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Abstract
Distinctive features of articles accepted by the Journal of International Business

Studies are that they are multidisciplinary in scope and interdisciplinary in

content and methodology, and they make a substantial theoretical contribu-
tion to international business studies. Failure to meet this last requirement is an

often cited reason given by reviewers for article rejection. Sometimes reviewers

mean that a manuscript does not conform to the dominant paradigm, in that it
is not the next logical step in the study of a phenomenon, or they mean that

there is little if any integration of several theories used to explain a pheno-

menon. However, perhaps the most common underlying meaning when

reviewers cite “lack of a theoretical contribution” for rejection is that the nature
of the relationships proposed is not well explained. While the first two mea-

nings may be influenced by the specific discipline or methodology involved,

this final one is not. In this editorial we provide a set of guidelines that authors
can use to ensure that their paper meets the standard of explaining the logic of

the relationships they propose.
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“What is important [y] is not knowledge of particulars but knowledge of the

relations among phenomena”. (Kerlinger, 1986: 55)

INTRODUCTION
As the title of this editorial implies, many international business
scholars think in terms of conceptual diagrams consisting of boxes
and arrows to inform our research. Boxes of course represent
concepts, constructs or variables, and arrows represent the relation-
ships among them. Figure 1 illustrates a typical diagram in which
constructs of interest are linked by arrows. Thinking in terms of
such diagrams can help organize relationships in a logical order,
understand how concepts intervene or moderate and even describe
how a process unfolds over time. They can provide structure to
amorphous concepts and highlight inconsistency in arguments.
However, as useful as they can be, diagrams are only “stage props
rather than the performance itself” (Sutton & Staw, 1995: 376).
That is, we are not suggesting that such diagrams are required,
but they are presented as a vehicle to clearly specify theoretical
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relationships. Others, for example, may use meta-
phor or discourse as opposed to such diagrams to
inform their thinking. What is important is that the
logic of the relationships depicted in the arrows is
clearly articulated in the manuscript.

Unfortunately, a large number of submitted papers
fail to make clear this logic and are thus deemed
by reviewers and editors to lack a theoretical contri-
bution. In the following we identify some common
errors or shortcomings found in papers, discuss
how the international context adds another layer
of complexity to the explanation of relationships
while providing opportunities for theory develop-
ment and conclude with suggestions on how to
identify if a paper has adequately explained the logic
of proposed relationships.

COMMON PROBLEMS IN FAILING TO EXPLAIN
RELATIONSHIPS

While clearly stating relationships may seem a
straightforward process, numerous manuscripts sub-
mitted to the Journal of International Business Studies
(JIBS) lack this important element, often over-
emphasizing or substituting other important but
insufficient elements.1 Specifically, what is often
used in lieu of the careful explanation of logical
relationships among concepts required by JIBS are:
lists and definitions of constructs, descriptions of
observed patterns of empirical evidence and refer-
ences to previous literature. Even mathematical
modeling papers, whose value may lie primarily in
the elegance of the model, need to clearly explain
their intuition to make them accessible to the
broader JIBS readership.

Describing Constructs and Hoping for Magic
First, papers submitted to JIBS sometimes seem to
assume that describing the set of constructs or
variables studied is sufficient theoretical develop-
ment and that the relationships among concepts
will appear – as if by magic. Statements such as
“Antecedents of B include A1, A2 and A3” do not
constitute theory no matter how well A1, A2 and A3

are described. The specification of concepts,
constructs or variables is an important element in
describing a phenomenon at a higher level of
abstraction than reality. These generalized ideas
are given names to represent classes of objects,
attributes or processes that provide the building
blocks of theory. Constructs must be broad enough
to reflect the domain of the phenomenon being
studied, but be also parsimonious enough to focus
inquiry (Bacharach, 1989). Their clear, precise, and
succinct definition is an important part of theory
development (see Feldman, 2004). New constructs
must be shown to add value above and beyond
existing constructs. And the manner in which con-
structs resulting from the combination of lower order
elements are formed must be specified (Chan, 1998).

While the specification of constructs is an
important element in theory construction, authors
cannot assume that readers will somehow auto-
matically understand how the constructs are
related to or build on each other. A thorough
discussion of the constructs results in a deepening
of the understanding of the constructs but not
of the relationship among them. What must be
clear is how and why constructs influence each
other, the logic of the direction of the relation-
ship specified and under what conditions the rela-
tionship is predicted to exist.

Sometimes (often in large sample papers) long
lists of constructs seem to be an attempt to cover
all of the possible antecedents of a particular
outcome (see Sutton & Staw, 1995). These lists of
constructs are often submitted to sophisticated
analysis techniques, which may mirror conceptual
diagrams such as presented in Figure 1. However,
statistical packages, no matter how sophisticated,
are not a substitute for the logical development
of relationships. It is authors, not the statistical
tool, who define which variables are independent,
dependent, mediating or moderating, and why and
how they are related. What is required is a clear
explanation of how these constructs came about,
and the character and direction of their relation-
ship. It is also important to recognize that even
in cases where strong causal logic is specified
in the theoretical development, the ability to estab-
lish causality through statistical means is limited
(McGrath, 1982).

The need to explain how concepts relate to the
building of strong theory is equally important in
qualitative analysis (cf. Birkinshaw, Brannen, &
Tung, 2011). In fact, construct induction is the
sine qua non of grounded theory where a careful
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Figure 1 Typical conceptual diagram.
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methodology of constantly comparing and con-
trasting extant theory with field data yields new
theoretical contributions (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
As Weick (1995: 390) states, “ungrounded theory
is no more helpful than are atheoretical data.”

Reporting Empirical Regularities and Relying on
Repetition
Second, other papers describe previously reported
empirical results as the sole evidence that the
relationships that inform their study exist (what
Weick, 1995, called grafting theory onto stark
sets of data). That is, statements such as “Study X
found that A1 was directly and positively related to
B1, which was corroborated in a study by Author Y.
Therefore we predict that y” are insufficient as
explanations. Observed consistencies in data such
as correlations, beta weights, factor loadings or
statements by informants describe what empirical
patterns have been observed but not why they were
found or can be expected (Kaplan, 1964). That is,
we do not learn from observation of previous
empirical findings why we should predict similar
patterns in the future, especially in international
business research. Understanding and explain-
ing the logic of the consistent patterns found or
observed is required. While there is some regularity
in human behavior that can inform research, often
referred to as law-like generalizations, these regula-
rities are subject to validation in the international
context as discussed ahead.

Explaining why consistent patterns are observed
in qualitative data may be even more important
than it is in quantitative data (see Eisenhardt, 1991;
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). As the objective of these
studies is often to inform rather than to test theory,
authors need to explain how constructs have emer-
ged from the coding and analysis of qualitative data
and also to specify how and why the observed
patterns of empirical results are logically related.

Citing Established Theories and Assuming
Something Will Fit
Finally, some papers rely solely on citations to
existing theories and previous studies to inform
their research. For example, statements such as
“Based on XYZ theory we predict that A1 will affect
B1” or “Based on the findings in Often Cited Study
K, A1 will predict B1” are inadequate. Referring to
prior theory helps to identify with whom the
author is establishing an intellectual conversation
and, of course, gives credit to the body of work on
which the author intends to build. However, while

it is important to acknowledge previous work on
which the study draws, simply naming the theories
and citing key publications is not the same as
articulating the logic that informs the relationship
among constructs.

In some cases references obfuscate relationships
and are used to conceal the fact that the author
really does not understand the phenomenon in
question (Sutton & Staw, 1995). Often a close
examination of works cited reveals that authors
have not really understood the logic of the papers
to which they refer. This is particularly evident in
so-called ritual citations that authors feel obligated
to make in order to demonstrate that they are a
qualified member of the discipline. In addition,
references to work that seems to be pertinent
because it carries a similar label to the topic being
studied, but without a clear understanding of the
logic and basic assumptions, do not provide solid
ground for establishing relational logic. Often it
seems that long lists of citations (sometimes after
every phrase) are made under the assumption that
something in the articles being cited will fit within
the general theme of the manuscript. In many cases
if these citations are deleted from the manuscript,
the arguments become merely a set of unconnected
phrases lacking logic (see Sutton & Staw, 1995).

References to concepts and causal arguments from
previous work are important, but how and why
these arguments are linked to the theory being
developed or tested must be clearly explained.
Clarity with regard to references to prior work helps
to establish the author’s unique contribution and
also to develop a theoretical path trajectory for the
field. This is especially critical in a low paradigm field
(Sutton & Staw, 1995) such as international business
where the next step in the dominant logic is not
pre-established. Tempting though it may be to use
pre-established models and necessary as it may be
to use simple structures to describe relationships,
embedded in these is the assumption that the struc-
ture of the underlying process being described is
stable over time and space. Most processes undergo
change over time, and many components of struc-
tures co-evolve with one another in a wider complex
and interconnected social system. So while theories
need to be simple, in theory development authors
need to acknowledge where appropriate that they
are focusing on just one aspect of a wider process,
and then to provide some justification for why this
particular aspect or line of argument is believed to be
an especially important, prominent or significant
aspect of that wider reality.
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These three general problems are central to the
articulation of clear relationships among concepts,
constructs and variables, and they are common to
all disciplines. The international business context,
while offering the potential to extend theory in
a manner that domestic studies cannot, adds
another layer of complexity to these more general
issues in relationship specification. JIBS editorial
policy requires the international aspect of the paper
be integral to the relationships presented.

THE CHALLENGING CONTEXT OF
INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS

JIBS manuscripts must answer the question of
exactly how the international context advances
our understanding over what happens in a purely
domestic environment. The domain of international
business, according to the JIBS Statement of Editorial
Policy, consists of “(1) the activities, strategies, struc-
tures and decision-making processes of multina-
tional enterprises (MNEs); (2) interactions between
MNEs and other actors, organizations, institutions,
and markets; (3) the cross-border activities of firms
(e.g., intrafirm trade, finance, investment, techno-
logy transfers, offshore services); (4) how the inter-
national environment (e.g., cultural, economic,
legal, political) affects the activities, strategies,
structures and decision-making processes of firms;
(5) the international dimensions of organizational
forms (e.g., strategic alliances, mergers and acquisi-
tions) and activities (e.g., entrepreneurship, know-
ledge-based competition, corporate governance);
and (6) cross-country comparative studies of busi-
nesses, business processes and organizational beha-
vior in different countries and environments.”
Additionally, an essential requirement of a manu-
script is that “at least one of the six sub-domains
listed above is a primary focus of attention within
the main line of argument being developed in the
paper. The major theme of a JIBS paper should
highlight the insights that can be derived for the
international aspects of business activity as such.”

Thus, the international context creates additional
challenges for developing theory, but at the same
time it creates unique opportunities, because it
can affect all of the components of the conceptual
model presented in Figure 1. The relationships
analyzed, the specific constructs studied, the
combination of relationships and constructs and
even the process and time component in the
relationships can be influenced by the interna-
tional business context. Building on previous work
that identifies the influence of context (Brannen,

2004; Johns, 2006; Peterson & Thomas, 2007;
Roth & Kostova, 2003), we present the following
outline for specifying the effect of the international
context. While not entirely orthogonal, the three
broad categories for the influence of international
context are: (1) extending (validating) existing
theory to the international context, (2) examining
functional relationships that are unique to the
international context and (3) developing new
theory from the international context.

Extending Existing Theory
The simplest category of specifying the effect of
the international context is in the extension of
existing theory to the international setting. The
international context produces a condition in which
more heterogeneity and complexity allows for more
rigorous testing of theories or expanding their
boundary conditions. That is, crossing national
boundaries introduces increased variability in insti-
tutional, socio-cultural, geographic, economic, legal
and political environments. Additionally, MNEs
offer considerable variance in terms of strategy,
governance and management practices. This creates
opportunities to push the boundaries of existing
theory.

However, just because a theory has not been tested
in an international or MNE context does not mean it
should be or that it will produce new insights.
Replicating studies grounded in a domestic context
in an international context does not necessa-
rily make a contribution to international business
studies. It is incumbent on authors using this app-
roach to specify how and why increased variability
in predictors and/or criteria affects existing relation-
ships. The possible existence of universal theory
(particularly economic theory, see Forsgren, 2008;
Hennart, 2001) notwithstanding, authors must
specify what it is about variance in the national
environment or in the MNE that would cause us to
believe that this context has an influence on the
phenomenon of interest. For example, Bresman,
Birkinshaw, and Nobel (2010) show how the specific
context of international acquisitions influences
knowledge transfer among business units.

Examining Unique Functional Relationships
A second category of the effect of international
contexts is functional relationships that differ as a
result of occurring in the international context.
That is, the context produces a qualitative shift in
the phenomenon so that it is substantially different
or does not exist outside this context. Sometimes
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this shift results from the increased variance of the
international context (discussed previously) if this
variance is so extreme as to create a cusp or tipping
point. In other cases, distinctive aspects of the
international or MNE context change the nature of
the relationship among constructs, in that the logic
of the relationship between constructs differs from
country to country. Often, multiple theoretical
perspectives are drawn upon to explain the phe-
nomenon and/or moderators introduced to explain
the effect of context.

In this case it is important to describe the distinct
characteristics of the international or MNE context
that makes the relationships under study unique.
That is, what are the attributes of the international
environment or MNE context that define the rela-
tionship? For example, George, Jones, and Gonzales
(1998) model the effect of national culture in cross-
cultural negotiation. They show how cultural
characteristics might influence affect, which in
turn influences information processing in the nego-
tiation process.

Developing New Theory
The international context of business is ripe for new
theory development involving unique constructs.
Thus, the final category of influence involves the
development of theory to explain phenomena that
emanate from the international or MNE context.
While insights may be drawn from existing theory,
the international or MNE context requires a new
causal logic to explain relationships. Unique con-
structs may be identified that are consistent with
this new logic.

In this case authors must highlight why and
how the international context limits the expla-
natory ability of existing theory in order to set the
stage for alternative explanations involving new
relationships and new constructs. These alternative
explanations must have their own unique inter-
nally consistent logic based on the differing
assumptions of the international or MNE context.
For example Kwok and Reeb (2000) develop a new
theory (the upstream-downstream hypothesis) to
explain how internationalization affects risk and
leverage in stable vs unstable economies.

A final consideration that affects all three types
of influence is that context often operates across
levels. These cross-level effects are most often seen
as higher level contextual elements influence lower
levels of meaning and relationships (Johns, 2006)
or when lower level constructs are combined to
form a higher level concept. Much has been written

about the theoretical and methodological issues
associated with studying cross-level effects (and
a detailed examination of this topic in inter-
national business research will be presented in a
future issue of JIBS). Therefore, here we offer only
the reminder that when a relationship crosses levels
of analysis, the logic of the argument must indicate
how (through what mechanisms) this occurs. For
example, if a relationship between societal char-
acteristics and organizations is proposed, then the
mechanisms through which these characteristics
influence organizations must be explicitly stated.
Simply showing that organizations vary across
societies is not instructive in itself. Also, if lower
level constructs are combined, the method through
which they create a higher order concept must be
specified. That is, are the lower order elements
added or multiplied, or does the higher order latent
construct emerge in some way (Chan, 1998)?

EXPLAINING MECHANISMS: CAUSAL LOGIC
CHECKLIST

An often recommended, but perhaps rarely fol-
lowed, piece of advice with regard to checking the
logical articulation in a manuscript is to seek
friendly reviews from scholars not in the same
research niche. The lack of the explicit specification
of relationships is often clearer to those not
intimately familiar with the topic area.

To aid this review we offer the following check-
list. It is not meant to substitute for the skill of
constructing a cogent argument but is simply a
reminder not to overlook anything. Some of the
items relate to the relational logic in any type of
theorizing, while others are specific to making a
contribution to international business research. In
reviewing your manuscript prior to submission you
should ask yourself and your peer reviewers the
following questions:

1. Are the concepts/constructs/variables universal,
distinctly international or grounded in indigen-
ous contexts and thus differentiated from similar
domestic concepts/constructs/variables?

2. Is the method of aggregation (emergence) of
composite constructs specified? For constructs
derived from qualitative data, is the method of
coding and within method triangulation clear?

3. Are the theory and arguments internally consis-
tent (coherent, logical) and applicable in the
international context?

4. Are the assumptions and boundaries of the
theory clearly stated and justified based on logic
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or evidence? Do they hold across countries or
have they been re-specified in each country
context?

5. Are deductions about the theory or conceptual
development logical and clearly stated? Do these
apply to the international context?

6. Are the importance, direction and magnitude of
relationships (including mediators, moderators,
cross level effects and the possibility of reverse
causality) clearly explained?

7. Do propositions or hypotheses follow logically
from the review of literature? Have alternative
logics been ruled out?

8. Are basic ideas stated clearly enough to be
grasped by the broad readership of JIBS?

If you and your peer reviewers can answer a
resounding yes to all of these questions, then the
likelihood that your manuscript will pass the test of
clearly presenting the relationships you propose is
greatly enhanced.

NOTE
1This issue is not unique to JIBS and has been

identified in other leading journals such as Academy of
Management Review (Whetton, 1989), Administrative
Science Quarterly (Sutton & Staw, 1995) and Journal of
Management (Feldman, 2004). However, despite these
editorials in sister journals, papers submitted to JIBS
continue to make similar errors, which are compounded
by the cross-border nature of international business.
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