal interests, tackle national inequalities, promote 

international trade and investment, create fair market competition, and foster trust in democratic 

systems (Alstadsæter, Johannesen, & Zucman, 2018; Dietsch, 2015; OECD, 2013; Rixen, 2011b; 

Stiglitz, 2012). Recent years have also seen an eruption of broad public interest in international tax 

affairs, raising the stakes of understanding change even further (Dallyn, 2016; Dover, 2016). Thus, 

while it is certainly important to understand the effects of stable orders in the international tax system, 

the question of when this system is changing, how, and why, is equally critical. The alternative may 

well be a continuing perception, widely shared, that while things should change, that they have not,  

will not, and perhaps even cannot. 

 

Change is one of three main issues at the core of the social sciences, the others being concerned with 

social order and action (Joas & Knöbl, 2009, p. 18). Hence, studying the details and dynamic process 

of change has a broader significance. Existing research on international taxation, and indeed on 

international political economy at large, has long paid much more attention to the question of order 

and studied the effects of global structures (Paul, 2018; Rixen, 2008b; Streeck & Thelen, 2005). 

Change has predominantly been assessed through periodic snapshots of evolving orders, the ongoing 

processes and flows of change and its distinctions often overlooked. The conventional lens tends to 

view change as relatively immaterial, with evolving orders often chalked down as simply “another 

version of the old” (Streeck & Thelen, 2005, p. 1). This analytical conservatism is widespread in the 

study of the international political economy and arguably stems from our basic social understandings. 

We struggle to express the nuances and processes of change, because our languages default to notions 

of stability: “We say, ‘The wind is blowing,’ as if the wind were actually a thing at rest which, at a 
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given point in time, begins to move and blow. We speak as if a wind could exist which did not blow” 

(Elias, 1978, p. 112). 

 

When we do emphasize change in complex international issue areas of contemporary concern, 

analyses tend to focus on order interrupted by moments of crisis, rather than ongoing, historically 

contingent processes of change (Paul, 2018). Today, we focus on the escalating climate breakdown, 

the sudden threats of technology to privacy, the emergency of inequality, or the crisis of demographic 

change. Our gaze, in the attention economy, is drawn to bursts, to blinking flashlights illuminating a 

particular issue in occasional moments (Crawford, 2016). Yet all these issues, like international 

taxation, are underpinned by long-standing, dynamic, complex, and ongoing processes that condition 

change. Looking specifically at these dimensions is critical to developing an understanding of the 

nuances and processes of change. 

 

In this dissertation, I argue for an approach to studying the processes and dynamics of change which 

unites insights from International Political Economy (IPE) and from Sociology.1 My pitch is that IPE 

enlightens the global political-economic orders that frame social systems and micro-level relations, 

while Sociology identifies the micro-social struggles over power and authority that shape macro-level 

orders. Specifically, the value of a sociological perspective to studies of global orders is its 

conceptualization of social life as defined by ongoing competition and conflict set within institutional 

systems or social space, such as fields and ecologies (A. Abbott, 1988, 2005b; Bourdieu, 1984, 1985; 

Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The sociologies of social space bring life and dynamism to the 

construction of political institutions, rules, and norms, often taken as largely static phenomena viewed 

from afar (Go & Krause, 2016a). They enable us to study the micropolitics that tell us what and how 

global orders are made (Block-Lieb & Halliday, 2017, p. 4), offering a unique understanding of the 

change dynamics of significant contemporary issues (Boussard, 2017; Harrington, 2016; Leão & Eyal, 

2019). Sociological tools thus assist researchers of global orders in “roll[ing] up their sleeves and 

approach[ing] their subject from the everyday or microsociological angle” (Adler-Nissen, 2013, p. 

xiii), enlightening how “professionals and organizations navigate networks in attempts at issue 

control” (Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017, p. 6).  

 

                                                 
1 In the dissertation, I capitalize these terms when referring to the academic disciplines. In contrast, the no n-capitalized  

terms refer to the empirical phenomena. 
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IPE, in turn, offers an understanding of macro political-economy orders that critically shape the 

context in which micro-social struggles take place and their stakes. IPE informs us of the complex 

linkages of international political and economic activity on questions of globalization, global trade, 

finance, and taxation that shape the stakes of micro-social struggles over authority, the resources 

available to actors, and their opportunities and constraints. The stakes over which organizations, 

professionals and other actors compete in social spaces have political-economy influences, enabling 

groups to assert their agendas based on the relative power of formal authority, institutions, political 

ideas and norms, or economic might (K. W. Abbott, Genschel, Snidal, & Zangl, 2015; Barnett & 

Finnemore, 2004; Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998; Krasner, 1976; Rixen, Viola, & Zurn, 2016). Moreover, 

the rise of powerful professionals and organizations able to influence global governance require an 

ongoing construction and legitimation of their technocratic identities and ideas, their interests and 

cultures, in global politics (Avant, Finnemore, & Sell, 2010; Strange, 1996). Such opportunities (and 

constraints) are conditioned by, for instance, uncertainty about policy problems and beliefs in the 

need for expert interpretations (Haas, 1992), overlapping interests between political leaders and 

professional groups (Farrell & Quiggin, 2017), or political agency to promote deregulation and 

privatization (Arnold, 2005). In short, our questions of interest in studying professional and 

organizational struggles are likely to express global political-economic orders (Carter, Spence, & 

Muzio, 2015, p. 1207). Thus, insights into those orders will assist researchers of social spaces, and of 

professions and organizations, in enlightening the critical entanglement of the micro-social and the 

broader political domain. 

 

Combining these insights enables an analysis of the dynamic processes enabling and governing change 

in international taxation (and beyond). In contrast to order-focused research, this unified approach is 

tailored to analyze change not on the basis of top-down, periodic snapshots of orders, but based on 

a bottom-up tracing of the processes, nuances, and ongoing dynamics of change. Developing this 

approach, I set out a conceptual language emphasizing the modes, contexts, and sources of change 

in different empirical contexts, and how these dimensions of change are embedded within their 

broader social and historical context. The aim is to develop a dynamic 3D image – a moving picture 

– of change, rather than sporadic snapshots of change. At the core of this project is also a 

philosophical position focused not only on studying change, as such, but also on studying events as change. 

To operationalize this approach and philosophy, I apply a relational, qualitative, and case-oriented 

methodology, which emphasizes the specific, contextualized particularities and variability of social 

life (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Relying on data from semi-structured qualitative interviews, participant 
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observation, and career analysis of key actors, the methodology is deployed to develop an 

understanding of change by making sense of social action in specific case contexts across macro, 

meso, and micro levels. 

 

International taxation offers a particularly compelling case for applying such an interdisciplinary, 

change-oriented approach that draws from IPE and Sociology. Contemporary international taxation 

is fraught with political-economic and sociological questions, puzzles and struggles. The centrality of 

taxation to social struggles and social change means that it embodies, as the Wallace quote introducing 

this chapter notes, “the essence of [human] life”. The stakes of international taxation are high, shaping 

global trade, government revenues, democracy, and more. These issues are exacerbated as 

international taxation has become characterized by transnationalism, marked by distinct actors, norms 

and institutions away from the traditional constraints of nation-states, opening up struggles over 

authority and power (Djelic & Quack, 2010; Krisch, 2017; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017) . In the 

context of globalization, the spatial center of taxation has departed from the national level, 

fragmenting the core subjects of international taxation – namely transnational businesses – to 

reconfigure their social, economic, and legal construction and influence (Haakonsson, 2009; 

Seabrooke & Wigan, 2017). Moreover, transnational organizations and professionals have become 

closely involved in the making of, and adaptation to, the global rules, norms, and practices of taxation 

(Picciotto, 1992; Radcliffe, Spence, Stein, & Wilkinson, 2018; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016; Suddaby, 

Cooper, & Greenwood, 2007). Untangling the nuances and dynamics of change in international 

taxation, then, is a venture ideally suited to an interdisciplinary, change-oriented approach. 

 

Applying this approach, the dissertation develops an understanding of the processes and dynamics of 

contemporary change in international taxation through analyses across four levels:  Global tax 

governance, the transnational field of corporate taxation, expert policymaking, and professional 

practice. Empirically, I find significant variation in the governance of change across these cases. In 

the global tax governance, expansive systemic change is underway, particularly a great expansion of 

inclusive multilateralism, institutionalized enforcement mechanisms, and sovereignty-pooling by 

states, but it is still not fully realized in its core institutional foundations. These changes are integrally 

entwined with the global political economy at large, at once symptomatic of and essential to broader 

upheavals, notably the return of aggressive state activism, shifts in the geopolitical power distribution, 

austerity and populism, and the digitalization of the economy. However, the speed of change remains 

a point of contention, coming down to how far back contemporary changes are traced. In the 
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transnational field of international corporate taxation, change has been comparably rapid, reflecting 

a swift ascent of strong and critical civil society influence, pol iticization, destabilizing of the 

historically dominant professional-technical logic, and increasing conflict over established social 

hierarchies. Here, the sources of change are diverse, including interactions involving activists, elected 

politicians, tax professionals, and the media. Yet while field relations seem to have been reconfigured, 

the ongoing fightback of powerful corporate tax insiders opens the question on the extent to which 

these changes will become institutionalized and endure. 

 

In expert policymaking, the central dynamics of prestige and influence among a core technical 

transnational community remain largely based on established expertise and network resources, drawn, 

in particular, from understandings of law and positioning in corporate-policy-professional networks. 

These dynamics are maintained through exclusion and reframing in the face of attempts by outsiders 

to reconfigure the international tax system. In this sense, change to expert policymaking has been 

comparably slow and shallow. However, significant competition and heterogeneity in the authority 

of elite professionals are a source of change, with newfound impacts of varied career experiences as 

a factor of influence, and the emergence of expert activists able to draw on credible authority sources 

while promoting essentially moral (in contrast to technical) policy claims. Moreover, the historical 

isolation from popular politics enjoyed by the transnational expert community is being substantially 

challenged, with increased scrutiny by overtly political actors. Lastly, in the professional practice of 

international taxation – where I zoom in on one pertinent area, namely transfer pricing – the radical 

changes to the global tax governance reverberate in the professional work context. Yet despite these 

changes in the social context – or perhaps because of them – the core of professional practice remains 

remarkably stable, organized around the key transnational standards and organizations that are subject 

to heightened scrutiny. Here, significant change to the broader political system has been absorbed as 

limited, continuous change. Transfer pricing professionals actively defend their professional turf from 

outsiders’ challenges by drawing boundaries, insisting on the intangible, a rt-like nature of their work, 

and organizing closure through exclusive professional careers and professional interactions.  

 

Main Contributions 

 

Through the research presented in this dissertation, I pursue three main contributions: To develop 

an interdisciplinary, change-oriented theoretical perspective, to advance understanding of 

international taxation, and to offer practical implications and recommendations for stakeholders. The 
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first contribution is a theoretical one, developing a change-focused approach drawing on IPE and 

Sociology. Building on both IPE and Sociology research and theories enables a cross-fertilization of 

insights on the mutually interdependent global political-economic orders that frame social systems 

and micro-level relations, and the micro-social struggles over power and authority that shape macro-

level orders. The dissertation contributes a conceptual language for studying the processes and 

dynamics of change, emphasizing its modes, contexts, and sources, and positioning international  

taxation within its broad political, social, and historical setting. The dissertation also provides an 

operationalization of the change-oriented approach and its conceptual language, cutting across micro, 

meso, and macro levels of analysis. The change-oriented perspective has much to offer in 

complementing existing research that studies change based on top-down, periodic snapshots of 

evolving orders, enabling a bottom-up tracing of the processes, nuances, and ongoing dynamics of 

change. 

 

In the context of IPE, the dissertation illustrates that applying sociological perspectives enlightens 

the broad social struggles over power and authority among professionals, organizations, and other 

actors, within fields and ecologies, that enable and condition change in global political-economic 

orders. In making this point, the dissertation warns against studying international tax politics in 

isolation, arguing that to fully appreciate contemporary developments of the foundational institutions 

of global tax governance, studies must take account of these micro-social struggles, as well the broader 

historical and institutional context of the global political economy. The dissertation offers sociological 

theories of social space – specifically field and ecology studies – a distinct theorization of 

transnationalism, i.e., domains separated from national contexts with distinct actors, institutions, and 

norms. I argue that the international tax space is a transnational domain that requires a modification 

of social space approaches to account for a greater diversity of social actors and dynamics. I also 

theorize the specific expertise and network resources elite professionals can mobilize in these 

transnational spaces to exercise authority and influence. These resources, often drawn from career 

experience, function as hinges that provide cross-cutting linkages, opening competitive opportunities 

to claim control over particular issues. These theoretical contributions help retool historically, 

nationally grounded field and ecology theories for studying transnational social spaces.  

 

Regarding the sociology of professions and institutions, I contribute to emerging theories on 

transnational professionalization, seeking to understand how professional groups emerge and change 

in space beyond nation-states. In particular, I identify the relations between the transfer pricing 
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profession and transnational institutions, namely global tax standards and normative principles, 

transnational professional organizations, and exclusive career pathways. Professionalization reliant on 

these transnational institutions is closely entwined with both the global political -economic 

significance of transfer pricing, its transnational nature of activity, and the scale of its professional 

organizations. This contribution also enlightens the mutual interdependence of professions and 

global political-economic orders, such as the institutional setup of international taxation, and how 

this relationship shapes professional struggles for jurisdiction.  

 

The second contribution regards the pragmatic ambition of the dissertation: to advance 

understanding of international taxation. In doing so, I attempt to tell a story by presenting an 

empirically contextualized narrative of the past and present of internat ional taxation, and the actors 

and events involved (Flyvbjerg, 2001, pp. 136–137). The narratives entailed in the dissertation 

investigate underexplored phenomena, the description of which is a valuable contribution in itself. 

This kind of narrative provides insights into both the nature of events and their specific properties, 

allowing us a forward glance towards the future (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Gerring, 2012). The case studies 

presented in the dissertation deal with topics essential to the contemporary development of 

international taxation, reflecting its broad political, social, organizational, and professional contexts. 

Shedding light on these cases is helpful to understand the dynamics at play, advancing novel insight 

on actors, relative positions, and relations among them in the global politics, transnational fields, 

expert policymaking, and professional practice of international taxation. These insights – I hope – are 

useful not only for academic pursuits but also for practical problem-solving, enabling tax 

policymakers, tax professionals, and other tax stakeholders to critically examine options and strategies 

for creating a legitimate, sustainable international tax system. 

 

The third contribution is practical insights relevant to a range of stakeholders in international taxation. 

The contributions outlined above, based on change-oriented research, provide new understandings 

of how change happens in international taxation, and its implications – information that has clear, 

actionable potential. At the level of global politics, contemporary change to international taxation 

illustrates that multilateral cooperation can, in fact, be effective in addressing long-standing, sticky 

political problems. At the same time, however, potential uprooting of global tax governance risks de -

stabilizing the system, leading to further conflict. For stakeholders engaged in the making of 

international tax policy, the dissertation outlines pathways to exert authority and influence, which can 

be mobilized to activate or resist broader reconfigurations of the international tax domain, challenging 
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established field hierarchies through politicization, collaboration, and reframing, or resisting critical 

political agendas in technical policy environments. These insights matter also for those tasked with 

the design and oversight of global tax policymaking – political leaders, technocrats, and experts – as 

the social and political outcomes depend crucially on the dynamics of micro-level interactions and 

relations in the policymaking process. Lastly, the dissertation illustrates the mutual interdependence 

of global political institutions and professional practice in international taxation. They underpin each 

other: Global political agreements rely on professional judgment and, in turn, professional identities 

center on global political institutions. This indicates that the nature and sources of any change to 

either domain is likely to depend on, and reverberate in, the other.  

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

 

The dissertation is structured as a paper-based project, organized and framed in Part I, with the 

substantive papers and the overall conclusions presented in Part II. Above, I have outlined the overall 

topic, arguments, and main theoretical, pragmatic, and practical contributions. In the next chapter, I 

provide a comprehensive historical introduction to international taxation to familiarize the reader 

with the empirical subject matter, laying out its roots in the early twentieth century and its 

development, core features, and controversies. I then outline my interdisciplinary, change-oriented 

theoretical approach, drawing on IPE and Sociology to explicate the modes, context, and sources of 

change, and position it in the context of existing work on international tax changes and related 

literatures. Before turning to Part II and the substantive papers, I then develop my methodological 

approach, a relational, qualitative, and case-oriented perspective, operationalized with the use of 

qualitative interviews, observations, and career analysis.  

 

Part II, then, presents the individual papers that offer the bulk of the dissertation. Whereas Part I sets 

out the broader context and perspective, serving as the backbone or glue that ties the dissertation 

together. Each paper encompasses, in much greater depth, a specific discussion of the dissertation’s 

arguments, its position in the literature, the historical background of the case context, and empirical 

analysis, all tailored to specific target audiences. For summary purposes, Table 1 below outlines the 

research questions, arguments, theoretical space, methods, and target audience of each paper. Before 

elaborating on the content of the papers, it is worth noting that they are part of the broader research 

undertaken as part of the entire Ph.D. project. Overall, the project has entailed a significant number 
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of written outputs beyond those presented here. Throughout the dissertation, I refer to these other 

writings where relevant. 

 

Paper I offers a comprehensive overview of recent changes to global tax politics and associated 

scholarship within IPE and discusses how the two stack up. Speaking predominantly to the IPE 

literature, the paper surveys research and theories up to and following the global financial crisis of 

2007-2009. We find a continuing emphasis on institutional stability in the literature and a tendency to 

analyze taxation as a distinct, isolated domain. Comparing research to empirical developments, we 

find an uneasy match, as we identify unprecedented change in the institutional foundations and 

political substance of international tax cooperation, which reflects broader contemporary 

reconfigurations of global economic governance writ large. We classify the most crucial empirical 

developments as relating to the return of the state, global power shifts, the politics of austerity, and 

digital economies. We highlight how theorizing the empirical developments in global tax politics 

within this broader context enlightens the historically unusual modes and sources of change currently 

underway. In making this point, we contend that contemporary scholarship within IPE (and beyond) 

should now focus on studying the nuances of change and should do so within the broader context of 

the global political economy.  

 

Paper II, which turns to the transnational field of corporate taxation, assesses variations of field theory 

and its alternatives, including ecological theory, and their theorizations of change, and discusses how 

these theories can assist us in understanding the dynamics of contemporary transnational spaces in 

taxation, accounting, finance, and beyond. Based on Bourdieusian field theory, I propose some 

adjustments to its conceptual apparatus in order to capture more rapid and radical types of field 

change. These adjustments include conceptualizing processes of change in a longitudinal, historical 

perspective, importing a greater diversity of social dynamics, and aligning theory with transnational 

realities. The substance and benefits of adopting an adapted approach are explored through an 

analysis of recent changes in international corporate taxation, focused on the case of corporate tax 

transparency, which I investigate based on historical analysis and qualitative inquiry. I argue that 

contemporary changes are marked by an emergence of strong, critical, alternative actors – namely 

civil society activists – alongside an explosion of politicization, served to destabilize the field’s 

historically dominant professional-technical logic. Moreover, I find escalating conflict over social 

hierarchies and expertise as a key driver of change, upending the conventional power struggles and 

social relations in international corporate taxation. 
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Paper III contributes a detailed case study of expert competition and cooperation within global tax 

policymaking processes in one prominent reform initiative, the OECD/G20 Base Erosion and Profit 

Shifting (BEPS) Project. Specifically, I zoom in on the BEPS agenda aiming to change the 

transparency of global corporations’ tax affairs, a policy idea pushed by critical activists into the expert 

policymaking community. The paper applies a linked ecologies lens to study the dynamic social 

relations amongst elite professionals in shaping global tax policymaking and draws on qualitative 

interviews and career analysis. This lens helps me emphasize the conflicts among experts, their cross-

cutting interactions, and their diverse pathways to elite status. The analysis shows that hierarchies of 

prestige and authority in this setting are based on strategic combinations of professional expertise and 

network positioning, resources that are exerted within and across issue-specific linked ecologies. Legal 

and private sector perspectives are notably central; however, I also find significant heterogeneity in 

the authority resources and prestige of elite professionals, with varied career experience a key factor, 

and in the newfound influence of radical activists able to mobilize credible professional authority. 

The struggles for prestige and authority shape who is able to speak credibly in the policy process and, 

in turn, the criteria for accepted arguments and which policy solutions are feasible, eventually blunting 

the agenda for radically expanding the transparency of the tax affairs of global corporations.  

 

Lastly, Paper IV explores the professionalization, or the development and change, of the profession 

of transfer pricing. Transfer pricing is the practice of pricing cross-border transactions of goods and 

services within multinational corporations (MNCs), a crucial discipline in the modern firm and the 

global economy. The paper argues that professionalization of transfer pricing is integrally entwined 

with the soft transnational institutions – policy standards and transnational organizations – that define 

international taxation. This linkage represents a distinctly transnational form of professional 

development, in contrast to both traditional, nationally based professions, such as law and medicine, 

that are defined by licensing schemes, professional associations, and state-guaranteed monopolies, 

and to other modes of transnational professionalization that are determined by specific organizational 

professionalisms defined by organizational strategies, methods and norms. This mode of 

professionalization is crucially shaped by the global political-economic significance of transfer pricing, 

uniquely transnational nature of activity, and the scale of key professional organizations. Yet, in the 

context of global political unrest and unprecedented challenges to transnational tax institutions, this 

link between those institutions and the transfer pricing profession has remained remarkably stable 

and resilient, as has the core of transfer pricing work. The broader political changes have, in a way, 
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been absorbed, and the transfer pricing profession has met outside challenges by drawing and 

defending the boundaries around their professional domain. 
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Historical Context: Plucking the Flying Goose 
 

The art of taxation consists in so plucking the goose as to obtain the largest 

possible amount of feathers with the smallest possible amount of hissing 

Jean-Baptiste Colbert 

 

The fiscal history of a people is above all an essential part of its general history 

Josef Schumpeter 

 

The history of (international) taxation is closely tied to state-making (Tilly, 1992) as an integral 

component of the social contract, touching broadly upon social, cultural, and political dynamics. Or, 

as Austrian sociologist Rudolph Goldscheid (1976) stated, taxation forms “the skeleton of the state 

stripped of all misleading ideologies”. Historical changes to the politics and practice of taxation 

reverberate across societies, and changes to societies reverberate in the politics and practice of 

taxation. And, thus, it was out of broad social changes that international taxation originally came into 

existence. 

 

As the world entered a new century in 1900, the economy was beginning to look highly different 

compared to previously. This new economy was increasingly marked by the expansion of cross-

border commerce, allowing labor and, especially, capital to gradually operate more internationally, 

leading to the growth of a global economy and multinational corporations. These economic 

developments were inevitably entangled with broader social changes, facilitated by innovations in 

transport and communications technology and a growing belief in free trade and economic 

liberalization. Widespread warfare, especially in Europe, had also fostered an expanding need for 

government revenue to finance militaries and social rebuilding (Scheve & Stasavage, 2016). Moreover, 

politically, the increasingly cross-border nature of economies posed various fundamental problems 

for governments looking to impose taxation related to double taxation, tax competition, sovereignty, 

and technocracy. 

 

Most immediately: Who should be allowed to tax the proceeds from economic activity crossing 

borders? To raise revenue for public spending, multiple governments might be interested in taxing 

the same income, if the taxpayer was active in both jurisdictions. Take an export business: Should the 

country where goods are exported from and where the business is based (the residence country) or the 
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country where the goods are exported to and where the income is earned (the source country) have 

the right to tax? Towards the end of the nineteenth, it became clear that a lack of coordination on 

this issue might lead – and, indeed, did lead – to both states taxing the same income, or the same 

economic entity, thus leading to the problem of double taxation. This, in turn, led to the imposition 

of heavy costs on businesses, restricting cross-border commerce and investment. The question of 

raising revenue through taxation became particular acute during World War I and in the interwar 

years, as government revenue requirements exploded, needed for wartime spending and post -war 

rebuilding (Scheve & Stasavage, 2016). 

 

The Issue of Double Taxation and its Legacy 

 

The issue of double taxation is, in many ways, the cornerstone of international taxation, as a 

governance problem, a regulatory system, and an area of professional practice. We can identify at 

least two distinct ways the issue of double taxation has underpinned the development of international  

taxation. First, on its own, the problem became politically salient, leading to the first international 

coordination on international tax policy at the League of Nations. Business groups were particularly 

vocal, remonstrating against the undue fiscal burdens. The International Chamber of Commerce was 

a notable agitator, calling for the elimination of “the evils of double taxation” at its inaugural meeting 

in 1919 (Carroll, 1978, p. 13). While the Chamber’s influence on the League’s policy development is 

a source of historical contention, its support for early international coordination was clearly critical in 

an issue area that was gaining broader interest and acceptance (Jogarajan, 2018, pp. 85–97). Of course, 

many governments in Europe had already caught on by the time the Chamber was founded, having 

identified a need to coordinate on international tax matters. The first-ever inter-governmental treaty 

to prevent double taxation was signed in 1899 by Austria-Hungary and Prussia (Carroll, 1978, p. 11). 

 

Recognizing a need for concerted and coordinated international action, the newly formed League of 

Nations took up the issue from 1920 onwards, commissioning multiple reports on the problem of 

double taxation (Wittendorff, 2010, pp. 85–92). (The League’s work also concerned the related 

problem of tax evasion, a topic I will return to shortly.) While the League’s preeminent mission was 

to maintain peace following the devastations of World War I, it also formed a Financial Committee, 

which was delegated the task of addressing double taxation. This expert committee, encompassing 

specialists from an increasing number of national governments throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, 

would develop the earliest model conventions – template treaties to be modified and signed by 
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sovereign governments – that codified the agreed principles for allocation of taxing rights (who gets 

to tax what) between countries. Now, countries might simply have ignored these principles – they 

were not binding – but they did not. As the international tax system has developed, its key 

infrastructure remains the same basic principles, as enshrined in successive model conventions by the 

League of Nations and later the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) and the United Nations (UN), which today form the basis of more than 3000 such bilateral 

treaties between countries (OECD, 2017). 

 

Drawing a direct line from the League of Nations’ work to the contemporary infrastructure of the 

international tax system, however, fails to capture various nuances and historical twists, though there 

are, of course, several important reasons why the League’s heritage was crucial to the development 

of the international tax system. The core technical ideas developed by the League’s experts have, 

indeed, been continually reaffirmed by the international community: The basic distribut ion of taxing 

rights allowed source countries to tax active or business income, and residence countries to tax passive 

income (e.g., dividends and interest). The threshold for when an economic entity becomes taxable 

within a country requires a permanent establishment, most conventionally an office or factory, for 

conducting local business. The allocation of profits between different subsidiaries within an MNC 

(and, thus, the allocation of taxable income to different countries) is based on the arm’s length 

principle, so that such internal trades between subsidiaries (who have the same owner) are made on 

terms equivalent to those of a similar transaction on the open market, treating MNCs as networks of 

separate entities. These core ideas remain institutionalized in contemporary tax treaties and model 

conventions. 

 

Moreover, the governance of the international tax system was influenced by the League’s work. At 

the time, governments particularly concerned about national sovereignty in the tax domain were 

decidedly unwilling to loosen their exclusive grip on complete fiscal policy authority within their 

territory, which is why the policy infrastructure underlying implementation of these core ideas became 

a predominantly bilateral one. The League’s experts had, in fact, considered the possibility of a 

multilateral treaty, but it was quickly cast aside in favor of a bilateral model (Carroll, 1978, p. 70). This 

allowed coordination on basic principles while protecting the prerogative of sovereignty of each state 

by leaving them full discretion to negotiate and sign bilateral agreements, in contrast to one, binding 

multilateral convention (Rixen, 2008b, pp. 87–96). These decisions enshrined the governance of 

international taxation in a regime focused on combating double taxation through a bilateral, 
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sovereignty-preserving solution. These early developments, however, created new problems in 

international taxation. 

 

Spillover Problems: Tax Evasion, Tax Competition, Tax Havens 

 

The second way the issue of double taxation has underpinned the development of international 

taxation is through the spillover problems it created, i.e., tax evasion, tax competition, and tax havens. 

From a taxpayer perspective, the escalating problem of double taxation, as vocally framed by the 

International Chamber of Commerce, exacerbated the fiscal burdens imposed by governments. Given 

the unparalleled scale of military conflict around the turn of the century, the tax burdens imposed on 

citizens and businesses to finance warfare were already historically unprecedented (Scheve & 

Stasavage, 2016). The prospect of facing double taxation risked driving taxpayers to engage in illegal 

tax evasion, masking income from tax authorities, or tax avoidance, using technical means to lower 

their tax burdens. Already in the early-1930s, it became clear that businesses could exploit the League’s 

principles and information asymmetries to escape taxation: “Through the arbitrary fixation of inter-

establishment billing prices or charges for interest, royalties, services, etc., profits can be shifted from 

place to place, the purpose being to transfer them to the country with a low rate of tax or no income 

at all” (Carroll, 1978, p. 137). Tax evasion was a topic in the early League discussions, where, before 

opting to focus predominantly on double taxation, the debate touched upon whether to treat tax 

evasion and double taxation as integrated or separate problems (Jogarajan, 2018, pp. 30–31). 

Coordination ultimately focused on alleviating double taxation and the preservation of national 

sovereignty, effectively limiting the battle against tax evasion and tax avoidance.  

 

As each state retained ultimate authority over its tax policies, states became enabled and incentivized 

to engage in aggressive competition to attract mobile capital in the form of investments. Facing little 

threat of retaliation from poaching other countries’ tax bases (i.e., the income taxable by a country’s 

tax authority), due to the accepted sovereignty principle, countries could offer low, preferentia l tax 

rates (or none at all) to foreign investors in exchange for creating local jobs or routing investments 

for small fees. This created a brand-new world of tax havens, jurisdictions specialized in providing 

such favorable conditions for mobile capital. At the same time as the League of Nations was 

discussing double taxation, clusters of diverse tax havens were taking form. Switzerland was already 

famous for its air-tight banking secrecy, and Liechtenstein was emerging as a hub for secretive 

foundations (Palan, Murphy, & Chavagneux, 2010). Another tranche of jurisdictions, most notably 
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from the 1960s and onwards, took on tax haven features, for example: A concentration of offshore 

financial services developed in the Caribbean, wealth management centers emerged in Singapore and 

Hong Kong, and secretive business entities could be set up in Delaware in the U.S., just as the 

Netherlands and Ireland became hubs for investment routing and tax treaty arbitrage (Bruner, 2016; 

Garcia-Bernardo, Fichtner, Takes, & Heemskerk, 2017; Palan, 2003). This wave coincided with 

increasing economic integration, liberalization of capital accounts, and deregulation of finance 

towards the end of the twentieth century. 

 

Although there were (and still are today) clear differences in the propositions offered by countries to 

attract foreign capital, a common feature was calculated ambiguity (Sharman, 2010). Tax havens 

allowed rich individuals and MNCs to have their cake and eat it too (Palan, 1998) by arbitraging 

definitions and rules across borders. As Sharman puts it, “[i]ndividuals may preserve the advantages 

of asset ownership while divesting themselves of the liabilities; offshore subsidiaries may allow firms 

to report high and low profits; firms may raise loans but avoid taking on debt; and the same 

investment can be foreign and domestic” (2010, p. 5). These practices, importantly, did not just spread 

to a few small countries. By some accounts, almost half of all the world’s sovereign nations have, at 

some point, been labelled tax havens (Palan et al., 2010, pp. 41–44). Tax competition was ablaze: 

Plucking the goose without making it hiss was becoming decidedly difficult when the goose could fly, 

free to move somewhere else, where there was no or little plucking. The result has been a rapid race 

to the bottom in domestic capital taxation (Genschel & Schwarz, 2011). 

 

Technocracy 

 

As countries became increasingly exposed to and aware of these escalating problems of international 

taxation, organized coordination took on technocratic features. From its inception, international 

taxation has been centrally defined by a transnational technocratic community of experts and 

professionals. Given that taxation was – and is – at the core of society, and critical to the sovereignty 

of nation states, this relatively depoliticized, technical way of developing policies merits attention. It 

started with the League of Nations, where experts were formally nominated by their national 

government but, in practice, they spoke in their own capacity and worked based on technical 

consensus, with a general spirit of compromise. Unquestionably, each expert represented certain 

political interests from their home countries, which occasionally led to conflict. For instance, the two 

great powers at the time – the UK and the U.S. – disagreed on the balance between allocating taxing 
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rights to source and residence countries. The UK favored the residence principle, while the US 

position recognized a primary right of source countries to tax income produced there (Carroll, 1978, 

p. 27). But, within that context, a cordial, technical mode of consensus building played a central role. 

There was said to be a special Geneva atmosphere, characterized by an “absence of national 

atmosphere and the growth ... of a sense of world issues and international perspective” (Jogarajan, 

2018, p. 28). 

 

Both the individual personalities and the social community as a whole were important in developing 

international taxation. Initially, four recognized economists were asked to prepare a report: Professors 

Bruins, Einaudi, Stamp, and the leader, Seligman, a Columbia University economist and larger-than-

life character, whose ideas of progressive public finance would prove hugely influential (Woker, 2018). 

Their work was later complemented by landmark reports from American experts Adams Carroll, 

whose ideas and personalities each had similarly significant influence on international taxation (Graetz 

& O’Hear, 1996; Leimgruber, 2017). Amongst these founding fathers (and others not presented here), 

the exact balance of their relative influence remains disputed, but that their expertise, ideas, and 

individual characters matter is broadly recognized. Most immediately, it was, in part, on the insistence 

of the Italian representative, d’Aroma, the chair of the 1925 League of Nations expert group and a 

strong charismatic leader, that the group primarily sought to reach consensus solutions (Jogarajan, 

2018, p. 27). In another instance, the replacement by the UK of their national representative – when 

the compromise-seeking Gerald Canny replaced strongman Percy Thompson – significantly shaped 

how the UK’s national interest was reflected in the experts’ consensus solutions (Jogarajan, 2018, p. 

84).  

 

When personal relations within the technical community soured, international coordination suffered, 

too. Carroll’s memoir relays a telling story of such failure in 1928 in Geneva. Adams, a Yale professor 

of economics and the designated U.S. expert, and Thompson, a long-time civil servant at the British 

Treasury and the UK expert, sat down to play a game of bridge. The two had been trying to find 

common ground on the source-residence issue (recall that the U.S. and the UK had diverging interests 

on the matter). “Everything went well until Dr. Adams made a particular move in a way it was done 

in New Haven. Sir Percy insisted it would be done differently in London. Dr. Adams maintained that 

the New Haven way was right, and Sir Percy contended that only the London move could be correct. 

The beautiful rapport was broken and the atmosphere destroyed in which Dr. Adams had hoped to 

achieve an ‘entente’” (Carroll, 1978, p. 32). The incident was said to break the emerging alliance 
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between Adams and Thompson, resulting in the League’s policy solutions favoring both U.S. and 

UK interests (and the personal preferences of Adams and Thompson) less than they might have 

otherwise (Jogarajan, 2017, p. 359). And, as noted, these early decisions had serious implications for 

the future of international taxation. 

 

The League era experts – national representatives, academic economists, business advocates, and 

bureaucrats – laid the foundation for the development of a truly influential transnational tax 

community. While the raw policy ideas and standards developed at the time are undoubtedly of 

principal historical importance, to some observers, this development of a technical communi ty was 

just as, or even more, significant. In this vein, Picciotto finds that, “[p]erhaps the most important 

outcome of the interwar years was to begin to create a community of international tax specialists” 

(1992, p. 37). Subsequent to all the meetings, consultation, and engagement among a diverse group 

of experts and practitioners, their ideas and norms began to converge and become transactable. Given 

the general difficulties of and conflicts associated with coordination of international taxation, this 

emerging expert community played a key role: “It was these direct contacts between specialists which 

filled the gap created by the difficulties of resolving by any general global principles the issues of 

international allocation of the tax base of international business” (Ibid.). Yet,  this technocratic 

approach to international taxation would eventually foster its own problems.  

 

Technocratic primacy in international taxation was continually reinforced throughout the twentieth 

century. Following the demise of the League of Nations after World War II, the torch passed to the 

OECD (through its predecessor, the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC)). 

The OEEC/OECD, in contrast, had relatively homogeneous (Western) membership, and a 

technocratic identity similar to the League of Nations, with policies and standards developed by a 

transnational community of experts from business, government, and international organizations, 

working on the basis of shared ideas and norms. Throughout the mid-century decades, the OECD 

worked in relative obscurity, incrementally developing the work that the League experts had set out, 

refining the model conventions (first published by the OECD in 1963). Judging by the spread of 

OECD standards, they were highly successful: The number of bilateral tax treaties based on OECD 

standards exploded, from 70 in 1955, to more than 500 by 1980, and almost 3000 by 2015 (Arel-

Bundock, 2017). There were other outputs, too, most notably the Transfer Pricing Guidelines for 

Multinational Enterprises and Tax Administrations, first published as a report in 1979, which set out 

the gold standard for the practice and regulation of the taxation of MNCs, adding weight to the core 
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ideas developed by the League experts and maintained by OECD experts, in particular the arm’s 

length principle. The Transfer Pricing Guidelines, disseminated across the globe throughout the 

twentieth century, were also hugely successful (Eden, Dacin, & Wan, 2001). The number of countries 

with national transfer pricing legislation, based on the principles enshrined in the Transfer Pricing 

Guidelines, rose from just a few in 1980, to almost 100 in 2015 (author’s own calculations)1. 

 

However, the history of technocracy in international taxation concerns more than just the League of 

Nations and the OECD. Other governance bodies have taken up the issue as well, in particular the 

UN2. In fact, the UN had been the initial landing spot for international tax coordination following 

the League of Nations’ collapse, but the rollover failed due to geopolitical squabbles and perceived 

ineffectiveness (Hearson, 2018c; Picciotto, 1992, pp. 49–54). Yet, as the tax treaty regime expanded 

in the 1960s, and the problems faced by developing countries within an OECD-defined system 

became clearer and more urgent, the issue emerged on the UN agenda. In 1967, the Ad Hoc Group 

of Experts was set up to survey the problem, later renamed – in 2004 – the Committee of Experts 

on International Cooperation in Tax Matters to symbolize its permanence. In the meantime, the 

Group developed a critical stance towards the OECD standards, which favored rich developed 

countries by allocating them significant taxing rights, but crucially endorsed the basic principles 

developed by the League of Nations and maintained by the OECD, such as the arm’s length principle 

(Picciotto, 1992). Moreover, the UN Group had a largely similar – technocratic – profile to the 

OECD’s Committee on Fiscal Affairs, with significant overlap in membership and an expert -based 

mode of working; as such, it was perhaps unsurprising that the UN Group reached conclusions 

similar to the OECD’s (Ibid.). 

 

Outside of formal policymaking roles in international organizations, international taxation has also 

been professionalized in the latter half of the twentieth century to become an increasingly specialized 

area of work, characterized by distinct skills requirements, work organizations, rules, and norms. At 

the national level, tax professions typically emerged out of the established professional communities 

associated with accounting, law, business administration, and/or economics (De Widt, Mulligan, & 

Oats, 2016; Frecknall-Hughes & McKerchar, 2013; Gribnau & Vording, 2017; Herzfeld, 2003; Stuebs 

                                                 
1 Calculations are based on country-specific guides on transfer pricing regulation published by Deloitte, EY, KPMG, and 

PwC – as inspired by Mescall and Klassen, 2018. 
2 Other technocratic international organizations involved in international taxation include the European Union, the 

International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. The EU’s role is discussed below, in a more recent context. However,  

given the relatively scarce influence on international taxation exercised by the IMF and the World Bank, and given their 

predominant focus on domestic reform in developing countries, I do not discuss their historical involvement in depth.  
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& Wilkinson, 2014). At the international level, professionalization occurred as a result of 

specialization among knowledge sellers (international organizations and national tax authorities – 

discussed above), knowledge buyers (taxpayers, principally MNCs), and knowledge brokers (tax 

advisers, principally global professional services firms such as Deloitte and Baker McKenzie). The 

growing prominence of international taxation in economic, political, and organizational respects 

opened the door for specialization by fostering increasing requirements for deep, technical, domain-

specific expertise. This meant that in-house, within MNCs, and in global professional services firms, 

international tax-specific units and work roles emerged, often separate from conventional 

accounting/finance/tax units. In addition, a variety of formal professional associations have emerged, 

convening and organizing the international tax professional community, such as the Tax Executives 

Institute and the Global Tax Advisers Platform. 

 

Cracks in the Surface: Governance Problems Require Action 

 

As the 1990s rolled on, the cracks in the surface of the international tax system were starting to 

appear, requiring action by global policymakers. The issues of tax evasion, tax competition, tax 

havens, and the like had certainly been known since the early nineteenth century and had continued 

to be raised on occasion, yet with little international action in response. In 1961, for instance, U.S. 

President John F. Kennedy decried the international tax schemes used by American companies, 

“Recently more and more enterprises organized abroad by American firms have arranged their 

corporate structures – aided by artificial arrangements between parent and subsidiary regarding 

intercompany pricing, the transfer of patent licensing rights, the shifting of management fees, and 

similar practices which maximize the accumulation of profits in the tax haven—so as to exploit the 

multiplicity of foreign tax systems and international agreements in order to reduce sharply or eliminate 

completely their tax liabilities both at home and abroad” (1962). Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. 

Johnson, managed to amend the U.S. tax code in 1968, formalizing new technical methods to calculate 

corporations’ taxable income but, both at home and abroad (through the OECD), the new rules 

reaffirmed and elaborated, rather than replaced, the core policy principles that were at the source of 

Kennedy’s critique (Collier & Andrus, 2017; Lepard, 1999).  

 

By the 1990s, in contrast, the appetite for international coordination and radical reregulation of free -

flowing global capital had grown significantly. Prominent initiatives were launched to address 

weaknesses in the international capital system, such the Basel I Accord (1988) and the Financial 
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Action Task Force on Money Laundering (1989). In 1996, the international tax agenda went global 

when the Group of Seven (G7) declared war on tax havens and tasked the OECD with fixing the 

problem: “[G]lobalization is creating new challenges in the field of tax policy. Tax schemes aimed at 

attracting financial and other geographically mobile activities can create harmful tax competition 

between States, carrying risks of distorting trade and investment and could lead to the erosion of 

national tax bases. We strongly urge the OECD to vigorously pursue its work in this field, aimed at 

establishing a multilateral approach under which countries could operate individually and collectively 

to limit the extent of these practices” (G7, 1996). 

  

The G7 prompt enabled the OECD to pursue its international tax coordination work with newfound 

vocal backing from the globe’s most powerful political leaders. They developed a program targeting 

tax havens, identifying harmful tax competition as an emerging global issue that distorted financial 

flows and undermined tax systems (OECD, 1998). The OECD campaign pushed for domestic 

reforms to tighten up loopholes (such as transfer pricing regulations) but, more prominently, called 

for tax havens to sign information exchange agreements with other governments, providing foreign 

tax authorities with the ability to access (on request) tax-related documentation, under threat of 

sanctions. The campaign also resulted in the establishment of the OECD’s Global Forum on 

Transparency and Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes to oversee development and ensure 

diffusion of the OECD’s information exchange standards. The problem was, however, that these 

novel political initiatives, managed by a technocratic expert community, did not quite succeed. 

Instead, harmful tax competition efforts largely failed following vehement opposition from tax 

havens and the withdrawal of support from the Bush administration (Sharman, 2006). Afterward, the 

international tax agenda largely went back to its previous mode, where it continued to develop its 

technocratic, professional space, removed from the public eye. That is, until the global financial crisis 

of 2007-2009. 

  

From Cold to Hot in the Post-Crisis Era  

 

Following the onset of the crisis, international taxation has changed rapidly in multiple ways. The last 

decade has seen remarkable development. The increasingly slippery nature of global capital and 

ongoing tax competition, exacerbated by the global financial crisis, have laid bare the issues of the 

international tax system for policymakers and societies generally, making the system the object of 

unprecedented scrutiny. In particular, the inability to develop legitimate and sustainable regula tion 
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and taxation of mobile capital is now seen as underpinning issues concerning the primacy of 

sovereignty and fiscal self-determination (Dietsch, 2015). International taxation seems to have moved 

from what Seabrooke and Wigan (2020) term a cold to a hot face, indicating a distinct rise in issue 

salience and public attention, as well as corresponding regulatory and activist political activity3. 

 

In terms of substantive policy developments on tax competition, there has simply been an explosion 

of initiatives. Action against tax evasion has featured a radical overhaul in the cross-border flows of 

information on financial accounts and other data available to tax authorities to ascertain compliance 

with tax laws. These are the information exchange policies discussed above, namely the 2010 U.S. 

Foreign Accounts Tax Compliance Act, which is a federal law that requires foreign financial 

institutions operating in the U.S. to report foreign assets held by U.S. account holders to the U.S. 

authorities or be subject to heavy withholding penalties. In tax folklore (if there is such a thing), this 

has become known as the policy that effectively broke the century-old institution of bank secrecy in 

Switzerland (Emmenegger & Eggenberger, 2018) and beyond, long hailed as an key enabler of the 

offshore world (Palan, 2003, p. 40). Moreover, it was followed by a global implementation of a similar 

automatic exchange of information system allowing governments around the world to access 

information previously hidden by secrecy. These same policies reveal a radical departure from the 

primacy of preserving sovereignty, denoting a willingness by states to aggressively challenge other 

countries’ exclusive self-determination in order to combat harmful tax competition.  

 

Another prominent initiative is the Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) Project, an OECD/G20 

project that marks the most comprehensive reform effort to curb corporate tax avoidance and shore 

up the international tax system. Encompassing 15 action points, the project has developed new 

standards for tax transparency, tax treaties, transfer pricing rules, and multilateral cooperation, and 

more than 100 countries are now committed to implementing its minimum standards. The political-

economic implications of these outcomes are contested, variously described in comparison to other 

global tax governance initiatives as weak (Lips, 2018), moderate (cf. Paper I), or radical. Still, the 

BEPS Project has fostered, and exploited, a substantial political reform momentum, bringing salient 

issues and ideas into the limelight. Perhaps most notably, BEPS incorporated the idea of country -by-

country reporting (CBCR), a radical tax transparency standard requiring MNCs to report tax payments 

and economic activity indicators for each of the jurisdictions they operate in (cf. Paper II).  

                                                 
3 I survey the range of recent empirical developments in more detail in each of the individual papers (most notably Paper 

I and Paper III), but key changes are outlined here. 
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Following the conclusion of the BEPS project, the international tax community has continued its 

reform agenda, with the OECD and G20 launching another large-scale project on “addressing the 

tax challenges arising from digitalization” (OECD, 2018, 2019). This project is, in part, a sequel to 

the BEPS Project and, partially, a new undertaking that arose in response to broad public and political 

pressure to make changes in the international tax system’s treatment of large digital corporations like 

Apple, Google, and Facebook (Lips, 2019).  

 

Whereas prior OECD-led policymaking suffered because of a lack of broad civil society engagement 

and popular support (Owens, 2002; Sharman, 2006), the past decade has seen a substantial increase 

in the diversity of actors making a mark on international tax policies in civil society, the media, and 

international organizations. The adoption of CBCR in the BEPS Project is a prime example of the 

rising voice of civil society. The idea behind CBCR was originally developed and promoted by the 

Tax Justice Network (TJN), a hugely successful international tax-specific network of activists founded 

in 2003. Drawing on a unique combination of technical expertise and moral claims, TJN has played 

a key part in the emergence of the international tax agenda in popular politics, and of civil society 

engagement (Baden & Wigan, 2017; Dallyn, 2016; Lesage & Kacar, 2013; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2015, 

2016). TJN was not alone, however. In fact, Oxfam was the first civil society organization to seriously 

venture into influencing the international tax agenda, publishing a landmark report in 2000 decrying 

tax havens and their negative impact on poverty (Oxfam, 2000). Attention at the time was scant, but 

as the salience of the issue ramped up in the post-crisis years, Oxfam and other non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) invested significantly in campaigning on international tax matters. This 

included both development NGOs (e.g., ChristianAid and ActionAid) and transparency organizations 

(e.g., Global Witness and Publish What You Pay) (Forstater & Christensen, 2017). 

 

The influx of media attention has been another important driver of rising issue salience and a greater 

diversity of political voices. The issue has moved from barely featuring at high-level political summits 

to global leaders now making bold declarations such as ‘the end of bank secrecy’  (G20, 2009). The 

times have indeed changed. This is especially due to media revelations on large-scale tax haven leaks 

and to global media coverage of the tax affairs of large MNCs and their advisors (Dover, 2016; 

Forstater & Christensen, 2017; Oei & Ring, 2018; Wayne, Carr, Gueveara, Cabra, & Hudson, 2014). 

In relation to leaks, LuxLeaks, the Panama Papers, and the Paradise Papers represent exceptional 

events, with major public exposure of secret documents coordinated with media organizations across 
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the globe by the International Consortium for Investigative Journalists. These revelations have put 

the spotlight firmly on international tax affairs. LuxLeaks highlighted sweetheart tax deals agreed 

between the Luxembourg government and well-known MNCs; the Panama Papers exposed the 

offshore tax structures of wealthy global elites and world celebrities; and the Paradise Papers offered 

insights into the secret tax affairs of Apple, Nike, and others. More genera lly, the news cycle now 

regularly features media stories on the tax structures and payments of large corporations and wealthy 

individuals, following ground broken by investigative journalists producing high-profile stories on 

companies like Apple, Google, and Starbucks (Bergin, 2012; Duhigg & Kocieniewski, 2012; Rankin, 

O’Carroll, & Monaghan, 2013). The fallout from these leaks ranges from the downfall of political 

leaders, to new regulatory action (prompting, e.g., new transparency requirements for tax advisors), 

to aggressive enforcement of tax laws by tax authorities (Harding, 2016; Oei & Ring, 2018). 

 

The role of international organizations has also transformed, in step with the rise of the political 

prominence of international tax issues. While the OECD remains the dominant forum for 

international tax policymaking, its position is under serious challenge and scrutiny, with increased 

action from both the European Union (EU), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World 

Bank, and the UN (cf. Paper I). To be clear, the OECD has never held a total monopoly on 

international tax matters. Since its founding with Treaty of Rome, the EU has been mandated to work 

on tax harmonization; the UN’ work on international tax policy stretches back to the late 1960s; and 

the IMF and the World Bank have supported developing countries in implementing domestic tax 

reforms since their founding. Yet, these organizations are increasingly in outright competition, 

converging on similar policy terrain. There is an increasingly vocal debate about moving the 

organizational crux of international tax policymaking to the UN, an agenda supported by civil society 

activists and a large group of developing countries, who cite problems of representation and 

legitimacy at the OECD (Edwards, 2017). There is also visible contestation between the OECD and 

EU institutions to shape the global tax agenda, marked by significant discrepancies in policy proposals 

on key issues such as tax transparency, taxing digital giant firms, and unprecedented policy activism 

by EU actors (Christensen, 2019; Roland, 2019). The IMF and the World Bank have also taken stabs 

at the OECD’s global tax agenda, most notably in the case of the IMF, which launched a high-profile 

campaign in 2019 challenging the core principles of the international tax system governed by the 

OECD (IMF, 2019; Lagarde, 2019). In this context, the OECD has partnered more with other 

international organizations, such as through the joint OECD-UN-IMF-World Bank Platform for 

Collaboration on Tax. 
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The professional practitioners of international taxation have also felt the surge of the political waves. 

The everyday work of tax professionals is integrally tied to tax rules and tax politics in general. Broader 

social change is influenced by tax professionals mobilizing their expertise and authority, just as they 

influence the context of professional work. Major global tax reform initiatives, such as BEPS, have 

politicized tax work, posing tax professionals challenges of legitimacy but also offering them 

opportunities to advance their social and organizational status (Radcliffe et al., 2018). This has 

coincided with the continuing professionalization of tax work and the consolidation of powerful 

major tax professional organizations, such as global professional services firms (Suddaby et al., 2007).  

 

In short, the past decade has seen significant empirical changes in the political economy of 

international taxation, and its key historical features: Double taxation, tax competition, sovereignty, 

and technocracy. Importantly, these developments are not happening in isolation, but are set in the 

context of social, economic, and political changes at large. These changes, as I discuss in detail 

throughout the dissertation, include geopolitical changes in state interventionism, global power shifts, 

austerity measures, increasing populism, and economic transformations, as well as changes in expert 

policymaking processes, organizational changes, and cultural shifts. Together, these changes mean 

that the international tax domain is no longer the same as it was ten years ago. For instance, Sharman’s 

assessment prior to the global financial crisis that, “[t]ax is an area where states are most in need of 

international cooperation but least able to achieve it” (2006, p. 1) no longer holds. Contemporary 

observers are taking note, too. Although referring to the EU tax agenda specifically, EU 

Parliamentarian Sven Giegold, one of the fiercest critics, for years, of the international tax system, 

might as well have been talking about international tax politics in general when he recently stated, “I 

think we can honestly say that in no other field of EU legislation has there been so much progress in 

the past five years as in the field of taxation and combating money laundering” (European Parliament, 

2018). In this hot context of change, the way we study change is significant. I now turn to that subject. 
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An Interdisciplinary Perspective on Change in International Taxation  

 

All social science, in one way or another, is concerned with the question of social change (or non-

change). But approaches to the question of change are widely different and contested. The main 

theoretical contribution of this dissertation is that, while different disciplinary perspectives offer 

important insights into the changing international tax system, there is unique added value in bringing 

an interdisciplinary perspective. In particular, I draw on work within what I broadly term International 

Political Economy and Sociology. Simplified, I garner ideas from IPE on global political-economic 

orders, and from Sociology on micro-social struggles over power and authority. My argument is that 

understanding these dimensions together makes it possible to move beyond existing research focused 

on the effects of stable structures that see change through periodic snapshots of evolving orders, and 

towards an analysis of the dynamic processes enabling and governing the modes, contexts, and 

sources of change. Below, I survey existing work on international taxation and change and set out my 

interdisciplinary, change-oriented approach in this context. 

 

International Tax Orders 

 

Starting with IPE,4 studies in this area generally focus on the enduring structures of global economic 

governance, and international taxation specifically. Change, from this perspective, is understood as 

governed by series of punctuated, evolving orders seen as successive, paradigmatic states of 

continuity. This reflects an analytical tendency in the political economy literature to explain things 

that seem new as “another version of the old” (Streeck & Thelen, 2005, p. 1). This has resulted in the 

literature lacking tools to analyze the nuances and dynamic processes of change. In that absence, 

political economy analyses tend to see change through periodic snapshots of evolving orders and to 

emphasize non-change, or change as producing stability, occasionally interrupted by crisis-induced 

moments of rapid paradigmatic breakdown and replacement. In recent years, for instance, the IPE 

literature at large has focused particularly on the global financial crisis of 2007-2009 as a punctuation 

of established order, viewed as being on par with the fall of communism as a sudden rupture requiring 

the deep reconsideration of theories and empirical realities (Johnson et al., 2013). 

 

                                                 
4 Here, I am including what others might categorize as research in Political Science, International Relations, Comparative 

Politics, or even Economics. 
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Prominent critiques of this analytical tendency have been directed at dominant analytical paradigms 

in the political economy literature, such as Hall and Soskice’s varieties of capitalism framework 

(Streeck & Thelen, 2005, p. 5), but the argument is broadly relevant. Hall and Soskice were interested 

in analyzing “differences in economic and political institutions that occur across countries” (2001, p. 

1); questions of change were of second order and largely reduced to grand technological changes. 

This sentiment extends beyond studies in the varieties of capitalism tradition. Assessing analyses of 

change within international studies, Paul contends that central theories in the literature are “poorly 

equipped to understand change” (2018, p. 178). Realist theories, concerned with power struggles 

amongst nation-states, are preoccupied with durable hegemonic orders of structural might, derived 

from assumptions of a world anarchy; constructivist theories, while emphasizing change, underplay 

the processes by which ideas become embedded as orders; and so forth.  

 

Assessing the IPE literature on international taxation, the emphasis on (punctuated) order is tangible, 

with change analyzed through periodic snapshots of evolving orders. As we argue in Paper I, there is 

a long-standing tendency to focus on entrenched structures through either domination/power (realist 

theories) or norms/ideas (constructivist theories). Largely, the literature has evolved around the 

empirical problems that developed through the history of international taxation – tax competition, 

sovereignty, tax havens, and technocracy – treating them as theoretical orders to be understood, 

explained, and resolved.  

 

Tax competition, the predominant structural concept within IPE theories on international taxation. 

It traces back to Adam Smith’s work on taxation and, more recently, Tiebout’s thesis that fiscal 

competition amongst states aligns with market competition, allowing tax subjects to vote with their 

feet and discipline governments (1956). The concept encompasses the idea that competition between 

governments attracts mobile capital via fiscal policy, such as tax breaks. In a global integrated 

economy, capital is mobile and hard to tax, as it will move towards locations where costs (including 

taxes) are lower (Mooij & Ederveen, 2008). And, consequently, governments do (and, some argue, 

should) lower tax burdens to entice new investments and dissuade existing capital from leaving. 

Genschel and Schwarz (2011, p. 341) explain the economic theory succinctly: 

 

The model is about two countries sharing one internationally mobile tax base 

(usually dubbed ‘capital’ or, less frequently, ‘crossborder shopping’). The tax 

policies of both countries are interdependent: one country’s tax revenue depends 
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on the other country’s tax rate. For example, high taxes in country A swell country 

B’s revenues by pushing a larger share of the mobile tax base towards B; low taxes 

in A depress B’s revenues by poaching tax base from B.  

 

While the tax competition literature is sizeable – and thus inevitably significantly more nuanced than 

the basic model – the standard assumptions have far-ranging implications. The baseline model 

predicts that the interdependency of tax systems leads to a ‘race to the bottom’ as countries compete, 

which, in turn, leads to sub-optimally low tax revenues and an under-supply of public services. 

Winners and losers are spelled out, too (Clausing, 2016; Genschel & Schwarz, 2011). Capital benefits 

are the more mobile factor of production, whereas the immobile labor sees governments shift tax 

burdens onto them. However, all factors in small countries generally win from tax competition 

because they can import a relatively larger share of capital, leading to more investments and better 

productivity – though autocracies generally avoid participating in tax competition (Genschel, Lierse, 

& Seelkopf, 2016). As such, tax competition is a distinctly asymmetrical order (Bucovetsky, 1991; 

Kemmerling & Seils, 2009). 

 

The ordering effects of tax competition are thus significant. In the IPE literature, it has become a de 

facto standard for understanding international tax affairs. As Rixen (2008b, p. 4) observes: 

 

[T]ax competition is seen as a natural corollary of economic globalization that is 

not itself in need of an explanation. It is assumed to be an exogenously given force. 

The focus is solely on the effects of tax competition for domestic tax policies; for 

example, in how far it leads to a ‘race to the bottom’ or not.  

 

Understanding change in the order of tax competition, then, is a second-order agenda to the question 

of its effects. Where change is studied, it is mainly about identifying systemic, historical shifts or crisis-

induced breaks that punctuate structural persistence. The work on tax cooperation – the antidote to 

tax competition – is an apt illustration. Here, realist studies emphasize the power interventions of 

geopolitical hegemonic states (i.e., the U.S.) in transformative moments. In this vein, studies of one 

of the most high-profile tax cooperation agendas in recent years – exchange of tax information 

between governments – argue that only a structural break enabled by U.S. coercion could shift the 

international tax order from ‘on request’ to the radical, automatic exchange system and, thus, from 

competition to cooperation on this issue (Eccleston & Gray, 2014; Emmenegger, 2015; Hakelberg, 
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2015, 2016).5 In contrast, when a crisis-induced break, in the form of strong progressive interventions 

by a hegemonic state, is non-present, policy initiatives are seen to fail to address the tax competition 

order. This argument appears in analyses of the efforts made by the international community to 

combat harmful tax competition in the late 1990s (Eccleston, 2013; Sharman, 2006). Similar 

conclusions are reached in assessments of recent work by the international community to address tax 

avoidance by multinational corporations, namely the OECD/G20 BEPS Project. Scholars find that 

hegemonic powers in fact “diluted the BEPS outcomes’ effectiveness” (Lips, 2018, p. 3), with the 

consequence that the project as a whole “does not denote a radical break with the past” (Woodward, 

2018, p. 34). In each case, the analytical focus is on the nature and substance of (punctuated) order. 

 

This understanding of tax competition reaches beyond IPE scholarship: The perception of enduring 

order has widespread policy ramifications, too. It has become conventional wisdom in many policy 

circles that the international tax order is exogenous and unchangeable, inevitably binding 

governments to compete for mobile capital (Rodrik, 2011) and coercing them to adopt a 

competitiveness discourse in the name of global markets and political populari ty (Latulippe, 2016). 

Similar dynamics are visible at the level of local governments (Jensen & Malesky, 2018). Even in the 

eyes of those most critical of the system, those who have long sought radical change and witnessed 

recent empirical policy developments, change never really seems forthcoming, with policy changes 

ever-more seen to expose the continually ‘broken’ international tax system marked by tax competition 

(e.g., ICRICT, 2015). After all, the basic order, it is said, has been the same for a century (Bowers, 

2015).67 

 

Second, the emphasis order and periodic snapshots of change is similar in the literature on another 

central feature of the international tax system: National sovereignty. Only in the area of security and 

warfare is national sovereignty as precious and protected a commodity as in tax policy. Since the 1648 

Peace of Westphalia, governments have clung to their formal right to fiscal autonomy with 

unparalleled determination. The IPE literature observed that, given the growing integration of cross -

border economic activity, the primacy of preserving sovereignty created an increasing chasm between 

                                                 
5 More recently, there is also the prospect of China’s rise to power as a potential explanation for its critical engagement 

with the international tax system (Hearson & Prichard, 2018). 
6 Of course, there may well be an incentive for those seeking (more) change to downplay any realized change so as to 

spur political momentum. 
7 These sentiments are also shared beyond the academic discipline of IPE. In particular, many legal scholars reiterate these 

observations and focus on order and stability, arguing that a historical assessment of the international tax system supports 

the view that “the time for radical reform (…) never existed” (Jogarajan, 2018, p. 254) or that recent global tax reform  

“does not significantly alter the status quo” (Cockfield, 2018, p. 2). 
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globalization and commensurate regulatory responses in international tax policy (Hudson, 2000; 

Palan, 2002). This was compounded by the two-level game played by national governments that 

publicly sought to appease calls for stronger regulation of mobile global capital, whilst continuing to 

exercise their national sovereignty to compete for foreign capital, exacerbating the regulatory chasm 

(Rixen, 2013). 

 

Much like tax competition order, the sovereignty order is broadly viewed in IPE as a natural state of 

affairs, analyses focusing on its character and effects. One notable consequence was seen in the 

emergence of the offshore world, a “set of juridical realms marked by more or less withdrawal of 

regulation and taxation” (Palan, 2003, p. 19). Commercializing their sovereignty, these jurisdictions 

attracted foreign capital with the benefit of low or no fiscal and regulatory burdens, yielding small 

percentages for their public coffers but at the significant expense of other countries: “[I]n doing so, 

tax havens are like the sovereign equivalent of parking lot proprietors: they could not care less about 

the business of their customers, only that they pay for parking their vehicles there” (Palan, 2002, p. 

152). An estimated one-tenth of all global wealth today is financially located offshore (Zucman, 2015). 

 

Another notable consequence of the sovereignty order was seen in the international tax system’s 

largely bilateral infrastructure. To ensure that sovereign authority remained close to governments, 

agreements amongst countries on the distribution of rights to tax income derived from cross-border 

economic activity were not handed over to a multilateral global institution; instead, the distribution 

was defined largely in bilateral double tax agreements between countries (Picciotto, 1992, pp. 38–63). 

This was a deliberate design, acknowledging the constraints imposed by the sovereignty order. 

Expansive multilateral cooperation was regarded as “unrealistic and was not envisaged by countries 

eager to maintain their de jure tax sovereignty” (Rixen, 2008b, p. 95). The diversity of national tax 

policies (to be protected) meant multilateralism was simply “impossible to achieve at that time” 

(Jogarajan, 2018, p. 192). Today, the OECD’s Model Tax Convention serves as the main 

infrastructure of the international tax system (OECD, 2017). These early design decisions are seen as 

definitive and defining of the international tax system in the century that followed, instilling path 

dependence and leading to unintended consequences (Arel-Bundock, 2017; Rixen, 2011a). 

 

The focus, again, is largely on persistence and punctuated orders. As Palan concludes on tax havens, 

they “cannot simply be legislated away, because they are not perversions of the principle of 

sovereignty as much as they are a direct outcome of the conflicting principles of national sovereignty 
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in the age of mobile capital” (2003, p. 173). Attempts to address these structural constraints to 

effective action against the offshore, or towards multilateralism, are seen through monumental 

periodic interventions, e.g., radical action by global hegemons. This may be outright coercion by 

dominant states, such as the U.S. action on information exchange discussed above. It may also be, as 

in constructivist accounts, that dominant ideational threats of sanctions, advanced by legitimate 

international organizations (e.g., the OECD), lead to compliance with mandated global standards, 

due to experienced or expected material losses from reputational damage (Eggenberger, 2018; 

Sharman, 2009). 

 

Third, the focus on stability and periodic snapshots of evolving orders marks the IPE literature on 

the OECD and its techno-bureaucratic community of experts. The OECD’s interest coalition was 

one source of stability identified in IPE analyses, the organization’s membership described as 

Western-centric, with most states aligned in their interest to secure a distribution of taxing rights 

skewed towards their export-led economies. Moreover, the OECD’s technocratic identity ensured a 

stable source of authority founded on cognitive and normative dimensions, ensuring uptake of its 

recommendations and standards, despite no binding commitments (Woodward, 2009). In this sense, 

the OECD’s power is understood as founded on its ostensible soft nature, in particular the 

production and sharing of ideas among a coherent community of transnationally oriented experts led 

by the OECD bureaucracy (Hearson, 2018a; Kudrle, 2010). This epistemic community of 

international taxation – experts coalescing around shared norms and ideas on knowledge and policy 

– is theorized as ensuring stability in the system by creating an authoritative scientific consensus 

amongst expert insiders (Haas, 1992). As Sharman (2012b, pp. 24–25) argues: “[T]he shared 

rationalising vocation, ordering, categorising and recording economic activity underpin a great deal 

of the consensus that has allowed the OECD to make considerable progress in international tax 

policy”. 

 

This ordering dimension of the international tax system has also been understood as largely given. In 

terms of state-centric explanations, the conventional view is that alternatives to the order established 

from the early twentieth century and onwards were not a credible challenge. In that vein, states in and 

outside the OECD with diverging interests were seen as buying into the OECD-led regime, despite 

the fact that doing so was distributionally unfavorable to their economies, and as perceiving an overall 

interest in supporting the system due to its broad application in underpinning investment flows 
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and/or information availability biases (Hearson, 2018b; Rixen, 2008b, pp. 159–161).8 Analyses on the 

OECD technocracy, equally, emphasize its stabilizing effects. Studies of the OECD’s late -1990s work 

on harmful tax competition (Webb, 2004), as well as recent initiatives on information exchange 

(Eccleston & Woodward, 2014) and corporate tax avoidance (Büttner & Thiemann, 2017), have 

argued that the technical community and bureaucratic machinery in international taxation significantly 

limited political change and stabilized the regime. The causal explanations vary – with resistance to 

change understood as successful influence by transnational corporate actors (Webb), pathologies 

flowing from organizational culture (Eccleston and Woodward), or strategic defense of governance 

authority (Büttner and Thiemann) – but the effects are found to be preserving the status quo in terms 

of policy and governance. 

 

These IPE studies of international tax orders have undoubtedly offered invaluable insights into the 

global political and economic structures that define the international tax system. I draw heavily on 

these insights to develop my change-oriented approach. Yet the predominant focus on order, seeing 

change as periodic snapshots of evolving orders, leaves open scope for alternative analyses of the 

nuances and dynamic processes governing change. This is particularly pertinent given the historical 

trajectory of international taxation outlined above. Many arguments in IPE for revisiting theoretical 

understandings of change are motivated by changes in the empirical worlds they observed, for 

example, liberalization, the end of the Cold War, geopolitical shifts, inequality, populism, and 

technological change. This logic extends to international taxation, where the fundamentals have 

shifted rapidly and significantly in the last decade from a cold to a hot phase, requiring a 

reconsideration of the way we study order and change. Below, I contend that doing so can be helpfully 

assisted by unified IPE’s insights on global political-economic orders and sociological insights on the 

micro-social struggles over power and authority that shape these macro-level orders. 

 

A Conceptual Language for International Tax Change 

 

A heightened sense of attention to the dynamic processes and nuances of change in international 

taxation is warranted. This is, in part, due to the new empirical context and, in part, due to the state 

of existing conceptual and theoretical work. The way international taxation is typically discussed and 

                                                 
8 In recent years, however, increasing discontent with the OECD-led regime voiced by emerging economies has led some 

scholars to reconsider the contribution of state relations to stabilizing the international tax order (Hearson & Prichard ,  

2018; Lesage, Lips, & Vermeiren, 2019). 
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studied within IPE (and beyond), and the approaches applied, leave us short of a fuller understanding 

of the nuanced dynamics and processes governing change. A new conceptual language might thus be 

helpful. Below, I discuss such a language that can unfold the modes, context, and sources of change, and 

also provide a nuanced conception to analyze and understand the nature and variation in international 

tax change by drawing on insights from both IPE and Sociology. 

 

To begin with, however, what is change in the first place? While academic debates over change and 

stability occasionally concern interpretations of empirical events, they are more often disputes over 

definitions and conceptualizations (Rixen & Viola, 2016, p. 18). In this dissertation, I adopt a broad, 

inclusive notion of change, encompassing any apparent distinction in a social object – actors, 

institutions, norms, systems, relations, or the like – from one time to another. This is a consequential 

definition. It implies a general analytical focus on studying change in its own right but also a focus on 

studying events as change. This is not to say that stasis and stability are impossible, but that events may 

represent some form of change, even if those events result in stabilizing or maintaining actors, 

institutions, systems, or relations (Rajaram, 2017). The key is to investigate the nuances and processes 

of something that is changing, how and why. To support that analysis, I now proceed with developing 

a conceptual language that unfolds the modes, contexts, and sources of change.  

 

First: A new conceptual language needs to recognize that there is a variety of modes of change. This 

means going beyond a focus on punctuated orders and beyond seeing change through periodic 

snapshots of evolving orders interrupted by exogenous shocks that enable rapid paradigmatic 

breakdown and replacement. While analyses emphasizing crisis-driven breakdowns are certainly 

important, they should not be the only game in town as a singular focus on exogenous shocks risks 

overlooking other modes of change and their processes, such as endogenous and gradual processes 

of change, and questions of how rapid crisis-driven modes of change interact with gradual change 

(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Seabrooke & Tsingou, 2018; Sinha, 2018; Streeck & Thelen, 2005) . 

 

Consider the accepted notion that international tax orders (such as tax competition) are natural. This 

notion guides analyses towards the effects of such orders, at the expense of considering the history 

and processes that enabled this structural configuration in the first place. Moreover, it risks 

overlooking the specifics of how orders change both within and outside crisis contexts. And, it may 

well fail to allow analysis of the nuances of (non-)change. For instance, as discussed above, analyses 

of the recent OECD/G20 BEPS project tend to conclude little or nothing has changed, doing so 
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with reference to specific alternative policy outcomes that are considered real, radical change. 

Expanding the scope for studying change, we might instead emphasize how underlying ideas and 

norms have changed, even if policy substance is largely the same (cf. Paper I below), or how 

perceptions among technical insiders have shifted and reacted to global reform initiatives (cf. Papers 

II and IV). The point is that change is analyzable, with the potential to provide new insights, with a 

lens that recognizes a greater variety in the modes of change. 

 

One mode of change often de-emphasized in IPE accounts is incremental, endogenous change. Yet, 

in fact, the history of international taxation is helpfully understood by seeing it in the light of 

incremental institutional change (Rixen, 2008b, 2008a, 2011a). The incrementalist angle implies an 

important point: That international tax orders, like tax competition, are not a given; they are made, 

continually and gradually so. Tax competition, for instance, is continually and proactively enabled by 

government actions in response to the trilemma of globalization discussed by Rodrik (2011). Largely, 

governments throughout history have actively prioritized reserving their national sovereignty, and 

avoiding double taxation,9 over curbing tax competition, thus enabling the current tax competition 

order (Genschel & Rixen, 2015). The idea of tax competition is equally dynamic. As Latulippe (2016) 

outlines, the internalization of tax competition as a favorable or inevitable notion with policymakers 

is a proactive process involving public discourse and lobbying. In the same vein, we can say that the 

historical development of the international tax system is marked by the constructed evolution of a 

settled normative order (Genschel & Rixen, 2015). 

 

More broadly, we can distinguish a number of dimensions involved in the construction and analysis 

of modes of change: Speed (the rate of change), scope (the number of order features affected by 

change), and depth (the degree of change) (Rixen & Viola, 2016). Drawing out these dimensions 

explicitly offers an enrichment of our understanding of the nuances and dynamics of change, allowing 

us to account for how different things change in different ways at different paces. For instance, 

professional practices might change over only a few years, public norms and perceptions over 

decades, and laws over half-centuries (A. Abbott, 1988, p. 135). With these dimensions, we can 

explicate change in existing studies on international taxation. For instance, we could say that scholars 

have found that that while the speed of change on both exchange of information to combat tax evasion 

(FATCA and the Common Reporting Standards) and on corporate tax avoidance (BEPS) has been 

                                                 
9 Double taxation refers to the potential taxation by multiple governments of the same economic entities and/or economic 

income. 
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high, the scope and depth of change has been much higher in the former case (Büttner & Thiemann, 

2017; Hakelberg, 2016; Lips, 2018). 

 

A second point in re-conceptualizing change studies regards the context of change. Given the variety 

of modes of change, the assessment of change dimensions must be empirically grounded in the case at 

hand. This implies some significant choices: What exactly are we looking at when studying change? 

Within IPE, the dominant approach has been to study the high-level political economy orders of 

international taxation as a discrete area of research, largely separate from broader global political-

economic orders and changes.10 Another feature is that the benchmarks applied in analyses of change 

are often found in these narrow contexts, with change defined as when there is transformation 

towards a specific alternative institutional setup or policy. For instance, the international tax order is, 

as noted, associated with a specific lack of global multilateralism, strong enforcement, and the 

preservation of sovereignty; change from this order is seen to require the institutionalization of those 

lacking features (Dietsch & Rixen, 2016, pp. 6–7). 

 

Another case in point is the issue of corporate tax avoidance, where global reforms are typically 

evaluated as denoting little or no change. Here, the benchmark is often paradigmatic change in the 

technical principles underlying international corporate taxation. But the benchmark is not only change 

away from the existing institutional standard (the arm’s length standard), it also means change towards 

a specific alternative standard (most often the ideas of unitary taxation or formulary apportionment). 

Only these alternative standards are seen to indicate real/radical change (Avi-Yonah, 2016; Büttner 

& Thiemann, 2017, p. 2; Lips, 2018, pp. 4–5). Yet, it is rarely clear why exactly change should be 

evaluated in these particular contexts, against these benchmarks, beyond the fact that those policy or 

institutional benchmarks are often discussed in policy circles. This is not to say that existing studies 

with narrow change contexts are insufficient, but that they offer only one view of change. The broader 

point is, for a fuller understanding of international tax change, there is a need to be more explicit and 

considered about the context and benchmarks of change, just as there is to be explicit about the 

modes of change (Rixen & Viola, 2016, p. 21). 

 

                                                 
10 To be clear, landmark analyses in the IPE tax literature, such as Ronen Palan’s (2003) work on the offshore world and 

Jason Sharman’s (2006) on the late-1990s OECD move against tax havens, did recognize global orders beyond taxation, 

such as globalization and corporate power, as integral to understanding international  tax orders. Yet, these orders were 

largely seen as given, subject to further scrutiny only in their direct structural implications for the tax domain.  
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By situating empirical developments more broadly, taking account of broader global political-

economic changes, there is potential to develop useful accounts of international tax changes 

complementary to existing work. Recent discussions in IPE have arrived at this point: That the 

contemporary era of complex interdependence in the global political economy requires new analyses 

of change that take into account the “whole system” within which an empirical case is situated (Farrell 

& Newman, 2016; Oatley, 2019). In Paper I, for instance, we benchmark change in the context of 

global economic governance at large, and identify multiple macro trends, such as state unilateralism, 

global power shifts, populism, and digitalization, which are developing beyond the international tax 

order but which have profound implications for global tax governance. Such an approach, where 

change is considered in a broader context, can thus yield new insights on the nuances and dynamic 

processes of change. 

 

Moreover, situating the study of international tax changes broadly allows us more readily to inform 

studies of change in the global political economy at large. Just as research on international tax orders 

has somewhat overlooked changes in the global political economy at large, studies of the global 

political economy have somewhat downplayed the importance of international taxation. The 

observation of Susan Strange – the founding mother of IPE – that “the social and political 

consequences of” international taxation are “almost entirely overlooked in the large literature on 

foreign investment and international production” (1996, p. 63), remains highly pertinent. Despite a 

surging interest within IPE in fiscal sustainability, redistribution, inequality, and other topics directly 

linked to tax policy, landmark stock-taking exercises in recent years largely fail to consider the 

potential significance of international taxation (see, e.g., Cohen, 2009; Drezner & McNamara, 2013; 

Helleiner, 2011; Johnson et al., 2013). Yet, international taxation does offer important insights, 

serving as a canary in the coal mine, offering “clear indications of the biggest and most important 

changes in the surrounding environment” (Sharman, 2012a, p. 495). Considering international 

taxation within a broader context, rather than in isolation, could assist in illuminating these links.  

 

A third and final point on re-conceptualizing the language for studying international tax changes 

concerns the sources of change. This is related to, but distinct from, the above points about expanding 

the analytical view of modes and context of change. By sources of change, I mean the actors or agents, 

and the dynamics that condition change in one way or another. Beginning with actors, most existing 

work on international tax orders exhibits a distinct methodological nationalism, focusing analyses on 

state actors above all else. Methodological nationalism is a general feature within the social sciences 
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but is a particularly significant feature of analyses of taxation, as tax has historically been closely tied 

to state making (Tilly, 1992). Taxation is, first and foremost, “the pre-eminent prerogative of the 

sovereign state” (Sharman, 2012b, p. 18). As such, the dominant state-centered view of international 

taxation considers governments as cohesive units pursuing national interests, under domestic political 

constraints, at the international level (Hearson, 2018a, pp. 3–5). International orders, from this view, 

are defined by the relative power of each state (Krasner, 1976). The international tax system is seen 

as mirroring the interests of large states, particularly the U.S., with change contingent upon those 

interests. 

 

Yet, methodological nationalism has its inevitable blind spots and has come under increasing criticism 

in the contemporary era. Viewing the state as the natural unit of analysis is inadequate in both a new 

empirical world and from a conceptual perspective when we see authority as not being fixed at the 

state-level. State-centrism has its grounding in particular historical developments of the state as central 

to modern social worlds and to a particular territorial geography (Agnew, 1994; Smith, 1979), but by 

coupling the notion of society with a particular national jurisdiction, we may unduly take for granted 

the state as both a pre-given and the right source of social change (Wimmer & Schiller, 2002). These 

assumptions are worthy of reconsideration. For instance, just as the contemporary era of economic 

globalization fundamentally challenges the national sovereignty order, as discussed above, it 

challenges the ultimate authority of the state. The global political economy emerging since the postwar 

era has rendered states unable to effectively tackle major social problems such as financial crises, 

environmental protection, and inequality (Strange, 1999), with the implication that authority should 

now be understood and analyzed beyond the state (Strange, 1996). 

 

Today, many areas of policymaking (and other aspects of social life) are marked by transnationalism, 

with the sites, stakeholders, and social dynamics of governance taking place distinctly beyond the 

state, enabled by the rise of communications and travel technologies, economic liberalization, and 

cultural integration (Hannerz, 1996). The diffusion of authority and activity away from the state does 

not mean the disappearance of rules and order; rather, it means that new rule-making organizations, 

networks, and alliances are emerging as sources of change (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006). This 

implies a new view of authority and power. In the absence of the comparably fixed, historically 

developed institutions and hierarchies of the nation-state, transnational domains exhibit an ephemeral 

nature, more in flux and marked by openness, and are more readily contestable (Buchholz, 2016; Go 

& Krause, 2016a; Kauppi, 2018; Seabrooke, 2014). This offers opportunities and space for a wide 
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range of non-state actor configurations to exert authority (Avant et al., 2010; Slaughter, 2004). The 

space for and authority of new, non-state actors in international politics has attracted increasing 

attention in IPE scholarship under multiple headings. Variously, the emphasis has been on the 

privatization of regulation (Büthe & Mattli, 2011; Mattli & Woods, 2009), private authority (Cutler, 

Haufler, & Porter, 1999; R.B. Hall & Biersteker, 2002), the power of international bureaucracies 

(K.W. Abbott, Genschel, Snidal, & Zangl, 2015; Barnett & Finnemore, 2004; Reinalda & Verbeek, 

1998), transnational capital (Gill & Law, 1989; Sklair, 1997), NGOs (Keck & Sikkink, 1998), and 

professionals (Kauppi & Madsen, 2013; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017).  

 

The last-mentioned category of new authoritative actors – professionals – has come under particular 

scrutiny in the context of transnationalism and international taxation. (And they feature prominently 

in the analyses of this dissertation.) Historically understood as ethically-driven pillars of modern 

society, professions are increasingly theorized as “the preeminent institutional agents of our time”, 

composing the ever-flowing dance of contemporary social contexts (Scott, 2008). Professionals are 

able to mobilize and operationalize a unique set of resources and relations – such as expertise, ideas, 

and norms – to create, maintain, and transform organizations, social practices, and regulation 

(Suddaby & Viale, 2011). This is particularly so in transnational contexts, where professionals play a 

crucial role in contesting problems and hierarchies (Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017), shaping the core 

dynamics of global politics and practice (Kauppi & Madsen, 2013). In the context of international 

taxation, knowledgeable professionals are key sources of change (and stability) as they develop and 

interpret standards (Picciotto, 1992, 2015), diffuse and defend shared norms (Hearson, 2018a; 

Sharman, 2012b), and compete over policy ideas and paradigms (Seabrooke & Wigan, 2015, 2016). 

 

This brings me to the second point on sources of change, related to the social dynamics that condition, 

in one way or another, change. With a broadened perspective on the agents of change comes a broader 

consideration of the social interactions, relationships, and hierarchies that foster change. In the 

traditional story of international (tax) orders, the key social dynamic is one of power dominance, with 

(non-)change dictated by the balance of economic and military might amongst states, with 

transformations seen through the prism of systemic, historical shifts. However, analyses of 

contemporary transnational domains with a multitude of change agents feature a comparable 

multitude of social dynamics, such as delegation, orchestration, and issue control (K.W. Abbott et al., 

2015; Büthe & Mattli, 2011; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017). Conceptually, the key difference is to 

move from understanding authority as a solid feature formally possessed by given (state) actors 
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exercising a logic of command, towards understanding authority as a liquid resource contested by 

emergent actors through a logic of deference (Krisch, 2017). This conceptual move enables inquiry 

that recognizes the “plurality of authority structures emerging, in the contemporary world, from social 

processes without an anchor in formal or legal powers and operating through informal tools” (Krisch, 

2017, p. 241). 

 

International taxation is one domain where policymaking and practices are characterized by 

transnationalism. Indeed, the transnational view has become the main alternative to sta te-centric 

perspectives on international taxation (Hearson, 2018a). This has to do with the broader 

developments in global political economy outlined above, but it also has particular expressions in the 

tax context. Of note, globalization has spatially moved the subjects of international taxation – rich 

individuals, transnational corporations – away from fixed national sites, to act and mobilize across 

borders with relative ease (Picciotto, 1992). And, it has to do with new understandings of the actors 

and networks involved in international tax governance. For instance, professional  organizations in 

the tax space are seen as operating in and being exposed to a distinctly transnational context with new 

institutions, norms, and practices (Radcliffe et al., 2018; Suddaby et al., 2007). Civil society activists, 

similarly, are increasingly understood to create transnational alliances of influence (Baden & Wigan, 

2017; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2015, 2016). This new perspective also extends to the broader history of 

international taxation. From its early days in the League of Nations, international taxation was marked 

by a distinct spirit of comprise and conciliation among a key transnational community of core experts 

(Jogarajan, 2018). Recently, analyses have increasingly coalesced around an understanding of the 

actors involved in international tax governance as a coherent transnational community (Hearson, 

2018a; Picciotto, 2015; Webb, 2004). 

 

In summary, a new conceptual language might be helpful in order to gain a fuller understanding of 

change in international taxation, including its modes, context, and sources. This is particularly pertinent in 

an empirical context of unprecedented transformation, but also for theoretical purposes, in order to 

trace the nuances and dynamic processes enabling and governing change. In discussing this 

conceptual vocabulary, I have drawn on existing scholarship from IPE. However, the discussion begs 

the question of how exactly to apply and investigate empirical cases with this new conceptual 

language. Here, existing work within IPE is arguably limited and, though rich in concepts, less 

developed in terms of the broader methodological and, in part, theoretical backdrop. 
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Thus, to develop the study of international tax changes further, I draw additional inspiration from 

sociology on the micro-social struggles over power and authority that shape macro-level orders. So 

far, there have been relatively few empirical sociological studies focused on international taxation, yet 

the sociological perspective offers important tools that complement IPE insights in terms of 

understanding change through a broad social context, the competitive struggles of key actors, and 

their social interactions. This is not a new observation within political economy; indeed, much IPE 

literature that studies change is explicit in its sociological inspiration; there is a “sociological underlay 

to most discussions of institutional reform in the political economy” (P. A. Hall, 2010, p. 210). This 

view takes institutions and institutional changes as sociologically produced and shaped by rules, 

norms, and practices, rather than merely representations of objectively given state-based interests or 

powers (Ibid, p. 216-219). Recent assessments in International Relations (IR) find that “[u]nlike other 

disciplines, such as sociology, IR has yet to develop a fruitful methodology or mechanism by which 

one can measure change or explain the critical forces that bring about change” (Paul, 2018, p. 183) . 

In the next section, I follow this inspiration seeking, drawing on sociological work to enlighten 

understanding of international tax changes. In particular, I bring in and apply sociological theories 

and methods to analyze international tax changes, namely sociologies of fiscal systems, of social 

spaces, and of the professions. 

 

Investigating Change 

 

Drawing on insights from sociological scholarship11 aids in analyzing the nuances and processes 

enabling and governing the modes, contexts, and sources of change in international taxation by 

bringing life and dynamism to macro political-economy orders. The sociological view focuses on 

taxation as a comprehensive social system, a diverse and dynamic phenomenon, rather than a stable 

international order. Change, from this perspective, is understood as an ever-present feature animated 

by continuous competition among social actors to construct, define, and interpret tax rules, norms, 

and practices. With this approach, two streams of sociological research offer particularly valuable 

insights that I discuss here. First, fiscal sociology positions taxation firmly within its broad historical 

and social context, emphasizing how and why taxation becomes a source of societal change. Second, 

work on social spaces and the professions (I focus on fields and ecologies literatures) enlighten the 

ongoing struggles among a great diversity of social actors.  

                                                 
11 Again I am being encompassing here, including what others might alternatively label, variously, Organization Studies, 

Management Studies and Law. 
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First, fiscal sociology is perhaps the branch of sociological scholarship most empirically relevant to 

the study of international taxation. But it is also theoretically helpful in advancing the study of 

international tax changes. In particular, it offers a theoretical frame for investigating, specifically, 

change in the tax domain. Fiscal sociology has its roots in the classic works of Émile Durkheim, 

Rudolph Goldscheid, Karl Marx, Charles Tilly, and Joseph Schumpeter. To summarize the core 

insight from this scholarship, perhaps crudely, taxation has “an enormous influence on economic 

organization, social structure, human spirit and culture, and the fate of nations” (Campbell, 1993, p. 

163). Based on historical analyses, Schumpeter (1991), Tilly (1992), and Goldscheid (1976) all came 

to the conclusion that state-making and taxation were integrally linked: Incessant wars required 

financing, so state heads turned to taxation, which, in turn, prompted the building of tax institutions. 

These landmark studies were often based on extensive historical analysis chronicling gradual, 

longitudinal social change, but also had a certain emphasis on the enduring structures of taxation. 

Campbell (1993) summarized the fiscal sociology literature as an ordering, conceptual model based 

on the determinants and the consequences of taxation. 

 

More recently, however, the question of change and its dynamics has come to the fore with what has 

been labelled the new fiscal sociology (NFS). This scholarship reinforces two conceptual arguments 

on studying international tax changes discussed above: Seeing different modes of change and seeing 

change in a broader context. On modes of change, NFS views taxation as an ongoing engine of social 

change and, importantly, provides several levers and avenues for inquiry into this change, ranging 

across the state-based sources of tax policy, the development of taxpayer consent, and the 

implications of taxation (Martin, Mehrotra, & Prasad, 2009, p. 209). Here, NFS addresses the 

limitations of earlier scholarship that understood taxation as a relatively static object, a matter of 

incrementalism, where “fundamental changes are rare”, in part because fiscal sociology lacked 

knowledge “of the conditions under which incrementalism gives way to major transformations” 

(Campbell, 1993, p. 171). On the context of change, NFS explicitly places the social relations of 

taxation “at the center of any historical or comparative account of social change” (Martin et al., 2009, 

p. 2). This scholarship takes up classic insights from Weber, Durkheim, Marx, and others, focusing 

on the broad social implications of taxation – since it was so instrumental to the state and society, it 

was both a core problem and solution the spiraling social issues of capitalism – but asks for a closer 

examination of taxation, the canary in the coal mine, as a source of broader change.  
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Fiscal sociology, however, is comparably limited in terms of insights on the third conceptual 

dimension of change discussed above, i.e., the sources of change, namely the key actors and social 

dynamics in a transnational context. There remains a certain methodological nationalism in NFS, 

focused predominantly on national-level cases of investigation, and often national-level explanatory 

sources, typically in state-comparative analyses. Martin, Mehrotra, and Prasad characterize NFS as 

studies with a focus on “phenomena that are properly measured at the level of the society rather than 

the individual” (2009, p. 14) – here, society is taken to mean the nation-state. To be clear, some NFS 

accounts provide accounts where unconventional actors feature as agents of change. For instance, 

Thorndike’s (2009) chapter in Martin, Mehrotra, and Prasad’s collection discusses the competition 

between legal and economic experts in the New Deal, Brownlee’s (2009) analyses of the export of 

American tax expertise Japan, and the constraints of the export’s success. But these contributions are 

exceptions and, interestingly, both scholars are (legal) historians.12  

 

Thus, to develop the inquiry of new sources of change in the transnational tax context, I instead draw 

inspiration from another branch of sociological scholarship, namely that concerned with 

(transnational) social space and the professions. By social space, I mean social orders or organization, 

defined by unique actors, and relative positions and relations among them (Durkheim & Mauss, 1967; 

Liu & Emirbayer, 2016). Social space theories depart from structural, systemic, or network 

approaches in emphasizing the actor-position-relation triad: “[A]ctor is what distinguishes space from 

structure, position is what distinguishes it from system, and the relation between actor and position 

is what distinguishes it from network” (Liu & Emirbayer, 2016, p. 63; for an alternative view, see 

Singh, 2019). Granted, social space studies are an expansive label encompassing a wide range of 

approaches (Ellersgaard, Henriksen, Kristensen, & Larsen, 2017), but I focus on two particular 

streams of sociological work that can provide significant empirical insights and theoretical and 

methodological tools for the study of international tax changes: Field theory (associated with Pierre 

Bourdieu) and ecological theory (associated with Andrew Abbott). 13 

 

The key value added from applying field and ecology theoretical approaches is to elaborate the sources 

of change (though they also help us with modes and contexts). The usefulness of the theories derives 

                                                 
12 Whereas other disciplines (such as IPE) have only recently come to the analysis of such ‘unconventional’ agents of 

change in international taxation, the tax law history literature has long been littered with detailed descriptions of the 

individuals – experts and policy-makers – involved in the making and shaping of the international tax domain, and their 

personal attributes (Graetz & O’Hear, 1996; Jogarajan, 2018; Leimgruber, 2017; Lepard, 1999; Thomas, 1996) . 
13 I discuss these theories in greater detail in Paper II (mainly field theory) and Paper III (mainly ecology theory) but 

introduce them briefly here. 



 
 

  
46 
 

from their three core characteristics: Viewing change as an ever-present competitive element, 

adaptability to a great complexity of social actors, and having an interaction- and a relational-based 

view of social dynamics. There are significant differences between field, ecology, and other spatial 

theories (which I return to below), but these three shared features enable a comprehensive 

understanding of change sources. First, these spatial approaches offer a highly dynamic conception 

of social life. Their relational notion of an interdependent social space, where actors are always in 

competition amongst each other, and where actions at one position reverberate, implies that every 

action is change, even if actions only serve to keep in place existing social orders and hierarchies 

(Rajaram, 2017). It is worth adding that this omnipresence of competition is conceptualized 

differently: In field scholarship, it is organized striving dominated by powerful elites, while in 

ecologies scholarship, it is diverse symbiotic contestation.  

 

Second, spatial approaches encompass a broad range of actors as potential agents of change. Fields 

are typically more heterogeneous than ecologies in their actor constellation, but both approaches 

envision studies of diverse actors together, including non-state, non-national actors. Fields may 

include “all the entities that play one role or another in the activity in question” (Liu & Emirbayer, 

2016, p. 70), whereas ecologies focus more on actors in the immediate vicinity of the core activity, 

such as different professionals engaged in a domain of work (A. Abbott, 1988), and also, as more 

recently conceptualized, the public audience, regulators, and workplace organizations (A. Abbott, 

2005b). The ongoing competitive processes to create, maintain, and transform the institutions with 

which these heterogeneous actors are engaged, provide the social dynamism that offers key sources 

of change (Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 2009; Suddaby & Viale, 2011). 

 

Third, and related, fields and ecologies examine a broad range of social dynamics that aid in 

understanding the sources of change. The focus on relations between actors and their spatial positions 

and resources is an important feature in such sociological studies as it helps address the issue of 

conceptualizing change beyond periodic snapshots of evolving (punctuated) orders. The question of 

embeddedness – how to understand action when it is always constrained by the orders and institutions 

in which it is embedded – is a long-standing one in this context (Granovetter, 1985). Spatial theories 

place relations and interactions among diverse actors at the center of inquiry, which unfolds the 

embeddedness problem by offering opportunities for investigating power dominance and 

subordination, competition, exchange, boundary work, institutional work, and other social processes 

as different dynamics through which actors and action relate with order and institutions (Liu & 
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Emirbayer, 2016; Suddaby & Viale, 2011). Moreover, like other change-oriented theoretical 

approaches, orders and institutions, then, are conceived not as automatic, self-perpetuating structures 

but rather as dynamic, power-laden instruments that are continually fought over (Mahoney & Thelen, 

2010, pp. 7–10). 

 

Because of the heterogeneity of social and spatial dynamics in fields and ecologies, the approaches 

offer significant potential for the analysis of transnational spaces such as taxation, where there is great 

diversity of actors, fluidity of authority, and significant competition over domain-specific stakes. Both 

fields and ecologies are flexible, encompassing, and multi-levelled notions that are not theoretically 

or methodologically bound to the nation-state. Recent research has provided a number of fruitful 

contributions on applying the field and ecology theories for international or transnational inquiry 

(e.g., Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Go & Krause, 2016; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017) . In this 

context, ecological scholarship has arguably come furthest in developing analysis of the “complexity 

and dynamism of multilayered social spaces in global governance” (Block-Lieb & Halliday, 2017, p. 

32; see also Blok, Lindstrøm, Meilvang, & Pedersen, 2018), while field theory offers a comparably 

stronger analysis of context-specific dynamics of power and dominance. In the dissertation, I draw 

on both of these, applying mainly ecological theory to study competition among elite professionals 

in transnational tax policymaking, and a modified field theory to study change in the broader 

transnational field of corporate taxation. 

 

Spatial approaches also offer methodological advantages for the study of change in transnational 

domains such as taxation. They offer a comprehensive framework of analytical elements to consider 

– actors, positions, relations – yet are not epistemologically deterministic: Social relations and 

dynamics are context-specific and must be discovered through empirical inquiry. The Bourdieusian 

mindset is particularly illustrative, setting out from the idea that field theory “promotes a mode of 

construction that has to be rethought anew every time” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 110). They 

also offer a conceptual apparatus with which to understand these analytical elements, such as capital, 

habitus, and doxa (in fields), or hinges and avatars (in ecologies). There are also long-standing 

methods associated with field and ecology inquiries that are particularly well -suited to study the 

analytical elements at their core. Abbott’s linked ecologies analysis, for instance, is closely integrated 

with sequence analysis of actors’ career histories, providing insights on key resources mobilized by 

professionals in ecological competition. Bourdieusian field studies, for their part, are notably 
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associated with correspondence analysis, historical analysis, and extensive qualitative inquiries that 

allow the researcher to investigate the field under study from different sites and angles.  

 

Before moving on to how these theories have been effectively applied in practice, it is worth briefly 

attending to an establish critique that there are separate notions of change in the field and ecology 

approaches. Above, I have already mentioned the differences in conceptions of social actor and social 

dynamics heterogeneity, and in their use for transnational analyses. But I have argued that both offer 

insights relevant for a change-oriented perspective enlightening the dynamic processes enabling and 

governing the modes, contexts, and sources of change. However, some of the reasons I have cited in 

favor of this alternative perspective – avoiding methodological nationalism and determinism, and 

studying new modes and sources of change – are occasionally levied at field and ecology theories, 

especially the former. The structuring concepts of Bourdieu’s fields – capital, doxa, and habitus – are 

said to instill a friction in the social space that is largely impossible to overcome: “Despite the political 

tensions that pervade his work, Bourdieu’s is a world not of revolutions or even of social change, but 

of endless transformations. Symbolic violence and domination persist; only their disguises are altered” 

(DiMaggio, 1979, p. 1470). 

 

Heeding these criticisms, I first recall that there is a need for conceptualizing different modes of change 

– radical as well as incremental, structural as well as surface level. This is something that field theory 

can accommodate. Bourdieu explicitly conceptualized at least two key sources of change that are also 

useful for analyses of transnational spaces, namely disruptive transformation of social habitus and 

capital, and ongoing competitive struggles between dominant and dominated field fractions (Go & 

Krause, 2016b, pp. 17–19). Moreover, field scholarship departs significantly from the punctuated 

order models by emphasizing that perceived stability is, in fact, only a result of (embedded) action to 

maintain stability, rather than an inevitable structural order in itself (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 153). In field 

scholarship, this often means radical change is a long-term game, but certainly not absent. Still, the 

question of determinism and stasis in the field approach is a relevant one, especially as it relates to 

understanding change in transnational spaces. In Paper II, I outline how a modified field theoretical 

approach, made more dynamic by embracing a greater diversity of social dynamics, namely 

interaction-based processes of boundary work and exchange, can address these concerns. This move 

aligns with developments in other, related literatures on organizational fields (DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983) and strategic action fields (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). And, in Paper III, I apply Abbott’s 
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linked ecologies, arguably the more oft-applied approach for transnational analyses, to study expert 

competition over international tax policy. 

 

With this in mind, let me stress that field and ecology studies have already offered important insights 

on the dynamics of change in international taxation and associated spaces. This work is based on an 

understanding of the tax space as a heterogeneous area of social action marked by constant 

contestation over its stakes by a diverse range of actors (Gracia & Oats, 2014). As Gracia and Oats 

(2012, p. 6) summarize: 

 

Hence, the modern tax field is complex and not confined to a single site of 

autonomous social practice, but overlaid and intertwined with a number of other 

social and professional fields including the accounting, political, bureaucratic and 

juridical fields. It is shaped by a series of constantly changing questions including: 

Who should pay tax? How much should be paid? On what should tax be levied? 

These questions are not only concerned with achieving political objectives but 

social objectives too. The process of answering these questions is influenced by 

a host of actors including expert practitioners, lobby groups and professional 

associations. 

 

This perspective contrasts with the dominant, positivist view of taxation, which focuses on the stable 

legal orders, viewing taxation as something natural, precise, inevitable, as captured eminently in the 

well-known Benjamin Franklin quote opening this dissertation. The sociological view, rather, sees 

taxation as a broadly “organizational, institutional, social and cultural phenomenon that raises 

important questions around its power effects in society more widely, yet these remain concealed 

behind a technical façade” (Boden, Killian, Mulligan, & Oats, 2010, p. 541). Here, tax rules are not 

seen as fixed, but rather as fuzzy and open to interpretation (Gracia & Oats, 2012, p. 6). This fuzziness 

is a dimension of professional practice in international taxation that I also find highly significant in 

the case of transfer pricing, as outlined in Paper IV. 

 

With a focus on the ongoing social competition around the construction of tax rules and practices, 

the sociological view lends itself to dynamic analyses of change. Drawing on Bourdieusian field 

theory, Gracia and Oats (2012) emphasize the dynamic relations between professionals from the tax 

authority and taxpayers, showing how a tax authority can challenge and change established social 
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hierarchies and doxa by aggressively seeking to redefine what is considered acceptable tax practice. 

At the same time, tax professionals competitively react to changes in the rest of the social tax system, 

for instance, by trying to enhance their status within the employing organization in the face of 

politicization of international taxation and radical political reform initiatives and by mobilizing unique 

entrepreneurial social skill (Radcliffe et al., 2018). Studying the mobilization of such skill also 

highlights how (in-house corporate) tax advisers collectively engage in institutional work to develop 

shared understandings of rules and norms of the tax field at the organization and societal levels 

(Mulligan & Oats, 2016). 

 

On modern international taxation specifically, the sociological perspective has also been particularly 

pertinent in studies of sources of change – both actors and social dynamics – that are conventionally 

considered relatively unimportant, in particular professionals. In the specific case of global wealth 

managers, Harrington’s (2016) deep dive mobilizes Abbott’s work to understand wealth managers’ 

monopolization of a defined domain of secretive global tax structuring (pp. 30–60), and Bourdieu’s 

work to understand how the intense interactions between rich elites and their professional advisors 

offer advisors unique cultural capital and a trustable habitus (pp. 61–90) – both key dynamics enabling 

tax competition, the undermining of national sovereignty, and evermore aggressive tax-avoiding 

capitalism. In sharp contrast, professional activists engage with international taxation strategically to 

combat tax competition and tax avoidance by hinging across professional spaces, leveraging diverse 

expert and institutional resources to upset the entrenched jurisdictions of international tax 

professionals and policymakers (Seabrooke & Wigan, 2013). As socio-legal scholarship, drawing on 

theories of social space, shows, these entrenched jurisdictions are products of historical and ongoing 

competition among professional experts to control the international tax system as a de-politicized 

space marked by indeterminate technical language shared among a small group of transnationally 

oriented practitioners with a similar habitus (Picciotto, 1995, 2015). 

 

This shared emphasis on the recurring struggle among professionals and other actors, which enables 

and constrains various modes and sources of change, offers insights into studying beyond 

assumptions of power dominance and institutional stability. For instance, studies of global 

professional services firms (GPSFs), such as the Big 4 firms dominating transnational audit, tax, and 

corporate consulting (Deloitte, EY, KPMG, and PwC), often identify an enduring power dominance 

held in isolation from the broader social system, but applying a field perspective instead sees such 

power dynamically unfolding through institutional actions that define rules constructing social 
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positions, include or exclude, and allow certain actors to exploit relative capital advantages  (Suddaby 

et al., 2007). As discussed above, this does not mean that enduring power dominance is not a relevant 

change analysis of GPSFs; it certainly is, but the perspective advocated here investigates such cases 

through the social dynamics that seek to, and succeed in, creating such stability through change 

(Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002). Malsch and Gendron find institutional change enforced by 

GPSFs, which may well be significant “without anything changing in the field’s power relations” 

(2013, p. 873). In Paper IV of this dissertation, for instance, I locate a source of resistance in the field 

of transfer pricing in the ongoing social construction of professional identities around key 

transnational normative political institutions. 

 

Aside from these tax-specific conceptual and empirical points, the fields and ecologies literature has 

provided a vast range of studies pertinent to understanding international tax changes. Here, it is 

worthwhile considering some particularly relevant contributions, which enlighten specifically 

important change dynamics in transnational spaces, and the connection between professionals and 

international politics. First, field and ecology studies of other professional groups point us in the 

direction of where to look when trying to understand the specific social dynamics enabling and 

constraining change in transnational spaces. Namely, studies find different institutional foundations 

of transnational professional activity, but generally point to the importance of normative, political, 

and organizational institutions that are discernibly different/autonomous from other fields 

(Buchholz, 2016). The case of economists, in their the struggle to develop an encompassing global 

profession to support and sustain their unparalleled authority, involves a constant (re)construction of 

economics, the discipline, through a particular economics rhetoric, the political applicability of 

economic knowledge, and transnational actor linkages that cross ecological boundaries (Fourcade, 

2006). Lawyers, for their part, exert transnational authority through a combination of practical 

problem solving and deliberate political interventions (Quack, 2007). Analyses indicate that lawyers 

draw on various institutional resources that raise the question of whether they are primarily sourced 

from nationally rooted hierarchical capital and/or transnational bridge building (Dezalay & Garth, 

2010, 2002; Grisel, 2017; Madsen, 2011). 

 

Second, studies in the sociological tradition point to the significance of applying social space theories 

and concepts to understand changing global political orders, as transnational actors – including 

professionals – are integrally entwined with globalization and global politics (Carter et al., 2015). This 

goes for global fields as diverse as EU politics (Mudge & Vauchez, 2012, 2016), trade (Block-Lieb & 
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Halliday, 2017), development (Leão & Eyal, 2019; Stone, 2013), finance (Seabrooke & Tsingou, 2014), 

and demography (Seabrooke & Tsingou, 2015). The common idea here is that field and ecology 

theories and methodologies can help us focus on the nuances and dynamic processes of change in 

transnationally specific domains, by observing “the constitution, usage and change of political ideas 

through economic, cultural and social practices” (Adler-Nissen, 2013, p. 2), and understand how 

“professionals and organizations navigate networks in attempts at issue control in transnational 

governance” (Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017, p. 6). 

 

In summary, sociological theories and research, alongside a political-economic focus on order, can 

fortify understandings of change in international taxation (and beyond). The discussion above 

provides both a conceptual language for assessing change – focusing on the modes, context, and 

sources of change – and a theoretical and methodological toolkit to investigate these dimensions in 

practice. In particular, the sociological view, informed by literature on fiscal sociology, social spaces, 

and the professions, highlights the broad social context of taxation, and the competitive struggles of 

a heterogeneous pool of actors able to mobilize authority through interactions within meso-level 

social systems (such as fields and ecologies). This research also provides empirical lessons on where 

to look. Studies applying these tools emphasize placing taxation within its broad historical and social 

context, viewing the practice as a core means of societal change, and prompt us to investigate the 

normative, political, and organizational institutions of (international) taxation that make this domain 

discernibly autonomous from other social spaces. In the next chapter, I set out the methodology and 

techniques I use to operationalize my change-oriented approach to studying international taxation.  
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Methodology 

 

To pursue the research question with the change-oriented approach outlined above, the dissertation 

applies an overarching relational, qualitative, and case-oriented methodology, operationalized using 

three main methods: semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and career analysis. The 

common thread across these themes is that my research is motivated by a phronetic line of inquiry 

that starts at the specific, emphasizing the particularities and variability of observed social dynamics 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001). The aim of my research is to pursue verstehen by highlighting the experiences and 

interactions of social actors, rather than the traditional scientific ideal of erklären, which seeks to 

explain events through causal factors and mechanisms (Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, & 

Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2011, p. 747). This is why the research question guiding my inquiry embarks 

with a “how” (How is change governed in international taxation?), which serves to target the research 

project at understanding processes and phenomena in the social world. “How” questions are a lso 

pertinent for challenging established conventions, such as the stable orders of international taxation, 

where they are not merely descriptive but explicitly open up assumptions about power and social 

relations (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011; Foucault, 1982) . This type of “how” question, then, joins the 

description or narrative with contextualized empirical investigation to create an understanding of 

social phenomena (Flyvbjerg, 2001, pp. 136–137). Below, I first set out three methodological 

dimensions of my phronetic inquiry – relationalism, qualitative inquiry, and case studies – and next 

elaborate on the specific methods used for operationalization. 

 

Relationalism 

 

The first of my three key features is a relational view of the world. Relationalism offers an ontology 

that sees that world as a constitutive dynamic, emergent from relational processes (Emirbayer, 1997). 

At the core of the relational view is the assertion that the world is not made up of predefined, given, 

substantive units such as the individual or society; instead, these are constructed by relations. This 

has significant implications for our understanding of concepts and phenomena. Humans are not 

humans in isolation: They are only constituted, relationally, “when [they are] recognized and named 

by other human agents” (Pizzorno, 1991, pp. 220–221). Power is not power in isolation: It is only 

constituted relationally by the “relations of force that obtain between the social positions which 

guarantee their occupants a quantum of social force, or of capital, such that they are able to enter into 
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the struggles over the monopoly of power (…)” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 229–230). And so 

forth.  

 

When analyzing social change (in taxation and beyond), relationalism requires a bottom-up, empirical 

consideration of both material resources, strategies, and positions (such as economic might) and 

ideational ones (such as professional authority) in the making and remaking of change. In this sense, 

the material and the ideational are seen as co-constitutive and co-constructed within the social world 

(Bourdieu, 1984, pp. 227–254). In the dissertation, I analyze the material and ideational together, but 

focus perhaps more on the ideational side, adopting what might be labelled a thin constructivist view 

of the world (Marsh, 2009). This follows the Weberian notion that, while material interests guide 

social action, often the “‘world images’ that have been created by ‘ideas’ have, like switchmen, 

determined the tracks along which action has been pushed by the dynamic of interest” (Weber, 1946, 

p. 280).  

 

Relationalism is closely associated with the sociological view (of taxation) that I have sought 

inspiration from in developing a change-oriented research approach. Especially the ‘social space’ 

methodologies – fields and ecologies – adopt a fundamentally relational view: “[F]ield and ecology 

belong to the same family in sociological theory, the family that conceptualizes society as relational 

in nature and social relations as structured processes (…)” (Liu & Emirbayer, 2016, p. 67). Just as 

Bourdieu’s view of power is relational, A. Abbott’s conception of ecologies is that: “It is the process 

of constructing the relations between actors and locations that in fact constitutes and delimits both 

actors and locations. Analytically and empirically, the relational process is prior” (2005b, p. 248). This 

means that, for instance, when studying competition amongst professionals and others – as I do, in 

particular, in Papers II and III – the knowledge mobilized by social actors to claim authority is not 

understood as a defined, substantialist resource: It is not “a stock of information, knowing or not 

knowing” but rather “a relationship among professionals” (Seabrooke, 2014, p. 52).  

 

The relational view also underpins a change-oriented approach by seeing the world as always dynamic, 

invigorated by ever-changing relations. This focuses our attention away from studying snapshots of 

orders containing fixed actors, events and things, and towards including history and process as change 

dynamics. Relationalism “shifts focus from understanding substantive entities who act because of 

what they have (what their ideology is, etc.) to what they do”, embedding actors “in relationships and 

stories that change over time” (Rajaram, 2017, p. 93). This is the spirit of the Norbert Elias quote 
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that appears in the introduction; rather than reducing processes and change to punctuated static 

conditions, a relational perspective sees change as the starting point, the default, and works from 

there. In my study of linked ecologies in global tax reform, , for instance, the analytical focus is on 

linkages of the professional social system, such as the concept of hinges, viewing the relevant 

ecologies and the dynamics of professional competition as emergent from the analysis rather than as 

given, substantialist units. 

 

Qualitative inquiry 

 

The second of my three key features is a qualitative approach. Compared to a predominantly 

quantitative approach, qualitative inquiry is particularly suited to investigating social understandings, 

relations, and change, due to the pluralization of the social world (Flick, 2009, p. 12). This pluralization 

confronts the researcher with ever-new social contexts and perspectives, which qualitative research 

uniquely meets with an eye for context, description, and subjectivity. These ever-new social contexts, 

such as those of international tax change, offer underexplored and ill -understood phenomena, with 

which the reflexivity and variability of qualitative research can be understood (Marshall & Rossman, 

1995). In particular, qualitative research typically draws on several data sources and methods to paint 

a holistic understanding of the phenomenon being studied. Here, I draw specifically on qualitative 

interviews and observations to develop such an understanding, as further discussed below.  

 

These subjectivities of qualitative research often give rise to debates and concern about scientific 

rigor, expressed in the relativist argument that moving away from well -established measures of 

qualitative research – validity and reliability – amounts to “methodological anarchy” (Seale & 

Silverman, 1997, p. 380). In this sense, qualitative research often departs from the traditional ideas of 

quantitative research, which is associated with a structured, linear research process. Qualitative 

research, in contrast, develops understanding through a form of bricolage, piecing together ins ight by 

drawing resources from the different poles of multiple dialectics (Klag & Langley, 2013). Yet the 

relativist critique is problematic because it subjects qualitative research to quantitative research 

benchmarks; it’s like fitting oval pegs in round holes (Pratt, 2008). Instead, benchmarks, in accordance 

with the qualitative tradition, concern the context-specific authority of the narrative constructed by 

the researcher, the trust built through craftsmanship displayed in application of methods and theory, 

the authenticity of the research process, the reflexivity of and by the researcher, and the imagination 

in capturing the social world (Jonsen, Fendt, & Point, 2018). 
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Case studies 

 

Third, I adopt a case-oriented methodology. Case studies are among the most disputed methodological 

concepts in the social sciences, the term encompassing an enormous range of different approaches. 

Across these, Gerring attempts to provide a unifying definition of a case study as “an intensive study 

of a single unit for the purpose of understanding a larger class of (similar) units” (2004, p. 342). This 

is what we might call the conventional view, that case studies are about generalizing, understanding 

the larger class of units. But this view is both problematic on its own – “if not directly wrong, [it] is 

so oversimplified as to be grossly misleading” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 220) – and a particularly poor fit 

for the relational, qualitative approach advocated here. I do see the case study as an intensive study 

for the purpose of understanding, but one that is predominantly concerned not with generalizability 

to universal laws but with developing practical, situation-specific knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  

 

The cases I focus on are diverse, each demonstrating a dimension or arena in international taxation. 

In Paper II I study a policy case – corporate tax transparency – as a lens to see change in the broader 

transnational field of corporate taxation; Paper III, in contrast, studies expert competition within a 

specific policy process, BEPS Action 13; and Paper IV studies the case of a professional group in 

transfer pricing. Paper I does not offer a detailed case study as such, but rather a holistic context for 

the other case studies, conceptualizing the empirical world and existing research on it. Across my 

cases, the focus is predominantly on the development of context-specific knowledge that enlightens 

social relations and actors’ understandings. In contrast to other popular case study approaches, these 

case studies explicitly seek to move away from the positivist virtues of generalization and context 

independence inherited from the natural sciences, and towards what case studies really do well: The 

contextual description at the core of understanding (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Welch et al., 2011). 

 

Having outlined the key features of my methodological approach, the next question is how these are 

operationalized through the specific methods applied in the dissertation.  Before moving on to that, 

however, it is worth reflecting briefly on the heterogeneity of the individual papers that make up the 

bulk of the dissertation. Given that each paper is tailored for a specific audience – a field defined by 

specific disciplinary conventions, literatures, theories, and concepts – there is inevitably variation in 

how the methodological principles outlined are applied. In particular, while I have set out a 
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predominantly qualitative approach, the papers of this dissertation also draw on non-qualitative data 

and methods, such as the analysis of quantitative career data in Paper III. To be clear, my 

methodological approach is not adverse to the use of quantitative data. As I hope to show, its value 

is significant even within a phronetic paradigm; the key is that such quantitative data, just like 

qualitative data, has to be understood and contextualized.  

 

Methods 

 

To operationalize my methodological approach, I employ three main methods: Semi-structured 

interviews, participant observation, and career analysis. In addition, I use thematic analysis, coding 

and sequence analysis to study the data in depth. 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

 

First, semi-structured interviews were used to explore the voices of knowledgeable actors in the fields 

of study, i.e., those particularly well-positioned to reflect on social action, relations, and change (Gioia, 

Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010). I employed the active interview (Holstein & Gubrium, 2011), an 

approach that departs from the positivist notion of the interview as a means to extract ‘true’ 

information from the interviewee, instead seeing the interview as a relational social process that 

constructs a narrative and an understanding of social phenomena in the conversation itself. This 

process is guided by the language used, the relationship between the parties, and the context in which 

the interview takes place. In other words, the interview is “interpretively active, implicating meaning-

making practices on the part of both interviewers and respondents” (Ibid., p. 4). This means the 

researcher must take his role as an interviewer seriously in shaping the construction of knowledge 

from before initial contact through to the interview’s conclusion and debriefing. This use of semi -

structured interviews aligns directly with my methodology, in that it accords with the phronetic, 

relational, and qualitative dimensions of my approach. In this sense, I am explicitly connecting my 

methods to questions of philosophy, an oft-overlooked link in social research (Jack & Westwood, 

2006). 

 

Thus, shaping the active interview involves managing field relations, including subjects’ impressions 

and perceptions of the researcher and the researcher’s identity, a delicate and complex process 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, pp. 63–96). I took a variety of deliberate steps in this regard. 
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Throughout the project, there was a need to develop an acquaintance and familiarity with the fields 

under study and to gain basic knowledge of politics and practices in international taxation broadly. I 

have increasingly immersed myself in international tax debates and communities. This began several 

years ago and includes regular readership of international tax publications, personal engagement in 

international tax discussions, membership of various tax organizations and networks, and regular 

participation in international tax conferences and professional events. (The last,-mentioned activities 

discussed in detail below.) Moreover, there was the issue of getting access to the field and to interview 

subjects, potentially constrained both due to the sensitive nature of discussions – such as the 

geopolitics of global taxation and the intricacies of an oft-lamented professional work area – and due 

to the high social status of prospective interviewees, typically elite professionals with incentives and 

concerns against participating in the study (Empson, 2017). Consequently, I drew on my increasing 

domain knowledge, personal connections established in the field, and my organizational affiliations 

to illustrate social standing, ensure trustworthiness, and create interview opportunities (cf. Mikecz, 

2012; Nir, 2017). Moreover, I designed interviews to be largely ethnographic in nature, taking the 

form of relatively loose, informal experiences. 

 

In practice, I conducted 60 interviews with professionals, experts, policymakers, and activists within 

the international tax domain, conducted mostly face to face in major European cities, or alternatively 

by Skype or phone. In terms of sampling, interviewees were selected based on a mix of strategic 

sampling, i.e., deliberate selection based on theoretical presuppositions, and snowball sampling, i.e., 

selection based on personal referrals (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Heckathorn 

& Cameron, 2017; Ostrander, 1993). I knew I wanted to interview a broad selection of actors in the 

international tax domain, yet due to access, time, and resource limitations, I could not obtain a full 

strategic sample, and thus relied, in part, on referrals from interviewees and my personal network, 

developed in the field. Each interview was organized around a number of foreshadowed problems 

(Malinowski, 1922, p. V), developed and continually revised based on my evolving understanding of 

the change processes under study, and formalized in a broad interview guide. In the initial stages of 

the research, these foreshadowed problems were drawn from my literature reviews and my 

preliminary understandings of the ongoing change processes in international taxation, focused on 

major current issues of political contention, the nature of professional relations, and how 

professionals used expertise in the context of the BEPS Project. Later, drawing on my field 

experiences, the questions became focused on other important dimensions, such as the distinctiveness 

of professional groups, their characteristics, and their relations to transnational tax institutions. 
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Participant observation 

 

Second, participant observation was used to study the dynamic processes of change by enlightening 

the behavior and relations of actors involved in international taxation in a naturalistic setting. 

Participant observation involves the active involvement of the social setting being observed, such as 

attending a conference and chatting with attendees, while also witnessing the social proceedings. In 

this respect, observation can both reinforce interview insights by providing context and meaning 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, pp. 102–103) and complement interviews by allowing the researcher 

to compare the knowledge constructed in a one-on-one interview setting with actually observed 

behavior (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). The insights generated from observation were also used to 

develop and refine other methods, in particular the interviews, by familiarizing me further with the 

norms and rules of the field, something particularly crucial when engaged in elite social settings  

(Mikecz, 2012, p. 483).  

 

As with the interviews, the observation process required managing field relations, invoking my 

domain knowledge, projecting an informed, trustworthy identity, and developing social relations. This 

kind of fieldwork in particular invokes a “nervous condition”, an activity fraught with doubts and 

frustrations (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2008). Throughout the whole process, fieldwork is a fundamentally 

uncomfortable and demanding endeavor, from before entering and up to exiting the field (Davies & 

Spencer, 2010). Indeed, I felt very uneasy and lonely at times. To illustrate, take this excerpt from my 

fieldnotes from one of the first conferences where I conducted participant observation. All attendees 

were being bussed to a restaurant in the evening, and I had not yet managed to establish any real, 

strong social relations. 

 

It’s tough being alone here. I couldn’t find a match for the ride, so I am sitting alone 

in the back of this bus. It’s tough due to the loneliness itself (missing out on social 

activity), but also because of the negative social standing it displays and the increased 

difficulty of naturally finding a table with people I have some rapport with once we 

get to the place. I see others sitting alone, which gives some comfort, but it’s still 

less than ideal. I try to be at peace with it. 
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As the research went on, things certainly did change in this respect, and I managed to develop more 

rapport and stronger relations in the field, making the fieldwork somewhat less uncomfortable. A 

year later, at the same annual conference, I was chatting with one high-profile international tax 

professional, when another high-profile individual joined our conversation. My fieldnotes relay:  

 

I successfully talk to [Name 1]; she remembers that I commented on one of her 

LinkedIn posts, saying “Did you say something on my LinkedIn post?” (It was on 

digital permanent establishments.) She’s happy to talk further and hands me a paper 

she’s written on the topic, printed out. Our chemistry seems to be decent and she 

talks at length about digital permanent establishments. Importantly, [Name 2] comes 

over to say hi to [Name 1], and I expect to be kicked from the conversation as they 

have a stronger relation and clearly have something to talk about, and I even take a 

step back, but somehow it doesn’t happen. [Name 2] even acknowledges me by 

name, recognizing my social standing. I manage to bridge mine and [Name 1]’s 

conversation with [Name 2], bringing the latter in to the discussion. We chat for a 

bit, and then [Name 2] leaves, putting up his hands, palms out, indicating the he did 

not want to disturb us. 

 

Consider another example, the experiences relayed in Paper IV. In an initial interview, I completely 

misjudged a social relation, inquiring about the political effects of global tax reform discussions. This 

clearly frustrated the interviewee – I was using some language they were not comfortable with coming 

from me. They were vocally critical of the political discussions and insisted on a professional -technical 

framing. Later, I could draw on my social relations and emerging familiarity with the norms and 

language of the professional tax community. One of my last interviewees was eager to refer me to 

another prospect, writing to the prospect that it felt like I had been “on the journey with [them]” – a 

good gauge of a productive progression in the interview experience (Harvey, 2011). 

 

In total, I conducted 210 hours of observation at professional conferences and policy events in the 

international tax domain in major European cities with a concentration of international tax actors, 

specifically Amsterdam, Brussels, Copenhagen, Geneva, London, Paris, and Vienna. I was able to 

observe personal relations and behavior, countless discussions of historical and contemporary issues 

in practice and policy, and have hundreds of minor chats with participants about the field. At each 

event (and for interviews), I recorded my observations and experiences using fieldnotes. While 
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fieldnotes are widely used in qualitative research, especially in ethnography, and the technique places 

substantial discretion in the hands of the researcher, relatively little guidance is available for the note-

taking process (Wolfinger, 2002). I used a chronological method, writing down events as they 

unfolded. However, given the constraints imposed on me by the speed of my (hand) writing and, 

simply, physical energy, and to ensure structured and productive note-taking, I focused my 

observations and notes on the high points that I found to be particularly interesting based on my 

foreshadowed problems and expectations (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, pp. 48–49; Hammersley 

& Atkinson, 2007, pp. 141–147). 

 

Career analysis 

 

Third, I apply career analysis to study the career experiences of professionals involved in international 

taxation. Simply put, a career is a sequence of jobs, or roles performed in an occupational context 

(Rosenfeld, 1992). However, careers also indicate professional and socio-economic status and 

profoundly shape professional-social systems (A. Abbott, 1988, pp. 129–134; Spilerman, 1977). 

Career information sheds light on the expertise, the organizations, the sectors, and the overall 

trajectories which encompass work histories in a field – modalities that inform political and 

professional interactions and hierarchies. Thus, career analysis can help us analyze micro-social 

struggles and macro-level orders by shedding light on the resources and relations that can be 

mobilized by actors for competition on international tax changes. In total, I analyzed data on the 

careers of 760 professionals involved in international taxation, identified mainly through their 

participation in significant global tax policy debates and in professional conferences. The data is 

drawn from public sources including LinkedIn, an established data source for career ana lysis that 

offers comprehensive, systematic coverage, and user incentives that foster data conformity and 

authenticity (Christensen, Garcia-Bernardo, Seabrooke, & Stausholm, 2019; Coen & Vannoni, 2016; 

Henriksen & Seabrooke, 2016; Lall, 2017; Pérez-Durán, 2017; Stephens, Garg, & Butler, 2018). 

 

Thematic data analysis 

 

For the processes of analyzing the data from interviews and observations, I employ thematic analysis 

(Clarke, Braun, & Hayfield, 2007), a systematic bottom-up approach to qualitative data analysis. 

Thematic analysis involves six key steps: Familiarization with the data, coding of the data, searching 

for themes, reviewing themes, defining themes, and writing up the analysis (Ibid.). For each paper, I 



 
 

  
62 
 

began by comprehensively reading the notes and compared observations to the relevant 

foreshadowed problems and the research question. I then coded each paragraph with the help of 

NVivo qualitative data analysis software, broadly identifying features of interest, such as recurring 

expressions used by interviewees or “high point” topics discussed at conferences. These codes then 

formed the basis of theme generation, where I compared and contrasted codes to consolidate them 

into themes, each representing key analytical points related to the specific research question(s) (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). Throughout this process, I would frequently write short memos on codes and themes 

to explicate and think through my emerging understandings. The next step involved reviewing the 

codes and themes again, moving back and forth between the empirics, the codes, and the themes to 

ensure consistency and to develop an understanding of the specific contents of each code and theme. 

Based on these contents, each theme was labelled to capture, as much as possible, the theoretical 

dimensions of interest. Lastly, the analysis was written up. Here, there was some divergence across 

the papers. Paper IV, for instance, is expressly structured based on the three key themes and interprets 

data samples in detail, while Paper II more loosely draws in the themes and data samples into its 

analysis. 

 

Coding and sequencing career data 

 

The career data was analyzed using coding, in a bottom-up, iterative manner similar to the process 

for the qualitative data. For each analysis, this encompassed first familiarizing myself with the broad 

contents of the career data, cleaning the data for misspellings and other issues, and then coding each 

career based on the research questions. Generally, I coded for each person and for each year on the 

job market, the job position/role, the main professional expertise used in the role, the employing 

organization, and the organization’s sector. This coding was initially implemented on a smaller sample 

of careers. Next, categories were refined and then implemented for the full sample. This analysis 

provided a comprehensive overview of the career experiences present in a given professional 

community (used in Papers II and IV). However, the data also allowed for more targeted analyt ical 

techniques and, in particular, I used sequence analysis (in Paper II) to analyze the specific professional 

trajectories of actors involved in international taxation by investigating, comparing, and typologizing 

career patterns (A. Abbott & Tsay, 2000; Blanchard, 2011). This type of analysis offered additional 

valuable information on the attributes and differences/similarities of the groups of professionals 

based on their career patterns. 
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In all, these methods and the overarching methodology are aimed at enabling my interdisciplinary, 

change-oriented inquiry by producing contextualized data and analyses on the nuances and dynamic 

processes of change in international taxation. With a relational, qualitative, case-oriented approach, 

the methods shed light on the views of knowledgeable actors in the fields of study, their behavior and 

relations as seen in a naturalistic setting, and on the expertise, the organizations, the sectors, and the 

overall career trajectories of international tax professionals. Next, Part II of the dissertation presents 

the individual papers that apply this methodology and offer the bulk of the empirical and theoretical 

contributions.  
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PART II: PAPERS 
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Paper I. The New Politics of Global Tax Governance: Taking Stock a Decade 

After the Financial Crisis 
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REVIEW ARTICLE 

 

The New Politics of Global Tax Governance: Taking Stock a 

Decade After the Financial Crisis1 
 

 

Rasmus Corlin Christensen (Department of Organization,  Copenhagen Business School) and Martin 

Hearson (Institute of Development Studies) 

 

Abstract: The financial crisis of 2007-9 is now broadly recognised as a once-in-a-generation 

inflection point in the history of global economic governance. It has also prompted a 

reconsideration of established paradigms in International Political Economy (IPE) scholarship. 

Developments in global tax governance open a window onto these ongoing changes, and in 

this essay we discuss four recent volumes on the topic drawn from IPE and beyond, arguing 

against an emphasis on institutional stability and analyses that consider taxation in isolation. In 

contrast, we identify unprecedented changes in tax cooperation that reflect a significant 

contemporary reconfiguration of the politics of global economic governance writ large. To 

develop these arguments, we discuss the links between global tax governance and four 

fundamental changes underway in IPE: The return of the state through more activist policies; 

the global power shift towards large emerging markets; the politics of austerity and populism; 

and the digitalisation of the economy. 

 

Keywords: Global economic governance, global financial crisis, globalization, OECD, 

offshore finance, rising powers, tax, tax havens. 
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Introduction 

 

The global financial crisis of 2007-9 ushered in a sense of existential crisis for the liberal international 

order (Acharya, 2018; Ikenberry, 2018). It marked the point at which the key locus of global economic 

governance shifted from the G7 to the G20, and it was part of the narrative around the seismic Anglo-

Saxon electoral events of 2016. Now, the crisis has become a key inflection point in thinking about 

growing challenges to global economic governance, such as financial instability, inequality and 

overaccumulation. According to the editors of this journal’s 20 th anniversary issue, it “laid bare some 

fundamental challenges for all contemporary IPE scholarship” (Johnson et al., 2013, p. 1012). Such 

post-crisis stock-taking has been infused with a sense that International Political Economy (IPE) 

scholarship before and immediately after the crisis did not pay enough attention to big picture trends 

in the world we study (Cohen, 2009; Drezner & McNamara, 2013; Helleiner, 2011).  

 

Global tax governance is a key window onto these trends. As Josef Schumpeter noted a century ago, 

“the fiscal history of a people is above all an essential part of its general history” (Schumpeter, 1991). 

The same is true at international level: Dramatic changes to the regime governing the taxation of 

cross-border investment are at once symptomatic of and essential to these broader upheavals in the 

IPE. It is unclear whether OECD-centric tax institutions can survive in the long term, even as they 

have broken new ground in terms of sovereignty-infringement and multilateralism. Catalysed by 

unilateral action by the United States, governments moved quickly after the financial crisis to clamp 

down on the use of tax havens for tax evasion by wealthy individuals, creating a global regime in 

which tax authorities from different states now automatically share bank information with each other 

(Hakelberg, 2016a). The OECD claims that EUR 93 billion in tax revenue has been reclaimed by 

governments as a result (2018a, p. 11). In contrast, governments have moved more slowly to address 

the problems associated with taxing multinational firms, struggling to overcome distributional 

tensions within the OECD and G20 (Hearson & Prichard, 2018; Lips, 2018).  

 

Taking account of these changes, this essay sketches out a post-crisis research agenda on the political 

economy of international tax and its implications for IPE at large. That agenda, we contend, should 

aim to explain variation in the speed, scope and depth of change in the institutions of international 

tax governance, across time and issue area (Rixen and Viola, 2016). Pre-crisis, the international tax 

regime was marked by stability and incremental change in the face of dramatically escalating problems 

of tax avoidance and evasion, and research questions dwelt on this relative stability. The speed, scope 
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and depth of change have all radically increased post-crisis, yet much research continues – incorrectly 

in our view – to minimise the significance of these developments. 

 

We view the crisis as a structural break that destabilised ideas and institutions, for example the G7, 

that had already become out of step with political economic reality. For IPE scholarship, too, the 

crisis demonstrated many apparently stable patterns to be historically contingent and fragile (Johnson 

et al 2013). The field of International Relations has also recently begun to interrogate its 

understanding of the “when and how” of change (Paul, 2018, p. 177). In doing the same, we must 

overcome political economy’s tendency to “understate the extent of change, alternatively to code all 

observed changes as minor adaptive adjustments to altered circumstances in the service of continuous 

reproduction of existing systems” (Streeck & Thelen, 2005; see also Oatley, 2019).  

 

Exhibit A in this regard is the first book reviewed in this essay, an interdisciplinary work with a strong 

IPE contribution, edited by Peter Dietsch and Thomas Rixen. The volume provides a comprehensive 

and critical assessment of recent developments in international tax governance, but adopts what we 

regard as an overly pessimistic perspective on the degree to which events since the crisis illustrate 

transformative change. This is partly a timing issue: It is only now, more than a decade after the onset 

of the financial crisis, that the true extent of changes is becoming clear. But it is also a consequence 

of a focus on tax governance as a discrete area, rather than embedding it within the broader landscape 

of post-crisis IPE developments.  

 

We develop this argument by discussing the links between global tax governance and four 

fundamental changes underway in the IPE at large: The return of the state; the global power shift 

towards large emerging markets; the politics of austerity and populism; and the digitalisation of the 

economy. Table 1 summarises these implications. In doing so, we offer critical reviews of another 

three empirical accounts from other disciplines (Fairfield, Jogarajan and Harrington) to illustrate our 

argument, while also shedding light on IPE’s added value.  
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Table 1. Shifts in the global political economy and global tax governance. 

Political economic shift Global tax governance shift 

The return of the state Greater willingness to act unilaterally has created conditions for sovereignty-

constraining cooperation. 

Global power shifts The OECD has adopted institutional innovations that give non-members the right 

to varying degrees of participation. 

Austerity and populism Political engagement with international tax rules has reduced the autonomy of the 

tax policy expert community. 

The digital economy Existing rules produce perverse outcomes when applied to new digital business 

models, which has led to open distributional conflict, notably between the EU 

and US. 

 

First, governments’ response to the crisis demonstrated a ‘return of the state’, with a newfound 

interventionism in a range of economic policy areas. No issue area throws the tension between 

globalisation and the state into sharper relief than international taxation, which has always been at the 

forefront of the chasm between globalisation and national sovereignty (Palan, 2003). Since the crisis, 

governments have been more willing to act collectively and unilaterally to combat tax avoidance and 

evasion by mobile capital. Tasha Fairfield’s comparative politics study, based on over 400 interviews 

across Latin America, offers helpful insights into the interface between domestic politics and the 

structural power of capital here. 

 

Second, the crisis dealt a fatal blow to the legitimacy of already-weakened governance institutions 

dominated by OECD powers. In taxation, this has manifested itself in a crisis for a governance system 

dominated by expert insiders from a Global North core (Rixen, 2011b). But as Sunita Jogarajan’s legal 

history of the origins of that system reminds us, tensions between developed and developing country 

actors have been present since the regime’s beginning. 

 

Third, fiscal policy, under the label of ‘austerity’, has been a key part of the pos t-crisis political 

narrative (Blyth, 2013), pushing to the fore the political and socio-economic inequalities created by 

globalization, and delegitimising expert-led global governance. Brooke Harrington’s immersive 

sociological study of the enablers of tax haven abuse leads her to conclude that the game of ‘cat and 

mouse’ with tax authorities will continue. In our view, her deep dive into one community 

underestimates the normative shift in society at large: In the context of populism, the appearance of 
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a tolerant attitude to abuse of tax havens by the wealthy has become increasingly unviable for political 

actors (Morgan, 2017).  

 

Fourth, large-scale digitalisation of the economy is underway, upending the distribution of value 

within global production networks and creating an unprecedented consolidation of capital. Trends in 

the digital economy are inextricably linked to those in the financial system, for example the ‘dot com’ 

bubble in the late 1990s and the turn to business models based on data-driven advertising when that 

bubble burst (Srnicek 2016), We see the early impacts of digitalisation in the growing distributional 

tensions, especially between the US and EU, brought about by the obsolescence of the century -old 

global international tax system and the inadequacy of existing institutional tools to negotiate a new 

global settlement. 

 

The essay begins with older, pre-crisis empirical landscape and its scholarship, demonstrating how 

the IPE literature consolidated a picture of an unusually resilient regime characterised by sovereignty-

preservation, OECD-centrism and technocratic isolation. The subsequent sections discuss how the 

macro shifts mentioned above have transformed this regime, critically analysing the contribution each 

book under review makes to developing a new understanding of this post-crisis world. We argue that 

these books succeed when they allow us to analyse not just stability and incremental change, but also 

the rapid changes catalysed by the crisis, which we argue should be the emphasis of contemporary 

scholarship on the IPE of global tax governance. 

 

Stability in Pre-Crisis Global Tax Governance 

 

The international relations dimension of international taxation2 has its origin in the 1920s, when states 

began to consolidate systems for taxing income on capital and labour and suddenly encountered a 

series of collective action problems (Rixen, 2008, p. 87). The first to be tackled through international 

cooperation was the problem of ‘double taxation’. Left to its own devices, each state would tax its 

own residents on their domestic and foreign earnings, but it could also tax foreign labour and capital 

on the income earned within its borders. At the same time, the transnational mobility of capital 

opened new opportunities for escaping national tax burdens by arbitraging or evading national 

                                                 

2 By ‘international tax’, we mean the taxation by individual states of the income earned by transnational or internationally 

mobile factors of production: portfolio capital, direct investment capital, and labour. 
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regulations. Unless states coordinated with each other, transnational trade and investment posed the 

dual problems of double taxation if both home and host state claimed the right to tax, and double-

non-taxation where neither did.  

 

In response, in the 1920s and 30s, the League of Nations developed formal guidelines for the 

allocation of ‘taxing rights’ between states (Jogarajan, 2018 ; Picciotto, 1992). The architects of the 

international tax regime concluded that concerns about sovereignty and the complexity of multilateral 

negotiations with multiple distributional axes made a binding multilateral agreement impossible, and 

so they created a fragmented regime with no central authority, comprising instead a network of 

bilateral agreements (Rixen, 2008, pp. 87–96). The League’s guidelines, later inherited by the OECD, 

were enshrined in model bilateral treaties (Arel-Bundock, 2017), to form the basis of actual treaties 

negotiated between countries. The bilateral network expanded rapidly and became the foundation of 

the international tax governance system, reaching more than 3000 treaties by the end of the 20 th 

century. 

 

These design choices, however, soon led to unintended conflicts, most particularly the persistence of 

tax competition and tax havens. Because of growing cross-border economic integration during the 

20th century, nation-states’ tax policies became interdependent – they shared a tax base of mobile, 

transnational capital, and each states’ policy choices impacted the other. Competition between states 

for capital ensued, which some argued was desirable as it would pressurise states to adopt the optimal 

combination of public good provision and level of taxation to pay for it (Tiebout, 1956). Subsequent 

research illustrated that such competition could also have negative externalities, such as mutual 

erosion of tax bases and increased regressivity, as well as a  ‘race to the bottom’ (Avi-Yonah, 2000; 

Oates, 1972). Sovereign jurisdictions thus faced a ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, fearing that mobile capital and 

labour would respond negatively to increases in the tax rate they incurred.  

 

This ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, however, had uneven dynamics. In particular, smaller jurisdictions with 

little stock of capital of their own stood to benefit more from attracting foreign capital, compared to 

larger jurisdictions, which sought to balance international competitiveness with the integrity of their 

domestic tax systems (Rixen, 2010, pp. 43–46). Increased capital mobility and new business models 

exacerbated tax competition further in the late-20th century, as income was physically detached from 

the underlying activities that generated it. This was most notable for more fungible portfolio capital, 

while foreign direct investment often continued to flow to larger markets, given local cost benefits 
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(Haufler & Wooton, 1999). The result, however, was a continuing downward pressure on corporate 

tax rates across the globe (Genschel & Schwarz, 2011; Swank, 2016).  

 

‘Tax havens’ exploited this flexibility by offering the benefits of tax residency without requiring the 

physical relocation of people or business functions. These benefits included low tax rates, a shroud 

of secrecy to hide assets from other tax authorities, and rules about the allocation of taxing rights that 

allowed international mobile capital to exploit mismatches with other tax systems. The result was the 

emergence of a new offshore space, defined by Ronen Palan (2003, p. 19) as ‘a set of juridical realms 

marked by more or less withdrawal of regulation and taxation on the part of a growing number of 

states.’ Today, around ten percent of all global wealth remains offshore (Zucman, 2015). The offshore 

world enables tax avoidance and evasion, and estimates of the cost of multinational corporate tax 

have converged around an order of magnitude of $200 billion a year (Crivelli, De Mooij, & Keen, 

2015; OECD, 2015). 

 

The international tax regime designed to solve the double taxation problem was, however, poorly 

equipped to deal with these problems, and resistant to change. In ‘The Retreat of the State’, Susan 

Strange identified it as a hallmark example of the impotence of states to govern effectively in the 

world economy, concluding that, “it is clear that the failure of governments to devise a common tax 

regime imposes serious costs on all of them” (1996, p. 63). 

 

Why was this? To begin with, ‘sovereignty-preserving’ institutional design choices prevented states 

from tackling tax havens. While the governance system was aimed at handling double taxation, ‘it 

reinforced the problem of tax evasion and avoidance. Since governments retain their legislative tax 

sovereignty, they are also free to poach the tax base of other countries by offering favourable 

treatment to other countries’ citizens.’ (Rixen, 2008, p. 150). A major stumbling block for states keen 

to deal with the tax haven problem was, then, a system designed to protect the formal sovereignty of 

‘onshore’ states, which effectively allowed ‘tax havens’ to undermine that same sovereignty. The 

downfall of the OECD’s ‘Harmful Tax Competition’ project of 1997 -2003 provides an apt 

illustration, the defence of ‘sovereignty’ becoming one of the main rhetorical strategies used by small 

island states to resist OECD interference in their tax laws (Sharman, 2006). 

 

A second characteristic that promoted regime stability was states’ vested interests in maintaining a 

solution to the double taxation problem that revolved around the OECD. All states had an incentive 
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to play by the existing rules to facilitate legitimate cross-border investment flows, even if they were 

biased in their allocation of ‘taxing rights’ (Rixen, 2008, pp. 159–161). Thus, developed states – which 

benefited disproportionately from the regime’s allocation of taxing rights – were deterred from any 

radical change by the fear of destabilising this bias in their favour (Genschel & Rixen, 2015). For 

example, despite initial ambitions to future-proof international tax rules against the emergence of the 

digital economy in the late 1990s, when OECD members and non-members collaborated to revise 

them, they could only agree on modest changes, which most states did not consider worth 

implementing (Cockfield, 2005). 

 

In the area of tax havens, meanwhile, the OECD’s central role did not raise ire among developing 

countries, because developed and developing countries suffered alike, and stood to benefit from a 

crack-down led by powerful states. Yet the OECD’s lopsided membership and technocratic identity, 

which suited its role as a focal point for the coordination problem of double taxation relief, was ill-

suited to the kind of expansive enforcement regime that was necessary to resolve the problem 

(Sharman, 2006).  

 

A final reason for the regime’s stability was the lack of broad domestic interest group engagement, 

meaning an absence of diverse political interference in the technically obscure policy processes at the 

OECD, with their consensus-based, expert-led modes of working (Genschel & Rixen, 2015; 

Sharman, 2006). Following the failure of the Harmful Tax Competition project, the Director of the 

OECD Centre for Tax Policy and Administration at the time, Jeffrey Owens, specifically lamented 

the absence of civil society pressure, saying ‘the emergence of non-governmental organisations intent 

on exposing large-scale tax avoiders could eventually achieve a change in attitude comparable to that 

achieved on environmental and social issues’ (Houlder, 2004). 

 

Where non-state interests did participate, they were primarily technical experts, in particular from the 

business community, normatively aligned with the OECD insiders (Hearson, 2018; Palan, 2003, p. 

73; Rixen, 2008, p. 119). Interventions from non-technical actors, meanwhile, were regarded as 

aberrations to be reined in by a community united around common normative foundations (Büttner 

& Thiemann, 2017; Ylönen & Teivainen, 2017). For example, perceived tax avoidance by Japanese 

firms emerged as a political issue in the US at the turn of the 1990s, and the Clinton administration 

elected in 1992 introduced new rules for the taxation of multinational companies that deviated from 

OECD standards. The OECD did not embrace this challenge, but treated it as an unhelpful threat to 
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the expert-led consensus; it formed a task force that criticised the US proposals and brokered a 

compromise to limit damage (Radaelli, 1998). 

 

New Politics and New Questions 

 

While scholarship before the financial crisis did on occasion speculate on the possibilities for change 

of greater speed, scope and depth in the international tax regime, it was the global financial crisis that 

gave such speculation a firm grounding. Dietsch and Rixen’s 2016 edited volume, Global Tax 

Governance: What’s wrong with it and how to fix it provides a comprehensive analysis of recent material 

and normative challenges and changes to the international tax order, as well as practical, forward-

looking reform proposals. In this paper we focus specifically on two sections of the book, titled ‘The 

problem: International tax competition’ and ‘Shortcomings of the current regulatory framework and 

initiatives’. As the titles imply, the authors detail the structural factors underlying a broken 

international tax governance system, finding contemporary attempts by OECD and G20 countries to 

fix the system inadequate. The editors’ introduction sets out three reasons for this negative 

conclusion: The absence of ‘fully global and inclusive’ multilateralism, the lack of institutionalised 

enforcement, and states’ unwillingness to pool their fiscal sovereignty (Dietsch & Rixen, 2016).  

 

In our view, that evaluation – not unique by any means to this edited volume – is overly pessimistic. 

Indeed, in the short time since the book was published, all three of these obstacles to radical change 

have been further eroded. Table 2 lists major international tax regime reform efforts before and after 

the crisis, illustrating how post-crisis developments have demonstrated a trend towards rapid change 

in all three areas, towards more radical, inclusive and enforceable governance. Furthermore, by 

shifting focus from developments in international tax governance to those in the international 

political economy in which it is grounded, we identify ongoing pressures for change, and greater signs 

of a breakdown in resistance to it. In the following pages, we discuss the contribution of each of the 

books under review in the context of these four macro trends. For each macro change, we first assess 

its expression in the transformation from pre-crisis stability to post-crisis change in global tax 

governance, second how the books under review and other recent literature take account of this 

transformation, and third how, in our view, the IPE tax literature should proceed.  
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1. The Return of the State 

 

One consequence of the financial crisis has been a revival of state intervention in global markets: 

Examples include macreoconomic demand management through fiscal stimulus packages, the revival 

of industrial policy, expanded state regulation in previously self-regulating areas, and an acceptance 

of capital controls (Grabel, 2011; Wade, 2012). This has provided a context in which states that had 

previously acquiesced to tax competition are more willing to stand up to the structural power of 

capital. For this reason, literature needs to treat the disciplining pressure of tax competition much 

more as a variable, rather than an invariant exogenous constraint. 

 

Table 2. Major global tax governance reform attempts pre- and post-crisis 

 Dates Nature of change  Inclusive 

multilateralism  

Institutionalised 

enforcement 

Sovereignty-

pooling 

Tax avoidance: 

transfer pricing 

guidelines  

(Radaelli 1998)  

1994-1995 

 

Moderate None: OECD 

only. 

None: self-

implementing. 

None: adapts 

existing 

principles. 

Tax evasion: 

harmful tax 

practices 

(Webb 2004; 

Sharman 2006) 

1997-2003 Small None: 

EU/OECD/ 

G7 only. 

 

None: sanctions 

threat proves 

hollow. 

None: weak 

standards and 

bilateralism. 

Distribution of 

the tax base: 

digital I 

(Cockfield 2005) 

1998-2002 

 

Small Some: OECD 

with ad hoc 

involvement of 

some non-member 

states. 

None: largely 

unimplemented. 

None: adapts 

existing 

principles. 

Tax evasion: 

common 

reporting 

standard 

(Hakelberg 

2016a) 

2009-2014 

 

Radical Some: rule-setting 

by G20, 

implementation by 

over 100 countries. 

Substantial: 

credible threat of 

G20 sanctions. 

Substantial: 

strong 

standards and a 

multilateral 

treaty. 

Tax avoidance: 

Base Erosion 

and Profit 

Shifting 

(Hearson & 

Prichard 2018; 

Lips 2018) 

2013-2017 

 

Moderate Some: rule-setting 

by G20, 

implementation by 

over 100 countries. 

Some: credible 

threat of G20 

sanctions for 

some minimum 

standards. 

Some: mixture 

of strong and 

weak standards 

and a 

multilateral 

treaty. 

Distribution of 

the tax base: 

digital II 

2013-present 

 

Potentially radical Substantial: rule-

setting and 

implementation by 

over 100 countries. 

Potentially: may 

include 

minimum 

standards. 

Potentially: 

may include 

fundamental 

reforms and a 

multilateral 

treaty. 
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Post-crisis interventionism stands in sharp contrast to the pre-crisis era where, as Lynne Latulippe 

(2016) argues in Global Tax Governance, tax competition was left largely unencumbered because its 

‘goodness’ and ‘normality’ had been internalised by governments and policy-makers. Her chapter 

echoes Jason Sharman’s (2006) account of how the OECD’s support for ‘legitimate’ tax competition 

was weaponised by the defenders of tax havens. The effect, according to Kimberly Clausing (2016), 

also in Global Tax Governance, was an “inefficient capital allocation and changing the pattern of capital 

returns and wages across countries” and “revenue-loss in high-tax jurisdictions relative to low-tax 

jurisdictions, creating concerns about fiscal externalities and possible under-provision of public 

goods” (p. 38). 

 

The trend to more activist states has led to take unilateral action against tax competition, crea ting a 

more sovereignty-constraining regime. Undoubtedly the most dramatic change here has been the 

unilateral introduction by the United States of FATCA (the ‘Foreign Accounts Tax Compliance Act’), 

which obliges financial institutions operating in the American market to provide data on Americans’ 

foreign accounts or face heavy withholding taxes. Here the US explicitly used its hegemonic position 

in global finance to override the sovereignty-preserving premise of mutual non-intervention. FATCA 

created a de facto international minimum standard for the exchange of tax information, which authors 

in the Dietsch & Rixen volume regard as ‘astonishing’ (Hakelberg, 2016b, p. 124) because it ‘appears 

set to profoundly change the capacity for enforcement of individual tax obligations with respect to 

offshore accounts’ (Grinberg, 2016). 

 

Importantly, FATCA also ‘unlocked’ a path for similar multilateral systems at the European Union 

and OECD-levels, expanding the automatic exchange of tax information to cover almost 150 

countries. This stands in sharp contrast to the OECD’s previous attempt in the early -2000s, which 

had ended with relatively weak standards requiring tax havens only to exchange information with a 

few other states on request. While Richard Woodward (2016) in Global Tax Governance points to 

continuing inadequacies in the post-crisis regime, he also notes how it tightens the standards. The 

success of the new regime in comparison to the HTC project is attributed by participants to the new 

credible threat of sanctions by G20 powers, which indicates a new norm of sovereignty-infringement 

(Eccleston, 2013, p. 167).  

 

The shift towards a sovereignty-constraining international tax order calls for a re-examination of our 

models of state preference formation and cooperation. The relationship between sovereignty and 
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competition varies between states (Basinger & Hallerberg, 2004; Plümper, Troeger, & Winner, 2009) 

but also within them, as a dynamic, even dialectical, balance. We find an excellent guide to this in 

Tasha Fairfield’s Private wealth and public revenue in Latin America: business power and tax politics. Contrary 

to ‘convergence’ analyses of globalization (Appel, 2011), she emphasises that the impact of tax 

competition on each country depends on national politics rather than purely global factors: 

“Operationalizing structural power as capital mobility for large-N analysis, which is common in 

literature on taxation and globalization, can therefore be problematic” (p. 279). Fairfield shows how 

the pressures of tax competition were counteracted through progressive tax increases in Argentina in 

the 90s and 00s, enabled by a diverse national economy and poorly organized economic elites that 

lacked reliable allies in Parliament. In contrast, the tax competition imperative took firm hold in Chile, 

where economic elites were cohesive and well-connected, and thus able to resist tax increases; policy-

makers became unwilling to promote economic policies that might ‘harm private investment and 

macroeconomic stability’ (p. 71, 99). Finally, in Bolivia tax policy became a ‘high-stakes balancing act’ 

for governments, having to trade off appeasing mass social unrest and business influence, result ing 

in tax increases on foreign capital but not national elites.  

 

Fairfield’s sophisticated study of domestic preference formation informs our understanding of the 

relationship between domestic tax politics and globalisation. However, even though it discusses 

banking secrecy, a core area of OECD-led cooperation, it nonetheless demonstrates a broader 

structural problem in the literature: A disjuncture between studies that focus on tax policies as purely 

national outcomes, and those focused on the transnational dimension of tax policy (Hearson, 2018). 

For example, while arguing for the primacy of instrumental and structural corporate power at national 

level, Fairfield notes that their exercise is limited by ‘administrative constraints’ and ‘technical 

principles’ (p. 11). Yet tax administration and the framing of technical principles are both highly 

internationalised and internationally-influenced activities (Appel, 2011, pp. 32–35; Christians, 2010a). 

The domestic variables that Fairfield emphasises, and the international variables discussed here, are 

mutually co-constituted. 

 

The case of banking secrecy is also one in which, by opening up the black box of domestic politics, 

the classic dividing line between large ‘onshore’ jurisdictions seeking to protect themselves from 

revenue losses, and smaller ‘offshore’ tax havens, breaks down. While large states themselves have 
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historically had interests in protecting certain parts of the offshore industry,  3 recent evidence is 

demonstrating that the conceptual distinction between onshore and offshore is now even more 

blurred (Cobham, Janskỳ, & Meinzer, 2015; Garcia-Bernardo et al., 2017; Seabrooke and Wigan, 

2017). Capital may not always seek to resist efforts to ‘crack down’ on tax havens, but may see it as a 

sophisticated form of tax competition. Indeed, the post-crisis tax cooperation agenda has arguably 

been designed to reconfigure national legal and administrative practice in small countries, while 

ignoring or even giving a selective advantage to the offshore industries of larger economies 

(Hakelberg & Schaub, 2017; Sharman, 2016). 

 

These features of the ‘return of the state’ require us to focus our attention on the changing national-

international dynamics and its radical implications for global tax cooperation and attitudes to 

sovereignty. In Global Tax Governance, neither Eccleston and Smith (2016, p. 178) nor Grinberg (2016, 

pp. 166–169) believe that recent sovereignty-constraining developments in the area of information 

exchange to combat tax evasion have extended to the area of corporate tax avoidance, addressed by 

the OECD and G20 through the project entitled Base Erosion and Profit-Shifting (BEPS). They 

conclude that corporate tax avoidance presents a much greater challenge because of its open 

distributional implications and greater threat to legislative sovereignty. However, since the volume 

was written, BEPS has led to new international institutions with deeper and broader sovereignty-

constraining effects than ever before. In June 2017, 68 jurisdictions signed up to a legally binding 

multilateral tax instrument (‘MLI’), the first of its kind: Previously, multilateral tax cooperation had 

only soft law status, while hard law was the province of bilateral treaties. The MLI immediately 

overrides more than 1000 bilateral treaties to close loopholes and strengthen sta tes’ ability to tax 

international economic activity. Importantly, the MLI binds signatories to certain minimum standards 

extending beyond administration to tax policy, representing a clear pooling of legislative sovereignty. 

The compliance with these standards is further subject to peer review in the new ‘Inclusive 

Framework’ at the OECD, a forum encompassing over 100 countries. Still, as a patchwork of national 

reservations to the MLI illustrates, the future of tax competition and coordination depends firmly on 

decisions taken by heterogeneous governments.  

 

 

                                                 
3 The very phenomenon of offshore originated with actions taken by the Bank of England that led to the creation of the 

Eurodollar market (Palan, 2003, pp. 26–32), and the early creation of offshore financial centres in small island states was 

encouraged by former colonial powers (Sharman, 2006).  
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2. Global Power Shifts 

 

The shift in global economic governance after the financial crisis from G7 to G20 was indicative of 

a second macro trend in international political economy: The rise of emerging powers from outside 

the OECD (Ban & Blyth, 2013; Wade, 2011; Woods, 2010). As the hegemony of OECD members, 

and the US in particular, appears at risk, the liberal international order over which they presided also 

looks fragile. In older volumes on tax IPE, non-OECD countries were largely discussed, if at all, in 

the fact that many were also tax havens, or that their interests were simply overlooked. More recently, 

as Richard Eccleston (2013, p. 16) has argued, “the extent and nature of international cooperation [is] 

increasingly dependent on the foreign economic policy priorities of China and other emerging 

powers.” 

 

The OECD has not rested on its laurels in the face of this power shift. It now works much more 

closely with the G20, rather than G7, which allows it to call on the material resources and normative 

authority of an organization including large emerging markets (Christians, 2010b; Eccleston, 2013; 

Grinberg, 2017). It has been extraordinarily effective at bringing developing countries inside the tent, 

creating two new bodies in which developing countries outnumber OECD states.4 This newfound 

inclusiveness has bought the OECD legitimacy, but potentially at the expense of its ability to achieve 

effective and timely reform (Clifton & Díaz-Fuentes, 2011). As a consequence, both member and 

non-member states have pre-empted the BEPS project’s most difficult discussions by adopting 

unilateral anti-avoidance measures targeting the digital economy. Analyses of tax and other policy 

domains suggests that emerging economies’ engagement with existing standard-setting bodies tends 

to be selective, balanced against allegiance to their own policy ideas (Ban & Blyth, 2013; Hearson & 

Prichard, 2018; Lesage, Lips, & Vermeiren, 2019). And tensions over the role and legitimacy of the 

OECD, seen as custodian of a system favouring rich developed countries, continue to bubble under 

the surface of international tax debates (Eccleston & Smith, 2016). 

 

Sunita Jogarajan’s exhaustive study of the League of Nations negotiations allows us to take the long 

view on these power shifts, providing important context on the frictions it creates. ‘Developing 

countries issues’ were already considered at the earliest attempts at international tax cooperation 

                                                 

4 The Global Forum on Transparency and Exchange of Information has 154 members, while the Inclusive Framework 

on Base Erosion and Profit Shifting has 129 members as of June 2019. 
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(Jogarajan, 2018, p. 251). Just as the OECD today, the League of Nations in the 1920s gradually 

broadened its work out to incorporate more developing countries and thus diverse voices in 

deliberations. Yet then, as now, late-comers to international standard-setting can have particular 

troubles overcoming its originators’ first-mover advantage. Jogarajan emphasises the historical 

importance of the transnational policymaking community in restricting new-comer influence, 

operating as key builders and maintainers of the emerging international tax system. She describes how 

the early institutional scaffolding was based on a “spirit of compromise and conciliation” (p. 27 -28) 

amongst experts, who agreed to “set aside personal preferences and nationalistic considerations” (p. 

236). In consequence, the “compulsion to follow” prior ideas that had developed “significantly 

reduced the influence of (…) new experts” (p. 165).  

 

Is history repeating itself? Jogarajan believes so, concluding that “[t]he time for radical reform (…) 

has passed and (…) we are locked into the existing paradigm” (p. 254). This echoes Thomas Rixen’s 

(2011a) historical institutionalist emphasis on path dependence following the critical juncture of the 

League of Nations era. While it is true that the OECD’s tax standards appear to enjoy near-hegemonic 

status across the globe (Hearson, 2016; Wijnen & de Goede, 2013), the changes underway in global 

economic governance call into question the durability of this ‘lock in’ effect. In terms of state-centric 

power, the shift to G20 economic governance illustrates that the present era differs from the 1920s 

and 1930s, in that traditionally marginalised nations can now challenge a system where historically 

they could “neither profit from tax competition nor effectively compensate competition-induced 

revenue shortfalls in capital taxation from other sources” (Genschel & Seelkopf, 2016, p. 71). 

Nonetheless, shifts in the location of authority towards emerging economies are certainly not given, 

and traditional powers remain central, leaving global governance institutions caught in the middle 

(Lesage, Lips, & Vermeiren, 2019; Wade, 2011; Woods, 2010). In this sense, international taxation 

provides an important window onto the ‘lock in’ effect observable across the international political 

economy, where the asymmetric distribution of power at one time may enable a configuration of 

governance institutions that erect barriers to future power shifts (Farrell & Newman, 2019).  

 

Jogarajan’s analysis also demonstrates the need to investigate how state power interacts with 

individual personalities to shape historical international tax politics. For instance, while Britain’s 

considerable influence in the interwar period related to its position as ‘a great economy’ (p. 172), its 

authority depended significantly on its representative to the League of Nations. The substitution of 

the ‘strongman’ Percy Thompson with the more ‘willing-to-compromise’ Gerald Canny enabled the 
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finalisation of a key consensus report in 1927. In the present day, we must also extend this analysis 

to consider the staff of the OECD’s secretariat. Pascal Saint-Amans, Director of its Centre for Tax 

Policy and Administration, has described his role as “almost like an entrepreneurial job. You come 

up with a project; you raise the funds; you get people to buy into your product; and you move 

forward” (Johnston, 2017). Indeed, the OECD bureaucracy played a key role in pushing the G20 to 

add tax to its agenda in the post-crisis agenda-setting scramble (Eccleston, 2013). The OECD 

secretariat acts as a source of ideational authority (Jacobsson, 2006; Marcussen, 2001), which is 

‘reinforced by the diffuse sense that the OECD’s knowledge is an expression of the best states’ best 

practices’ (Mahon & McBride, 2009), may well be enhanced by its co-optation of the G20. 

 

3. Austerity and Populism 

 

The rapid and correlated rise of politics of austerity populism led to ground-breaking political events 

such as Brexit, the US election of President Donald Trump, and the surge of anti-immigration parties 

in Europe (Best et al., 2017; Paul, 2018). A populist backlash against established global governance 

and the associated ‘death of expertise’ (Nichols, 2017) is most potently captured in Brexit proponent 

Michael Gove’s comment that “people in this country have had enough of experts” (Mance, 2016). 

In this tinderbox atmosphere, tax politics has caught alight. The domestic and international politics 

that shapes and constrains governments’ fiscal actions is now conducted in the context of frequent 

front-page news stories about tax avoidance and evasion, alongside broad interest group mobilisation. 

While the signs of this politicisation predate the financial crisis (Rixen, 2008, pp. 148-9,196-7), post-

crisis austerity politics has connected international taxation to broader surges of populism. As Saint -

Amans has noted: 

 

If we step back and look at what's happened over the past five years, we have 

moved from tax being just a tax geek thing to tax being a political item on the G-

20 and many governments' agendas (Johnston, 2017). 

 

The order-of-magnitude shift can be seen when comparing the controversy surrounding a 

whistleblower from UBS in Switzerland in 2008-9, especially ‘LuxLeaks’ in 2014, the ‘Panama Papers’ 

in 2016 and ‘Paradise Papers’ in 2017. The UBS case involved the confidential disclosure of 

information to revenue authorities, and the discussion it provoked took place almost entirely in elite 

political settings in the US Congress and the European Commission (Eccleston, 2013, pp. 115–117). 
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In contrast, more recent leaks have involved public disclosure of confidential documents, and, 

alongside mainstream coverage of the tax affairs of well-known global brands such as Apple, Google 

and Starbucks, have driven moral panics over tax evasion and avoidance, cost political leaders from 

Iceland to Pakistan their positions, and put pressure simultaneously on a broad range of states (Oei 

& Ring, 2017). Previously, the stability of the international tax regime could partly be attributed to 

the insulation of a transnational policy community united around a shared normative foundation 

(Büttner & Thiemann, 2017; Hearson, 2018). Now, in the context of populism and politicisation, a 

more diverse set of domestic interests is pressurising international tax policy-makers, and actors from 

civil society and academia have entered directly into dialogue with the transnational tax community 

(Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016). 

 

Harrington’s (2016) book is an interesting example of a new wave of scholarship directing attention 

to the ways in which professionals and experts utilise normative, cognitive, and relational strategies 

to control global political change (e.g. Ban, Seabrooke, & Freitas, 2016; Krisch, 2017; Seabrooke & 

Henriksen, 2017). Training as a wealth manager, she immersed herself within the ‘offshore industry’, 

gaining privileged access to the underbelly of the international tax system. She analyses in micro-level 

detail the historical role of the professional community in enabling tax competition and its effects. 

Wealth managers ‘grew up’ with the rise of global capitalism, Harrington argues, employing 

specialised expertise to effectively constrain attempts at tightening international tax regulation, 

“thwarting the aims of the state without breaking any laws” (p. 9). The effect, she notes, was to 

maintain key features of the international tax regime and exacerbate its deteriorating effects on 

sovereignty and inequality. The general belief within the professional community, however, is simply 

that their services help states. Deriding the professions’ poor reputation and its misunderstanding in 

the general public, one wealth manager told Harrington, “[w]ithout our profession, there wouldn’t be 

the large pools of capital available to fuel economic development” (p. 257). The responsibility for 

eroding sovereignty and rising inequality, identified by Harrington as centrally associated with the 

profession’s work, are argued by wealth managers to rest rather with exactly the states and institutions 

now trying to crack down on wealth managers (p. 239).  

 

Like Jogarajan, Harrington’s assessment of the outlook  for change is largely negative: 
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[W]ealth management will continue to thrive. (…) [T]he game of “playing cat and 

mouse with tax authorities around the world”, as one participant in this study 

described his work, seems unlikely to wind down anytime soon (p. 298-99). 

 

Her book is certainly a powerful reminder that the context in which the politics of austerity and 

populism have arisen are not self-perpetuating and inevitable, and that professional experts often 

fight back. A key contribution is to highlight that “questions of agency have remained almost totally 

unexamined. (...) [W]e still lack a coherent account of the key actors involved [in processes of 

inequality], as well as their methods and motives” (p. 206). 

 

Nonetheless, Harrington may have underestimated the extent to which the post-crisis political 

economy context of tax expertise has allowed challenges to professional agency to arise and gain 

momentum. Public and political pressure for a ‘fair’ tax system displays little concern for the 

normative or technical basis against which transnational policy-makers have historically judged 

international tax rules. Political responses, not least the pressure from OECD member states to 

initiate the BEPS project, may often be designed to placate an angry public with ‘political responses 

to perceived problems’, more than to engage with the substantive issues that have led to public 

concerns (Grinberg, 2017: 1158). Activists have enhanced this destabilising effect by developing 

‘counter-expertise’, pooling various knowledge resources in strategic coalitions in transnational 

forums, and successfully combining private technical and public political strategies (Quack, 2016; 

Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016). 

 

The century-long era of ‘quiet politics’ (Culpepper, 2010) in international tax may thus be over, and 

problematizing it opens up new fruitful avenues for enquiry. Studies to date have primarily focused 

on transnational strategies by critical actors from the Global North, yet we know much less about 

how expertise politics operates in interplay with domestic tax settings, or about how experts and 

expertise from emerging and developing countries play into these processes. There’s also the question 

of how different settings constrain or enable different kinds of expertise to gain authority. As Fairfield 

reminds us, the relative technical proficiency of policymakers and lobbyists/activists is central to 

policy outcomes (p. 81 & 152). These tensions point to an ongoing epistemic struggle for authority 

between political and technical actors. 
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4. The Digital Economy 

 

Disruptive innovations such as the ‘sharing economy’, artificial intelligence and 3D printing, bundled 

together under the rubric of the ‘fourth industrial revolution’ (Schwab, 2017), are reshaping global 

value chains, slowly creating new fault lines among winners and losers from a new type of 

globalisation (Baldwin, 2018; Rosenau & Singh, 2002), as well as new distributions of capabilities 

among states and non-state actors. These fault lines have shown up quicker in international tax politics 

than other areas because of the chasm between public expectations and the low tax rates paid by the 

world’s largest digital companies. These upheavals are pushing the envelope of change in each of the 

areas we have discussed above: The political pressures they created have driven a wave of unilateral 

actions, sparked vociferous inter-state conflicts that run across the OECD/non-OECD axis, and 

look set to break down the expert-led consensus. This is a terrain that differs considerably from that 

which formed the basis of all four of the books discussed here.  

 

One factor marking out the digital economy is its separation from the underlying physical economy. 

Tax competition is still analysed, for example in Dietsch and Rixen, through the dichotomy between 

‘real’ competition for job-creating foreign direct investment and ‘virtual’ competition for tax-

optimising portfolio capital. This distinction is blurred by business models in which companies’ major 

assets – their intellectual property – are virtual. The consequence has been digital firms with hundreds 

of billions of dollars hoarded offshore, untaxed. As such, it looks increasingly likely that the digital 

challenge proves the Achilles heel of the century-old international tax rules. The OECD (2019) has 

acknowledged that it requires reforms that “may reach into fundamental aspects of the current 

international tax architecture” that have comfortably privileged OECD countries for decades, and is 

addressing the topic through its Inclusive Framework of over 100 countries, rather than its core 

membership. 

 

Indeed, digitalisation is eroding traditional coalitions and battle lines. The BEPS project sought to 

align taxable profits with ‘value creation’, an idea already being destabilised by technological changes. 

The term has thus become a highly contested battleground, providing a technical façade for 

fundamentally distributional politics (Muniesa, 2017). On one level, the changing international politics 

reflects changing patterns of investment flows, for example as the US and China switch places from 

net capital importer to exporter and vice versa. More importantly, however, technological changes 

are rendering direct investment positions an increasingly irrelevant axis of conflict between countries, 
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since digital firms can make large amounts of money in one market without any local capital 

investment. Market size is rapidly becoming important, with countries possessing large consumer and 

user markets – from China to France – seeking to chip away at core norms of the international tax 

regime predicated on physical presence and fixed investment (Hearson & Prichard, 2018; Rocha & 

Christians, 2017).  

 

The growth of giant digital firms is also generating conflict between historical allies, the EU and the 

OECD, especially the US. The controversies surrounding US-based digital firms have prompted calls 

for action at the OECD and G20 levels under the BEPS project, but importantly also unilateral action 

in the European Union and beyond (OECD, 2018b), with proposals for a new tax on the revenues 

of large digital companies alongside antitrust investigations of several large US MNCs’ tax affairs 

through the EU’s state aid rules. This has prompted significant clashes between European and 

American policy-makers, with the latter condemning the former for anti-US bias (Rappeport, 

Schreuer, Tankersley, & Singer, 2018). 

 

As the OECD’s position was already vulnerable, a stalemate between its two most powerful 

membership blocs, and the newfound activism of European Union institutions in international tax 

matters, could compromise its first-mover advantage and destabilise its leadership role. While the EU 

has historically taken a backseat to the OECD in international tax policy (Radaelli, 1997), today it is 

the arena providing the most significant challenges to OECD-led governance (Christensen, 2019). In 

recent years, EU policy-makers have clashed directly with the OECD consensus on high-profile issues 

such as corporate tax transparency (Lesage & Kacar, 2013), and now taxing the digital economy. They 

are supported by an activist civil society community, critical European politicians, and massive media 

attention. 

 

Set against all of this, big data is simultaneously enabling international tax cooperation. A ’transparency 

revolution’ is underway, permitted by new information transmission and security systems that allow 

safe global exchange of data critical to national tax compliance. This is illustrated most centrally by 

the automatic cross-border information sharing mechanisms of FATCA and its multilateral OECD 

counterpart, but also the development of technological infrastructure to support the obtainment and 

diffusion of large-scale whistle-blower data (Cockfield, 2016). This transparency, in turn, allows 

countries oversight of cross-border capital flows they have not had since eliminating capital controls, 

reducing the pressures of ‘virtual’ capital flight. While political economy lies at the heart of the 



 
 

  
86 
 

dramatic progress on exchange of information since the crisis, technological change has also 

significantly lowered the barriers to progress. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Reflecting on the historical contingency of conclusions drawn by IPE scholars in previous decades, 

Johnson et al (2013) posed a question to all those working in the discipline: 

 

Does what we thought we had learned about the politics of diverse issues such as 

domestic and international inequality, development, trade and investment patterns, 

aid politics, and democratic and autocratic politics in the shadow of globalization 

still hold in a post-crisis world? 

 

By situating international taxation in the context of broader trends affecting the international political 

economy, we have identified a structural break between the politics of global tax governance before 

and after the crisis. This new political economy is characterized by a growing willingness to pool and 

infringe sovereignty; the emergence of an OECD-G20 complex characterized by major internal 

tensions; significant politicization fostering unprecedented challenges to historically entrenched 

governance insiders; and a fundamental shakeup of longstanding political battle lines due to the 

digitalization. 

 

In contrast, much literature on global tax governance continues to emphasize continuity over change, 

as illustrated by the prognosis emerging from Dietsch & Rixen’s edited volume and our assessments 

of three further monographs. We do take seriously Jogarajan’s historically-grounded warning that new 

entrants into the regime will struggle to undo decisions made by its first  movers, as well as 

Harrington’s confidence, borne out of her immersive methodology, that recent progress against tax 

havens may merely be another move in a cat-and-mouse game, and Fairfield’s emphasis on the 

national politics that have always mediated capital’s structural power. Yet the driving trends we have 

identified are not unique to taxation. Indeed, the international tax landscape should act as a case study 

to inform scholars interested in these broader shifts in the IPE. As Jason Sharman (2012) has argued, 

the international tax system can act as a ‘canary in the coal mine’ for macro trends.  

 

Beyond acting as an example, however, the contribution of developments in international taxation to 
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broader changes in the global political economy is worthwhile considering on its own. The 

politicization of tax avoidance and evasion is not merely a by-product of the politics of austerity, since 

the wealthy’s ability to minimize their tax bills has contributed centrally to the depletion of 

government budgets and the growth of inequality that fed into austerity politics. One lesson from 

Fairfield’s Latin American cases is that such narratives can be powerful weapons in election 

campaigns. While tax havens did not create the financial crisis, they were intimately involved in many 

of the complex structures at its roots. Expertise politics, meanwhile, by its nature transcends the 

boundaries between IPE’s empirical subfields. Indeed, the ability to draw on different pools of 

expertise may be a key resource of influence in global governance (Seabrooke, 2014). At the juncture 

of tax and trade, for instance, Teppo Eskelinen and Matti Ylönen (2017) have shown how epistemic 

arbiters were able to use international trade expertise to resist sanctions in the area of taxation. Andrea 

Binder (2019) also illustrates the substitutability of domestic banking and offshore finance for elites’ 

wealth protection. 

 

As a final observation, we return to our Schumpeterian view. Because of the intimate relationship 

between statehood and the power to tax, tax tells us something about state-citizen relations, and 

hence about the interactions between states and citizens in the international political economy. Before 

the crisis, the emphasis on stability in literature on the IPE of tax provided a fa scinating window into 

nation states’ willing capitulation to the forces of globalisation. Post-crisis literature, we contend, 

should now tell us something new about the evolving relationship between the state and globalisation. 

And indeed it does. States have, as Lana Mosley (2000) suggested, significant ‘room to move’ when 

it comes to fiscal policy, and they have increasingly been willing to use it when political and financial 

pressures push them towards doing so. Faced with the challenges of austerity pol itics, a global power 

shift and technological disruption, states have actively breached previous sovereignty -based 

constraints on unilateral and multilateral action. As sovereignty declines in importance to the 

international tax regime, we find ourselves questioning the dominant narrative of increasing 

unilateralism since 2016. In the case of taxation, states are responding to challenges since the financial 

crisis by coming together differently, but also – for the time being at least – more effectively. 
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Abstract: Taxation of multinational corporations is changing rapidly. Over the past decade, 

international corporate taxation has seen an unprecedented reconfiguration of both policy and 

practice. In particular, the field has seen the emergence of strong civil society influence, politicization, 

and critique of the historically dominant professional-technical logic, in addition to increasing conflict 

concerning social hierarchies and expertise. Studies of such social change in accounting and related 

areas often leverage Bourdieu’s field theory. To make sense of rapid social change of the kind 

experienced in international corporate taxation, however, this paper highlights the analytical potential 

in embracing a greater diversity of social dynamics and a better alignment with transnational realities 

in Bourdieusian field theoretical approaches. The nature and value of an adapted approach is explored 

through an analysis of recent change in the field of international corporate taxation that focuses on 

the case of corporate tax transparency. 
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Introduction 

 

Taxation of multinational businesses is changing rapidly. Over the past decade, shifts in the political, 

normative, and social context of international corporate taxation have led to an unprecedented 

reconfiguration of both practice and policy. With governments facing growth and debt challenges, 

and with rising public outrage over international tax avoidance and evasion, an exceptional 

momentum for change has arisen in the past decade, helped along by stories in popular media 

exposing tax havens, such as the LuxLeaks (2014), Panama Papers (2016), and Paradise Papers (2017), 

as well as media stories on the tax affairs of multinationals like Starbucks, Google, and Apple (Bergin, 

2012; Duhigg & Kocieniewski, 2012; Rankin, O’Carroll, & Monaghan, 2013). As Pascal Saint -Amans, 

head of the influential OECD Centre for Tax Policy and Administration, noted, “we have moved 

from tax being just a tax geek thing to tax being a political item on the G20 and many governments’ 

agendas” (Johnston, 2017).  

 

These changes have provided a backdrop for allowing various critical challenges to confront the 

established principles of governance and practice in the field of international corporate taxation, not 

to mention the established logics and hierarchies. First, the constellations of actors and institutions 

involved have become far more heterogeneous and open, marked by the rise in the number and status 

of civil society activists and also by serious challenges from the media and critical politicians. Second, 

the norms and culture around international corporate taxation have transformed. With the advent of 

increased scrutiny and debate, more transparency, and a surge of regulatory interventions, traditional 

understandings of acceptable behavior based on a dominant professional-expertise logic have made 

way for new, more politicized conventions and conflicts. Third, the hierarchy of social relations has 

undergone change. Previously marginalized actors, such as civil society, have gained authority at the 

expense of entrenched professional elites, though there has been a notable fightback by historically 

core actors, who use cognitive and institutional strategies to reassert their standing, leading to further 

conflict in the field. 

 

Studies of change in accounting and related social spaces often apply Bourdieu’s field theory and 

concepts, which see fields as sites of perpetual struggle to analyze how, why, and what kinds of change 

happens (or does not) (Bourdieu, 1984, 1985b, 1985a; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Fields are images 

of social orders based on the idea of a space, an organized site in which social actors operate. The 

Bourdieusian universe of field theory provides a particularly useful tool for analyzing complex social 
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orders because of the flexibility, multi-levelled, and multi-dimensional applicability of its concepts, 

enabling the researcher to emphasize spatial and temporal dimensions, and structure and agency. 

Specifically attuned to a detailed examination of power, dominance, and hierarchy in the sphere under 

study, it allows the researcher to interrogate the logics, institutions and actors unique to the domain 

of interest. Bourdieu’s ideas also allow us to consider change and order together, as embedded in a 

broader social environment. 

 

However, recent discussions of field theory have highlighted the potential to adapt field theory to a 

greater diversity of social dynamics and achieve a better alignment with transnational realities (Go & 

Krause, 2016a; Liu & Emirbayer, 2016). These elements are particularly relevant to understanding 

social change of the kind experienced in a field like international corporate taxation. First, as field 

theory embeds a fundamental notion of friction and structure over interaction and process, with 

entrenched structures and institutions disabling or constraining novel action for change, it may be 

difficult to use as a lens for comprehending rapid and radical change in social hierarchies. In the 

Bourdieusian field view, the continuous struggle for change in social life is marked by strong and 

stable constellations that help reproduce hierarchies and resist change. A greater diversity of social 

dynamics, such as interaction (as complement to structural positioning), in the analysis offers the 

potential to “provide stronger analytical tools for explaining the field’s power dynamics” (Liu & 

Emirbayer, 2016, p. 74). This potential is furthered by the methodological nationalism of field theory, 

emphasizing national spaces, and the power of national-level authorities constrains analyses of inter- 

or trans-national phenomena that have distinct properties and require distinct analyses. As such, 

recent scholarship has called for further attention to and theorization of transnational fields 

(Buchholz, 2016; Cohen, 2018; Go & Krause, 2016a; Kauppi, 2018; Kuus, 2017). International 

corporate taxation is one of many modern fields where logics, institutions, and practices have 

historically been marked by transnationalism, a unique cross-border normative and legal order 

characterized by relative stability and well-established rules of the game (Genschel & Rixen, 2015; 

Picciotto, 1992b). 

 

Numerous existing studies, including in this journal, have applied a field theoretical approach to study 

social change in fields, with a variety of national and/or transnational qualities, in accounting (Cooper 

& Joyce, 2013; Killian & O’Regan, 2016; Neu, Everett, Rahaman, & Martinez, 2013), tax (Gracia & 

Oats, 2012; Mulligan & Oats, 2016), professional services (Dezalay, 1995; Suddaby, Cooper, & 

Greenwood, 2007), law (Dezalay & Garth, 1995, 2010, 2011; Kauppi & Madsen, 2014; Quack, 2007), 
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banking (Mudge & Vauchez, 2016; Neu, Ocampo Gomez, Graham, & Heincke, 2006; Xu & Xu,  

2008), and finance (Kurunmäki, 1999). While most of these studies investigate some element of 

transformation – e.g., a new organizational dynamic, a regulatory innovation, or the temporal 

evolution of a field – change is typically conceived as slow-moving and friction-filled, with case 

outcomes understood as persistence, entrenchment, or slow, incremental reconfiguration of the 

established power relations. These dynamics of persistence are conceived in terms of dominant 

fractions within a field reasserting authority under new constraints, retooling domination strategies, 

or being successfully challenged only over many decades or centuries. In other words, while elements 

in the field might change, the underlying dynamic of the entrenched social hierarchy is generally 

viewed as enduring or slowly altering, rather than rapidly and radically changing. The specifically 

transnational dimensions and dynamics of the fields under study have featured more prominently in 

analyses, yet the distinctly transnational and global properties of fields remains understudied and 

undertheorized (Go & Krause, 2016b). In the specific case of international taxation, new studies tend 

to emphasize the persistence of existing structures of domination and power (Büttner & Thiemann, 

2017; Eggenberger, 2018; Emmenegger & Marx, 2018; Hakelberg, 2015; Hakelberg & Schaub, 2017; 

Kemmerling, 2016; Rixen, 2013). 

 

This paper develops an adapted Bourdieusian field theoretical approach, attuned to rapid social 

change in transnational fields. We argue that, in international corporate taxation, interaction-based 

processes of boundary work and exchange are central to the reconfiguration of the transnational field. 

While maintaining the focus and strength of field theory’s sharp lens for the study of context-specific 

dynamics of power, dominance, and hierarchy, inspiration is drawn from recent discussions within 

the field literature and from social ecology theory (Go & Krause, 2016a; Liu & Emirbayer, 2016). 

Using the case of corporate tax transparency, we argue that hierarchies and logics of power have been 

fundamentally reconfigured in the transnational field of international corporate taxation. In particular, 

exchange between critical civil society activists and policymakers, as well as deliberate strategies of 

boundary blurring on acceptable corporate tax practices, have served to critically devalue the 

historically dominant professional-technical logic of the field. 

 

This paper is structured as follows: The following section sets out the main concepts of conventional 

Bourdieusian field theory and application in analyses of change in accounting and related fields. The 

next section sets out the case for an adapted Bourdieusian field theory, bringing in ideas from 

ecological theory and the broader field literatures to comprehend rapid change in the transnational 
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fields of accounting and related areas, and reflects on the philosophical implications of an adapted 

field theory. The rest of the paper sets out the transnational field of international corporate taxation 

and analyses its rapid transformations over the past decade through the lens of corporate tax 

transparency. We highlight the emergence of strong civil society influence, politicization, and critique 

of the historically dominant professional-technical logic, and increasing amount of conflict over social 

hierarchies and expertise, as key drivers of change. Lastly, we offer a conclusion on the analysis and 

describe the outlook for further research. 

 

Fields and Change in Accounting and Beyond 

 

The popularity of Bourdieu’s field theory in analyses of accounting and related social spaces is well -

established and well-founded (Malsch, Gendron, & Grazzini, 2011). The wide applicability of his field 

theoretical universe has proven valuable for a broad range of social analysis, with the underlying 

relational philosophy supporting analyses within and across different levels and spaces, and a basic 

premise that analytical boundaries are not fixed or assumed but investigated (Buchholz, 2016; Go & 

Krause, 2016a; Vauchez, 2011). Bourdieu’s metaphor for social space, fields, comprises sites of 

perpetual struggle, divided by class and fraction, organized primarily along the lines of elites/non-

elites and domination/subordination. The fields are semi-autonomous sites “of organized striving” 

(Martin, 2003), structured by distribution of various forms of power resources (capital) and social 

positions, which shapes the ongoing struggles between dominant and dominated groups. In Xu and 

Xu’s (2008, p. 81) field of Chinese banking, the central stratifying principle in the early twentieth 

century was the international orientation and positioning of different groups of banks, including 

access to global financial markets and relations to mobile economic elites, which had a llowed foreign 

banks to dominate at the expense of local Chinese banks and other agents. This illustrates how fields 

are characterized by a distinct set of agents, systems of beliefs among those agents (a view of the 

social space and its applicable rules), and a distinct hierarchy of power.  

 

Agents of varying types and with varying characteristics populate these organized, hierarchical spaces. 

In the general field of tax, we find tax advisors, clients, politicians, bureaucrats, and other actors 

interacting with each other and with other fields, such as the legal field and the state, more broadly 

(Gracia & Oats, 2012). Bourdieu saw these agents as members of class fractions or elite/non-elite 

groups, defined by the volume and composition of capital resources. In Suddaby et al.’s (2007) 

emergent field of professional services, this structuration is based, in part, on the supremacy of a logic 
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of the commercial exchange of expertise controlled by elite global accounting firms, in contrast with 

the low-status capital historically associated with professional trusteeships and ethics. These volumes 

and relative status of capital resources vary with each field and hierarchy, i.e., distinct mixes of what 

we might call ideal types of capital, namely economic (e.g., money), cultural (e.g., education), symbolic 

(e.g., prestige), and social (e.g., network access) capital. In the field of health care, for instance, the 

dominance of professional capital – the clinical freedom of doctors – allows health care professionals 

to repel challenges from finance outsiders to control the field (Kurunmäki, 1999). 

 

A central manifestation of these hierarchies is found in the field doxa, in other words, the field-

specific rules of the game, the tacitly accepted understandings of what is being strived for and how, 

imposed by the dominant elite. Through ongoing processes of legitimation of the preferred logics of 

field elites, other field actors are imbued with a sense of acceptance and normality of the state of 

affairs. In Killian and O’Regan’s (2016) case, the iterative practice of social accounting between newly 

arrived Royal Dutch Shell and a traditional local Irish community served to create a “subtly altered 

understanding within the community of its own relationship with the company” and ultimately draw 

power “away from traditional leadership structures and embedding Shell’s legitimacy in the locality” 

(p. 2). 

 

Capital is not only central in determining the hierarchy within a field but also across fields as the field 

of power rests where the meta-capital game of society is played, with elites from different fields 

struggling over the overall hierarchy of capitals. Bourdieu argued that French legal elites enjoyed 

particularly high social standing in contemporary France because of the cross-societal power of the 

legal field relative to other fields (Bourdieu, 1986). Regarding the UK, Cooper and Joyce (2013) 

underscore how neoliberalism under Margaret Thatcher shaped symbolic battles in the field of power, 

allowing the monopolization of insolvency work by particular professionals, thus elevating the control 

of valuable capital and the social standing of privileged commercial-economic agents. 

 

While field struggles are organized by capital, shaping the relative positions of actors in social space, 

capital also importantly interacts with habitus in producing action and (re)producing the field 

structure. Habitus is a central synthesis concept of Bourdieu that embodies the persistent drive in his 

scholarship to transcend theoretical dichotomies – of subjectivism and objectivism, of material and 

ideational, of structure and agency. Habitus is the amalgamation of agents’ total prior experience, 

which produces dispositions guiding their behavior and interpretations, enabling or constraining 
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specific courses of action. It represents an overarching principle shaping lifestyle and behavior, a 

structured and structuring structure and “a general, transposable disposition which carries out a 

systematic, universal application” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 166). The habitus of wealth managers is 

ingrained with gentlemanliness and a cultural service orientation (Harrington, 2017), that of tax 

authorities with a “service to society” ideal, institutionalized in the practice of a range of procedures 

and protocols to ensure compliance with regulatory requirements (Gracia & Oats, 2012). However, 

habitus is not neutral, as it internalizes power dynamics and inequalities of the field. Accountants’ 

habitus may broadly embody the “true and fair view” ideal, but this reinforces entrenched hierarchies 

of control within the accounting field and the economy more generally (Hamilton & Ó hÓgartaigh, 

2009), and it may be supplanted in specific organizational field contexts where commerciality reigns 

supreme (Spence & Carter, 2014; Suddaby, Gendron, & Lam, 2009).  

 

What do these features of the Bourdieusian field theory mean for understanding social change? These 

structured and structuring phenomena – the field, capital, doxa and habitus – serve to instill a 

substantial friction in the field, reinforcing existing hierarchies and conventions, advantaging the 

dominant groups. Change is a fundamental feature of the field but change often serves to reproduce 

field dominance (Bourdieu 1984, p. 153). The field and its elements develop over decades, centuries, 

to generate material and mental limits to what agents in the field can do, including any challenge from 

avant-gardes to the dominant fractions or classes. Social dominance and stratification are so difficult 

to break because they are consequences of complete individual and social histories, leading to the 

institutionalization of hierarchies the mental state of agents but also materially in inheritance laws and 

the educational system. To use an economic analogy, Bourdieu’s image of society is a market of 

imperfect competition marked by strong oligopolies and tycoon empires that are largely able to resist 

challengers. Where change is seen, it is typically observed only over the long-term, or cast as a benign 

transformation of field dynamics without significantly upsetting the fundamenta l social hierarchies 

and power relations: “Despite the political tensions that pervade his work, Bourdieu's is a world not 

of revolutions or even of social change, but of endless transformations. Symbolic violence and 

domination persist; only their disguises are altered.” (DiMaggio, 1979, p. 1470) .2 

 

                                                 
2 Notably, Bourdieu saw researchers as a key part of the long-term, ongoing struggles to resist field hierarchies and societal 

dominance by producing and diffusing critical political knowledge, although he also recognised the difficulty in achieving 

fundamental change (Swartz, 2003). For a discussion on accounting and related research specifically, see Golsorkhi, Leca,  

Lounsbury, and Ramirez, 2009, and Malsch, Gendron, and Grazzini, 2011. 
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Radical change in fields is not inconceivable, however. It is analyzed through at least two key lenses. 

First, time itself can fundamentally change fields, in the long term. Given the constant struggle 

between dominant and dominated groups, and the ongoing interactions of fields and agents and 

habitus, the field is always moving. Over the long term, changes in practices may gradually lead to 

field-level changes in the value and volume of, for example, capital, habitus, and social positions. For 

instance, Bourdieu argued that the long-term expansion of access to education in France led to a 

devaluation of cultural capital in French society (Bourdieu, 1984). Neu et al. (2003) traced the 

evolution of the Canadian accounting field across the twentieth century through the internal ethical 

representations of accountants in relation to broader streams of change in society, from an early -

century discourse of sacrifice and duty to legitimize a yet-to-be recognized professional group in the 

field, to a late-century discourse of commercialization of a now powerfully established professional 

elite. 

 

The second key lens is crisis, which holds the potential for successful transformations of established 

power stasis. Moments of crisis, “in which the routine adjustment of subjective and objective 

structures is brutally disrupted, constitute a class of circumstances when indeed ‘rational choice’ may 

take over” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 131). Rational choice, the reflexive deliberation over 

action, is juxtaposed here with the non-reflexive logic of practice, shaped by habitus, which guides 

most of human behavior, according to Bourdieu. In this sense, Bourdieu’s conception of crisis in 

field theory is reminiscent of historical institutionalism’s critical junctures, i.e., systemic shocks where 

institutional and normative configurations are challenged, allowing fast-paced and transformational 

change (Pierson & Skocpol, 2002). These shocks can come from inside or, as is often the case , outside 

the field. In Xu and Xu’s (2008) study on Chinese banking, the 1924 introduction of standardized 

bank accounting marked just such critical juncture in the context of China’s historical development 

and served to reconfigure the field over just a few years. Modern Chinese banks were able to 

successfully challenge the previous dominance of foreign banks through new legitimation principles 

tied to standardized accounting, reinforced by a Chinese state that now exercised more power in the 

field. 

 

Notably, however, neither the long term nor crises are given paths for radical change, and their 

pathways still need to be specified conceptually. They may open up scope for reflexive deliberation 

by individuals, but agents may not be able to channel this deviation from normal practice into 
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meaningful change; they may challenge their social trajectory, but they largely stay in their hierarchical 

positions: 

 

To a given volume of inherited capital there corresponds a band of more or less 

equally probable trajectories leading to more or less equivalent positions (this is the 

field of the possibles objectively offered to a given agent), and the shift from one 

trajectory to another often depends on collective events – wars, crisis etc. – or 

individual events – encounters, affairs, benefactors, etc. – which are usually 

described as (fortunate or unfortunate) accidents, although they themselves depend 

statistically on the position and disposition of those whom they befall (e.g., the 

skills in operating ‘connections’ which enables to holders of high social capital to 

preserve or increase this capital), when, that is, they are not deliberately contrived 

by institutions (clubs, family reunions, old-boys’ or alumni associations etc.) or by 

the ‘spontaneous’ intervention of individuals or groups. (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 104) 

 

Given these conceptions of change in Bourdieusian field theory, how can we make sense of the rapid 

and transformative changes in the field of international corporate taxation, if we want to maintain the 

strength of field theory’s fine-tuned lens for the study of context-specific dynamics of power, 

dominance and hierarchy? The next section argues that, to analytically capture radical fast -moving 

change in fields like international corporate taxation, there is a need to adapt field theory to a greater 

diversity of social dynamics and achieve a better alignment with transnational realities, drawing 

inspiration from recent discussions within the field literature and from social ecology theory.  

 

Transnationalism and New Social Dynamics in Fields 

 

Bringing in new perspectives to field theory has the potential to enhance understanding of rapid 

modern transformations of fields like international corporate taxation, as well as to strengthen field 

theoretical inquiry more broadly, while maintaining the crux of Bourdieusian field theory and its 

analytical benefits. In particular, potential is available through a broadened conception of social 

dynamics. The insistence on dominance/subordination in the field literature overly restrains empirical 

inquiry. Given the uniqueness of each field and its dynamics, the theoretical toolbox used to analyze 

such spaces may be expanded when conceiving social relations and dynamics compared to what 

conventional field theory proffers. The key point is not to abandon core principles of field theory but 
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to refine the spectrum of dynamics beyond the dominance/subordination duality, broadening the 

possible sources of power, and to take more seriously a range of interaction concepts within and 

across social spaces (Liu, 2015; Liu & Emirbayer, 2016). 

 

The transnational qualities of some contemporary fields, including accounting and related fields 

undergoing formation or rapid-radical change, provide a particularly important surge for such an 

adaptation of field theory. Whereas historically, the nation state provided the main spatial locale for 

most accounting and related fields, recent decades have witnessed a rapid transnationalisation of 

practice, policy, and institutionalization (Arnold, 2005; Bötzem, 2012; Botzem & Quack, 2009; Djelic 

& Quack, 2010; Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006; Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Go & Krause, 

2016a; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017b). International corporate taxation, discussed in further detail 

in the next section, is one field where policy and practice is increasingly marked by transnationalism 

(Baden & Wigan, 2017; Mulligan & Oats, 2016, p. 74; Picciotto, 1992b; Suddaby et al., 2007; Webb, 

2004). At its core, this transnationalization implies that phenomena are “not contained within the 

state” (Hannerz, 1996, p. 6). More specifically, we can outline some common characteristics of 

transnationalism in fields, which have implications for field theoretical analyses. First, transnational 

fields are relatively more transient; they are marked by ephemerality, an in-flux nature, indeterminacy, 

and ontological openness (Buchholz, 2016, p. 39). They are thinner than national spaces in the sense 

that they are less marked by long-standing, fixed orders. Thus, there is more autonomy, allowing field 

actors to contest legitimation, and new constellations of institutions and norms to emerge. In this 

vein, Vauchez (2011) and Adler-Nissen (2011) discuss transnational fields as uniquely characterized 

by limited statehood and a weakly differentiated social structure. Consequently, there is a greater 

openness of interaction in transnational fields, where different actors contest different positions in 

new transnational struggles, capitalizing on the more fluid nature of these spaces (Seabrooke 2014). 

 

This fluidity is closely related to the new and less fixed role played by nation states in transnational 

spaces. The complexity of the modern economy, governance, and global practices has meant authority 

is often actively contested by a broad range of state and non-state actors (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 

2006). Authority in transnational affairs has also transformed, preoccupying scholars with the fluid ity, 

dynamism, and production of authority rather than assumptions of fixed positioning based on 

organizational hierarchies or institutional allegiances (Avant, Finnemore, & Sell, 2010; Krisch, 2017; 

Seabrooke, 2014). In transnational fields, the power of the state, defined as control of meta-capital”, 

comes under challenge due to this diffusion of authority and power (Adler-Nissen, 2013). This 
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reconfiguration of authority sites is also accompanied by a reconfiguration of authority types. Rather 

than being dominated by strict logics of command, transnational affairs are often characterized by 

alternative, softer logics, such as delegation, orchestration, issue control, and standard-setting (Mattli 

and Büthe 2003; K. W. Abbott and Snidal 2009; Faulconbridge and Muzio 2012; Seabrooke and 

Henriksen 2017). 

 

However, the specific extent of transnational autonomy of a field and its relation to other national 

and transnational fields remains the object of empirical scrutiny, “scale itself can be identified as an 

additional dimension of variation” (Krause, 2017, p. 14). To what extent are transnational fields 

marked by fundamentally nationally rooted logics (Dezalay & Madsen, 2017; Spence, Sturdy, & 

Carter, 2018) or truly “liberated from national spaces” (Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017a)? As Buchholz 

(2016) theorizes, transnational fields have (degrees of) functional and vertical autonomy; the former 

distinguishes the unique logics of the sphere of practice (e.g., the global field of accounting from the 

global field of law), whereas the latter distinguishes fields of different levels (e.g., the global field of 

accounting from national fields of accounting). 

 

To account for rapid change in such transnational spaces marked by ephemerality, openness and new 

dynamics of social struggles, an adapted field theory holds potential due to a broadened conception 

of social interactions. The insistence on dominance/subordination in the field literature overly 

restrains empirical inquiry. Given the uniqueness of each field and its dynamics, the theoretical 

toolbox used to analyze such spaces may be expanded when conceiving social relations and dynamics 

compared to conventional field theory offers. 

 

The inspiration for a broadened conception of social dynamics to address the challenge of change 

friction in fields is taken primarily from Chicago School ecological sociology, associated particularly 

with Robert E. Park, Ernest W. Burgess, George Simmel and, later, Andrew Abbott. Their metaphor 

for social space was ecologies, rather than fields. Like fields, ecologies are social orders, more or less 

autonomous, comprised of actors, relations and relatively positions, constraining and influencing each 

other (Abbott, 2005). Liu and Emirbayer (2016) argue that fields and ecologies, as theories and 

metaphors for social spaces, overlap significantly in terms of scientific philosophy and social 

psychology, making them relatively amenable to cross-learning, although critical differences remain. 

One major point of contention is the focus of interaction, a key pillar in ecological sociology but 

often neglected in change explanations in field theory in favor of structural emphasis, “Abbott’s 
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ecologies are more dynamic and multi-dimensional, in that their spatiotemporal dimensions arise 

from socially situated, meso-level processes of competition and alliance-making” (Blok, Lindstrøm, 

Meilvang, & Pedersen, 2018, p. 6). Fourcade (2006), discussing specifically transnational ecologies, 

similarly argues that, “the ecological model lends itself naturally to such an extension” because of its 

“focus on the interactions between the work of professionals, its knowledge or discursive base, and 

the jurisdictional domain they claim control upon” (pp. 155-6). Interaction, then, provides a potential 

avenue for making sense of rapid change in multi-dimensional fields, recognizing the unique logics 

of each autonomous sphere of practice, giving “more attention to the processes of interaction 

between social actors would provide stronger analytic tools for explaining the field’s  power dynamics” 

(Liu & Emirbayer, 2016, p. 74). 

 

While interaction processes encompass a range of competition and cooperation dynamics, we 

emphasize two particular processes that are helpful to making sense of the rapid changes to 

transnational fields in accounting and related areas and, specifically in the field of international 

corporate taxation, boundary work and exchange. They constitute two key social interaction processes 

that can be used to make sense of the formation of social orders (Liu, 2015). Boundary work denotes 

activities that erect, transform, reinforce, or erode borders between social worlds or spaces, bridging, 

brokering, and clarifying differing logics and knowledge systems. Gieryn (1983), who popularized the 

use of boundary work in sociology and beyond, discusses how boundary work concerns the attempts 

by scientists to erect a social border between science and non-science (in particular, religion), the 

border bringing prestige, authority, and other professional benefits. Boundary work, however, has 

since been used to study a range of conceivable types of boundaries, for example, social, geographical, 

and physical (Lamont & Molnár, 2002). Exchange, meanwhile, denotes the integration of actors across 

social borders, such as the trade of material or cognitive resources or personnel. For instance, certain 

professions, e.g. lawyers, have traditionally been viewed as an upper class or elite social fraction due, 

in large part, to their mutual exchange relationship with the state. Society is dependent on the smooth 

functioning of the professions and, in return for their services, these professions received state-

protected legal, institutional, and social standing (Goode, 1960). 

 

The study of boundary work and exchange are particularly helpful in elaborating the dynamics of the 

rapid transformation of transnational fields. Bourdieu was attuned to the importance of social 

boundaries as manifestations of field hierarchies and objects of struggle, stating, “The struggles over 

definition (or classification) have boundaries at stake (between genres and disciplines, or between 
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modes of production inside the same genre) and, therefore, hierarchies. To define boundaries, defend 

them and control entries is to defend the established order in the field” (1996, p . 225). However, in 

the Bourdieusian sense, boundaries may structurally instill the field logic of friction, whereas often, 

social boundaries are ambiguous and elastic, and thus we can speak of boundary making, boundary 

maintenance, and boundary blurring (Liu, 2015). In the case of taxation, key social boundaries on 

acceptable practice, professional work, and regulation are unfixed and unclear, “fuzzy and open to 

interpretation” (Gracia & Oats, 2012, p. 308), leaving discretionary space for interaction-based 

struggles over and exchange across boundaries. This is particularly the case in international corporate 

taxation (Picciotto, 2015), which we revisit below. 

 

This kind of adaptation has already proved fruitful in complementing the power and 

dominance/subordination emphases in the effort to capture transformations of Bourdieusian fields 

by drawing on these concepts. Mudge and Vauchez (2012) blend Bourdieusian theory with Abbottian 

ecological exchange mechanisms (avatars) to conceptualize the emergence of weak fields that 

underpin the EU, as experts integrate theoretical understandings of Europe across social domains of 

politics, technocracy, and academia. Several chapters in Seabrooke and Henriksen’s (2017b) edited 

volume also draw on field scholarship to advance a diverse set of interaction strategies for 

transnational social spaces that go beyond logics of dominance, which the editors summarize as 

including decoupling knowledge claims from institutional sites and the yoking of boundaries around 

new professional issues. In the field of taxation, Gracia and Oats (2012) employ the concept of 

boundary work centrally in their field analysis, discussing the work of regulators, tax advisers, and 

other agents in shaping the social border between acceptable and unacceptable corporate tax 

planning. They emphasize novel interaction in the case of a tax authority attempting to “adopt a 

position, in terms of it running contrary to existing doxa, and deploy regulation as a tool to transform 

field doxa in line with its non-doxic position” (p. 318); as such, their analysis moves beyond the 

dominance/subordination dynamic, demonstrating how boundary work can upset and challenge 

established field relations. 

 

In sum, then, we have argued for an adaptation of conventional Bourdieusian field theory to 

analytically capture the rapid and radical change in contemporary accounting and related fields marked 

by transnationalism and, specifically, the field of international corporate taxation, through a greater 

diversity of social dynamics and a better alignment with transnational realities. In particular, we have 

proposed to incorporate interaction-based processes of boundary work and exchange in the analyses, 
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which allows for a more adequate elaborating of the field’s power dynamics. Mov ing interaction into 

the analysis of social relations in the field, expanding the notion of social dynamics beyond simple 

notions of power, and acknowledging the in flux and open nature of transnational socio-economic 

fields, we argue, offers the benefits of making field theoretical inquiry more flexible and attentive to 

the kinds of change under study. This, we note, aligns with the Bourdieusian mindset that the nature 

of the field concept means, “that it promotes a mode of construction that has to be rethought anew 

every time” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 110).  

 

However, before moving on to the case study below, it is necessary to address briefly the challenges 

of such an adaptation of field theoretical inquiry. Combining different theoretical ideas – here the 

combination of ideas from Bourdieusian fields and ecological interaction concepts – can give rise to 

incompatible ontological and epistemological views, and it is important to consider these (Modell, 

Vinnari, & Lukka, 2017). In particular, the role of structure, agency, and interaction in different 

theories might seem mutually exclusive. The literatures discussed here are vast and diverse, and a deep 

exploration of their mutual fit is beyond the scope of this paper. A brief reflection of the similarities, 

differences, and match, however, is in order. First, the philosophical overlap across the field and 

ecological literatures is noteworthy, with most theorists adopting an overriding relational ontology, 

understanding the world as made up of dynamic relations rather than predefined substantive units 

(Emirbayer, 1997; Liu & Emirbayer, 2016; Martin, 2003). Here, the specific social relations and 

dynamics of the field should be subject to distinct emergentist inquiry, rather than a priori global 

assumptions of a dominant logic. They also conceive co-deterministic social explanations, in that 

structure and agency continually interact, shaping each other (Dépelteau, 2008). In terms of 

epistemology, Bourdieu’s view is deeply empirical: Theory-building must be accompanied by 

empirical investigation (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 161; Vandenberghe, 1999). Both 

Bourdieusian fields and ecologies are largely built upon an empirically oriented epistemology, though 

also one that emphasizes the socially contingent nature of knowledge, asking “not how the world is 

but how it is constructed” (Benzecry & Krause, 2010, p. 419).  

 

Nonetheless, the understanding of structure and agency, and their relationship, is by no means 

uniform across field and ecology theories. While Bourdieu was a champion of a relational sociology, 

there is, as discussed, a particular structural inclination in Bourdieusian analysis (Dépelteau, 2008): 

The structural friction of fields may appear deterministic, even if this is largely due to Bourdieu’s 

insistence on the long-term making of social structure in the field. Ecological theory, in contrast, has 
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emphasized a more dynamic process and interaction over structure, even if it is a matter of degree, as 

compared to Bourdieusian field theory; both matter, but they have different weights and relationships 

in the analysis. There are also central differences in the assumptions about the heterogeneity of actors 

in fields (actor heterogeneity) vis-à-vis ecologies (actor homogeneity) and, more broadly, differences 

in disciplinary heritages and methodological approaches (Liu & Emirbayer, 2016).  

 

In this study, we seek to take the path Modell et al. (2017) call dramatization in addressing any potential 

inconsistencies, i.e., our approach is a recognition and reflection of the paradigmatic tensions that 

arise from combining theories, serving to contribute to existing research. Most centrally, we seek to 

maintain the crux of Bourdieusian field theory and its philosophical foundation. But we also seek to 

incorporate new elements in Bourdieusian field theory, namely introducing new dynamics (boundary 

work and exchange) and circumstances (unsettled transnationalism) of field interaction. This does not 

entail retooling the entire structure-agency dialectic in Bourdieusian field theoretical analysis; as Liu 

and Emirbayer emphasize, it is not possible to “convert field theory into an interactionist theory given 

its deeply structural origins” (2016, p. 74). Rather, as proposed above, it necessitates a broadening of 

the pathways for these field dynamics to play out. Boundary work and exchange must still be 

understood as interactions that are shaped by individual and social histories, shaped by capital, 

habitus, and doxa. However, by introducing boundary work and exchange as alternatives to friction-

filled dominance/subordination, the analytical toolkit to understand social relations becomes more 

dynamic, allowing the researcher to explore alternative pathways for change in analyses of 

transnational fields. Next, we turn specifically to that endeavor, namely our illustrative case of rapid 

change in the field of international corporate taxation. We seek to show how the adapted approach – 

with its broader pathways of interaction and scope for transnationalism – aid in the analysis of the 

case. 

 

The Field of International Corporate Taxation 

 

“[T]he modern tax field is complex and not confined to a single site of autonomous social practice, 

but overlaid and intertwined with a number of other social and professional fields including the 

accounting, political, bureaucratic and juridical fields,” argue Gracia and Oats (2012, p. 307)  Taxation 

is indeed one of the most confounding and multifaceted modern areas of socio-economic practice 

and policy. Historically, taxation has been seen as a cornerstone of the state and the social contract, 

the root of state sovereignty (Tilly, 1992). It affects almost every area of economic and political 



  

111 
 

activity, drawing in agents from a broad range of fields. However, at the national level, this has made 

taxation a central pillar of political struggles and social change, while at the international level, the 

field of corporate taxation has remained remarkably stable throughout its history. That is, until the 

last decade. Below, we characterize modern international corporate taxation as embedded in a 

transnationally propertied space, with relative autonomy (though certainly not complete detachment) 

from national spaces. In line with Buchholz (2016) and Krause (2017), we discuss the degree of 

levelled autonomy of the field as a distinct sphere of specialized practice with an autonomous logic 

(both from national fields of tax and from other transnational fields). 

 

The origins of this international corporate taxation can be traced back to the early twentieth century. 

As global trade expanded at that time, the need to allocate resources internally in multinational 

organizations required a coordinated approach, the topic emerging particularly in the United States 

and the United Kingdom, where businesses were most geographically advanced at the time. But 

before World War I, there was little national guidance for such allocation and the practice relied 

largely on ad hoc approaches. However, massive government spending on wartime and rebuilding 

caused a surge of progressive taxation, focusing national governments on new sources of financing 

(Scheve & Stasavage, 2016). This included corporate income taxation, and many countries involved 

in the War started advancing conflicting tax claims on the income of businesses derived from 

transnational or internationally mobile factors of production, foreign investments, foreign labor, and 

exports. 

 

The earliest discussions at the international level in the early twentieth century on these issues 

emerged as part of, in stark contrast to national tax regimes highly embedded in popular politics, the 

increasing attention select experts in international business and policy circles began paying to 

international taxation (Picciotto, 1992a). Their attention was largely driven by a concern with double 

taxation, the taxation of two or more states of the same business or the same income, as the main 

problem to tackle and which they framed as a major risk towards international commerce 

(Wittendorff, 2010, pp. 85–92). The League of Nations commissioned a series of reports on double 

taxation from 1921 to 1933, supported by the International Chamber of Commerce, and then 

developed a set of model treaties that could be signed between countries to alleviate any conflicts 

over the right to tax any given international business profit. For nation states, the key issue at stake 

was preservation of their exclusive authority over tax policy, a fundamental part of the state and the 

social contract (Tilly, 1992). Already in its foundational moment, central actors in the field of 
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international corporate taxation enshrined a consensus on these basic ideas, which would continue to 

define the field for decades, specifically that each country would retain the ultimate sovereignty to 

organize its international tax affairs (rather than a centralized, multilateral governance regime) but 

that avoidance of double taxation was to be a key goal of cooperation (Palan, 2003; Rixen, 2008, 

2011). 

 

Up until the mid-2000s, these basic tenets arguably remained central characteristics of the field and 

its development. The sovereignty-preserving nature and design of a fragmented regime with no 

centralized multilateral enforcement reverberated. Importantly, these consensus design choices of 

transnational governance structures were supported and embedded by a small group of professionals, 

i.e. those knowledgeable enough to credibly contribute to conversations. In this community, the 

formal policy interests of states were largely embedded as personal viewpoints of elite professionals, 

who would become highly influential in an increasingly coherent community of practitioners and 

policymakers (Graetz & O’Hear, 1996; Jogarajan, 2018; Leimgruber, 2017).3 As the League of Nations 

collapsed and the focal point for the governance regime moved to the OECD, the stability of the 

field was supported by a network of like-minded experts. These experts were a small, entrenched 

group of elite professionals working on international corporate taxation, employed largely by business 

groups and national governments. Through the OECD, the basic principles agreed by these experts 

were enshrined in corporate and professional practice, as well as model bilateral treaties (a soft mode 

of governance); the treaty network expanded rapidly and became the backbone of the international 

corporate tax governance system, reaching more than 3,000 bilateral treaties by the end of the 

twentieth century. Moreover, it was indeed the “shared rationalising vocation, ordering, categorising 

and recording economic activity” of the professional community that allowed “a great deal of the 

consensus that has allowed the OECD to make considerable progress in international tax policy” 

(Eccleston & Woodward, 2014; Sharman, 2006, 2012, pp. 24–25; Woodward, 2009). 

 

The dominance of these logics supported and reproduced the stability of the field throughout the 

course of the twentieth century, particularly the professional-technical ideal and its community in 

international circles of policy and corporate practice, but also the formal retainment of tax sovereignty 

by nation states. First, the technical obscurity and isolation from popular politics of international tax 

                                                 
3 The personal memoirs of one of the founding fathers of this community, Mitchell Carroll, a U.S. lawyer, also contain a 

host of anecdotes about the close-knit community, including an (in)famous bridge game between the American economist 

Thomas Sewell Adams and the British expert Percy Thompson, where a disagreement over the appropriate rules 

governing a particular move led to a breakdown in collaborations (Carroll, 1978). 



  

113 
 

policy and practice significantly constrained the popular public attention paid to the field, and 

constrained professional field elites from reacting to any popular political surges (Genschel & Rixen, 

2015; Sharman, 2006). Furthermore, those involved in the field actively worked towards stability, 

resisting any emergent change. As Rixen (2008, p. 119) notes, “While governments in ‘high-tax’ 

countries generally wish to curb tax avoidance and evasion, they also experience pressures from 

business interests and have individual incentives not to act too vigorously”.  

 

Stability gradually fostered the transnational autonomy of the field. The dominance of the 

professional-technical logic and the fragmented bilateral system of governance meant international 

corporate tax practice had to manage a fundamentally multi-institutional setting, bridging “between 

the logics of a functionally differentiated and globally organized economic system and a political 

system segmented in nation-states” (Heidenreich, 2012, p. 571; Kostova & Roth, 2002; Kostova, 

Roth, & Dacin, 2008). In dealing with this complexity, the basic principles of field practice were 

further elaborated, leading to a distinct specialization. Today, in terms of practice, international 

corporate taxation is completely specialized and separate from national corporate taxation, as the 

division of labor in the area practice, i.e. within and across corporations, professional services firms, 

and policymaking communities, is sharp between those engaged in national and transnational affairs 

(Picciotto, 1992b; Suddaby et al., 2007; Webb, 2004). On the other hand, as noted, this community is 

highly integrated. 

 

In the elaboration of transnational logics that have helped establish field autonomy, a consequence of 

developing principles to deal with a complex multi-institutional setting has been fuzziness, another 

central organizing principle of the field. “Tax rules are not immutable, but rather are fuzzy and open 

to interpretation – taxpayers, like corporate managers, have discretion as to how rules are enacted.” 

(Gracia & Oats, 2012, p. 308). This is particularly true in the space of international corporate taxation, 

where the doxic arm’s length principle,4 which had grown from a minor technical inconvenience to 

being at the heart of national and transnational policy and practice (Eden, Dacin, & Wan, 2001; 

Lepard, 1999; Thomas, 1996), defined a highly subjective and transaction-specific approach to 

enforcement, moving the regime “from a decision on the principles of general apportionment by 

formula, to negotiation of specific ad hoc apportionments” (Picciotto, 2015, p. 8).  

                                                 
4 With the arm’s length principle, multinational businesses were conceived as networks of separate local entities, allocating 

profits and, thus, taxable income to various jurisdictions, as if they were independent, through a system of transfer pricing ,  

where transactions among related entities should accord to normal market terms (arm’s length).  



 
 

  
114 

 

 

This placed a high premium on the professional technical knowledge of international corporate tax 

specialists. We can think of this professional knowledge as symbolic capital, as a key power feature 

within the field (Schinkel & Noordegraaf, 2011). The market for corporate tax knowledge, where 

corporate taxpayers, tax advisers, and tax bureaucrats interact closely, shaped field dynamics around 

an expertise-based paradigm (Hasseldine, Holland, & van der Rijt, 2011). This is a feature of many 

transnational spaces, where softer logics of non-state-based governance proliferate. Historically, the 

close interaction of tax experts within and across state and non-state arenas has reinforced this sense 

of expertise supremacy and technical rationality (Leimgruber, 2017; Picciotto, 2015; Webb, 2004). 

The largely technical nature of expertise-based practice and bargaining characterized the field, rather 

than it being an open, political battlefield. This also meant the field was populated by bureaucrats and 

corporate experts at the core, with relatively little engagement from civil society, the media, or the 

wider public, who remained at the periphery. 

 

The main symbolic oppositions in the field, then, revolved around the elaboration, analysis, and 

interpretation of the fuzzy, flexible principles of international corporate tax practice, the boundary 

between compliance and non-compliance (Gracia & Oats, 2012). Given the complexity and ambiguity 

of international corporate taxation, the definition of a given practice is under constant discussion 

concerning what is and what is not compliant and acceptable. Yet, these struggles remained largely in 

the relations between professional-technical experts – bureaucrats/administrators, tax advisors and 

corporate tax professionals. Certainly, there had been attempts in the twentieth century to intervene 

in these oppositions, but they had had little impact and support, and the wider international 

community remained largely disinterested for decades, with no substantive popular interest or 

support (Sharman, 2006; Ylönen, 2015). 

 

Rapid Change in International Corporate Taxation 

 

What happened, then, in the past decade to radically transform the field of international corporate 

taxation? How and why did the emergence of civil society influence, politicization, and new norms, 

and increasing conflict over social hierarchies, in the transnational field of international corporate 

taxation happen? Applying the theoretical approach discussed above, we investigate the dynamics of 

change in the transnational field over the past decade. We focus on the illustrative example of 

corporate tax transparency to showcase the changing policies and practices in the field. In the field 
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analysis, we look at the changing social positions and hierarchies, including doxa,  habitus, and the 

relative importance of types of capital and social agents, and the interactions among and across these. 

We emphasize the dynamics of boundary work and exchange, alongside more competitive and 

dominance-based dynamics, as central modes of interaction that have fostered change. 

 

Corporate tax transparency is a crucial element in the ongoing struggles over the normative 

connotation and substantive practice of international corporate taxation. Transparency, in essence, 

consists in corporate actors making available information about their tax affairs to stakeholders, be 

they authorities, investors, the media, civil society, or the public. In most developed countries, this 

has historically included annual financial reports, tax documentation, and other ad hoc 

documentation, typically filed with the authorities (often after audit by independent third parties) or, 

in certain cases, made public. For tax authorities, this information is crucial; they rely on it, as well as 

self-obtained information through audits and fieldwork, to ascertain the compliance of corporations 

with national and international corporate tax law. As Slemrod notes, “In modern tax theory, 

information is crucial, and the more information the better” (2006, p. 4). From the business  

perspective, corporate tax transparency has historically been understood in terms of the consequent 

administrative burden, with a view towards demonstrating compliance. Corporate tax transparency 

was only required in-so-far as it fostered cooperation and agreement among insider experts. The 

nature of documentation requirements for businesses – in particular its scope, detail, and timeliness 

– is a key factor in increasing compliance burdens and administrative resources, but it also gives rise 

to corporate risk, both financial and reputational, as exposure empowers tax bureaucrats to pursue 

adjustments to the taxable income of corporations. The ingrained beliefs that guide professional 

behavior, the habitus, of tax bureaucrats (we must raise tax for our society) (cf. Larsen, 2017) and tax 

advisers (we must protect the corporate financial model) often clash (cf. Gracia & Oats, 2012, p. 308), 

regulated by the doxic principles of the field, including the flexible, negotiated nature of assessments 

under the arm’s length principle. 

 

However, conventional corporate tax transparency had already begun to change in the mid-2000s. A 

2007 industry publication on tax transparency noted:   

 

The environment around tax is increasingly subject to change. Historically, tax has 

been perceived as a technical subject of limited interest to most stakeholder groups. 

However, as mentioned, the environment is increasing its demands, through a 
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more diverse set of stakeholders, for more information on tax. These stakeholders 

have a need to understand what a company’s tax strategy is and how that strategy 

is managed by the board and executive management. (International Tax Review, 

2007, p. 10) 

 

This was a prescient statement, considering the exceptional rise of corporate tax transparency as a 

lever for change and as a hotly debated topic in the next decade. Among a host of rapid changes to 

policy and practice over the past decade, corporate tax transparency has, arguably, been the most 

significant continuous theme.5 As the Great Recession took hold, corporate tax transparency made 

its way to the top of the global political agenda, also in the transnational field of tax, too. But while 

the global financial crisis provided the backdrop, the crisis did not serve as a critical juncture for 

change in international corporate taxation. Media coverage and political attention to key issues in 

international taxation, such as corporate tax avoidance and offshore tax evasion, rose in the immediate 

post-crisis years, but only marginally or temporarily, and it was not until 2013 that their salience really 

took off (Dallyn, 2016). This coincided with a number of landmark media reports on the corporate 

tax behavior of famous large multinationals like Starbucks, Google, and Apple (Bergin, 2012; Duhigg 

& Kocieniewski, 2012; Rankin et al., 2013), as well as the emergence of large-scale leaks of taxpayer 

information and tax haven structures, such as LuxLeaks and the Panama Papers (Oei & Ring, 2017). 

More importantly, however, it came in the wake of changing interactions among some of the key 

groups of agents occupying the transnational field, namely politicians, bureaucrats, civil society, 

professionals, and the media. Corporate tax transparency provides one central illustrative case of these 

changing interactions. Below, we discuss three main avenues of changing interactions re-shaping the 

field of international corporate taxation. 

 

Avenue 1: From Competition to Symbolic Exchange Among Activists and Policymakers 

 

First, we highlight the changing interactions amongst civil society activists and policymakers, where 

we trace a shift in interactions from primarily dominance to a more symbiotic exchange dynamic. 

Around the turn of the century, there had been little mutual support or interaction among the two 

                                                 
5 In terms of political initiative, the transparency drive includes civil society and legislative initiatives for tax transparency 

in specific industries (extractives, banking), such as Publish What You Pay, the Extractive Industries Transparency 

Initiative, the United States Dodd-Frank Act, and the European Union’s Accounting and Transparency Directives and 

Capital Requirements Directive IV, not to mention the growth of initiatives on comprehensive corporate tax transparency,  

such as Country-by-Country Reporting, a topic we will return to. For an overview, see, e.g., PwC, 2013. 
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groups of agents at the international level – to the extent that then-OECD tax chief Jesse Owens 

bemoaned the lack of civil society pressure for change in international corporate taxation in (2002). 

However, the OECD community had contributed to the lack of interaction, deliberately excluding 

outsiders from their political projects (Sharman, 2006, p. 51). So even when some civil society 

organizations attempted to join the discussions in the early-2000s, “[s]o limited was the reaction at 

the time that no other development agency picked up the issue and Oxfam did not take it further” 

(Murphy, 2011, p. 24). Rather than interaction between activists and policymakers, there had been an 

element of competition, a jockeying to establish the key issues on the global agenda. In this era, 

activists had been mainly concerned with trade injustices in the socio-economic sphere (Cox, 2011), 

a prominent (and successful) alternative to the international tax agenda.  

 

In contrast, the 2010s have seen substantial interaction and the alignment of interest in corporate tax 

transparency across activists and policymakers, particularly international regulators in the OECD and 

the EU, but also critical politicians. This must be understood in conjunction with the rise in broader 

public salience of international taxation and the emergence of specialized tax-activist organizations. 

To start with the latter, the establishment of the Tax Justice Network (TJN) in 2003 marked a 

watershed moment for civil society engagement with international corporate taxation and in particular 

corporate tax transparency (Dallyn, 2016; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2015, 2016). Rather than a generalist 

activist organization, TJN is focused on international tax issues (Tax Justice Network, 2017). The 

network arose as a result of a coalition of people from different domains who all felt a sense of 

injustice in international taxation but had no discernible issue area to coalesce around until the end 

of the twentieth century when the tax implications of globalization were becoming more apparent 

(Tax Justice Network, 2016).  

 

Unlike its peers in the activist community, TJN maintained a narrow scope focused exclusively on 

international tax and finance. Its people were issue specialists and held substantial expertise. Initially 

operating out of a garden shed, the five-man group comprised a former trust and estate planner and 

economic adviser, an accountancy professor, a former McKinsey economist, a law professor, and a 

chartered accountant. This pool of diverse, specific expertise contributed to the network’s ability to 

address complex international tax issues in an unusually authoritative manner (Baden & Wigan, 2017). 

While other activist organizations operated as large corporate networks, operating outside the core 

of the international corporate tax field, TJN was more closely embedded in the field, leveraging its 

substantial expertise (aligning with the established rules of the game) to try to change the game from 
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the inside (Seabrooke & Wigan, 2015). The network’s flexible tactics enhanced the engagement of 

civil society in corporate tax transparency discussions and helped push the topic on to the global 

political spotlight. Already in 1999, would-be TJNers were advising other nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) on international tax-related campaigns (Seabrooke & Wigan, 2013, p. 17).  

 

Coinciding with its formal establishment and after discussions with other would-be TJNers, TJN’s 

Richard Murphy created the corporate tax transparency standard of country-by-country reporting 

(CBCR) (2003), which would come to dominate discussions of corporate tax transparency for years. 

As opposed to existing, nationally segmented reports, filed with tax authorities, the idea behind CBCR 

was to require public disclosure by multinational companies, as a group, on, for example, revenue, 

economic activities, and taxes, for each jurisdiction in which they operated. In this sense, CBCR 

served as a direct challenge to established field doxa, namely the arm’s length principle, because it 

conceives of global corporations as independent entities rather than networks of independent 

subsidiaries. A central aim for activist proponents of CBCR was to pave the way for revolutionizing 

international corporate taxation, overthrowing the entrenched arm’s length principle model (Murphy, 

2013). Beyond its own campaign work on corporate taxation and CBCR, TJN effectively swayed 

NGOs working on transparency for development to incorporate the CBCR standard in their activist 

efforts. Consequently, Global Witness expanded its arsenal from limited national resource 

transparency to the more expansive CBCR tax standard (Baden & Wigan, 2017). A host of other 

development-oriented NGOs also intensified international tax policy activism, often with the support 

of TJNers. 

 

TJN, and indeed other activist organizations, also became highly active in the politics of international 

taxation, establishing strong relationships with key policymakers at the international level, obtaining 

substantial influence. Taxation had become a fit with the habitus of civil society activists, in that it 

was an increasingly popular topic, where NGOs saw the potential for achieving impact in the fight 

against poverty (Forstater & Christensen, 2017). In doing so, they directly challenged the professional-

expertise logic of international bureaucrats and tax advisers. Early in the post -crisis years, activists 

stood with the OECD in promoting international tax information exchange, successfully lobbying 

the G20 to place information exchange at the center of the global post-crisis agenda (Eccleston & 

Woodward, 2014, p. 223; Hampton & Christensen, 2011, p. 179). At the EU level, TJN and allies 

found sympathetic allies in the European Commission and European Parliament after they were 

unable to sway private regulators at the International Accounting Standards Board on the need for 
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CBCR. This paved the way for a minimalist CBCR to be implemented with the EU Accounting and 

Transparency Directives in 2013 (Baden & Wigan, 2017). Moreover, heads of tax directorates at the 

OECD and the EU, including Pascal Saint-Amans at the OECD and Stephen Quest at the European 

Commission, have been active in leveraging the expertise and attention making of civil society 

activists in promoting their own tax agendas, mobilizing NGOs as allies, where favorable. At the 

same time, NGOs have, in turn, keenly embraced the reform initiatives of these international 

policymakers, using them as a reference point for signposting their own activist policy proposals.  

 

There has also been an increasing tendency for global political leaders, such as the G8 and the G20, 

and key figures like Tony Blair, to champion key activist proposals such as CBCR and the Extractive 

Industries Transparency Initiative standard (Bergin, 2012; G8, 2013; G20, 2013; Murphy, 2013; 

Publish What You Pay, 2017). Even more intensively, a number of European politicians have 

developed a specific policy profile around tax justice issues, supported and encouraged by activists, 

such as Members of the European Parliament Eva Joly (Norway), Sven Giegold (Germany and TJN 

co-founder), and Jeppe Kofod (Denmark), not to mention UK Member of Parliament Margaret 

Hodge (chair of the Public Accounts Committee), and U.S. Senator Carl Levin (chair of the 

Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations). These high-profile sponsorships of activist policy goals 

have led to notable political results, with the introduction of CBCR, in various forms, throughout the 

European Union and, most recently, at the OECD, even if these goals have not always been 

implemented as originally intended by activists. Still, it speaks volumes that policymakers such as 

those in the European Union have continued to push for the activist CBCR agenda, despite notable 

political progress on corporate tax transparency (e.g., European Commission, 2016). This increasing 

heterogeneity of credible challengers to the professional-technical discourse have led to a significant 

transformation of the application and understanding of basic principles of international corporate 

taxation and a breakdown in cooperation amongst previously consensus-oriented national delegates 

(Büttner & Thiemann, 2017).  

 

These changing interactions and relations amongst activists and policymakers can be characterized as 

a shift from being primarily competitive or dominance-based towards possessing a symbiotic exchange 

dynamic. And we can characterize the impact as advancing direct, and successful, challenges to 

established field doxa, particularly the professional-expertise logic and the arm’s length principle. In 

mid-to-late 2000s, these interactions were marked principally by a contestation between activists and 

international bureaucrats to assert conflicting agendas on the global political stage, and by a relative 
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absence of interaction between activists and politicians on international tax issues, but today there is 

extensive integration on international tax issues between activists, bureaucrats, and politicians. 

Symbiotic exchange marks reciprocal social relations characterized by a mutual “expectation of 

rewarding reactions in the interaction between social actors” (Liu, 2011, p. 279). Today, activists and 

policymakers feed off each other’s work. Activists provide key expertise – both in terms of ideas and 

personnel6 – to critical politicians on international tax issues, particularly in terms of corporate tax 

transparency, and work with both politicians and bureaucrats to raise salience on these increasingly 

high-profile issues. At the same time, bureaucrats and politicians leverage the salience making of 

NGOs to advance organizational political targets, such as the introduction of new transparency 

proposals in the wake of critical NGO reports on corporate tax behavior.  

 

Avenue 2: Boundary Work on Corporate Tax Planning 

 

The second key interaction-based change in the field of international corporate taxation that we would 

like to highlight is the boundary work around corporate tax planning and tax transparency. Civil 

society activists and tax bureaucrats have become increasingly aggressive in redefining the boundary 

between non-compliance and tax compliance, challenging the professional dominance of private 

sector practitioners, in particular based on new transparency requirements and norms. Gracia and 

Oats (2012) illustrate the general process of tax bureaucrats engaging in boundary work, or what can 

be characterized more specifically as boundary blurring (Liu, 2015), to challenge field doxa and redefine 

acceptable tax planning. But this tendency, we argue, is observable more significantly and distinctly 

in the transnational space: Tax authorities are becoming more aggressive, emboldened by new sources 

of information (i.e., tax transparency) to challenge the status quo of international corporate tax affairs. 

Today, many tax advisers on the corporate side feel that tax authorities are “running ahead of 

legislative changes”, using new information obtained from increased transparency for interpretations 

based on emerging norms around corporate tax planning, rather than strict application of entrenched 

professional principles. This underscores the counter-doxic challenges of boundary blurring, which 

have effected a real change in field dynamics, empowering authorities, in relation to corporate 

advisers, through the relative depreciation of established professional capital and expertise -based 

logics compared to new behavioral conventions.  

 

                                                 
6 A substantial number of formally employed or ad hoc advisors for individual Members of the European Parliament and 

critical political groups in the European Parliament, for instance, come directly from the European activist sector.  
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Boundary blurring by activists, politicians, and the media has also contributed to changing norms 

about corporate tax planning and transparency. Notably the vast majority of popular discussions 

about the tax planning of global corporations in the past decade – in the media, amongst activists, 

and by many politicians – have confounded illegal tax evasion with the issue of aggressive (but legal) 

corporate tax planning (Berg & Davidson, 2017; Christians, 2017), both the object of criticism in 

equal measure. This was a deliberate strategy by activists to underscore the moral injustices and 

limitations of the international tax system. At the foundation of TJN, which was a central critical civil 

society group, the activists were given a specific mandate to “degrade the term ‘tax avoidance’” for this 

specific purpose.7 This has been mimicked extensively in the popular press and by critical politicians. 

Importantly, media stories often focused on the activist angle, taking on the critical campaigners’ 

angle and supporting key policy proposals such as CBCR (Lesage & Kacar, 2013, p. 275). This rise in 

media attention, largely defined by an activist discourse, placed international corporate taxation and 

tax transparency in the limelight and proved to be an extremely successful strategy of boundary 

blurring for changing public perceptions of corporate tax and also challenged the entrenched 

technical primacy in the field. For instance, corporate tax avoidance, after not featuring at all on the 

list of top business ethics concerns of the British public in 2011, vaulted into second in 2012, and 

then maintained the top spot from 2013–2016 (Institute of Business Ethics, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 

2015, 2016). This popular discourse of tax morality has, as Dover (2016, p. 1) argues, helped 

“rebalance the technical and structural superiority of MNEs [multinational enterprises] in the 

international tax system”. 

 

In parallel, the demand for corporate tax transparency has risen rapidly as the key solution to 

corporate tax avoidance, championed by activists but, as noted, increasingly also political leaders and 

tax bureaucrats. One testament to this is the increased aggressiveness and conflict pursued by tax 

administrations in dealings with corporate tax professionals, seen at both the national (Forst, 2013; 

Marriage & Arnold, 2017) and international levels in the explosion of new and unresolved mutual 

agreement procedure cases in OECD countries – bargaining between tax administrations for the 

determination of taxable income allocation – up by an unprecedented 113% and 131%, respectively, 

between 2007 and 2015 (OECD, 2016). The increased aggressiveness of activists and tax 

administrators challenging current norms and the rise of corporate concern with tax transparency risk 

                                                 
7 Interview with TJN activist, April 2018. 
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signals another notable challenge to extant field doxa, namely the historical concern with double 

taxation, which has been reconfigured to a broader concern with double-non taxation (Ting, 2014). 

 

In turn, these surges towards increased transparency of corporate tax affairs have led businesses to 

react much more proactively to non-technical challenges and to rethink tax practices due to potential 

reputational pressures. Tax reputation management has, for instance, become a key issue for high-

level corporate executives (EY, 2016; PwC, 2016). A 2016 industry survey of American CEOs 

summarizes the point:  

 

Many companies are restructuring their global operations and looking at their 

supply chains, with a view to minimizing any potential brand or reputational risk. 

(…) They don’t want to deal with the potential fallout of negative publicity should 

a tax arrangement attract attention from media or shareholders. (KPMG, 2016, p. 

26) 

 

Avenue 3: Corporate Tax Insiders under Pressure 

 

The third, and juxtaposed, lens to view the nature and importance of challenges to the established 

field hierarchy, through exchange and boundary work, is the fightback of those agents historically in 

dominant positions in the transnational field. This leads us to the final changing interaction dynamic, 

namely the re- and de-politicization of international corporate tax practice and practitioners. 

Boundary work by agents that were historically peripheral to the international corporate tax field – in 

particular activists and bureaucrats – have challenged the prominence of historically dominant 

professional capital, seeking to re-politicize corporate tax policy and practice and, in turn, have helped 

promote these actors in the social field hierarchy. However, in return, those central tax professionals 

and certain international policymakers, those relying more heavily on professional capital and 

technical rationality, have sought to problematize these transformative changes and resist changes to 

the field hierarchy and its key logics. One notable strategy has been the reframing of emerging 

international tax policy problems and solutions – including corporate tax transparency – in dense, 

technical, intangible terms, such as “economic substance” (Büttner & Thiemann, 2017; Lesage & Van 

de Graaf, 2013). This hinders popular interference with policy discussions by erecting barriers to 

knowledge and discourse, protecting technical actors’ capital resources in the field.  
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The opposition to institutional alternatives has been another prominent feature of expert backlash 

and the increasing conflicts over international tax policy and corporate tax transparency. Historically, 

the OECD was the primary forum for discussions of corporate tax transparency, alongside key 

business fora such as the Business and Industry Advisory Committee to the OECD and the 

International Chamber of Commerce), but the recent re-politicization of international corporate 

taxation has also led to a problematization of the OECD’s dominant role, with it often being cast as 

the “rich country’s club” that unfairly leaves out developing countries and ignores wider global 

concerns (Chonghaile, 2016). Consequently, the transformation of the transnational field has seen 

increased calls for a more prominent role by non-OECD institutional settings, such as the United 

Nations, the European Union, or even a brand-new global tax body (Edwards, 2017; Eurodad, 2016). 

In this vein, the expansion of the OECD’s Inclusive Framework to incorporate more than 100 

countries in its core governance structure (from its previous 34) is notable. However, elite 

professionals have strongly opposed the move away from the entrenched OECD nexus, and 

established national powers have equally been active in blocking any upgrading of alternative forums, 

including due to the threat of moving away from an established expertise base. 

 

We can conceptualize these counter-interaction dynamics of tax advisers and industry experts as a 

change fightback, an attempt to negate the boundary work and exchange interactions of previously 

marginalized actors, such as activists and non-specialists, that have led to fast-paced change in the 

transnational field. These are attempts to reassert historically entrenched doxa around the arm’s length 

principle and the professional-expertise logic. As Thiemann and Büttner (2017) note, these conflicts 

are likely to increase uncertainty in the field, leading to real, material issues. In the first instance, 

increased uncertainty around definitions and policy will lead to more conflicts between and amongst 

businesses and authorities, resulting in economically suboptimal outcomes such as double taxation. 

It may also obscure public trust in policy processes and in business more generally; in particular, an 

increasingly heated struggle may polarize popular international tax policy debates and move actors 

further away from each other, obscuring enlightened debate and potentially policy progress (Forstater 

& Christensen, 2017).  

 

Conclusions 

 

To make sense of rapid social change of the kind experienced in international corporate taxation, this 

paper has highlighted the analytical potential in embracing a greater diversity of social dynamics and 
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a better alignment with transnational realities in Bourdieusian field theoretical approaches (Go & 

Krause, 2016a; Liu & Emirbayer, 2016). Specifically, while maintaining the focus and strength of field 

theory’s fine-tuned lens for the study of context-specific dynamics of power, dominance and 

hierarchy, the paper has proposed drawing inspiration from ecological theory, bringing in the 

interaction-based dynamics of boundary work and exchange as central to understanding the rapid 

reconfiguration of the transnational field of international corporate taxation (Go & Krause, 2016a; 

Liu & Emirbayer, 2016).  

 

Using the case of corporate tax transparency, we have tested the application of such an adapted 

Bourdieusian field theoretical approach. Here, we argue that hierarchies and logics of power have 

been fundamentally reconfigured through boundary work and exchange in the transnational field of 

international corporate taxation. In particular, exchange between critical civil society activists and 

policymakers, and deliberate strategies of boundary blurring on acceptable corporate tax practices, 

have served to critically devalue the historically dominant professional-technical logic of the field. 

Through these pathways, we have highlighted three areas of radical field change. First, the 

constellations of actors and institutions involved have become far more heterogeneous and open, 

marked in particular by a rise in the number and status of civil society activists, but also by a serious 

challenge from the media and critical politicians. Second, the norms and culture around international 

corporate taxation have transformed. With the advent of increased scrutiny and debate, more 

transparency, and a surge in regulatory interventions, traditional understandings of acceptable 

behavior based on a dominant professional-expertise logic have made way for new, more politicized 

and conflict conventions. Third, the hierarchy of social relations has undergone change. Previously 

marginalized actors, such as civil society, have gained authority at the expense of entrenched 

professional elites, though there has been a notable fightback by historically core actors using 

cognitive and institutional strategies to reassert their standing, leading to further conflict in the field.  

 

Given these contributions, there seems to be more scope for investigating the implications of an 

adapted Bourdieusian field theoretical approach and our case analysis. On the theory side, we might 

suggest examining the usefulness of the adapted approach more broadly, with inspiration from 

ecology theory, and whether, in other areas, it allows us to better understand change in transnational 

fields, or whether alternatives, e.g., from within conventional Bourdieusian field theory or from 

ecology theory, are more appropriate. It also begs the more general question of how and when to 

observe fast-paced socio-economic transformations in transnational spaces and whether or not doing 
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so requires new theoretical toolkits. Here, the adaptation of existing theory has served as the 

framework for understanding such fast-paced change, in line with Bourdieu’s own motto that the 

nature of the field concept means “that it promotes a mode of construction that has to be rethought 

anew every time” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 110).  

 

In terms of the case of international corporate taxation and corporate tax transparency, this paper 

provides an alternative to existing accounts that have largely stressed the persistence of hierarchies 

and structures in international tax in the face of post-crisis regulatory and practice changes, but also 

other accounts of changes in socio-economic fields that have stressed slow-paced or marginal change 

and the endurance of power relations. This study shows how novel dynamics of interaction among a 

range of actors, from varying positions in the social hierarchy and with varying resources, can 

fundamentally transform a field and foster critical change to both practice and policy. 
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Abstract: Since the global financial crisis, international corporate taxation has risen to the top of 

the global political agenda, as political leaders have called for collective action to shore up 

corporate tax systems. However, high-level political initiative alone does not create new 

international corporate tax rules. Rather, these transnational governance processes are centrally 

driven by elite tax professionals competing for prestige and influence. In this article, we investigate 

this competition in the case of one crucial post-crisis reform: The OECD/G20 Base Erosion and 

Profit Shifting project. We argue that hierarchies of prestige and influence for elite professionals 

in transnational tax governance are based on strategic combinations of career resources in i ssue-

specific ‘linked ecologies’. In particular, we detail the expertise and network positioning  of elite 

professionals, and we discuss how these resources were mobilised in competitions for professional 

authority, which in turn shaped the transnational policy process. Evidence is drawn from 

qualitative interviews and career analysis.  

 

Keywords: Careers, elite professionals, linked ecologies, taxation, transnational governance. 
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Introduction 

 

The taxation of multinational corporations (MNCs) has become a critical issue for the global 

community after the global financial crisis of 2007-08. With many Western nation-states facing large 

deficits and slow growth, governments have called for international action to shore up corporate tax 

systems, safeguarding government revenues and addressing rising inequalities (Christensen & 

Hearson, 2019; Dietsch & Rixen, 2016; Eccleston & Elbra, 2018) . The OECD/G20 Base Erosion 

and Profit Shifting (BEPS) project, launched in 2013, is a key response in this regard, proposing 

unprecedented, far-reaching change to international tax rules. The project aims to challenge the 

substance and opacity of corporate tax affairs, and it exposes conflicts over the distribution of value 

capture between states and global corporations (Quentin & Campling, 2017; Seabrooke & Wigan, 

2017). Importantly, BEPS is also highly technical policy project, driven by elite professionals and 

experts from international organizations, governments and the private sector. Organized around the 

technical bureaucracy of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

this transnational professional community has a strong historical track record of creating and 

diffusing soft law tax outputs across the globe (Rixen, 2008; Sharman, 2006).  

 

Given the high stakes, it begs the question of how these elite professionals operate in and influence 

the technical transnational policy process. A rich literature has addressed this questions, highlighting 

a variety of institutional, normative and discursive strategies employed in transnational governance 

(Keck & Sikkink, 1998; Ponte & Cheyns, 2013; Stone, 2002; Strambach & Surmeier, 2017) . In 

taxation, equally, a significant stream of research has shown the centrality of professional-technical 

dynamics in shaping transnational governance (Büttner & Thiemann, 2017; Hearson, 2018; Picciotto, 

2015; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016). However, both the literature on taxation and global networks in 

transnational governance more broadly tend to emphasise entrenched hierarchies of authority, 

consensus in pre-defined groups, and uniformity of expert actors. This risks overlooking the presence 

and importance of conflict and competition, the fluidity of authority, and cross-cutting interactions 

within and across expert/professional networks in transnational governance. This paper investigates 

these dimensions in the case of BEPS, offering a complement to existing narratives of elite 

professionals in transnational (tax) governance by applying a ‘linked ecologies’ approach 

 

Linked ecologies are interconnected social systems, through which professionals engage in continually 

competitive processes (A. Abbott, 1988, 2005). The linked ecologies lens enables a primary focus on 
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competitive struggles within and between these social systems, the dynamism of authority and 

knowledge, and strategies that span experts groups – fruitful for the study of elite professionals and 

transnational issues (Seabrooke & Tsingou, 2015). In transnational tax governance, these elite 

professionals encompass of a variety of lawyers, accountants, economists, tax professionals, transfer 

pricing professionals, and others experts, from a range of different organizations. Often, these 

professionals are understood as members of their employing organizations – as bureaucrats, lobbyists 

or national delegates – but increasingly scholars have conceptualized them as a coherent transnational 

tax community (Büttner & Thiemann, 2017; Christians, 2010a; Picciotto, 1992, 2015; Radaelli, 1997, 

1999). While formal employer-employee relationships undoubtedly shape interactions within the 

community, these elite professionals are tied together by shared expertise and experiences. However, 

a sense of community does not mean the absence of conflict and competition. Rather, elite 

professionals in transnational governance struggle continuously across ecological boundaries over 

‘issue control’: To obtain prestige, assert ideas, and access professional resources (Seabrooke & 

Henriksen, 2017). 

 

In this paper, we argue that elite professionals’ relative prestige in transnational tax policy -making 

processes, such as the BEPS project, are based on strategic combinations of expertise and 

professional network positioning across issue-specific linked ecologies. To evidence these dynamics, 

we outline the overall career patterns, and we identify four key types of elite professionals, namely 

the “adviser-turned-executive”, “expertise brokers”, “tax law specialists” and “talents”. Moreover, we 

discuss how these career resources were mobilised in professional competitions for authority, which 

in turn shaped the transnational policy process in terms of who was able to speak authoritatively, 

affecting which policy solutions were feasible, the criteria for accepted arguments, and who was 

listened to. These competitions were marked by a clear hierarchy of technical expertise, where tax law 

in particular dominated, as well as the successful activation of issue-specific combinations of expertise 

and exclusive networks. Professional strategies for authority based on these resources was widely 

acted upon by elite professionals themselves: Those without the requisite resources for influence 

either opted not to participate or enlisted the services of powerful el ite professionals to make their 

case. 

 

Our arguments are based on an original case study of the BEPS project. Evidence is drawn from 

qualitative interviews, as well as analysis of the careers of elite professionals involved in BEPS. The 

paper zooms in on one contentious area of the project, concerned with reforming global standards 
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for transparency of corporate tax planning and transfer pricing (“Action 13”). Corporate tax planning 

is critical to modern finance, to corporate capital, and to corporate tax systems. Through tax planning 

– including the practice of transfer pricing which determines prices of transactions inside global 

corporate groups – profit and wealth is allocated across corporate units and nation-states (Hansen, 

Crosser, & Laufer, 1992; Mehafdi, 2000; Quentin & Campling, 2017; Sikka & Willmott, 2010). Tax 

transparency requirements provide information to various stakeholders, including tax authorities, on 

these practices, providing means to regulating the reputational and financial feasibility  of corporate 

financial planning and tax minimization by allowing outsiders to scrutinise and challenge the 

substance and ethics of corporate strategies and actions (Baden & Wigan, 2017). Battles over the 

content of global standards for corporate tax transparency is thus a critical point of reform in 

transnational tax governance  

 

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we discuss the nature of transnational (tax) 

governance and elite professionals in it, and set out the case for applying a  linked ecologies approach 

as a useful complement to existing approaches. Next, we detail the context, process and outputs of 

the BEPS Action 13 policy process. We then present our methods and data. In the main analytical 

sections, we first analyse the career patterns of elite professionals in BEPS Action 13, and identify 

model career pathways. Next, we discuss the expertise and network dynamics of authority and 

influence, detailing how professional competition shapes transnational tax governance. Lastly, we 

reflect on the promise of linked ecologies studies of elite professionals in transnational governance, 

outlining the ways in which it opens up avenues for important and interesting new insights, and we 

discuss the implications for transnational tax governance of our case study. 

 

Linked Ecologies in Transnational (Tax) Governance 

 

How can we understand the competition and influence of elite professionals in transnational (tax) 

governance processes? Here we contend that the linked ecologies approach offers a useful 

complement to existing approaches, with the potential to shed light on underexplored but important 

professional dynamics in transnational (tax) governance settings. Namely, it allows a focus on the 

presence and importance of conflict and competition, the fluidity of authority, and cross-cutting 

interactions within and across professional networks. Below, we contrast these features of the linked 

ecologies approach with three dominant streams for studying elite professionals in transnational (tax) 

governance, grouped as ‘international bureaucracies’, ‘regulatory capture’, and ‘knowledge networks’. 
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First, the linked ecologies approach opens up analytical space for assessing the professional conflict 

that arises where the complexity of policy issues is high and authority is up for grabs by elite 

professionals. Based on Chicago School sociology, this perspective emphasises the ‘ecological’ 

dynamics of professionals in transnational governance. Inspired by the work of Abbott (1988, 2005), 

Halliday (Block-Lieb & Halliday, 2017; Halliday, 2009) and others, ecological analyses emphasise the 

competition of professional groups, set in a system of inter-linked social spaces. Professionals are 

conceived as continually engaged in contests of organizing, institution-building and politics. Abbott, 

in particular, analysed groups (or ecologies) of professionals as united by bodies of esoteric knowledge 

and procedures, ‘always competing’ against other groups for various benefits – prestige, influence, 

markets, power – in a ‘linked’ setting where changing social relations constrain and influence each 

other (A. Abbott, 2005). 

 

Transnational governance contexts are particularly fruitful objects of study following a linked ecology 

approach (Seabrooke & Tsingou, 2015). Transnational governance is specifically characterised by the 

importance of expert knowledge and information control in global networks due to the technical 

complexity of policy issues and the authority afforded to elite professiona ls (Seabrooke, 2014; Stone, 

2002, 2013). Here, elite professionals – powerful, specialised workers associated with institutionalised 

occupations – are notably well-positioned to contest power, as they are mobile and able to leverage 

abstract knowledge and professional communities into authority (Dezalay & Garth, 2016; Kauppi & 

Madsen, 2013; Kennedy, 2004; Nowicka, 2007; Stone, 2013; Waters, 2007) . ‘Elite-ness’ in this context 

is understood as high ‘ranking’ or prestige within professional fields, derived from professional 

authority and hierarchical position (Brown & Coupland, 2015). 

 

Existing perspectives tend to de-emphasise these competitions, setting out from a conception that 

certain groups of actors as inherently central and “insiders” to policy-making processes. Within the 

‘international bureaucracies’ literature, notably, the analytical emphasis is on the unifying bureaucratic 

culture of IOs and the resulting power and autonomy of professional staff (Barnett & Finnemore, 

1999, 2004). Undoubtedly, this scholarship has provided excellent illustrations of the power of 

OECD staff to create and diffuse global tax outputs, located with its bureaucratic culture (Sharman, 

2012; Woodward, 2009). Sharman, for instance, stresses OECD staff’s “shared rationalising vocation, 

ordering, categorising and recording economic activity” (p. 24-25). In particular, the liberal economic 

culture among the OECD bureaucrats has structured the organization’s policy outputs (Morriss & 
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Moberg, 2012; Porter & Webb, 2007), sometimes leading to a weak, though successfully diffused, 

“lowest common denominator” standard in the tax area (Eccleston & Woodward, 2014).  

 

However, the analytical occupation with one professional culture, defined as organizational, leaves 

scope for a complementary, ‘open’ approach that aims to discover, through the study of competition 

and conflict, how specific boundaries between groups are meaningful in the context under study. As 

Block-Lieb and Halliday note, the ecological analysis ‘should not begin with an IO as the unit of 

analysis, but with the sea in which it swims’ (2017, p. 31). Indeed, the traditional dichotomous thinking 

in terms of “public” policy-making insiders and “private” policy-influencing outsiders may be 

particularly unhelpful “when it comes to understanding how authority is being articulated and how 

governance is shaped” (2008, p. 370). Rather, public and private sector actors may coalesce and 

compete across dimensions defined by ideas or expertise rather than sector or organizational 

employment (Picciotto, 2015; Seabrooke, 2014). In our empirical case of BEPS, the broadening of 

the professional population considered here offers a complementary analysis to prior case studies 

focused on the coherent OECD technical bureaucracy (Büttner & Thiemann, 2017). 

 

Second, a linked ecologies approach emphasises the fluidity of authority, investigating the particular 

nature and distribution of authority in the transnational governance context. This context is often 

marked less by entrenched, fixed orders and relationships than comparable national contexts 

(Buchholz, 2016; Krisch, 2017; Vauchez, 2011). In particular, the nature and complexity of modern 

governance issues, spanning countries, cultures and knowledge domains, has fostered a 

reconfiguration of authority, involving novel constellations of civil society, the private sector, and 

professionals (K. W. Abbott & Snidal, 2009; Djelic & Quack, 2010; Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006; 

Hall & Biersteker, 2002; Keck & Sikkink, 1998). (To be clear, nation-states remain powerful and 

central actors, but in a capacity that is reconfigured and less “given”.) Elite professionals are 

potentially important actors in this context. They operate transnationally, developing cultures and 

practices that are distinct from and less bound by national norms and institutions, with resources that 

enable them to capitalise on the authority opportunities afforded in transnational spaces 

(Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Kauppi & Madsen, 2013; Seabrooke, 2014).  

 

Existing research in the ‘regulatory capture’ stream has addressed this fluidity of authority involving 

actors outside the traditional formal ‘power roles’ of nation-states and international bureaucrats to 

whom nation-states delegate, and studied how such authority is activated across organizational 
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domains. Yet this literature has tended to emphasise one particular causal dimension of influence, 

namely that elite professionals representing business or dominant class interests ‘capture’ a nd 

dominate transnational governance processes to define policies in their own interest (Baker, 2010; 

Bó, 2006). In the transnational tax governance literature, Hampton & Christensen have for instance 

argued that the emergence of offshore tax havens was facilitated by elite lawyers (2011, p. 172). And 

Webb (2004) finds that that the OECD’s early-2000s a crackdown on tax havens was knee-capped 

due to policy capture by transnational taxpayers and private-sector tax experts. 

 

In contrast to this ‘top-down’ approach to authority, the linked ecologies literature offers a bottom-

up view, focused on the emergent identification of authority and its dynamics. This supports an 

attention to the nuances of authority and influence exercised in transnational governance processes, 

the causal mechanisms of which may not be as predictable as sometimes expected (Young, 2012). 

The linked ecologies approach is, in this context, more occupied with developing a view of the system 

of elite professionals and its authority dynamics in the particular empirical setting at hand (Seabrooke 

& Tsingou, 2015). Here, professionals groups and their particular resources, strategies, and authority, 

are analytically emergent from the distinctions drawn through competitive struggles in the 

professional community, rather than given organizational belonging. 

 

In the transnational context, career experiences – in particular professional networks and expertise – 

offer one such particular and central professional resource and factor of distinction in the professional 

community. Career patterns are generally significant in professional contexts, as they express 

individual status and social differentiation, but they also generate effects for the wider professional 

system of inter-linked ecologies (A. Abbott, 1988, pp. 128–134). For instance, the overall pool of 

professional expertise in a given ecological setting places important constraints on professional status 

strategies, indicating a hierarchy of expertise within the professional community – a dynamic we 

explore in the analysis below. Given the importance of professional competitions in the transnational 

governance setting, the significance of careers is compounded. As the introduction to this special 

issue notes, careers offer elite professionals critical expertise resources that enable credible arguments 

about transnational policy issues. 

 

Moreover, careers offer network resources such as personal connections, peer recognition and shared 

vocabularies, which enable access to and diffusion of knowledge within the professional community. 

In transnational governance contexts, network relations such as those from professional and business 



  

145 
 

associations can provide prestige and authority. These associations are social network sites and fora 

for the development and exchange of professional expertise (Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; 

S. Quack, 2007). They provide loose and firm network ties through which policy knowledge can move 

swiftly. In short, ideas may well be most effective when promoted by professiona ls that enjoy 

privileged network positions (Burt, 2010, pp. 256–257).  

 

Third, the linked ecologies approach allow us to zoom in on the cross-cutting interactions within and 

across professional networks. Linked ecologies implies a relational approach placing linkages at the 

core of our understanding of the professional system and its dynamics. Professional strategies and 

dynamics that span multiple emergent groupings of elite professionals are notable features of 

transnational governance settings, which are characterised by a reconfiguration of authority types. 

Rather than dominated by strict logics of command (e.g. conventional bargain-based law-making), 

transnational governance heavily features alternative types of interactions, ‘softer’ logics, such as 

delegation, orchestration, and issue control (K. W. Abbott, Genschel, Snidal, & Zangl, 2015; Büthe 

& Mattli, 2011; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017). A particular strength of the approach is a focus on 

these diverse dynamics of professional actors in the social setting (Liu & Emirbayer, 2016), specifically 

suited for the “complexity and dynamism of multi-layered social spaces in global governance” (Block-

Lieb & Halliday, 2017, p. 32). 

 

The concept of ‘hinges’ is one particularly intriguing view of the complexity in elite professionals’ 

involvement in transnational governance, illustrating the cross-cutting linkages that provide 

professionals competitive opportunities to claim control over areas of expertise (A. Abbott, 2005). 

Hinges are strategies that serve benefits to two adjacent ecologies (or sub-groups within both 

ecologies), such as the simultaneous advancement of a specific theory-politics paradigm in the 

economics profession and the economic policy ecology (Farrell & Quiggin, 2017). As Leão and Eyal 

argue, hinge dynamics feature simultaneous reconfiguration of multiple ecologies, allowing for the 

emergence and shared perception of mutual possibilities (2019, pp. 6–7). Issue-specific linked 

ecologies in transnational governance are often in flux as politics change and reform opportunities 

develop, distanced from conventionally entrenched hierarchies, and the issues at hand can offer 

tangible benefits to compete and cooperate for using expertise and network resources (Seabrooke & 

Henriksen, 2017). 
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Elite professionals can build these resources through their careers, which they can then capitalize on 

for hinge strategies at critical moments, say to influence the direction of emergent transnational tax 

policy. By accumulating experience within or across different work roles and sectors, elite 

professionals may accrue prestige and resources to themselves and to professional ecologies, 

enhancing opportunities for benefits across expert groups. For instance, say a professional gains 

intimate knowledge of the technical language and arguments related to tax reform from both legal 

and accounting domains through a diverse career. This may enable the professional to speak 

authoritatively to multiple expert audiences as well as contribute to building shared views of policy 

options across those groups. And it may benefit the legal and accounting groups by increasing the 

reach and prestige of their technical knowledge and arguments, and in turn the likelihood of policy 

influence success – effectively, like a plant spreading its pollen. 

 

In contrast to these features of elite professionals in transnational governance, existing studies often 

emphasise the ‘separate-ness’ and singularity of expert-based actors. Scholarship on the ‘knowledge 

networks’ of transnational (tax) governance certainly offers valuable insights that take conflict, and 

new sources of authority, into account. But it remains focused on the distinctiveness and internal 

coherence of expert groups. ‘Knowledge networks’ are defined as networks of knowledgeable actors  

with credible claims to expert authority – professionals, researchers, scientists – aiming to ‘advance, 

share and spread’ knowledge, including policy-oriented knowledge (Stone, 2002, p. 2). Often, 

knowledge networks are in practice understood as ‘epistemic communities’ or ‘transnational advocacy 

networks’ (TANs). The epistemic communities perspective stresses the authority of pure scientific 

expertise and expert consensus, distinct and separate from politics, engrained in communities with 

strong shared norms, beliefs and goals (Haas, 1992, p. 4). The TANs perspective, in turn, stresses the 

mesh of authority, pointing towards both the expertise and network dynamics underpinning 

authority, but also places at its core the ‘common frames of meaning’ (Keck & Sikkink, 1998, p. 7) 

among ‘specific altruistically motivated individuals’ (Carpenter, 2007, p. 104). In the tax context, this 

scholarship has emphasised the historical cohesion and shared ‘habitus’ of the ‘in-group’ of 

professionals in transnational tax policy (Christians, 2010a; Picciotto, 2015), or how transnational 

networks of civil society advocacy groups shaped global tax policy by mobilising scarce expertise 

(Baden & Wigan, 2017). 

 

A linked ecologies approach invites us rather to focus together on the heterogeneous features and 

interactions of expert groups, both internally and externally. Professional groups are analysed ‘in 
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relation to other professional ecologies competing with it, or other institutional ecologies, which are 

linked to it’ (Fourcade, 2006, p. 155). ‘Knowledge networks’ may be conceptualised as one dimension 

here, where, for instance, they contribute to ‘hinge’ strategies (Stone, 2013). In this sense, ecological 

studies place the construction and change of ecologies through strategies that cut across ecologies, 

such as hinges, at the centre of an understanding domain-specific hierarchies and authorities. 

Fourcade (2006), for instance, has shown how a transnational economics professional ecology 

emerged to create professional free trade and new professional jurisdictions by exploiting such cross-

ecological strategies. For Seabrooke and Tsingou (2015, this issue), equally, hinges are core to 

understand professional influence on transnational governance.  

 

Background: The Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) project 

 

Launched in 2013, the OECD/G20 Base Erosion and Profit Shifting project was hailed by its creators 

as an unparalleled reform project in terms of ambition and scale (OECD, 2013b). The envisioned 

regulatory changes were innovative and far-reaching, aimed at countering tax avoidance by MNC 

costing governments around the world an estimated $100-240bn in revenue annually (OECD, 2015b). 

Across 15 specific ‘Actions’, initiatives sought to fix key loopholes and incongruities in the 

international tax system related to hybrid mismatches, corporate transparency, multilateral 

cooperation, and more. Political support for the initiative has been marked, with broad backing for 

its core principles (Avi-Yonah, 2017). Yet its real-life impacts remain contentious. Following the 

finalization of the project, more than 100 countries have committed to implement the key BEPS 

policy recommendations,3 and its key proponents have described the project as a ‘major success story’ 

(OECD, 2017). This arguably reflects broad acceptance by the policy-making community of the 

solutions, based on strong technical capacity to develop and diffuse new transnational tax standards 

(Christians, 2010b; Sharman, 2012; Vega, 2012). Still, the project’s focus on fixing rather than 

fundamentally overhauling the international tax system has led others to argue that its outcomes were 

rather ‘weak’ (Lips, 2018) or ‘moderate’ (Christensen & Hearson, 2019), reflecting in part the 

resistance of technical insiders to effective, comprehensive change (Büttner & Thiemann, 2017).  

 

Arguably, the most contentious of the 15 initiatives was Action 13, concerned with corporate tax 

transparency. Of particular concern was a significant expansion of documentation requirements by 

                                                 
3 http://www.oecd.org/tax/beps/beps-about.htm 
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MNCs under ‘country-by-country reporting’ (CBCR). CBCR would demand companies disclose tax 

payments and economic activity indicators for each jurisdiction in which they operate, far beyond 

existing requirements. These rules, stipulating corporate tax transparency levels, critically shape the 

political environment of MNCs by regulating the legality and feasibility (economic and normative) of 

corporate tax planning, which has become a topic of concern in corporate boardrooms (EY, 2016; 

KPMG, 2016; PwC, 2016). Specifically, documentation provides ‘outsiders’ (tax authorities, media, 

critical activists, etc.) with the ability to decipher and challenge corporate tax affairs (Christensen, 

2019). As Slemrod notes, “In modern tax theory, information is crucial, and the more information 

the better” (2006, p. 4). Perhaps more significantly, CBCR had long been pursued by critical activists 

(Lesage & Kacar, 2013), who viewed it as a stepping stone towards a genuine paradigm shift in the 

regulation of global capitalism (Christians, 2012; Murphy, 2010; Wojcik, 2012). Since the crisis, 

activists had battled opposition from powerful professionals, succeeding with introductions of sector-

specific CBCR rules (Baden & Wigan, 2017). 

 

The CBCR concept had successfully been promoted on to the OECD/G20 BEPS agenda by civil 

society activists in the highly political salient public domain, advocating the full public release of the 

expansive new data (Dallyn, 2016). In the BEPS project, however, the policy debates were dominated 

by a specialised group of elite professionals, mostly Western experts equipped with deep, domain-

specific expertise. (Only a few non-technical experts, such as civil society activists, participated.) 

These discussions were largely framed in specific expertise-based arguments, operating through a 

particular technical discourse (Büttner & Thiemann, 2017). Moreover, in sharp contrast to political 

activist discourses, the technical policy plan defined the purpose of Action 13 as providing tax 

administrations with information necessary for risk assessment and ensure taxpayer compliance, 

considering business compliance costs (OECD, 2013a, 2014a). Still, these issues were subject to 

professional expert debate as part of the BEPS process, as well as formal political ratification.  

 

The outcome of the professional-technical process and discussions, which we analyse below, paved 

the way for the final BEPS policy recommendations. As Grinberg notes, these recommendations 

were ‘largely a product of technocratic regulatory consensus’ (2016, p. 31). In the case of Action 13, 

the final report recommended some expansion of corporate tax transparency, while rejecting a more 

radical overhaul of documentation requirements (OECD, 2014b, 2015a). The report advanced a 

CBCR template applicable to all sectors, with seven new data points to be reported (down from 15 



  

149 
 

in the initial proposal). Filing was limited to MNCs with more than €750m in annual revenue 4 and 

access was restricted to tax authorities, initially only in the MNCs’ home country. Under strict 

confidentiality and appropriate use safeguards, home country tax authorities could then share the 

CBCR data with other countries, though this would require an information exchange agreement, 

which not all countries – in particular developing countries – have access to.  

 

Data and Methods 

 

To study how elite professionals operate in and influence the technical transnational policy process 

of BEPS, we draw on two main data sources: Qualitative interviews and sequence analysis of 

professional careers. First, we conducted qualitative, semi-structured interviews in 2014-5 during the 

BEPS process with 29 professionals engaged in the discussions. We carried out these interviews as a 

mix of face-to-face (13) and phone interviews (16), with interviewees spanning a variety of 

professional backgrounds, nationalities and organizational affiliations. Information about 

interviewees is listed in Appendix 1. Interviews were concerned with subjects’ relations to and views 

of the BEPS Action 13 process and its professional community, allowing us to identify and classify 

professionals, their relations, and relative influence and prestige in the transnational policy context. 

To inform our questioning, we also drew on domain-specific language and knowledge gained from 

70 hours of participant observation at five major international tax events around Europe in 2014-5, 

all concerned with the BEPS project: One OECD public consultation, one UN expert meeting, and 

three professional conferences. 

 

Second, we study the careers of professionals involved in BEPS Action 13. As noted, careers matter 

for our understandings of the competitive professional dynamics in transnational governance settings 

based on expertise and network resources. In particular, we applied sequence analysis of careers, a novel 

technique applicable to the study of global networks and transnational governance (e.g. Nilsson, 2017; 

Seabrooke & Nilsson, 2015). Given its limited use in prior studies in this empirical domain, it is 

worthwhile laying out the basics of the method. Where we use its more complex analytical measures 

in the analysis, we explain those in context below. Sequence analysis was originally used to analyse 

DNA successions, but has migrated via sociology to political science and international political 

economy (A. Abbott & Tsay, 2000; Blanchard, 2011). It allows the researcher to identify distinct 

                                                 
4 According to OECD estimates, this will represent 10-15% of MNCs but 90%+ of global revenue. 
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trends and trajectories in careers, including expertise bases.5 One particular sequence analysis 

technique employed here is optimal matching, which offers an intuitive grouping of distinctive career 

trends. It generates clusters of similar career trajectories by their “distance”, based on the minimal 

cost/effort of transforming one sequence into another (called matching). This is explained in more 

detail in context below. 

 

We identified key professionals engaged in the BEPS Action 13 process based on consultation letters 

sent to the OECD, speakers at consultation events, and others identified through snowballing in 

interviews. In total, we mapped 140 professionals from international organizations, national 

governments, private sector and civil society, out of an estimated 300 professionals closely engaged 

in the policy process, distributed across 30% national delegates, 10% IO staff, and 60% private sector 

plus civil society. Out of these 140 professionals, we were able to source full career data for 98 

professionals from LinkedIn, other public sites, and via manual inquiries. Our sample contains a 

relatively high number of professionals currently employed in the private sector, since these were 

dominant in numbers and transparency visible in the consultation, and they were more likely to have 

comprehensive career information available on LinkedIn or other sites. However, the sample also 

contains a 20% share of elite professionals with predominant career experience from the national 

authorities, and 5% share with predominant experience from international organizations. Thus, while 

our sample covers the population broadly, data availability inevitably offer limitations. In the analysis 

below, we reflect on these limitations in context. 

 

Career Patterns of Elite Professionals in BEPS 

 

How do elite professionals operate in and influence the technical policy processes of transnational 

tax governance? In this section, we investigate the career characteristics of elite professionals involved 

in BEPS Action 13 and their model pathways, which offer the key resources to accrue authority, 

prestige and policy influence by application in practice. First, we consider the overall career pathway 

trends of elite professionals involved. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the career sequences of our elite 

professionals. Each line represents a career, coded in 1-year instances of work roles, sorted by career 

                                                 
5 Here, it worth noting why we focus on career experience to assess expertise rather than simply educational training. 

While formal education provides the basis from professionals utilise knowledge, careers often diverge from the 

educational basis, and more importantly, it is the career evolution and professional interactions which it allows that shapes 

the prestige and authority of elite professionals in transnational governance settings (Seabrooke, 2014; Seabrooke & 

Nilsson, 2015). 



  

151 
 

length (the shortest careers are on top). In the figures, we use two different colours to represent the 

coding. One focused on expertise, i.e. the predominant technical knowledge applied by the 

professional in his work role – academic research, accounting, economics, executive6, other, tax law 

or transfer pricing (figure 1). And another focused on organizational sector – academia, international 

organization (IO), other, private sector or public sector (figure 2). A legend at the bottom of each 

figure illustrates the colour coding. In both figures, one professional career is highlighted for 

illustration. This person started their career in 1992, worked with accounting in the public sector for 

eight years, then with transfer pricing in the public sector for three years, then with tax law in the 

public sector for two years, then as an executive in the public sector for seven years, then as a senior 

manager in the private sector for one year, and most recently as an executive in an international 

organization. 

 

The data help us make sense of the overall pool of professional expertise involved in BEPS Action 

13. Within our sample, there is a strong prevalence of tax law expertise (the red colour in figure 1) 

and private sector experience (the lavender colour in figure 2). This indicates the importance of these 

expertise bases in the BEPS Action 13 process. In 41% of the careers years, tax law was the 

predominant expertise applied; in 73%, the sector was the private sector. Table 1 below shows the 

full distribution of career years by professional expertise and sector.  

  

                                                 
6 In this context, executive work roles are those positions where the focus on higher-level management issues is 

predominant, such as Vice-President at a bank or Managing Director at a manufacturing firm, even if the professional is 

still engaged in some substantive expertise work. 
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On the face of it, the data supports prior observations about the power of private sector (Webb, 

2004) and legal (Picciotto, 2015) perspectives in global tax policy-making at the OECD. And it is clear 

that, for instance, legal expertise dominates accounting expertise in raw volume in this context. 

However, the data also reflect the varied experiences in careers, as several other expertise bases prove 

voluminous, in particular senior/executive management experience and transfer pricing expertise. In 

addition, as noted the data overrepresents private sector expertise, which indicates some additional 

real presence of public sector and IO experience. More importantly, this overall picture does not 

reveal the nuances of expertise, namely its context (in terms of careers) and application (in terms of 

policy arguments). We now turn to these dimensions. 

 

Table 1. Distribution of career years 

Expertise % of career years Sector % of career years 

Tax law 41 Private 73 

Transfer pricing 22 Public 17 

Senior/executive management 15 IO 7 

Accounting 9 Other 3 

Economics 6   

Academia 4   

Other 3   

 

For a more detailed look at the types of elite professional careers, and the specific ecological strategies 

reflected in careers, we apply the optimal matching and cluster analysis to identify “model” career 

pathways (Gabadinho, Ritschard, Mueller, & Studer, 2011). Optimal matching calculates the 

(dis)similarity of careers, aggregating the total ‘cost’ of converting one career into another. Costs 

reflect the ‘effort’ required of moving from one work role to another (Lesnard, 2010), due to the 

learning curve of adopting and applying new expertise or managing novel relations in a new 

organizational context. In technical terms, there are two types of costs: The cost of substituting work 

roles and the cost of inserting/deleting (“indel”) work roles. The cost types are substitutive. If one 

cost type is high, the distance calculation will rely more on the other. In short, substitutions regard 

the timing of career experience, e.g. whether two professionals both worked as tax lawyers in 2007. 

Meanwhile, indel costs regard the overall content of sequences, e.g. whether two professionals have 

both worked a tax lawyer during their careers (Aisenbrey & Fasang, 2010, p. 426).  
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We define substitution costs inductively based on the frequency of transitions between work roles 

within the sample. To exemplify, there are no transitions within our population between public sector 

accounting and academia – these are quite dissimilar positions with a high effort of moving. In 

contrast, there are relatively many transitions between public sector economists and IO economists 

– these are similar positions with a low effort of moving. Since we are particularly interested in the 

overall content of careers (rather than the specific timing expertise), we favour indel costs over 

substitution costs by setting it at half the mean of the substitution costs, which effectively eliminates 

the upper half of substitution costs (Macindoe & Abbott, 2004, p. 392). 

 

To identify key career types, we used Ward’s method to cluster careers into model pathways, a 

standard approach for segmenting sequences into compact, relatively even-sized clusters. The clusters 

reflect the main macro-types of careers in the population, and thus we expect our data limitations to 

affect the number of professionals in each cluster, rather than the career types themselves.7 For visual 

interpretation and comparability, we include only the most recent 30 years of data (1985-2014) in the 

matching; this captures 95% of total career years. We opted for a cluster solution of four, useful for 

the empirical interests of our analysis and conceptually meaningful. Compared to multiple alternative 

clustering methods, Ward clustering yielded the highest agglomerative coefficient, generally 

interpreted as the strength of the clustering structure (Kaufman & Rousseeuw, 2009, p. 212; Maechler, 

2018). The Ward clustering dendogram is shown in Appendix 2. The clusters are visualised below in 

figures 3 and 4 below. Once again, each line represents a professional career, in 1 -year instances. 

Figure 3 is colour-coded for expertise, figure 4 colour-coded for sector.

                                                 
7 Notably, we would expect the real number of professionals with career types involving underrepresented experiences 

(public sector, IO, civil society) to be higher than reported. Below, this would increase the number of professionals 

allocated to clusters ‘Expertise brokers’ and ‘Talents’. 
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From top left, the clusters identify model pathways that we can roughly label “Adviser-turned-

executive”, “Expertise brokers”, “Tax law specialists”, and “Talents”. The first model pathway is the 

adviser-turned-executive route. Almost all the executive managers involved in BEPS Action 13 – 

today employed in a ~50/50 split of advisory firms and industry – have substantial practical expertise 

from law, transfer pricing, accounting and/or economics, typically gained from the advisory sector. 

These career experiences provide access to multiple knowledge bases and network s associated with 

a technical expert area and a higher-level organizational/management perspectives, though 

concentrated within one sector. The backdrop of executives’ careers may also reflect hierarchical 

work promotion structures in the tax space for advisory and industry firms, illustrating the status 

afforded to elite professionals (expressed here as a management position) able to draw on deep 

technical expertise. 

 

The second model pathway is the ‘expertise broker’. Here, careers broker across at multiple 

professional domains. In terms of expertise, this is predominantly tax law and transfer pricing, but 

also accounting, economics, executive and academia. In terms of sectors, more than two-thirds of the 

cluster have experience from both ‘regulator’ (public/IO sectors) and ‘regulated’ (private sector) 

communities. These careers provide expertise brokers with both diverse specialist knowledge and 

network resources from multiple sectors and organizational contexts, offering a distinct ability to 

carry and promote policy claims as ‘travelling salesmen in ideas’ (Tyllström, 2019).  

 

The third model pathway is the tax law specialists, who have extremely monotone careers, occupied 

predominantly with tax law in the private sector. This career pattern reflects the tendency for 

specialization within law generally and tax law specifically, where elite professionals build up a 

significant body of expertise within their area due to topic complexity as well as market and career 

reward structures (Laumann & Heinz, 1977). The cluster also represents a complementary late-career 

trajectory to the ‘adviser-turned-executive’ cluster. In both pathways, technical expertise work 

dominates the early career. But where the ‘adviser-turned-executives’ then shift towards a higher-level 

management and organizational role in a mix of advisory firms and industry, the tax law specialists 

remain focused on deep technical expertise and almost all stay within the advisory sector. This 

specialisation also enables professionals to become extremely well -connected through targeted 

professional networks within their domain, such as transnational tax policy associations and 

committees. Here, they can accrue authority, prestige and policy influence as they become perceived 

as “knowing well” (Lazega, 1992) in the professional community.  
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The fourth model pathway is “talents”, professionals with short careers (having entered the job 

market recently) but intriguing, distinct characteristics. The cluster consists of some short ‘alternative’ 

careers, e.g. a few civil society activists, but also an important sub-group of young achievers with 

extremely diverse careers. Despite short professional lives, this sub-group have gained experience 

with a large number of different expertises and sectors. Interestingly, several of these achievers now 

work at the OECD (visualised in the Monte Carlo green colour in figure 4). This reflects OECD 

recruitment for its tax positions, which specifically targets career diverse professionals with 

crosscutting diplomacy competencies (job postings on file with author). Moreover, it may well 

represent learning by young tax professionals that diverse careers lead to prestige and authority in 

transnational governance settings, a trend that has previously been shown for similar young 

professionals at the IMF (Seabrooke & Tsingou, this issue).  

 

We can quantify some of these observations using the complexity measure to characterise sequences, 

introduced by Gabadinho and co. (2011; 2010). The measure reflects the diversity and ‘unusualness’ 

of a career, based on the number of job changes and the heterogeneity of work experience. It varies 

between 0, a totally monotone career where the professional retains the exact same work role 

throughout, and 1, a continually shifting career where the professional works an equal time in every 

possible work role. Figure 5 below plots the complexity score of each careers in each cluster, with a 

density estimate of the total distribution (Wilke, 2018). The figure shows that the ‘adviser-turned-

manager’ and the ‘expertise brokerage’ clusters feature relatively complex careers with a  high degree 

of diversity in career experiences. The careers of tax law specialists are remarkably stable, while the 

‘talents’ cluster features a sub-group of highly diverse careers (many transitions and short stays).
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These views of careers patterns and model pathways indicate the relatively presence and importance 

of particular professional expertises and experiences in the BEPS Action 13 policy environment. In 

raw volume, private sector tax law expertise stands out, but we also see the importance of issue-

specific combinations of professional expertise and networks, such as in the ‘adviser-turned-

executive’ and ‘expertise brokers’ careers. Importantly, these features of the professional environment 

shape the policy process and policy discussions. Career experiences enable professionals to active 

hinge strategies at critical moments, advancing certain knowledge, with certain networks, and 

benefitting certain professionals over others in policy discussions. This can effectively shape who is 

listened to, the criteria for accepted arguments, and which policy solutions can be discussed. We now 

turn to these dynamics. 

 

Careers, Authority and Policy Influence in BEPS 

 

Abstracting from the overall career patterns and the model pathways, and adding from our qualitative 

insights, we investigate and assess the different strategies employed by professionals, drawing on 

career resources, to achieve authority and policy influence in the elite professional community, and 

its effects on the BEPS Action 13 policy discussions. In this section, we argue that elite professionals’ 

authority and influence in the transnational reform project was based on strategic combinations of 

expertise and network positioning in the issue-specific linked ecologies. 

 

A first key impact of the overall BEPS Action 13 career architecture was the hierarchy of technical 

expertise. The policy process was characterised by highly technical vocabularies of policy discussions, 

in particular tax legal language. This provided a dense façade for the underlying distributional politics. 

As an Irish Ministry of Finance official noted, “BEPS is technical in nature but political in flavour” 

(Nolan, 2014, p. 8). The technical nature limited participation by actors who did not possess the 

required professional expertise, in particular disadvantaging civil society groups. One interviewee with 

a specialisation in the dominant tax law expertise noted that in the policy debates “it’s about who 

opens their mouth” (interview, public sector tax lawyer). And those who did open their mouths were 

more likely to have dominant experiences behind them. In particular, the primacy of tax legal and 

private sector experience – the two most prevalent expertise bases in the careers of elite professionals 

– was repeatedly highlighted in interviews. Almost the entire OECD BEPS secretariat were tax 

lawyers with private sector experience. On this, a former OECD employee said, “in the OECD, there 

are some tax economists, and clearly different opinions between tax economists and tax lawyers, and 
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the tax lawyers always win" (interview, private sector tax lawyer). There was also a widespread belief 

that private sector perspectives were privileged in the Action 13 policy environment. As one 

interviewee – a private sector tax specialist – said, “You need to 'spend time in the trenches' to 

meaningfully comment on the issues" (interview, private sector tax adviser).  

 

In contrast, expertises seen as less credible were generally less well received when mobilised on their 

own for policy arguments. For instance, policy claims based on pure accounting expertise, concerned 

with the processing and presentation of financial information, found relatively little traction. In one 

example, multiple experts argued the proposed tax transparency requirements were incompatible with 

existing corporate accounting systems. One career-long accountant, advancing a self-described 

“finance and accounting point of view”, summarised the argument in his consultation letter: 

“[E]veryone involved in these processes from whatever background has to lift his mind (…) and must 

understand that systems and data might not be already available to meet these new data reporting 

requirements.” (OECD, 2014c). Yet this point was broadly disregarded, and the  final report made no 

mention of the issue of system data availability. On this, an ‘adviser-turned-executive’ with an 

accounting background said, “Action 13 is a "tax lawyers’ output", tax lawyers talking to each other 

in tax technical language. But they lack practical accounting knowledge, which is what we attempted 

to provide, but they didn't really listen to my concerns” (interview, private sector executive).  

 

In addition to the influence of expertise hierarchies, a second feature of policy discussions was the 

activation of issue-specific combinations of expertise, which were used strategically and effectively to 

advance successful policy claims. Notably, combined tax legal, transfer pricing and economic 

expertise was applied in successful arguments for limiting the new corporate tax transparency 

documentation because of ‘commercial sensitivity’ concerns. Elite professionals argued that 

expansion of corporate tax transparency requirements created both legal (uncertainty), transfer 

pricing (complicating transfer pricing assessments), and economic (inefficiency) problems. One 

consultation letter from one ‘expertise broker’ with a diverse expertise background, representing a 

global professional group, is illustrative. It said it was “difficult to overstate the confidentiality 

concerns”, arguing that access to extensive documentation was “is an unnecessary risk as most of the 

information in the master file will be irrelevant”, calling for the OECD to limit “transfer pricing 

documentation requirements to information that is useful for risk assessment purposes”. If not, they 

argued documentation may “thwart highly innovative, new, immediately global businesses” at the 

expense of “economic cooperation and development” (OECD, 2014c). The argument was prevalent 



  

163 
 

and well received. One interviewee said the arguments had been heard, and that they had been 

“successful in convincing the OECD that you don't need all that information [in the CBCR]” 

(interview, private sector tax advisor). The OECD’s guidance did dedicate significant space to the 

issue of commercial sensitivity, reducing the number of data points asked for from businesses, and 

offering a lengthy list of practical initiatives to ensure the ‘appropriate use’ of the CBCR data, down 

to the use of physical stamping of reminders on each individual page in the documentation. 

 

The ‘commercial sensitivity’ case also illustrates the importance of issue-specific networks in strategies 

to achieve authority and policy influence. While cross-cutting expertise illustrates one important 

mechanism to develop ‘hinging’ opportunities amongst professional communities in BEPS Action 

13, the role of networks in “opinion socialising” and building and spreading policy consensus in 

different professional domains was also central. In particular, select tax law specialists – with authority 

and professional connections from homogeneous careers – diffused the key commercial sensitivity 

arguments within and across the tax committees of transnational professional networks. Several 

interviewees had noted the importance of such committees for its provision of access to weak ties, 

acquaintances and critical policy knowledge. The diffusion across these committees contributed to 

the development of shared views of key policy claims amongst different stakeholders.  

 

One important such network was the Business and Industry Advisory Committee to the OECD 

(BIAC). The “voice of business at the OECD”, BIAC is an institutionalised group firmly embedded 

in OECD tax policy work, and functions as the umbrella network for a large and diverse group of 

national, regional and international associations that spans across professional and business domains. 

Yet it does not merely aggregate policy ideas; it actively shapes them. As stated by the tax committee 

regarding its BEPS 13 inputs, “BIAC has for the first time in the BEPS project sought to draft a 

consensus document to represent business views more generally, rather than simply funnelling views 

from our members” (OECD, 2014c). Tax law specialists held key positions in the BIAC committee, 

highly respected professionals with strong links to other experts. One interview acknowledged this, 

citing exclusive leaks of policy documents to BIAC as one example of deference (interview, private 

sector executive). Another interviewee, a former OECD official, noted, “BIAC is given more access. 

Pascal [Saint-Amans, Director of OECD Centre for Tax Policy and Administration] is more likely to 

meet with BIAC bilaterally than others”. 
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The centrality of professional networks like BIAC rested, to a significant extent, on the professional 

and career resources of their key members. To illustrate, one particularly central, well-connected, tax 

law specialist held positions across multiple tax committees including BIAC, a national industry 

confederation, a regional tax professional group, and a public sector stakeholder group. With 

experience from a specialised tax law career, predominantly in the private sector, the professional 

built up and leveraged an exclusive network within the tax space, becoming perceived as someone 

“knowing well” (Lazega, 1992). One interviewee described such connections as “important for being 

heard at the OECD” (interview, private sector tax lawyer). Another former OECD employee said 

these resources enabled such elite professionals to have a “very close relationship” with leading tax 

policy-makers at the OECD: “[T]hey talk on the phone all the time, they meet all the time at these 

different international conferences; they can easily pick up the phone and smooth over the problems” 

(interview, private sector tax lawyer). 

 

These dynamics reinforced policy influence by socialising professionals around similar policy claims, 

helped by elite tax law specialists with strong network access. One interviewee, a member of multiple 

key tax committees, noted on the networks’ engagement in BEPS: “The group of people involved in 

the process is relatively small; we see each other regularly. (…) The consensus on business side is 

massive for almost all [BEPS] Action points” (interview, private sector tax advisor). While there was 

not always agreement about the details of preferred policy outcomes between different business and 

professional groups, the broad buy-in to policy arguments advanced by a group of authoritative tax 

law specialists across key tax committees helped developed shared views of credible policy arguments 

for successful influence. In the end, the idea of expansive corporate tax transparency as a threat to 

commercial sensitivity was widely shared and accepted, and contributed to a significant reduction in 

the content of new documentation and strong limitations on access and use (Christensen, 2019). 

 

Importantly, the significance of these strategies for authority and influence in BEPS 13, based on 

expertise and network resources, was also widely acted upon by elite professionals themselves. In 

particular, those with limited access to the requisite resources, limited authority and prestige, and thus 

limited likelihood of policy influence themselves, either abstained from participation or leveraged the 

authority of other powerful elite professionals able to achieve influence. In the former category, most 

civil society activists, lacking strong issue-specific expertise and network resources, deliberately 

avoided engagement with the technical BEPS Action 13 process. Only eight critical NGOs provided 

written policy comments, and fewer yet participated in the formal policy discussions at the OECD. 
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And perhaps with good reason; their claims were not heard (Christensen, 2019). “It didn’t feel like 

we were heard; the OECD overlooked [our] comments”, said one participant (interview, civil society 

manager). Another noted the challenges of civil society involvement, saying “I need broader alliance 

than just with NGOs, it’s critical to get investors, pension funds and asset owners on board with me” 

(interview, civil society advisor). 

 

Other professional groups instead sought to employ particularly influential elite professionals to 

advance their arguments. One global professional service firm, for instance, left all of its direct 

engagement with the BEPS Action 13 process to one expertise broker, with exceptionally broad 

career experience from both public and private sectors, and from accounting, transfer pricing, and 

tax policy. Internally, the broker was nicknamed “the OECD partner”, a reference to the 

professionals’ resources particularly suitable for OECD tax discussion (interview, private sector 

transfer pricing advisor). The use of influential professionals as “figureheads” is perhaps most clearly 

visible in issue-specific professional networks formed for the specific purpose of influencing 

transnational tax policy discussions. In BEPS 13, at least nine such network were involved, e.g. the 

“Banking and Finance Company Working Group on BEPS” and the “International Alliance for 

Principled Taxation”, and almost all were fronted by elite professionals with outstanding career 

resources and high authority. 

 

The case of one specific group is illustrative of the strategic leveraging of figureheads: The BEPS 

Monitoring Group (BMG). The BMG was the only issue-specific professional network formed by 

civil society activists involved in BEPS Action 13. Historically, participation by civil society 

professionals in transnational tax policy-making at the OECD has been extremely limited 

(Christensen & Hearson, 2019, p. 6; Ougaard, 2011). However, the BMG was formed in part in 

recognition that if civil society professionals were to impact technical transnational tax governance 

processes like BEPS Action 13, they would need to find another way to access the requisite resources 

for influence (interview, civil society manager). The BMG’s solution was to gather in one coalition 

those civil society professionals with most relevant expertise and authority, regardless of 

organizational belonging, and then appoint the outstanding experts as figureheads. In BEPS 13, the 

key figures included two experienced accountants with deep technical knowledge, and a life -long 

academic with strong network connections through civil society, public and private tax networks. 

Mobilising these resources, they were able to vocalise broader moral concerns in highly technical 

arguments. 
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Conclusions 

 

In this paper, we have argued that elite professionals’ prestige and influence in the processes of 

transnational tax governance, such as the BEPS project, are based on strategic combinations of 

expertise and professional network positioning in issue-specific linked ecologies. We have outlined 

the overall career patterns and distinct model career pathways of the elite professionals involved, 

namely the “adviser-turned-executive”, “expertise brokers”, “tax law specialists” and “talents”. 

Expertise and networks drawn from career dynamics were applied in professional competitions for 

authority, where elite professionals activate these resources for hinge strategies that accrue benefits 

to multiple professional ecologies and enable influence in the transnational policy process. These 

competitions featured a hierarchy of technical expertise, dominated by tax law in particular, but also 

the successful mobilisation of issue-specific combinations of expertise and select network resources. 

Elite professionals on the margins of influence in the BEPS project sought to access these successful 

strategies by enlisting the services of powerful elite professionals to speak for them, or where that 

was not possible, chose to abstain from involvement altogether. These professional competition 

dynamics shaped the transnational policy process by accruing authority to select professionals, 

affecting the feasibility of policy solutions, the criteria for accepted arguments, and who was listened 

to. 

 

The paper opens up a number of new insights and questions. Conceptually, the paper illustrates how 

an ecological approach can shed light on underexplored dynamics of elite professionals in 

transnational (tax) governance, adding to existing studies that emphasise entrenched hierarchies of 

authority, consensus in pre-defined groups, and uniformity of expert actors. In the case at hand, we 

show the competitive dynamics at play amongst elite professionals; we identify the emergent sources 

and impacts of authority; we survey the cross-cutting interactions within and across professional 

networks; and throughout we discuss the influence of these dynamics on the BEPS policy process. 

In such transnational governance settings, with technically complex regulation formed in spaces 

separated from national arenas, the role of elite professionals is likely to remain an important object 

of study, and the ecological approach provides a fruitful avenue to do so. We have contributed to an 

emerging literature applying ecological approaches to study of transnational governance, yet given its 

relatively limited expanse so far, there remains significant scope to further study and theorize critical 

contemporary issue areas and different governance. 
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Lastly, in a practical sense, the paper has provided new insights on the behaviour of expert actors in 

transnational tax governance and their role in the making of global tax policy. For scholars of 

transnational (tax) governance, and indeed for stakeholders seeking to understand or influence such 

transnational governance, the analyses here offers a view at the expertise and network resources that 

may well be required to meaningfully participate in and influence policy-making at this level. These 

resources may be organically ‘grown’ or otherwise strategically accessed, providing the ability to 

activate cross-cutting professional strategies, such as hinges, in order to be successful. For instance, 

for civil society activists, historically reserved about participating in transnational tax governance 

processes, our analysis provides examples of how effective mobilization may be strategized.  Our 

insights are also relevant to policy-makers in government and international organizations that oversee 

and structure transnational governance processes. If they are interested in accommodating a broad 

range of expert views and interests in policy-making, rather than narrow sets of elite professionals 

with specific expertise and network resources, they must account for the barriers posed by the career 

pathways and prestige hierarchies of the technical elite community.  
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Appendix 1: List of Interviewees 

No. Time Location Nationality Sector 

1 October-14 Geneva Ghana Public sector 

2 October-14 Denmark Denmark Private sector 

3 October-14 Geneva US Academia 

4 October-14 Geneva UK Private sector 

5 October-14 Denmark Denmark Public sector 

6 October-14 Geneva Chile Public sector 

7 October-14 Geneva Netherlands International organization 

8 October-14 Via phone France Civil society 

9 October-14 Geneva UK Academia 

10 October-14 Geneva South Africa Public sector 

11 October-14 Geneva Denmark Civil society 

12 October-14 Norway Norway Public sector 

13 November-14 Denmark Denmark Public sector 

14 November-14 Via phone UK Private sector 

15 November-14 Via phone UK International organization 

16 November-14 Via phone UK Private sector 

17 November-14 Via phone Germany Public sector 

18 November-14 Via phone Germany Private sector 

19 November-14 Via phone UK Private sector 

20 November-14 Via phone Netherlands Private sector 

21 November-14 Via phone France Private sector 

22 November-14 Via phone France International organization 

23 December-14 Via phone Belgium Private sector 

24 December-14 Via phone Switzerland Public sector 

25 January-15 Via phone UK Private sector 

26 January-15 Via phone Germany Private sector 

27 January-15 Via phone Netherlands Private sector 

28 January-15 Via phone Sweden Private sector 

29 January-15 Via phone Germany Private sector 
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Paper IV. Professionalization and Transnational Institutions: The Case of 
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Professionalization and Transnational Institutions: The Case 

of Transfer Pricing1 
 

 

Rasmus Corlin Christensen (Department of Organization, Copenhagen Business School) 

 

Abstract: The institutional turn in management scholarship on professions has renewed inquiry into 

the relationship between professionalization and institutions in transnational contexts. In this paper, 

we argue that, as professional work becomes distanced from traditional national spaces through 

transnational firms, regulation and cultures, the institutional foundations of professionalization, in 

turn, become uniquely transnational. Transnational professionalization, rather than being marked by 

the traditional hallmarks of hard licensure and state-guaranteed monopolies, relies on soft normative 

and cultural institutions. Moreover, the political, economic, and organizational context of the 

professional work area shapes the specific form of transnational professionalization. We provide 

evidence on this point by drawing on a major empirical study of transfer pricing, – the practice of 

pricing cross-border transactions of goods and services within multinational corporations that 

underwrites a substantial part of the world economy. We find that soft, domain-specific transnational 

standards and practices are central to professional identities, to professional claims to distinctiveness 

and to the professional organizing infrastructure. This mode of professionalization, we contend, is 

shaped by its global political-economic significance, uniquely transnational nature of activity, and the 

scale of key professional organizations. 

 

Keywords: Institutions, professionalization, professions, transfer pricing, transnationalism.  

                                                 
1 This paper is not currently submitted for consideration at any journal. 



 

 
180 

 

Introduction 

 

There is no idea in doing national-focused, one-country-focus transfer pricing. You have to look 

globally. (Interview (IV) #44) 

 

After an institutional turn in management scholarship on professions, the transnational dynamics of 

professions has become a central research topic (Muzio, Brock, & Suddaby, 2013). Rising awareness 

of the important role of professions in society has fostered an exciting new scholarship on the 

relationship between professions and institutions (or lack thereof) (Risi & Wickert, 2017). In the 

context of globalization and the rise of global professional organizations, transnationalization is a key 

dimension of the professions-institutions nexus. Professional work has taken on “increasingly 

transnational dimensions” (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012, p. 1), becoming “decoupled from purely 

domestic concerns and practices” (Seabrooke, 2014, p. 55). This has produced new calls to theorize 

and explore the specific interplay of professions and institutions in transnational contexts (Carter, 

Spence, & Muzio, 2015; Muzio et al., 2013). The neo-institutional perspective has been fruitful in this 

regard, emphasizing the cultural, normative and regulative interplay of profession(al)s in shaping and 

adapting to transnational organizational forms, global business practices and transnational regulation 

(Muzio et al., 2013; Scott, 2008b; Suddaby, Gendron, & Lam, 2009). This has fostered novel insights 

on, in particular, professionals’ institutional work (Daudigeos, 2013; Empson, C leaver, & Allen, 2013; 

Suddaby & Viale, 2011), global professional service firms (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Malsch & 

Gendron, 2013), the reshaping of professional practices following internationalization (Muzio & 

Faulconbridge, 2013) and the contribution of established professions to processes of transnational 

institutionalization (Arnold, 2005; Dezalay & Garth, 1995, 2010; Suddaby, Cooper, & Greenwood, 

2007). 

 

Less attention has been paid, however, to the specific dynamics of transnational professionali zation. 

Professionalization, a core concept of contemporary professions studies, is the processes by which 

professions emerge and change (Abbott, 1988), taking place in spaces ‘beyond the nation state’ 

(Hannerz, 1996). Importantly, scope is available for investigating and theorizing the distinctness of 

transnational professionalization processes that depart fundamentally from the traditional case of 

nationally grounded professionalization processes (Gorman & Sandefur, 2011). While neo-

institutional scholarship on professions sets out from the assumption that professionalization is 

closely tied to institutionalization (Suddaby & Viale, 2011), the crucial follow-up questions are how 
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and under which circumstances (Risi & Wickert, 2017). Recent research sheds light on new organizationally 

specific dynamics of professionalization (Brock, Leblebici, & Muzio, 2014; Evetts, 2009; Muzio, 

Hodgson, Faulconbridge, Beaverstock, & Hall, 2011), yet transnationally specific dynamics, in 

contrast, remain underexplored. This is a particularly pertinent agenda since transnational institutions, 

uniquely marked by transience, thinness, dynamism, and soft logics, differ radically from those in 

national spaces, providing novel space for professional action (Buchholz, 2016; Djelic & Sahlin-

Andersson, 2006; Kipping & Kirkpatrick, 2013; Seabrooke, 2014; Suddaby et al., 2007).  

 

In this paper, we argue that the transnationalization of professional work is associated with uniquely 

transnational institutional foundations of professionalization. In contrast to traditional cases of 

professionalization tied to legally based institutions ensuring professional closure that are reliant on 

licensing and state-guaranteed monopolies, transnational professionalization relies on soft normative 

and cultural institutions. Yet, transnational professionalization is shaped by the political, economic, 

and organizational context of the professional work area. We make this point by drawing on a 

comprehensive empirical investigation of transfer pricing, the practice of pricing cross-border 

transactions of goods and services within multinational corporate groups that underwrite a substantial 

part of the world economy. We find that soft transnational institutions are cornerstones of 

professionalization, notably in three respects. First, domain-specific and soft transnational institutions 

are central to professional identities in transfer pricing that are constructed with reference to the arm’s 

length principle, the central normative institution of transfer pricing, and the OECD Transfer Pricing 

Guidelines for Multinational Enterprise and Tax Administrations (hereafter Transfer Pricing 

Guidelines), the globally accepted, authoritative (but non-binding) rules governing the practice of 

transfer pricing and that are its core norm. Second, professional claims to distinctiveness mirror the 

soft nature of these transnational institutions, marked by professional consensus on basic principles 

yet emphasizing substantial professional flexibility and autonomy in practical application. Third, 

professionalization is supported by an organizing infrastructure of homogeneous career experiences 

through key transnational professional organizations and regular professional interactions at exclusive 

professional events, serving to enforce and instill the core transnational norms of transfer pricing. 

This mode of professionalization, we contend, is shaped by its global political -economic significance, 

uniquely transnational nature of activity, and the scale of key professional organizations . 

 

This study meets recent calls in the literature to explore and theorize the interplay of professions and 

institutions in transnational contexts (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Muzio et al., 2013), and our 
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paper makes multiple contributions in this regard. First, we emphasize the role played by various 

transnational institutions in professionalization processes. Previous research highlighted how 

transnational organizations shape professional systems of work (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2008) and 

how established professions use transnational regulations as vehicles of dominance (Suddaby et al., 

2007). We emphasize the dimension of soft transnational normative and cultural institutions acting 

as functional equivalents to traditional, hard institutional foundations of professionalization. Second, 

our detailed case study of transfer pricing illustrates a type of professionalization that is novel and 

specific to the transnational context. This sheds light on recent calls to further study how 

contemporary professional groups and domains of expertise emerge (Carter et al., 2015, p. 1210), 

specifically allowing us to better understand the micro-level, field-specific processes of professional 

emergence and identity (Suddaby & Viale, 2011, p. 431). Third, we address recent calls for a better 

understanding of how contemporary professional groups and their expertise are entwined with the 

dynamics of globalization (Carter et al., 2015, p. 1207; Muzio et al., 2013, p. 704). In particular, we 

contend that the scale of activity and global economic significance of transfer pricing to contemporary 

global capitalism and geopolitics shapes its specific process of professionalization and the 

transnational institutions that underpin it. 

 

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section discusses existing scholarship on professionalization 

and transnational institutions, arguing for opening up the institutionalist perspective on the 

professions to explore and theorize the distinct and variant role of transnational institutions in 

professionalization processes. Next, we discuss the empirical context and transfer pricing, in addition 

to elaborating our data and methods. We then present our findings and discuss how these inform 

theorization of the professions-institutions nexus in transnational contexts. Lastly, we conclude by 

reflecting on the theoretical and empirical implications of our findings before outlining future 

research avenues. 

 

Professionalization and Transnational Institutions 

 

Professionalization, a core concept of contemporary professions studies, is now commonly 

understood to be the process of claiming a jurisdiction, i.e., the establishment of a link between a 

particular professional group and a particular area of practice (Abbott, 1988). Earlier professions 

scholarship conceptualized professionalization as a trait, a fixed endpoint ascribed to professional 

groups that fulfilled a checklist of relevant characteristics. In contrast to these trait -based analyses, 



  

 
183 

 

Abbott’s key argument was that the defining feature of professions was  changing relations and 

contestation, leading to a reinvigoration of a professions scholarship occupied with hair-splitting 

debates on defining the right checklist (Muzio et al., 2013, p. 714). Professions are not given social 

entities, which is why the key question is not whether or not a given group is a profession, but rather 

to what extent and how they are professionalizing. Such an analysis entails evaluating the core dimensions 

of professionalization, namely how professional groups specify their particular knowledge base, 

define their ideological foundations, and ensure control over their work area (Torres, 1991). 

Professions, in this view, are made through the dynamic interactions of professions and other actors 

along these dimensions. Abbott’s perspective is an informative one for the study of professional and 

transnational institutions in that it aids in directing our gaze away from the established checklists of 

traditional professional delimitations to see the nuanced ways in which contemporary transnational 

professionalization works, which can be highly diverse.  

 

The idea that institutions are at the center of this notion of professionalization is a principal insight 

from the neo-institutional perspective on professions (Muzio et al., 2013) but hails from historical 

literature on professions (Abbott, 1988; Torres, 1991). Drawing on Scott’s influential work, we can 

conceptualize institutions as regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements that provide 

“stability and meaning to social life” (2008a, p. 48), each aspect providing a different pillar of order, 

respectively based on logics of expedience (such as laws), social obligation (such as accreditations), 

and shared understandings (such as religious beliefs). Institutions are at the core of change and solidity 

in analyses of organizations and other social orders, including professions. Moreover, 

professionalization processes rely on institutions in specifying a knowledge base, defining ideology, 

and ensuring control (Torres, 1991). Professions are also closely entwined with institutions as critical 

makers of institutional change, and the strategies of powerful professions have come under scrutiny 

as they “colonize collateral institutions” in their bids to “secure their status and survival” (Suddaby & 

Viale, 2011, p. 436). At the same time, professions are central takers of institutional change, reacting 

and adapting to important exogenous reforms with institutional ramifications (Radcliffe, Spence, 

Stein, & Wilkinson, 2018). These insights raise further questions about the specific relationships 

between institutions and professions, and indeed when/whether/how there is such a relationship at 

all (Risi & Wickert, 2017). 

 

Traditional narratives about professions focused on the regulative, national institutions underpinning 

professionalization. Hallmark analyses of the professionalization of law, medicine, and the like 
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emphasized the particular importance of certain institutions. First, studies highlighted 

professionalization reliant on hard institutions regulating social order through coercive mechanisms, 

legally sanctionable rules and regulations that professions themselves were often involved in crafting 

(Muzio et al., 2013, p. 706). Second, they were marked by what Fourcade has called a distinctly  

nationalist disposition (2006, p. 148), a focus on institutions within the nation-state domain. 

Traditional studies of professions emphasized a reliance on formal professional licensures, state-

sanctioned monopolies, and the colonization of organizations,  such as courts and hospitals, all tied 

to and guaranteed by the nation state (Gorman & Sandefur, 2011; Muzio et al., 2013, pp. 701–704). 

 

Empirical changes, however, fundamentally challenge these conventional narratives on professions. 

Developments in modern societies and professional work since the end of the twentieth century 

require a recalibration of contemporary theories of professions. This is now well -established in the 

professions and management literature (Muzio et al., 2011). As Evetts argued, th is “Anglo-American 

over-emphasis on medicine and law as the archetypal professional groups has been largely unhelpful” 

(2003, p. 408). Indeed, relying on select, high-profile professions dominant within a society to model 

professions broadly has come under increasing criticism. The total spectrum of possible professional 

settlements is broad, ranging from “full domination to the formal splitting of work, as well as 

comprising various forms of subordinate or advisory functions” (Heusinkveld, Gabbioneta, Werr, & 

Sturdy, 2018, p. 249). In response, an awareness of change has emerged, yet mostly focused, so far, 

on the changing workplace, especially through theorizing organizational professionalism (Brock et al., 

2014). 

 

Transnationalism is a critical aspect of these changes in professional work and its contexts. 

Contemporary professionalism has become exposed to unique organizational, cultural, and regulative 

logics beyond the nation state, with significant implications for our understandings of professions 

(Carter et al., 2015; Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Seabrooke, 2014; Suddaby et al., 2007). 

Transnationalism encompasses the integration and expansion of the scale of social activity, enabled 

by globalization, economic integration, technological change in communication and transport, and 

new cultural encounters. These processes open up opportunities for the emergence of new 

institutions and distinct sets of actors and relations beyond the nation state (Djelic & Quack, 2010; 

Hannerz, 1996). The scope and depth of these dynamics means transnationalism fundamentally 

impacts professions and the processes by which they emerge and change. This involves new 

transnational professional organizations, such as professional services firms (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 
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2012; Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; Malsch & Gendron, 2013) but also transnational regulation 

(Dezalay & Garth, 2010; Kauppi & Madsen, 2013; Quack, 2007; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017; 

Suddaby et al., 2007) and transnational professional cultures and norms (Boussard, 2018;  Fourcade, 

2006; Harrington, 2015). 

 

Transnational institutions are also different than national institutions. In contrast to traditionally 

emphasized regulative institutions at the national level, transnational institutions are decoupled from 

national spaces (Seabrooke, 2014) and have a transient, soft nature, as they are more indeterminate 

and thinly constructed (Buchholz, 2016). They are characterized by a “weakly differentiated social 

structure” and “limited statehood” (Vauchez, 2011). In such weak fields, where the coercive power 

of nation states is less determinant, social orders can be more actively contested by a broad range of 

actors with different authority claims (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006; Kipping & Kirkpatrick, 

2013). In this sense, authority in transnational spaces is transformed, marked by an openness 

embracing fluidity and dynamism, rather than being fixed based on nationality or entrenched 

hierarchies (Avant, Finnemore, & Sell, 2010; Krisch, 2017; Mattli & Büthe, 2003) . In other words, 

transnationalism implies, as Suddaby and colleagues argue, “a shift in power, from ‘hard’ actors (i.e., 

nation states and professional associations) wielding coercive power to ‘soft’ actors (transnational 

agents and conglomerate professional services firms) that rely on normative power” (2007, p. 335). 

(This is not to say nationality and national differences no longer matter; clearly, national experiences 

of global professions do vary (Fourcade, 2006) and certain national cultures and practices have a 

greater impact once globalized (Boussebaa, Morgan, & Sturdy, 2012; Dezalay & Garth, 2010; 

Harrington, 2015).) 

 

In consequence, there is a need to rethink how distinctly transnational institutions underpin 

contemporary professionalization. We contend that as professional work becomes distanced from 

traditional national spaces, the institutional foundations of professionalization, in turn, become 

uniquely transnational. In doing so, we want to open up scholarship on changes to contemporary 

professionalization and go beyond the traditional emphasis on regulative, national institutional 

foundations. But, also to expand on emerging work on organizational professionalism. While 

organizational and transnational contexts of professional work clearly overlap at times, such as in the 

case of global professional services firms (Muzio & Faulconbridge, 2017), transnationalism is 

distinguished by soft, transient, domain-specific properties, whereas much work on organizational 

professionalism emphasizes the new (organizationally specific) regulative institutional contexts of 
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professionalization (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2008). And while transnational professional 

organizations have received much scholarly attention, the specificity of transnational 

professionalization remains underexplored. Adding sensitivity to broader transnationally-specific 

institutional foundations of professionalization can enable important new insights on a critical 

dimension of change in professional work, as called for in recent contributions (Blok, Lindstrøm, 

Meilvang, & Pedersen, 2018; Brock et al., 2014; Carter et al., 2015; Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; 

Muzio et al., 2013). 

 

In this regard, we build on recent research on the transnational dynamics of professionalization 

focusing on soft normative and cultural institutions as pillars of transnational professionalization in 

the absence of national, state-guaranteed monopolies and licensure. Suddaby et al.’s (2007) study on 

the transnational professionalization of elite accountants is illustrative, relying on the soft institutions 

of commercial ideology, professional identification through stratification, and transnational standard 

setting. Fourcade (2006) also highlights the soft transnational professionalization of economics 

through cross-domain strategies advancing an economics rhetoric, the political applicability of 

economic knowledge, and transnational actor linkages. She also argues that the global constitution of 

professionalization itself is a key source of economists’ legitimacy and authority. In another case, 

Boussard (2018) examines transnational professional closure through normative (rather than 

regulative) boundaries, in the case of mergers and acquisitions. She emphasizes professionalization 

via transnationally specific normative cultural institutions, namely social -symbolic judgments devices 

or rankings and a distinct, economic class, professional ethos. Grisel’s (2017) analysis of the 

transnational professionalization of international commercial arbitration and Harrington’s (2015) 

study of wealth managers also identify institutional foundations in loose but distinct transnational 

cultures amongst professionals, marked by a willingness and capacity to build bridges across specific 

national and professional spaces. We bolster these emerging theorizations of contemporary 

transnational professionalization, arguing that it is supported by transnationally specific normative  

and cultural institutions and by providing evidence of three dynamics by which domain-specific 

transnational institutions underwrite professionalization in transfer pricing, namely professional 

identities, claims to distinctiveness, and organizing infrastructure.  

 

However, we also go beyond this emerging literature. In the context of professionalization, we study 

the crucial relationship between professions and economic globalization (Carter et al., 2015, p. 1207; 

Muzio et al., 2013, p. 704). Previous studies in this stream of research, as Muzio and colleagues note, 
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“tend to be phenomenon-driven, in-depth case studies, which do not seek to abstract and theorize 

the mechanisms and techniques through which professions participate in and facilitate processes of 

institutional change” (2013, p. 704), or do not focus on professionalization as such. Both Fourcade 

and Boussard, for instance, suggest that their empirically identified dimensions of transnational 

professionalization are shaped by broader economic and commercial imperatives, yet do not theorize 

this further. And Suddaby et al. specifically call for more theoretical clarity on the implications of 

globalization of professional work (2007, p. 357). We assert that transnational professionalization is 

critically shaped by the political, economic, and organizational context of the professional work area. 

In transfer pricing, this includes its global political-economic significance, uniquely transnational 

nature of activity, and the scale of key professional organizations. These insights shed light on how 

contemporary professional groups and their expertise are connected to globalization. Notably, 

however, the divergence from traditional models of professionalization does not necessarily imply 

weaker professional closure, but rather a different type (Fourcade, 2006, p. 151; Freidson, 1986). As 

we discuss below, ambiguous constitution may be a source of strength, allowing reinvention and 

reinterpretation that can assert professional status (Abbott, 1988, p. 56), such as has been shown in 

the case of human resources managers (Caldwell, 2003). In the next section, we introduce the history 

and the contemporary substance of transfer pricing, including its core transnational institutions. 

 

Transfer Pricing in Context 

 

Transfer pricing, a crucial concept in the modern firm and the global economy, is, simply, the practice 

of pricing cross-border transactions of goods and services within multinational companies. Today, a 

significant proportion of world trade takes place inside multinational companies subject to transfer 

pricing, representing somewhere between a third to half of the USD20 trillion traded across borders 

annually (Lakatos & Ohnsorge, 2017; Lanz & Miroudot, 2011). To exemplify, say that Coca-Cola 

U.S- sells its secret ingredient to Coca-Cola Canada so that Canadians can also enjoy the Coke Side 

of Life. What price should they charge? The answer has massive ramifications. It affects the profits 

and losses, i.e. economic performance, of each party. Pricing is a key mechanism used to shape the 

incentives of individual corporate units and the effectiveness of the firm as a whole (Poppo, 2003).  It 

also affects the revenues of the U.S. and Canadian governments, who can generally only tax the profits 

generated in their jurisdiction. This means that, if Coca-Cola U.S. does not charge anything because 

Coca-Cola Canada is a friend, the latter is being handed a substantial profit for free, and the Canadian 

government benefits from the resulting tax revenue. If Coca-Cola U.S. charges an exorbitant fee for 
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the highly valuable secret ingredient, it makes a big profit, and the U.S. government earns the tax 

revenues. Thus, there are significant economic incentives to set the pricing to produce the most 

convenient outcome for the various parties (Vining, 2003). 

 

Given the high stakes, transfer pricing is marked by substantial conflict that takes place at multiple 

levels: 

1. Between corporate managers, as transfer pricing policies and practices produce struggles over 

rewards and organizational structure, leading to inefficiencies (Eccles, 1985) 

2. Between corporations and tax administrations, struggling over the tax implications for 

transfer pricing policies. Already in the early twentieth century, the League of Nations found 

that, “[t]hrough the arbitrary fixation of inter-establishment billing prices or charges for 

interest, royalties, services, etc., profits can be shifted from place to place, the purpose being 

to transfer them to the country with a low rate of tax or no income at all” (Carroll, 1933) 

3. Between nation states, each seeking to extract as much income as possible from multinational 

corporations operating in their jurisdiction (Rixen, 2008). 

 

With the risk of conflict, the potential of transfer pricing to foster societal disruption is well-

established (Borkowski, 2005; Hansen, Crosser, & Laufer, 1992; Mehafdi, 2000). Yet, in recent years, 

the risk of conflict has escalated. Armstrong (1998) now concludes that transfer pricing is a core 

mechanism for capitalist class rule, while Sikka and Willmott maintain that it contributes to “relative 

social impoverishment, by avoiding the payment of public taxes” (2010, p. 1) and Ylönen and 

Teivainen (2017) assert that it represents the political dominance of corporations. Most recently, 

transfer pricing has attracted widespread public criticism and been the subject of political counter-

activism. In the context of the global financial crisis, and subsequent economic austerity, activists 

identified transfer pricing as a key mechanism behind billions lost for economic development 

worldwide and as a source of inequality and poverty (e.g., ChristianAid, 2008; PWYP, 2012).  

 

The established solution to these conflicts, the central norm of transfer pricing – the arm’s length 

principle – was born and institutionalized at the transnational level with professional support. The 

arm’s length principle states companies cannot choose any price they want when trading internally; 

they should use market price. In other words, they should pay their friends what they would pay a 

stranger. Coalescence around the arm’s length principle was first initiated in the 1920s at the League 

of Nations, which commissioned a series of expert reports on the topic (Wittendorff, 2010, pp. 85–
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92). League of Nations’ experts, who nominally participated in the discussions as government 

representatives, operated with a transnational spirit marked by an “absence of national atmosphere 

and the growth … of a sense of world issues and international perspective” (Jogarajan, 2018, p. 28). 

Among several options, the experts favored the arm’s length principle, which means allocating a 

corporation’s income to each country of operation based on the pricing of transfers among their 

related entities, on terms comparable to those available on the market (i.e., at arm’s length). Already 

then, the arm’s length principle was also preferred by practitioners outside the League of Nation’s 

expert committee (Carroll, 1933, pp. 188–191). As Thomas notes, for practitioners across the globe, 

the arm’s length standard was “even then, understood to be customary and therefore automatically 

applicable in the absence of an express indication otherwise” (1996, p. 126).  

 

Besides transnational professional support, the arm’s length principle had key political advantages. In 

particular, it was more consistent than alternatives with established norms in international law on 

political sovereignty and territoriality. On the one hand, because of the historical importance of 

taxation to the nation state, governments firmly wanted to protect their political sovereignty in the 

area of transfer pricing, to avoid the risk of losing control over tax revenues. On the other hand, 

because of the substantial risk of inter-state conflict over transfer pricing (‘who gets what’), there was 

also a strong incentive for states to pursue a transnational solution to coordinate policies (Christensen 

& Hearson, 2019; Hearson & Prichard, 2018). Thus, the League of Nations discussions were marked 

by a “spirit of compromise and conciliation” amongst experts, and a discouraging of any concern for 

“personal preferences and nationalistic considerations” (Jogarajan, 2018, pp. 27–28, 236). The 

coercive power of the nation state took a backseat, providing novel space for a solution based on 

professional collaboration. In particular, the arm’s length principle permitted the resolution of this 

tension, since its transnational institutionalization could be a system of non-binding agreements (thus 

preserving state sovereignty) that ensured coordination based on shared norms and a culture of 

practical application. This placed substantial powers, flexibility, and authority for on-the-ground 

applications in the hands of individual professionals. As Radcliffe et al. note (2018, p. 9), such 

professionals exclusively harness the “highly specialized knowledge base and shared meaning 

systems” that are required to make appropriate judgments about the application of such soft 

transnational principles, a topic discussed further in the findings section.  

 

During the twentieth century, the arm’s length principle became increasingly established as the soft 

transnational standard for transfer pricing. After the League of Nations col lapsed following World 
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War II, the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation and then the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) took over much of the previous work conducted 

at the League of Nations on transfer pricing. Similar to the League of Nations, and like other 

transnational governance organizations like the World Trade Organization, the OECD does not 

exercise coercive power but relies on shared norms and culture, specifically technical proficiency and 

a close-knit transnational professional community, to disseminate its recommendations and model 

policies to policymakers and practitioners across the globe (Genschel & Rixen, 2015; Kudrle, 2010; 

Sharman, 2012). Working based on the League of Nations consensus, the OECD has enshrined the 

arm’s length principle in a number of non-binding products, most notably its Model Tax Convention, 

the premier standard for bilateral treaties on taxation, and its detailed Transfer Pricing Guidelines, a 

now 600-page report globally considered the authoritative standard governing the practice of transfer 

pricing. Together, these transnational institutions provide the core transnational institutional 

infrastructure of transfer pricing (Eden, Dacin, & Wan, 2001; Lepard, 1999; Thomas, 1996). The 

Model Tax Convention now serves as the backbone of more than 3,000 intergovernmental treaties 

(OECD, 2017) and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines directly shape practice and regulation across the 

globe (Vega, 2012). 

 

Today, the professionalization of transfer pricing means it is developing into a distinct, identifiable 

area of professional work. By some estimates, the global market for transfer pricing professional 

services is valued at EUR15bn annually (Tørsløv, Wier, & Zucman, 2018). And as we demonstrate 

below, transfer pricing professionals increasingly perceive themselves, and are perceived by others, as 

a unique professional group. This is the case despite lacking the boundaries of traditional professions, 

i.e., the community has no legally enforced licensing schemes, no state-guaranteed monopolies, and 

there is no central professional association. In principle, anyone can become engaged in transfer 

pricing practice (Wundisch, 2007). However, the institutional organization of transfer pricing practice 

supports effective boundary setting; i.e., there are specific pathways for professional training flowing 

through transnational professional organizations (Eden, 2011; Plesner Rossing, 2013, p. 187), and for 

socializing into the professional culture, including an important global conference circuit. 

Organizations involved in transfer pricing also increasingly carve out specific jobs, with titles like 

Global Transfer Pricing Director, to deal with transfer pricing work, as opposed to having it as a sub-

component of other jobs. These features enable us to study the unique and ongoing 

professionalization of a transnationally oriented area of work.  
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In practical terms, the core professional work in transfer pricing is the valuation of cross-border 

transactions between related parties. At the heart of this valuation is “a comparison of the conditions 

in a controlled transaction with the conditions that would have been made had the parties been 

independent and undertaking a comparable transaction under comparable circumstances” (OECD, 

2017b, p. 43). In simple terms, for any transaction, this entails: a) Identifying the commercial or 

financial relations between the related enterprises, b) comparing those conditions to conditions of 

comparable transactions between non-related enterprises (on the market), c) and determining the 

pricing of the transaction in accordance with the arm’s length principle. Given the flexibility and 

autonomy of on-the-ground practice, transfer pricing professionals may take different approaches to 

each valuation task (Chang, Cheng, & Trotman, 2008). What they choose to do may depend on the 

stage of the organizational transfer pricing process, often described as a linear path involving planning 

(of transactions or structures), implementation (of plans), compliance (ensuring adherence to established 

laws and principles) and, lastly, defense (typically against critical questions raised in audits by 

authorities). 

 

Despite the discipline’s increasing societal significance, distinct features, and theoretical interest, the 

professionals actually doing transfer pricing have drawn little academic attention. In the context of 

institutional theory, recent contributions to the literature have thus called for more work on “how 

various forms of power struggles form and exist between [institutional actors] in a transfer pricing 

context, as well as what is the role of expert bodies seeking to promote or legitimize certain MNE 

[multinational enterprise] practices” (Plesner Rossing & Rohde, 2014, p. 280). Sikka  and Willmott 

have also called for a research agenda that places “transfer pricing in broader social, political and 

organizational contexts” (2010, p. 29). Yet most transfer pricing scholarship situated within 

international business and management studies conceives transfer pricing as a practical mechanism 

of operations and organizational control (Borkowski, 1996; Colbert & Spicer, 1995; Cravens, 1997; 

Spicer, 1988; Swieringa & Waterhouse, 1982). This research pointed out the relationship between 

transfer pricing practice and organizational structure, culture, and institutional environments (Chang 

et al., 2008; Hussein, Kraten, Seow, & Tam, 2017; Li & Ferreira, 2008; Sakurai, 2002). However, the 

role and evolution of the core professional group that practices and develops transfer pricing remain 

largely unexplored. 

 

With these points in mind, we maintain that transfer pricing offers an important and intriguing case 

study of professionalization and transnational institutionalization. Empirically, it is an increasingly 
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significant area of professional practice with substantial implications for the world economy, 

transnational organizations, and nation states, giving rise to global conflicts between its stakeholders. 

Due to its problem structure, the transnational institutionalization of transfer pricing is marked by 

broad agreement on high-level principles, leaving substantial scope for flexibility in its application in 

professional practice. Theoretically, the implications for professionalization are, as of yet,  unclear, 

providing an interesting context in which to study the relationship between professionalization and 

transnational institutions. 

 

Data and Methods 

 

The overarching methodology we apply is a qualitative case study, allowing us to examine the interplay 

of professionalization and transnational institutions in terms of transfer pricing in rich detail. The 

case study approach is suited for the study of micro-level phenomena, such as professional 

(inter)actions, where we emphasize focusing on the particularities, variability, and interpretation of 

the observed dynamics (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Our aims align largely with what Welch and colleagues 

(2011) call interpretive sensemaking (see also Feagin, Orum, & Sjoberg, 1991; Stake, 1995). The 

theorizing emphasis is on “[u]nderstanding of actors’ subjective experiences” (Welch et al., 2011, p. 

745). In particular, because we are interested in soft transnational institutions and their relation to 

professionalization in the case of transfer pricing, we seek to understand how practitioners perceive 

and express this relation and its qualities. Moreover, this approach provides a particularly favorable 

method for examining previously underexplored or poorly understood phenomena, such as transfer 

pricing professionals (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). The main empirical source for our case study is a 

series of qualitative interviews and observation. In addition, we analyze data on the careers of transfer 

pricing professionals to elucidate particular transnational organizational t raining and education 

pathways highlighted as potentially important by both our own early research and prior studies 

(Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Goxe & Belhoste, 2018). 

 

Interviews and Observation 

 

Our primary source of data is qualitative research involving interviews and observation. In line with 

our methodological approach, interviews and observation made it possible to conduct an insider-

outsider inquiry beginning at the micro level, allowing emphasis on everyday practice and 

contextualized professional interpretations, giving voice to knowledgeable insiders as those best 



  

 
193 

 

positioned to “articulate the rationales for conceptions and actions” that constitute the phenomena 

under study (Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010, p. 8). Furthermore, the combination of 

interviews and observation allowed us to address the attitudinal fallacy (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014), as 

two different data sources offer complementary perspectives. Observations can be used to compare 

expressions and behavior in a naturalistic setting to expressions and behavior in a (semi)structured 

interview setting. Specifically, we conducted 60 semi-structured interviews with 64 interviewees face 

to face or via phone. Appendix 1 provides a detailed summary of the composition of interviewees. 

Furthermore, we conducted 133 hours of participant observation at 11 international tax and transfer 

pricing events (professional conferences and transnational policy events), which included hundreds 

of brief conversations with participants. All interviewees and participants worked professionally with 

transfer pricing, though to varying degrees. Appendix 2 lists the events observed and the sampling is 

discussed in more detail below. The interviews and observations were conducted in major 

metropolitan areas with a concentration of transfer pricing expertise, namely Amsterdam, 

Copenhagen, London, Paris, and Vienna. 

 

The qualitative inquiry was completed in two batches, the first of which took place between May  2014 

and January 2015 and comprised 29 interviews. This batch was undertaken during an unprecedented 

transnational institutionalization process shaping transfer pricing called the Base Erosion and Profit 

Shifting (BEPS) project. The project, backed by the powerful G20 coalition of global political leaders 

and led by the OECD, presented the “most fundamental changes in almost a century” to the key 

transnational institutions of transfer pricing (OECD, 2015). Such moments of change and crisis tend 

to lay bare the social constructions of themes and identities within a community, as people think by 

acting (Weick, 1988), providing “powerful occasions for sensemaking” (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010, 

p. 554). Thus, BEPS offered a unique setting to explore the relationship between the professional 

community and key transnational institutions (Radcliffe et al., 2018, p. 4). These interviews, which 

were relatively open and loosely structured, revolved around a set of foreshadowed problems 

(Malinowski, 1922, p. V) developed based on our literature reviews and our understandings of the 

ongoing change process. The foreshadowed problems focused on major current issues of contention 

in practice and policy, professional networks, and the deployment of professional expertise in the 

context of the BEPS project. The initial qualitative data offered us a detailed conceptual 

understanding of the professional environment and its key issues, as well tentative data on the 

interplay of the transfer pricing profession and its key transnational institutions. 
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The second batch, which comprised another 31 interviews and 132 hours of observation, was 

completed between December 2016 and September 2018. This stage took place as the professional 

community was settling into a post-BEPS world, a back to normal situation in which the onus was 

on seeing the big picture again, as one central organization described it (Grant Thornton, 2018). This 

stage provided the opportunity to sift through the metaphorical rubble, allowing us to leverage the 

insights from our first round of inquiry, sharpening our foreshadowed problems. In the second batch, 

our interviews and observations focused more specifically on the relationship between 

professionalization and institutions. Thus, we asked questions more directly about the distinctness of 

the transfer pricing profession, the characteristics of transfer pricing professionals, relations to other 

professional groupings, and how their professional identities related to institutions. 

 

Our strategy for sampling of interviewees was a mix of strategic/theoretical sampling and snowball 

sampling (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Heckathorn & Cameron, 2017). We 

had a broad idea of what types of professionals we wanted to select for our study to inform our 

theorizing, specifically on the relationship between professionalization and transfer pricing 

institutions. We wanted to select interviewees who comprehensively represented transfer pricing 

practice, including professionals from policy-making fora, professional services firms, large 

corporations, and government authorities. We also wanted to select interviewees who identified as 

belonging to other professional groups, such as law, accounting, corporate taxation, and civil society. 

In addition, we wanted to include early-career experts and senior transfer pricing experts who had 

been involved in transfer pricing practice since the 1970s and 1980s, the latter, in part, to mitigate a 

dearth of studies on the historical evolution of the transfer pricing profession.  

 

However, access proved difficult at times. Transfer pricing is by no means a clandestine, illegal, or 

hidden network marked by an absence of visibility and reachability (Heckathorn, 1997; Spreen, 1992). 

Still, it features the properties of a tricky-to-access community (Smith, 2014). In terms of visibility, 

the transfer pricing profession lacks a coherent organizational delimitation (such as a professional 

association), making it harder to identify the boundaries of the community (Smith, 2014). Moreover, 

transfer pricing professionals are technically oriented experts who maintain high professional and 

societal status. This poses significant access barriers. As researchers, we were asking interviewees to 

prioritize setting time aside for us, rather than their work, and also to discuss potentially sensitive 

issues. As Empson asks, “Why should they bother?” (2017, p. 4). Furthermore, researchers are often 

at a power disadvantage in interactions with high-status professionals (Conti & O’Neil, 2007). This 
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poses unique challenges, such as the concerns interviewees have in terms of the ramifications of 

participating and what they unintentionally might reveal (Nir, 2017, p. 1). Transfer pricing has 

attracted notable social stigma in recent years, due to critical media  coverage and political activism 

(Berg & Davidson, 2017; Mehafdi, 2000; Sikka & Willmott, 2010). As one interviewee noted about 

recent political attention concerning transfer pricing, “It has become less attractive and harder to 

plan. (…) The agitators for change have been very successful in playing the media. (…) It has changed 

practice radically. Fundamentally. It’s different worlds” (IV #53). As a result, many transfer pricing 

professionals expressed concerns about participation or made themselves unavai lable for our research 

in the initial phases. 

 

To manage, we leveraged observation at conferences to improve access, strategically attending 

conferences to establish connections and build rapport. Professional conferences in transfer pricing 

offer several advantages in this regard. In practical terms, conferences offer easier contact with 

multiple people compared to reaching out to people individually. Registration is generally open to the 

public (although journalists are often denied entry). Although never denied the right to participate 

outright, we still needed to negotiate access at times. For example, when registering for one 

professional conference, the organizers asked us to avoid controversy to protect the speakers. These 

conferences are attended by professionals from transnational political bodies, global professional 

services firms, and large corporations actively seeking out network opportunities, socializing, and new 

information. To find interviewees, we asked professionals who we had either met in person first or 

people who someone else we had met in person specifically put us in touch with (cf. Ostrander, 1993). 

While this was time-consuming and effectively cut us off from a large number of potential 

interviewees, the upside was a much better ability to establish trust and rapport while minimizing 

rejections. 

 

These professional conferences also offered valuable insights as field-configuring events (Garud, 

2008; Lampel & Meyer, 2008; Oliver & Montgomery, 2008). In transfer pricing, where there is no 

central professional association, conferences are a primary infrastructure for professional 

socialization, knowledge gathering, and collective sensemaking. However, like Sampson and Turgo’s 

(2018) professional maritime conferences, we observed that the accumulation of reputational capital 

was central to transfer pricing conferences, as opposed to the broader, field-level struggles for 

legitimacy typically associated with field-configuring events. It is all about being there. In the early 

phases of our research, subjects continually stressed the centrality of like-minded connections in the 
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context of these conferences. The strong homogeneity of worldviews and the emphasis on settled 

relations indicate that the overall hierarchy of competing logics is not notably at stake at these events. 

Rather, sensemaking primarily focused on the expression and elaboration of the established 

professional identity of transfer pricing, allowing us to study these dimensions, which were of core 

interest to our research program. 

 

Our insights from conference observations sharpened our understanding and rapport. To speak the 

language, we actively used our accumulating knowledge of transfer pricing issues and the vocabulary 

used in sensemaking at conferences. As conference partic ipants “let down their hair a little” (Sampson 

& Turgo, 2018, p. 7), researchers are afforded privileged insights, allowing us to become “familiar 

with the interviewees’ norms of behavior and etiquette” (Mikecz, 2012, p. 483), generating more and 

better interview opportunities. To illustrate, in one of our first interviews, we inquired about the 

“political effects” of current discussions on reforming the Transfer Pricing Guidelines. An irritated 

interviewee corrected us, stating that there was absolutely nothing political about the discussions and 

then proceeded to set out an elaborate alternative research agenda for us. In contrast, in later 

interviews, we had adopted strategies to align our presentation with the expectations of interviewees 

to avoid situations like that (Harvey, 2011). After one later interview, the interviewee agreed to refer 

us to another interviewee. In reaching out to the new prospective interviewee, the individual who 

referred us specifically stressed how impressed they were with our questions and our understanding, 

“It was as if [the researchers] had been on the journey with us” (IV #52). In this sense, we aligned 

with Harvey’s consideration that, “[a] good way of gauging how well I have conducted an interview 

is seeing how forthright respondents are at referring other respondents” (2011, p. 6).  

 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

 

To analyze our qualitative data, we applied an inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 

Clarke, Braun, & Hayfield, 2007). Thematic analysis offers a systematic and context -specific approach 

to data-grounded qualitative inquiry. We worked from the empirical sources and up, paying close 

attention to the construction of meaning in our observations. We began by reading through the notes 

generated from our data collection to gain an overview and to identify possible codes and themes. 

Next, we performed an initial coding of each paragraph in the notes. In line with our interpretive 

approach, we stayed purposefully open and inclusive. We coded broadly interesting elements, 

including the contexts of observations in the coding. Often, we would assign paragraphs multiple 
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codes. This exercise generated 54 codes, each representing a different topic of interest. For instance, 

one code was “it’s an art, not a science”, a recurring phrasing by subjects to describe the core of 

transfer pricing practice, which was also represented in the OECD Transfer Pricing Guidelines. 

Another code was “we’re not economists”, which included observations of subjects spelling out the 

distinct differences between transfer pricing professionals and economists.  

 

After the initial coding, we moved up one level of abstraction by comparing the 54 codes to aggregate 

them into overall themes representing key analytical points, each revolving around one central 

organizing concept (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Theme development was specifically informed by our 

literature review and the main relationship of interest, namely between professionalization and 

institutions. We investigated links between codes indicating particular normative, cultural, and 

regulative institutions related to professional identity and claims to distinctiveness, but also tried to 

group codes together. We iterated this process two times, revisiting our groupings and the links 

between themes, progressively clustering codes together in fewer, encompassing key themes. Our 

theme generation was aimed at representing the most important dynamics of how subjects perceived 

and made sense of the transfer pricing profession and transfer pricing work in relation to key 

institutions. This exercise produced three main themes: 1) Transnational institutions as central to 

professional identity, 2) professionalization mirroring transnational institutions, and 3) organizing 

closure through exclusive careers and professional interaction. Each theme was linked to individual 

codes and empirical observations. For instance, the code “it’s an art, not a science” was assigned to 

theme 2, which encompasses observations on how professional claims to distinctiveness echo the 

soft nature of the arm’s length principle and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines, as perce ived by our 

subjects. In the next section, we present and discuss our themes in detail using particularly illustrative 

examples. In addition, Appendix 3 provides additional examples to clarify the process applied to link 

empirical samples to codes and codes to themes. 

 

Career Information 

 

In addition to our interview and observational data, we draw on data on the careers of transfer pricing 

professionals. Our early research indicated the absence of ‘traditional’ closure mechanism in the 

professionalization of transfer pricing but pointed to the potential importance of career patterns as 

an important, alternative dynamic. This is in line with prior studies, such as Faulconbridge and Muzio 

(2012, p. 143), who point out that global professionalism is often supported by global training 
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schemes and global professional organizations. Gathering data on career trends in transfer pricing 

helps shed light on these dynamics by contextualizing the profession’s key organizations and career 

structures. 

 

Specifically, we collected career data on all of the speakers at the four largest public transfer pricing 

conference franchises from 2007-2017 (n=662).2 As discussed above, conferences in transfer pricing 

are an important site for professional socializing and the expression of professional identity. 

Moreover, given the lack of other formal organizations delimiting the professional community, 

conferences serve as a useful alternative to identify a large group of transfer pricing professionals. For 

each speaker at these events, we use one basic data point, the employing organization (e.g., Deloitte), 

for each year the individual had spent on the job market (up to and including 2017): We gathered this 

data from LinkedIn and other publicly available sources (such as corporate websites), which offer 

information reported by the individuals or their employers. LinkedIn provides a comprehensive 

source of data on careers, as professionals are asked and incentivized to provide extensive detail about 

their professional experience. These sources allowed us to gather the desired data points for 478 

(72%) of the individuals in our population, encompassing 10,794 career years. This data forms the 

basis of our analysis in the next section. 

 

Findings 

 

The data analysis sheds light on the relationship between professionalization and transnational 

institutions through the case of transfer pricing. We find that professionalization is associated with 

uniquely transnational institutional foundations, namely soft, domain-specific transnational standards 

and practices. This stands in sharp contrast to traditional cases of professionalization reliant on hard, 

coercive institutions tied to the nation state. In transfer pricing, professional identities are constructed 

with reference to the transnational institutions of the arm’s length principle and Transfer Pricing 

Guidelines and explicitly reject nationalist dispositions for the professional self. Professional claims 

to distinctiveness also leverage the soft, flexible and malleable nature of these transnational 

institutions. Moreover, professionalization is supported by an exclusive organizing infrastructure of 

homogeneous career experiences through key transnational professional organizations and 

                                                 
2 The franchises are International Tax Review’s Global Transfer Pricing Conferences, Baker McKenzie and Bloomberg 

BNA’s Global Transfer Pricing Conferences, Transfer Pricing Minds International, and WU Vienna’s Global Transfer 

Pricing Conferences. 
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professional events, imparting the core transnational norms of transfer pricing. However, we also 

contend that this form of transnational professionalization, in comparison to other cases, is shaped 

by the specific political, economic, and organizational context of transfer pricing. Its inherently 

transnational nature, the scale of key professional organizations, and global political -economic 

significance raise the importance of forceful transnational institutions, hardening the effects of the 

ostensibly soft normative and cultural institutions of transfer pricing. In the following, we present 

and discuss our three key themes in detail using illustrative examples. 

 

Theme 1: Transnational Institutions Central to Professional Identity 

 

We find that transnational institutions permeate transfer pricing professional identities and the 

bounding of transfer pricing practice. This is how transfer pricing professionals define their specific 

knowledge base and territory, the first core dimension of professionalization. In understandings of 

the nature and substance of the professional community of transfer pricing, the subjects of our study 

consistently expressed the arm’s length principle and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines as integral to 

their identity and others as transfer pricing professionals. Several professionals directly equated their 

professional activity with these transnational institutions. The following quote from a professional 

conference illustrates this: 

 

We’re at a large conference site at the main facility of [the organizer], a beautiful 

building built in 2013, I gather. I get there a bit early to mingle, while people are 

slowly buzzing around and around, collecting name badges, saying hi to 

acquaintances and so. The cultural feel, the attire, the non-verbal cues, and the 

mannerism remind me of the management consulting culture. These are highly 

educated, often charming, forthcoming professionals – from many different 

cultures, I should note – with what seems to be close networks within the 

community. This would make sense for people invited to a conference like this, 

where the foremost experts, the recognized authorities, a relatively small group, are 

invited. (…)  

 

As the session is about to commence, people flood into the conference room. 

[Name] from [organization] is speaking, asserting with some force that transfer 

pricing is not an exact science but one that requires judgement, referencing the 
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Transfer Pricing Guidelines (down to an exact page and section) on the slideshow 

and in the verbal comments. In reference to an earlier discussion on alternative 

guidelines and standards in transfer pricing, of which [the speaker] seems to 

wholeheartedly disapprove, [the speaker] emphasizes, ‘I am an OECD Transfer 

Pricing Guideline practitioner’. 

 

This excerpt illustrates how subjects specifically tie professional identity to the Transfer Pricing 

Guidelines and reject potential alternative institutional foundations. These potential alternatives to 

which the subject is referring would directly contradict the softness and dynamism of current transfer 

pricing practice by mandating the use of pre-determined formulas to allocate a multinational 

corporation’s taxable profits (Picciotto, 2017). Hence, the wholehearted disapproval. This individual 

expresses disapproval by emphasizing this softness and dynamism as at the core of transfer pricing, 

highlighting how it requires subjective judgment, and by mobilizing the Transfer Pricing Guidelines 

as the central reference for this assertion. In another striking example of how the identity of 

professionals in transfer pricing is founded on its core transnational institutions, a group of transfer 

pricing experts recently stated, “TP [transfer pricing] is our Religion. Armslength [sic] is our Paradise 

and OECD Guidelines is our Bible” (tpguidelines, 2019). This illustrates how the institutions that 

support the arm’s length principle and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines, which are formed at the 

transnational level to address the risk of managerial, tax-practical, and geopolitical conflict, are viewed 

as indispensable to the professional work of transfer pricing.  

 

Transfer pricing professionals also defend “their” transnational institutions from outsiders who 

challenge them. In recent years, outsiders from other professional groups, as well as civil society 

activists and critical politicians, have called for fundamental reform or abandonment of the arm’s 

length principle and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines (J. Morgan, 2017; Picciotto, 2017; Sikka & 

Willmott, 2010). The subjects of our study identifying as transfer pricing professionals took issue with 

these outsiders’ views. They expressed deep skepticism about the challenges put forward regarding 

core transnational institutions of transfer pricing and ascribed the critical appraisals to a lack of 

understanding of the substance of transfer pricing: 

 

People who propose these solutions have probably never worked with TP in 

practice. If they had, they would understand that there are so many misconceptions 

that are not real. (…) It doesn’t mean that the [arm’s length] principle itself is 



  

 
201 

 

creating problems, but that we need to understand what the principle is about and 

how to apply it better in practice. (IV #32) 

 

We interpret these observations as illustrating the unifying function and integral role of the a rm’s 

length principle and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines in the professionals’ understandings of the 

transfer pricing profession and the boundaries they draw in terms of outsiders. The recurring, specific 

reference to the arm’s length principle as what distinguishes the views and understandings of transfer 

pricing insiders to outsiders signals a general perception among transfer pricing professionals that this 

principle is a cornerstone of the professional community. This does not mean that transfer pricing 

professionals fail to recognize that the arm’s length principle has its challenges. Many do. But what 

unites them is the belief in transfer pricing’s core institutions as the foundation for practice both now 

and in the future. As another interviewee noted, “We speak the same language, based on the [Transfer 

Pricing] Guidelines across organizations” (IV # 60).  

 

Although the arm’s length principle and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines are implemented in hard 

national legislation across the globe, professionals consistently stressed their transnational dimensions. 

As discussed earlier, hard, legal, and nation-state-based institutions are traditional hallmarks of 

professionalization, and they feature in the context of transfer pricing as state implementations of 

transnational institutions. However, across nationalities, our subjects rarely identified with the specific 

legal implementations of transfer pricing principles in national law. Instead, they de-emphasized the 

national dimension, referring instead to the transjurisdictional aspects, “It’s no different in terms of 

content. The principles are the same across the world. You can take the skills anywhere” (IV #49) 

and “The arm’s length principle in Liberia is the same as the arm’s length principle in the USA” 

(observations). Moreover, subjects would explicitly juxtapose the soft practice of transfer pricing with 

hard national legislation. Interviewees often described practitioners oriented primarily towards formal 

national law as not truly belonging to the transfer pricing community, delineating the professional 

community as those not preoccupied with statutory legislation. The core of transfer pricing 

professionals’ work, as they see it, is not to know or deal with a particular legal framework; rather, it 

is to understand and manage the complexity of cross-border transactions valuation in a gray zone, 

“What we all love [about transfer pricing] is to understand a broad range of diverse business models, 

whereas in tax you’re working with a specific statutory framework, where you learn quickly what you 

can and can’t do” (IV #43). 
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In sum, we interpret these observations as illustrating the unique transnational institutional 

foundations of professional identity in transfer pricing. Similar to Harrington’s (2016) wealth 

managers, transfer pricing professionals define themselves transnationally as their area of practice is 

fundamentally built on a departure from nationally-bound institutions, norms, values, rules, and 

cultures. In the case of wealth managers, Harrington argues this departure from national institutions 

is tied to a practice centered on “freeing its clients from state authority” (p. 247). In the case of 

transfer pricing, our observations show how transfer pricing professionals perceive their area of 

practice as born global, more than going global (Harrington, 2015), with national level institutions 

fundamentally insufficient or secondary to soft transnational institutions in defining who they are. 

This may not necessarily reflect physical transnational mobility, but rather a cognitive or virtual 

transnationalism (Spence, Sturdy, & Carter, 2018). Such virtual transnationa lism is, in part, driven by 

strategic socializing around a transnational mentality (as we discuss below), where singular national 

perspectives are discouraged (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012). Professionals unwilling or unable to 

adopt the required transnational mentality may be left behind (Goxe & Belhoste, 2018). As the quote 

introducing this article notes, “There is no idea in doing national-focused, one-country-focus in TP. 

You have to look global” (IV #44).  

 

Theme 2: Professionalization Mirroring Transnational Institutions 

 

We find that professional claims to distinctiveness mirror the soft nature of transnational institution. 

This is how transfer pricing professionals define the core ideas of their practice, the second core 

dimension of professionalization. As Abbott notes, such claims to distinctiveness are vital to 

professionalization, “It is by their claims that groups identify themselves. (…) To say a profession 

exists is to make it one” (1988, p. 81). Similar to the soft, dynamic institutions of transfer pricing – 

the arm’s length principle and the Transfer Pricing Guidelines – claims concerning the distinctiveness 

of transfer pricing professionals were marked by broad consensus on basic principles but emphasize 

professional flexibility and autonomy in practical application. In this context, Boussard (2018) argues 

that transnational professionalization is marked by these soft modes of closure around normative 

boundaries. We find that the flexibility engrained in core transnational norms and principles of 

transfer pricing have come to constitute and delineate the professional community. The subjects of 

our study consistently expressed an understanding of the importance of these characteristics of 

flexibility and softness in identifying and bounding transfer pricing. In the following empirical 
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samples, our interviewees explicitly mobilize the Transfer Pricing Guidelines as a reference in this 

context:  

 

[Historically] if you read the OECD Guidelines, they were soft guidance. And you 

could easily take the position that they were not very helpful. (…) You could do 

pretty much anything you wanted. (…) They were so loose, you could fit an 

elephant through. (IV #50) 

 

Question (Q): What do you think makes a good transfer pricing professional? 

Answer (A): Accepting that there’s no right answer, understanding the principles 

of the OECD Guidelines, rather than specific sentences. (IV #39) 

 

The narrative of flexibility engrained in transnational standards and practices is also prevalent in 

practitioner publications. In a recent book, two well-known, long-time transfer pricing experts discuss 

the practical application of the arm’s length principle. Their summary of the characteristics associated 

with contemporary transfer pricing practice is illustrative:  

 

By its nature, transfer pricing under the [arm’s length principle] requires the use of 

substantial doses of discretion and judgement on the part of both tax 

administrations and taxpayers. (…) Statements to the effect that transfer pricing is 

more an art than a science have become commonplace. (…) At any point in the 

analysis, a particular judgement call can mean the difference between a conclusion 

that the taxpayer’s pricing is appropriate and a conclusion that large adjustments 

to the taxpayer’s pricing should be made. Often, two reasonable people could 

justifiably reach quite different conclusions regarding a matter of transfer pricing 

judgement. Applying the arm’s length principle therefore puts a premium on the 

prudent and experientially informed exercise of discretion and judgement by all 

involved. (Collier & Andrus, 2017, pp. 4.69-71, our emphasis) 

 

This “art not science” mantra is perhaps the most prevalent image of how professionalization mirrors 

transnational institutions in transfer pricing. ‘Art’ and ‘science’ are terms often associated with the 

professions (Squires, 2005). The ‘art not science’ mantra in transfer pricing, however, is distinct for 

two reasons. First, the idea is simultaneously enshrined in the Transfer Pricing Guidelines, a  globally 
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authoritative standard and a core transnational institution of transfer pricing, and in the perceptions 

of the professional community. Second, it is distinctively used to delimit and defend transfer pricing 

from adjacent professional areas of work. The consistent understanding among practitioners in and 

outside the transfer pricing community is that its practice, in applying the arm’s length principle and 

the Transfer Pricing Guidelines, is a fundamentally creative, imaginative endeavor. The “art not 

science” mantra has featured in some way in every version of the Transfer Pricing Guidelines. The 

original 1995 version stated, “Transfer pricing analyses can involve a great deal of subjective 

judgment, in keeping with the recognition that transfer pricing is not an exact science” (OECD, 1995, 

p. 34). And the mantra was by far the most frequent and instrumental phrase the individuals in our 

study used to describe transfer pricing practice: 

  

It’s an art not a science … you hear that a lot in TP. It’s about understanding the 

difference between ‘the right’ answer and ‘the good’ answer. (IV #48)  

 

You have to keep an eye on the whole picture, and not get lost in the detail (…). 

It’s not a science, it’s an art, as it says in the Transfer Pricing Guidelines. (IV #38) 

 

These samples illustrate how professional claims to distinctiveness in transfer pricing are ambiguous 

yet unifying. In transfer pricing, the embracing of and identification with this ambiguity of 

professional practice, as enshrined in core transnational institutions, are at the heart of how the 

transfer pricing profession is perceived. Transfer pricing is not a game of identifying the answer. 

Rather, a range of appropriate prices may be determined through detailed, variable analysis, often a 

highly flexible endeavor. It is less about some correct truth and more about the credence one analysis 

or narrative can attract (Chang et al., 2008; Hussein et al., 2017; Sakurai, 2002). These features of 

professionalization depart from traditional models of professional closure but , as noted previously, it 

does not necessarily imply weaker, but rather a different type of closure. In fact, ambiguity itself may 

help to protect the professional community from critique and invasion by adjacent professions by 

obscuring the boundaries that could otherwise be attacked (Abbott, 1988, p. 56).  

 

In particular, the flexibility engrained in the arm’s length principle was used to distinguish transfer 

pricing from adjacent professional groups via the use of storytelling and narratives. Storytelling is a 

widespread channel that transfer pricing professionals use to exercise flexibility and the “art not 

science” mentality, and that they apply to understand the nature of their practice. Our subjects often 
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stressed the significance of stories when describing what is important and distinct about 

contemporary transfer pricing. And these stories were linked to the key transnational institutions of 

transfer pricing. In doing so, the subjects of our study also mobilized the notions of flexibility, 

ambiguity and storytelling as being at the core of transfer pricing, as opposed to the practice of 

economists, lawyers, and tax professionals more generally. This boundary work comprised contrast 

cases, establishing a narrative around what transfer pricing is by saying what it is not (cf. Gieryn, 

1983). The first quote below illustrates how stories, which must be believably consistent with the 

arm’s length principle, are at the core of professional practice. The next quote illustrates this boundary 

work through contrast cases (with legal professionals). 

 

At the end of the day, it comes down to: can you tell a story? And your story is 

going to be a story about the business, told in a way that can lead tax authorities to 

believe that it is consistent with an interpretation or application of the arm’s length 

standard. So, people that think it’s about the law … that’s just the beginning. It’s 

all about telling stories. (IV #52) 

 

TP is not ‘learn something, apply something to the letter of the law’. The term 

value creation is very flexible; you have to apply an interpretation to it, back it up 

with industry knowledge, and so forth. (…) It might not be black and white; there’s 

more gray. (IV #57) 

 

In sum, these observations illustrate how professionalization mirrors the transnational institutions of 

transfer pricing. In the understandings of both the substance of the professional transfer pricing 

community and how it is distinct from other professional groups, transfer pricing professionals 

understand it narrated as an art, as flexible and intangible, as rooted in the arm’s length principle and 

the Transfer Pricing Guidelines. In contrast to other professional groups that may have a claim to 

(part of) the area of transfer pricing practice, what transfer pricing professionals do and identify with 

is something that cannot be pinned down by a formula and routinized. Rather, it is something that 

involves discretion and “experientially informed judgement” (Collier & Andrus, 2017, p. 4.71), 

anchored in the core, soft transnational institutions of transfer pricing. From the perspective of 

practitioners in- and outside the transfer pricing community, the foundational nature of transfer 

pricing practice distinguishes it qualitatively from other areas of corporate tax practice, law, 
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accounting and economics. This heightens its elusiveness for outsiders and effectively delimits 

transfer pricing from being challenged, establishing its domain and raising barriers to entry.  

 

This finding is particularly striking given popular connotations around taxation, which is associated 

with precision and inevitability. “In this world, nothing can be said to be certain, except death and 

taxes,” goes a famous saying attributed to Benjamin Franklin. Taxes are generally viewed as 

inescapable. The norm is, “paying tax is part of life. You can’t get away from it.” (Onu & Oats, 2016, 

p. 21). And yet, in transfer pricing, a professional area of practice with profound tax consequences, 

the central norms are flexibility, ambiguity and conflict. This was not lost on our subjects, many of 

whom were keenly aware of the contrast and its implications, as illustrated in the following excerpt:  

 

It’s extremely contentious and extremely controversial. Taxpayers and 

governments have completely different philosophies and worldviews on it. 

Taxpayers will say they’ve transferred [intellectual property] offshore and it’s worth 

100 million, and the government will say it’s 3 billion. (#IV 51).  

 

Theme 3: Organizing Closure Through Exclusive Careers and Professional Interaction  

 

Professionalization is supported by an exclusive organizing infrastructure that enables professional 

socialization around the core transnational institutions of transfer pricing. This is how transfer pricing 

professionals effectively monopolize their work area and exclude pretenders, the third core dimension 

of professionalization. Specifically, transfer pricing professionals coalesce via homogeneous career 

experiences through key transnational professional organizations, and via regular professional 

interactions at select professional events. These dynamics serve to enforce and instill the core 

transnational norms of transfer pricing. This enables the transfer pricing community to overcome a 

particular challenge for transnational professional projects, namely to develop strategies that link 

together different populations in support of the professional jurisdiction, such as the hinges and 

avatars discussed by Abbott (2005). Convincing clients and other stakeholders of the value of the 

tasks solved by the professional group is essential. For traditional professions, licensing schemes and 

professional associations are central to organizing professional closure by regulating “the production 

of producers” and the “production by producers” (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012). These formal, 

legally defined hard closure mechanisms are not present in transfer pricing. As one interviewee noted:  
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If I want my hair stylist to cut my hair, she needs to have a license. Yet, we allow 

people to move millions of dollars across borders with no certifications. In the 

U.S., you can be a highschool dropout, start a TP practice and go advise clients (IV 

#50).  

 

In the absence of licensing, how does one acquire the necessary flexible, ambiguous skills and obtain 

the recognized authority to become a transfer pricing professional? In transfer pricing, the subjects 

of our study emphasized the importance of specific transnational training and career experiences. 

Because of the distinct nature of transfer pricing practice, the careers of transfer pricing professionals 

commonly go through a limited number of organizations, where the requisite knowledge and cultural 

resources are available. Those organizations have an ability to span and integrate the flexible, art -like 

expertise needed to succeed in transfer pricing and, moreover, have a global reach and closeness to 

the core transnational institutions of transfer pricing, notably the largest Big 4 global professional 

services firms: Deloitte, EY, KPMG, PwC, and the now-defunct Arthur Andersen, as well as Baker 

McKenzie, a large global law firm. A quote from one professional conference is illustrative of this 

concentration of career experience:  

 

(…) The panel is now starting, on intangible assets. In introduction, [subject] – the 

moderator – says about [panelist] that ‘he got his primary transfer pricing education 

at the Big 4 – just like the rest of us’, and he puts out his arms physically to signal 

that it applies to everyone. 

 

We can see this homogeneity of career experiences and early training clearly in the career information 

collected on transfer pricing professionals. This data reveals that transfer pricing professionals 

consistently spend a huge proportion of their careers in just a few organizations. And that especially 

the early years of transfer pricing professionals’ careers take place in these few organizations, 

providing them requisite transnational training and socialization into the professional community. As 

figure 1 shows, just six transnational professional organizations – Deloitte, EY, KPMG, PwC, Arthur 

Andersen, and Baker McKenzie – account for 37% of the 10,794 years spent on the job market by 

these transfer pricing professionals. If we count the unique number of transfer pricing professionals 

in the population who have spent some time with any of these six organizations, the proportion is, at 

52%, even higher. Moreover, we observe a dynamic similar to that discussed by Boussard (2018) in 

the case of mergers and acquisitions professionals, namely that transfer pricing experts working in 
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large corporations typically have prior career experience and socialization from central knowledge 

broker organizations in the field, such as global professional services firms. In our case, more than 

two thirds - 68% - of transfer pricing professionals with experience from multinational corporations 

(about a third of the population) had worked in a professional services firm before taking their first 

position in industry.   

 

Figure 1. Concentration of transfer pricing career experience  

 

 

We interpret these findings as demonstrating an oligopolistic, transnational mode of (re)producing 

transfer pricing professionals. Such homogeneity of career experiences in transfer pricing, 

concentrated in a few key organizations, is vital in allowing professionals entry into the core 

community, and in strengthening the cohesion of the group (Ellersgaard, Lunding, Henriksen, & 

Larsen, 2019, pp. 14–17). The uniformity supports a dense professional community, both in terms of 
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cross-cutting professional relations and socialization around key principles, such as the arm’s length 

principle and the “art not science” mantra. A common feature of the key organizations is truly global 

scale and orientation, which entails an ability to span and integrate the transnational mentality needed 

to succeed in transfer pricing. One interviewee stated the following about organizing transfer pricing 

training courses for a global professional services firm, “Oh boy, we’ve thought about it a lot. (…) 

We quickly realized that we had to come up with global training and have something that everyone 

could work with” (IV #53). Moreover, the multi-disciplinary practices – Deloitte, PwC, KPMG, and 

EY – in particular have succeeded in assembling the specific expertise needed in areas like transfer 

pricing, using a bricolage of cross-border legal, economic, accounting and business knowledge 

(McVea, 2002). Baker McKenzie is essentially the only law firm to have managed this integration, 

incorporating international non-lawyers in its transfer pricing practice, something other law firms 

have historically struggled with but which many continue to explore (Packel, 2019) – providing an 

apt illustration of the effective, yet non-legal, closure of the professional practice of transfer pricing.  

 

In addition to homogeneous career experiences, the subjects of our study stressed the importance of 

exclusive professional interactions. Two central channels for such interaction were specifically 

highlighted by our subjects: Conferences and collaborative work. First, as noted previously, 

conferences are sites of actual and symbolic or ideational interaction among professionals, organized 

around the expression and elaboration of an established professional identity of transfer pricing. They 

provide valuable resources for transfer pricing professionals as field-configuring events, where the 

accumulation of reputational capital is emphasized. One interviewee mentioned the importance of 

being there, noting, “When you turn up, you obviously get a reputation” (IV #45). And another 

person pointed out that, “It’s all by recommendation, word-of-mouth feedback. Once you get into 

that [conference] loop, it’s very valuable in terms of connections and so on” (IV #57). The second 

channel that is a vital part of transfer pricing consists in collaboration and relational contact with 

other professionals in- and outside the transfer pricing community. There are multiple reasons for 

this: The potential for conflict, the fact that many stakeholders of transfer pricing practice across 

professional organizations (e.g., multinational corporations, professional services, tax authorities and 

standard setters), and because there is a need for professionals to interact to enable the “experientially 

informed exercise of discretion and judgement” at the heart of practice. One subject, a transfer pricing 

instructor, noted, “I teach some theory and we have some cases, but ultimately it’s about learning by 

doing,” while one interviewee remarked, “TP is unique. You have to talk to people” (IV #58).  
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In sum, we interpret these exclusive career patterns and close interactions as enabling 

professionalization in transfer pricing. Close and significant interaction aids the socialization around 

core norms and culture among professionals engaged in transfer pricing, creating a level playing fi eld 

and unity within the professional community. This makes transfer pricing a small world (a term 

multiple subjects used), where professionals in the ostensibly broad and global area of practice 

experience are closely connected (Watts, 2004). One interviewee noted, “The community of transfer 

pricing practitioners is very small. I know everyone, or, if I don’t, I know someone who does” (IV 

#34). Another interviewee concluded that, because of these interactions, “[y]ou can’t have a technical 

edge in this industry” (IV #45). This finding draws our attention to Seabrooke and Sending’s (2014) 

point that professionals involved in such a transnational, cross-organizational community may feel 

more embedded in the culture of the professional group than that of their current employer. A 

community that is a small world also enables the building of collective, professional moats, protecting 

the jurisdiction from challenge. 

 

Discussion  

 

Our findings contribute to the institutional perspective on professions, shedding light on their unique 

transnational dynamics. We argue that the transnationalization of professional work is associated with 

uniquely transnational institutional foundations of professionalization. In contrast to traditional 

professionalization supported by hard national institutions of licensure, state-guaranteed monopoly, 

and associations, transnational professionalization is supported by soft normative and cultural 

institutions beyond the nation state. In the context of transfer pricing, our empirical case , we find 

that professional identities are uniquely constructed based on the arm’s length principle and the 

Transfer Pricing Guidelines, rules that establish the norms for professional practice, and that the soft, 

flexible core of these institutions is at the heart of claims to distinctiveness. Moreover, this closure of 

the transfer pricing work area is supported by homogeneous career experiences through key 

transnational professional organizations, as well as by exclusive professional interactions. These 

findings fortify the emerging theoretical proposition that transnational models of professionalization 

are supported by transnationally specific normative and cultural institutions (Boussard, 2018; 

Fourcade, 2006; Harrington, 2015; Suddaby et al., 2007). And, more broadly, it contributes to ongoing 

conversations about the interplay of professions and institutions (Daudigeos, 2013; Muzio & 

Faulconbridge, 2013; Risi & Wickert, 2017; Suddaby & Viale, 2011). 
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We also add to existing work by explicating the interaction of transnational professionalization and 

its political, economic, and organizational context. Drawing attention to this wider context of 

transnational professionalization helps to systematize our theorizing in this area. In the case at hand, 

we argue that professionalization of transfer pricing is shaped by its global political -economic 

significance, the uniquely transnational nature of activity, and the scale of key professional 

organizations. We shed light on the issue raised by Blok and colleagues (2018, p. 15) concerning the 

difficulties of untangling transnational professional dynamics ensnared in more general political or 

organizational dynamics. In contrast to, for instance, the transnational professionalization of mergers 

and acquisitions (Boussard, 2018), the dominant logic of professionalism in transfer pricing does not 

seem to be specifically defined by organizational commercialism or financialization, despite the fact 

that global professional services firms and corporate globalization are key parts of the social context 

of both communities. Rather, the inherent cross-border features of transfer pricing and the 

transnational birth of its core institutions are associated with an emphasis on a uniquely transnational 

mentality and looser, less transnational organizing around career experiences and professional 

interactions.  

 

In this sense, the importance of soft transnational institutions like arm’s length principle in transfer 

pricing may offer a counterweight to the organizationally specific regulative pressures faced by 

organizational professionals working in transnational professional organizations (Faulconbridge & 

Muzio, 2008; Noordegraaf, 2015). Following von Nordenflycht (2010), the autonomy and flexibility 

afforded to transfer pricing professionals may compound the cat herding problem faced by 

transnational professional organizations in this space, as these experts are highly skilled and uniquely 

creative, enabling them to resist organizationally specific regulative pressures. This, in turn, may pose 

a critical management challenge in the form of a lack of organizational coherence due to professional 

autonomy, in particular in the multiple institutional logics context of global corporations and 

transnational professional organizations (G. Morgan, Kristensen, & Whitley, 2001). As noted, this 

may be compensated by cross-organizational coherence and socialization within the broader 

professional community of transfer pricing. Our study, however, did not specifically focus on 

developing a comparative analysis of the relative influence of organizational and transnational 

professionalism, but this would be an intriguing area for further research.  

 

Moreover, in contrast to the transnational professionalization of legal disciplines or accounting 

(Grisel, 2017; Suddaby et al., 2007), professional identities and claims to distinctiveness in transfer 
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pricing are built on its soft transnational institutions (i.e., the arm’s length principle and the Transfer 

Pricing Guidelines). And these institutions, in turn, were formed by a distinct global political need to 

square the protection of national sovereignty with a practical need to address potentially damaging 

conflicts among global corporations and tax authorities over a hugely important practice covering 

between a third a half of global trade. Because of these tensions, institutional solutions placed 

substantial power and autonomy in the hands of on-the-ground professionals, enabling the highly 

flexible and ambiguous nature of contemporary transfer pricing practice. In accounting, analogous 

institutions, such as the International Accounting Standards Board, display more coercive, regulative 

features but are also understood more as an augmentation of the professional project of (elite) 

accountants and accountancy firms (Perry & Nölke, 2006; Sharp & Kwok, 2005; Suddaby et al., 2007). 

These findings illuminate the relationship between the emergence and change of professions on the 

one hand, and globalization, global politics, and transnational institutions on the other – which has 

been identified as an important area of further research (Carter et al., 2015, p. 1207; Muzio et al., 

2013). In this respect, we also heed both Abbott’s point that professionalization is question of how 

(not either/or), the components of which are to be empirically defined in each case, and Risi and 

Wickert’s charge that we need to question the specific nature of the relationship between professions 

and institutions.  

 

The implications of our findings also extend to the transnational institutions, discussed above, that 

are essential to the modern multinational firm and the global economy. Our analysis shows that the 

emergence and continued evolution of transfer pricing – an area of professional practice that has 

come under increasing scrutiny and critique for its political and economic effects (Sikka & Willmott, 

2010) – is intrinsically linked to the arm’s length principle, the Transfer Pricing Guidelines, and their 

properties. Critics have argued that these transnational institutions are fundamentally broken and 

unsuited in the context of modern firms and the contemporary global economy (Picciotto, 2017). 

And while other political dynamics undoubtedly factor into the continued significance of these 

institutions (Hearson & Prichard, 2018; Ylönen & Teivainen, 2017), our analysis suggests that this 

resilience is also enabled by the professionalization process of transfer pricing itself. In this way, the 

relatively strong coherence of the transnational order in international taxation and transfer pricing 

(Genschel & Rixen, 2015) may well owe much to the coalescence of its professional community 

around its core institutions. We draw on prior studies that emphasize the deliberate actions of 

professionals in underpinning institutions of global economic governance (Büttner & Thiemann, 

2017; Kauppi & Madsen, 2013; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017). In particular, our findings suggest a 
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more subtle manner of support, namely the (unintended) everyday practical action and sensemaking 

of professionals (Picciotto, 2015; Quack, 2007). These points also inform our understanding of the 

process of emergence and settlement of a transnational area of expertise (Carter et al., 2015, p. 1210).  

 

Lastly, and more practically, our study reveals a surprising, inherent flexibility and softness in transfer 

pricing. This give rise to managerial concerns about the governance and coordination of key economic 

and financial systems shaping multinational firms but also raises questions about the nature of an 

important area of professional practice with significant implications for taxation. Societal norms and 

public perceptions of the features of tax systems are critical variables in tax compliance (Cullis, Jones, 

& Savoia, 2012; Torgler & Schneider, 2007). And the public generally feels more positively about 

taxes that are inevitable and where everyone pays (Campbell, 2018). In transfer pricing, our study 

shows the ambiguous, narrative-based nature of practice, which suggests that an important dimension 

of international corporate taxation departs from popular attitudes and expectations about tax systems. 

This is arguably one important reason why transfer pricing and corporate taxation more generally 

have attracted negative scrutiny and stigma in recent years.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Our study contributes to institutional scholarship on professions, arguing that the transnationalization 

of professional work is associated with uniquely transnational institutional foundations of 

professionalization. We have shown that transnational professionalization processes are linked to soft 

normative and cultural institutions, and that these links are shaped by the specific political, economic, 

and organizational context of the professional work area. Our empirical focus on transfer pricing is 

an intriguing case in this context, with significant implications for the governance and cooperation of 

the modern multinational firm and the global economy more broadly.  
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Appendix 1: Composition of Interviewees 

 

Characteristics Count Proportion 

Sex   

Men 45 70% 

Women 19 30% 

Interview mode   

Face to face 37 58% 

Phone 28 44% 

Professional self-identification   

Transfer pricing 37 58% 

Tax 11 17% 

Law 11 17% 

Other  5 8% 

Organization type   

Professional service firm 31 48% 

Business 11 17% 

National authority 7 11% 

International organization 7 11% 

Research 6 9% 

Civil society 2 3% 

Occupational level   

Partner/Director 41 65% 

Manager/Technical Expert  17 27% 

Advisor/Consultant 6 9% 
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Appendix 2: List of Events Observed 

 

Date Location Event Organizer Hours 

Feb-17 Vienna Global Transfer Pricing Conference Vienna University 19 

Mar-17 Paris Global Transfer Pricing Conference Bloomberg BNA 12 

Jun-17 London ETPF/IFS Conference 2017 European Tax Policy Forum and 

the Institute for Fiscal Studies 

7 

Sep-17 Copenhagen EU Tax Law Conference Kromann Reumert 8 

Sep-17 Amsterdam Responsible Tax Roundtable KPMG 5 

Feb-18 Vienna Global Transfer Pricing Conference WU Vienna 25 

Mar-18 London Transfer Pricing Minds International TPMI 20 

Sep-18 Copenhagen EU Tax Law Conference Kromann Reumert 8 

Mar-19 Paris Digital Tax Consultation OECD 12 

Mar-19 London Transfer Pricing Minds International TPMI 17 
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Conclusions: Change in International Taxation 

 

In this dissertation, I have argued for a change-oriented approach to studying international taxation 

and developed an understanding of the nature and sources of change through analysis of 

contemporary developments across four levels: Global tax governance, the transnational field of 

corporate taxation, expert policymaking, and professional practice. By studying the nuances and 

dynamic processes enabling and governing change with a multi-level, interdisciplinary approach, 

drawing on IPE and Sociology, the research presented here offers a valuable, complementary 

perspective to existing research focused on the effects of stable structures, which sees change through 

periodic snapshots of evolving orders. Specifically, I find substantial variation in the nature of change 

across levels, from foundational systemic change underway in global tax governance , namely an 

expansion of multilateral cooperation, institutionalized enforcement, and sovereignty-pooling by 

states. These changes reverberate in the transnational corporate tax field, influenced by critical 

activists and new social logics, in expert policy-making marked by slow shifts and mounting outside 

pressure, and in professional practice characterized by resistance to maintain core institutions. These 

findings illustrate the theoretical benefit of uniting IPE’s understanding of the global political-

economic orders that frame social systems and micro-level relations, and Sociology’s focus on micro-

social struggles over power and authority that shape macro-level orders. This perspective offers an 

understanding of change by explicating the modes, contexts, and sources of change and by 

emphasizing the embeddedness of the tax domain within its broad social and historical context. The 

insights also provide novel, actionable insights for stakeholders seeking to enable or resist changes in 

the regulation and practice of international taxation. 

 

These new insights on international tax changes are significant in the contemporary global political, 

economic, and social context. In an age of global capitalism, international taxation has become a truly 

high-stakes issue, touching the foundations of modern society, at the intersection of c itizen and state, 

markets and regulation, and different social spheres. It is the epitome of an arena for social change, 

animating struggles amongst nation-states, multinational corporations, civil society organizations, 

professionals, and other actors. These actors compete over the size and distribution of government 

revenues, hierarchies, and authority in social domains, the regulation and efficiency of economic 

markets, the legitimacy of political ideas, and control over areas of work. In the last decade  in 

particular, these struggles have sparked controversy around the globe, prompting an explosion of 

political attention, momentum for reform, and conflict about the future of international tax rules and 



 

 
232 

 

practices. Yet whether and how these developments have materialized into meaningful change is 

widely discussed and disputed, as critics contend that the whole system remains broken and 

unchanged, while professional insiders express that their world has undergone a revolution. So, 

understanding what change, if any, has happened, how it has happened, and why it has happened, is 

eminently pertinent. By telling a story about key developments, this dissertation has added a 

contextualized narrative of the past and the present, and of the actors and events involved, providing 

both valuable backward-looking analysis and a forward glance at international taxation. 

 

More broadly, what are the key theoretical and practical implications of these new insights? At the 

start of the dissertation, I set out three main goals for the research presented: To develop an 

interdisciplinary, change-oriented theoretical perspective, to advance understanding of international 

taxation, and to offer practical implications and recommendations for stakeholders. I attended to the 

second goal above, setting out the pragmatic importance and usefulness of a novel, contextualized 

study of international taxation. Below, I attend to the first and third goals, beginning with a discussion 

of the theoretical implications and opportunities for future research, and then delving into the 

practical implications for stakeholders of international taxation. Lastly, I conclude by reflecting on 

the dissertation as a whole and look towards the future of international taxation.  

 

Theoretical Implications 

 

The central theoretical contribution of this dissertation is the change-oriented approach to studying 

international taxation, which included development of a conceptual language that emphasizes the 

modes, context, and sources of change, to go with four papers illustrating the value of applying such 

an approach across multiple analytical levels and disciplines. Understanding the nuances and dynamics 

of change is a pertinent project for empirical reasons – taking note of the explosion of distinct events 

and initiatives in international taxation and beyond – but also, importantly, for theoretical ones. In a 

general sense, change is a core question of social science, along with questions of social order and 

action (Joas & Knöbl, 2009, p. 18). Yet most research on international taxation focuses on the effects 

of stable structures, seeing change through periodic snapshots of evolving orders, leaving 

underexplored and undertheorized basic questions of change, including its nuances and dynamic 

processes. Or, as expressed in my research question: How is change governed? This limited amount 

of exploration and theorizing is despite a surge in academic interest in international taxation that has 
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prompted a rapidly increasing number of detailed studies of recent events in its regulation, politics, 

norms, and practice. 

 

Yet adopting a change-oriented approach is not only valuable to understand empirical developments, 

but it also a theoretical, even an ontological, choice. It is both about studying change in its own right, 

and about studying events as change. This expresses a philosophical view that social orders and structures 

are not given, but made and remade by action and change, even if action and change serve mainly to 

reproduce, rather than overthrow, those orders (Rajaram, 2017). This philosophy complements 

existing research, which tends to study stability and to study events as stability, seeing change through 

periodic snapshots of evolving orders. Often, this leads to conservative analyses concluding that new 

events or changes are “just another version of the old” (Streeck & Thelen, 2005, p. 1). This is not to 

say that every event or change represents significant or radical or rapid change, but that change has 

different degrees, variations, and nuances, and happens in different ways due to different dynamics. 

Placing these considerations at the center of inquiry offers an alternative, complementary account of 

trajectories in international taxation, responding directly to recent calls in the literature for more and 

deeper studies of change (Paul, 2018; Streeck & Thelen, 2005). 

 

It is important to stress that the change-oriented approach presented here is not an attempt at 

theorizing in the sense of generating universal, generalizable causal  laws. Rather, it is an attempt to 

advance a mode of inquiry to understand a framework from which specific studies can depart, with the 

purpose of developing contextual knowledge. Yet there are still some broader lessons to be drawn 

from the research, specifically for IPE and Sociology. For IPE, the dissertation has illustrated the 

value of employing sociological theories to enlighten the animated struggles underpinning the 

construction of macro-political institutions, rules, and norms. By allowing international political 

economists to “roll up their sleeves and approach their subject from the everyday or microsociological 

angle” (Adler-Nissen, 2013, p. xiii), the sociological perspective enables us to develop unique insights 

on the change dynamics of significant contemporary issues (Boussard, 2017; Farrell & Quiggin, 2017; 

Harrington, 2016; Leão & Eyal, 2019). For instance, the dissertation has clearly shown that 

competition and cooperation among professionals and experts reverberate in global politics (Kauppi 

& Madsen, 2013; Quack, 2007; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017). In international taxation, the past and 

present indicate that technically knowledgeable actors play a central role in shaping political processes 

and outcomes. As Paper III illustrates most pertinently, studying the micro-level professional 

struggles involved in global tax policymaking, set within a system of issue-specific linked ecologies, 
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enlightens the competitive processes, marked by specific expertise and network resources mobilized 

to exert authority by elite professionals who condition the prospects of critical, contested global 

political changes, such as corporate tax transparency. 

 

For Sociology, in turn, the promise of drawing on IPE theories is that they illuminate stakes of micro-

social struggles over authority, the resources available to actors, and their opportunities and 

constraints. The global political economy and its features – hierarchies of formal authority positions, 

the legitimacy of political ideas, and the distribution of economic might – enable and constrain the 

power of actors in micro-social struggles, which, in turn, make and remake global political-economic 

orders (Barnett & Finnemore, 2004; Farrell & Quiggin, 2017; Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998; Rixen et 

al., 2016; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 2017). For instance, tax managers can capitalize on global political 

changes to enhance their own organizational status (Radcliffe et al., 2018). And as Paper IV illustrates, 

understanding the historical development of (non-)politicization and the dominant professional-

technical logics of global tax governance centrally enlightens the contemporary evolution of the 

transnational corporate tax field and responses to new social pressures and norms. 

 

At the level of individual cases and theories, the dissertation makes theoretical contributions related 

to political-economy contexts, the role of technical actors in global governance, and transnationalism. 

First, in the context of IPE studies of international taxation, the dissertation makes the central point 

that, simply, the global political economy matters. Theories that dominate IPE tax scholarship, e.g., 

theories of tax competition, undoubtedly build on broader assumptions about the free movement of 

capital and the preservation of national sovereignty. But perhaps those assumptions have become 

taken for granted, no longer in need of explanation (Rixen, 2008b, p. 4). In particular, Paper I in the 

dissertation illustrates how situating the study of international taxation within its broader political-

economic context, marked by significant contemporary changes, allows us to see the tax domain and 

its change from a new and useful angle, as a cog in a larger machine. At the same time, the implication 

for IPE studies at large is that tax matters. Clearly, general contemporary shifts in the global political 

economy, such as the return of state activism, or the rise of inequality and populism, are entangled 

with developments in international taxation. Across the world, social unrest in the wake of the global 

financial crisis has been integrally tied to global tax injustices, with calls for mobile elites and 

multinational companies to pay their fair share (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018).  
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The second point relates to the role of technical actors in global governance. These technica l actors 

are theorized predominantly as epistemic communities, international bureaucrats, or knowledge 

networks (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Haas, 1992; Stone, 2002). Each of these theoretical 

approaches has its own emphasis but they generally tend to focus on technical actors as being 

uniform, as embedded in entrenched hierarchies, and as consensus-based groups, all cornerstones of 

systemic stability. In contrast, the change-oriented approach advocated here, and specifically the 

linked ecologies (Paper II) and modified field theory (Paper III), allows for the development of an 

alternative account. In particular, I focus on the presence and importance of conflict and struggle in 

technical communities, in a context marked by fluid authority and cross-cutting interactions among 

heterogeneous actors. I also contribute to studies of technical actors in global governance by 

theorizing the social resources, such as those developed through career experiences, specific to and 

important for exercising authority and influence in global (tax) governance. For instance, as Paper III 

shows, expertise and network resources enable the creation of hinges that connect actors across 

ecologies by developing shared perceptions and ideas, opening competitive opportunities to claim 

control over policy issues and ideas. 

 

This brings me to the third point: Transnationalism. Part of the value of emphasizing the conflict and 

struggle among expert actors over fluid authority lies in the understanding of the international tax 

domain as a transnational space. While taxation has historically been, and in many ways remains, at 

the core of the nation-state, its politics and practice has become transnational in several respects. Such 

transnationalism implies transience and ephemerality – actors, norms, and institutions are more in 

flux than at the national level, with a new and less fixed role played by nation-states. This directs our 

attention to new dynamics of social struggle and change, beyond the conventional logic of command 

exercised by meta-powerful state actors. The ‘fuzzy and open to interpretation’ rules of the tax 

domain (Gracia & Oats, 2012, p. 6) have enabled its transnational scaling, with a development of 

distinct transnational tax actors, institutions, and norms. As Mulligan and Oats argue, “The spatial 

boundaries of fields are in constant flux, and the tax field is increasingly transnational” (2016, p. 74). 

This includes the development of what Picciotto describes as a unique “community of international 

tax specialists” (1992, p. 37), involving international bureaucrats, transnational corporate experts, and 

global tax advisers. Institutionally, the OECD has become the transnational governance focal point, 

and the emergence of transnational corporations, professional services firms, and professional 

associations is another part of the story (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012; Kostova, Roth, & Dacin, 

2008; Morgan, Kristensen, & Whitley, 2001; Suddaby et al., 2007) . In these communities, the 
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normative and cultural context is significantly different from national tax spaces (Radcliffe et al., 

2018), posing unique opportunities and challenges because of the multiple institutional, regulatory, 

and governance factors influencing behavior and order – a dynamic pertinently illustrated in Paper 

IV. 

 

Theoretically, transnationalism poses various challenges, most notably overcoming the 

methodological nationalism ingrained in much social science research, and particularly in tax research. 

If we accept that transnationalism is an empirical phenomenon or a  conceptual category worthy of 

study, it begs the question of how well existing theories, with a national -level focus, allow us to 

understand transnational spaces and their dynamics (Go & Krause, 2016a). In this dissertation, I have 

contributed to the ongoing debate on this question, arguing that to develop an understanding of the 

modes, context, and sources of change in transnational spaces, we require new/adjusted theoretical 

and methodological approaches. In the context of social space theories (fields and ecologies), this 

means adopting approaches that focus study on these transnational-specific actors, institutions, and 

norms and that account for a greater diversity of social actors and social dynamics, beyond the 

traditional focus on national actors and logics of command. In this respect, I have argued that there 

is much to gain from theoretical cross-fertilization, drawing on the relative strengths of different 

theories, exemplified in the modified field theory advanced in Paper II.  

 

Regarding the sociology of professions, transnationalism equally implies a need to reconsider 

traditional theories (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012). This recognition has sprouted a productive 

debate on how exactly professional groups, unable to rely on the coercive institutional hallmarks of 

conventional professions such as licensing schemes, professional associations, and state-guaranteed 

monopolies (e.g., law or medicine), are emerging and changing in contexts separated from nation-

states. Here, I have complemented existing work emphasizing how professions develop in the context 

of transnational organizations and markets (Boussard, 2018; Evetts, 2009; Faulconbridge & Muzio, 

2008; Fourcade, 2006) by emphasizing the entwinement of professionalism and professionalization 

in transfer pricing with soft transnational (political) institutions. Importantly, I also add that the global 

political-economic significance of transfer pricing, the transnational nature of activity, and the scale 

of professional organizations shape this distinctly transnational mode of professionalization. This 

directly speaks to the question of how contemporary professions and globalization interact, 

illustrating their mutual interdependence (Carter et al., 2015; Fourcade, 2006). In the case of transfer 

pricing, as set out in Paper IV, it is clear that the global political bargain institutionalized throughout 
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the twentieth century provided transfer pricing professionals substantial autonomy and flexibility in 

governing a practice now affecting between a third and half of all cross-border trade. In turn, those 

global political institutions are placed at the center of professional identities and claims to 

distinctiveness, supporting the development of a professional constituency invested in those global 

political institutions. While global institutions and professions are undoubtedly entwined elsewhere, 

this particular relationship is arguably not found in comparable professions such as law, accounting, 

or economics. 

 

Lastly, the insights of the dissertation also offer a theoretical contribution to the institutional turn in 

professions studies (Muzio, Brock, & Suddaby, 2013; Suddaby & Viale, 2011) and reconsiders the 

connection between institutions and professions (Risi & Wickert, 2017). In the transnational tax 

context, some of the key institutions relied on by professionals for developing shared norms and 

perceptions are distinctly soft, weak, or non-coercive, putting significant autonomy and flexibility in 

the hands of professionals. This has serious political implications (cf. above), but also managerial 

ones. The freedom afford to these professionals, given the autonomy and flexibility of their work 

substance and their professionalism, may enable them to resist organizational pressures. This could 

exacerbate the ‘cat herding’ problem faced by their managers, making it difficult to retain and direct 

the professionals. This may, in turn, deteriorate organizational coherence while incentivizing cross-

organizational allegiance to the professional community rather than to the employing organizations. 

 

Opportunities for Future Research 

 

In addition to providing theoretical contributions, the research presented here opens up opportunities 

for future research. Inevitably, the dissertation has limitations, and the questions I have raised but 

was unable to answer, or to answer fully, provide space for further work. Specifically,  I suggest 

developing the research agenda on five different points: Further integration of IPE and Sociology; 

further studies of change in international taxation; development of comprehensive change-action-

order explanations; theorizing of transnational social spaces and professional dynamics; and, lastly, 

asking new questions on the specific tax cases I have studied.  

 

First, while the dissertation has illustrated the value of combining insights on global political-

economic orders and micro-social struggles, it falls short of providing a systematic theorized 

integration of these insights. The larger, interdisciplinary project of integrating IPE and Sociology 
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speaks to an emerging literature that recognizes the benefits of drawing on these diverse insights to 

understand and explain significant contemporary social phenomena (Boussard, 2017; Carter et al., 

2015; Suddaby et al., 2007). Yet the interdisciplinary insights offered in this dissertation predominantly 

concern a conceptual language for developing a change-oriented inquiry, the integration of empirical 

insights from multiple disciplines, and some initial theory building. To develop the interdisciplinary 

project further, a much more systematic development of integrated theory would be useful, as 

illustrated by existing contributions in this vein that bring micro-social theory to the study of 

international relations and transnational governance (Adler-Nissen, 2013; Seabrooke & Henriksen, 

2017). 

 

Second, in alignment with the change-oriented approach advocated throughout the dissertation, there 

are certainly opportunities for further research on change and its dynamics in international taxation. 

This is a pertinent agenda given the hugely significant social, political, and economic role the 

international tax systems plays, and in the context of existing research on international taxation. The 

relative absence of change studies is due, in part, to the recency of events. Several significant global 

initiatives, on capital taxation in particular, have only been launched in the last few years, such as the 

OECD/G20 BEPS Project (2013), the Common Reporting Standard for automatic exchange of tax 

information (2014), and the ongoing project to realign international tax rules with digitalization. So 

far, relatively few studies have investigated these initiatives (e.g., Ahrens & Bothner, 2019; Büttner & 

Thiemann, 2017; Hakelberg, 2016; Hearson & Prichard, 2018; Lesage, Lips, & Vermeiren, 2019; Lips, 

2018). It is likely that the next few years will see an increase in research on international taxation 

focused on the dynamic processes of change. But it is worth repeating that a change-oriented research 

agenda offers much promise in terms of bolstering our understandings of international tax 

developments. This is the case on issues already considered in the literature, such as tax competition, 

national sovereignty, and OECD technocracy. But it is also the case, perhaps even more so, for 

relatively neglected issue areas, such as value-added or consumption taxes, and tax administration, 

where the international dimensions of cooperation, competition, and change are equally pertinent. 

And in the case of other international technocracies participating in the international tax domain, 

such as the EU (but see, e.g., Christensen, 2019; Roland, 2019), the IMF, the World Bank, and the 

UN – all of which have received less scrutiny than the OECD.  

 

Third, in focusing on change, I have unavoidably paid less attention to the two other big issues in the 

social sciences, namely action and order. These issues are inevitably connected: Action is ordered, 
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orders change, and change is contingent on action. A truly comprehensive theoretical foundation 

would thus join together theories of action, order, and change (Liu, 2017, p. 2). In this dissertation, I 

have made some attempts to connect action, order, and change across macro, meso, and micro levels. 

For instance, my interdisciplinary approach unites insights on social action from social space theories 

and insights on political-economic orders from IPE. But these preliminary steps fall short of 

developing a broad, encompassing theory of action, order, and change. This limitation might be seen 

as an opportunity for future research, relating to the more general approach of theory and theory-

building adopted here. I did not set out to pursue knowledge generation in a strong positivist  sense 

or seek to develop generalizable causal relations or mechanisms, and indeed such an endeavor would 

require highly different theoretical and empirical work and consideration. 

 

Fourth, regarding studies of social spaces, transnational contexts pose a fascinating case for further 

application and re-theorizing of field and ecology theories. Both theoretical traditions were born out 

of predominantly national contexts and have only recently become considered in new inter- or 

transnational contexts. This has brought on calls for a re-theorization of transnational fields and 

transnational ecologies (Buchholz, 2016; Go & Krause, 2016a; Kuus, 2017; Suddaby & Muzio, 2015). 

In this vein, the conceptualization of transnational fields has come the furthest (although issues 

remain), with some detailed considerations of the functional and vertical autonomy and 

distinctiveness of fields beyond nation-states and their dynamics (e.g. Buchholz, 2016; Krause, 2017). 

In contrast, while ecological theories are often applied to studying international dynamics, almost no 

attempts have been made to re-theorize transnational ecologies and their distinctiveness (but see, e.g., 

Blok et al., 2018). This is an especially pertinent research opportunity given that multiple researchers 

have highlighted, as I also do in Paper III, the specific usefulness of ecology theories’ dynamism for 

studying transnational spaces (e.g., Block-Lieb & Halliday, 2017). 

 

Moreover, a key question for future research on social space is the embeddedness of transnational 

fields and ecologies in national contexts. Are transnational actors, institutions, and norms truly 

liberated from national contexts, or do they remain defined by national hierarchies and logics? This 

is an empirical question: How much is ‘scale’ a dimension of variation in different fields (Krause, 

2017)? And is it a theoretical one: How can we best explain or understand action, change, and order 

in various social spaces? There has been some work in this area. Blok and colleagues (2018) offer a 

framework for addressing these questions on national-transnational in the context of ecology theory, 

developing the multi-scalar notion of ‘trans-local’ jurisdictions. And Buchholz (2016) has defined 
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truly transnational fields as having distinct functional and vertical autonomy from both national fields 

and other transnational fields. Yet these early contributions also highlight the need for more 

theorization along these lines, relating to the lack a conceptual language for differentiating and 

comparing local-global/national-transnational embeddedness of social spaces, the distinct strategies 

employed by national/transnational agents, and the dynamics of power and contestation in the 

potential absence of a commanding meta-player in the state. 

 

In this endeavor to reconsider social space theories, there is much promise in future research that 

seeks to cross-fertilize (as argued in Paper II). Admittedly, the compatibility of field and ecology 

theory, and also other prominent social theories, e.g., network theory, is a long-standing point of 

contention, usually ending with the conclusion that they are not reconcilable (A. Abbott, 2005a; 

Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 242). Yet recent interventions have argued that, despite significant 

philosophical differences, there is much each theoretical approach can learn from related literatures 

(Liu & Emirbayer, 2016; Singh, 2019). And, indeed, there are numerous good examples from recent 

studies that cross-fertilize in innovative and fruitful ways, to which I hope this dissertation has added. 

Some studies layer concepts from one theory onto another, e.g., by mobilizing boundary work or 

avatars from ecology studies to enlighten struggles in Bourdieusian fields (Gracia & Oats, 2012; 

Mudge & Vauchez, 2012; cf. Paper II), or by conceptualizing Abbott’s notions of professional 

knowledge and jurisdiction as symbolic capital within fields (Schinkel & Noordegraaf, 2011). Others 

theorize the causal connections between struggles over professional ecologies and (organizational) 

fields (Suddaby & Viale, 2011). While still others again apply methodologies and concepts from one 

theory to enlighten another, e.g., by drawing on Bourdieu’s praxeological approach to theorize 

‘hinges’ in ecologies (Leão & Eyal, 2019). These contributions both illustrate the substantial potential 

in cross-fertilizing social space theories and set out particular pathways for future research to possibly 

achieve this. It is, however, worthwhile to add that these contributions rarely, if ever, reflect on the 

philosophical match between the different theories, or explicate how any philosophical divergence is 

managed, something that should be included in cross-fertilization efforts (cf. Modell, Vinnari, & 

Lukka, 2017). 

 

The transnational context also calls for rethinking the sociology of professions (Faulconbridge & 

Muzio, 2012). In particular, this concerns how transnational professions emerge and change, and their 

identities (as discussed in Paper IV). So far, research has predominantly been focused on high-profile 

professional groups that have recently gained prominence in political or organizational domains, such 
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as economists, central bankers, and consultants (Fourcade, 2006; Lebaron, 2008; Muzio, Hodgson, 

Faulconbridge, Beaverstock, & Hall, 2011). However, studies have increasingly enlightened new 

professions operating in the background of globalization with significant implications for global 

capitalism, in domains such as wealth management, anti-money laundering, and mergers and 

acquisitions (Boussard, 2018; Harrington, 2016; Tsingou, 2017). There is much more scope to explore 

the transnational professionalization pathways of both high-profile and background professional 

groups – in terms of expanding the empirical record through further case studies and in terms of 

developing a conceptual and theoretical language. Most existing studies in this space have focused on 

specific organizational professionalisms defined by organizational strategies, methods and norms; yet 

beyond the conceptualization of organizational corporate professionalisms, few attempts have been 

made to develop a comprehensive conceptual framework in this domain. Such work would have the 

potential not only to bolster the sociology of professions, but also to strengthen its links with other 

issues, e.g., between professions and globalization, which has become an increasingly pertinent 

research agenda (Carter et al., 2015; Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2012). 

 

Fifth, the specific case studies pursued in this dissertation raise a range of new questions. For global 

tax governance and the international political economy at large, the challenges posed by digitalization 

of the economy are probably the most novel and underexplored. As the OECD and the G20 continue 

work on the tax consequences of digitalization, the distributional implications both inter- and intra-

nationally, and the broader social implications of digital societies, have come to the fore, as they have 

in other policy domains such as privacy, security, finance, and trade. There remains surprisingly little 

conceptual work on these dimensions within IPE (but see e.g. Bryan, Rafferty, & Wigan, 2017; 

Drezner, 2019; Farrell & Newman, 2019). The answers to these broad social questions should have 

significant implications for both global economic governance in general, and specifically for the new 

global tax consensus that is likely to develop out of the ongoing OECD/G20 project. Moreover, the 

digital agenda is one area where the global tax debate is at the forefront, and thus promises hugely 

relevant insights for the study of the international political economy more broadly. This case, then, 

offers another argument for integrating the study of international taxation more closely into core IPE 

theories and research. 

 

More broadly, the changes underway in international tax governance are likely to pose significant 

challenges to professional practitioners, such as transfer pricing professionals, whose work domains 

are under increasing scrutiny due to global political changes. Ongoing changes may well  lead to further 
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critiques of professional practices and could end up moving the global regulatory system away from 

core standards defining the professional work area, such as the arm’s length principle, challenging the 

foundation of professional groups within, for instance, transfer pricing. The impacts of these 

developments are thus a fascinating opportunity for future research. The issue of the reverberations 

of global political change is also relevant for expert policymaking and the (transnational) corporate 

tax field, where the ongoing contestation of historical professional insiders, increasingly challenged 

by critical political actors, begs the question of how much, if at all, these fields are being overthrown. 

While I have set out some dynamics of change, other researchers have argued that the basic practices 

of tax fields – such as tax minimization and technocratic tax standards – remain broadly accepted and 

well-defended (Anesa, Gillespie, Spee, & Sadiq, 2018; Büttner & Thiemann, 2017) . My narrative 

contrasts somewhat with these accounts, and so future research on these cases could help clarify the 

dimensions of change and non-change. 

 

Practical Implications 

 

For stakeholders of international taxation, what practical lessons can we draw from this dissertation? 

The concrete usefulness of the research to policymakers, tax professionals, civil society, businesses, 

media, and other actors is critically important, given the significant stakes of international taxation. 

For USD20tn worth of global trade, international tax system shapes the costs and benefits of trade, 

investment, and business activity across borders. For national fiscal systems, it shapes the size and 

distribution of tax revenues from income generated through cross-border activity. Recent studies 

estimate the magnitude of global tax revenues lost to the opportunities afforded by international tax 

rules to be at least USD200bn each from tax evasion and corporate tax avoidance. Politically, the 

stakes are substantial, too. The international tax system shapes the ability of sovereign governments 

to pursue their national fiscal interests, combat inequality, spur economic and social development, 

attract investment, create jobs, and ensure fair markets. These dimensions, in turn, impact the 

foundations of modern society and democracy, including trust amongst citizens and towards political 

institutions and authorities. In short, the global political orders, social systems, and professional 

practices of international taxation are consequential and, accordingly, attract the attentions of a broad 

range of social stakeholders with different interests. 

 

I suggest the dissertation offers valuable lessons for national political leaders, expert professionals, 

businesses, and civil society activists. The common thread across these lessons relates to the 
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understanding of when political, social, and professional systems in international taxation are 

changing (or not changing), how, and why. Each group of stakeholders has experience with how the 

international tax system impacts them, a vision of how they would like the international tax system 

to be governed and its content, and usually also an idea of strategies for bringing about those changes 

(or non-changes), to ensure the legitimacy and sustainability of their preferences. Understanding 

change is paramount to the development and realization of these experiences, visions, and strategies.  

 

For political leaders, the dissertation offers the insight that the world of international tax governance 

is, indeed, changing, and foundationally so. Moreover, this change illustrates that international tax 

cooperation is working, putting states in better positions to address the many potentially negative 

consequences of contemporary international taxation. In the context of multiple ongoing crises – of 

global finance, of the legitimacy of multilateralism, of trust in political institutions, of rising nationalist 

sentiments – this is hugely significant. Recent developments show states are not inevitably tied down 

by the golden straightjacket of globalization (Rodrik, 2011), unwilling subjects to the unchanging and 

unchangeable structures of international taxation. Rather, at the intersection of state activism and 

global power shifts activated by politicization and ongoing economic transformations, collaborative 

global tax initiatives – on, e.g., the automatic exchange of information, base erosion, and profit 

shifting – have helped to shore up the fiscal backbone of nation-states. At the same time, however, it 

is worth noting that these changes also carry the potential of uprooting the foundations of global tax 

governance, which risks de-stabilizing the politics and practice of international taxation, leading to 

further conflict and exacerbating the multiple crises described. How contemporary challenges and 

changes, such as the digitalization of economies, are managed by political leaders will go a long way 

in shaping the future of international taxation. 

 

In this context, political leaders should also realize that international taxation is set in a significantly 

different context today than it was 10, 20, or 30 years ago. The changes outlined here, including 

increased politicization, public attention, and geopolitical shifts, mean that global political processes 

and outcomes are, arguably, scrutinized and challenged more today than ever before. And this means 

old conventions, such as the historically prevalent model of isolated, technical policymaking among 

a narrow group of Western-centric experts, are potentially no longer legitimate or sustainable. To be 

sure, the OECD, at the behest of the G20, has significantly expanded the number of countries 

formally involved in global tax policy processes in recent years, engaging scores of developing 

countries in its key decision-making bodies. And they have similarly made extra efforts in opening 
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the door to consultations and stakeholder meetings for non-state actors across the globe. Yet these 

new initiatives raise questions related to both the inclusiveness and coherence. First, are formal 

representation and open channels enough to ensure truly inclusive policymaking? Second, is it 

possible to develop a coherent global tax system given the exploding diversity of voices and interests 

involved in policymaking? It is not immediately clear which policy option is the right one to answer 

these questions, but it is clear that these new questions, in a new global political context, more than 

ever require rethinking the compromises involved in making and remaking the international tax 

system. However, such a rethinking remains, at least officially, worryingly absent, with the exception 

being occasional demands from political outsiders for institutional reforms. To truly pursue  a 

legitimate and sustainable international tax system, political leaders across the globe would do well to 

formally reconsider and outline ambitions for the involvement, both in terms of representation and 

mechanisms of supportive engagement, of various voices and stakeholders in the processes of 

international tax change, including a consideration of the balance between inclusiveness and 

coherence, as well as the broad economic, social, and political consequences of these tradeoffs.  

 

For expert professionals involved in the policymaking, I have offered the insight that policy 

discussions are critically shaped by social hierarchies and professional authority dynamics, increasingly 

influenced by global political dynamics. These expert professionals – employed by international 

organizations, multinational corporations, global professional services firms, and the like – require 

access to issue-specific expertise and network resources to effectively influence global tax 

policymaking, obtainable through organic career experiences, alliances, or collaboration with 

powerful figurehead professionals. The competitive dynamics of expert policymaking outlined in the 

dissertation (particularly in Papers II and III) also offer lessons to expert professionals tasked with 

designing and overseeing policy processes. How policy discussions are designed influence who is 

likely to participate, what voices are viewed as credible and, in turn, the policy options perceived to 

be legitimate. Namely, as illustrated in Paper III, a highly technicized global consultation may privilege 

private sector experiences and technical tax and transfer pricing expertise, enabling a prevalence of 

‘commercial sensitivity’ arguments and a marginalization of alternative voices such as raw accounting 

expertise and claims of civil society actors. Thus, the choices made on stakeholder engagement – such 

as their frequency, the framing of policy problems, and the level of institutionalized cooperation with 

stakeholders – affects the policy outputs, the ability to meet ambitions for stakeholder involvement 

and influence, and eventually shapes the extent to which policy processes and solutions are viewed as 

legitimate and sustainable. 
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These considerations are also relevant to businesses and professional organizations, particularly in the 

context of the integral relation of professionalization and global political institutions in international 

taxation (and specifically transfer pricing, as discussed in Paper IV). Mutually interdependent, changes 

to global tax governance will reverberate in and be contingent on professional practice, and vice-

versa. If ongoing and future changes destabilize this link, for instance, through global tax reforms 

moving away from a reliance on transfer pricing and the arm’s length principle, or through continued 

assault on professional-technical logics by civil society advocates, business and professional 

organizations will likely be exposed to attempts by their employees (tax professionals) to defend their 

jurisdictions by resisting such change and/or by engaging in reform of their core institutions and 

work to sustain their social positions (cf. also Radcliffe et al., 2018). In that context, this dissertation 

offers insights on the types of challenges businesses and professional organizations are facing today 

and will face in the future from changes to the global political-economic order. Moreover, as Papers 

II and IV showed, international tax professionals can repel challenges by problematizing demands 

for transformative change, reframing emerging policy problems in dense technical terms, defending 

their turf by insisting on the intangible nature of their work, and by organizing closure through 

exclusive professional careers and interactions. Yet it must be noted that, defensive strategies by 

expert professionals and professional organizations carry significant risks to the legitimacy and the 

sustainability of their domain in the new context of politicization and popular interest. 

 

Lastly, for civil society activists, and indeed citizens more broadly, the dissertation offers lessons about 

the dynamics of authority and influence in tax policymaking and tax fields more generally. In 

policymaking, most tax activists adopt strategies predominantly concerned with politicization, seeking 

to mobilize popular attention and support towards the international tax agenda through broad moral 

and emotional claims. This has, undoubtedly, been highly effective in raising the salience of 

international taxation in putting their preferred policy ideas, such as country-by-country reporting, 

onto the global political agenda, and in challenging the established logics of a historically dominant 

professional-technical community. Yet so far activists have also largely failed to penetrate technical 

global tax policymaking processes that are significant for political outcomes, as discussed in Paper 

III. If they wish to do so (recognizing that there are important tradeoffs in resource allocation), they 

have to mobilize issue-specific expertise and network resources for influence. This requires either 

organically growing dominant forms of expertise – such as law, transfer pricing, and private sector 

experience – through career experiences, or otherwise strategically access them by, e.g., engaging 
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authoritative figurehead professionals to lobby on their behalf. Paper III illustrates the successful 

strategy adopted by the BEPS Monitoring Group, a coalition of civil society experts that assembles 

professionals with unique technical expertise from a range of NGOs to engage with technical policy 

discussions at the OECD. 

 

Conclusion 

 

International taxation has changed in the last decade and continues to change. How are these changes 

governed? By different modes, contexts, and sources at different levels. Systemic change is underway 

in global tax governance, namely an expansion of multilateral cooperation, institutionalized 

enforcement, and sovereignty-pooling by states. These changes are entangled with the transformation 

of the global political economy at large. This resonates in transnational tax fields seeing an influx of 

influential activists and challenges to entrenched social logics. In expert policymaking, there are slow 

shifts in response to increasing external pressures, and professional practice is characterized by 

effectiveness in maintaining relations between core institutions and professional identities. 

Throughout this dissertation, I have investigated the nuances and dynamic processes enabling and 

governing change with a relational, qualitative, and case-oriented methodology, and presented my 

findings as a contextualized study. This research offers a theoretical contribution through a change -

oriented perspective that combines insights from International Polit ical Economy and Sociology, a 

pragmatic advancement of understanding of international taxation as a research topic, and a 

presentation of practical implications for a range of stakeholders.  

 

Understanding contemporary changes in international taxation, and understanding changes in this 

way, opens up a new world. It enables us to grasp the nuances and processes underlying change 

historically and today, illustrating the pathways towards and tradeoffs involved in the pursuit of a 

legitimate and sustainable international tax system. It complements existing research on international 

taxation focused on the effects of stable structures and that sees change through periodic snapshots 

of evolving orders. And it addresses the persistent perception that things in international taxation 

have not changed, will not change, and perhaps even cannot change. By studying change, and studying 

events as change, it is clear that in terms of institutions, actors, hierarchies, and norms, international 

taxation can change and has changed, in multiple and interesting ways. In recent years, governments 

around the world have engaged in new and more effective cooperation to change international orders 

and conditions previously thought immutable. Civil society, political activists, and media have helped 
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create widespread interest in international tax affairs, long isolated from the broad representations of 

national democratic discussion. And the mutual reliance of global political institutions and tax 

professionals demonstrates the promise of interdependence in enabling a stable, progressive 

international tax system. 

 

Looking forward, the importance of understanding changes in international taxation (and indeed 

other social domains) is unlikely to decline. The coming decades will be defined by transformative 

social change, both political and technological. Taxation has always been, and remains, closely 

entangled with social change in regulations, technologies, norms, and our societies at large. 

International taxation undeniably carries significant implications for us as citizens, for national fiscal 

systems, for the impacts of global trade, for democratic autonomy, (in)equality, development, 

markets, and trust. Change in international taxation, in part, shapes the size and distribution of 

governments’ fiscal resources, the winners and losers from new dimensions of globalization, the cost 

and benefits of commerce, and our belief in democratic institutions and in markets. In the 

contemporary global political context, marked by rising nationalism, populism, and declining 

confidence in international cooperation, studying and understanding change in international taxation 

is certainly both pertinent and important. 

 

In this light, it is not only of great interest to study the nuances and dynamic processes of change in 

and to international taxation. It is a great imperative. My ultimate hope with this dissertation is two-

fold. I hope to have contributed to understanding change in international taxation in theoretical, 

pragmatic and practical terms. And I hope to have awoken or inspired further interest in studying 

social change in general, and in studying it in international taxation specifically, by uniting insights 

from IPE and from Sociology. More work is sorely needed in this space. These research agendas are 

of substantial political, social, and economic importance, yet remain underexplored, to the detriment 

of both theoretical richness and real-world progress. This dissertation has shown that international 

taxation demonstrates a strong case for such interdisciplinary research focused on studying the 

nuances and dynamic processes of change.  
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