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Survival through globalisation: Innovation, internationalisation, 
and the endurance of big business in Central Europe

Milan Balabana, Mária Hidvégib and Tamás Vonyóc

aBata Information Centre, Tomas Bata University, Zlin, Czech Republic; bDondena Centre, Bocconi University, 
Milan, Italy; cDepartment of Social and Political Sciences and Dondena Centre, Bocconi University, Milan, Italy

ABSTRACT
We present a comparative case study of two richly documented man-
ufacturing firms in Central Europe to examine how economic national-
ism and rising trade barriers shaped their global business strategies in 
the interwar period and how they managed to re-establish their global 
presence after 1945. From a provincial shoemaker in Moravia, Bata grew 
into the world’s largest footwear exporter by the 1930s with a global 
production and sales network that continued to grow until the 1980s. 
Tungsram was the seminal producer of lightbulbs and radio valves in 
Hungary and founding member of international cartels. It remained a 
prominent exporter to both socialist and market economies during the 
Cold War. Both cases highlight technological and organisational inno-
vation and strategic-capabilities accumulation as key determinants of 
successful internationalisation.

1. Introduction

The interwar period was a paradoxical episode of economic history. The unravelling of glo-
balisation prompted a dramatic decline of international trade, mass migration and global 
capital flows (Kindleberger, 1973; James, 2002). ‘Globalization backlash’ belongs to the 
stylised facts of the 1920s and especially the 1930s (Feinstein et al., 2008; Findlay & O’Rourke, 
2009). Organisations such as the League of Nations and the Bank of International Settlements 
were painfully aware that international relations were inimical to economic integration 
(Arndt, 1944). Populism turned against globalisation (Zahra, 2023). Economic nationalism 
reflected a global shift from cosmopolitan cultural attitudes towards ethno-nationalism 
(Suesse, 2024), and the disintegration of the liberal geopolitical order into a ‘patchwork world 
order’ (Tooze, 2014). Yet, business historians documented the continued growth of global 
enterprise (Fitzgerald, 2016; Jones, 2005), the global spread of industrial knowhow and ide-
ology (Link, 2020), and the rise of global business strategies (Cerretano, 2018; Lubinski, 2022).

Western trade liberalisation after 1945 could not fully reverse the globalisation backlash. 
Dependency theory (Prebisch, 1950; Singer, 1949) justified import-substitution industriali-
sation and caused a populist globalisation backlash in Latin America and other peripheries. 
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National development remained the key policy framework even in the West and economic 
nationalism aligned with the socialist reorganisation of both Eastern Europe and parts of 
the post-colonial world (Suesse, 2024). Yet, global business enjoyed a golden age with the 
dynamic growth of intra-industry trade inducing a surge in foreign direct investment and 
technology transfers.

Economic nationalism was often associated with East Central Europe after 1918 (Berend 
& Ránki, 1969; Hertz, 1947; Paslovsky, 1928), but the region has featured little in the recent 
business history of globalisation. Contemporaries and historians described the Habsburg 
Empire as a ‘centripetal force’ (Jászi, 1929) of integration and argued that its collapse harmed 
trade and economic development. More recent studies demonstrate no dramatic disconti-
nuity. Trade in Central Europe was as modest before World War I as in the 1920s and declined 
from the 1930s. Industrial autarky after the Great Depression deepened during World War 
II and even more after 1948 in the era of Stalinist central planning. Central Europe turned 
from a weakly globalised to a deglobalizing world.

Yet, economic nationalism proved more flexible than traditionally claimed and was not 
necessarily detrimental to the global business adventures of Central European firms. The 
disintegration of Austria-Hungary did present significant challenges, but growth could be 
sustained with innovative global business strategies. Successful globalisation in the 1930s 
nurtured capabilities that would ensure the endurance of these globalising firms even after 
1945. Postcolonial development opened new markets. East-South cooperation replaced 
East-West trade (Lorenzini, 2014), and manufacturers who had engaged with late-industri-
alizing countries before 1939 benefitted the most. Socialist industrialisation was not com-
pletely autarkic, and the Cold War paved new avenues of globalisation for Eastern European 
firms with the necessary managerial and technological capabilities (Lorenzini, 2019; Sanchez-
Sibony, 2014).

We exploit recent evidence to re-examine the impact of economic nationalism and glo-
balisation on business performance from an understudied regional perspective. We build a 
comparative case study of two prominent firms whose enduring global success in the treach-
erous twentieth century is richly documented in archival and secondary sources. Bata was 
the ultimate global enterprise of the 1930s and the prime footwear exporter in the world. 
Its transcontinental network of factory towns and sales organisations survived the Nazi 
occupation of Czechoslovakia during and communism after World War II. Eastern European 
operations were nationalised, but the Western Bata Organisation lived on to become the 
world’s largest shoe manufacturer. Tungsram was the leading Hungarian producer of 
low-current electrical equipment as a member of international cartels. By the late 1930s, it 
had subsidiaries across Europe. The disruption of transnational business networks and made 
its global business model untenable after 1945, yet Tungsram revived as a global exporter 
with innovative and differentiated market strategies.

In Section 2, we offer a brief assessment of the international economic performance and 
the standard model of big business in Central Europe. In Section 3, we discuss the develop-
ment of Bata and Tungsram until the 1930s and the historical sources that we can exploit. 
Section 4 describes how both firms responded to the challenges and opportunities of impe-
rial disintegration and economic nationalism after 1918. Section 5 examines what strategies 
they developed to conquer international markets from the 1920s and to fend off global trade 
restrictions in the 1930s. Section 6 explains how the legacy of these strategic capabilities 
ensured the revival of both firms in global markets during the Cold War, and how they 
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adapted to changing economic and geopolitical conditions. Section 7 concludes and draws 
reflections beyond the historical and regional context.

2. A deglobalizing world: Central Europe after 1918

In the Economic Consequences of the Peace, Keynes argued that in Central Europe ‘the mis-
eries of life and the disintegration of society are too notorious to require analysis …’  
(Keynes, 1919, p. 249). The fragmented world left behind the demolished Habsburg Empire 
alarmed prominent contemporaries (Hodza, 1942; Jászi, 1929). Political disintegration was 
considered economically detrimental by economists (Hertz, 1947; Paslovsky, 1928) and by 
future historians (Berend, 1998; Berend & Ránki, 1969; Teichova, 1988). Disrupted production 
networks and trade relations thwarted industrial development, while economic nationalism 
undermined regional cooperation (Drabek, 1985; Teichova, 1985). Revisionist studies have 
since critically reassessed the economic performance of Central Europe both before and 
after World War I.

Austria-Hungary captivated generations of economic historians. The liberal empire pro-
moted internal market integration (Komlos, 1983), bolstered modern industries and modern 
banks, and supported international trade (Good, 1984). More recent comparative research 
revised these seminal accounts. East Central Europe remained backward relative to western 
industrial economies and continued to fall behind until World War I (Kopsidis & Schulze, 
2021). Integration with the global economy grew modestly. Austria-Hungary was the least 
open economy in Europe after Russia. In 1913, exports plus imports equalled only 22% of 
national income, compared to the European average of 37%, and much larger ratios in 
Western Europe and Scandinavia (Daudin et al., 2010, p. 8).

The Habsburg Empire itself was economically weakly integrated (Schulze & Wolf, 2012); 
thus, its downfall did not dramatically disrupt regional trade (Wolf et al., 2011). Late indus-
trialisation and weak exposure to western markets delayed the business revolution in Central 
Europe. Historical studies of big business before 1914 (Kulikov, 2017; Kulikov & Kragh, 2019; 
Shaw, 1983; Wardley, 1999), and over time (Cassis, 1999; Cassis et al., 2016; Gospel & Fiedler, 
2013) defined large firms having more than five or ten thousand workers. Austria-Hungary 
had very few such firms. Despite the vast intenal market and the concentration of finance 
in the capitals, Vienna and Budapest, the model of ‘imperial enterprise’ remained elusive to 
most firms. The few exceptions belonged to strategic industries nurtured in Gerschenkronian 
cradles, developing imperial champions. The Hungarian State Iron & Machine Works (MÁVAG), 
Ganz & Danobius, and the Austro-Hungarian Siemens-Schuckert Works profited most from 
railway machinery procurement and electrification and built diffused production networks 
(Hidvégi, 2016; Mathis, 1990). Munition companies Skoda in Pilsen, Manfred Weiss in 
Budapest, and Austrian Weapons Manufacturing Corporation (OEWG) each had almost ten 
thousand workers by 1914. Most remaining big firms were mining and metallurgical corpo-
rations that supplied these imperial champions with iron and steel (Compass, 1914). The 
Viennese Rothschilds founded and bankrolled the empire’s largest industrial enterprise, the 
Witkowitz Ironworks, but the Creditanstalt funded Ganz and Skoda, too.

The growth of these metal, machinery, and munitions titans until 1918 and their survival 
thereafter hung on the state. They comprised the largest contractors of the imperial army 
in the Great War (K.u.k. Kriegsministerium, 1917). Arms manufacturers multiplied in size but 
faced crises flloing the defeat of Austria-Hungary. Manfred Weiss and OEWG (renamed Steyr 
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in 1926) shifted to civilian products after the peace treaties reduced the armed forces and 
weapons production in both Hungary and Austria. Imperial business networks aided this 
reorganisation. Manfred Weiss began producing metal tubes jointly with the Witkowitz 
Ironworks before it acquired foreign licences to launch aircraft and bicycle manufacturing 
(Dombrády & Kovács, 2016). Steyr grew into a prominent automaker after Ferdinand Porsche 
became technical director in 1929, prompting an eventual merger with Daimler and Puch 
(Pfunder, 2007). As competitors converted to civilian production, Skoda could dominate 
arms trade in Central and Southeast Europe by the 1930, but in 1919 it could only escape 
bankruptcy by accepting an initially hostile takeover by the French munitions giant Schneider 
in 1919 (Grant, 2018).

Like Ringhoffer in Czechoslovakia (Hlavačka & Hořejš, 2021), MÁVAG and Ganz were favou-
rites of national industrialisation in Hungary, with monopoly positions in railway procure-
ment and motorisation projects and close ties to governments (Hidvégi, 2019). MÁVAG was 
a state enterprise to equip the Hungarian state railways. Ringhoffer and Ganz enjoyed priv-
ileges in Czechoslovakia and Hungary respectively akin to public corporations. Their expan-
sion owed much to state-approved mergers with and takeovers of smaller machine producing 
firms. The conversion of imperial into national champions fostered the old narrative of 
state-sponsored industrial development in Central Europe and suggested that imperial dis-
integration forced big business to depend on government support in consolidating both 
national and international market positions.

Quantitative economic history has recently offered much-improved assessments of Central 
European economies in the interwar period. Both Czechoslovakia and Hungary experienced 
faster growth of national income between the wars than their respective territories in Austria-
Hungary achieved before 1914. Between 1913 and 1938, they narrowed the development gap 
with advanced western economies (Morys, 2021, pp. 167–176). Industrial output grew even 
faster than GDP; it nearly doubled in both countries (Klein et al., 2017, p. 86).

Despite faster economic growth, Central Europe did not become more dependent on 
foreign trade. Trade openness remained modest in international comparison, especially given 
the small size of the new national markets. The ratio of exports plus imports to GDP in 
Hungary never surpassed 30% before 1929 and fell below 20% after 1930. With her more 
advanced industrial base, Czechoslovakia traded more in the 1920s but became even more 
autarchic in the 1930s (Eloranta et  al., 2021). Relative to small countries in Western and 
Southern Europe, Central Europe remained weakly globalised. Trade between the Habsburg 
successor states was limited. Western Europe and Germany became their main markets for 
exports and their main source of imports. The coexistence of faster growth and protectionist 
trade policies points to the resilience of Central European economies and the viability of 
economic nationalism. The pursuit of greater economic independence from Austria and 
Germany supported import substitution in industries such as machinery and electrical engi-
neering, where firms benefitted from prioritising domestic suppliers in public investment 
projects (Klein et al., 2017).

3. Globalising firms in a fragmenting world: Bata and Tungsram

Bata and Tungsram rank among the most illustrious cases of entrepreneurial success from 
Central Europe. Yet, they did not fit the ideal type of ‘imperial’ enterprise before and only 
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demonstrated selective features of national champions after World War I. They pursued inter-
nationalisation from early on and depended much more on global markets than on national 
industrial policy in the interwar period. Their case suggests that the history of big business 
in Central and Eastern Europe was not as idiosyncratic and not so much disrupted by imperial 
disintegration and deglobalization as often claimed.

From a provincial shoemaker founded in 1894 Bata became one of the largest footwear 
companies of Central Europe before 1914. Wartime contracts worth 140 million crowns 
boosted the workforce to almost four thousand (Bata, 1992, pp. 22–25). After the war, Bata 
founded ten subsidiaries abroad, opened factories in Poland and the U.S., and began to 
develop a distinctive socio-economic model that would become its hallmark.

The Bata System combined mass production with a functionalist social vision. The blue-
print factory town in Zlín was replicated in over two dozen locations worldwide. The enig-
matic founder Tomáš Bata drew inspiration from American industrialists Henry Ford and 
George F. Johnson, the legendary executive of the Endicot-Johnson Shoe Company and a 
seminal advocate of welfare capitalism (Doleshal, 2021, p. 57). The influence of the German 
Garden City Movement was also evident in the Bata towns. A Bata Social Fund and Support 
Fund established before the Great Depression provided resources for recreational and cul-
tural activities in Zlín (Balaban et al., 2023, pp. 18–19).

Between 1922 and 1927, Bata raised its yearly output from less than two million to fifteen 
million pairs of shoes, quintupled its workforce, and made 80% of Czechoslovak shoe exports 
(Bata Company, n.d., ‘Statistical overview’). The Great Depression did not halt this globalisa-
tion drive but made it even more important as the Czechoslovak economy nosedived in the 
early 1930s (Klein et al., 2017). Between 1929 and 1937, Bata forged a global network of 
factories, retailers, and subsidiaries, positioning itself as a global leader in the footwear 
industry. From 1927 until 1932, it opened nine new factories, tripled the workforce, and 
doubled production. Employment and output then doubled again by 1937.

Bata sales became more global in the global depression. In 1928, still 84% of Bata products 
were sold in Europe, 2% in Asia and Australia, 6% in Africa, and 8% in the Americas (Bata 
Company, 1938). Until 1935, exports shifted dramatically: the share of Europe dropped to 
32%, while exports to Asia and Australia reached 15%, to Africa 24%, and to the Americas 
29% (Perutka et al., 2018, p. 50). When the German annexation of the Sudetenland and the 
occupation of Bohemia and Moravia closed Bata’s first golden age, the company had more 
than 30 factories and over four thousand stores in more than 60 countries (Figure 1).

Since the 1990s, scholarly interest in Bata has surged. Recent studies explored the global 
impact and legacy of the Bata System (Doleshal, 2021; Gatti, 2004; Zahra, 2023). Much atten-
tion has focused on company towns (Balaban et al., 2023; Muñoz, 2015; Ševeček & Jemelka, 
2013). Research across countries contributed to a growing global history of Bata (Balaban, 
2018; Jacquot et al. 2023). Limited access to internal company archives frustrated researchers. 
Decentralisation after World War II scattered documents across global archives. The main 
collections are at the State District Archive in Zlín, the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library in 
Toronto, the Centre des Archives Industrielles et Techniques de la Moselle in St. Avold, France, 
and the Bata Factory Archive in Batanagar, India. Smaller archives in East Tilbury in England, 
Mohlin in Switzerland, and Best in the Netherlands have been explored recently. The Archive 
of Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Prague holds additional documents about Bata’s international 
activities in the 1930s.
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From a small telegraph workshop founded in 1872, Tungsram grew into the largest 
Hungarian producer of low-current electrical equipment before 1914. It profited from the 
late development of modern communications, transport, and electricity supply networks 
in Hungary. It made telegraph and telephone equipment, lightbulbs and railway security 
equipment and installed power stations using licences from European and American firms 
(J. Berliner, Western Electric, Westinghouse, General Electric). The electro-technical factories 
in Budapest and Vienna formed a joint stock company in 1896 with the help of the Hungarian 
Commercial Bank. In 1899, the Viennese branch producing high-current instruments became 
a separate company VEAG (Koroknai, 2004, p. 14). Specialisation and market sharing agree-
ments consolidated Tungsram early on as a Hungarian, rather than imperial, enterprise and 
narrowed its product profile. From 1906, the official name of the company was United 
Incandescent Lamps and Electrical Co., but it was soon known by its trademark Tungsram 
for lightbulbs using tungsten wire.

Already before World War I, it exported light bulbs via sales offices worldwide, while it 
sold telephone, telegraph, and railway security equipment within the empire and in the 
Balkans (Magyar Királyi Központi Statisztikai Hivatal, 1909, pp. 754–765; Tungsram, 1902). 
Export orientation and a strong market position in Southeast Europe together enabled 
Tungsram to become founding member of the first international lamp cartel. Wartime army 
contracts consolidated product specialisation. The delivery of the first radio valves for radio 

Figure 1.  Bata company towns in Czechoslovakia and around the world.
Source: Balaban et al. (2023), p. 14.

Table 1. T he growth of Bata, 1895–1937.

Year Employees
Production  

(million shoe pairs) Stores Factories
Foreign countries 

with Bata operations

1895 50 1 0
1922 2,632 1.8 60 2 6
1927 9,459 15.2 373 1 9
1932 31,000 36.3 2,491 10 54
1937 59,489 76.8 4,365 32 60+

Source: Pokluda et al. (2022), p. 286.
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sets to the imperial army (using a licence by Telefunken, the subsidiary of AEG and Siemens) 
proved to be strategic as the radio was becoming the cutting-edge telecommunication 
technology (Griset, 1995). Wartime profits invested into vertical production capacity strength-
ened Tungsram’s post-war market positions. Table 2 reports key measures of growth. Output 
remained at close to prewar record levels in the early 1920s, from where lamp production 
tripled until 1930, and these gains were retained even during and after the Great Depression.

Tungsram mastered the challenges of imperial disintegration and global trade disruptions. 
Long-time general director Leopold Aschner oversaw the reorganisation that we discuss in 
Section 4, including membership in Phoebus, the second international lamp cartel (Reich, 
1992). During the Great Depression, Tungsram belonged to the few Hungarian industrial 
firms able to maintain exports in convertible currencies and pay dividends to foreign share-
holders. It considerably extended its network of production facilities and subsidiaries abroad. 
By 1938 it had become the third lamp and radio-valve producer in continental Europe. It 
made five percent of incandescent lamps in the world, had glass, lamp or radio-valve factories 
in nine European states outside Hungary and exported to 65 countries. Data from internal 
reports in Table 3 show that globalisation was critical to Tungsram’s growth in the 1920s and 
for its survival in the 1930s. Exports were not simply a part, but the core, of its business.

The Hungarian National Archives and the Budapest City Archives store a thousand running 
metres of primary sources on Tungsram, including management correspondence, minutes 
of board meetings, yearly reports, and marketing studies. They include documentation from 
the Historical Collection of Tungsram that remained in company possession until 2022. The 
global oligopoly in the electrotechnical industry had a useful legacy. Frequent reports by 
the key competitors Osram and Telefunken survived in German archives (Siemens Corporate 
Archives; archives of Osram in Landesarchiv Berlin; documents on AEG in Deutsches 

Table 2. T he growth of Tungsram, 1896–1938.

No. of workers

Financial performance* Lamp production Valve production

Capital Dividends Thousand pieces

1896 1,000,000 C 1,554**
1914 1,800 6,500,000 C 24 C 8,616
1916 1,800 8,000,000 C 24 C n.d.
1920 4,000 20,000,000 C 40 C 8,066***
1930 4,000 16,500,000 P 16 P 23,429 1,123
1938 5,000 21,000,000 P 5 P 24,685 2,421
*In Hungarian currency. The gold crown (C) was introduced in 1892. Following post-war hyperinflation and monetary stabi-

lisation in 1924, the pengő (P) replaced the crown and remained in use until 1945.
**1897/1898.
***1921.
Sources: Yearly editions of Nagy Magyar Compass. Koroknai (2004), p. 13.

Table 3. T ungsram lamp and radio-valve sales, 1928–1939.
1928/29 1936/37 1938/39

pieces % pieces % pieces %

Lamps 16.473.997 20.521.323 21.945.334
Hungary 2.226.891 13.5 2.200.788 10.7 2.672.876 12.1
Abroad 14.247.106 86.5 18.320.535 89.3 19.272.458 87.9
Radio valves 279.763 2.574.353 2.604.493
Hungary 65.298 23.3 298.927 11.6 448.126 17.2
Abroad 214.465 76.6 2.275.426 88.4 2.156.367 82.8

Source: Tungsram (1939).
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Technikmuseum, Berlin) and enable a more nuanced assessment of Tungsram’s international 
market position and strategies.

Aside traditional company histories (Harkay, 1990; Koroknai, 2004), few studies tapped 
into these historical sources. More recent detailed accounts on Tungsram in the context of 
global competition from its foundation to 1949 (Hidvégi, 2016) and as a state enterprise in 
socialist Hungary (Hidvégi, 2024) support more analytical assessments. The western literature 
discussed Tungsram in the context of international cartels (Reich, 1992; Resch, 2002); its 
subsidiary in Vienna featured in the encyclopaedic history of the largest Austrian companies 
by Mathis (1987, 1990).

4. Innovation and growth after 1918

Bata forged its global triumph with technological and organisational innovations in the 
1920s that placed it ahead of competitors. The adoption of the conveyer belt from American 
assembly lines in 1927 scaled up production and increased productivity tremendously 
(Doleshal, 2021). Building a large factory town supported diversification as Bata sought to 
minimise costs and neutralise trade restrictions through self-sufficiency in intermediary 
inputs. Vertically integrated production using local resources and labour was realised in 
Czechoslovakia and, to a lesser extent, in the largest foreign operations in India and Yugoslavia 
(Balaban, 2018; Balaban et al., 2021). In many ways, the transformation of Bata anticipated 
the autarkic industrial policies introduced in both Central and Southern Europe a decade 
later and made the company more resilient in the 1930s.

The first steps towards self-sufficiency were taken before World War I, launching machine 
tool production in 1903 and an in-house printing press in 1909. Bata did not belong to the 
largest and most strategic army contractors during the war, but the future-oriented invest-
ment of war profits consolidated its vertically integrated production model. Between 1916 
and 1918, it built a tannery and woodworking workshop; acquired a power plant and farms 
to feed the workforce, opened retail stores and a brickyard. A paper mill was constructed in 
1919 and a rubber factory in 1924 (Jacquot et al. 2023, p. 46). By the late 1930s, Bata was 
active in forty different industries (Pokluda et al., 2022, p. 28). Several research departments 
opened within the firm, for agriculture (1921), engineering (1924), construction and chem-
istry (1927). Medical research in the Bata hospital began receiving institutional support in 
1929 (Pokluda, 2015, p. 36).

The Bata Company was the largest corporate taxpayer in Czechoslovakia and a major 
asset for the national economy. Yet, relations with the state were ambiguous highlighting 
the complex and evolving character of economic nationalism. In the 1920s, Bata could rely 
on the extensive Czechoslovak diplomatic network to enter new markets, particularly over-
seas, and to collect critical information on changing market conditions and regulatory loop-
holes (Anonymous, 1928; Consul Nellmapius, 1929). In the 1930s, after Czechoslovak 
industrial policy shifted from export promotion to import substitution and autarky, it became 
more averse to Bata’s internationalisation. The government refused to arrange meetings for 
Tomas Bata at the Yugoslav Minister of Industry during his visit to Czechoslovakia in 1931 
and did not encourage the foundation of the Bata factory in Borovo (Czechoslovak Legation, 
1931a, 1931b). Outsourcing production was seen as endangering the welfare of Czechoslovak 
workers during the depression when industrial unemployment spiked. This ambivalence 
characterised state-company relations throughout the 1930s. The government lauded Bata’s 



Business History 9

socioeconomic enterprise and growing exports but did not actively encourage the founda-
tion of new factories abroad. The privileges that Skoda or Ringhoffer achieved as champions 
of Czechoslovak industrial policy Bata never enjoyed – and arguably never needed.

Innovation was also critical for the global success of Tungsram. Already before 1914, the 
capital and knowledge intensity of the electrotechnical industry made the company too 
small to compete globally in the full range of low-current products. After World War I, its 
portfolio comprised primarily two vacuum-technology mass products: incandescent lamps 
and radio valves. Just like Bata, it developed vertical production facilities through acquisitions 
of smaller specialised firms and by modernising the main factory in a northern suburb of 
Budapest. Wartime takeovers of two glassmakers, paper and gas factories were followed by 
the acquisition of a radio equipment company and, in 1936, the purchase of a coal mine and 
construction of a power station to supply the new Tungsram factory producing krypton gas 
(Hidvégi, 2016, pp. 119–121, 161, 193–195).

Tungsram’s international business model consolidated in the 1920s. Renewed licence 
contracts with Western Electric, part of International Telephone & Telegraph Corporation/
International Standard Electric (IT&T/ISEC), helped Tungsram build rotary telephone 
exchange centres developed by Bell Co. This secured poll position in the modernisation of 
Hungarian telephone networks in the 1920s, making the telephone and telegraph depart-
ment the most profitable. (Koroknai, 2004, p. 27). It provides the best example on how 
management coordinated domestic and regional business strategy within the global indus-
try. Respecting the demands of the main licenser, IT&T/ISEC, the department was reorganised 
as an autonomous company, Hungarian Standard, in 1928 (Aschner, 1931). However, until 
1934, Tungsram kept 49% of its shares and Aschner, general director of Tungsram, served 
as CEO. Railway security equipment was outsourced to the Telephone Factory in 1925, but 
Tungsram remained the majority owner. In 1928, the Telephone Factory was transferred to 
Hungarian Standard. Tungsram adapted to the corporate standards of industry leaders but 
maintained strategic agency (Hidvégi, 2016, pp. 172–173; Koroknai, 2004, pp. 28–29).

Competing in one the most high-tech industries of the time required independent inno-
vation capabilities. As with Bata, wartime decisions mattered, but differently. Thanks to sub-
stantial raw-material repositories, Tungsram did not experience wartime shortages of key 
production inputs. However, the spurt of technological advancement in electrical instruments 
convinced management that inhouse R&D would be essential to keep pace with post-war 
global competition (Aschner, 1916). With Aschner’s foresight, Tungsram invested wartime 
profits in a research laboratory during the hyperinflation years of 1921–1922 and continuously 
secured funds for its further development, even when some board members sought to cut 
funding during the Great Depression (Egger, 1933). World-class research staff could track new 
developments in the electrotechnical industry (Griset, 1995) and supported Tungsram within 
international licence and technical exchange agreements with ISEC, GE, Philips, Osram, and 
Telefunken.

The international success of Tungsram reflected considerable agency and strategic inde-
pendence, but it also benefitted from import substitution and other government policies 
aimed at enhancing national economic autonomy. Hungarian industrial policy helped the 
company with public procurement contracts and 15-year tax exemptions for developing 
new products, previously not manufactured in Hungary, while increased tariff protection 
fended off foreign competition. However, when Tungsram could influence Hungarian eco-
nomic policy, it did so primarily to consolidate its international market position, as with the 
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Hungarian cartel law of 1931, which facilitated its continued successful participation in 
Phoebus (Hidvégi, 2022).

5. Going global: Internationalisation strategies after 1918

The technological and organisational reforms that Bata and Tungsram implemented in the 
1920s empowered them to go global in the 1930s. As international trade became increasingly 
restricted and industrial policies advocated import substitution worldwide, both companies 
faced two main challenges: (i) how to maintain market access for their exports and reach 
customers more hostile towards foreign goods and (ii) how to neutralise trade barriers alto-
gether by investing in new production capacities abroad.

5.1. International market strategies

Bata followed what has become known as the ‘Uppsala model of internationalisation’, one 
of the most discussed dynamic theories in international business studies. Seminal works of 
Johanson and Vahlne (1977, 1990) and Andersen (1993) postulate that there is a dynamic 
relationship between market knowledge and market commitment and that, therefore, firms 
typically go through sequential steps in their internationalisation process. Companies start 
growing domestically where they have enhanced market knowledge and more control of 
resources. As they become more experienced and acquire export capabilities, they expand 
to markets that are more distant in geographical, cultural, and legal dimensions. As interna-
tionalisation is scale and resource intensive, firms typically start exporting through indepen-
dent wholesalers before launching their own international sales organisation and, finally, 
move production abroad.

Until the late 1920s, the growth of Bata depended on one factory and a small retail net-
work, notably within Czechoslovakia and Central Europe. Exports grew dramatically, but 
until 1928 about 90% were conducted via wholesalers. By 1935, 60% of foreign sales took 
place in the retail outlets of the company. Between 1929 and 1932, Bata shifted gear vigor-
ously to bolster its global sales organisation, establishing 24 subsidiaries across four conti-
nents. In 1932, it operated almost 2,500 stores in 54 countries globally (see Table 1). 
Throughout the 1930s, the global retail network continued to expand, as did Bata’s share of 
Czechoslovak shoe exports (Bata Company, n.d., ‘Breakdown’).

Bata’s globalisation during the Great Depression was not surprising. Declining purchasing 
power worldwide shifted consumer demand towards affordable footwear. But it faced fre-
quent hostility from ‘buy local’ consumer nationalism, as imports threatened the livelihood 
of local shoemakers (Doleshal, 2021). In the 1930s, economic nationalism was also manifested 
in ethnic campaigns against ‘Slavic shoes’ and in antisemitism as Bata was erroneously iden-
tified with global Jewish capital (see Le Bot, 2005).

Anticipating global market consolidation in a new cartel, Tungsram transformed its foreign 
sales organisation already in the 1920s. It reinforced its market share in Central Europe to 
secure a strong position in cartel negotiations and enhanced its presence in Western Europe, 
the largest potential market at an advanced stage of electrification (see Hausmann et al., 
2008). Threatened by the animosity of western customers against the former Central Powers, 
Tungsram actively disguised product origin through sales offices under the ownership of 
its subsidiary in Zurich. This approach supported the remarkable growth of exports reported 
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in Table 2, but it also induced a new capability in differentiated market strategies that would 
become part of Tungsram’s DNA.

Cartels remained at the core of Tungsram’s international business model. As the reorgan-
isation of sales was a strategic choice, cartel membership demonstrated strategic adaptation. 
In contrast with Bata, operating in a localised consumer industry, electrical engineering was 
highly capital intensive and, hence, developed an oligopolistic market structure. The only 
way for big business to succeed was being part of the global oligopoly. The lamp cartel 
Phoebus (1924–1940), dominated by General Electric, controlled three-quarters of global 
output (Reich, 1992). It featured both in contemporary (Board of Trade, 1976; Meinhardt, 
1933; Stocking & Watkins, 1946) and historical accounts of international cartels (Fellman & 
Shanahan, 2018; Schröter, 1996) and the electrotechnical industry (Luxbacher, 2003; Schröter, 
1986). It offered its members diverse benefits: shared sales centres and merchandise stocks, 
standardised regulations in servicing specific market segments, or solvency checks on cus-
tomers. Phoebus created rules to safeguard the original hierarchy of members and against 
outside competitors (Hidvégi, 2016, pp. 191–195, 234–237; Luxbacher, 2003, pp. 384–390; 
Phoebus S.A., 1924). Tungsram implemented cartel regulations in Southeast Europe. In 1931, 
it acquired controlling interest in the incandescent lamp, radio-valve and set producer 
Kremenezky Co., taking over its factories in Vienna and Budapest, the Orion trademark, and 
its shares in Phoebus. This raised Tungsram’s cartel quota to over 10% (Hidvégi, 2016, p. 189, 
222) and made it the sole lamp maker and the largest radio valve producer in Hungary.

Independent from Phoebus but in a similar framework, Aschner established another cartel 
with Philips and Telefunken, the European market leaders in radio valves. Even as a junior 
partner, archival sources document Tungsram as a critical member of IRAVCO (1934/1936–
1944) thanks to its prominent regional market position and the quality of its products 
(Aschner, 1934a; Steimel, 1937; Tungsram, 1934). Tungsram consolidated this position forging 
a national oligopoly with the Hungarian subsidiaries of its cartel partners, as Hungarian 
Standard did in radio sets (Koroknai, 2004, p. 46; Telefunken, 1936).

The international market strategies that both Bata and Tungsram adopted did not result 
from historical imperatives or national industrial policy. They reflected considerable agency 
and highlight the benefits from an early start in internationalisation and forward-looking 
wartime investments in strategic capabilities. This concurs with knowledge-based theories 
that predict an association between earlier initiation of internationalisation and faster inter-
national growth. The early pursuit of international market opportunities confirms a growth 
advantage (Autio et al., 2000). This helped Bata and Tungsram out-perform the initially much 
larger national champions that depended more profoundly on imperial markets before and 
protectionist industry policies after World War I.

5.2. International investment strategies

During the Great Depression, export-oriented firms had to adapt their business strategy not 
just to growing hostility from local producers and competitors but even more so to prohib-
itive restrictions on international trade.

Bata had to circumvent foremost rising tariff barriers. India, the fastest growing market 
in leather footwear, introduced customs duties ranging from 15% to 25% in January 1932. 
At the 1933 Ottawa Conference, tariffs on imports from outside the British Commonwealth 
and Empire were raised by 30%. France introduced quotas and a new tariff on imports: 30% 
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for leather footwear and 40% for rubber shoes. Tariffs in the Netherlands were set at 10%, 
and quotas on imported footwear introduced in 1932 (Bata Company, n.d. ‘Tariffs’). Tariffs 
prompted Bata to shift from exports to outsourcing production to export markets. Factories 
abroad could import shoe parts and machinery from Czechoslovakia, which were subject 
to reduced or zero tariffs, and assemble them into finished products sold in the fast-growing 
retail networks of the company.

As with wartime innovation and restructuring, Bata management again acted with 
remarkable foresight. Already before the depression, it recognised the limitations of the Zlín 
region with its finite resources and workforce. Bata began searching for land plots elsewhere 
in Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Germany. Thanks to this early move, Bata was ready to shift 
production abroad when tariff barriers in export markets began to rise. The factories in 
Ottmuth in German Silesia and Borovo in Yugoslavia opened in 1931. New plants were 
founded in Möhlin (Switzerland), Chelmek (Poland), and Hellocourt (France) in 1932, in 
Konnagar (India) and Tilbury (England) in 1933 (Pokluda et al., 2022).

Bata made the strategic decision to export not just its production but its corporate model, 
raising company towns complete with advanced worker housing and social, recreational, 
and cultural facilities in over two dozen locations. By 1935, it was building eight sites abroad 
and six in Czechoslovakia (Muñoz, 2015, p. 220). They became both centres of production 
and instruments of public relations, enabling Bata to appear as a national, not foreign, com-
pany in potentially hostile markets. This experience highlights critical caveats of the ‘Uppsala 
model’ in explaining the industrialisation of firms. It does not sufficiently acknowledge that 
(i) different forms of market entry need not follow in sequential steps but can be reinforcing 
and (ii) that market commitment may not just depend on market knowledge but equally 
on exogenous conditions of market access. This corresponds to more nuanced views on 
multinational strategy in historical perspective that recognise nationality as ambiguous and 
thus a strategic choice (Reckendrees et al., 2022). Lubinski and Wadhwani (2020) argue that 
in the context of economic nationalism, multinationals often engage in ‘geopolitical jock-
eying’, positioning themselves ‘as complementary to the economic and political goals of the 
host nation’.

Table 4 lists Bata company towns outside of Czechoslovakia established during the 1930s. 
The data collected from archival sources demonstrates that factories abroad made a very 
significant contribution to production and generated more than half of the growth of Bata’s 
global output between 1934 and 1937. However, the figures reveal the limits of this inter-
nationalisation drive, since more than 60% of Bata shoes were still manufactured in 
Czechoslovakia, and most of the growth abroad was achieved in Borovo (Yugoslavia) and 
Batanagar (India). Both ventures became market leaders in their respective countries. Key 
to their success was the establishment of extensive retail networks and integrated production 
processes with in-house tanneries and leather factories, ensuring vertically controlled supply 
chains (Balaban, 2018; Balaban et al., 2021).

By contrast, in markets with protected local industries, such as Switzerland and France, 
Bata could not achieve dominance and had limited growth potential (Ehrenbold, 2012; 
Le Bot, 2005). Documents from the Bata Archive in Mohlin report on boycotts against the 
company during the depression years (Bata Company, 1934). In Hungary and Bulgaria, 
government decrees delayed the opening of Bata factories until World War II (Marek, 
2017; Ševeček & Jemelka, 2013). Bata was never allowed to enter Turkey and Greece 
through retail outlets or subsidiaries (Bata Company, 1939). This illustrates how Bata’s 
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global strategy depended on the regulatory environment of host countries. It also high-
lights the limitations of the Bata System, which could not be easily replicated globally, 
or at least not yet. It faced antagonism in countries which criticised the firm for ‘developing 
industrial feudalism, where the company controls all the needs of its employed workers, 
completely separating them from any contact with other workers’ (Czechoslovak Legation, 
1931c). Labour organisations condemned the prohibition of workers’ associations, the 
rationalisation and mechanisation of production, and the isolation that factory towns far 
from urban centres imposed on Bata workers. Labour protests within Bata were very rare. 
The most serious occurred in India, where the strike of the Indian workforce in January 
1939 turned into violent clashes with police resulting in multiple deaths and injuries. 
After the strike ended, housing conditions improved significantly (Consulate of the 
Czechoslovak Republic, 1939).

In principle, trade barriers after the Great Depression could have been even more detri-
mental for Tungsram. For big business in technology intensive industries, economic nation-
alism was manifested in myriad ways. Tariffs were aggravated by quotas, boycotts became 
more frequent, and industrial policies more autarkic as governments tried to protect local 
industry and reduce unemployment. Growing hostility between Hungary and its Entente 
neighbours made it difficult for Hungarian firms to maintain exports to Czechoslovakia, 
Romania, and Yugoslavia. In 1931, Tungsram and Hungarian Standard were left out of the 
largest investment project in the Romanian telephone network of the interwar period. 
Although Tungsram had prepared the contract on behalf of IT&T, the Romanian government 
refused to accept it after a press campaign stamped Tungsram as the ‘the precursor of 
Hungarian irredentism’ (Hidvégi, 2016, p. 211–214). The London house of ISEC took over 
servicing Yugoslavia and, through a new subsidiary, Romania. Similarly, Tungsram had dif-
ficulties selling its cartel quota in the Romanian and Yugoslavian lamp market (Tungsram, 
1938). Membership in Phoebus did not prevent geopolitical risks, but it helped manage 
them, as highlighted by business historians in the context of foreign direct investment in 
high-risk environments (Casson & Lopes, 2013).

The rise of German economic imperialism in Central and Southeast Europe (Gross, 
2015; Ránki, 1983) created both threats and opportunities. Tungsram had to fight off a 
hostile takeover by Osram and Philips during the Great Depression and by Osram and 

Table 4.  Production in Bata factories in Czechoslovakia and abroad (mill. shoe pairs).
1932 1934 1937

Czechoslovakia 36,291,000 37,693,000 49,052,000
Factories abroad – 15,171,500 29,784,000
1931 Ottmuth (Germany) 3,343,000 3,529,500
1931 Borovo (Yugoslavia) 3,591,000 6,265,200
1932 Chelmek (Poland) 1,523,400 2,066,600
1932 Hellocourt (France) 2,571,400 3,840,700
1932 Mohlin (Switzerland) 562,200 1,084,800
1933 Konnagar/Batanagar (India) 1,872,500 8,018,400
1933 Tilbury (Great Britain) 1,230,400 2,972,000
1933 Bejrút (Syria-Lebanon) 29,300 61,600
1934 Best (Netherlands) 448,300 1,674,600
1934 Baghdad (Iraq) – –
1936 Kalibata (Dutch East Indies) – 62,200
1937 Klang (Malaysia) – 208,400
1938 Alexandria (Egypt) – –
1938 Brussels (Belgium) – –

Source: Bata Company (2004 n.d.). Statistical Overviews, 1932–1938.
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Telefunken in the late 1930s. Both were prevented with the support of its American share-
holders, GE, and IT&T (Aschner, 1933; 1934b; Hidvégi, 2016, pp. 161–164; Tungsram, 1933). 
Tungsram negotiated terms to protect the Hungarian market within the framework of 
Phoebus and IRAVCO (MKK, 1938; Siemens, 1938). It could capitalise on economic 
imperialism, or more precisely on the threat they posed in Central Europe. Polish radio 
set makers were reluctant to sign exclusive supply contracts for radio valves with Philips 
and Telefunken. Thanks to its high-quality barium radio valves, Tungsram was a credible 
alternative supplier not aiming to bind and ‘enslave’ the Polish set makers (Raab, 1934). 
Just as Lubinski and Wadhwani (2020) theorised, economic nationalism offered 
growth opportunities for global firms capitalising on the national aspirations of countries 
they invested in.

Economic nationalism in Europe turned against minorities, manifested in boycotts against 
‘Jewish companies’ and their products. Like Bata, Tungsram became a target but with more 
painful consequences. The racial laws enacted in Hungary from 1938 restricted the share of 
Jewish employees to 12%, and later to 6% of any company’s workforce, obligating Tungsram 
to lay off prominent research staff and administrators well-versed in cartel relations. German 
competitors exploited the Jewish label on Tungsram and representatives of the company 
were soon receiving life threats at cartel meetings, as evidenced by archival records 
(Anonymous, 1950).

Phoebus helped members circumvent trade barriers via mutual deliveries or intervening 
with their respective governments to apply protectionism in a form that would exclude only 
or at least primarily outside competitors. Cooperation within Phoebus could thwart national 
cartels and help members acquire new assets. Tungsram, backed by financial assistance from 
Osram and Philips, took over two lamp factories in Yugoslavia (TEZ Zagreb and Tesla, Pancova) 
after an indigenous company broke their quasi-national cartel. In step with competitors, 
Tungsram founded factories abroad, starting with a radio-valve plant in London in 1932 
(Aschner, 1932). These plants produced mostly general service lamps and simpler types of 
valves, supplied with components from Hungary. The international reorganisation of pro-
duction enabled Tungsram to minimise tariff exposure while still guarding its reputation as 
a quality producer. A differentiated strategy helped overcome political hostility in neigh-
bouring countries. Tungsram claimed to represent western capital and, as a member of 
Phoebus, could credibly guarantee technical assistance for new factories in Romania and 
Yugoslavia, and help them export to Turkey and Albania respectively. Bucharest and Belgrade 
were more interested in the high-valued radio valves, which Tungsram was more reluctant 
to transfer as a strategic product. Tungsram adopted a forestalling tactic in response, starting 
with lamp production in the respective countries, offering to support local industrial policy 
to develop autarchic supplies of high-quality electrical instruments (Hidvégi, 2016, pp. 
236–237).

As in the case of Bata, globalisation had its limits. Establishing production abroad was 
one thing, scaling up to match the capacities of the main factory in Hungary was another. 
Table 5 shows that even in the late 1930s, two thirds of Tungsram lamps and more than half 
of the more recently developed radio valves were made in Újpest. The strategic capabilities 
acquired in managing a global sales and production network and in differentiated market 
strategies was more significant than the imminent gains, and both Bata and Tungsram would 
build on them during the Cold War.
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5.3. Ownership and internationalisation

Despite operating in technologically different industries with different global market structures, 
the two companies adopted remarkably similar international business strategies during the 
1930s and achieved similar global market success. This becomes even more intriguing when 
we consider that they also differed in ownership form. Tungrsam had been a publicly traded 
corporation. Bata was a family firm and surviving sources do not suggest that management 
ever seriously contemplated transforming into a joint-stock company. The historical role of 
family firms in international business is well established (Colli, 2002; Fernández Pérez & Colli 
2013; Lubinski et al., 2013) and Bata has been acknowledged in this literature (Hilger et al., 2013).

It is a convention in international business studies that ownership form affects internation-
alisation strategies, and it is often argued that corporate ownership promotes internationali-
sation more (Fernández & Nieto, 2006). The evidence we have discussed in this section supports 
a more nuanced view. In the deglobalizing world of the 1930s, managers with strategic fore-
sight (whether owners or executives) were a more critical factor in successful internationalisa-
tion. Inspirational directors independent of shareholder control like Tomáš Bata could propel 
their companies to be more global against global ‘anti-globalism’ (Zahra, 2023).

The case of Tungsram demonstrates that in an unfavourable geopolitical environment, 
corporate structure was a mixed blessing. Ownership by Austrian and Hungarian banks as 

Table 5. T ungsram factories and their production capacity in 1938/39 (‘000 pieces).

Country City Official company name
Foundation/ 
acquisition

Production 1938/39

Lamps Valves

Hungary Újpest Egyesült izzólámpa- és villamossági 
rt.

1896 30,000 2,500

Budapest Magyar Wolframlámpagyár 
Kremenezky János Rt.

1917/1931 1,200

Austria Vienna Elektrische Glühlampenfabriken 
Johann Kremenezky A.G.*

1899/1931 5,000 200

Netherlands Tilburg N. V. Gloeilampenfabriek “Radium” 1931 500 100

Poland Warsaw Spółki Akcyjnej Fabryki Lamp 
Elektrycznych “Cyrkon” 
Zjednoczona Fabryka Żarówek, S.A.

1921 2,500 200

Italy Milan Tungsram Fabbrica di Lampade ad 
Incandescenza ed Impese 
Elettrica**

1910 2,000

Romania Bucharest Fabrica Românească de Becuri 
TUNGSRAM SAR

1936 1,800

Czechoslovakia Bratislava Tungsram Společnost pre Výrobu 
Elektrických Žiarovek SPO, 
Továreň

1937 1,500 200

Utekač “Klara” Glashüttenwerke A.G. 1910/1916

UK London British Tungsram Radio Works Ltd. 1932 700

France Paris Tungsram S.A. (L’ Usine Française de 
Tungsram à Genevilliers)

1937 500 600

Yugoslavia Zagreb Tvornica Elektrichnih Zarulje D.D. (T. 
E. Z. Glühlampenfabrik)***

1938 500

Total 45,500 4,500
*Watt AG, Vienna founded in 1893, agreement with Tungsram in 1917, in 1931 merged with Kremenezky Vienna.
**From 1919 Tungsram S. A. Elettrica; from 1930 Tungsram Elettrica Italiana S.A.
***Acquisition gave Tungsram control over Tesla Glühlampenfabrik, Pancova.
Sources: Hidvégi (2016), p. 358.
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well as western industry leaders provided access to capital and cutting-edge technology 
but also constrained the company, having to respect the interests of shareholders who were 
also competitors. To prevent a hostile takeover by Osram and Philips during the depression, 
Aschner took aggressive steps to reduce dependence on these shareholders. Tungsram used 
a credit from GE, the leader in Phoebus, to secure a commanding stake in the company 
through newly issued shares, formally owned by individuals close to management (4.8%) 
and by Kremenezky (21.6%), the company in which Tungsram had acquired a controlling 
stake in 1931 (see footnote 25). Strategic independence was the key factor of success in the 
global oligopoly that facilitated Tungrsam’s globalisation in the first place.

6. Legacies: Survival through globalisation

World War II disrupted the Bata System, but management used the ownership structure of 
the company to endure the 1940s. The family emigrated after the Nazi occupation of 
Czechoslovakia. Thomas J. Bata relocated to Canada and founded the Batawa factory near 
Toronto. Jan A. Bata moved to Maryland and built a new production facility in Belkamp. In 
1941, having been blacklisted by the Allies, he fled to Brazil (Jacquot et al. 2023). On the eve 
of the war, ownership of the company was nominally divided between heads of the family 
and senior executives. As German occupying authorities mandated that majority sharehold-
ers be physically present to maintain control of the company, Marie Batová, the widow of 
Tomáš Bata, with a 35% stake returned from the U.S. in 1940 (Kolumber, 2016). This strategy 
enabled Bata to retain control of the main factories in occupied Europe while continuing to 
supply the Allies to avoid sequestration of their global assets. In anticipation of post-war 
nationalisation, the owners sought to secure a commitment for future compensation from 
the Czechoslovak government in exile, notably from foreign minister Masaryk (Masaryk, 
1943). Even though these efforts could not avert the eventual loss of factories in Central and 
Southeast Europe after the communist takeovers, they helped senior management emigrate 
West and aid Thomas J. Bata in reorganising most company assets in the rest of the world 
into the Western Bata Organisation (WBO).

The WBO diverged from the interwar business strategy in two components: it narrowed 
the product portfolio and adopted a decentralised organisation, which aimed to make fac-
tory towns around the world more independent. Though by compulsion, not by choice, the 
WBO implemented the vision that Bata in the 1930s had preached more than pursued. 
Subsidiaries across the world came closer to, and in some cases were, national companies 
under a transnational brand and corporate ideology. By the late 1950s, the WBO surpassed 
the interwar production record of Bata, and its network grew with the foundation of new 
enterprises, mainly in South America and former colonies in Africa and Asia (Bata, 1959). The 
renewed globalisation of the company called for further organisational reforms. The WBO 
was renamed Bata Shoe Organisation (BSO), dividing the firm into continental organisations, 
and moving the headquarters from London to Toronto, where the Bata family had relocated 
earlier (Bata, 1962).

Changing names reflected adoption to changing realities. The BSO became a truly global 
company with a large retail network in Europe, but the bulk of global production and global 
sales came from Latin America and the subcontinent. India became home to a quarter of 
Bata employees and retail points worldwide. New markets demanded new footwear. Bata 
focused on shoe production in most countries but varied its product mix between rubber, 
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leather and (from the 1960s) plastic shoes (Bata, 1967). Tanneries were built in many coun-
tries, rubber plantations were managed in Sri Lanka and Malaysia (ITGLWF, 1977). Following 
large investments in the U.S. and Latin America, two dozen new plants opened in postcolonial 
Africa. In Asia, more factories were established in Bangladesh, Thailand, Iran, Indonesia, and 
as part of a joint venture in Japan (Bata, 1968).

In the 1970s, Bata became the world’s largest shoe manufacturer. When Thomas J. Bata 
retired in 1984, the BSO produced a quarter billion pairs of shoes in a hundred factories with 
almost ninety thousand workers. Organisational and technological reforms and the intro-
duction of simpler designs using synthetic materials yielded substantial productivity 
advances. Bata had a second golden age in the 1960s and 1970s mainly because the global 
business model it had invented was uniquely suitable to promoting national economic and 
political aspirations in the postcolonial world. It offered technical and financial support but 
developed ‘national’ products and production capabilities, supporting import-substitution 
policies. Never an imperial champion, Bata eventually became a ‘post-imperial’ global cham-
pion (Table 6).

Anti-Jewish legislation urged Tungsram to replace board and management members and 
lay off critical research staff, though Aschner remained general director until the Nazi occu-
pation of Hungary in March 1944. Efforts of management to safeguard the lives of their 
employees could not prevent the invaluable loss of human capital in the Holocaust and both 
pre- and post-war emigration. The war brought dramatic destruction in physical assets, too. 
The Red Army dismounted the main factory in the spring of 1945. Plants in Central and 
Southeast Europe were either destroyed during or nationalised after the war. Western sub-
sidiaries that Tungsram had placed under the auspices of Swiss holding companies in antic-
ipation of the war were sequestered by the Allies and, when peace returned, transferred to 
a new company with headquarters in Paris (Koroknai, 2004, p. 68, 85). Nationalisation and 
central planning transformed the ownership and management of Tungsram but not com-
pletely. Even as a state-owned enterprise, it remained a joint stock company, which would 
prove helpful in recovering lost assets and founding new joint ventures in western markets. 
But the dissolution of transnational market sharing and innovation networks in the elec-
tro-technical industry and the disruption of East-West trade relations after World War II made 
its interwar strategy untenable.

It was thanks to a global electrification drive from the 1960s, which increased the demand 
for light sources and radio valves, that helped Tungsram regain much of its old standing 
with a ‘close-follower’ strategy. In essence, it reignited the old approach, only with state 
investment. With a revived R&D department, it developed new products, but once again 
with extensive vertical production facilities. Socialist Hungary had to import advanced west-
ern machinery to modernise its industries, so the government prioritised investments 

Table 6. T he growth of Bata, 1946–1992.

Year
Employees
(thousand)

Production
(million shoe pairs) Stores Factories

Productivity
(pairs per worker)

1946 34 34 2,168 38 1,000
1950 43 50 2,843 47 1,160
1960 57 120 3,886 64 2,097
1970 83 220 4,863 83 2,663
1981 87 243 5,154 99 2,793
1992 64 160 70 2,500

Source: Pokluda et al. (2022), p. 286.
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developing products exportable to convertible currency areas. Tungsram thus benefitted 
from public funding to build new capacities in advanced halogen car lamps and HID lamps. 
The intensification of trade within the COMECON created an unprecedented growth oppor-
tunity. Tungsram became the sole socialist supplier of light-source production equipment 
within the bloc and delivered a range of vacuum-technology instruments (Tungsram, 1976, 
pp. 12–13).

For the very first time in its history, Tungsram was an ‘imperial’ champion. Internal com-
pany statistics reported in Table 7 show that exports to COMECON markets doubled between 
1976 and 1985, driven by the staggering growth of demand in the Soviet Union. Tungsram 
became one of the largest Hungarian exporters in convertible currency (Koroknai, 2004,  
p. 143; Kuti, 1983, p. 16), primarily in late-developing markets from the 1970s. Middle Eastern 
countries friendly towards the socialist bloc enriched by high oil prices (Iraq, Iran, and Syria) 
ranked among the main importers of Tungsram. Its innovation capacity and differentiated 
market strategies were capabilities that Tungsram inherited from its interwar experience.

In advanced western markets, it exported light sources by reconstituting its sales organ-
isation. Quite uncharacteristically for a firm from the socialist bloc, Tungsram did not only 
recover its factory in Vienna; in 1977, it opened a new plant in East Brunswick, Pennsylvania 
in joint venture with Action Industries. Tungsram once again supplied almost 5% of the 
world’s light sources, held a 6–7% share in the Western European lamp market, and 12–13% 
of the technologically more demanding car lamp market (Tungsram, 1983). To countries 
where, after 1945, competitors owned the Tungsram trademark, it exported under the Orion 
trademark, which it had acquired in the 1930s as a member of Phoebus. In France and Italy, 
it took until the mid to late 1980s to recover the Tungsram trademark through agreements 
with Sylvana and Philips respectively (Wohl, 2020).

In emerging markets of the postcolonial world, Tungsram benefitted from its role in elec-
trification projects in interwar Southeast Europe. For late-industrializing countries aiming 
at economic independence through import substitution, Tungsram offered a complex range 
of services instead of the traditional export model. It designed and delivered production 
equipment, oversaw the construction of light-source factories, transferred know-how, sup-
plied components and factory management services. As a state-owned enterprise advancing 

Table 7. T he value and composition of Tungsram exports, 1976–1985.
COMECON exports (%)

Country 1976 1978 1980 1982 1985
Soviet Union 49.6 45.0 47.2 62.0 68.3
Czechoslovakia 12.4 10.3 9.2 7.1 10.1
Germany (East) 19.5 13.2 10.1 11.8 4.8
Poland 3.4 8.2 13.4 4.2 6.0
Bulgaria 7.6 6.7 9.9 8.2 2.8
Romania 6.0 11.5 4.0 3.1 4.1
Others 1.5 5.1 6.2 3.6 3.9

Net returns in Rubel 45.8 63.5 71.6 88.2 107.7
Convertible currency exports (%)

Country 1976 1978 1980 1982 1985
Germany (West) 15.5 21.1 10.2 9.7 12.7
USA 9.6 8.9 9.7 12,5 26.1
UK 8.1 9.3 6.6 7.6 5.3
Italy 7.4 5.4 9.0 5.4 4.5
Others 59.4 55.3 64.5 64.8 51.4

Net returns in USD 47.9 72.5 88.5 82.7 73.0
Source: Tungsram Statistical Pocketbook (1986), vol. 1, pp. 39–40.
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the geopolitical interests of the socialist bloc, it was open to provide quality equipment and 
ready-to-licence production technology without seeking partial or full ownership in the new 
factories, which would have been the case with western industry leaders, GE, Philips, and 
Osram (Tungsram, 1976, pp. 22–23). Echoing episodes from the 1930s that we have examined 
(where Tungsram likewise positioned itself against western economic imperialism), these 
investment projects highlight the future-orientation of economic nationalism, which ben-
efitted globalising firms willing to support the economic and political aspirations of host 
nations (Lubinski & Wadhwani, 2020).

The global market success of Tungrsam as a socialist state enterprise aligns with recent 
research on the global history of the Cold War arguing that centrally planned economies 
were not as prone to autarky as traditionally believed (Lorenzini, 2019; Pula, 2018). Across 
the ‘nylon curtain’ (Péteri, 2004) in the ‘Bretton-Woods Cold War’ (Sanchez-Sibony, 2014), 
economic and political elites in Eastern and Central Europe were well aware of and seriously 
considered alternative pathways to global economic integration, and the return of socialist 
command economies to economic globalisation was a gradual rather than an abrupt process 
that preceded (not followed) the collapse of communism (De Groot, 2024; Germuska, 2019).

7. Conclusions

This article developed a comparative case study of two richly documented industrial firms 
in Central Europe to examine how economic nationalism and rising international trade bar-
riers shaped global business strategies in the interwar period. We explain how the capabilities 
thus acquired helped both firms endure World War II and remain globally successful during 
the Cold War. Bata became the largest footwear exporter in the world by the 1930s with a 
global production and sales network that expanded until the 1980s. Tungsram was the 
seminal producer of lightbulbs and radio valves in Hungary and a prominent member of 
international cartels. Specialisation in technologically advanced products and differentiated 
market strategies made it globally successful in the interwar period. The same capabilities 
supported its revival as a major exporter of electrotechnical instruments in both socialist 
and market economies until the 1970s.

Economic nationalism and international market fragmentation, often associated with 
interwar Central Europe, were not detrimental to the global expansion of businesses if these 
structural conditions were accounted for in their business strategies. Moreover, both 
import-substituting industrialisation and national development in the post-colonial world 
and global economic relations during the Cold War in general aligned with these business 
strategies. The history of Bata and Tungsram demonstrate convincingly that successful 
growth strategies developed in the interwar period became foundations of viable survival 
strategies in the post-war era.

We can draw three main conclusions from both cases examined that have general rele-
vance for business history. First, neither dynamic theories of internationalisation, nor the 
concept of state-led development advanced by older economic historians of Central Europe 
suffice to explain the experience of globalising firms from this weakly globalised region and 
especially the endurance of their global business strategies. Both Bata and Tungsram exhib-
ited a great deal of agency in strategic decisions on how to enter foreign markets and stra-
tegic adaptation to changing conditions in their respective industries both before and after 
World War II.
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Second, the foundations of their global market success were technological and organi-
sational reforms that Bata and Tungsram implemented before going global. This concurs 
with theories of capabilities accumulation in industrial development (Chang, 1996; Cimolli 
et al., 2009). Firms in late-industrializing countries must build sufficient production, invest-
ment, and innovation capabilities before they can succeed in exports. The experience from 
export orientation, in turn, has positive feedback in enhancing these ‘knowledge-based 
assets’ (Amsden, 2001). Knowledge-based theories also associate greater knowledge inten-
sity and early start in internationalisation with faster international business growth (Autio 
et al., 2000). Our historical perspective suggests that these associations may have been even 
more critical in periods with dramatically changing global economic and political conditions.

Third, contrary to popular views in international business (Fernández & Nieto, 2006), our 
case study calls for a more nuanced understanding of the role of ownership in internation-
alisation. Corporate ownership does not promote faster internationalisation than family 
ownership necessarily if managers develop global business strategies that can exploit ben-
efits from the ownership structures of their firms. In the face of globalisation backlash, inspi-
rational and forward-looking managers (whether owners or just executives) were a more 
vital factor in internationalisation than ownership. The history of Bata and Tungsram demon-
strates that different forms of ownership both before and after World War II mattered more 
for the model than the degree of internationalisation.
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