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Abstract
We combine after-action review and needs-assessment frameworks to describe

the four most pervasive contemporary methodological challenges faced by

international business (IB) researchers, as identified by authors of Journal of
International Business Studies articles: Psychometrically deficient measures

(mentioned in 73% of articles), idiosyncratic samples or contexts (mentioned

in 62.2% of articles), less-than-ideal research designs (mentioned in 62.2% of
articles), and insufficient evidence about causal relations (mentioned in 8.1% of

articles). Then, we offer solutions to address these challenges: demonstrating

why and how the conceptualization of a construct is accurate given a particular
context, specifying whether constructs are reflective or formative, taking

advantage of the existence of multiple indicators to measure multi-dimensional

constructs, using particular samples and contexts as vehicles for theorizing and
further theory development, seeking out particular samples or contexts where

hypotheses are more or less likely to be supported empirically, using Big Data

techniques to take advantage of untapped sources of information and to re-

analyze currently available data, implementing quasi-experiments, and
conducting necessary-condition analysis. Our article aims to advance IB

theory by tackling the most typical methodological challenges and is

intended for researchers, reviewers and editors, research consumers, and
instructors who are training the next generation of scholars.
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INTRODUCTION
Several recently published reviews and reflections have highlighted
the increasing diversity of international business (IB) research in
terms of its disciplinary bases, theoretical and conceptual under-
pinnings, topics, and methodologies (e.g., Aguinis, Cascio &
Ramani, 2017; Cantwell & Brannen, 2016; Griffith, Cavusgil &
Xu, 2008; Liesch, Hakanson, McGaughey, Middleton & Cretchley,
2011; Shenkar, 2004; Verbeke & Calma, 2017). Also, a recently
published edited volume describes best practices in IB research
methods (Eden, Nielsen & Verbeke, 2020). Our article complements
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and goes beyond these efforts by identifying con-
temporary methodological challenges faced by IB
researchers, as described by Journal of International
Business Studies (JIBS) authors themselves, and
offering solutions to each of these challenges.
Therefore, our article makes the following contri-
butions. First, our proposed solutions are mostly
based on innovations outside of IB (i.e., organiza-
tional behavior, human resource management,
strategy, psychology, and entrepreneurship). Also,
they are readily available and can be implemented
without substantial effort or cost. Second, our
proposed solutions extend current knowledge by
identifying new insights and opportunities. As one
example, in their chapters in Eden et al.’s (2020)
edited volume, Doty & Astakhova (2020) and van
Witteloostuijn, Eden & Chang (2020) referred to
challenges posed by the use of psychometrically
deficient constructs, and suggested traditional solu-
tions such as the use of multisource data and
observable constructs. We extend these suggestions
by identifying additional solutions (i.e., using
reflective versus formative indicators; using Big
Data) that offer new avenues for IB researchers
facing this challenge. Third, we provide examples
of research that has implemented our proposed
solutions to illustrate that our recommendations
are realistic and not just wishful thinking. Overall,
our goal is to help advance IB theory by addressing
the most typical methodological challenges. Our
article is intended for researchers with the typical
methodological training offered by IB doctoral
programs, journal reviewers and editors, research
consumers, and instructors who are training the
next generation of scholars.

Our approach is based on combining two inter-
related frameworks: an after-action review (AAR) and
a needs assessment. Popularized by the military, an
AAR is a ‘‘continuous learning process reflecting the
desire to sustain performance or the need to change
behavior in order to effect more favorable out-
comes’’ (Salter & Klein, 2007: 5). Importantly, AARs
do not seek to assign blame. Instead, they adopt an
objective, non-punitive stance that allows for a
reflective examination of past performance, with
the goal of improving future outcomes (Morrison &
Meliza, 1999). We complement our AAR approach
with a needs-assessment framework drawn from the
training-and-development literature (Aguinis &
Kraiger, 2009; Noe, 2017). In this approach, infor-
mation about challenges forms the basis of future
training and development efforts aimed at address-
ing gaps between current and desired levels of

knowledge, skills, and performance (Cascio &
Aguinis, 2019; Noe, 2017). Based on these two
approaches, we conducted a review and content
analysis to uncover the most pervasive contempo-
rary methodological challenges, as identified by the
authors of all empirical articles published in JIBS
from January through December 2018. In addition,
to make our article most useful and relevant for IB
readers, we illustrate the methodological challenges
by referring to variables used in IB research specif-
ically. We then present solutions that can help IB
researchers address these challenges.
We pause here to clarify two important issues.

First, because we examined published JIBS articles,
the methodological challenges we identify repre-
sent only those that survived the review process. In
other words, each of the articles probably had other
methodological challenges, but the authors
addressed them as their manuscripts improved
during the review process based on feedback pro-
vided by the reviewers and the editor. We discuss
this issue in more detail in the section titled
‘‘Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research.’’
Second, our focus on recent JIBS articles is not
intended to target this journal, or more broadly,
the field of IB. For example, authors of articles
published in Academy of Management Journal (AMJ),
Strategic Management Journal (SMJ), Journal of Man-
agement (JOM), and Journal of Applied Psychology
(JAP) have identified some of the challenges also
referred to by JIBS authors.1 So, we focus on JIBS as
a case study. Also, in implementing our combined
AAR-needs-assessment approach, our intention is
not to cast blame. Rather, our hope is that, over
time, the potential solutions we outline will be
used not only in JIBS but also in other IB journals,
such as the Journal of World Business, Global Strategy
Journal, Journal of International Management, and
Management and Organization Review, among others.
Established theories of human performance pro-

vide an explanation for and help us understand the
existence of the methodological challenges we
identified. Specifically, these likely exist due to a
combination of three factors: (a) researcher moti-
vation; (b) researcher and reviewer knowledge,
skills, and abilities (KSAs); and (c) context (Aguinis,
2019; Van Iddekinge, Aguinis, Mackey & DeOrten-
tiis, 2018). Regarding motivation, researchers
receive highly valued incentives for publishing in
top journals, regardless of an article’s methodolog-
ical limitations (Aguinis, Cummings, Ramani &
Cummings, 2020b; Rasheed & Priem, 2020). Sec-
ond, regarding KSAs, given the fast pace of
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methodological developments, many reviewers are
unable to update their methodological repertoire
and may not be as familiar with the latest method-
ological innovations (Aguinis, Hill & Bailey, 2020).
Similarly, researcher KSAs are affected by financial
constraints and the decreased number of opportu-
nities for doctoral students and more seasoned
researchers alike to receive university-sponsored
state-of-the-science methodological training (Agui-
nis, Ramani & Alabduljader, 2018). Third, regarding
context, there are established and consensually
accepted methodological practices that are passed
on from generation to generation of researchers –
and these practices are difficult to change, even if
novel and better approaches become available
(Aguinis, Gottfredson & Joo, 2013; Nielsen, Eden
& Verbeke, 2020). A human-performance theoret-
ical framework that includes motivation, KSAs, and
context allows us to understand why these method-
ological challenges exist and persist and also to
offer suggestions for how to move forward in the
future.

CONTEMPORARY METHODOLOGICAL
CHALLENGES

We reviewed all 43 articles published in JIBS from
January through December 2018, excluding edito-
rials, reviews, and conceptual articles (the total
number of all types of articles was 66). Following
the procedure implemented by Brutus, Aguinis &
Wassmer (2013) in their review of the management
literature, we identified self-reported methodolog-
ical challenges by examining the Limitations,
Future Directions, Robustness Checks, and similar
sections in each article’s Discussion section. We
used dummy coding (1 = yes, 0 = no) to count how
many articles mentioned each particular
challenge.2

A legitimate question is whether JIBS authors are
sufficiently transparent in acknowledging method-
ological challenges (Aguinis et al., 2018). It was
reassuring to find that most JIBS articles (approxi-
mately 72%) explicitly acknowledged methodolog-
ical challenges that potentially influenced
substantive results and conclusions. We suspect
that many of these challenges are included in
published articles as a result of the review process
and at the request of reviewers or editors.

Table 1 presents the four most frequently men-
tioned methodological challenges: (i) psychometri-
cally deficient measures, (ii) idiosyncratic samples
or contexts, (iii) less-than-ideal research designs,

and (iv) insufficient evidence about causal rela-
tions. Because these challenges are so pervasive,
this list is likely to be familiar to many IB
researchers, journal editors, and reviewers, as well
as consumers of research.
Because we do not wish to identify authors,

Table 1 shows aggregate results. For the same
reason, the description of each of the four most
frequently mentioned challenges does not refer to
any specific articles. Rather, we provide generalized
statements to show how authors typically refer to
each of the challenges.3

The methodological challenge that was most
frequent and was mentioned in 73% of the articles
was that the measures used were psychometrically
deficient. Authors typically reported this challenge
using one of two formats:

• ‘‘Our study used [X] to measure construct [Z]. A
challenge of this approach is that [X] does not
fully capture the construct [Z].’’

• ‘‘Our study used [X] as a measure of construct [Z].
However, others have noted that data regarding
[X] is subject to manipulation or error and
therefore may not be sufficiently reliable as a
way to measure [Z].’’

The methodological challenge that was men-
tioned second most frequently referred to the use of
idiosyncratic samples or contexts (62.2%). Authors
referred to this challenge using the following
general phrasing:

• ‘‘Our study examined the relationship between
[X] and [Y] in the context of or using a sample
drawn from [Z]. A challenge of this approach is
that results obtained and conclusions drawn may
be altered significantly when examined in a
different context (e.g., country, time-period) or
when using a different sample (e.g., a more
diverse group of firms, publicly listed versus
non-public firms).’’

The methodological challenge that was men-
tioned third most frequently was the use of a less-
than-ideal research design (62.2%). This challenge
referred to variables included, excluded, or not
measured, and the manner in which the data were
collected. Authors typically reported this challenge
using one of these three formats:

• ‘‘We did not include/exclude/measure/control for
[X] due to limitations in the dataset used.’’

Methodological practices in international business research Herman Aguinis et al.

1595

Journal of International Business Studies



• ‘‘We examined the relationship between [X] and
[Y] at the level of [Z] (e.g., firm, industry,
country), but these relationships might differ
based on additional levels of analysis such as
[W] (e.g., industry, country, geographic cluster).’’

• ‘‘We captured data regarding the relationship
between [X] and [Y] during a particular period,
but these relationships might change if we had
more longitudinal data.’’

The fourth methodological challenge, which was
not nearly as frequent as the previous three (men-
tioned in 8.1% of the articles), involved insufficient
evidence about causal relations. Authors generally
described this challenge as follows:

• ‘‘Because we used method [Z] (e.g., archival data,
cross-sectional survey) to study the relationship
between [X] and [Y], our results and conclusions
should not be interpreted as implying a causal
link between the constructs.’’

Interestingly, there are differences in the results
of our analysis based on articles published in JIBS
compared to those by Brutus et al. (2013) based on
articles published in AMJ, Administrative Science
Quarterly (ASQ), JAP, and JOM. For example,

compared to Brutus et al. (2013; Table 5), issues of
psychometrically deficient measures, idiosyncratic
samples or contexts, and less-than-ideal research
designs are much more prevalent in IB research,
while issues of insufficient evidence about causal
relations are much less frequent. Specifically, we
found that 73% of JIBS articles reported issues
related to psychometrically deficient measures. In
contrast, the average across the four journals
examined by Brutus et al. (2013) was 25%. Simi-
larly, idiosyncratic samples or contexts are reported
in 62.2% of JIBS articles versus 32%, as reported by
Brutus et al. (2013). The values for less-than-ideal
research designs are 62.2% for JIBS versus an
average of 6% across AMJ, ASQ, JAP, and JOM.
However, JIBS articles are much less likely (8%) to
note issues of insufficient evidence about causal
relations compared to the four journals examined
by Brutus et al. (34%).
Based on the aforementioned results and com-

parisons, while some broad dimensions of method-
ological limitations seem to apply across fields, IB
researchers face a unique combination of method-
ological challenges, and those are in many ways
distinct from the concerns expressed by authors of
articles in management journals. These differences
are likely due to the fact that, as noted by Eden

Table 1 Most pervasive methodological challenges reported by authors of Journal of International Business Studies (JIBS) articles

(January–December 2018).

Methodological

challenge

Typical phrasing used in JIBS articles to describe each challenge Percent and number of articles

mentioning each challenge

1. Psychometrically

deficient measures

[X] was used to measure construct [Z], but it does not fully capture [Z]

[X] was used to measure construct [Z]. Others have noted that data

regarding [X] is subject to manipulation or error and therefore may not

be sufficiently reliable as a way to measure [Z]

73.0% (27)

2. Idiosyncratic samples

or contexts

We examined the relationship between [X] and [Y] in the context of or

using a sample drawn from [Z]. Results obtained and conclusions

drawn may be altered significantly when examined in a different

context or when using a different sample

62.2% (23)

3. Less-than-ideal

research design

We did not include/exclude/measure/control for [X] due to limitations

in the dataset

We examined the relationship between [X] and [Y] at level [Z], but the

relationship might differ based on additional levels of analysis, such as

[W]

We captured data regarding the relationship between [X] and [Y] during

a particular period, but relationships might change if we had more

longitudinal data

62.2% (23)

4. Insufficient evidence

about causal relations

Because we used method [Z] to study the relationship between [X] and

[Y], our results and conclusions should not be interpreted as implying a

causal link between the constructs

8.1% (3)

The table is based initially on the 43 empirical articles published in JIBS during January–December 2018, excluding editorials, reviews, and conceptual
articles (the total number of articles was 66). The final number of articles we analyzed is 37, because six empirical articles did not mention any
methodological challenges.
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et al. (2020: 11), ‘‘IB refers to a complex set of
phenomena, which require attention to both sim-
ilarities and differences between domestic and
foreign operations at multiple levels of analysis.’’
Thus, methodological challenges in IB result, at
least in part, from substantive questions about
processes that are locally embedded, relationally
enacted, and iteratively unfolding (Poulis & Poulis,
2018) – what Norder, Sullivan, Emich & Sawhney
(2020) recently called ‘‘local-seeking global.’’

PROPOSED SOLUTIONS
As a preview of the material that follows, Table 2
provides a summary of our proposed solutions for
each of the methodological challenges we
described in the previous section, together with
sources that describe each of the solutions in more
detail. Furthermore, we include both ex-ante solu-
tions (e.g., regarding measures and research
design), as well as ex-post solutions (e.g., using
Big Data and necessary-conditions analysis). We do
so because while ex-ante solutions are ideal (Agui-
nis & Vandenberg, 2014), they may not always be
feasible. In such cases, ex-post solutions can be a
satisfactory alternative.

Solutions for Challenge #1: Psychometrically
Deficient Measures
A measure is considered psychometrically deficient
if it fails to represent the desired construct in a
comprehensive manner (Aguinis, Henle & Ostroff,
2001). Using such measures provides an incomplete
(i.e., deficient) understanding of the construct.
Consequently, estimates of relations between the
focal and other constructs are usually underesti-
mated (i.e., observed effect-size estimates are smal-
ler than their true values). For example, measures of
patent counts and patent citations are common in
IB research. In our review, we found that these
measures have been used in JIBS articles as proxies
for constructs as diverse as knowledge sourcing and
innovation performance. Furthermore, the articles
using these measures mentioned that an important
methodological challenge was the inability of
patent-based measures to represent the intended
construct comprehensively. A similar challenge
involving psychometrically deficient measures
applies to data used to assess other key IB constructs
such as research and development (R&D) invest-
ment and R&D intensity.

Recent research in IB has identified some poten-
tial solutions. These include specifying decision

rules used to select variables (Aguinis et al., 2017);
calls for IB researchers to work together to identify
clear standards (Delios, 2020; Peterson & Muratova,
2020); and an illustration and recommendation
regarding the specific construct of cultural distance
(Beugelsdijk, Ambos & Nell, 2018). We offer three
additional solutions to address the challenge of
psychometrically deficient measures.
First, consider that an ounce of prevention is

worth a pound of cure (cf. Aguinis & Vandenberg,
2014). In other words, the first solution is for
researchers to evaluate whether the measure they
are considering might be psychometrically defi-
cient before they collect and analyze data. Future IB
research can begin by examining the literature to
determine if the measure has been employed
previously to represent more than one construct.
If so, it is necessary to provide one or more
theoretical arguments to explain why it is appro-
priate to use the measure to assess the focal
construct. It is also necessary to demonstrate why
and how the conceptualization of the construct is
accurate, given the context of the study (Ketchen,
Ireland & Baker, 2013). An example of a study that
adopted such a solution is Banerjee, Venaik &
Brewer’s (2019) article on understanding corporate
political activity (CPA) using the integration-re-
sponsiveness framework. The authors briefly
reviewed past approaches to studying CPA, and
then outlined how their conceptualization aligned
with the focus of their study.
Second, most constructs in IB research are mul-

tidimensional in nature (e.g., organizational inno-
vation). So, another solution for the psychometric-
deficiency challenge is to follow the three-step
process outlined by Edwards (2001) as follows. The
first step is to specify whether the construct is
reflective (i.e., measures are indicators of a super-
ordinate construct) or formative (i.e., measures are
aggregated to form the construct). For example,
consider the construct of organizational innova-
tion, which has been examined in several JIBS
articles using measures such as product innovation,
total number of patent applications, number of
patents per employee, process innovation, and
administrative innovation, among others. A reflec-
tive conceptualization implies that there exists an
unobserved latent variable (i.e., organizational
innovation), and that these measures are observ-
able embodiments of this latent variable (Edwards,
2011). In contrast, a formative conceptualization
implies that these measures are building blocks of
an underlying latent variable (i.e., organizational
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innovation), which is defined by some combina-
tion of these measures (Edwards, 2011).

The second step is to identify different dimen-
sions of the construct and the implications of
conceptualizing it in this manner. Because each

measure in a reflective conceptualization captures
all relevant information about the construct, dif-
ferent measures may be omitted, as they provide
interchangeable information (Edwards,
2001, 2011). Therefore, researchers may use just

Table 2 Proposed solutions to the most pervasive methodological challenges reported by authors of Journal of International Business

Studies (JIBS) articles (January–December 2018).

Methodological

challenge

Proposed solutions Methodological sources describing solutions

1. Psychometrically
deficient measures

Ascertain whether the measure has previously been employed
to represent more than one construct. If so, provide a
theoretical argument about the appropriateness of using the
measure to assess the focal construct and demonstrate why
and how the conceptualization of the construct is accurate,
given the context of the study

Specify whether the construct is reflective (i.e., measures are
indicators of a superordinate construct) or formative (i.e.,
measures are aggregated to form the construct). Identify
different dimensions of the construct and implications
regarding its conceptualization. Use analytical techniques
based on the conceptualization of the construct as reflective or
formative

Use multiple rather than single indicators to measure
constructs. This can be done by using two or more measures
that provide alternative information about different facets of
the construct or by cross-referencing measures of the
construct across different databases

Aguinis & Vandenberg (2014), Boyd, Gove & Hitt
(2005), Cascio (2012), Coltman, Devinney,
Midgley & Venaik (2008), Diamantopoulos &
Papadopoulos (2010), Edwards (2001, 2011),
Ketchen, Ireland & Baker (2013) and Vandenberg
& Lance (2000)

2. Idiosyncratic
samples or contexts

Re-conceptualize this methodological challenge: rather than
treating it as a methodological limitation, a particular sample
or context can be used as vehicle for theorizing and further
theoretical development. Using a specifically targeted sample
or context can help expand the understanding of the focal
theory’s boundary conditions, provide support for a theory or
part of a theory that was previously lacking, or improve our
understanding of practical implications of interventions based
on the theory’s propositions

Embrace the uniqueness of the challenge posed by sample or
context specificity: Seek out samples or contexts where
hypotheses are more likely or less likely to be supported
empirically, thereby putting focal theories at risk of
falsification. This solution is akin to the ‘‘case-study’’ approach
used in other fields and can also be used with a multiple-case-
design approach, thereby assessing the explanatory power of
the theory under similar, yet subtly different, conditions

Bamberger & Pratt (2010), Eisenhardt, Graebner &
Sonenshein (2016), Leavitt, Mitchell & Peterson
(2010), Makadok, Burton & Barney (2018) and
Tsang (2014)

3. Less-than-ideal
research design

Use Big Data to create unique insights by examining previously
untapped complementary sources of information, such as
articles in newspapers and other business and current-event
outlets, publicly available financial and other company filings,
and reports and white papers issued by watchdog groups

Leverage Big Data techniques by re-analyzing currently
available data using text mining to, for example, analyze the
co-occurrence of words and infer meaning from common
terms

Chen & Wojcik (2016), Cheung & Jak (2016),
George, Haas & Pentland (2014), George, Osinga,
Lavie & Scott (2016), Kosinski, Wang, Lakkaraju &
Leskovec (2016), Landers, Brusso, Cavanaugh &
Collmus (2016), Sheng, Amankwah-Amoah &
Wang (2017), and Tonidandel, King & Cortina
(2018)

4. Insufficient
evidence about
causal relations

Use quasi-experimental designs that allow non-random
assignment of units (e.g., employees, firms, industries,
countries) to different conditions or for naturally occurring (as
opposed to controlled) variation in the independent variable

Use necessary-conditions analysis, which is a data-analytic
technique that helps identify the variables that are essential for
achieving a particular outcome

Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart & Lalive (2010),
Banerjee & Duflo (2009), Cook & Steiner (2010),
Cuervo-Cazurra, Mudambi, Pedersen & Piscitello
(2017), Dul (2016), Dul, Hak & Goertz, (2010),
Eden (2017), Eden, Stone-Romero & Rothstein
(2015), Grant & Wall (2009) and Stone-Romero &
Rosopa (2008)
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one measure to fully describe organizational inno-
vation. However, in a formative conceptualization,
each measure captures a different aspect of the
construct, and omitting a measure detracts from
the overall understanding of the construct (Ed-
wards, 2001, 2011). Therefore, researchers should
use multiple measures and combine the scores to
arrive at a composite value of organizational
innovation.

The third and final step involves using analytical
techniques based on the conceptualization of the
construct as reflective or formative (Edwards, 2001).
For example, while reflective measures are expected
to have high inter-correlations, formative measures
do not need to demonstrate high internal consis-
tency (Edwards, 2011). Researchers can take similar
steps regarding issues such as measurement equiv-
alence, measurement error, model identification,
and model fit (Diamantopoulos & Papadopoulos,
2010; Edwards, 2001, 2011; Vandenberg & Lance,
2000). Besides organizational innovation, some
examples of IB constructs that may be conceptual-
ized as reflective or formative include international
business pressures (Coltman, Devinney, Midgley &
Venaik, 2008), export coordination and export
performance (Diamantopoulos, 1999; Diaman-
topoulos & Siguaw, 2006), and exploration and
exploitation (Nielsen & Gudergan, 2012). Overall,
following these three steps will provide IB research-
ers with evidence on whether psychometric defi-
ciency is a concern, regardless of the manner in
which the construct is conceptualized.

Third, yet another solution when facing chal-
lenges regarding the choice and operationalization
of measures is to use multiple rather than single
indicators. This is possible even when a particular
database includes a single-item measure. Specifi-
cally, it is possible to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the construct in question by
using two or more measures that provide alterna-
tive information. In the case of organizational
innovation, researchers may utilize multiple mea-
sures such as, for example, the number of new
products introduced, degree of ‘‘newness’’ of the
products, degree of technological advancement of
products versus competitors’ offerings, and process
improvements to capture information about differ-
ent facets of the construct. Another approach is to
cross-reference measures of the construct across
different databases (Boyd, Gove & Hitt, 2005;
Cascio, 2012). For instance, returning to the exam-
ple of patent-based measures, rather than relying
only on patent counts or patent citations, future

research can use both when examining constructs
related to innovation, knowledge, or technology
(Ketchen et al., 2013).

Solutions for Challenge #2: Idiosyncratic Samples
or Contexts
The highly diverse nature of IB research and its
local-seeking global theories (Norder et al., 2020)
makes the challenge of using idiosyncratic samples
or contexts particularly salient. For example, Tea-
garden, Von Glinow, and Mellahi (2018) noted that
much of IB research is about contextualizing busi-
ness. Our results showed that challenges men-
tioned in JIBS articles include testing theories
(i) in a single country with a particular form of
governance, (ii) during a particular time-period,
(iii) using relations between two specific countries,
and (iv) examining a particular product category in
a particular market in a particular group of
countries.
For researchers wrestling with methodological

challenges stemming from the specific sample or
context in which they test their theories, we offer
two solutions. The first is to re-conceptualize this
methodological challenge. Specifically, rather than
treating it as a methodological limitation, a partic-
ular sample or context can be used as a vehicle for
theorizing and further theoretical development.
For example, using a specifically targeted sample or
context can help expand the understanding of the
focal theory’s boundary conditions, provide sup-
port for a theory or part of a theory that was
previously lacking, or improve our understanding
of practical implications of interventions based on
the theory’s propositions (Aguinis, Villamor, Laz-
zarini, Vassolo, Amorós, & Allen, 2020c; Bamberger
& Pratt, 2010; Makadok, Burton & Barney, 2018).
Adopting this solution will also help future IB
researchers answer numerous calls (e.g., Antonakis,
2017; Leavitt, Mitchell & Peterson, 2010) for greater
clarity and precision in theories and theorizing.
The second solution is to embrace the uniqueness

of the challenge posed by sample or context
specificity. That is, future IB research can specifi-
cally seek out samples or contexts where hypothe-
ses are more likely or less likely to be supported
empirically, thereby putting focal theories at risk of
falsification (Bamberger & Pratt, 2010; Leavitt et al.,
2010). Adopting this solution is akin to the ‘‘case-
study’’ approach (e.g., Eisenhardt, Graebner &
Sonenshein, 2016; Gibbert & Ruigrok, 2010; Tsang,
2014). Future IB research can also use unique
samples and contexts as individual settings for a

Methodological practices in international business research Herman Aguinis et al.

1599

Journal of International Business Studies



multiple-case-design approach, thereby examining
the explanatory power of the theory under similar,
yet subtly different, conditions. For example, an
examination of the role of historic relations
between governments on multinational operations
may include the same construct or outcome (e.g.,
foreign investment, knowledge transfer between
subsidiaries) using two sets of countries that share
similar historic ties of cooperation or competition,
such as China and Japan, and Japan and South
Korea. A good example of the potential application
of this solution is the study by Ambos, Fuchs, and
Zimmermann (2020) examining how headquarters
and subsidiaries manage tensions that arise from
demands for local integration and global
responsiveness.

Solutions for Challenge #3: Less-than-Ideal
Research Design
Concerns regarding research-design issues are not
new to IB research. For example, Peterson, Arregle
& Martin (2012) and Martin (2020) discussed levels
of analysis. Similarly, Chang, van Witteloostuijn &
Eden (2010), Doty & Astakhova (2020), and van
Witteloostuijn et al., (2020) addressed common
method variance. We contribute to this discussion
by identifying how challenges associated with the
effects of less-than-ideal research design for theory
building and testing – including those associated
with levels of analysis and common method vari-
ance – can be addressed, at least in part, by relying
on developments in the use of Big Data.

Big Data is often characterized by three V’s:
volume, velocity, and variety (Laney, 2001). Vol-
ume refers to the sheer scale of the data, velocity is
about the speed with which the data are generated
as well as the speed of the analytics process required
to meet those demands, and variety is about the
many forms that Big Data can take – including
structured numeric data, text documents, audio,
video, and social media (Chen & Wojcik, 2016). It
is not unusual to refer to Big Data using other
terms, such as data mining, knowledge discovery in
databases, data or predictive analytics, or data
science (Harlow & Oswald, 2016). As such, Big Data
differs from commonly used large datasets (e.g.,
Bloomberg Business, Compustat, ILOSTAT, Orbis,
Osiris) that collect large quantities of data on a
predefined list of measures over a specific period, as
well as from researchers’ own data-collection efforts
that seek information regarding a limited set of
measures over a pre-determined period. It is impor-
tant to note that Big Data is not the same as ‘‘more

data,’’ particularly when they are of dubious qual-
ity. Indeed, ensuring the veracity and value of the
data is an important consideration when using Big-
Data approaches (Braun, Kuljanin & DeShon, 2018;
Iafrate, 2015; IBM, 2020; Zhang, Yang, Chen & Li,
2018). Nor is Big Data the solution to fundamental
challenges, such as how constructs are defined and
operationalized in the first place (Podsakoff,
MacKenzie & Podsakoff, 2016). Nevertheless, accu-
rate Big Data – sometimes referred to as ‘‘Smart
Data’’ – represents a unique opportunity to address
some of the challenges posed by less-than-ideal
research designs (Tonidandel, King & Cortina,
2018).
Big Data can provide unique insights by allowing

researchers to examine previously untapped com-
plementary sources of information (George, Haas &
Pentland, 2014). For example, consider a study
about the ownership or governance structures of
firms and the situation that traditional datasets do
not provide sufficient information regarding these
variables. A Big-Data approach can rely on exam-
ining articles in newspapers and other business and
current-event outlets, publicly available financial
and other company filings (e.g., Securities and
Exchange Commission filings such as the 10-K,
10-Q, or 8-K reports), and reports and white papers
issued by watchdog groups (e.g., Citizens for
Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, D.C.).
Adopting a Big-Data approach will allow future IB
researchers to gain additional insights based on
variables not included in public datasets or mea-
sured during their data collection, and also when
the data included are limited or censored in terms
of levels of analysis (e.g., only firm-level data
measured), or period-of-data collection (e.g., data
only collected for certain years).
Another way to leverage Big-Data techniques to

address the methodological challenge of less-than-
ideal research design is by re-analyzing currently
available data. Returning to the example of patent-
based measures, higher-quality research designs
will result from using the Big Data technique of,
for example, text mining (George, Osinga, Lavie &
Scott, 2016). Text mining is a data-analytic tech-
nique that infers knowledge about desired con-
structs from unstructured data in the form of text,
and is particularly useful when analyzing Big Data
(O’Mara-Eves, Thomas, McNaught, Miwa & Anani-
adou, 2015). In our example, future IB research can
use text mining to analyze the co-occurrence of
words within patents, or infer meaning from com-
mon terms used across patents, to gain a deeper and
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more comprehensive perspective about knowledge
creation and transfer (George et al., 2016).
Together, using Big Data approaches to examine
additional sources of information and re-analyze
existing data can help IB researchers address previ-
ously identified challenges stemming from issues
related to levels of analysis and common method
variance.

We readily acknowledge that the prospect of
gathering supplemental information using Big-
Data methods such as web scraping and text
mining may seem daunting. However, there is a
growing number of resources, including packages
using the free software, R (e.g., Munzert, Rubba,
Meißner & Nyhuis, 2014; Silge & Robinson, 2016),
and tutorials and resource articles (e.g., Cheung &
Jak, 2016; Kosinski, Wang, Lakkaraju & Leskovec,
2016; Landers, Brusso, Cavanaugh & Collmus,
2016; McKenny, Aguinis, Short & Anglin, 2018;
Tonidandel et al., 2018). These are particularly
useful for those with little or no background or
experience with Big Data. Moreover, we see great
potential in implementing Big-Data solutions in
the specific IB domains of international environ-
ment and cross-country comparative studies. For
example, IB researchers may use Big Data to expand
their examinations of questions related to how
business processes relate to organizational perfor-
mance across different countries. These include, for
example, marketing strategies and the use of con-
sumer-behavior data (e.g., Hofacker, Malthouse &
Sultan, 2016; Matz & Netzer, 2017), managerial
metrics (e.g., Mintz, Currim, Steenkamp & de Jong,
2020), knowledge sharing (e.g., Haas, Criscuolo &
George, 2015), and capital-allocation decisions
(e.g., Sun, Zhao & Sun, 2020).

Solutions for Challenge #4: Insufficient Evidence
About Causal Relations
Like other fields, IB research seeks to study and
understand change; it is, therefore, inherently
interested in the issue of causality. Indeed, many
have noted the need for IB to address the issue of
causality to enable greater theoretical progress. For
example, Cuervo-Cazurra, Andersson, Brannen,
Nielsen & Reuber (2016), and Reeb, Sakakibara &
Mahmood (2012) noted the potential of using
experimental designs to address causality and
alternative explanations. Similarly, Reeb et al.
(2012), and Meyer, van Witteloostuijn & Beugels-
dijk (2017) encouraged researchers to be more
careful in how they refer to the results of their
own studies to avoid implying unwarranted

causality. Finally, Shaver (2020) alluded to the
potential of Big Data to help improve causal
inferences.
Demonstrating causality is not possible in the

absence of critical research-design features such as
the existence of different levels of the independent
variables (Eden, Stone-Romero & Rothstein, 2015;
Lonati, Quiroga, Zehnder & Antonakis, 2018). In
other words, ‘‘it is not possible to put right with
statistics what has been done wrong by design’’
(Cook & Steiner, 2010: 57). This issue is especially
challenging for IB research because it is typically
conducted in settings that are not conducive to
randomized experimental designs (Eden, 2017). We
propose two solutions – one related to design and
one related to analysis – that will help address this
methodological challenge.
First, future IB research can make greater use of

quasi-experimental designs (Eden, 2017; Lonati
et al., 2018; Stone-Romero & Rosopa, 2008). Such
designs allow for non-random assignment of units
(e.g., employees, firms, industries, countries) to
different conditions or for naturally occurring (as
opposed to controlled) variation in the indepen-
dent variable. Doing so combines elements from
both non-experimental field studies and random-
ized experiments to improve confidence in causal
inferences (Abadie, Diamond & Hainmueller, 2015;
Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart & Lalive, 2010;
Banerjee & Duflo, 2009; Cuervo-Cazurra, Mudambi,
Pedersen & Piscitello, 2017). Quasi-experimental
designs are particularly well suited for IB research
that examines constructs such as changes in gov-
ernment policy, organizational expansion, innova-
tion, and foreign direct investment decisions (e.g.,
Castellani, Mariotti & Piscitello, 2008; Grant &
Wall, 2009; Kogut & Zander, 2000). They are also
useful when, as happens often in IB research, a
change in an outcome due to a change in an
independent variable manifests itself only after a
period of time. Examples of quasi-experiments in
recent IB-related research include Buckley, Chen,
Clegg & Voss’s (2018) study of risk propensity in
foreign direct investment location; Huvaj & John-
son’s (2019) investigation of the effect of organiza-
tional complexity on innovation; and Vandor &
Franke’s (2016) examination of the impact of cross-
cultural experience on opportunity-recognition
capabilities. Additional examples include how
monthly and quarterly earnings estimates might
influence a multinational corporation’s expansion
plans (Irani & Oesch, 2016), how knowledge-shar-
ing and innovation spread across local and foreign
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subsidiaries (Wang, Noe & Wang, 2014), and the
impact of home-country corporate social responsi-
bility efforts on foreign operations (Flammer & Luo,
2017).

The second solution relates to data analysis.
Specifically, future IB research can use necessary-
conditions analysis (NCA; Dul, 2016). NCA is a
data-analytic technique that helps identify the
variables that are essential for achieving a particular
outcome (Dul, 2016). Most data-analytic tech-
niques that are commonly used (e.g., OLS and
other types of multiple and multivariate regression,
multilevel modeling, and structural-equation mod-
eling) generally operate on the basis of a compen-
satory or additive logic. In that approach, variables
can compensate for each other in predicting an
outcome, and certain variables may be completely
absent (i.e., have a value of zero). NCA relies on a
multiplicative logic in which the lack of a single
variable eliminates the possibility of achieving an
outcome (Dul, 2016; Dul, Hak & Goertz, 2010). By
understanding which variables are critical to the
presence of a desired outcome, NCA can help future
IB researchers gain a better understanding of causal
effects when examining a particular outcome.

For example, consider the goal of examining how
firms differ in their approaches to entering foreign
markets. A study addressing this issue may examine
potential determinants such as overseas market
similarity and potential, company internal com-
petitiveness, company familiarity with entering
overseas markets, and company internal cash
reserves (Koch, 2001). Using the resulting esti-
mates, such as regression coefficients from additive
data-analytic techniques, provides information on
how each of these variables differentially covaries
with the outcome. In addition, these results may
indicate that the absence of a particular variable –
say, lack of familiarity with entering overseas
markets – can be compensated for by higher levels
of another – say, company internal cash reserves.
While useful, these results do not provide informa-
tion about whether the lack of familiarity causes
firms to differ in how they approach foreign-market
entry. In contrast, NCA relies on a multiplicative
logic. Using NCA provides information not only on
whether the lack of familiarity causes firms to
choose different strategies but also the minimum
level of familiarity needed for choosing one
approach over another. Note that in both instances
the data analyzed are the same (e.g., archival, cross-
sectional survey), and it is only the data-analytical
technique that differs. Therefore, combining NCA

with additive data-analytical techniques can help
future IB researchers improve knowledge about
underlying causal structures and causal chains even
when using data collected with non-experimental
designs.
Finally, we wish to clarify that NCA is not simply

a new form of data mining in which theory does
not play an important role. Instead, NCA is an
analytical technique that can help IB researchers
advance theory by applying the principles of strong
inference (Leavitt et al., 2010) to examine compet-
ing theory-driven hypotheses. Because NCA oper-
ates on a ‘‘necessary but not sufficient’’ logic, it can
only be used to identify determinants whose
absence would prevent an outcome from being
achieved, but not the determinants that will pro-
duce the outcome (Dul, 2016). For example, in the
illustration in the previous paragraph, NCA can
identify whether or not lack of familiarity causes
differences in foreign-market entry strategies. How-
ever, it cannot provide insight into how other
determinants influence the adoption of different
foreign-market entry strategies. Accordingly, NCA
represents a complement for, not a replacement of,
current analytical approaches such as, for example,
OLS regression. Examples of IB-related studies that
have used NCA include the role of contracts and
trust in driving innovation (Van der Valk, Sumo,
Dul & Schroeder, 2016), and the link between
specific firm capabilities and performance (Tho,
2018).

LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

Our specific goal was to identify contemporary
methodological challenges faced by IB researchers,
as described by JIBS authors themselves, and to
offer solutions to each of these challenges. In this
section, we offer suggestions for future research
that would go beyond and expand upon our
article’s specific goals.
First, we focused on articles published in a single

volume of JIBS. Although we have no reason to
believe that the 2018 volume represents an outlier,
future research would benefit from a longitudinal
examination of trends to gain insights on possible
changes in methodological challenges over time.
For example, Cascio and Aguinis (2008) content-
analyzed all articles published in the Journal of
Applied Psychology and Personnel Psychology from
January 1963 to May 2007 to identify the relative
attention devoted to each of 15 broad topical areas
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and 50 more specific subareas in the field of
industrial and organizational psychology. Regard-
ing the evolution of research methodology, Agui-
nis, Pierce, Bosco &Muslin (2009) content analyzed
the 193 articles published in the first ten volumes
(1998 to 2007) of Organizational Research Methods to
understand which research design, measurement,
and data-analysis topics had become more or less
popular over time. A similar longitudinal analysis
based on JIBS and other IB journals focusing on
methodological challenges would help us under-
stand not only limitations over time, and what
changes and improvements have taken place, but
also provide insights into the importance of these
limitations in relation to the cumulative nature of
IB knowledge. For example, there is a possibility
that certain limitations (e.g., insufficient evidence
about causal relations) are directly linked to
methodological improvements over time (e.g., the
ability to conduct field quasi-experiments and true
experiments). The introduction and popularization
of methodological improvements (e.g., less fre-
quent use of cross-sectional research designs) would
then be linked to a concomitant decrease in
particular methodological limitations (e.g.,
decreased concern about insufficient evidence
about causal relations). Additional potential
insights from future longitudinal research may
show that definitions and measures of common IB
constructs such as cultural distance have indeed
improved over time (Beugelsdijk et al. 2018; Peter-
son & Muratova, 2020), thereby leading to less-
frequent concerns about psychometric properties
in certain substantive domains. Finally, improve-
ments in measures over time could also have
concomitant implications for the use of control
variables, given that their psychometric properties
have important implications for the validity and fit
of models. Unfortunately, this information is sel-
dom investigated or reported (Bernerth & Aguinis,
2016; Nielsen & Raswant, 2018). Overall, we see
great value in future research adopting a longitudi-
nal approach to examining methodological chal-
lenges and limitations.

Second, as noted earlier, we did not examine
which challenges were added to or removed from
an article through the peer-review process – and
which ones authors chose to address. Another
extension of our work, therefore, would be to
access reviewer comments and possibly also contact
authors to understand the reasons for the various
methodological choices they made and which
challenges and limitations they chose to disclose,

or not disclose, and the reasons why. Relatedly,
Green, Tonidandel & Cortina (2016) were able to
access 304 editors’ and reviewers’ letters for 69
manuscripts submitted to Journal of Business and
Psychology and coded the statistical and method-
ological issues raised in the reviewing process. As a
result, they were able to draw conclusions about the
comments and suggestions that reviewers and
editors made about methodological issues when
making recommendations and decisions to accept
or reject manuscripts. This same approach could be
used with IB manuscripts to learn about the process
that resulted in specific methodological challenges
and limitations being included in a published
article – and why.
A third issue that we believe warrants future

research is an investigation of the disclosure of
methodological challenges and limitations in rela-
tion to researchers’ motivations and the prevailing
reward systems in universities (Aguinis et al. 2020b;
Rasheed & Priem, 2020). Disclosing a study’s lim-
itations is clearly an important factor to understand
the rigor, value, and usefulness of the knowledge
that has been produced. Yet, as Nielsen et al. (2020:
7) noted, ‘‘scholars often view the benefits from
research integrity as accruing only in the long term
and primarily to society as a whole. In the short
term, pressure to publish and the desire for tenure
and promotion may be much more salient.’’ The
pressure to publish in what are considered top
journals has never been higher. The motto ‘‘a win is
a win’’ used in sports is now often used to describe
the publication of a paper in a prestigious journal
(Aguinis et al. 2020b). Many of us have witnessed
faculty-recruiting as well as promotion-and-tenure
committees discuss how many A-level publications
a candidate has produced and how many A-level
publications are needed for a favorable decision,
while the unique intellectual value and method-
ological rigor of a publication do not receive nearly
the same amount of attention (Aguinis et al.
2020b). Given this situation, there are now calls
to improve the transparency and disclosure of all
methodological procedures (Aguinis et al., 2017;
Aguinis & Solarino, 2019; Delios, 2020), including
challenges and limitations. For these changes to
happen, however, reward systems, including jour-
nal-submission policies, may need to change. To
this point, Aguinis, Banks, Rogelberg, and Cascio
(2020a) offered ten actionable recommendations
for reducing questionable research practices that do
not require a substantial amount of time or
resources on the part of journals, professional
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associations, and funding agencies. These include
(1) updating the knowledge-production process
(e.g., preregistration of quantitative and qualitative
primary studies); (2) updating knowledge-transfer
and knowledge-sharing processes (e.g., an online
archive for each journal article where authors can
voluntarily place any study materials they wish to
share); (3) changing the incentive structure (e.g.,
best-paper award and acknowledgement based on
open-science criteria); (4) improving access to
training resources (i.e., open-access training for
authors and reviewers); and (5) promoting shared
values (i.e., editorial statements that null results,
outliers, ‘‘messy’’ findings, and exploratory analyses
can advance scientific knowledge if a study’s
methodology is rigorous).

Finally, there are several additional methodolog-
ical challenges, some of which are discussed in the
chapters included in Eden et al. (2020), which we
did not address in our article. Examples include the
extent to which robustness checks and sensitivity
tests are frequent and useful in IB research and the
extent to which power analysis is conducted and
reported in IB research. These are important
methodological topics that certainly warrant future
investigation, even though they were not men-
tioned frequently in the articles included in our
review.

CONCLUSION
As IB research becomes more diverse and complex,
there is an increased awareness that methodologi-
cal approaches require attention to both similarities
and differences between domestic and foreign
operations at multiple levels of analysis (Eden
et al., 2020). Such approaches must be able to
provide answers to local-seeking global questions
about processes that are locally embedded, rela-
tionally enacted, and iteratively unfolding. Careful
attention to methodological challenges is critical
for ensuring continued IB theoretical advance-
ments and the relevance of practical contributions.
Adopting a perspective that combined an AAR with
a needs-assessment approach, and using JIBS as a
case study, we described the four most frequently
mentioned contemporary methodological chal-
lenges identified by JIBS authors themselves. These
are: psychometrically deficient measures, idiosyn-
cratic samples or contexts, less-than-ideal research
designs, and insufficient evidence about causal
relations. Building upon existing work, and partic-
ularly chapters included in the edited volume by

Eden et al. (2020), we proposed solutions that rely
mostly on methodological innovations from out-
side of IB that can be used to address each of these
challenges. Our article can be used as a resource by
journal editors and reviewers to anticipate which
methodological challenges they are most likely to
encounter in the manuscripts they consider for
possible publication. IB researchers can use our
article as a resource to anticipate and address these
challenges before they collect and analyze data.
Instructors can also use our article for training the
next generation of IB scholars. Overall, we hope
that it will serve as a catalyst for theory advance-
ments in future empirical research not only in JIBS
but also in other journals in IB and related fields.
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NOTES

1For example, an article in JAP (Wolfson, Tan-
nenbaum, Mathieu & Maynard, 2018) noted that
the measures they used to assess performance
might have been psychometrically deficient. Simi-
larly, an article in SMJ (Furr & Kapoor, 2018) urged
caution when interpreting their findings due to the
use of an idiosyncratic sample or context. As
another example, an article in AMJ (Miron-Spektor,
Ingram, Keller, Smith & Lewis, 2018) noted that the
study had a less-than-ideal research design. Finally,
a JOM article (Kuypers, Guenter & van Emmerik,
2018), noted that a limitation of the study was
insufficient evidence about causal relations. As we
describe in the next section of our article, these are
the four most pervasive methodological challenges
mentioned by JIBS authors.

2Similar to Brutus et al. (2013), we utilized a
methodological lens to analyze limitations noted
by authors in published research. However, a major
difference is that Brutus et al.’s (2013) main goal
was to improve the manner in which authors report
the limitations of their research. That is, they
attempted to influence ex-post decisions regarding
the transparency and usefulness of author-disclosed
limitations that might affect a study’s results and
conclusions. In contrast, our goal is to help advance
IB theory by addressing the most typical
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methodological challenges. That is, our goal is to
offer ex-ante and ex-post solutions to help research-
ers make theoretical advancements by overcoming
these methodological limitations.

3.In the interest of transparency, we make the
complete list of articles (including which article
referred to which challenge), available upon
request.
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