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Multinationals and Spillover: 

A Study of Post-reform Indian Industry 

Abstract: 

The paper looks for empirical evidence of spillover from multinational corporations 

who entered Indian industries since her recent economic reforms. Spillover in an 

industry, when it exists, has been empirically identified by temporal increase of the 

efficiency of local firms induced by the higher efficiency of MNCs in that industry. 

Efficiency has been estimated for individual firms by their closeness to the frontier 

production function of that industry. The study shows that in only two out of the nine 

industries studied, the hypothesis of spillover can not be rejected. In one other industry 

there is evidence of increase of efficiency as a result of competition rather than a direct 

spillover. 

Keywords: Multinational Corporations; Local Firms; Technology Spillovers; Indian 

industries. 
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Multinationals and Spillover: A Study of Post-

reform Indian Industry 

1 Introduction 

Recent years have seen significant increase in the flow of FDI into developing 

economies2• Given its scale compared to host developing economies, FDI inflows 

produce observable change in the industrial structure of host countries. About these 

changes, the literature on MNCs observes that their ownership of assets such as 

technology, marketing, management, and networks benefit developing economies 

through a process of spill-over (Caves, 1996, Dunning, 1981). Property rights on 

intangible assets being underdeveloped, they are partially public goods and others can 

use assets developed by one firm at a small cost. If local firms, through deliberate effort 

or spillover, obtain the superior practices of MNCs, it would improve industrial 

efficiency in host countries. Often a dynamic process of growth is conceived from such 

a premise. The idea gets support from the observation that countries that opened to 

FDI on average have a record of higher growth rate among developing economies. It is 

also noted that the greater is the difference in relevant attributes between MNCs and 

local firms, higher is the expected gain to host economies, provided the process does 

not lead to exit of domestic firms (Kokko, 1994)3. 

A number of contributions have focussed on this spillover or catching-up• 

process resulting from the superiority of MNCs in specific attributes, eg Aitken and 

2 Developing countries' share in global FDI inflow increased to 37 per cent ($ 87 billion) in 1994 from 
18 per cent($ 34 billion) in the period 1987-91 {World Investment Report, 1997). 
3 If the relative advantages of MNCs are very dominant, they might eliminate domestic firms which 
means the issue of spillover becomes irrelevant. In such a case, one possible benefit to the host country 
can be the training imparted to local workers. Contrarily, the entry of MNCs may create new markets, 
non-existent earlier. For example, the entry of Kellogs generated a market for breakfast cereals in India, 
which gave impetus to the entry of local firms into the market competing through lower price. 
4 We will use 'spillover' and 'catching- up' interchangeably, though the former is conceived of as a 
passive process while the latter entails active effort of local firms. For our empirical work whether the 
dynamics is active or passive does not make any difference. 
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Harrison {1993), Aitken, Harrison and Hanson (1994) and Kokko {1994). A good 

survey of this literature is available in De Mello. Jr {1997). The purpose of the present 

paper is to empirically look for the evidence of a spillover process in the case of the 

Indian economy where reforms initiated in mid 80s reduced the policy bias against 

MNCs, and led to their increasing presence (see Table.1). 

A necessary condition for the spillover process is the existence of difference 

between local firms and MNCs in certain attributes at the time of entry of the latter. 

The difference then sets in motion a dynamic process that is expected to reduce the 

initial gap in the attributes. Thus the spillover hypothesis comprises a compound 

proposition: (i) MNCs differ from local firms at the time of their entry, and (ii) a 

process of catching up follows subsequent to the entry of MNCs. Even when the first 

proposition holds the second may not. The ideal way to explore it would be to 

estimate and test a dynamic model of this process with time series data. We can not 

avail that procedure because the entry of MNCs in post-reform Indian industries is 

recent ahd it is not possible to muster time series data of adequate length. Previous 

studies on MNCs in India have been based on cross-section data (eg Panth, 1993, 

Kumar, 1990) and therefore focus more on the first proposition. They also mostly use 

pre-reform information. In this paper we propose to use firm level panel data for nine 

Indian industries where new MNC subsidiaries started operation in post-reform times, 

and address both parts of the compound hypothesis. 

In Section 2, we introduce a conceptual framework for the overall design of our 

empirical work. Section 3 discusses the attributes of firms that are of interest in this 

study, and reasons for interest in them. Section 4 introduces the data and empirical 

exercises. Section 5 discusses the empirical results from the perspective of the spillover 

question. The paper then ends with a brief concluding section. An appendix to the 

paper goes into the methodology of estimating technical efficiency that has been used 

in our empirical exercises. 
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2 An outline of the methodology 

The spillover or catching up process is triggered off by a difference between local firms 

and MNCs in certain firm-specific features at the time of the entry of the latter. 

Technology is an important element of this set of features. Secondly, there is a view 

that MNCs tend to be present more in knowledge-intensive industries where 

intangible assets are more significant and they provide MNCs with relative advantage 

(Dunning, 1981, Caves, 1996)5. Possible assets in this category are managerial practice, 

patents, brand names, marketing networks, etc, which MNCs bring into the host 

economy. Most of these assets elude observation and measurement, and their existence 

needs to be inferred from observable quantities that they contribute to. We propose to 

evaluate them by their total effect on the technical efficiency of an MNC. Accordingly 

we use a measure of technical efficiency (TE) based on total factor productivity to 

explore the difference between MNCs and local firms. We should remark that this 

procedure implies that features or assets that an MNC brings to a host country are not 

reckoned in our account unless they contribute to their technical efficiency. This is a 

weakness of the procedure, because it may be argued that those assets may spillover 

into the industry regardless of whether they lead to greater recorded efficiency of 

MNCs or not. We discuss this issue in more detail in section 6. 

Secondly, as opposed to these variables which we can call 'state variables', we 

also expect to observe differences in 'response variables' between MNCs and local 

firms. Difference in state variables lead to differential response to demand, product and 

factor market conditions. Response variables are either instruments of short run 

maximisation or strategic variables in the short run and medium run games. 6 Given the 

difference in state variables, MNCs and local firms are expected to choose different 

5 Several recent foreign investments appear to fit the intangible assets model awkwardly. Examples are 
FDI in industries such as steel, glass and cement. However as Caves (1998) observes "The relevant 
proprietary assets may be the implicit contracts between suppliers and large customers located abroad, 
reflecting the foreign investor's ability to manage the logistics of continuous supply and adaptation to 
the customer's needs rather than general product-embodied assets." 
6 If we take a simple Cournot oligopoly case, low cost firms have higher market share and profits. 
MNCs have lower cost than local firms. Entry or threat of entry of multiantionals induces local firms to 
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(iii) If St < st and st increases through time, the increase can not be attributed to 

spillover. It is however possible to suggest (or rather not reject) that the increase of st is 

the result of competition with MNCs rather than a spillover process. 

(iv)If St > st, while st is invariant in time we conclude that MNCs have superiority but 

it has not spilled over during the sample period. 

(v) If s1decreases over time, there is no case for a spillover. 

There may also be observations that do not fit any of the above categories. In 

some of the inconclusive cases, we will use the information of the estimated difference 

in response variables to speculate on the developments in that industry, which may be 

of some contextual interest. 

3 Choice of Variables 

We mentioned in section 2 that features like technology and intangible assets will be 

proxied by a measure of technical efficiency based on total factor productivity. The 

appendix to the paper discusses the TE index, estimation procedure and the estimates 

of industry production functions on which firm level efficiency measures have been 

based. The index is relative, and is based on the proximity of a firm to the production 

function of the 'best firm' ie the one with the highest factor productivity. 

Secondly, we can identify a number of response variables that have been either 

observed to differ between MNCs and local firms, or are expected to differ on 

theoretical grounds. Response variables are either instruments of short run 

maximisation or strategic variables in the short run and medium run games. Given the 

difference in state variables, MN Cs and local firms are expected to choose different 

levels for some or all of their response variables, though, as the following discussion 

shows, it may not be possible to have a priori expectation about the direction in which 

they would differ. 

1. R&D: It is generally supposed that developing countries' technological 

institutions and skill endowments are inadequate for efficient R&D investment by 

MNCs. R&D investment by MNCs in host countries, if at all, is observed to be for 

adapting their products to local conditions, and would therefore be small (Bartlet and 
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Ghosha1)7. On the other hand, domestic firms often respond to MNCs' entry by 

increasing their R&D efforts. Consequently, domestic firms may exhibit higher R&D 

expenditure per unit sale compared to MNCs. 

2. Import Intensity: MNC subsidiaries tend to be import-intensive in the 

beginning of their operations as they bring in technology and intermediates from the 

parent company. In course of time, for reducing transport and tariff cost and for 

possible cost advantage of location, they may start local production of certain 

intermediates. At the same time, for minimising technology spillover, they may not 

produce some intermediates locally. This latter may also be done for maintaining 

demand for specific intermediate products of the parent company or as a part of 

transfer pricing strategy. 

As a result, the import intensity of MNC subsidiaries may vary with time. The 

evolving competition introduces further unpredictability. If domestic firms catch up 

technologically, an MNC may import more efficient technology from the parent 

company which is its R&D centre (Kokko, 1994 ). This may result in an unpredictable 

pattern of import intensity. While this discussion implies that import intensity is an 

important strategic variable, we can not form an a prori expectation about the 

difference in sign between MNCs and local firms. 

Vertical Integration: Institutions of the host country determine market 

transaction costs, which are to be weighed against the economy of integrated 

production (Williamson, 1985, Dunning, 1981). Local firms, with more experience of 

domestic institutions may actually face lower transaction costs in some markets. This 

coupled with the preference of MNCs for using parent companies to source 

intermediate products tends to produce a relatively lower degree of vertical integration 

in their host country operations. However there are also contrary evidences where 

firms try to avoid transaction costs through vertical integration8• 

7 A couple of exceptions in India's case are softwares and pharmaceuticals. Some MNCs have been 
setting up R&D centres in India because of the availability of low-wage skilled labour. , 
8 In garments industry, large scale integrated plants producing yarn, cloth, and garments are set up to 
reduce lead time and transaction costs associated with securing inputs, to avoid too many sub
contractors and to implement quality control (Ghemawat and Patibandla, 1999). 
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Both domestic firms and MNCs have to compare the economy of vertical 

integration with associated organisational costs9 • When intermediate products can be 

sourced cost-efficiently from domestic vendor firms (for example, auto-components), 

local firms may opt for lower vertical integration and thus avoid organisational costs. 

Besides, domestic firms in order to compete with MNCs may increase import of 

intermediate products, which would reflect in a lower degree of vertical integration. 

Thus the degree of vertical integration is a strategic variable of some importance, but 

there is no prior expectation about the sign of its difference between local firms and 

MN Cs. 

Export Intensity: Export intensity also features in the literature as an 

important response variable. It has been observed that if local firms loose domestic 

market share to MNCs, they increase exports in the short run to maintain a reasonable 

scale of production (Patibandla, 1999). On the other hand those MNCs who produce 

mostly for export, would have higher export intensity than their counterparts in the 

host cotlntry. 

Advertisement Intensity: MNCs are generally observed to have higher 

advertisement intensity aimed at popularising brand names and establishing consumer 

loyalty. Increasing presence of MN Cs in the Indian market have led domestic firms to 

increase advertising intensity too. Apart from advertising, their general promotional 

expenditure has been also noted to increase with MNCs presence (Patibandla, 1999). 

As is evident from the above discussion, it is not possible to have prior 

theoretical expectation about the sign of the difference of response variables between 

MNCs and local firms. 

4 Data, variables and exercises 

The data is based on nine Indian industries: Air-conditioners (A), Diesel Engines (D), 

Electronic Process Control (E), Light Commercial Vehicles (L), Motors and 

Generators (M), Motor Cycles (MC), Pumps and Compressors (P), Refrigerators (R), 

9 Organisational costs associated with integrated production could be high for large firms in India 
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Television Sets (l). The coverage, depending on the industry, is either 1988-96, or 

1989-96 or 1990-96. Sources of the data are the publications of the Confederation of 

Indian Industry and the Centre for Monitoring the Indian Economy. 

Firms with foreign equity above 50 per cent have been treated as MNC 

subsidiaries10• MNC firms in motor cycles and television sets are new entrants having 

entered in mid 80s or after, while in the other industries such as Light Commercial 

Vehicles and Electronic Process Control, the sample consist of both older and new 

entrant MNCs. This point is germane because new entrant MNCs may differ more 

from domestic firms than older MNCs (Patibandla, 1999; Sanyal and Patibandla, 1999). 

Following is the list of variables used in the exercises: 

1. TE: Relative technical efficiency of production. Firm level relative technical 

efficiency has been estimated by the production frontier approach. We adopt the 

'within estimator' method by using Cobb-Douglas production function and derive 

plant specific and time variant technical efficiency indices11 • The methodology and the 

estimates are briefly presented in the Appendix. 

2. VI: Degree of vertical integration. It is defined as Value-added/ Value of 

output, 0 <VI~ 1. 

3. ES: Export intensity, defined as Exports/Total Sales. 

4. IM: Import intensity, defined as Import of intermediate goods and capital 

goods/ value of output. 

5. RD: Research and development intensity, defined as research and 

development expenditure/ value-added. 

6. AD: Defined as promotional expenditure/Sales. Promotional expenditure 

includes advertisement, marketing, and distribution expenditure. 

- because of the government's labour market policies and trade unions. 
1°Foreign equity holding has increased generally since the reforms started. In several industries (eg 
software and infrastructure) 100 per cent foreign owned subsidiaries are now permitted. In other -
industries, foreign equity is allowed up to 87 per cent. 
11 See Krishna and Sahota (1991) for a detailed explanation of this methodology. 
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7. D: Dummy variable that takes a value of '1' for MNC firms and 'O' for 

domestic firms. 

We report on two exercises. The first relates to the first part of the compound 

proposition about spillover. It explores if MNCs are significantly different from local 

firms in TE and response variables. A qualitative dependent variable (D) is used to 

distinguish between domestic and MNC firms, and we use Probit method of 

estimation (Maddala, 1983). A separate equation is estimated for each industry to 

capture industry specific factors explicitly. These exercises are to test for the likelihood 

of a firm being a domestic or a multinational firm as independent variables vary. 

For this exercise, we estimated two Probit equations to avoid possible 

interdependence among variables. On a priori grounds, interrelation may exist between 

import intensity and the degree of vertical integration12, and between efficiency and 

research and development intensity- Accordingly, in one of the equations the 

dichotomous variable is regressed on TE and vertical integration alone. In the second 

equatiort we regress it on the rest of the response variables. 

The second exercise tests if TE of local firms in a given industry has increased 

over the sample period. Since efficiency is measured relative to the frontier firm in the 

industry, exogenous technical progress through time is not expected to interfere with 

this exercise, assuming that such progress affects all firms in an industry uniformly. 

For this test we arrange the average TE of an industry in ascending order of 

calendar years, and divide them into two samples: the first and the second half. We 

assume that average TE in the two halves are normally distributed, independently of 

each other. On this assumption the difference of the means of the two samples has at

distribution of appropriate degrees of freedom. We then test for the assumption of 

equal variance of the two samples. Depending on the outcome, we use an appropriate t

test for the significance of the difference in mean TE of the two samples. 

· 12 Reduction of duties and easing of import controls has reduced both direct import cost as also import 
related transaction costs. Increase in import of intermediates can directly alter the extent of vertical 
integration. 
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5 Discussion of Results 

Table 2 presents the Probit estimates that differentiate MNCs and domestic firms on 

the basis of relative technical efficiency and degree of vertical integration, while Table 3 

presents the second Probit equation. Table 4 reports on t-tests on the average TE over 

two halves of the sample period. Below we comment on the findings taking account of 

the results of the three exercises together. 

1. Technical efficiency of local firms increased significantly over the sample 

period in three industries: Air-conditioners (A), Light Commercial Vehicles (L) and 

Motor Cycles (MC). These increases can be attributed to spillover if in these industries 

the TE of MNCs is greater than that of local firms or if there is no significant 

difference between the two (see section 2). If local firms' TE is significantly higher than 

that of MNCs, then however the spillover hypothesis can not be accepted. On this 

basis, the hypothesis of spillover can not be rejected for MC and A because TE is not 

significantly different between local firms and MNCs. 

I~ light commercial vehicles (L), the estimated coefficient of TE in Table 2 is 

negative and statistically significant which means local firms have performed more 

efficiently. Therefore in this industry the increase of TE of local firms over the sample 

period (Table 4) can not be attributed to spillover. Using anecdotal evidence and media 

reports, we can construct a possible sequence of events for this industry that may 

square with these findings. Out of the three MNC firms in L, two are new entrants. 

They have been reported to have difficulty competing with incumbent domestic firms, 

particularly, Tata Engineering and Locomotives (TELCO). Also, in response to 

MNCs' entry, TELCO increased technological efforts and invested large amounts in 

R&D13 • This is also borne out by Table 3, where the coefficient for RD for this 

industry in the Probit equation is negative and significant. New entrants possibly had 

to operate at sub-optimal scale during the sample period, which kept their TE low. On 

the other hand their entry started an efficiency improving process in the industry, like 

13 As reported in the press, TELCO invested about Rs.1,700 million in R&D to design and develop a 
small car which appeared on the market in 1998. 
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the efforts of TELCO referred to above. This sequence would suggest an efficiency 

improving effect as a result of competition with MNCs, rather than a spillover process. 

2. In Electronic Process Control (E), Pumps and Compressors (P), 

Refrigerators (R) and Television Sets (T), MNCs have significantly higher TE than 

local firms (Table 2). But as Table 4 shows, this has not produced efficiency spillover in 

any of these industries. In particular, local firms in E and T show a fall in TE during 

the sample period. 

As Table 3 shows, local firms have coped with competition from more efficient 

MNCs in various ways. Local firms in Pumps and Compressors (P) appear to have 

higher export intensity than MNCs, which may support the idea that some firms try 

to maintain a reasonable scale of production by increasing exports when they lose 

domestic market share to more efficient firms (Patibandla, 1999). On the other hand 

local firms in Television Sets (T) show significantly higher import intensity than 

MN Cs. 

3·. In a number of industries local firms show significantly lower TE for the 

second period. They are: Electronic process control (E), Motors and Generators (M), 

and Television Sets (T). It is of some interest to note that except for T, industries in 

this group have fewer new entrant MNCs than the group where TE of locals increased 

over time. 

A few other observations on the results, which are not directly related to the 

question of spillover, but of some contextual interest are: 

4. Except in the case of television and diesel engines, in the other industries 

MNCs have higher vertical integration (Table 2). This partially supports the argument 

that MNCs (especially, new entrants) that do not possess cumulative knowledge of 

dealing with domestic institutions may tend to operate with higher vertical integration. 

5. Estimated coefficients of R&D (Table 3) is significantly positive only in 

pumps and compressors (P). By and large this may uphold the observation in the 

literature that MNCs do not incur significant R&D expenses in host countries. On the 

contrary, local firms respond to MNCs' entry by increasing R&D efforts'. As 
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