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Abstract
This counterpoint examines the relevance of Trevino and Doh’s proposed new

discourse-based view of internationalization for the field of International

Business (IB). Trevino and Doh introduce their framework to address gaps in
Internationalization Process Theory (IPT), which does not account for the

underlying processes that lead to the initial managerial decision to

internationalize. Framing our counterpoint around recent debates on how
interdisciplinary research fields determine which new ideas to adopt, we

explore whether the introduction of the discourse-based view adds sufficient

novelty to justify the risk of fragmentation within IB. To stimulate debate
around this question, we explore a number of issues, such as (1) whether the

constructs found in the discourse-based view are distinct from pre-existing IB

concepts, (2) the relative value of isolating the initial decision to internationalize
within the broader internationalization process, and (3) the degree to which

Trevino and Doh have isolated discourse as a primary mechanism driving the

decision to internationalize. We conclude with a call for more dialog around the

questions of how IB can embrace greater openness while still maintaining
coherence and advancing collective knowledge.
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INTRODUCTION
Internationalization process theory (IPT) has become one of the
foundational frameworks of international business (IB). Its intel-
lectual founders, Johanson and Vahlne (1977), based their theory
on the observation that firms often develop international opera-
tions in small, incremental steps, rather than as one large event at a
single point in time. Trevino and Doh (2020) acknowledge the
influence of IPT on IB research, but argue that it has come under
criticism for being teleological, overly deterministic, and failing to
explain managers’ decisions to initiate the internationalization
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process. To fill this gap, Trevino and Doh propose a
discourse-based view of internationalization that
explores how the external context interacts with
processes internal to the firm to generate an
internationalization decision.

In this article, we provide a critical review of the
discourse-based view, and evaluate its viability as a
new IB paradigm. We frame our critique around an
ongoing debate that is found within IB (Aguilera &
Grøgaard, 2019; Delios, 2017; Devinney, 2010;
Poulis & Poulis, 2018), as well as other related
disciplines (Hirsch & Levin, 1999; Nag, Hambrick,
& Chen, 2007; Pfeffer, 1993), about how we bring
new ideas into interdisciplinary fields while still
maintaining rigor and building a collective
identity.

Drawing on this debate, our evaluation of
Trevino and Doh’s (2020) discourse-based view
proceeds along the following steps. First, we
provide a summary of both IPT and Trevino and
Doh’s proposed contribution to that theory, high-
lighting the strengths of the discourse-based view
and examining how its inclusion might be fruitful
for IB research. Second, we review current debates
over the question of how scholarly communities
strike an appropriate balance between novelty and
discipline. Here, we argue that the introduction of a
new idea into an interdisciplinary field, such as IB,
provides an opportunity to bring new insights and
solutions to existing challenges, but also creates the
possibility for redundancy and fracturing (Hirsch &
Levin, 1999; Pfeffer, 1993). Academic communities
can mitigate this risk by carefully benchmarking
new ideas against existing paradigms that have
already gained consensus within their field. To
initiate such an effort, we benchmark the discourse-
based view against another well-established IB
paradigm, the Evolutionary Theory of the Multina-
tional Corporation (Kogut & Zander, 1993). We
then examine the importance of the initial decision
to internationalize within the broader IPT, and
evaluate the degree to which the case studies that
Trevino and Doh (2020) rely on – Google’s failed
Dragonfly Project in China and Bulova’s interna-
tional expansion – isolate discourse as the key
mechanism that explains the outcomes in ques-
tion. Finally, in the Discussion, we build on this
critique to call for greater debate around the
question of how IB can strike an appropriate
balance between its rich interdisciplinary tradition
and its need to build consensus, a common iden-
tity, and cumulative knowledge.

A BRIEF SUMMARY OF
INTERNATIONALIZATION PROCESS THEORY

AND THE DISCOURSE-BASED VIEW
Trevino and Doh (2020) present the discourse-
based view as a solution to some of the deficiencies
of IPT (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), which argues
that multinational corporations do not typically
internationalize through a single large investment
made at a specific point in time, but instead expand
abroad through gradual steps. Psychic distance – or
the combined perceived differences in language,
culture, business practices, and other factors that
exist between a company’s home and target host
country – explains this incremental approach to
internationalization. Psychic distance limits the
amount of knowledge the firm has, or can acquire,
about the new country’s markets, thereby increas-
ing the uncertainty associated with international-
izing. To cope, firms expand first to countries with
close psychic distance, and commit only limited
resources, starting with exports before moving to
sales subsidiaries, and manufacturing facilities. As
the firm gains experience, it will gradually repeat
the process in countries with greater psychic
distance.
Trevino and Doh (2020) argue that IPT has come

under fire for being overly teleological. That is, IPT
– and other IB theories – explain internationaliza-
tion in terms of its end, purpose, or goal, rather
than the causes by which internationalization
arises. Existing IB theories have thus become too
deterministic and do not examine the initiation of
the internationalization process. While subsequent
research has pursued extensions to IPT, the litera-
ture has not resolved this core problem. To rectify
this shortcoming, Trevino and Doh propose a
discourse-based view of internationalization. They
define ‘‘discourse’’ as all practices of writing and
talking, but focus ‘‘less on the specifics of language
itself and more on the coherence of the underlying
concepts and ideas contained in a particular set of
texts and their evolution through time’’ (Trevino &
Doh, 2020: 2). In their view, the internationaliza-
tion process is grounded in a dialogical conflict that
plays out in the forms of knowledge acquisition,
advocacy for certain positions, exertions of power,
resistance, and ultimately consensus around inter-
nationalization as a solution to challenges facing
the firm.
Their model occurs at three levels. At the first

(contextual) level, stimuli from the environment
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are assimilated into the internal discourse of the
firm. At the second (dialogical) level, cues circulat-
ing from the external environment generate knowl-
edge about how the intersection of the
organization and its environment can be used to
the firm’s advantage. The newly acquired personal
knowledge is then leveraged into power to over-
come resistance and exert influence during strug-
gles within the organization over the
internationalization decision. At the third (textual)
level, outcome texts that stem from the discourse
lead either to continued resistance and non-action
or to consensus and action on the international-
ization decision.

The strength of the discourse-based view rests
with its focus on micro-foundations and agency,
which we agree are undertheorized in IB research.
Trevino and Doh develop a strategic decision
process model, where they suggest a need to
examine the ability of firms to manage both their
internal and external environments. They regard
the dialogical process as a symbolic space that
could enable firms to successfully reconcile and co-
create their environments. In doing so, firms may
be able to balance any eventualities emanating
from the external context. Bringing this more
dynamic understanding into IB has the potential
to contribute to several research streams. In our
own work on international entrepreneurship, we
have similarly found that the literature struggles to
reconcile micro- and macrolevel perspectives that
lead to entrepreneurial outcomes. For instance, our
research looks at the impact of the weak state on
entrepreneurship, while paying less attention to
how entrepreneurs manage their own internal
processes to actively manage those weak institu-
tions (Ault, 2016; Ault & Spicer, 2014). Thus, our
critique of Trevino and Doh (2020) revolves less
around the question of whether new frameworks
can benefit our interdisciplinary community and
more on the question of how we bring new ideas
into the field in a way that creates synthesis and
advances cumulative knowledge.

INTEGRATION VERSUS FRAGMENTATION
We frame our critique of the discourse-based view
within recent debates over the question of how
scholarly communities integrate new ideas, con-
structs, and methods into their field (Hirsch &
Levin, 1999; Kuhn, 1962; Nag et al., 2007; Pfeffer,
1993). IB is interdisciplinary, combining ideas not
only from multiple business fields – such as

accounting, finance, management, and marketing
– but also from other disciplines, such as eco-
nomics, political science, and sociology (Cheng,
Henisz, Roth, & Swaminathan, 2009; Journal of
International Business Studies, 2020). The interdis-
ciplinary nature of IB presents scholars with both
opportunities and risks. On the one hand, an
interdisciplinary approach is important because
the phenomena we study are inherently complex
and can often only be fully understood if we bring
together diverse backgrounds (Cheng et al., 2009).
For instance, many causal relationships we study
are multilevel, since firms’ actions are embedded in
a local context. Therefore, integrating a research
stream such as political science into existing IB
research is likely to yield greater insights than
single-disciplinary research could provide alone.
On the other hand, interdisciplinary research

increases the possibility that the field will splinter
into isolated groups with little communication or
collaboration with others working on the same
research questions (Hirsch & Levin, 1999; Nag
et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 1993). According to Pfeffer
(1993), such fracturing occurs because publishing is
seen as riskier and more time-consuming in inter-
disciplinary fields, since articles can be sent to
reviewers working on similar problems but with a
different intellectual background from the author.
This increases the possibility that the reviewers will
disagree with the author on the important research
questions, constructs, and methodologies. To mit-
igate this risk, researchers often form into small
pockets that can reach a degree of consensus
among themselves and serve as their own reviewer
base.
Such fragmentation creates numerous barriers to

the advancement of collective knowledge (Pfeffer,
1993). For example, it can lead to redundancy and
time wasted reinventing already-existing ideas. In
the absence of intra-field communication, an
author working in one corner of the field can
introduce a concept and claim it is new. So long as
their group is unaware that others within the field
are working on the same concept, multiple distinct
literatures can form around the same ideas. With-
out oversight and gatekeeping, interdisciplinary
fields often come to ‘‘resemble more of a weed
patch than a well-tended garden. Theories…prolif-
erate along with measures, terms, concepts, and
research paradigms. It is often difficult to discern in
what direction knowledge of organizations is pro-
gressing‘‘ (Pfeffer, 1993: 616).
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We have seen this proliferation of competing
ideas, and subsequent calls for greater unity, across
many interdisciplinary fields. For example, in their
review of strategic management research, Nag et al.
(2007) write that academic fields are socially con-
structed and only exist so long as a critical mass of
scholars agree that they do. For this consensus to
happen, scholars must negotiate the boundaries of
their field and adopt a shared understanding of
what is allowed within those boundaries. Without
this clear sense of collective identity and shared
purpose, strategic management will become vul-
nerable to practical attack by other disciplines (e.g.,
for resources, journal space, tenure slots, and
recruitment) and risks crumbling into obscurity.
While Nag et al. (2007) welcome diversity, they
caution that such diversity must always lead to
eventual reconciliation and must work within
members’ conceptions of what will, and will not,
be allowed within their shared community.

Within our own interdisciplinary field, Poulis
and Poulis (2018) argue that IB scholarship has
come to assume a kitchen-sink identity of ‘‘every-
thing international,’’ rather than unanimity of
what matters in IB theorizing and clear demarca-
tion of the field’s boundaries. They observe that IB
has progressed based on parallel monologues,
yielding contradictions and unresolved paradoxes.
This ad hoc approach to knowledge building has
led to an ontology that is unclear, not only to
external stakeholders but also to internal ones. In a
crowded academic space, where IB must compete
with other departments to attract young scholars
and resources from university management com-
mittees, funding bodies, and practitioners, this
confusion and a lack of a concrete identity puts
the ‘‘legitimacy, and sustainability of international
business at stake’’ (Poulis & Poulis, 2018: 517).

Aguilera and Grøgaard (2019) make a similar
point, specifically about the conflicting conceptu-
alizations within IB around the idea of institutions.
They observe that various factions of IB scholars
have developed their own notions of what institu-
tions are and what mechanism explains their effect
on business. For instance, the ‘‘institutional voids’’
bloc (e.g., Khanna & Palepu, 1997) draws on
economics to explore how institutions impact
transaction costs, while the ‘‘institutional profiles’’
bloc (e.g., Kostova & Roth, 2002) draws on sociol-
ogy to explore how institutions provide meaning
and guide human action and organization. This
fractionalization has, in Aguilera and Grøgaard’s
(2019) view, led to the dual problems that: (1) IB

authors use a different language to refer to the same
concepts, and (2) they use the same language to
refer to different concepts.
The observation that interdisciplinary research is

prone to fragmentation and redundancy raises
questions about how to integrate paradigms in a
way that expands our horizons, while retaining our
collective identity and boundaries. On the one
hand, the search for novelty allows different
perspectives to enter the field to challenge old or
outdated ways of understanding familiar topics and
theories. On the other hand, the need to build
cumulative knowledge that allows researchers to
draw on each other’s work in applying shared
constructs depends on a degree of consistency in
ensuring that ideas fit together. Striking this bal-
ance usually involves a complex process of evalu-
ating convergent and discriminatory validity
around these ideas. In the absence of such atten-
tion to detail, a field can continuously shift,
introducing new ideas without fully exploring
how they build on or differ from previous ones,
and creating ‘‘new labels for old bottles of wine’’
(Aguilera & Grøgaard, 2019: 31) instead of reaching
a consensus over what is new and what is already
established in any endeavor.

DISTINCTION FROM EXISTING RESEARCH
In applying these principles to Trevino and Doh’s
(2020) article, we first examine the degree to which
the discourse-based view overlaps with existing
frameworks and methodologies found in the IB
literature. The authors benchmark their theory
against the neo-institutional perspective (Kostova,
1999; Kostova & Zaheer, 1999; Xu & Shenkar,
2002). While neo-institutionalism may touch on
questions related to internationalization (e.g., Xu &
Shenkar, 2002), the framework was primarily
designed to study an entirely different set of
questions around the transfer of organizational
practices between a parent company located in one
country and its subsidiaries found in others (Kos-
tova, 1999; Kostova & Roth, 2002). When the
discourse-based view is compared to the neo-insti-
tutional perspective, it may appear to represent an
advancement in our collective knowledge, since
the two perspectives rely on different mechanisms,
make different assumptions, and explain different
phenomena.
However, when compared to other IB theories, it

becomes less clear that the discourse-based view
challenges outdated paradigms, rather than
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spinning off another faction within the field. One
such literature that may provide an appropriate
benchmark when assessing the contribution of the
discourse-based view is Kogut and Zander’s (1993)
evolutionary theory of the multinational corpora-
tion (see also Zander & Kogut, 1995), which has
become an established paradigm for IB research
(Kogut & Zander, 2003; Tallman, 2003). We provide
a comparison of the two perspectives on interna-
tionalization in Table 1.

In the first line of the table, we highlight the
motivation of the two frameworks. Trevino and
Doh seek to explain how dialogical conflict and
power lead to an internationalization decision,
whereas Kogut and Zander explore why the transfer
of knowledge may occur within a firm through
foreign direct investment, rather than across firms
through licensing. As further shown in the table,
the two theories share some similarities. Both
perspectives are interested in bringing a more
sociological approach to the question of why, and
how, firms internationalize. Both theories also take

a less static view of internationalization to look at
the interaction between macrolevel factors and
managerial mindsets. And, importantly for this
benchmarking exercise, they both rely heavily on
the construct of ‘‘knowledge.’’ In Trevino and Doh’s
(2020: 8) framework, ‘‘the internationalization pro-
cess begins when actors acquire knowledge as to
how the intersection of the organization and its
environment can be used to the firm’s advantage.’’
Newly acquired personal knowledge is leveraged to
strengthen an actor’s power, as knowledge allows
actors to use discourse to enable (or resist) strategy.
Organizational actors who develop this personal
knowledge will initiate the production and dissem-
ination of a power-infused text to advance an
international solution to the organizational chal-
lenge. In Kogut and Zander’s (1993) framework, the
firm represents a social community that builds
knowledge over time that is both specific to that
community and provides the firm with competitive
advantages. The more tacit the knowledge, the
harder it is to teach to those in another company

Table 1 Benchmark of the discourse-based view against the evolutionary theory of the multinational corporation

Discourse-based view of internationalizationa Evolutionary theory of the multinational enterpriseb

Motivation Explain how dialogical conflict and power lead to

an internationalization decision

Explain why the transfer of knowledge may occur

within a firm through foreign direct investment rather

than between firms through licensing

Similarities More sociological, less static approach to the study of internationalization; places ‘‘knowledge’’ at center

Role of knowledge Actors gain knowledge of the context via talk and

text, which is then leveraged to strengthen their

power in influencing the internationalization

decision

The firm is a social community that builds knowledge

over time, which provides it with competitive

advantages. The more tacit the knowledge, the harder

it is to transfer it to other firms, and the more likely the

transfer will occur within the organization

Concept of knowledge Intertextualized discourse that has become a

personal belief

The competence of individuals and of the organizing

principles by which relationships among individuals,

groups, and members of an industrial network are

structured and coordinated

Diffusion of

knowledge

Internal actors exert power to achieve consensus

and performativity

Occurs through increasing interactions until actors

within the firm come to a common understanding

Nature of knowledge Codified: can be acquired through an examination

of organizational communications

Tacit: is only understood by those who are intimately

acquainted with the innovation

Method for capturing

knowledge for

empirical analysis

Examine intracompany communication (e.g.,

e-mail, social media, electronic texts)

Identify innovations that reach a major share of the

world market; administer an instrument to individuals

with intimate understanding of the innovation about

its codifiability, complexity, teachability, system

dependence, and observability

a Source:Trevino and Doh (2020)
b Sources: Kogut and Zander (1993) and Kogut and Zander (1992)
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that sit outside the social community. Thus, when a
firm has built up a high degree of tacit knowledge,
it is more likely to enter another country through
the creation of a subsidiary, whose employees are
part of the same social community, than through a
licensing agreement with another company.

As further shown in Table 1, Trevino and Doh
(2020: 13) draw on organization theory to concep-
tualize knowledge as ‘‘intertextualized discourse that
has become a personal belief.’’ In contrast, the
evolutionary theory has already established knowl-
edge for IB as ‘‘the competence of individuals and of
the organizing principles by which relationships
among individuals, groups, and members to an
industrial network are structured and coordinated’’
(Zander & Kogut, 1995: 77). In evolutionary theory,
the type of knowledge that is important in interna-
tionalization relatesmore to ‘‘knowhow’’ and ‘‘know
why’’ than it does to ‘‘know what.’’ Table 1 further
shows that the two frameworks rely on a different
mechanism to explain the transfers of knowledge in
the organization. Trevino and Doh rely on power,
which internal actors exert to achieve consensus and
performativity. In contrast, Kogut andZander (1993)
rely on social mechanisms. In their framework, the
spread of knowledge occurs through increasing
interactions until actors within the community
come to a common understanding about the nature
and value of an innovation.

The last two rows of Table 1 deal with the way
knowledge is captured for empirical analysis. Tre-
vino and Doh (2020) assume that knowledge can be
made explicit, codified, and understood. Thus, the
discourse-based view can be tested through an
examination of texts – such as e-mails, memos,
instant messages, and social media – generated by
key players within the company. Given the prolifer-
ation of digital communication, empirical tests of
the framework will be ‘‘relatively easy and amenable
to systemic analysis’’ (Trevino & Doh, 2020: 12). In
contrast, evolutionary theorists are clear that tacit
knowledge is typically inaccessible to others outside
the social community. As Kogut and Zander (1992:
383) state ‘‘A fundamental puzzle, as first stated by
Michael Polanyi (1966), is that individuals appear to
know more than they can explain.’’ A major league
baseball player may possess the ‘‘know how’’ to lay
down a perfect bunt, and a FIFA player may possess
the ‘‘know how’’ to bend a corner kick into the goal
(as well as the understanding of when to use these
skills), but find it impossible to explain these abilities
to those outside baseball or soccer. Nor is this
knowledge likely to become easier to codify and

teach to others over time, since it is a skill that is
gained only through experience.
Evolutionary theorists thus began their agenda

with the assumption that ‘‘know how’’ may be
unknowable and spent decades developing sophis-
ticated methodologies to capture something that is
inaccessible to the researcher. For example, rather
than trying to understand the knowledge that
explains internationalization themselves, Zander
and Kogut (1995) identified 35 Swedish innova-
tions that reached a major share of the world
market (see Wallmark & McQueen, 1986). They
then constructed an instrument around Winter’s
(1987) five dimensions of a firm’s capabilities:
codifiability, teachability, complexity, system
dependence, and product observability. After estab-
lishing the initial validity and reliability of the
instrument through pilot tests, they administered it
to individuals involved with developing the tech-
nologies and who had an intimate understanding
of the innovations. They themselves did not iden-
tify the attributes of the knowledge, but instead
asked the subjects to rate statements about the
knowledge such as ‘‘A useful manual describing our
manufacturing process can be written,’’ or ‘‘Educat-
ing and training new manufacturing personnel is a
quick, easy job’’ (Kogut & Zander, 1993: 641).
Despite the work that has gone into the devel-

opment, measurement, and empirical application
of ‘‘knowledge’’ as a core IB construct, Trevino and
Doh (2020) present knowledge as something new
and unique to the discourse framework. Without
synthesis and reconciliation with other IB para-
digms, the discourse-based view may thus increase
the risk for a similar proliferation of multiple
conceptualizations around knowledge that Aguilera
and Grøgaard (2019) identified with institutions.
While our focus has centered on the potential

overlaps between the discourse-based view and the
Evolutionary Theory of the Multinational Enter-
prise, similar arguments can be made about other
key constructs found in Trevino and Doh’s (2020)
framework. For example, these authors also intro-
duce language and communication as core con-
cepts in their theory, with only limited engagement
with other IB groups that study similar ideas
(Brannen, Piekkari, & Tietze, 2017; Selmier II,
Newenham-Kahindi, & Oh, 2015). Our own work
has identified language and communication (e.g.,
semiotics, symbols, etc.) as a main challenge to
MNEs to share their HQs accepted languages with
their regional and other subsidiaries (Selmier et al.,
2015). These existing concepts raise questions
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about whether Trevino and Doh’s (2020) work on
discourse amounts to a new ‘‘view’’ of the MNE that
existing frameworks cannot accommodate.

These examples suggest that establishing the
discriminant validity of the discourse-based view
may be more difficult than Trevino and Doh (2020)
claim. Moreover, new frameworks that overlap with
existing ideas must address the same empirical
challenges identified in the previous work,
acknowledge their proposed solutions to those
challenges, and be subjected to similar tests as
those developed by previous researchers. Without
engaging in the work necessary to reconcile new
ideas with other preexisting paradigms, the new
paradigms threaten to overturn entire research
streams that are central to our field.

Recombining Existing Theories
Some IB scholars have observed that the field can
gain the benefits of new insights, with less risk of
fragmentation, by recombining existing ideas in
novel ways, rather than through the introduction of
completely new ideas (Stevens & Newenham-
Kahindi, 2021). Thus, in addition to benchmarking
new ideas against existing theories, a second ques-
tion to ask before integrating new concepts into our
community is whether a recombination of para-
digms that already exist can be adapted to address
thenew situation. To illustrate,wedrawonour study
of MNE strategy and corruption in developing
countries (Stevens & Newenham-Kahindi, 2021).
Despite the new context, we discovered that we did
notneed to introducenewtheory tounderstandhow
MNEsmanage corruption. Instead, we could explain
this outcome by synthesizing the existing literature
in a new way. While the conventional literature
assumes that firms have two options for managing
corruption in weak institutional environments –
either ‘‘play the game’’ (i.e., pay the bribes) or ‘‘leave
the table’’ (i.e., avoid countries where corruption is
widespread) – we uncovered a new approach, which
we term an ‘‘engagement strategy,’’ which involves
committing to deeper, larger, and more long-term
investments, even in host countries where corrup-
tion is pervasive.

While these findings were surprising, the more
we probed, the more we understood that the
conceptual mechanisms underpinning the success
of these engagement strategies could be explained
using a confluence of existing IB research on
legitimacy (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999), bargaining
power (Ramamurti, 2001), and political risk (Puck,
Rogers, & Mohr, 2013). MNEs are often held to

higher expectations than their local competitors,
suggesting the need for a more nuanced under-
standing of the legitimacy of certain acts and of the
actors engaging in those acts. However, MNEs
seeking an engagement strategy also have the
bargaining power to gain legitimacy through non-
corrupt means, even in locations where corruption
is pervasive. We also found that MNEs which
provided substitutes for bribes (e.g., gifts, zero-
interest loans) that benefit a larger number of host-
country actors were able to significantly minimize
their political risks and the pressure to pay a bribe.
While this novel finding may have led some
researchers to seek for a new theoretical framework,
we found we could explain it through a combina-
tion of existing IB theories, thus satisfying both
goals of developing important new insights and
retaining consensus within the field.
To be clear, we are not advocating for IB to

abandon its interdisciplinary approach. Despite his
concerns, Pfeffer (1993) sees strong benefits to
interdisciplinary research, and Cheng et al. (2009)
are correct that some of the questions we ask in our
field can only be answered by bringing together
different views and perspectives. Indeed, much of
our own research is interdisciplinary, drawing from
developmental economics and political science as
well as international business (Ault & Spicer, 2020a).
However, in science, the words we use matter; in
empirical studies, consistent terminology is impor-
tant to ensure the testsweconduct capturewhat they
purport to be measuring. Thus, if researchers within
the same field do not talk to each other, and there is
no communication over what our constructs mean,
then there can be no cumulative knowledge. We
argue that future research will be needed to examine
the discourse-based view in tandem with other pre-
existing literatures. Otherwise, questions remain as
towhether it complements existing theories, defines
the scope conditions for those theories, or simply
puts a new label on established ideas.

OUTCOMES VERSUS INITIAL DECISIONS
Trevino and Doh (2020) state that their goal is to
develop a theory around the decision to interna-
tionalize. As they write, ‘‘We conceptualize a model
that emphasizes the embeddedness of organiza-
tional discourse in social, political, and historical
contexts and allows us to trace the dialectical
processes that motivate the decision to interna-
tionalize.’’ Thus, an important question when
assessing the value of expanding the IB lens to
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include the discourse-based view is whether the
benefit of studying the initial managerial decision
to internationalize outweighs the risks of splitting
off a new IB faction.

Trevino and Doh (2020) are correct that IB
scholarship tends to focus more on the practices,
business models, and firms that survive over time
than on initial decisions. For instance, Johanson
and Vahlne (1977) define their framework as a
‘‘process theory.’’ Process theory ‘‘is concerned with
understanding how things evolve over time and
why they evolve in this way’’ (Langley, 1999: 692).
Process theories rely on different strategies, logics,
and methods from what are referred to as variance
theories. ‘‘Whereas variance theories provide expla-
nations for phenomena in terms of relationships
between dependent and independent variables,
(e.g., more of X and more of Y produce more of
Z), process theories provide explanations in terms
of the sequence of events leading to an outcome
(e.g., do A and then B to get C)’’ (Langley, 1999:
692). Johanson and Vahlne’s (1977) process theory
explores how managers cope with unforeseen
events after the internationalization decision is
made. As they state, ‘‘Many firms consider interna-
tionalization a promising strategy. There are, how-
ever, numerous examples of firms which have
started international operations without success’’
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977: 31).

Similarly, the neo-institutional theory that Tre-
vino and Doh (2020) benchmark their framework
against relies on a fit mechanism. A firm may
decide to transfer a practice to a foreign subsidiary,
but if that practice does not subsequently fit with
the prevailing regulatory, cognitive, and normative
dimensions of a country’s institutional profile, it
will not survive (Kostova, 1999; Kostova & Roth,
2002; Kostova & Zaheer, 1999). The evolutionary
theory of the multinational builds on a similar idea
of both success and failure. In this view, interna-
tionalization depends not only on the decision of
the manager to retain knowledge within a single
organization but also on the difficulty of trying to
communicate that knowledge to those outside
their social community (Kogut & Zander, 1993).
The core idea is that firms incrementally build the
capabilities over time to enable successful transfer,
independent of any actor’s initial desires.

Yet, at the same time that Trevino and Doh are
highlighting a need to study managers’ initial deci-
sion to initiate an action, authors in IB and other
related business fields are calling for less emphasis on
this aspect of business action (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994;

Aldrich & Ruef, 2006, Van Lent, Hunt, & Lerner,
2020). For example, in their review of the
entrepreneurship literature, Van Lent et al. (2020)
write that ‘‘entrepreneurship research is strongly
predisposed towards capturing the intentional
aspects of entrepreneurial action’’, and that the
literature ‘‘unnecessarily constrains itself to the
governing premise that entrepreneurial action ubiq-
uitously emanates from reasoned intentionality.’’
While they agree that early reasoning plays a role,
this disproportionate emphasis on initial decisions
yields ‘‘a heavily censored, and therefore incom-
plete, recounting of the business venturing process.’’
They thus call for researchers to focus less on
intentionality and instead examine the multitudi-
nous ways that business is quite literally a journey,
and that ‘‘all journeys have secret destinations of
which the traveler is unaware.’’ This metaphor of
business as a journey is repeated in IB. In defending
the teleological view of internationalization, Fors-
gren (2002) suggests that foreign direct investment
can be seen as a proactive search for opportunities.
From this perspective, the firm may start with a
defined goal, but knows that the pathway to that
goal is uncertain, discontinuous, and unpredictable.
Firms will thus engage in internationalization in
search of opportunities knowing that subsequent
conditions will cause many of these endeavors to
depart radically from predicted pathways. To these
authors, it is not about where the journey starts, but
the winding road it follows.
In their review of research on organization theory,

Aldrich and Ruef (2006) differentiate between inten-
tional and blind variation. Intentional variation
occurs when managers actively seek solutions to
problems. Intentional variation results from plan-
ning, consultations with experts, and so forth. Blind
variations are not intentional, but instead arise from
accidents, chance, luck, malfeasance, and so forth.
Like previous authors, Aldrich and Ruef (2006) argue
that research has historically emphasized inten-
tional variation too heavily, focusing on the creativ-
ity, planning, and decisions of the company’s key
actors, rather than on how organizations deal with
theblind variance that influences the success of their
enterprise over time.
When applied to the discourse-based view, these

observations suggest that the addition of a new
research stream that emphasizes initial managerial
decision-making may unnecessarily convolute an
already crowded discipline, while adding limited
new insights that change the way we think about
our core questions. An actor may initiate an action,
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but the subsequent conditions they encounter
often decide what design becomes selected.

Illustrative Case Study: Target Canada
To illustrate the relative importance of subsequent
conditions in selecting the practices, business
models, and firms that survive over time, we
examine Target Corporation’s 2013 entry into
Canada (Dahlhoff, 2015; Pirouz & Hong, 2014).
Target found it easy to build internal consensus
around its decision to enter the country for several
reasons: (1) Canada and the US are culturally,
politically, and economically similar, (2) Target had
reached a degree of cult status within Canada and
many Canadians would travel to the US to shop
there, (3) other US retailers – including Walmart,
Costco, and the Home Depot – had already expe-
rienced success in the country, and (4) Target is
headquartered only about 250 miles from the
Canadian border (Dahlhoff, 2015; Pirouz & Hong,
2014).

However, while building consensus around the
decision to enter Canada was relatively easy, the
subsequent blind variance and Target’s inability to
cope with these factors ultimately led to its demise.
Less than two years after entering Canada, and after
accumulating US$2.5 billion in losses, Target closed
its 133 Canadian stores and exited the country.
Several factors explain this outcome. For instance,
when Walmart made the decision to enter Canada
in 1994, local retailers were caught off guard and
failed to respond, thus providing Walmart with
only soft competition. In 2013, Canadian retailers
were better prepared for foreign competition. Addi-
tionally, Target decided to buy Zellers stores –
rather than build new retail outlets – that were run
down, located in low-income neighborhoods, and
poorly configured for Target’s big-box layout.
Moreover, because Target set aggressive deadlines,
its software was not ready for the launch (e.g., it
could not handle French-specific letters), thus
leading to shipping mistakes. Consequently, the
large, excited crowds that lined up for hours on
opening day were turned off by the mostly empty
shelves (Dahlhoff, 2015; Pirouz & Hong, 2014).
Despite managers’ strong desires to enter the
Canadian market, this action ultimately failed in
the face of subsequent missteps and inability to
respond to the conditions of the Canadian market.

Consistent with Van Lent et al. (2020), we do not
claim that initial judgements played no part in the
overall story of Target’s rise and fall in Canada. In
this case, however, the stronger role of subsequent,

unforeseen conditions in impacting the company’s
survival over the long run raises questions of what
new insights we would have gained from a study of
Target’s initial decision to enter Canada. Questions
such as these will need to be answered before
adopting the discourse-based view openly.

EVIDENCE FOR THE DISCOURSE-BASED VIEW
To further evaluate our previous question about
whether the discourse-based view leads to new
insights, rather than a reinterpretation of existing
phenomena, we now turn to Trevino and Doh’s
(2020) decision to use Google’s failed Dragonfly
Project in China and Bulova’s global expansion as
evidence to support the discourse-based view. We
argue that future research will be necessary to both
isolate discourse as the central mechanism in these
cases and to generalize from these examples to
other multinational corporations. We focus on
Google’s failed Dragonfly project to illustrate this
point. Li’s (2019) work on Western Internet Firms
(WIFs) in China suggests that the causes of Google’s
failure may be both multifaceted and specific to
this country and industry, limiting not only the
application of the case study to other situations but
also the ability to identify discourse as the primary
explanation for Google’s experience. Li (2019)
argues that all WIFs – including Google, eBay,
Amazon, Airbnb, LinkedIn, WeWork, and Uber –
have failed in the Chinese market. While we could
debate his premise that these firms failed, insofar
that they have left China, he provides strong
evidence that they have at least underperformed.
Li identifies this finding as surprising, because these
same companies saw much greater success in other
countries that are politically and economically
similar to China, such as Indonesia, Thailand, and
Saudi Arabia. Moreover, many non-internet-based
companies – such as automobile manufacturers,
fast food restaurants, and beer brewers – have been
more successful than internet firms in China.
Even among WIFs, Li (2019) found it hard to

attribute their collective underperformance to any
one cause. Instead, their experience was due to the
cumulative effects of multiple factors over time, or
what Li (2018: 4) refers to as ‘‘death by a thousand
cuts.’’ Drawing on 225 interviews, he found 13
conditions that created a perfect storm and put
these firms at a competitive disadvantage. These
included attempts to impose global business mod-
els unsuited to the Chinese market, overly central-
ized organizational structures, underestimating the
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differences between digital businesses and other
industries, and failure to account for aggressive
local competitors.

Trevino and Doh’s (2020) reliance on Google’s
Dragonfly Project to support their discourse-based
view thus raises the possibility of what authors refer
to as ‘‘superstitious learning’’ (Kogut, 1991;
McGrath, 2011; Szulanski, Cappetta, & Jensen,
2004). Superstitious learning occurs when two
events take place in connection to one another
and, due to their visibility and correlation, research-
ers incorrectly identify them as causally related.
While a lack of consensus within Google may have
been a present condition in the Dragonfly Project,
this does not mean that it was either necessary or
sufficient to explain Google’s experience.

We refer to our work on state fragility to further
illustrate the possibility of superstitious learning
(Ault, 2016; Ault & Spicer, 2020a, b). Historically,
studies that looked at the impact of the state on
entrepreneurship in developing countries strove to
isolate a single state function, such as the control of
corruption, to explain entrepreneurial outcomes.
Since corruption is negatively and significantly
correlated with business activity, it appeared obvi-
ous that the best way to stimulate entrepreneurship
within a developing country is to improve the
state’s control over corruption. However, a problem
with this conclusion is that a country that is unable
to control corruption is often also unlikely to
provide other services that are necessary for busi-
ness, such as public security (e.g., adequate polic-
ing) or social welfare (e.g., free and universal
education). The simultaneous breakdown of the
state across multiple functions makes it difficult to
disentangle the effects of corruption from these
other possible conditions to conclude definitively
that countries that reduce corruption will see a rise
in entrepreneurship.

Several authors have argued that the way to
mitigate superstitious learning, and to isolate a
causal factor or configuration of causal factors, is to
engage in counterfactual analysis (Fiss, 2007, 2011;
Ragin, 2008). Counterfactual analysis looks at what
would have happened if the claimed causal condi-
tion were to be changed. If the outcome can be
expected to also change, then the researcher has
greater confidence that they have isolated the
causal mechanisms (Fiss, 2007). For instance, in
the case of Dragonfly, a counterfactual analysis
would ask whether the outcome would have been
different had the company gained greater consen-
sus through their discourse. Li’s (2019) finding that

all WIFs underperformed in China suggests that the
outcome would still be the same. While we can
assume that all WIFs engaged in discourse before
making the decision to expand into China, we
cannot assume that the common thread in their
experience was an inability to reach a degree of
internal consensus.
In fact, a case could be made that Google

provides more empirical support for Johansson
and Vahlne’s (1977) internationalization process
theory than it does for Trevino and Doh’s (2020)
discourse-based view, since the company’s under-
performance in that country relates to a constella-
tion of differences between Google’s home and
host countries (which may fit better with the
concept of psychic distance).1 To establish causa-
tion, future research will need to identify a case
that is similar to the Dragonfly project (e.g., one
launched by a similar company in a country similar
to China), except that it shows stronger coherence
around the project within the organization, and
that it is an example of successful internationaliza-
tion. Trevino and Doh suggest that counterfactual
analysis may be beneficial. However, they do not
directly compare their cases using this method. Nor
do they identify alternative cases of companies that
differ on both the causal and outcome conditions
to isolate discourse as either necessary or sufficient
to explain their phenomena. Instead, they provide
an interpretation of these cases, rather than using
them to isolate the steps and mechanisms that are
involved in the observed outcome.

DISCUSSION
In this counterpoint, we suggested that Trevino and
Doh’s (2020) introduction of a discourse-based
view of internationalization provides an opportu-
nity for us to take a step back and critically evaluate
the more fundamental question of how we as a
community will strike a balance between rigor and
consensus on the one hand and novelty on the
other. Hirsch and Levin (1999: 199) note that this
kind of reflection and dialectic is beneficial, if not
necessary, for knowledge to advance, since inter-
disciplinary fields must walk a fine line between
‘‘theoretical tyranny’’ and ‘‘an anything goes atti-
tude.’’ In their view, the ongoing struggle between
the ‘‘validity police’’ – or those that believe in
academic discipline and rigidity – and the ‘‘um-
brella advocates’’ – or those that believe in open-
ness – often leads to an appropriate balance that
allows fields to be both scientific and relevant.
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We already see this debate taking shape in IB
(Buckley, 2002; Delios, 2017; Devinney, 2010;
Poulis & Poulis, 2018). For instance, Stahl, Tung,
Kostova, and Zellmer-Bruhn (2016) adopt the
umbrella advocacy side to call for IB scholars to
widen the IB lens, to look at commonly considered
phenomena in new ways, and to introduce or
highlight new concepts; Devinney (2010) calls for
IB researchers to ‘‘stretch the boundaries’’ of our
field and work more directly with other disciplines;
and Delios (2017) argues that IB has been hampered
by its narrow focus on only a handful of topics
related to the MNC. On the other side of the
debate, Aguilera and Grøgaard (2019) take a valid-
ity police approach to call for IB scholars to better
anchor their ideas within existing concepts, care-
fully define the boundaries of theorizing, align
those conceptual definitions with an appropriate
empirical identification that enhances internal
validity, and explore the external validity of the
proposed mechanisms. Poulis and Poulis (2018)
write that IB needs to stop identifying itself as
‘‘everything international,’’ and instead create a
stronger identity that draws clearer lines that
separate our field from others.

Rather than discouraging or ignoring this ten-
sion, we encourage IB scholars to embrace it. In this
light, Trevino and Doh’s (2020) discourse-based
view provides an arena where such a debate can
play out. To stimulate this debate, we have high-
lighted some of the steps that we believe will need
to be taken before we adopt this framework into our
community. Our core argument is that additional
research will be required to ensure that the dis-
course-based view complements existing IB para-
digms, rather than becoming a source of further
confusion. For example, future research can estab-
lish the benefits of this view, relative to its costs, by
further benchmarking and reconciling its key ideas
against related, pre-existing IB concepts and para-
digms. Trevino and Doh (2020) compare their
framework to neo-institutionalism, but we argue
that this framework may be incommensurable to
the discourse-based view because it seeks to explain
different phenomena. We thus call for additional
benchmarking and synthesis of the discourse-based
view against other, more relevant frameworks,
including not only the literatures discussed in this
counterpoint, such as the evolutionary theory of
the multinational corporation (Kogut & Zander,
1993) or work on language and communication
(Brannen et al., 2017; Selmier et al., 2015), but also
other common IB paradigms, such as the sense-

making perspective on international performance
(e.g., Nadkarni, Herrmann, & Perez, 2011) or sub-
sidiary-specific advantages in multinational enter-
prises (e.g., Rugman & Verbeke, 2001).
Another critical step in evaluating the efficacy of

the discourse-based view as a potential IB paradigm
is to examine whether the initial decision to
internationalize is sufficiently important to out-
weigh the potential cost of further fragmentation
and segmentation of the field. Additionally, the
testing of their framework will likely require more
rigorous methodologies than those that Trevino
and Doh (2020) propose. Rather than solely exam-
ining historical texts generated among key players
within the organization, IB scholars will need to
turn to the rigorous methodologies established in
other related research streams, such as those devel-
oped by evolutionary theorists described above and
in Table 1 (Zander & Kogut, 1995).
Finally, we call for IB researchers to resist the

pursuit of novelty solely for the sake of novelty
itself. Pfeffer (1993) acknowledges that academic
journals have a bias toward new ideas. Moreover,
coining a new term is often seen as a pathway
toward fame. However, the benefits of such pursuits
for individual recognition may come at the expense
of consensus, cumulative knowledge, and progres-
sion of the field. All research fields need to be open
to the integration of new concepts to prevent
stagnation. However, the benefits of introducing a
new idea needs to be weighed against the cost of
more isolation and less ability to communicate
ideas among scholars. Thus, while we have argued
that existing internationalization theories may
benefit from Trevino and Doh’s (2020) discourse-
based view, we welcome debate over the question
of whether the benefit of widening the lens is
greater than the risk of further disintegration.
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