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This study introduces the concepts of translational distance and complexity distance to 
explain challenges to adoption of research methods in JIBS. We examine three analytical 
techniques and data collection approaches: (1) Heckman models, (2) ethnographic 
studies, and (3) data collection equivalence procedures in survey-based research. We note 
that progress has been made to reduce translational and complexity distance for 
analytical techniques. However, concerns remain for data collection equivalence and 
ethnography as IB scholars are using increasingly advanced analytical techniques on less 
credible data. 

INTRODUCTION 

This AIB Insights article aims primarily at IB scholars, ed-
itors, and reviewers as suppliers of IB knowledge, and in-
directly at external stakeholders as procurers of cross-na-
tional data (e.g., The World Bank, OECD, National Offices of 
Statistics). Leveraging insights from a recent article exam-
ining the evolution of research methodology in the Journal 
of International Business Studies (JIBS) between 1970–2019 
(Nielsen, Welch, et al., 2020), we further enhance under-
standing of research methods by examining adoption of 
methodological innovations by IB scholars publishing in 
JIBS. Our adoption cases show that distance can influence 
adoption rates with respect to method used to gather and 
analyze data used to formulate policy decisions. 

We discuss two forms of distance: translational distance 
and complexity distance. Translational distance is defined 
as the degree of perceived applicability, an innovation de-
veloped in one scholarly field has for a different scholarly 
field. Complexity distance reflects the degree of perceived 
difficulty associated with a given methodological innova-
tion (e.g., data collection and analytical technique) com-
pared to existing applications within a given scholarly field. 
The degree of difficulty entails time-based and monetary 
costs to learn and execute the methodological innovation. 
Furthermore, we explain how editorial and scholarly initia-
tives, as well as technical advances, affect translational dis-
tance and/or complexity distance over time and, in turn, 
adoption rates over the 50-year period in JIBS. 

We posit that understanding barriers to methodological 
change – including no changes and delayed changes – can 
promote a deeper understanding of a field of research, by 
enriching the ongoing discourse on methodological prac-
tices in the (here IB) field (Eden & Nielsen, 2020). Building 

on the data collected by Nielsen, Welch, et al. (2020), we de-
velop three discrete cases in order to examine adoption of 
research methods in the IB field. 

METHODS 

The three case studies on the adoption of particular ana-
lytical techniques and data collection approaches in IB re-
search are (1) Heckman models, (2) ethnography, and (3) 
data collection equivalence procedures in survey-based re-
search. We selected these three cases in order to provide 
breadth across methods (e.g., see Nielsen, Welch, et al., 
2020: 1480) – archival quantitative (Heckman), survey 
quantitative (data equivalence), and qualitative (ethnogra-
phy). We also selected them because they capture both data 
collection (data equivalence; ethnography) and analytical 
techniques (Heckman and ethnography), two of the primary 
research phases in relation to research methodology 
(Nielsen, Eden, & Verbeke, 2020). Lastly, we chose them be-
cause we noted the variance in their adoption rates which 
served our purpose illustratively. For our text and figures, 
we coded adoption as JIBS papers that actually used ethnog-
raphy, Heckman models and data equivalence, respectively. 

CASE 1 – DELAYED ADOPTION IN IB RESEARCH: 
HECKMAN MODELS 

Heckman’s (1979) path breaking research on self-selection 
(i.e., individuals/organizations self-select to engage in ac-
tions) paved the way for what has become known as the 
Heckman model. The first stage is a selection equation es-
timated with a Probit model, which predicts which entities 
engage in an action. The second stage consists of the indi-
viduals/firms that engaged in the action and it is typically 
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Figure 1: Delayed Adoption in IB Research: Heckman Models1,2,3 

Note: 
1 The left Y axis reflects the # of JIBS papers that used a Heckman model (even if unreported): 14 in the 2000s and 50 in the 2010s. 
2 The right Y axis reflects the % of archival quantitative (AQ) and survey quantitative (SQ) papers in JIBS. 
3 Excluding conceptual papers, the remaining share of JIBS papers are qualitative (9% in 2010s) and mixed methods (5% in 2010s). 
Source: Authors 

estimated with regression. A key to the Heckman model is 
capturing selection bias – or Inverse Mills ratio. Computa-
tion of the Inverse Mills ratio requires familiarity with ad-
vanced statistical coding, which creates significant learning 
costs. 

Heckman’s (1979) influential innovation did not make a 
substantial impact in JIBS until after Shaver (1998) pub-
lished his paper translating this method into IB by applying 
it to entry mode choice, thus lowering translational distance. 
Between 1979 and 1998, there were computational, soft-
ware and data innovations. Moreover, software providers 
such as Stata developed coding for Heckman models (1995 
and 1999) to facilitate usage (see Figure 1). We contend that 
complexity distance remained high because in many cases, 
the researcher still needed to calculate the inverse Mills ra-
tio. Broader adoption of this method occurred in the 2000s 
(14 Heckman papers) when Stata developed a graphical user 
interface and developed user-friendly videos, thus lowering 
learning costs and complexity distance. The cumulative ef-
fect of these developments led to the eventual, yet, delayed 
adoption of this analytical technique as can be seen by the 
substantial adoption in the 2010s (50 Heckman papers).1 

CASE 2 – DELAYED LOW ADOPTION IN IB RESEARCH: 
ETHNOGRAPHY 

Ethnography is a qualitative research method that focuses 
on observing social interactions, rituals, and cultural prac-
tices of a group of people. This form of qualitative research 
involves participant observation and immersion in the se-
lected field setting. It originated in anthropology, which 
introduces high translational distance. Nonetheless, the 
emerging area of cross-cultural research was influenced by 
anthropological work, such as Hall (1959). Emic approaches 
(such as ethnography) that seek to understand culture on its 
own terms were recognized as important by IB researchers 
such as Green & White (1976). But immersion in a partic-
ular setting is time intensive and very costly, thus creating 
very high complexity distance for IB scholars within a multi-
national setting (see also Eden & Nielsen, 2020). Immersion 
can also bring about translational distance as IB scholars 
wrestle with applicability to firms with operations in many 
countries (and facing language barriers). 

Ethnography exhibited non-adoption by IB researchers 
in JIBS during the first decades (see Figure 2). The dearth of 
ethnographic studies prevailed despite JIBS editorial teams 
in the 1970s identifying anthropology as one of the refer-

IB studies that deal with endogeneity have much in common with the Heckman case, however, the delay in adoption is more protracted. 
For this reason, we selected only the Heckman case. Indeed, endogeneity models date back to Wright’s (1928) work on supply and de-
mand of flaxseed as well as Theil’s (1953) work that developed a technique referred to as two-stage least squares. 

1 
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ence disciplines for IB (e.g., Dymsza & Vambery, 1977). In 
1982, a call for papers for a JIBS special issue on cross-cul-
tural management explicitly encouraged ethnographic ap-
proaches, but no ethnography-related content was included 
in the special issue when it was published in 1983. This 
is despite the revival in interest in ethnography that was 
occurring in management at the time (e.g., Van Maanen, 
1979). After the special issue call for papers, ethnography 
was not mentioned again in JIBS until 1999, and then only 
in passing (Lenartowicz & Roth, 1999). While concepts and 
theories were imported from anthropology, anthropological 
techniques were not, leading to a missed opportunity for IB 
methodological practices to become more inter-disciplinary 
(e.g., Cantwell & Brannen, 2011). 

The very first JIBS study based on ethnography was re-
ported as a mixed-method study (Brannen & Peterson, 
2009). Two more traditional ethnographies were published 
in a special issue on qualitative research. These remain the 
only such studies published in the journal. Other studies 
mention ethnographic interviews (e.g., Boussebaa, Sinha, 
& Gabriel, 2014: 1157) but omit participant observation; 
or mention participant observation but do not draw on the 
results extensively (Shapiro, Ozanne, & Saatcioglu, 2008). 
This low adoption of the ethnographic approach was high-
lighted in Westney and Van Maanen’s (2011) critique of 
the prevalence of ‘casual ethnography’ and underscores the 
need for what they call more serious ethnographic research 
within the discipline. 

IB scholars have continued to call for the use of emic ap-
proaches, such as ethnography (e.g., Tung & Stahl, 2018). 
This recognition is occurring concurrently with ethno-
graphic innovations well suited to international business; 
notably online ethnography, multi-sited ethnography, and 
multi-modal ethnography (see Rouleau, De Rond, & Musca, 
2014). Yet editorial initiatives in the past decade, such as 
the special issue on qualitative research in JIBS in 2011, 
have not reduced complexity distance due, in part, to steep 
learning and time-based immersion costs that escalate dur-
ing the early years of an IB scholar’s professional career 
brought on by publishing pressures. Assuming most IB 
scholars have not been trained to conduct an ethnographic 
study, we contend that the learning costs and opportunity 
costs may be high for mid-career scholars, even ones who 
conduct other forms of qualitative research such as case 
studies. First, they have to learn how to conduct properly an 
ethnographic study – which may involve immersion time as 
an apprentice. Next, the scholar will need to identify a suit-
able project and immersion setting. Then, the scholar will 
need to plan for the immersion. Moreover, mid-career and 
senior faculty tend to get engaged in developing PHD stu-
dents and other service commitments that raise the time-
based costs of immersion. We note that journal leadership 
teams may influence the low adoption rate by not effec-
tively conveying the importance of ethnography, which can 
lower translational distance. 

CASE 3 – LOW ADOPTION IN IB RESEARCH: DATA 
COLLECTION EQUIVALENCE PROCEDURES IN SURVEY-
BASED STUDIES 

Survey-based studies have been published in JIBS since the 

1970s. However, the amount of information regarding ques-
tionnaire administration or translation was often lacking. 
While insufficient detail was somehow consistent with prior 
IB studies at that time, it compromised survey data col-
lection equivalence that, in turn, diminished replicability 
(Nielsen, Welch, et al., 2020). 

Dillman (1978) developed the Total Design Method 
(ToDM) for survey research in the sociology field, which 
introduced translational distance for IB scholars. Dillman’s 
framework was only cited once during the 1980s. A similar 
pattern can be found in relation to the language translation 
and back-translation issues of the questionnaire used, 
which have been long recognized as critical for cross-lan-
guage survey research in the psychology field (Brislin, 
1970). Thus, translational distance was moderate while com-
plexity distance was very high. Recognition of any trans-
lation procedures, as well as the use of non-English lan-
guages, was also rare during the 1970s and 1980s (see Figure 
3), despite being acknowledged as significant issues in JIBS 
(Green & White, 1976; Sekaran, 1983). 

As IB researchers expanded their international empirical 
data collection horizons in the 1990s, they continued to use 
postal and self-administered surveys as their main data col-
lection modes. Dillman (2000) updated his original ToDM 
framework to the five-step Tailored Design Method (TaDM) 
to accommodate technological advances relating to inter-
net and web-based surveys, which are now supported by 
multiple technological devices (e.g., smartphones and 
tablets) (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2014). IB scholars 
began to use electronic surveys in the 2000s. Notwithstand-
ing, most IB scholars continued not to (comprehensively) 
mention the steps used for administrating survey-based 
data collection, which jeopardized data collection equiva-
lence. Moreover, issues relating to the translation of the 
questionnaire used to collect survey data were rare, despite 
IB scholars recognizing the importance of cross-cultural 
equivalence, and comparability of data and measures 
(Mullen, 1995; Singh, 1995). 

Data collection equivalence introduces complexity dis-
tance due to three comparability challenges associated with 
cross-national survey-based data which relate to the sam-
pling frame, data collection procedures, and samples them-
selves. Considering such challenges by survey-based schol-
ars is important because not acknowledging them 
compromises the rigor of collected data and the validity of 
undertaken analysis (Chidlow, Ghauri, Yeniyurt, & Cavus-
gil, 2015). Addressing such challenges meticulously is an 
arduous task because it requires a time-intensive, compre-
hensive approach from scholars. Such effort is important 
regardless of the widely accessible technical advances in 
the form of available online platforms for undertaking elec-
tronic survey data collection that not only aims at lowering 
survey administration costs but also helps to lower per-
ceived behavior control. 

Despite repeated scholarly attention centered on issues 
relating to the data collection equivalence (Green & White, 
1976; Hult et al., 2008) as well as evidence that supports 
adoption of credible survey-based data administration pro-
cedures (Chidlow et al., 2015; Harkness et al., 2010; 
Nielsen, Welch, et al., 2020), the comparability challenges 
prevent a reduction of the complexity distance that, in turn, 
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Figure 2: Delayed Low Adoption in IB Research: Ethnography1,2 

Note: 
1 The left Y axis reflects the # of qualitative papers in JIBS that used ethnography. 
2 The right Y axis reflects the % of qualitative papers in JIBS. 
Source: Authors 

continues to adversely affect attitudes toward a change of a 
scholarly behavior. Because of that, it appears the low adop-
tion of data equivalence by IB scholars puts the credibility 
of survey-based data into question. 

CONCLUSION 

This article sought to enrich our understanding of adoption 
of research methods innovations while focusing on transla-
tional distance and complexity distance for IB scholars. Ex-
amining JIBS articles over a 50-year period, we identified 
scholarly initiatives and technical advances that helped re-
duce translational distance and complexity distance for some 
research methods innovations (e.g., Heckman models). 
However, other innovations – notably data collection equiv-
alence procedure and ethnography – have yet to shorten 
these distances and adoption remains largely elusive. 

While progress has been made to reduce translational 
distance and complexity distance associated with some ana-
lytical techniques, concerns remain for others centered on 
data collection equivalence and ethnography. Our concern 
is that data collection needs to be in balance with analytical 
technique. Otherwise, IB scholars risk using increasingly 
advanced analytical techniques on less credible data, thus 
jeopardizing reliability of analyses and results. We acknowl-
edge that some of the adoption issues may be journal spe-

cific. Moreover, change may already be underway. 
We recognize that our case studies reflect only one IB 

journal and, thus, we would like to encourage further analy-
sis of methodological issues and trends across time and a 
wider scope of journals. While some methodologies may not 
(yet) be adopted in JIBS, they might be adopted in other IB 
journals. For example, the NKC methodology, which is a re-
search method for simulating a firm as a complex adaptive 
system, seems to align with the ethnography case as non-
adoption by JIBS, even though it has been adopted in the 
Journal of International Management in light of translational 
efforts by Levinthal (1997).2 

Our study suggests that the IB community has made bet-
ter progress to reduce translational distance and complexity 
distance for analytical techniques than for survey data col-
lection and qualitative research. Moreover, our findings 
suggest that qualitative methods bring with them high 
time-based learning and opportunity costs that seem to 
present fewer issues with quantitative methods (especially 
studies that use purchased data sets), thus creating a grow-
ing distance gap. Reflecting on the growing complexity and 
translational distance gap, we note that doctoral academic 
training focuses on econometric techniques at the expense 
of data collection – especially for primary data. 

We offer the following four-step action plan that, over 
time, can alleviate the above issues and close translational 
and complexity gaps in the IB community. 

We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion. 2 
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Figure 3: Low Adoption in IB Research: Data Collection Equivalence Procedures in Survey-Based Studies1,2 

Note: 
1 The left Y axis reflects the # of SQ papers in JIBS between 1970-2019 that used the Dillman’s (1978, 2000) procedures. 
2 The right Y axis reflects the % of SQ papers using Dillman’s (1978, 2000) procedures in JIBS. 
Source: Authors 

As a scholarly community, we collectively need to make 
a more concerted effort, first, to expand the resources avail-
able to authors and reviewers, in line with the series of 
editorials in JIBS that explain expectations for reporting 
methods in scholarly outputs. Second, we need to educate 
ourselves about less-used qualitative methods and the sub-
tleties of data collection in an IB setting. Methodological 
training activities can be a useful forum for such a contin-
uous professional development. For example, the Academy 
of International Business Research Methods Shared Interest 
Group (AIB RM-SIG) in collaboration with the Consortium 
for the Advancement of Research Methods and Analysis 
(CARMA) has been offering a number of diverse workshops, 
clinics and masterclasses to all AIB’s members, during the 
AIB’s annual meetings, in order to provide learning op-
portunities on research methodologies. Third, we contend 
that the IB community can build methodological bridges 
to other fields by inviting external experts to participate in 
our scholarly forums for continuous professional develop-
ment – which is common in many careers. Finally, due to 

the pressing need to improve the ways in which scientific 
outputs are evaluated by academic and funding agencies, 
academic associations and journals have a great opportu-
nity to encourage sharing of research data, in order to en-
sure compliance not just with the code of ethics but also 
with research transparency in an actionable, sensitive and 
pragmatic way (Beugelsdijk, van Witteloostuijn, & Meyer, 
2020; Eden, 2010; Miguel et al., 2014). Given the greater 
focus on data transparency, the environment may be right 
for reviewers and editorial teams to be more proactive in 
requiring, for example, evidence of data collection equiva-
lence and the context in which data was collected as part of 
the submission and review process. 

We hope this AIB Insights article will serve as a first step 
in the direction we propose by illuminating the transla-
tional and complexity distances that “hamper” method-
ological adoption and innovation in IB research. After all, as 
a scholarly community, we should embrace the opportuni-
ties to contribute to and move forward ongoing research de-
bates by using a wider range of methodological approaches 
and being open to alternatives. 
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• Open access to a range of methodological resources 
available to authors and reviewers via their scholarly 
communities and journals. 

• Continuous professional methodological develop-
ment provided by scholarly communities and higher 
education institutions. 

• Awareness of methodological diversity and best prac-
tices by engaging in with expertise external to the IB 
field. 

• Compliance with data credibility, transparency and 
replicability principles. 
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