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Abstract
The growing need for academic impact requires researchers to develop and address impor-
tant ideas. In this paper, we analyze how theory has been framed and operationalized 
within international business scholarship, which has a long tradition of producing research 
that accounts jointly for multiple research contexts and levels of analysis. We focus on two 
key aspects of published articles: the complexity of their research questions and how the 
research questions are translated into testable hypotheses. We further assess how the com-
plexity and operationalization of research questions have been received by business/man-
agement, interdisciplinary, and practice-oriented research audiences. To achieve this, we 
examine a sample of 423 quantitative articles published in the Journal of International 
Business Studies between 2005 and 2015, and consider the articles’ citations during 2010–
2020. Our paper provides suggestions about how authors might better frame research ques-
tions that are both important and impactful.

Keywords Theoretical contribution · Citation analysis · Theory development

There is no shortage of articles that aim to help scholars to publish impactful papers in the 
social sciences. Following the publication of Davis’ (1971) well-known “That’s Interest-
ing!” paper, the literature addressing what constitutes a “good” paper has flourished. To 
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date, the focus of this literature has been largely on what theory is and how authors can 
make important contributions (e.g., Byron & Thatcher, 2016; Morrison, 2010; Murmann, 
2017; Okhuysen & Bonardi, 2011). What is still missing, though, is a comprehensive treat-
ment of how scholars can approach the task of developing, in a practical sense, research 
ideas that can yield strong theoretical contributions and impactful papers, while address-
ing the requests for impact that come from a multitude of stakeholders (e.g., Hicks, 2012; 
Pölönen & Auranen, 2022). In this paper, our focus is on how theory can be framed and 
operationalized, and how doing so more effectively can help authors to generate research 
questions that are important and impactful, and that contribute to the development and test-
ing of theory. For our analysis, we operationalize “important and impactful” using citations 
of the article. While this proxy is imperfect and represents only one specific aspect for con-
sidering the value of a work, it has the benefit of being consistent with the current assess-
ment focus in business schools and social science departments around the world.

In essence, our purpose is to identify the anatomy of an “important” research question 
based on two key attributes: its complexity and how it is translated into testable hypothe-
ses. We use content analysis to study the research questions specified in a sample of quanti-
tative articles published in the Journal of International Business Studies (JIBS) from 2005 
to 2015. Based on each paper’s citations during the five years following its publication 
(2010–2020), we assess how the complexity of the research question, and how it is trans-
lated into testable hypotheses, are related to its impact. In this way, we aim to address the 
following research questions:

• What is the relationship between the complexity of the research question and the 
impact of the paper, as measured by citations? Are important papers cited differently 
across business/management, interdisciplinary, and practice-oriented outlets?

• Is there evidence that a clearer operationalization of research questions attracts more 
citations?

Background

Davis (1971) argued that one of the most important characteristics of a scholarly work is its 
ability to disconfirm some, but not all, of the assumptions that are held by its audience. The 
partial nature of the denial of underlying assumptions is crucial. If an article attempts to 
negate all of a reader’s fundamental expectations about a topic, the reader is likely to dis-
count the findings, treating them as absurd. In contrast, if an article is completely consist-
ent with all of a reader’s assumptions, the argument is likely to be viewed as obvious—and, 
thus, not important.

Davis’s argument is much broader: scholarship must “stand out” in some way. Barley 
(2006: 16–17) elaborated on the meaning of this by identifying papers whose character-
istics “differed in some significant and striking way from most of the other papers in aca-
demic journals”, arguing that three key features—the subject, the methodology, and the 
theory—are what make a paper memorable. In particular, papers that address fresh topics, 
use theories or methodologies that are novel, or depart substantially from the norms of the 
discipline are viewed as being important. However, this perspective is not universal. Bar-
tunek et al. (2006: 14) concluded that “no one single factor makes an empirical research 
project interesting”. (Note that, for this paper, we assume that “interesting” and “impor-
tant” are strongly related in the minds of most researchers.)
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Colquitt and Zapata-Phelan (2007) adopted a different approach to understanding what 
makes an article important by introducing a taxonomy of research based on the building 
and testing of theory. They argued that articles that build on theory and/or test it (they 
used the terms “builders”, “testers”, and “expanders” in their taxonomy) are cited more 
widely and are considered more important. While Judge et al. (2007) contended that the 
quality of the idea itself is one of the strongest predictors of citations, others have noted 
that the vast majority of articles that are deemed to be “important” enough to be published 
receive almost no citations (e.g., Boyd et al., 2005). Ladik and Stewart (2008) and Corley 
and Gioia (2011) assessed theoretical contribution based on two dimensions—originality 
(incremental or revelatory) and utility (scientific or practical)—and indicated that contri-
bution rests largely on the ability of the research to provide original insights regarding a 
phenomenon by advancing knowledge in a way that is perceived to be useful.

The debate continues with respect to what represents an “important” article. Advice for 
developing stronger theoretical contributions includes, for example, assessing the role of 
assumptions (Foss & Hallberg, 2014) and the nature (e.g., linear, quadratic, etc.) of rela-
tionships (Haans et al., 2016; Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). Shepherd and Suddaby (2017) sum-
marized this literature in a review of theory building and identified commonly-employed 
approaches to developing new and important ideas, such as problematizing (Alvesson & 
Sandberg, 2011) and identifying paradoxes (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989).

In this paper, we add to the debate on what constitutes an important article by consider-
ing the complexity of research questions and their translation into testable hypotheses, and 
how these are related to citation numbers. Our intent is to offer suggestions on how to turn 
important papers into impactful ones. We further elaborate on the debate by considering 
two dimensions that are relevant to multidisciplinary fields such as international business: 
how the research questions and their operationalization reach beyond the core body of the 
international business literature, in terms of their impact on practice and on other academic 
disciplines.

Methodology

Our sample consists of 423 of the 428 quantitative articles published in JIBS during 
2005–2015; citation numbers for the five excluded JIBS articles were not available using 
Scopus. We focus on international business because it is an interdisciplinary field that wel-
comes articles from business, psychology, economics and more, and it is inherently com-
plex due to the joint consideration of both multiple countries and levels of analysis. Given 
the nature of our study, with its emphasis on testable hypotheses, we do not consider theo-
retical, methodological, or qualitative papers. For each quantitative article, we identify and 
code the research questions and how they had been translated into hypotheses. All three 
authors participated in coding the articles, across two rounds. First, two authors coded all 
423 papers, with an interrater reliability of Cohen’s κ = 0.79. All disagreements were dis-
cussed, and agreements reached. Subsequently, the other author coded a subset of the arti-
cles that presented differences in the first round of coding; the interrater reliability for the 
second round was κ = 1.00.

We evaluate the complexity of each research question along two dimensions. The first 
pertains to whether the study assesses solely a main effect or also includes some con-
tingency analysis, mediation analysis, or a combination of moderation and mediation. 
The second complexity dimension refers to whether or not the theorization is same- or 
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cross-level. The resulting seven complexity categories are: (1) main effect on a single level 
of analysis, (2) main effect across levels, (3) moderation on a single level, (4) modera-
tion across levels, (5) mediation on a single level, (6) mediation across levels, and (7) a 
combination of moderation and mediation. In order to determine the level of complexity, 
we looked at the phrasing of the hypotheses and, in case of doubts, we also checked the 
empirical analysis of the paper.1 Table  1 reflects our characterization of complexity via 
sample research questions.

We also consider the match between the research questions and the hypotheses used to 
test them. A binary variable is used to operationalize the nature of the alignment between 
the research question(s) and the hypotheses, with 1 representing close alignment and 0 oth-
erwise. We coded as 1 those articles where we could infer the complexity expressed in the 
hypotheses, based on the research question as expressed by the authors in their paper. For 
instance, when  research questions express that a relationship varies based on an another 
and the authors test for moderation, we coded the research question and the hypothesis as 
matching (see Table 2 for examples of alignment and the lack thereof). We recognize that 
this is a relatively blunt measure; following Colquitt and Zapata-Phelan (2007), our inten-
tion is not to capture every nuance of theory building and testing, but rather to create a par-
simonious conceptual analysis that can help scholars in developing their thinking.

To assess the impact of the published articles, we consider four aspects of citations: the 
overall count, citations in journals within the broad discipline of business, interdisciplinary 
citations (in non-business journals), and citations in journals with more of a practitioner 
orientation. The citation data, from Scopus, are based on a five-year window following the 
publication of each article. Citing articles are coded as “business” if published in business 
or management, according to the Harzing Journal Quality List (i.e., classified as business 
history, economics, entrepreneurship, finance and accounting, general and strategy, inno-
vation, international business, management information systems, knowledge management, 
marketing, operations research, management science, production and operations manage-
ment, organization behavior/studies, human resource management, or industrial relations); 
citations from all other academically-oriented journals are coded as “interdisciplinary”. 
The “practice-oriented” journals are adapted from Lowry et al. (2004): Academy of Man-
agement Executive, Business Horizons, Business Week, California Management Review, 
Communications of the ACM, Fortune, Harvard Business Review, IEEE Engineering Man-
agement Review, Industry Week, Interfaces, Journal of Knowledge Management, Manage-
ment (France), Management Revue, McKinsey Quarterly, MIS Quarterly Executive, (MIT) 
Sloan Management Review, T + D, The Economist, TQM Magazine, and Singapore Man-
agement Review.

We estimate the relationships of interest using associative modelling. The overall and 
business journal citation data have sufficient spread to be modelled as continuous variables 
with ordinary least squares (OLS) regression; we utilize ln(citations + 1) as the dependent 
variables to accommodate skewness and observations with no citations. Residual analy-
sis for OLS modelling of the interdisciplinary citations displays patterns that suggest that 
an alternative approach would be preferable, consistent with  the small citation counts 
(maximum value of 3) for practitioner journals. Therefore, the models for the interdiscipli-
nary and practitioner citations are estimated with negative binomial regression, using the 
untransformed count data (we also report the OLS regression for comparison, although the 
negative binomial regression results should be interpreted, rather than the OLS). For all of 
the models, multicollinearity is assessed using variance inflation factor (VIF) values; the 

1 The full dataset is available at https:// colle ctions. durham. ac. uk/ files/ r2m61 3mx574.

https://collections.durham.ac.uk/files/r2m613mx574
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Table 2  Examples of the extent of match between research questions and hypotheses

Research question Hypotheses
Hypotheses matching the research question

How do firm- and country-level moderating factors 
determine the strength of the performance–pay 
relationship? (Van Essen et al., 2012)

Hypothesis 1 The better developed the formal 
institutions in a given jurisdiction, the stronger the 
relationship between corporate performance and 
executive compensation

Hypothesis 2 The better developed the informal 
institutions in a given jurisdiction, the stronger the 
relationship between corporate performance and 
executive compensation

Hypothesis 3a The effectiveness of formal institu-
tions in terms of establishing a stronger relation-
ship between corporate performance and executive 
compensation will decrease in the presence of well-
developed informal institutions, and vice versa

Hypothesis 3b The effectiveness of formal institu-
tions in terms of establishing a stronger relation-
ship between corporate performance and executive 
compensation will increase in the presence of well-
developed informal institutions, and vice versa

Does variance exist in the level of local isomor-
phism adopted by foreign firms from countries 
with differing institutional environments? (Salo-
mon & Wu, 2012)

Hypothesis 1: All else equal, foreign firms adopt a 
higher level of local isomorphism strategy as the 
institutional distance between the home country and 
the host country increases

Hypothesis 2: All else equal, the positive relationship 
between institutional distance and local isomor-
phism decreases as the experience of competitors 
from the firm’s home-country increases

Hypothesis 3: All else equal, the positive relation-
ship between institutional distance and local 
isomorphism decreases as the foreign firm’s market 
experience increases

Hypotheses not matching the research question
(e.g., moderated mediation is not predictable from the research question)

How and to what extent do host and home country 
institutional factors moderate prior international 
experience in influencing foreign entries by 
Chinese firms into a specific country? (Lu et al., 
2014)

Hypothesis 1 A Chinese firm’s compliance with 
government FDI support policy will reduce the 
importance of its prior international experience in a 
host country in facilitating an FDI entry

Hypothesis 2 High quality of host country institutions 
will reduce the importance of a Chinese firm’s 
prior international experience in a host country in 
facilitating an FDI entry

Hypothesis 3a The substitution effect of a Chinese 
firm’s compliance with government FDI support 
policy reducing the importance of its prior inter-
national experience in a host country (Hypothesis 
1) will be stronger when Chinese MNEs enter 
developing countries

Hypothesis 3b The substitution effect of high-quality 
host country institutions reducing the importance of 
a Chinese firm’s prior international experience in a 
host country (Hypothesis 2) will be stronger when 
Chinese MNEs enter developed countries
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maximum VIF values are all well below 3.0, suggesting the absence of problem multicol-
linearity. We include control variables in all of the models, including dummy variables to 
represent whether or not the study is a meta-analysis (as meta-analyses tend to be cited 
more often than other articles) and the year of publication. We also include the number of 
authors and the length of the paper (in pages), as these variables have been shown to influ-
ence citation numbers (Abramo & D’Angelo, 2015; Acedo et al., 2006; Xie et al., 2019; 
Tahamtan et al., 2016).

Results

Table 3 provides information regarding citation numbers for the various categories that we 
consider, and Fig. 1 shows the distribution of the complexity of the research questions by 
year. The descriptive statistics for the variables used in the modelling are shown in Table 4.

The results for modelling the relationship between citation numbers and the match 
between the research question(s) and the hypotheses are presented in Table 5. Model 1, 
which considers citations in any of the three types of outlets (business, interdisciplinary, 
and practice-oriented), provides evidence that a match between research questions and 
hypotheses is associated with more citations (p < 0.01). This finding is consistent (p < 0.05) 
for citations in both business and interdisciplinary journals (models 2 and 3) and for prac-
titioner-oriented journals (p < 0.10; model 4). With regard to our key control variables, 
meta-analysis articles and longer papers are associated with larger numbers of citations in 
all but practice-oriented journals. In model 3bis and 4bis, we replicate the analysis in mod-
els 3 and 4 using OLS regression rather than negative binomial, for comparison; the results 
are consistent.2

Table 2  (continued)

Hypotheses not matching the research question
(e.g., moderated mediation is not predictable from the research question)

What is the efficacy of incentives offered by export-
ers to stimulate and sustain distributor efforts in 
foreign markets? (Obadia et al., 2015)

Hypothesis 1: Exporter incentives (HPI and LPI) 
together influence the quality of the relationship 
with foreign distributors in the following way: (a) 
HPIs have no effect on relationship quality. (b) LPIs 
have a positive effect on relationship quality

Hypothesis 2: Exporter incentives (HPI and LPI) 
together influence the foreign distributor’s specific 
investments in the following way: (a) HPIs have no 
effect on foreign distributor’s specific investments. 
(b) LPIs have a positive effect on foreign distribu-
tor’s specific investments

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between LPIs and 
foreign distributor’s role performance on behalf of 
the exporter is mediated by relationship quality

Hypothesis 4: The relationship between LPIs and 
foreign distributor’s role performance on behalf of 
the exporter is mediated by distributor’s specific 
investments

2 Note that the OLS results should not be interpreted on their own, given the nature of the dependent vari-
ables in models 3 and 4, which create inconsistencies between the residuals and the OLS assumptions.
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We analyze the relationship between citation numbers and research question com-
plexity using three model specifications. The first, shown in Table 6, considers single- 
vs cross-level theorization, operationalized using a dummy variable. We find evidence 
that the level of theorization is associated with a difference in the number of citations 
for the combined journal categories (model 5), such that articles engaging in cross-level 
research tend to receive fewer citations, marginal to the other variables in the model. 
This effect is driven by business journals (model 6), as the estimated coefficients do not 

Table 3  Citation count statistics for various categories of the sample (all citations unless otherwise noted)

n Mean Std. deviation Minimum Maximum

Citing journals
 All 423 30.87 25.41 0 189
 Business 423 24.51 20.89 0 144
 Interdisciplinary 423 6.36 6.35 0 56
 Practitioner 423 0.13 0.40 0 3

Attributes of the paper
 Match between hypotheses and research question
  No 121 27.35 21.43 3 129
  Yes 302 32.28 26.75 0 189

 Cross-level analysis
  No 199 31.21 23.08 0 188
  Yes 224 30.57 27.36 2 189

 Meta-analysis
  No 417 30.20 24.71 0 189
  Yes 6 77.00 32.91 27 121

Complexity of analysis
 Main effect (same level) 67 38.25 28.05 3 188
 Main effect (cross-level) 76 32.87 25.67 3 129
 Moderation (same level) 90 25.92 18.61 0 99
 Moderation (cross-level) 151 29.01 27.42 1 189
 Mediation (same level) 20 35.95 21.52 7 88
 Mediation (cross-level) 7 28.29 27.14 7 85
 Mediation + moderation 12 30.67 25.51 3 92

Publication year
 2005 24 20.00 18.09 2 91
 2006 32 23.75 17.08 2 66
 2007 40 37.48 30.99 6 188
 2008 52 24.31 18.01 3 100
 2009 55 31.53 23.70 1 129
 2010 62 31.71 25.38 0 127
 2011 36 27.33 22.60 5 92
 2012 28 39.82 31.66 7 130
 2013 34 30.94 20.88 5 84
 2014 24 40.00 33.13 7 129
 2015 36 34.58 31.21 6 189
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differ significantly from zero for interdisciplinary or practice-oriented journals (models 
7 and 8). The findings pertaining to the control variables, which account for most of the 
explained variance, remain similar to those discussed above. In model 7bis and 8bis, we 

Fig. 1  Distribution of research question complexity by year

Table 4  Descriptive statistics

Mean Std. deviation Minimum Maximum

Citations: All (ln + 1) 3.19 0.77 0 5.25
Citations: Business (ln + 1) 2.94 0.81 0 4.98
Citations: Interdisciplinary (ln + 1) 1.70 0.79 0 4.04
Citations: Practitioner (ln + 1) 0.09 0.25 0 1.39
Meta-analysis 0.01 0.12 0 1
Length of the paper 18.64 5.69 6 31
Number of authors 2.73 1.55 1 16
Matching 0.71 0.45 0 1
Cross-level 0.53 0.50 0 1
Main 0.34 0.47 0 1
Moderation 0.57 0.50 0 1
Mediation 0.06 0.24 0 1
Mediation + moderation 0.02 0.13 0 1
Main effect (same level) 0.16 0.36 0 1
Main effect (cross-level) 0.16 0.36 0 1
Moderation (same level) 0.18 0.39 0 1
Moderation (cross-level) 0.21 0.41 0 1
Mediation (same level) 0.36 0.48 0 1
Mediation (cross-level) 0.05 0.21 0 1
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replicate the analysis in models 7 and 8 using OLS regression rather than negative bino-
mial, for comparison; the results are consistent.3

The models shown in Table  7 consider another aspect of complexity: whether the 
hypotheses are specified using main effects, moderation, mediation, or a combination of 
moderation and mediation. With main effects as the baseline, models 9–11 provide evi-
dence that simpler conceptualization is associated with more citations, given the negative 
coefficients (p < 0.01) associated with the moderation dummy variable for the collection 
of all journal types, driven by business and interdisciplinary journals. The results for the 
control variables are quite consistent with those of previous models. In models 11bis and 
12bis, we replicate the analysis in models 11 and 12 using OLS regression rather than neg-
ative binomial, for comparison; the results are consistent.4

Finally, Table  8 shows the results of considering complexity with a more granular 
approach, considering whether the reported analysis addresses main effects, moderation, 
mediation, or moderation and mediation, along with same- vs. cross-level effects. The esti-
mated coefficients for the explanatory variables represent the expected increase in the num-
ber of citations for each category relative to the baseline of same-level main effects. The 
results are broadly consistent with the earlier findings that simpler studies tend to be cited 
more often in business and interdisciplinary journals (models 14 and 15). The control vari-
ables pertaining to meta-analysis and article length provide consistent results. In models 
15bis and 16bis, we replicate the analysis in models 15 and 16 using OLS regression rather 
than negative binomial, for comparison; the results are consistent.5

To assess the risk that omitted variables could invalidate our results, or the presence of 
possible bias in our inferences, we applied the “impact threshold of a confounding vari-
able” approach (Busenbark et  al., 2022; Xu et  al., 2019). This analysis revealed that we 
would need to replace 40–60% of the sample in order to turn our significant results to non-
significant. Therefore, our results appear to be robust to omitted variables.

Discussion

Our findings suggest that, first, articles whose research questions are less complex tend to 
be seen as more important and impactful, based on citation numbers in the five years after 
publication, particularly among business journals and outlets with stronger interdiscipli-
nary orientations. In addition, research questions that address only the main effects have, 
on average, more citations. These findings are somewhat counterintuitive, as we are typi-
cally trained to investigate boundary conditions and to identify moderators and mediators 
of established relationships. Arguably, the bulk of the research currently published in the 
key business and social science journals focuses on research questions that would be char-
acterized as having moderate complexity in our coding system, where contingency models 
and mediation models dominate (Boyd et al., 2017; Casper et al., 2007; Colquitt & Zapata-
Phelan, 2007).

Second, our analysis highlights the different nature of what is viewed as important by 
social science researchers, compared to what matters to practitioners and possibly funders. 
3 Note that the OLS results should not be interpreted on their own, given the nature of the dependent vari-
ables in models 7 and 8, which create inconsistencies between the residuals and the OLS assumptions.
4 Note that the OLS results should not be interpreted on their own, given the nature of the dependent vari-
ables in models 11 and 12, which create inconsistencies between the residuals and the OLS assumptions.
5 Note that the OLS results should not be interpreted on their own, given the nature of the dependent vari-
ables in models 15 and 16, which create inconsistencies between the residuals and the OLS assumptions.
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In academic research, theoretically-driven "importance" is valued (Davis, 1971); this 
is consistent with the premium that academics put on the development of theory (Sud-
daby, 2014). However, practitioners and funders often do not share academics’ views with 
respect to what constitutes important work. They are typically more interested in how to 
solve a problem, or how to make organizations more competitive and successful. Practi-
tioners also seek “evidence-based” suggestions (Rousseau, 2006) that require a differ-
ent type of knowledge accumulation. Most of the papers submitted to top journals aim to 
develop new theories, rather than testing existing ones (Kacmar & Whitfield, 2000); this 
arguably reduces the value of the work for practical use. In this regard, the fact that replica-
bility has been gaining momentum in the broad business literature may help to increase the 
practical relevance of international business studies in the future, as replication will allow 
better assessment of which theories have greater predictive power and produce consistent 
results (Aguinis & Solarino, 2019; Aguinis et al., 2017; Bettis et al., 2016), and thus can 
better inform practitioners’ decisions.

There is also the potential for a mismatch within academia. While complexity is pre-
sumed to be beneficial in terms of achieving publication, it may limit the article’s impact, 
especially if there is not a good match between the complexity of the work and the intended 
audience. While complex and more narrow studies may be accessible to specialists in a 
particular field, this approach may alienate the broader and more generalist audience that 
might otherwise facilitate wider utilization of the research. More complex studies that test 
boundary conditions, while important for expanding the knowledge base of a specific field, 
may be of less interest to non-specialists, yielding lower impact, and potentially reduc-
ing the chances of obtaining grants from funders that value impact (Pölönen & Auranen, 
2022). Adding a new boundary condition does not necessarily enhance applicability or 
help managers to find solutions to their business problems.

Thus, our study emphasizes the importance of researchers’ thinking, early in the project, 
about the audience with whom a paper is meant to engage. Studies that originate in busi-
ness and management and are cited by authors in other fields will tend to offer solutions 
to broader problems through methodological advances or intuition that can be extended to 
other contexts, making the work understandable by non-specialist readers. For example, 
Berry et al. (2010) offered a novel way of conceptualizing, measuring, and examining the 
influence of cross-national distance, extending the notion of distance into nine dimensions: 
economic, financial, political, administrative, cultural, demographic, knowledge, connect-
edness, and geographic. In doing so, the authors made the construct of cross-national dis-
tance more accessible to a broader audience; this contribution has found application in edu-
cation (Fang et al., 2013), policy (Rivera et al., 2013), and sociology (Alcacer et al., 2013).

Looking qualitatively at articles that are cited by more practice-oriented journals, we 
noted that they share some characteristics. One is that they tend to make a contribution 
that involves organizing and extending existing knowledge. In addition, these studies often 
identify causal mechanisms that are clearly applicable to organizations. As an example, 
Luo and Tung (2007) presented a framework on the spring-boarding activities of emerg-
ing-market multinational firms. The framework is accessible to managers, and practitioner-
oriented outlets have picked up on its utility. The article has been discussed in outlets 
including Business Horizons, California Management Review, and The Economist.

The upshot is that researchers in the field of international business have a great deal 
to juggle. On the one hand, they need to be productive and publish, and there is a general 
understanding that complexity can help in achieving publication in top-level journals. On 
the other hand, many business schools and funders are now placing a high premium on 
"impact", which pertains to the demonstrated use of research by organizations (Tihanyi, 
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2020), including firms and governments. Therefore, researchers in the social sciences and 
in business need to find a balance between being able to achieve the expected volume and 
quality of publications for their schools and career progression, while achieving impact. 
Our analyses suggest that one potential approach to achieving both goals is to design sim-
pler studies.

We also looked for qualitative commonalities among studies that received few citations. 
One notable characteristic is that these papers tend to have many hypotheses, which may be 
a consequence of the authors’ approach to problematizing the issue (Alvesson & Sandberg, 
2011). Authors have options with respect to problematization; these include revisiting 
an idea to offer new perspectives, making deliberate efforts to challenge the assumptions 
underlying existing theories, and delving more deeply by increasing the complexity with 
which the topic is considered. A larger number of hypotheses is consistent with problema-
tization via complexity. By developing more complicated models to test, authors are able 
to examine more fine-grained aspects of theories or phenomena; however, this may come at 
the expense of the importance of the paper, as reflected in citation counts.

This reflects some consistency with our quantitative finding that a stronger match 
between research question(s) and hypotheses is associated with higher citations among 
academically-oriented journals. It may be that this alignment means that the reader can 
better understand and engage with the flow of the article and more clearly understand its 
results. Such clarity may make the article easier to absorb and more memorable, leading to 
more citations.

Finally, the need to account for the impact of different levels of data (e.g., investigat-
ing both country- and industry-level effects on internationalization strategy decisions) is 
widely recognized in the literature (e.g., Aguinis & Molina-Azorín, 2015). Unexpectedly, 
our findings did not support the idea that cross-level research yields articles that are more 
important or impactful. We certainly do not dispute the theoretical value of doing multi-
level research. It is possible, however, that this value is not as well recognized in the com-
munity because multilevel research is more difficult to interpret, both conceptually and 
empirically, making it less accessible to readers who lack deep familiarity with either the 
context or the methodology, and thereby yielding fewer citations.

What’s in it for authors?

Our analysis of the citations generated by quantitative articles published in JIBS during 
2005–2015 has led us to identify some key recommendations for researchers, especially 
those early in their careers. Alvesson and Sandberg (2011: p. 247) discussed the role of 
problematizing in theory building: “It is increasingly recognized that what makes a theory 
important and influential is that it challenges our assumptions in some significant way”. 
Problematizing is important in social science research because it encourages scholars to 
go beyond identifying and filling a gap in the literature (which, per Colquitt and Zapata-
Phelan (2007), often takes the form of the testing of a new moderator). The gap-filling 
approach involves identifying aspects of existing knowledge that are incomplete, inconclu-
sive, or underdeveloped in some respect, and may result in very complex theoretical mod-
els, with potentially adverse effects on citations. Problematization, when taken seriously 
(i.e., not as a cover for gap filling), may yield deeper insights that are less cluttered by com-
plexity, offering greater potential for interest and impact. The advice here is that simpler 
research questions may yield articles that are considered to be more important.
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Second, the manner in which research questions are framed matters. Framing a research 
question is not the same as posing a question. The research question is a core part of a 
paper’s underlying framework and has implications for its goals, design, and methods. 
Maxwell (2012) advised that research questions should have coherence with the concep-
tual framework. Flick (2006) further suggested that research questions should drive the 
methodology of the paper. Our analysis yields another piece of advice: hypotheses should 
be closely aligned with the research question(s). Our empirical findings regarding citation 
numbers may reflect the potential for reader confusion when research questions presented 
in the introduction are not consistent with the actual operationalization of the hypotheses, 
leading the reader to wonder what questions have actually been answered in the article. 
Such papers may be less memorable or credible, and therefore cited less frequently in aca-
demic journals. Aligning the hypotheses closely with the research questions may help to 
generate greater academic impact.

Authors should also be aware of the debate regarding “important for academia” versus 
“important for practice”, which has been going on for quite some time and has recently 
experienced a revival (Tihanyi, 2020). This debate concerns whether researchers should 
trade doing theoretically important research for doing work that is “useful” (i.e., practical). 
While there is certainly the potential for academically valuable articles to be important to 
the managers who are presumably readers of practitioner-oriented journals, the issue might 
reside in the accessibility of the ideas to a wider audience.

We are not advocating for the “science of success” (Barabási & Musciotto, 2019), such 
that authors should take specific actions in order to obtain higher impact. The aim of doing 
scientific research is to advance knowledge by discovering new relationships between con-
structs and to find evidence that these relationships hold and under what circumstances. 
Our evidence suggests that the manner in which authors design studies and align research 
questions and hypotheses may affect how important an article is perceived to be, thereby 
influencing the “success” of the authors along specific dimensions.

Limitations

Our paper has some limitations that should be noted. First, there are many factors that con-
tribute to explaining the number of citations that a paper receives; this is reflected in the 
relatively limited explanatory power of our models. For example, in the interest of parsi-
mony, our taxonomy does not capture the full range of research designs. Certainly, there is 
also variation in the goals of different articles—for example, some aim to test the relation-
ships among constructs, while others aim to develop new measures—and there are differ-
ences related to the perceived importance of specific relationships among constructs, which 
we have not captured in our coding. Second, our study does not incorporate a consideration 
of clarity in terms of writing and theoretical explanation. Some authors have a talent for 
writing that elevates the contributions of their articles, and we have not operationalized this 
attribute. These are all elements that might affect how widely a study will be cited. Third, 
we have only considered publications in one journal. While JIBS is certainly an influential 
journal, it is not the sole publication outlet of interest for international business and social 
science researchers; future work will need to consider a larger collection of source publica-
tions. Finally, our measure of “important” is a key limitation. We have treated each cita-
tion equally, regardless of the importance of the cited article to the manuscript (Kacmar 
& Whitfield, 2000; Li et  al., 2022). Despite these limitations, we believe that our study 
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provides insights that can begin to help scholars in framing their research more effectively, 
to support the goal of achieving greater impact.
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