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INTRODUCTION / ABSTRACT 

 There are several corporations that, in recent months, announced the 
division of their businesses into independent companies: organizations such 
as General Electric, Toshiba, IBM or Johnson & Johnson. It is a complex debate 
and, at the same time, a magnificent challenge to achieve a model that allows 
the coexistence -peaceful and fluid- of a useful and efficient corporate center, 
with the different divisions, business units or lines of activity.  

 Complexity is determined by multiple factors and is also permanently 
dynamic. Companies grow, organically and inorganically, evolve and 
transform themselves, undergo changes in their shareholding, expand and 
reduce their activities at a geographical level, merge or split. All of the above 
means that the model that once worked may become obsolete at another 
stage or lose its logic as time flows. 

 In this article I intend to analyze the main elements that make up 
interorganizational relationships and offer a general framework that 
contributes to defining a useful and flexible enough interaction format, if ever 
you think about proposing a change of model or reviewing the current one. 
The focus is on the identity and relationship approach, not on financial, 
operational or business model aspects. I have drawn deeply on the knowledge 
acquired through managing projects in different companies, and on the main 
vectors of the Relational Evolution Model, a methodological application on 
which the interventions of the Instituto Relacional are based. 
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1. The logic and timing for the creation of a corporate 
center. 

"When a man does not have his ideas in order, 
the more you have, the greater your confusion." 

DALE CARNEGIE 

 In general, the moment in which an organization begins to consider the 
need to create a corporate center or corporate unit, occurs when one or more 
of the following factors converge: 

• Growth of the organization, may it be organic or inorganic, which 
generates dispersion in structures and procedures, without sufficiently 
solid foundations. 

• Perception of lack of control in operations and  management. 
• Need to optimize resources. 
• External threats in the face of more solidly organized competition. 
• Disparity between the different business units, with the consequent 

risk of rivalry or cannibalization. 
• Transition period, which requires reordering or rethinking the business, 

especially in family businesses. 
• Need to differentiate, to position yourself more solidly in the market. 

 There would be many more elements, but almost all of them converge 
in the need for a structure that allows coordination, synergies, competitiveness 
and / or supervision. 

  

2. The functions of corporate management 
 

"Do not waste time. Always get busy on something useful.  
Abstain from any action that is not necessary." 

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN 
  

 The main mission of a corporate center should be to accompany the 
business lines, providing tools and solutions that guide them into sustainable 
success in the market and not into human and relational collapse (and, 
consequently, of the business).  To do this, it must deal with the following 
aspects: 
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 2.1.  Manage tangible and intangible assets 

 It consists of efficiently and effectively using the available 
resources: infrastructures, economic resources, technology, talent, 
intellectual property, productive assets, brands, or corporate reputation.  
 The corporate center must lay a logical foundation and general 
guidelines on how to obtain, value, manage and protect all its assets, 
leaving the operation to the business lines and generating the 
mechanisms that are necessary for these assets to be protected. 
 One of the most valuable assets is knowledge. Therefore, when 
designing processes, technological integrations, reporting systems, 
etc., collaboration solutions must be established along with the 
business lines. Otherwise, the solutions run the risk of being incomplete 
or inefficient because much of the company's knowledge belongs to the 
business. It is the operational and above all commercial units that 
have the pulse and feeling of the day-to-day activity. 
 All of these aspects can fit into a corporate general direction or 
corporate resource management direction. 
 
2.2.  Define the normative corpus of the organization 

 Is from the corporate that are defined those that could be 
considered common minimums, those guidelines of action and 
behavior that should govern in all business units and geographical 
spaces.  These common minimums must be flexible enough to be able 
to change according to the needs of each business unit and country, 
and clear enough to set the ethical and administrative tone of the 
organization. 
 It is also important that the policies developed by the corporation 
follow the rules and guidelines established for the industry and the 
sector and respect the cultural uses of all the countries in which it 
operates. The whole set of regulations must contribute to the cohesion 
of the different businesses of the company, to the creation of synergies 
and to the alignment of the various departments and branches of the 
organization in order to work towards a common goal. 
 This must be accompanied by the creation of systems and 
mechanisms that ensure efficiency and continuous improvement. They 
could be evaluations, audits, evaluation committees, panels with 
external stakeholders, or any other format that keeps the organization 
in a state of healthy tension, self-criticism, and conscious 
surveillance, away from complacency.  
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2.3. Define the identity, ethical and values framework 

 One of the main missions of the corporate is to define and 
strengthen an ethical and solid identity, clear rules of the game. The 
identity bases give stability to the organization in the face of possible 
crises and unforeseen external factors, therefore, this work consists of 
designing and structuring action guidelines that allow all people to 
make decisions under a unique criterion: defend the interests of the 
organization.  If this is outlined, preserved, and observed, it will evolve 
into consistency and cohesion for all and everyone, allowing for firm 
and coherent decisions.   
 The identity that is determined must consider the peculiarities 
of the different operational aspects of the company: geographical, 
market, legal and cultural. Only in this way will it be an instrument of 
cohesion.  
 Additionally, under this umbrella of corporate identity the 
business lines can ensure their contribution to a shared and common 
reputation. It will be their responsibility the customization and 
adaptation of the identity determined by the corporate, to the reality 
of each unit, business line or geographical area, developing procedures, 
protocols or policies that will land and concretize some aspects to allow 
direct connection with local stakeholders. 
 Identity must be present at all levels of the organization and 
sustain the actions in front of customers, suppliers, and employees in a 
cohesive tone, generating relationship models, processes and 
structures aligned and useful for the business. 
 A successfully defined framework will allow the organization to 
grow flexibly, dismantling highly hierarchical and centralized 
structures and welcoming the uniqueness of each business, each 
service, each country and, consequently, each person, while 
respecting and valuing the common elements.  
 
2.4.  General alignment and supervision 

 The fact of increasing resources to these functions is directly 
related to the level of trust/distrust that may exist within the 
organization. With distrust comes control, and with control the 
corporate unit will easily fall into suffocation and bureaucratization of 
procedures. 
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 To escape from this, it should coordinate the business units and 
divisions of the organization through communication actions, meetings 
and, in general, an organized line of transmission and exchange of 
information, commercial or talent synergies.  Its objective should be 
oriented to benefit business lines and encourage them so that they 
add value to the vision of the group.  
 From their part, business units and/or countries can and should 
develop their own supervisory and monitoring mechanisms, ensuring 
that they remain aligned with the corporate, contributing to what is 
defined from there and not contradicting it.  
 
2. 5.  Strategic/institutional communication 

 The organization must be very clear about what is common to all, 
and what it must protect and defend above the specific interests of the 
business units. 
 To achieve this cohesion and credibility, the success of any 
corporate center lies in its ability to transmit these criteria, identifying, 
building and offering master lines of corporate and strategic 
communication to all business units. 
 Strategic/institutional communication includes brand strategy 
and architecture, institutional advertising, sponsorship policy, and 
public presence and dialogue. 
 In general, a corporate brand elaborates and sustains the 
corporate identity, defines the mission, vision, values and purpose, 
and represents the institutionality, height and presence before 
organizational audiences. From this identity emerge the arguments of 
the group; the essential messages that support the organization in 
broad.  
 Commercial brands or business units, on the other hand, display 
values shaped as real behaviors: they build links with customers, 
dialogue with them, struggle to meet their expectations and materialize 
the ethos in relation to the quality of their products and services, which 
becomes almost an evolution of the brand into a contract with 
stakeholders. 
 Finally, do not forget internal communication, which in its day-
to-day allows to ensure this understanding and internalization of the 
main lines and strategic guidelines of the organization. 
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2. 6. Provide continuity and sustainability 

 Corporations are born to sustain corporate development and 
give continuity and institutional and economic stability to the business 
while it grows, diversifies, merges, creates new products or enters new 
markets. This means that a corporation must function smoothly, 
regardless of what is going on in the organization or in the 
environment.  
 The corporate must seek that its executives have a corporate 
spirit,  that is, in addition to being good professionals, they have the 
vocation of service that is needed to meet the needs of the 
organization and its business units.  Active listening and dialogue is 
what keeps a corporate center as a useful unit, and an organization 
in constant evolution.  
 The general management will then have to implement periodic 
review mechanisms: annual sustainability reports, financial reports, 
dashboards, strategic plans, objectives re-framing, action plans, etc.   
 
2. 7.  Identify and manage risk 

 Identifying and monitoring financial, environmental, social, 
legal, reputational and operational risks helps prevent or help 
manage crises.  There are enough reasons to consider it a profitable 
investment, but they are  also a requirement in public tenders and 
access to tenders and RFPs.  
 Many organizations make the mistake of extrapolating a 
generic risk map to their business, leaving aside the real and specific 
risks that are inherent in it.  Therefore, risk maps and other 
instruments must be customized according to the business and 
activity of the organization.  
 
2. 8.  Public Positioning 

 Due to the nature of the business and  organizational 
momentum, corporations devote more or less effort to this function.  But 
if it is a regulated business, if the sector is heavily involved in lobbying 
actions, if the market is recently open to competition or if there is a clear 
social threat or opportunity - to mention just a few factors - this function 
must be activated with priority.  
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 When the company is highly subjected to regulation and its 
main relationship is with the public administration, the external 
management of its public positioning is often called public affairs. 
 Internal management, on the other hand, focuses on the 
appropriate relationship with customers, suppliers, and partners, and 
on sharing resources and capabilities amongst businesses. Also an 
important line is the search for external and internal financing and tax 
optimization. 
 The most modern forms of management integrate the 
expectations of stakeholders  and dialogue as a permanent line of 
action, considering the organization as a living entity in 
interdependence with its stakeholders.  
 Some organizations have created the function and area of 
corporate diplomacy.  In one way or another, internal management 
must consider at least: 
 

• Information management. 
Transmit effectively, and with a high institutional component, the real 
value that exists within the company. 
In the construction of public positioning, if the facts are important, so is 
information, as long as it is accurate in quantity, veracity and quality.  
Thus, information flows must go in a double direction: obtain and select 
the information that exists in the company according to the interests of 
the public and obtain and select the information and expectations of 
the stakeholders to try to approach them. 
This is a function close to competitive intelligence with which the 
corporate can add enormous value to their lines of business. 
 

• Relationship management. 
Represent, both the company and the stakeholders, ensuring that both 
parties are heard and taken into account. 
Through different dialogue mechanisms, it must publicize the advances 
that are going on in the company in line with its demands and 
suggestions, and, also, in a transparent way what has not yet been 
possible to accomplish. 
 

• Institutional presence and participation. 
The relationship with stakeholders aims to build the public profile 
through an active and honest presence in relevant sectoral and public 
meeting spaces. And on a day-to-day basis, work in managing the 
possible inconsistencies between the public image and the internal 
identity, which are usually numerous. 
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3. Internal relations: coexistence between Corporate and 
Business Units 

 
"An absence of response is a response.  

It's one that says 'we don't care a lot'." 
JAY BAER 

 One of the main debates that should be held when creating a corporate 
center has to do with the relationship model with its lines of business. A priori, 
the corporate is born to serve the units, to be useful to them . In some respects, 
control can help, but in others it can be the manifestation of distrust. Therefore, 
the relationship model that is established must determine the degree of 
autonomy that the business units have in decision-making.  

 For some authors, control is the corporate way of making sure that 
everything that the business divisions decide and do is aligned with the 
general objectives of the organization.  Following that line, we could talk about 
control over: 

• How much.  It is about the financial control, in which the long-term 
related is delegated or supervised more smoothly, while the control of 
costs and expenses is intensively monitored. This type of control clearly 
indicates what is strategically relevant to the organization, and can 
open the door to behaviors that only seek to preserve outcomes. 

• How.  It occurs when the supervision of the way of doing, behavior, even 
strategy, is prioritized over other issues. The relationship model with the 
different stakeholders, specifically employees and customers, is 
examined and evaluated with the aim of protecting the reputation and 
/ or identity of the organization as a differentiating element. 

• What. It is usually the most bureaucratic and the one that generates 
the most work for the business units. Corporate El comprehensively 
monitors what the units do, with what resources, in which places, the 
products they launch to the market, advertising campaigns, 
commercial actions, agreements with potential partners, the supply 
chain and many more aspects of pure management;  
micromanagement sometimes.  

 A doctoral thesis describes the "paternity strategies" based on the 
analysis of a group of companies that allowed to differentiate six empirical 
strategies: hands off ownership; financial sponsorship (Financial 
Sponsorship); synergy creation; strategic guidance (Strategic Guidance); 



9  
 

functional leadership (Functional Leadership); and hands on management. 
These strategies are presented cumulatively, in such a way that the 
explanation of each one adds a new function to the previous one.  

 Sometimes there is a tensional paradox when the corporate grants the 
units autonomy in decision-making and then intensively monitors the results. 
This eternal tension between centralizing and decentralizing, control and trust, 
freedom and security, can be extended to many aspects of organizational 
management.  

  Despite the obviousness, one of the factors that alters and conditions 
the supervision and control model is, obviously, the shareholding and 
ownership of the organization, especially in medium and large organizations. 
When 100% of the property is in a single owner, the centralization of functions 
will be clearly greater and the autonomy of the units much less.  

 If we observe different real practical cases, we can see how the 
relationships between corporate and business usually work in a pendulous 
way, going from greater autonomy / less control to less autonomy / more 
control, until, in a way, trust is broken and organizations undertake the 
reformulation of the model. Because control, in short, is the opposite of trust.  

 Finally, it should be noted that the perception of control is usually very 
different between the corporate and the business units. Often in the 
decision/senior management centers, the supposed autonomy of the 
business units is lived with difficulty and frustration and in these the demands 
of the corporate are lived with pressure. Condemned to understand each 
other, it would be the summary.  

4. Evolution of intercorporate relationships 
 

"If everything seems to be under control, you're not going fast 
enough." 

GILLES VILLENEUVE 

Over time, corporate centers can become the most facilitating 
element while, at the same time, the biggest obstacle, hence the importance 
of establishing a management model as clear as possible. The moment in 
which they are created is one, as we have seen, but time passes, and inertia 



10  
 

can turn them into something useful, or an elephant on the sofa, something 
we do not want.  

Traditionally “corporate center” is equal to “decision center”, to the 
highest part of the pyramid, to the highest level of power. From this position, a 
corporate center would fulfill only the function of control, and from that control 
would report to shareholders and owners. However, control mechanisms 
usually take the form of infinite bureaucratic processes that at the operational 
level are neither understood nor perceived as useful. Thus, said a hotel 
manager when the American owners sent him twenty-page documents "if I 
have to sit down to complete all this I will not be selling or spending time with 
customers", and thus reach a point where the desire for control and 
systematization ends up going against the business. And worst of all, more 
processes and more systems do not guarantee control. That is why in the 
evolution of the relationship you can create a shadow that subtracts light from 
the operation or the territory. I call it the ghost of control.  Ghost, because it is 
not always seen, and because it usually generates fear.  The greater the 
control that a corporate center tries to exercise, the greater the desire of the 
business units to act autonomously, since the control mechanisms can be 
very paralyzing and even push to flee.  "What will the corporate think they 
know about selling!"  complained the commercial director of a car dealership... 

Another risk in evolution could be the eagerness to try to coordinate 
everything, to look for an omnipresent decision center, possessing all the 
information: the delirium of coordination. A headhunter with solid experience 
recommended one day that I would not use the word coordination to describe 
functions on a resume. He said the concept sounds more and more like 
something that is tried and tried, but that is almost a utopia; depending on 
which aspects, it can be difficult to coordinate. A manager of a multinational 
of 400,000 employees, who, from his corporate function (possibly somewhat 
empty of content), proposed to create an application in which all the 
interventions that any employee of the company would made in any forum, 
event or congress, anywhere in the world, would be collected and appear 
there, and that their presentations or speeches would be uploaded there. No 
way…, of course; that is why trying to coordinate everything is a delirium. And, 
above all when it comes to coordination, we must wonder:  what for? What is 
the purpose of coordination?  

In this evolutionary process, it is worth asking: how to avoid the ghost of 
control and the delirium of coordination? Having spaces for meeting and 
debating, where the territory and the operational units are heard and 
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considered would be the first condition sine que non. In addition, there are two 
powerful antidotes that are used in pioneering organizations:   

• Anyone who has a position in a corporate center should first spend a season 
in direct contact with the business, getting acquainted with the product or 
service in question, to know how the people who are supposed to be controlled 
or coordinated work, how their day to day is, what reality they face, how timing 
and emergencies and daily crises are handled in the trenches. This measure, 
which occurs in intelligent and sensible corporations, opens the door to the two 
key elements in the regulation of relationships: listening and recognition. 
Knowing and having experienced in person what daily work consists of in 
contact with operations, with customers and users or with production, then 
allows to open safe listening spaces, where you can understand before starting 
something. And it is also what allows, on many occasions, to make visible those 
who are there, in the mud. That is, create policies and make corporate 
decisions giving the business lines and the people who are there, the 
necessary recognition and visibility. 

• Make sure that whatever the corporate designs, creates or simply imposes 
on the business units is possible, is realistic, and, above all, lowers difficulty 
and adds value.  Make sure that whatever the corporate asks for, it is feasible, 
clear and concrete, that in that request the person who receives it is taken into 
account. Ask for your participation in the definition of the procedures. Ensure, 
thus, that what the corporate offers is what those who receive those processes, 
instructions or actions really need, and increases the value added to the 
business lines. That it is not feeding the ghost of control or the delirium of 
coordination. And finally, respect the agreements and be empathetic in the 
negotiations.  

The board of directors, in addition to many other functions that are 
described in the management manuals and even legislated, should ensure 
that the main mission of a corporate center is to accompany business lines, 
providing tools and solutions that lead them to sustainable success in the 
market and not to human and relational collapse (and consequently of the 
business).  

5. Relationships with other stakeholders 

 

"The productivity of a workgroup seems to depend on how group 
members view their own goals in relation to the organization's 

goals. " 
KEN BLANCHARD 
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 As the last point of this article, I would like to explain the role of the 
corporation as a guarantor of the multistakeholder approach.  

 With this phrase Professor Freeman described1, in 1984, the concept of 
stakeholder: "It is any group or individual that can affect or be affected by the 
achievement of the objectives of the company".  In his work, Freeman explains 
the importance of managing business activity considering not only traditional 
shareholders (stockholders) and rest of stakeholders, taking care of the 
relationship with them, the risks that may arise from not doing so, and the 
benefits of strategically addressing this issue. 

 From Freeman's conception it follows that the purpose of a corporation 
is to carry out a business, in all its diversity, in a legal, ethical, profitable, and 
sustainable way in the long term, for which the only possible approach is the 
one that contemplates the sustainability of relations with all stakeholders, 
which are those who grant organizations the license to operate or ticket-to-
trade.  

 In this sense, there is no longer room in the market for companies 
focused exclusively on the creation of economic value for their shareholders. 
Therefore, the role of corporations is changing, increasingly adopting an 
active role in the multistakeholder approach  and sustainability in the 
multiple economic, social, environmental, labor and governance 
dimensions. 

 The most advanced companies have become aware of a reality: 
because of the impact that stakeholders can have on the operations and 
reputation of the company, the smart thing to do is to approach them, try to 
know what they think, find common territories in which everyone can win.  
This falls on the corporate centers of the organizations, as an interlocutor and 
guarantor of a fluid relationship with all those who may be affected by the 
activity of the organization or be affected in that way.  

 And how does an organization relate to its audiences? From the 
behaviors that sustain their corporate identity. Beyond a beautiful mission-
vision-values-purpose statement, this must be deployed and integrated into 
all points of contact with stakeholders, moving to common guidelines of 
action in the relationships that the organization maintains with its suppliers, 

 
1 R. E. Freeman, Strategic Management, a Stakeholder Approach. Pitman, London 1984 
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customers, public interlocutors and, above all,  with its employees as 
ambassadors of that identity. 

 When it comes to positioning the organization in the public arena, the 
corporate function is twofold: to defend the interests of the organization before 
its different stakeholders and to ensure that it holds a constant, dialogued and 
sincere approach to the interests of its audiences. Fulfilling this purpose will 
require different approaches for each corporation, depending on its industry, 
history, momentum,  and other factors.  

6. Conclusion 

 The turning point that I propose to monitor is the moment in which the 
corporate is no longer an element of impulse, of support, of generation of 
synergies and economies of scale; in short, when it forgets that its main 
contribution of value comes from the vocation of service to the units.  

 When the corporate oversizes its functions, its teams and its power, it 
forgets that the real income is in the lines of business. At this moment, what 
begins with a slight loss of autonomy becomes  a lack of confidence and ends 
in anarchy and disorder, which benefits no one.  Then the time will have come 
to review the internal relationship agreement. 

 May it serve as a closing text, and excerpt from an article published on 
www.path.mba which, in turn, quotes an article published in Harvard Business 
Review in December 2014: 

As companies with business units or divisions have become more able to 
standardize and centralize their operations, traditional headquarters 
functions such as finance, human resources, IT, marketing, and strategy have 
increased in size and influence. Meanwhile, new functions are emerging, in 
areas such as risk management and compliance. In a survey of 761 of the 
largest corporations in North America and Europe, conducted in collaboration 
with Harvard Business School professor David Collis, nearly one-third of 
companies reported an increase in the number of corporate functions (and 
less than 10% reported a reduction) from 2007 to 2010. The leaders of three out 
of four companies believed that the influence of their corporate functions had 
increased. 
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At the same time, complaints about the performance of these functions have 
increased. Less than 10% of companies reported that they were very satisfied 
with the effectiveness of the headquarters. Most of the voices were line 
managers, who often accused corporate functions of interference, 
bureaucracy and poor service. In a survey of a single company, both 
corporate function directors and business units, which we conducted in 2013, 
we found that fewer than two in 10 of the latter felt that their corporate 
functions added high or very high value. "[One function] thought the best way 
to do things was to command from the center," one manager told us. "This 
almost killed the place." 
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