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Abstract: The CoVid-19 pandemic has reinforced the central insight of global governance: global issues as ‘problems 
without passports’ cannot be contained let alone solved by any global governor on their own. Among the non-state 
actors involved in global governance, multinational enterprises (MNEs) have come to the fore and their as rule-takers 
and rule-makers is once more heavily discussed. On the one hand, their economic activities are heavily affected by 
pandemic restrictions on cross-border trade, impediments of production chains, and national politics in response to 
CoViD-19. On the other hand, selected MNEs were recognized as “systemically relevant” and played an immediate 
role in pandemic politics. Against this background, the paper opens up space to discuss how MNEs might define their 
roles and responsibilities vis-à-vis states and societies during and beyond the pandemic. Drawing on the pragmatist 
concept of beliefs as rule-for-action, we theorize corporate agency beyond rational or norm-constructivist assumptions 
and reconstruct how MNEs, in their own rhetoric, make sense of and respond to changing normative expectations. 
The pharmaceutical sector plays a particularly important role in this light and we focus on BioNTech as the first 
enterprise that developed a vaccine against CoVid-19. Based on this selective illustration, we discuss how core beliefs 
that drive MNEs affect state/market relations in liberal democracies and in global governance at large. We expect the 
Corona crisis to be a catalyst in redefining corporate responsibilities and thus consider corporate beliefs within as 
crucial for understanding the political economy and governance of multinational enterprises at large.  
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1. Introduction 
Since its outbreak, the CoViD-19 pandemic has reinforced a central insight of global governance: 

‘Problems without passports’ cannot be contained let alone solved by any global governor on their 

own. Rather, they require collaboration of different entities – state and non-state – to be addressed 

(Weiss 2014). Among non-state actors called upon in the wake of the ongoing pandemic, 

multinational enterprises (MNEs) have come to the fore. On the one hand, their economic activities 

have been heavily affected by pandemic restrictions on cross-border trade, impediments of 

production chains, and unilateral policies in response to CoViD-19. On the other hand, certain 

industries have been deemed “systemically relevant” and became imminently involved in 

pandemic politics. Particularly pharmaceutical enterprises found themselves caught outside their 

comfort zone entangled in the geopolitics of vaccine distribution (Bollyky, Murray, and Reiner 

2021). We consider this as anecdotal evidence that CoViD-19 can be thought of as a crisis in the 

pragmatist sense where prior core beliefs no longer hold valid and MNEs must actively and 

creatively develop new ones (Hopf 2018).1 In other words, the pandemic has played and continues 

to play a catalytic role in the everchanging relationship between states and markets, raising with 

vengeance the question which core beliefs and world views MNEs express vis-à-vis other global 

governors. These, we assume, drive corporate sense-making and their action as MNEs 

continuously determine the indeterminate in their roles and responsibilities during and beyond the 

pandemic.  

We situate our question in the larger context of how globalization affects MNEs and 

continues to change the relationship between states and markets. On the one hand, increased 

connectivity, the compression of time and space, and the blurring of borders have created business 

opportunities and empowered MNEs. In fact, these entities have been considered as key drivers of 

globalization (Acharya 2013, Strange 1996). On the other hand, facing increased public scrutiny, 

MNEs have to navigate the complexities of acting both as private and public entities (Wolf 2008, 

Haufler 2001). As May (2015, 2, emph. in orig.) puts it, “institutions of global governance impact 

global corporate practices and global corporations within their own operative realm often are 

 
1  It is important for us to point out that Hopf (2018) arguably has brought this thinking into mainstream IR and as such is referenced 

here. As he would readily admit, however, his contribution is part of a larger reconciliation to come to terms with and meaningfully 
apply some foundational ideas and figures of thought from Classical Pragmatism (Dewey 1927) and its continuation in action 
theory in social philosophy (Joas 1996), meaning that many other authors committed to this could be listed here as well.  
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effectively institutions of global governance themselves”. Against this ambivalent role in a 

globalized economy attempted to be governed through various overlapping and intersecting 

institutions of global governance, we content that notions of what it means to be an enterprise need 

to be reconstructed instead of a priori assumed. In particular, we argue that it is too simplistic to 

portray MNEs as rational profit maximizers or as norm dopes. Both corporate rationality as well 

as the notion of profit are too complex to determine any particular course of action, specifically 

with an unprecedented global pandemic and new social expectations towards MNEs adding 

complexity to the task. Business as usual, it has been argued (Hofferberth 2019a), is no longer an 

option for MNEs as they transition into global governors (Avant, Finnemore, and Sell 2010). At 

the same time, however, emerging norms of corporate social responsibility lack accountability, 

and in many instances bite, which is why it might be too early and too optimistic to assume that 

MNEs internalized a “new political role”, if such contested ideas can be internalized in the first 

place (Scherer and Palazzo 2011).  

Conceptually placing ourselves between those who maintain that rationality and profit are 

definitive for corporate nature and those who argue that norms of corporate social responsibility 

have already changed what it means to run a business, in this paper we aim to reconstruct corporate 

beliefs as rules for action in light of the CoViD-19 pandemic. More specifically, in the first part, 

we offer a critical reflection on the shortcomings of cliché-type actor images for MNEs and thereby 

show the limits of current research on MNEs in global governance. As an alternative language to 

conceptualize these, we introduce in the second step our theoretical framework drawn from and 

inspired by Classical Pragmatism which allows us to (a) de-essentialize corporate agency and (b) 

consider corporate beliefs articulated by the MNEs themselves. We understand these articulations 

and the loyalty to certain ideas of world order that they represent as a revealing window into 

corporate action and a methodologically sound proxy to discuss what MNEs are and how they act 

(Roos 2015). In order to approach these rules without a priori assumptions on the nature of 

enterprises (other than that there is no pre-defined essence to it), we introduce our interpretive 

method of sequential analysis and outline how we applied this to our illustrative case study of 

BioNTech. Well aware of the limitations of a single case illustration, we argue that this enterprise 

in many ways represents the challenges and conundrums CoViD-19 posed to MNEs, at least in the 

pharmaceutical sector. This case study serves as an illustration of our theoretical approach and 

helps us to outline avenues for future research on MNEs and global governance in our conclusion.   
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2. Corporate Actor Images in Global Governance and Beyond 
Global governance and its consideration of non-state actors provides a strong and compelling 

rationale to study MNEs. It does so with its own analytical commitments “notable for both its 

conceptual novelty and practical importance”, but also for ‘hamstringing’ research on these actors 

(Whelan 2012, 709). For one, interested in the structure and provision of public goods, global 

governance rarely disaggregates the actor groups it adds to our understanding of world politics. 

More specifically, while considering “[f]actors of production, type of industry, legal form or size 

[as] features usually used to distinguish corporations” (Flohr et al. 2010, 33), there seems to be 

limited commitment to further engage with and unpack individual MNEs. Rather, framed as a 

particular group of non-state global governors different from NGOs, we commonly assume that 

MNEs represent a more or less monolithic block of entities committed to the same set of goals and 

objectives (e.g., profit maximization) and driven by the same logic of action (e.g., rationality). As 

such, black-boxing their histories, corporate governance structures and cultures, as well as local 

contexts and practices, we tend to engage with MNEs by relying on and thereby reproducing 

certain assumptions on corporate agency without reflecting or justifying them (Amoore 2006, 48). 

Given their abstract nature and our lack of immediate access, such abstractions are needed 

to advance research on MNEs. However, it becomes an issue if empirical investigation directed by 

such assumptions does not reflect their conceptually limited status but rather tautologically restates 

their unambiguous validity throughout the research process (Friedrichs and Kratochwil 2009, 714-

25). Representing intellectual shortcuts at best and misleading tautologies at worst, assumptions 

on corporate agency remain just that, despite the fact that we conveniently condense them to 

assumingly ‘true actor images’. Deliberately simplifying the state of the art, we see two such 

competing actor images of MNEs, inspired by conventional wisdoms and reproducing dichotomies 

of rationalist and constructivist IR theories, dominating the field, leaving us with two competing 

images to frame corporate engagement in global governance (Flohr et al. 2010, 164-6). On the one 

hand, echoing decades of research on MNEs advanced in business and managements schools, 

corporate rationality and profit-maximization is taken for granted, leaving global governance with 

the challenge of how to ensure meaningful corporate participation beyond cheap talk (Haufler 

2001). On the other hand, emphasizing change and normative pressures on MNEs, it has been 

argued that there are (or at least can be) intrinsic corporate motivations beyond the business case 

to engage in global governance and commit to corporate social responsibility (Kollman 2008).  
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According to the first image, multinational enterprises are defined by the permanent 

competition they find themselves in and cannot but commit themselves to the “pathological pursuit 

of profit and power” as they try to best each other (Bakan 2004). We reject this image as it 

essentializes the logic of profit maximization as the sine qua non disposition of corporate actors. 

By doing so, it strips MNEs off their sociality and puts too much emphasis on potential but by no 

means always and ubiquitously guaranteed rational and strategic corporate action. In situations of 

crisis as outlined below, we content that MNEs might have an idea what they want (i.e., profit) but 

do not necessarily know how to realize it (i.e., by acting rationally). Equally likely, they face 

contending expectations and need to navigate between those by adapting their notion of profit and 

the maximization thereof in light of action that has become inappropriate (i.e., slavery, child labor, 

or emissions, which at least in many parts of the world have been outed as scandalous corporate 

practices). Against these uncertainties, the reification of profit as the single and assumingly clear 

objective of corporate agency and the subsumption of corporate acting under the rationalist 

paradigm appear equally problematic to us. Separated from their social context, pre-defined in 

their interests, and unable to reflect or change their behavior, “[c]orporations are often theorized 

in a simple way: they are the ultimate rational actors, driven by profit alone [and w]hile this 

certainly is not entirely wrong, it misses the complexity of motivations driving corporate actors 

today, their varied organizational forms, the ways in which they act collectively, and the manner 

in which they define and redefine their interests” (Haufler 2010, 106). Even more biting in her 

criticism, Woll (2008, 4) accurately reveals the inherent tautology in this perspective by 

concluding that “[i]n retrospect, it is always possible to reconstruct the economic rationality that 

firms were apparently pursuing”. In other words, the image is compelling since it draws on our 

intuitive views of MNEs and cannot be proven wrong.  

As to the second image, inspired by constructivist thinking, MNEs are discussed in the 

context of norms and the logic of appropriateness. While “theorists and political scientists in 

general have been reluctant to apply the idea of socialization [as well as other constructivist ideas] 

to market actors” initially (Kollman 2008, 416), this line of theorizing has clearly picked up pace 

recently. Contrary to its counterpart, this actor image situates the enterprise in a social context in 

which notions of appropriateness and inappropriateness of actions exist and rational choice 

becomes a function of those. As such, different motivations and alternative explanations for 

engaging in global governance, “[s]tarting from the assumption that norm-related policies and 
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activities of corporations are not solely and continuously profit driven but may also be based on 

and triggered by beliefs, values, and ideas”, can be derived (Flohr et al. 2010, 165). While certainly 

offering a stimulating alternative, we also criticize this actor image. First, resonating with 

normative commitments of Business Ethics, it remains unclear how much of this image is based 

on observation (i.e., MNEs do behave this way) compared to value-motivated assumptions (i.e, 

MNEs should behave this way). In other words, normative-constructivist MNE research seems to 

advance a descriptive and a normative take on MNEs at the same time, conflating responsibilities 

and obligations of “what companies should be doing [with] what they are in fact doing” 

(Dashwood 2004, 191). Second, the emphasis on norms can be read as an over-determination of 

corporate agency as MNEs seem to only passively relate to instead of actively respond to norms. 

As ‘norm dopes’, there is little creativity or choice in corporate agency as these entities merely try 

to confirm the roles and responsibilities relevant others have defined for them. However, since 

many of these remain unspecific or even contested amongst different stakeholder, this image 

remains equally charged with theoretical assumptions and ironically mimics the other image as it 

equally subsumes idiosyncrasies in larger, abstract conclusions and theorizes them post hoc. 

Arguably, both images try to reconcile and explain changes in market and non-market 

environments of MNEs. However, corporate agency as such is downplayed and MNEs are either 

reduced to “rational market actors” or “good corporate citizens” (Flohr et al. 2010: 244-5). Going 

beyond these ideal-type images of corporate agency, we no longer perceive this to be reducible to 

“simply making a different selection from a reservoir of situation components that are either 

already defined or have no need of definition”. Rather, in moments of crisis, corporate agency 

reflects attempts of “defining that which is as yet undefined” (Joas 1997: 133). Such a framing of 

corporate agency is not novel and draws from different sources both in and beyond IR and IPE, 

such as Economic Sociology (Heidenreich 2012, Beckert 2003), International Business and 

Management Studies (Geppert and Dörrenbächer 2014, Kostova, Roth, and Dacin 2008), Business 

Ethics (Fontrodona and Sison 2006), Organization Studies (Soule 2012, Kristensen and Zeitlin 

2005), and Geography (O'Neill and Graham-Gibson 1999, Schoenberger 1997). As to IR and IPE, 

the notion of conceptualizing MNEs “no longer simply as instrumentalist advantage-maximizing 

institutions, but as complex organizations which exceed their goals and functions” has been argued 
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before as well (Palan 2000, 15).2 We connect to these research strands and do not treat MNEs as 

objects that are sometimes interfering with world politics but as organizations embedded in world 

politics. Thus, we are interested in corporate beliefs of MNEs and how to these beliefs create rules 

for action of MNEs. 

3. Corporate Beliefs as Rules for Action in Crisis 
We have argued so far that neither a rationalist emphasis on profit nor a constructivist account of 

norms suffice to account for corporate actions, specifically during an unprecedented crisis such as 

CoViD-19. Thus, we shift our analytical focus to organization studies. Accordingly, MNEs can be 

regarded as organizations embedded in and interacting with its societal environment. Since the 

organizational environment is seen as complex, equivocal, unstable, and uncertain, organizations 

increase or modify their understanding of their environment by observing the results of their 

actions (Duncan 1972, March and Olsen 1984). Organizations are continuously observing the 

environment and reflecting about how the environment responds to organizational outputs. As a 

result of this environmental observation, MNEs generate assumptions about the environment 

(Argyris and Schön 1978). These assumption are based on organizational core beliefs and the self-

perception. In periods of crises organizations tend to question, reflect upon or even change their 

core beliefs and their tacit knowledge. Against the background of the CoVid-19 crisis on the one 

hand and the characterization of pharmaceutical MNEs as “systemic relevant”, we are interested 

in these core beliefs and world views MNEs hold vis-à-vis states and societies. Drawing on 

classical pragmatist thinking and its efforts to explain individual and collective action (Dewey 

1922, Putnam 1995), we understand corporate action in sharp contrast to merely reactive behavior 

as suggested by rationalist and constructivist accounts. Unlike individualistic, overly voluntaristic 

frameworks of action, pragmatists grasp actors as always socially embedded (Granovetter 1985). 

Unlike holistic, socially deterministic frameworks, pragmatists further think of actors as being able 

to situationally adapt and modify what they do and who they are through their capacity for creative 

action (Joas 1996). The duality of sociality and creative action manifests itself in the beliefs an 

actor holds which serve as rules for action. According to Peirce ([1878] 1992, 129), a belief “is 

something that “appeases the irritation of doubt” and that “involves the establishment in our nature 

 
2  Others who have advanced similar claims and calls for disaggregating MNEs in the field of IR and IPE would include Avant 

(2016), Haufler (2010), Cutler (2008), Woll (2008), Amoore (2006). 



  Franke, Hofferberth, Koch – MNEs in Crisis? 

-7- 
 

of a rule of action”. As such, a belief “is a stopping-place” and “also a new starting-place for 

thought”; it is “thought at rest, although thought is essentially an action” (Peirce ([1878] 1992, 

129). In other words, beliefs reflect social embeddedness as well as creativity and as such bring 

about concrete acts.  

Sociality manifests in “the logical universe of discourse” or “the general system of 

universally significant symbols” (Mead [1934] 1967, Section 34). From the perspective of actors, 

this universe of social meaning precedes and connects them with significant others, past and 

present. In creative ways, however, actors draw on it as a ‘pool’ of potential action from which 

they, in light of social expectations and shared interpretations, actualize particular meaning 

through particular action in a particular situation (Joas 1996). It is thus not the single actor who 

owns or determines the meaning of individual action. Rather, meaning equally lies with those who 

respond to an act and ultimately emerges from interaction. In other words, beliefs are of an 

intersubjective, social quality as they transcend individual action (Mead [1934] 1967, Section 7). 

As actualizations unfold over time, new meaning is created and boundaries of what rules actors 

follow and which beliefs they are guided by in a given situation change. Collectively, beliefs 

constitute the social horizons against which actors realize their course of action. These horizons 

provide the ideational foundation for world order as actors act loyally to their beliefs and thereby 

reaffirm and reproduce or, over time and under specific circumstances such as crises, modify and 

revoke them (Jackson 2003, 234-9, see also Roos 2015).  

As solutions to problems of action (Dewey 1927), beliefs are often habitualized and 

routinized and actors no longer aware of them (Dewey 1922, Hopf 2010). As James ([1907] 1975, 

80) put it, beliefs work “on a credit system […] and pass, ‘so long as nothing challenges them’”. 

Actors constantly make use of and thereby reproduce a plethora of rules for action as they draw 

on them as guiding beliefs and these manifests in explanations for action actors give themselves 

and other publicly. Most of the time, beliefs turn out to be stable. Specifically at the aggregated 

level of world order, only certain foundational beliefs exist and change only so much over time. 

However, due to the obstructiveness of reality, beliefs are challenged, destabilized, and need to be 

reconsidered, reformulated or even modified and replaced in moments of crisis, i.e. when rule-

driven action no longer work works. In other words, in crises, beliefs as rules for action turn out 

to be dynamic. It is important to emphasize that this pragmatist understanding of crisis differs from 

a colloquial understanding. For example, actors might but do not have to perceive a moment of 
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action as crisis. Nevertheless, as they act upon crisis, they (have to) create new beliefs in order to 

continue to act and stabilize their beliefs into routines again. In this sequential unfolding between 

crisis and routine, it is in the end the task of the researcher to reconstruct which beliefs remain 

stable (as routines more or less continue to work) or which have to be modified entirely (as the 

actor faces a profound crisis).  

We argue that this larger framework of action not only applies to individual and collective 

actors but also to MNEs if taken considered beyond the two actor images outlined above. More 

specifically, from a socio-theoretical standpoint, corporate action is no different from those of 

other entities. In fact, Dewey (1922, 146) was very interested in corporations and argued “[t]hat 

captains of industry are creative artists of a sort, and that industry absorbs an undue share of 

the creative activity of the present time cannot be denied”. Consequentially, “to impute to the 

leaders of industry and commerce simply an acquisitive motive is not merely to lack insight into 

their conduct, but it is to lose the clew to bettering conditions” (Dewey 1922, 146). As cognitive 

frames driving corporate action at the nexus of sociality and creativity, MNEs rely on beliefs just 

as other actors. Furthermore, given their public character, their beliefs not only manifest in certain 

action but are also expressed in corporate reports, statements, and other documents. The following 

section will outline the methodological implications of this and what is needed to reconstruct 

corporate beliefs in and beyond CoViD-19.  

4. Reconstructing Corporate Beliefs in and beyond CoViD-19 
Given our twofold commitment to (a) challenge conventional wisdom and actor images of MNEs 

and (b) spell out the conceptual contours of our pragmatist-inspired framework on beliefs as rules 

for action, we propose a single case illustration. Obviously, this limits any insights to the scope 

conditions of the chosen case but allows us to theorize in more depth what we think is important 

to account for corporate action in and beyond CoViD-19 to determine which core beliefs and world 

views MNEs hold vis-à-vis states and societies. While all MNEs have been affected by and called 

into finding new solutions because of the pandemic, we believe those operating in the 

pharmaceutical sector promise most important insights since they faced unprecedented debates on 

the geopolitics of vaccine distribution and whether they should primarily produce medical supplies 

needed in the crisis. In particular, vaccine research and distribution became immediate priorities 

and pharmaceutical enterprises were expected to cooperate with each other to efficiently provide 
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for states, potentially changing the market logic under which these MNEs operate from hereon 

(Ayati, Saiyarsarai, and Nikfar 2020). From among those MNEs, we decided to choose the 

German-based biotechnology enterprise of BioNTech because of its crucial role in developing one 

of the first available vaccines through its cooperation with US-based partner Pfizer, INC. Insights 

from our reconstruction are thus on the one hand case-specific and limited to the experience of 

BioNTech. At the same time, we can theorize more broadly since we are interested not only in the 

precise content of certain beliefs but also in the overall applicability of our framework to 

reconstruct those and relate them to larger visions of global governance, world order, and the role 

of MNEs within.  

In order to methodically reconstruct corporate beliefs from documents made available 

through BioNTech, we applied a ‘sequential analysis’ (Oevermann 2000, Maiwald 2005). Through 

this analysis, researchers reconstruct structures of meaning from written and non-written 

expressions in which beliefs as rules for action become manifest. By means of their own socially 

generated competence to act, sequential analysts relate back the beliefs expressed to social rules 

and meaning that brought them about in the first place. A logged manifestation of meaningful 

action such as a corporate social responsibility report is not only taken as an expression of its 

authors’ dominant beliefs on world politics but also as a concatenation of sequences, i.e. its 

smallest particles of meaning. Each of these sequences is defined by a scope of possible action, 

the choice for a particular one, and therefore the closing of others no longer available in the next 

sequence. The choice of one sequence leading into another is based on the structure of meaning 

that the author operates in, representing their dominant beliefs. In its sequential unfolding, a text 

thus reflects a deeper structure of beliefs that manifest themselves in certain choices to be 

reconstructed backwards through careful reading and an interpretation of the sequential choices 

expressed within. Following the sequential interplay of possibilities and actualizations expressed 

in a document thus reveals the beliefs the author holds (Oevermann 1991, 2000).  

Asking what beliefs were expressed in and sustained over a stream of text, we specifically 

proceeded in three steps: In a first step, we explicated conditions under which the given sequence 

– a few words or a part of a sentence from the report – potentially make sense following “phonetic, 

syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic rules of which the tacit knowledge is acquired in socialization” 

(Maiwald 2005, 10). These rules were made present by pondering what sequences could 

meaningfully follow. This allowed us to develop different meanings that might have been present 
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at the time the author chose particular wordings. In a second step, the meaning of the sequence 

that actually succeeded was considered – and considered in light of the readings that followed from 

the preceding sequence. The third and final step was to explain the realized choice in light of 

alternatives and to condense these choices into patterns of beliefs. With every new sequence, 

promising readings that hitherto appeared plausible failed. The concatenation of actual choices, on 

the other hand, defined the specificity of the interpreted text and the manifested beliefs. Proceeding 

sequence by sequence and considering each under the double aspect of closing and opening scopes 

of meaningful action, we thus reconstructed a concise and characteristic case-structure of corporate 

beliefs.  

The following discussion presents condensed beliefs reconstructed from two excerpts taken 

from BioNTech. First, we considered the website section on CoViD-19 (https://biontech.de/covid-

19), which broadly speaks to the role of the enterprise in the pandemic. We followed this up with 

an in-depth sequence analysis of the respective section in BioNTech’s 2020 Sustainability Report 

outlining the enterprise’s responsibility.3 The beliefs expressed in these short excerpts reflect 

BioNTech’s role and the responsibilities which follow from it. To the extent that they reflect 

attempts to make sense of CoViD and potentially justify new corporate meanings, these excerpts 

represent the foundation on which BioNTech arguably determines its corporate action and hence 

can be considered as an “indispensable […] source of information about the range and robustness 

of the constraints [BioNTech] faced” during and beyond CoViD (Sabel and Zeitlin 1997, 15). In 

other words, based on the theoretical framework outlined above, these documents were not 

considered as corporate ‘cheap talk’ or ‘public relation ploy’. Rather, while rhetorical in nature 

and published with the intent to present BioNTech in a positive light, we consider these excerpts 

and the beliefs expressed within to be foundational for corporate action. More specifically, they 

reflect how BioNTech perceived and interpreted the pandemic, which social expectations the 

enterprise considered as relevant and appropriate, and which corporate responsibilities it is willing 

to accept in response going forward in its state-market relations. Despite commercial imperatives 

and issues of liability, the documents reflect processes of corporate sense-making that echoes and 

reaffirm certain beliefs while sidelining others.4 

 
3  The full report can be found at https://investors.biontech.de/static-files/7b130edf-10ca-47d7-aa27-d7afd9c5dae3. In our 

interpretation, we focused on the section headlined under Our Responsibility on pp. 11-2.  
4  As will be shown below, the strongest argument against disregarding corporate documents as cheap talk is empirical in nature. 

When read critically, there is a surprisingly open range of beliefs expressed and these potentially change over time, meaning that 

https://biontech.de/covid-19
https://biontech.de/covid-19
https://investors.biontech.de/static-files/7b130edf-10ca-47d7-aa27-d7afd9c5dae3
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5. BioNTech and Its Core Beliefs  
In this section, we will present the summaries of our sequential analyses of two excerpts from 

BioNTech’s website (5.1) and its 2020 Sustainability Report (5.2). Based on these summaries, we 

will answer our research question on how BioNTech understands itself and the world surrounding 

it. We refrain from providing direct quotes from the documents but both are shared in the appendix. 

 

5.1 Findings from the Sequential Analysis I – Excerpt from BioNTech’s Website 

The analysis can be summarized by answers to five questions. What does BioNTech stand for? 

Who is the target audience for its COVID-19 information portal? Why does BioNTech maintain 

its own CoViD-19 information portal? What is the special position of BioNTech during the CoViD 

-19 pandemic? And what distinguishes BioNTech from other companies?  

 

What does BioNTech stand for?  

The company's name is a made-up word that contains capital letters in its middle. If the capital 

“N” is interpreted as an abbreviation for “and”, it becomes an onomatopoeic link between the 

expressions to the left (“Bio”) and to the right (“Tech”). BioNTech thus connects the organic, life 

and the teaching of it, biology, with engineering and technology, with man-made objects for the 

mastery of nature and the application of scientific and technical knowledge in the context of 

production processes. The omission of blanks, hyphens or apostrophes before and after the “N” 

indicates, in combination with the onomatopoeically abbreviated conjunction “N”, that “Bio” and 

“Tech” are not understood as opposites in BioNTech, but are (supposed to be) brought into a 

(close) connection with each other and synergies are generated between them. If it is also assumed 

that the relationship between “bio” and “tech” at BioNTech is a mutually accommodating one, in 

which neither side dominates the other, then the assumption can be formulated that technologically 

sophisticated production processes are used at BioNTech, which are aimed at preserving or 

promoting the natural basis of human life and its environment rather than at its ongoing destruction.  

 

 
corporate documents do not always convey the same story. Given the immediateness of the crisis, we refrained from using 
secondary data such as interviews or NGO reports. This decision to limit the material to corporate self-descriptions should be 
considered as a methodologically statement to more willingly engage with such documents. If read critically, research can go 
beyond rhetorical narratives of corporate performance and reconstruct divergent and conflictual frames, meanings, justifications, 
and role-definitions expressed within. 
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Who is BioNTech's CoViD-19 information portal aimed at?  

On its information portal on CoViD-19, a pandemically spread respiratory disease, potentially all 

Internet users worldwide, provided they understand English, are welcomed as guests on behalf of 

the pharmaceutical company BioNTech. At the same time, a specialist audience is addressed; in 

order to use the portal effectively, it is implicitly recommended that people without prior relevant 

knowledge familiarize themselves with some medical or pharmaceutical basics. Through the use 

of technical language, BioNTech establishes its own authority, which is further reinforced by the 

fact that the company speaks with one voice (to the outside world) and appears as a single entity.  

 

Why does BioNTech maintain its own information portal on CoVdD-19?  

BioNTech maintains its own information portal on CoViD-19 not only because it wants to 

contribute to education about this novel infectious disease, but also because it takes a special 

perspective on it. However, this does not result from BioNTech disputing authoritative information 

provided by the World Health Organization (WHO) or taking a special view of CoViD-19 that 

deviates from generally accepted knowledge. It seems more plausible that BioNTech could have 

researched the respiratory disease in question earlier and thus comprehensively understood it 

earlier than others. BioNTech could be involved in the process by which the generally accepted 

knowledge of CoViD-19 emerges in the first place.  

 

What is the reason for BioNTech's special position during the CoViD-19 pandemic?  

BioNTech succeeded faster than others in developing a vaccine against the CoViD-19 respiratory 

disease. Its own expectations seem to have been exceeded. From this, an exposed position in the 

education about CoViD-19 is inferred. The own achievements fill the BioNTech collective with 

great satisfaction. The pride in what has been achieved is so great that it comes across to the visitors 

of the information portal even before CoViD-19 is explained there. A preoccupation with oneself 

precedes the provision of knowledge about the global pandemic. At BioNTech, there is thus a clear 

awareness of the importance of its own contribution in the context of pandemic control, and this 

is also communicated confidently to the outside world. One's own contribution is seen as part of a 

global effort, as part of something significant and meritorious. Those who speak out on behalf of 

BioNTech are not only able to perceive that others have also achieved something in this context, 

they are also able to acknowledge this.  
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What makes BioNTech stand out? 

BioNTech makes it clear that it has asserted itself in its environment and has proven to be more 

competitive than its rivals in business. The self-representation follows a strategy of multiple 

distinction. In the face of a rapidly spreading infectious disease of pandemic proportions globally, 

BioNTech has acted faster than others in a global effort. A gain in distinction is thus realized 

through short reaction times and fast action. In a race against time (in the face of a rapidly spreading 

global pandemic) and in competition with companies with similar capabilities and interests, acting 

quickly resulted in a further corporate distinction. BioNTech succeeded in developing a vaccine 

faster than expected, which also happens to be a special vaccine since it is based on mRNA. The 

mRNA technology is constitutive of the company doing “top of the line” research – mRNA 

vaccines are BioNTech's flagship. However, the pursuit of distinction is not at the expense of the 

quality of the vaccine and the protection of the health of those being vaccinated, as references to 

the highest scientific and ethical standards suggests. This testifies to a willingness not only to 

recognize but also to adhere to general guidelines with regard to one's own actions, regulations 

devised by third parties. BioNTech and the activities that take place under its umbrella are 

distinguished from all those who have not succeeded in less than a year in making a substantial 

contribution to the fight against a global pandemic that meets the highest standards. At BioNTech, 

these distinguishing features are the source of the aforementioned pride in what has been achieved.  

 

5.2 Findings from the Sequential Analysis II – BioNTech’s 2020 Sustainability Report 

The analysis can be summarized by answers to four questions: How is BioNTech portrayed? What 

is BioNTech's responsibility and to whom? What relativizes the responsibility of BioNTech? What 

characterizes and motivates the mode of BioNTech's presentation? 

 

How is BioNTech presented? 

BioNTech productively brings together the organic world and biology on the one hand with 

engineering and technology on the other. The company's production processes do impact climate 

and environment, but the negative effects are reduced. As a “next generation” company, being 

ahead of its time is one of BioNTech's distinguishing features, representing a break with the old 

and developing new things from it. BioNTech has no need to shy away from competition and takes 
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a pioneering role, is part of an avant-garde. Not only are new forms of medical treatment made 

possible, BioNTech is even pioneering this work. A path is being blazed; something is being done 

that no one has done before. Others may develop novel therapies, but BioNTech is the first to do 

so. BioNTech is not just fast, innovative and competitive, it is faster, more innovative and more 

competitive than its rivals in business. BioNTech's business purpose is to commercially provide 

pharmaceuticals needed for novel immunotherapies. The aim is to supply patients worldwide with 

these products. The company is therefore not aiming at a nationally or regionally limited market, 

but at a global market; it is universally oriented. The goal of both the company and its core business 

model is to supply patients worldwide with pharmaceuticals that BioNTech has pioneered in 

development. However, this is not an end in itself. Two dimensions of the same goal are causally 

linked: Because the goal of BioNTech and its core business model is to provide patients worldwide 

with pharmaceuticals needed for immunotherapies, it is also the goal to help improve patients' 

lives.  

BioNTech's corporate goal and the goal of its core business model coincide. This illustrates 

that there can in principle be a difference between the two, for example if the goal of the core 

business model is exclusive profit maximization. In contrast to other companies, however, this is 

not the case for BioNTech. This is another distinguishing feature of BioNTech. Building a profile, 

striving for distinctiveness, realizing distinction are all more important than maximizing profit. 

Making profit is not at the core, but at the periphery of BioNTech's business model. Modeling a 

business activity requires having a business idea and being able to do business. For this, it is 

constitutive to sell a product in such a way that those selling it subsequently have a greater degree 

of a recognized means of payment, benefit or satisfaction than before. Entrepreneurial action is 

therefore determined by cost sensitivity. To supply patients worldwide means to supply as many 

patients worldwide as possible only if the own costs (per produced unit of a good) are not higher 

than with a lower production quantity. Under the premise of cost-sensitive, in the narrower sense 

“economic” action, the goal of BioNTech and its core business model also always refers, albeit 

implicitly, to economic mechanisms.  

Furthermore, at BioNTech, the business model does not exhaust with the provision of 

pharmaceuticals needed for immunotherapies. The company is also committed to upholding the 

principles of the United Nations Global Compact and to supporting the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals, in particular the one aimed at promoting the health and well-being of people 
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of all ages. In addition, BioNTech is committed to good corporate governance, exercising social 

responsibility and reducing harmful effects on climate and environment. In this way, the company's 

reputation shall be enhanced in the larger society. It may stand for ethical actions that are not 

primarily oriented towards profit maximization (although monetary benefits may in turn arise from 

this). Not only is there no difference between BioNTech's corporate goal and the goal of its core 

business model. Both coincide with the content of the voluntary commitment to sustainability in 

the sense of the third goal of the Sustainable Development Goals. Those who strive to improve the 

lives of patients worldwide also contribute to the promotion of health. BioNTech is therefore able 

to make its contribution to fulfilling the third of the Sustainable Development Goals without 

having to do anything that would not also be conducive to the company's goal. At the same time, 

BioNTech benefits from a strong increase in the importance of the United Nations' third 

Sustainable Development Goal in the wake of the CoViD-19 pandemic. This is because BioNTech 

has developed a significant vaccine to combat the pandemic. Like the commitment to various non-

genuinely monetary goals, this also entails an increase in BioNTech's relevance and reputation 

worldwide. Finally, the pharmaceuticals developed by BioNTech are equated with the therapies in 

the context of which they are used. This eliminates the difference between physicians, who 

prescribe therapies to their patients in a working alliance, on the one hand, and pharmaceutical 

companies on the other. This implies an upgrading of the status of pharmaceutical companies and 

suggests to patients that they can place as much trust in them as in physicians. The social esteem 

in which physicians are held is thus to be diverted to pharmaceutical companies. 

 

What is BioNTech's responsibility and to whom? 

Given the company's goal of providing patient care worldwide, BioNTech's genuine responsibility 

is to meet this goal. This implies a responsibility to its own employees and shareholders, as both 

groups depend to different degrees and in different ways on the success of the company in 

achieving its goal. By developing pharmaceuticals for immunotherapies against cancer and other 

serious diseases, as well as a vaccine against a globally spread pandemic infectious disease, 

BioNTech also assumes a great responsibility towards a large number of people worldwide, and 

ultimately towards humanity as a whole. Since potentially every person in the world can be 

affected by cancer or other serious diseases, including infection with the virus causing CoViD-19, 

BioNTech indicates that it has a responsibility for the survival of a diverse world, indeed for the 
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survival of humanity. BioNTech's responsibility to humanity also arises from its signing of the 

United Nations Global Compact and its commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals of the 

United Nations, as the latter acts as the representative body of humanity, divided into different 

nations, but united within it. BioNTech's responsibility is a collective one, since no internal 

differentiation is made visible with regard to the structure of the company (with the exception of 

a differentiation between BioNTech and the work done on behalf of it, which, in the absence of 

specification, can be read both as an indication of the interchangeability of the workforce and of 

its particular merits). By concealing the aspect of internal differentiation, agency can be 

demonstrated to the outside world: the company speaks with one voice, so the message goes. 

 

What relativizes the responsibility of BioNTech? 

Whenever a collective claims the doing or omission of certain actions as its own responsibility, a 

self-commitment takes place and an obligation is entered into. This means no more, but also no 

less than that those who express themselves must always expect to be reminded by third parties of 

the responsibility they claim - namely whenever these third parties are of the opinion that those 

claiming their responsibility are not fulfilling their own claim. In the case of suspected violations, 

third parties are precluded from taking legal action because there is no legal basis for this, but 

public pressure to comply with voluntary commitments can be generated with the help of naming, 

shaming or blaming strategies. However, if legalization is held as a normative ideal, the restriction 

to self-commitment can be understood as a relativization of BioNTech's responsibility envisioned 

by the text under study. This is specifically the case if the self-commitment remains vague and 

abstract in nature (i.e., a single short reference to a Sustainable Development Goal that holds true 

for every pharmaceutical MNE). In this context, it is noteworthy that BioNTech's responsibility 

can be inferred from the fact that BioNTech is committed to promoting good health and well-being 

for people of all ages. However, the third goal of the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals emphasizes ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being for all. By only promoting 

healthy lives instead of ensuring them, BioNTech arguably already falls short of the claim of said 

goal. This puts the company's “responsibility in perspective” (as a subheading of the document 

reads) into perspective indeed.  

Furthermore, it seems clear that BioNTech is not fulfilling its responsibility to provide 

vaccine and other pharmaceuticals that can be used worldwide against serious diseases such as 
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cancer to all people because not all people can afford BioNTech's products. However, BioNTech 

is not responsible for social inequality within nation states and on a global level. Although the 

resulting undersupply of people with the medicines they need runs counter to the company’s goal, 

it is claimed that this is outside of the enterprise’s responsibility. In response to the demand to 

lower the prices of its own products, the company points to other authorities in the health sector, 

such as health insurance companies and ministerial bureaucracies, but also to insufficient effects 

of social and global governance policies, as well as economic disparities on a global scale. The 

fact that the products of BioNTech can only potentially help all people raises the question of the 

conditions of the (non-)realization of this potential. Its answer, which remains as implicit in the 

text under investigation as the question itself, touches on the aspect of (production) costs. Saving 

more lives resulted in under-recovery of production costs or non-realization of intended profits 

and required government subsidies or contributions from donors. Thus, BioNTech shares the 

responsibility for effective care of all patients worldwide with others, especially with politicians. 

This also marks a relativization of the company's responsibility. 

 

What characterizes and what motivates BioNTech's mode of representation?  

The mode of presentation is characterized both by a gutting of centrally set terms and an 

immunization against possible criticism. The references to the United Nations Global Compact 

and the Sustainable Development Goals, to good corporate governance, exercising responsibility, 

and reducing harmful effects on climate and environment all seem like dutifully working through 

a list without much care or editorial ambition to fill any of it with meaning. Key concepts are 

mentioned abruptly and assumed to be known, but not introduced. The text follows a labeling 

strategy; relevant terms are mentioned to mark being familiar with the relevant discourse. The use 

of terms without stating what they mean to one and why they are used ultimately contributes to 

their gutting. The topic of responsibility is given away, since it is hardly made explicit to whom or 

what responsibility exists, such as to employees, shareholders, humanity as a totality of all 

potential patients, or, qua sustainability (environment and climate), to future generations. At the 

same time, an excessive reference to the present becomes apparent in the text, which is also known 

as presentism. BioNTech subsumes itself under various sustainability initiatives and marks itself 

as a company committed to sustainability, but ultimately misses a good opportunity to clarify its 

own position on the issues raised with the help of a more consistent text.  
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At the same time, with one exception (the use of a personal pronoun in the first person 

plural in the first headline examined), the presentation remains in a depersonalizing, objectifying 

mode. The presentation in the third person singular expresses objectivity and distance. The 

impression is created that BioNTech is being reported on neutrally and disinterestedly – as if it 

were not about one's own affairs, or as if it were possible for those expressing themselves to take 

a bird's eye view of themselves. The soberly distanced mode of presentation is further reinforced 

by the fact that BioNTech's own name is partially replaced by the generic term “company.” The 

striving for profiling and distinctiveness is admittedly undermined in this way. The purpose of this 

approach only becomes apparent at a late stage and refers to the unexplained evidence of the 

statements made in the text about good corporate governance, responsibility for employees and 

the larger society, and efforts to protect the environment and climate. In which concrete measures 

these well-sounding goals manifest themselves, whether they do so at all, and how this could be 

verified, remains open. However, the objectifying mode of presentation may tempt readers not to 

ask such questions in the first place; in this respect, it has an immunizing effect, from which 

criticism of the economic motives of BioNTech's actions is not exempt, since any weakening of 

its financial resources would always also impair the company's goal of improving the lives of its 

patients. 

 

5.3 Answering the Research Question 

In the form of rules for action, the research question about BioNTech's understanding of itself and 

the world in which it operates can now be answered in three dimensions. These are BioNTech's 

core business activities, its profile vis-à-vis other companies, and how the enterprise assumes a 

public role of limited social responsibility. The choice to present them as imperatives is meant to 

underline the importance these core beliefs hold for BioNTech vis-à-vis other global governors. 

As such, even though most of them do not directly address the pandemic, they speak directly to 

the changing relationship between states and markets in which the enterprise find itself in and 

beyond the CoViD-10 crisis.  

BioNTech’s core business activities 

• Connect or synthesize the organic, life and the teaching of it, biology, with engineering and 

technology, with man-made objects for the mastery of nature and the application of 

scientific and technical knowledge in your production processes;  
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• Use technologically sophisticated production processes aimed at preserving or enhancing 

the natural basis of human life and its environment rather than at its continued destruction;  

• Provide pharmaceuticals for novel immunotherapies against cancer and other serious 

diseases, and a vaccine against a global pandemic infectious disease, to improve the lives 

of people worldwide; seek global, not regional or national, sales of your products;  

• Acknowledge and comply with general regulations regarding your own actions, as well as 

regulations developed by third parties. 

 

Standing out from other companies 

• Demonstrate that you have asserted yourself in your environment and proven to be more 

competitive than others – in a race against time (in the face of a rapidly spreading global 

pandemic) and in competition with companies that have similar capabilities and interests; 

• Pursue a strategy of multiple distinction in terms of self-promotion: 

o Emphasize your rapid action as part of a global effort in the face of a rapidly 

spreading global infectious disease of pandemic proportions; 

o Emphasize being faster, more innovative and more competitive than others; 

o Emphasize your ability to develop a vaccine faster than expected and faster than 

others; 

o Emphasize your ability to develop a special type of vaccine that is constitutive of 

you as a “top of the line” research company in accordance with the highest scientific 

and ethical standards 

o Emphasize being part of an avant-garde, pioneering in enabling new forms of 

medical treatment; 

o Emphasize the identity and core business model, make clear that profiling and 

striving for distinctiveness are more important to you than maximizing profit; 

o Emphasize your public role of limited social responsibility (see below) and your 

commitment to the third Sustainable Development Goal of the United Nations.  

Assuming a public role of limited social responsibility 

• Establish your authority through the use of technical language, speak with one voice, and 

appear to the outside world as a capable of action by masking internal differentiation; 

• Communicate your contribution to pandemic response confidently to the outside world; 
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• Publicly display your pride in your own accomplishments  

• Make public self-commitments and be aware of being reminded of your claimed 

responsibility whenever third parties feel that you are not fulfilling that responsibility; 

• Strive to increase your social standing and distinguish yourself from your business rivals 

by emphasizing that your responsibility is for a large number of people worldwide, while 

ultimately not providing any further specification into what this responsibility translates;  

• Relativize your public responsibility by 

o making only voluntary commitments; 

o promoting, but not ensuring, good health for people of all ages, as required by the 

third Sustainable Development Goal;  

o providing your products only to people who can afford them, since you have to 

cover your costs, so effective provision for all is a matter for politics or charity.  

• Keep a low profile in your public role by 

o dutifully, schematically, and without too much care or editorial ambition, working 

through your commitment to the United Nations Global Compact, the Sustainable 

Development Goals, good corporate governance, the exercise of social 

responsibility, and the reduction of harmful effects on climate and environment in 

a way that is strongly related to the present, thereby gutting central concepts such 

as responsibility of their very meaning; 

o choosing a depersonalizing, objectifying mode of presentation in the third person 

singular and pretending to be able to report neutrally and disinterestedly about 

yourself in order to immunize yourself against criticism of the unexplained 

evidence of your statements about the content of your various self-commitments or 

about the economic motives of your actions. 

 

6. Conclusions and Outlook 
This paper has elaborated on BioNTech’s corporate beliefs in and beyond the CoViD-19 crisis. 

Drawing on sequential analyses of two excerpts from the company’s website and its 2020 

Sustainability Report, we found that these beliefs mostly concern three topics: BioNTech’s core 

business activities, its profile vis-à-vis its competitors, and the assumption of a public role of 
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limited social responsibility. Synthesizing knowledge about the organic with the application of 

scientific and technical knowledge for the mastery of nature, BioNTech, excelling in the provision 

of pharmaceuticals for novel immunotherapies against cancer and other serious diseases, almost 

heroically was able to provide a new kind of vaccine against the pandemic infectious disease which 

is globally spreading since 2020. In this context, BioNTech now stands out against most other 

companies and want this distinction to be publicly known. Part of a biotechnological avant-garde, 

it is faster, more innovative and more competitive than others. In addition, BioNTech assumes a 

public role as educator on the CoViD-19 pandemic and as an important contributor to the survival 

of humanity as a whole, committing itself to principles formulated by the United Nations. At the 

same time, however, BioNTech deals with the economic premises of its activities (cost sensitivity) 

rather implicitly, suggests being treated and trusted like physicians and refers to its public role 

rather dutifully and schematically as if it had to be done, but not so much by conviction.  

Regarding existing and further research, the following four conclusions can be drawn from 

our findings. First, MNEs are very much concerned with their distinctiveness. Running a business 

means having to stand out from one’s competitors. Uniqueness is key as is speed in getting there. 

Generic references to the maximization of profits would only harm one’s uniqueness, though. 

Second, publicly stating economic aspects or even basics of business is avoided in the context of 

the pandemic. To prove this proposition, further and more business-like sources such as quarterly 

investment reports need to be examined. That aside, however, it reveals a discourse on business in 

which business does not like to talk about business. Third, explicit references to the many facets 

of the discourse on global governance are constitutive for BioNTech, be it the Global Compact, 

the Sustainable Development Goals or good corporate governance. The dutiful way this took place 

underlines the power of this discourse but leaves open space for speculating about how real and 

ultimately meaningful these references are. Again, examining further sources might be of help 

here, best would be sources in which references to sustainability or other aspects of the discourse 

on global governance concerning MNEs emerge unexpectedly and in more detail. For the time 

being, however, the meaningful and sustainable integration of MNEs into global governors 

remains a challenge, even against the dynamics of an unprecedented pandemic. In the end, there 

might be more business as usual despite the novelty of the pandemic (Freyberg-Inan 2021, 

Hofferberth 2019b). Fourth and finally, MNEs’ relationship with the state remains a topic of 

concern. In the case of BioNTech’s response to CoViD-19, however, the state remained invisible. 
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Striving for global markets, BioNTech’s universalist orientation seems to leave no room for states 

and whatever regulation states may provide seems negligible in the sense-making of the enterprise. 

Only when it comes to the question of why not all humans can be equally provided with the 

pharmaceuticals they need, politics and the state come in, if only implicitly (and as implicitly as 

all kinds of economic aspects or arguments, as stated above). The discussion if and whether MNEs 

hold states ‘at bay’ thus remains important during and beyond a global pandemic (Kobrin 2001). 

For researchers interested in MNEs, globalization, and the dynamics of change between states and 

markets, there is plenty enough to do, both conceptually and empirically.  
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