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ABSTRACT

This paper reviews language-sensitive research in International Business (IB) by asking how paradigmatic 
positions affect knowledge production in this field of study. Paradigms refer to the researchers’ assumptions 
about how research should be conducted and reported. Because they affect the theoretical aim and 
framing of a study, the data sources, and analysis techniques used, paradigms ultimately shape the kind of 
knowledge produced. To study how paradigmatic choices influence the knowledge produced, we compared 
299 publications in the field of language-sensitive research with 229 publications in mainstream IB by 
determining the paradigmatic position from which each study had been conducted. Our analysis shows 
that the paradigmatic diversity of language-sensitive research exceeds that of mainstream IB. Although 
positivism still dominates language-sensitive research in IB, interpretivist and critical studies have accounted 
for a growing proportion of research over the years and exceed those in mainstream IB research. We suggest 
that the norms of the specific research field and of academia in general strongly influence paradigmatic 
choices, and thus the kind of knowledge researchers produce. The review opens up a novel perspective on 
knowledge production within language-sensitive IB research.
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INTRODUCTION

Scholars fundamentally shape the knowledge they produce 
by following a specific paradigm in conducting and writing 
up their research for publication, even if they seldom articu-
late the adopted paradigm explicitly. A paradigm is “a cluster 
of beliefs…[that] influence[s] what should be studied, how 
research should be done, [and] how results should be inter-
preted” within a scholarly community (Bryman, 2003, p. 4). 
In other words, paradigms guide researchers’ lines and forms 
of inquiry in a given discipline (e.g., Burrell & Morgan, 1979; 

Kuhn, 2012) and lead to the production of particular forms 
of knowledge. This paper investigates how paradigmatic 
positions affect knowledge production by reviewing lan-
guage-sensitive IB research – a field of study that has engaged 
with language diversity in organizations. 

During the past decade, several reviews have been under-
taken on language-sensitive research in International Busi-
ness (IB) (Brannen & Mughan, 2017; Karhunen, Kankaan-
ranta, Louhiala‐Salminen, & Piekkari, 2018; Tenzer, 
Terjesen, & Harzing, 2017). Some of them have mapped 
this growing stream of research quantitatively (Tenzer 
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et al., 2017), while others have provided focused thematic 
overviews as part of editorials for special issues (e.g., Beeler, 
Cohen, de Vecchi, Kassis-Hendersson, & Lecomte, 2017; 
Gaibrois, Lecomte, Boussebaa, & Śliwa, forthcoming; 
Lecomte, Tenzer, & Zhang, 2018; Piekkari & Zander, 2005) 
or edited volumes (e.g., Brannen & Mughan, 2017). The 
contributions of language-sensitive IB research have also 
been introduced to other academic communities such as 
cross-cultural management (Beeler et  al., 2017; Pudelko, 
Tenzer, & Harzing, 2015; Tietze & Piekkari, 2020; Wilcze-
wski, Søderberg, & Gut, 2020), translation studies (Piek-
kari & Tietze, 2021), and management communication 
(Gaibrois, 2019; Tietze, Back, & Piekkari, 2021). Taken 
together, these contributions have advanced our under-
standing of how language diversity shapes key organiza-
tional processes and outcomes in important ways. However, 
previous research has paid far less attention – beyond pure 
methodological concerns – to how this body of knowledge 
has been produced.

In this paper, we undertake a paradigm-focused review 
of language-sensitive research in IB by posing the follow-
ing research question: how do paradigmatic positions affect 
knowledge production in language-sensitive IB research 
compared to mainstream IB research? We take stock of pre-
vious research published during 1976–20221 in journals and 
handbooks and interpret this body of work from the per-
spective of three paradigms: positivist, interpretivist, and 
critical. Together, these three paradigms provide a holistic 
perspective on the accumulated knowledge of language-
sensitive research. While we take inspiration from the work 
of Romani, Barmeyer, Primecz, and Pilhofer (2018), who 
analyzed the field of cross-cultural management from the 
perspective of four paradigms (positivist, interpretivist, crit-
ical, and post-modern), we have omitted the post-modern 
paradigm due to a lack of post-modern papers in our sample. 

Our findings show that language-sensitive IB research is a 
multi-paradigmatic field. Although we find that the domi-
nant form of language-sensitive research in IB is implicitly 
and often unreflectively positivist, the proportion of inter-
pretivist and critical studies exceeds that of mainstream IB 
research, and has grown over time. Diversity in paradigmatic 
positions is important for the continued vibrancy of a field. 
Our analysis also shows that although qualitative methods 
have become less prevalent in empirical language-sensitive IB, 
they remain important (Tenzer et al., 2017). A considerable 
part of the field’s output is also conceptual and theoretical in 
nature, pointing to a degree of maturity in the field. 

Since we will be advocating (self-)reflexivity and the sur-
facing of underlying assumptions, we begin by explaining 
our own positionality. Our team consists of three research-
ers whose work can be characterized as non-positivist. 

While Rebecca’s research has shifted over the years from 
qualitative positivism to interpretive and even critical tra-
ditions, Claudine’s and Marjana’s work has been firmly 
anchored in alternative paradigms, especially the criti-
cal one. In this regard, our reading of language-sensitive 
research is not neutral, but reflective of our own position-
ality in this field. 

In the following, we first provide a brief introduction to 
language-sensitive research in IB. We then explain the proce-
dures that we followed in undertaking a multi-paradigmatic 
review of previous research. We proceed with the dominant 
positivist reading of the field, followed by alternative para-
digms, namely the interpretivist and the critical. In examining 
each tradition in language-sensitive IB research, we focus on 
the ontological assumptions, the purpose of the knowledge 
produced, data collection methods and analysis techniques, 
and the positionality of the researcher and the treatment 
of context (e.g., Piekkari, Welch, & Zølner, 2020; Romani, 
Barmeyer, Primecz, & Pilhofer, 2018; Romani, Primecz, & 
Bell, 2014). We provide examples of publications to illustrate 
the three paradigmatic readings. 

LANGUAGE-SENSITIVE RESEARCH IN 
INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS 

Language-sensitive research investigates how language 
diversity in organizations – i.e., use of a variety of native 
tongues  – affects workplace interactions, organizational 
processes, and outcomes. It is a cross-disciplinary field, cov-
ering contributions from IB, sociolinguistics, economics, 
management and organization studies, and even neurosci-
ence. For many decades, researchers in IB tended to subsume 
language, if they mentioned it at all, under cultural and 
more recently institutional differences. Although language 
issues had been sporadically addressed in IB research since 
the 1970s, in the late 1990s researchers begun to study them 
more systematically (Marschan-Piekkari, Welch, & Welch, 
1999a; 1999b), and the field of language-sensitive research 
eventually emerged as a distinct area (Brannen, Piekkari, 
& Tietze, 2014). By the mid-2010s, language had become 
a major area of conceptual and empirical research in IB 
(Brannen & Mughan, 2017). 

Language-sensitive IB research covers multiple levels of 
analysis (Tenzer et al., 2017). Much of the work focuses on 
MNC language policies and English as a lingua franca (e.g., 
Jeanjean, Stolowy, Erkens, & Yohn, 2015; Komori-Glatz, 
2018; Neeley & Dumas, 2016; Sanden & Kankaanranta, 
2018; Spielmann & Delvert, 2014), knowledge sharing 
between headquarters and subsidiaries (e.g., Reiche, 
Harzing, & Pudelko, 2015; Schomaker & Zaheer, 2014) 
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the effects of language differences on communication (e.g., 
Du-Babcock & Tanaka, 2013; Harzing & Pudelko, 2014; 
Hua, 2018; Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012), 
especially within multinational teams (Tenzer, Pudelko, 
& Harzing, 2014; Vigier & Spencer-Oatey, 2017), and the 
impact of individual language skills on careers and people 
management more broadly (Itani, Järlström, & Piekkari, 
2015; Lønsmann, 2017; Peltokorpi & Vaara, 2014; Yamao 
& Sekiguchi, 2015). Over time, the field has also developed 
strands which question clear-cut definitions of natural lan-
guages and focus for example on hybrid language use and 
translanguaging (e.g., Barner-Rasmussen & Langinier, 
2020; Gaibrois, 2018). A smaller number of contributions 
has adopted a meta-theoretical perspective in order to look 
at knowledge production and dissemination (e.g., Holden 
& Michailova, 2014; Tietze, 2018), including advances 
in teaching and education (e.g., Cohen, Kassis-Hender-
son, & Lecomte, 2015; Daly & Davy, 2018; Du-Babcock, 
2006; Gaibrois & Piekkari, 2020; Kankaanranta, Louhiala-
Salminen, & Karhunen, 2015) and research methods (Fan 
& Harzing, 2020; Isphording & Otten, 2013). Our paper 
joins this last stream of research on knowledge production 
but broadens the inquiry from a focus on methods to con-
sideration of paradigms. 

Initially, much emphasis in the field was placed on decou-
pling language from culture in order to focus on language 
in its own right (Brannen et al., 2014). Pudelko, Tenzer and 
Harzing (2015) provide two main reasons for the emergence 
of language-sensitive research in IB: i) the shift from a cul-
ture-free to a culture-inclusive research agenda in IB and 
ii) that from a reductionist to a differentiated approach 
to culture in cross-cultural management. This has led IB 
researchers to pay greater attention to “the dynamic inter-
action processes between people of different nationalities 
on the organizational level” (Pudelko, Tenzer, & Harzing, 
2015, p.  86). Piekkari and Westney (2017) turn attention 
to changes in the organizational architecture of MNCs and 
argue that these developments provided momentum for 
increasing interest in language issues. The network models 
that became very popular in the late 1980s built on exten-
sive interaction between MNC units. Together these shifts 
in research foci paved the way in the 1990s for language-sen-
sitive research in IB. 

It is worth noting that the field of IB is part of the broader 
discipline of Management and Organization Studies (Corne-
lissen & Durand, 2014) that emerged in the 1950s. IB tradi-
tionally “borrowed its theoretical apparatus from economics” 
(Brannen & Doz, 2010, p. 238), accompanied by positivist, 
quantitative methodological preferences. As we will show 
later in this article, these paradigmatic influences also con-
tinue to dominate the field of language-sensitive IB research, 

which has now established itself as a distinct subfield of IB 
inquiry (Brannen et al., 2014).

REVIEW METHODOLOGY

In this section, we explain the logic behind constructing two 
samples of publications for our review: one for language-
sensitive IB research and the other for mainstream IB research. 
We also detail how we went about categorizing each publica-
tion into one of the three paradigms – positivist, interpre-
tivist, or critical – and reflect upon the analytical procedure. 

Two Samples: Language-Sensitive vs. 
Mainstream IB Research 
We constructed our sample of 299 publications in lan-
guage-sensitive IB research by drawing on existing sets of arti-
cles included in i) recent review papers of the field, ii) papers in 
special issues, and iii) chapters written for edited volumes, espe-
cially handbooks (see Table 1 for an overview of data sources 
and Appendix 1 for a complete list of publications). Since our 
purpose was meta-theoretical – to understand how knowl-
edge has been produced in language-sensitive IB research – it 
seemed reasonable to reuse samples of papers that represented 
important milestones in the accumulation of knowledge by 
this field. This approach to sampling also allowed us to reas-
sess the boundaries of language-sensitive research in IB with 
respect to both temporal scope and content. Reanalysis of 
existing data sets is becoming an established research method 
in social sciences as it allows researchers to pose new research 
questions and provide new readings and interpretations 
(Corti, Thomson, & Fink, 2004; Tarrant & Hughes, 2019). 

As Table 1 shows, we used 356 articles included in two 
review papers by Karhunen et  al. (2018) and Tenzer et  al. 
(2017) as our base sample. This sample was complemented 
with 39 articles included in five special issues as well as an 
additional 95 chapters published in four edited volumes. 
After removing 171 duplicates and conference papers, as well 
as 20 publications in which language was mentioned very 
briefly (e.g., in connection with the translation of a survey 
instrument, see Cosmas & Sheth, 1980; Delmestri & Wezel, 
2011; DiRienzo, Das, Cort, & Burbridge, 2007), we were left 
with a final sample of 299 publications (see Table 1).

We also compared the sample of language-sensitive IB 
research with mainstream IB research. The comparative 
sample of 229 articles consisted of all conceptual and 
empirical papers on any topic published in four key IB 
journals between June 2020 and May 2021. The journals 
we chose were International Business Review, Journal of 
International Business Studies, Journal of World Busi-
ness, and Management International Review (see Table 2). 
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TABLE 1 Sampled Sources of IB Language-Sensitive Research

TABLE 2 Sampled Sources of Mainstream IB Research
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Although we acknowledge that this time period is consid-
erably shorter than that of the language-sensitive sample, 
when combined with insights from historical reviews on 
methodological trends in IB as a field (Nielsen et al., 2020), 
we argue that it provides valuable insight. Together, the 
language-sensitive and mainstream samples included 528 
publications. 

Categorization and Analysis of the Sampled 
Publications 
The criteria used for categorizing the publications into the 
three paradigmatic positions were not given – they were con-
structed through a process of iteration. We started from the 
characterizations of each paradigm in the literature (Piekkari, 
Welch, & Zølner, 2020, p. 159; also Duberley & Johnson, 
2009; Romani et  al., 2018) and complemented them with 
our own reading of the publications included in the sample. 
The final set of criteria, which was developed in a dialogic 
process between the three of us, encompassed the ontological 
assumptions of the publication, the purpose of its knowledge 
production, the data collection methods and approaches to 
data analysis used, the positionality of the researcher, and the 
treatment of context in the publication. 

The papers in the language-sensitive sample were coded by 
two people – one member of the research team and a research 
assistant trained in identifying paradigms. Each of us coded 
conceptual, empirical, and review papers. The categorization 
was further discussed within the co-author team to ensure con-
sistency and alignment. The mainstream sample was primarily 
coded by the research assistant with support from one team 
member. The same procedures were followed for both samples. 

Finally, we compared the proportions of positivist, inter-
pretivist, and critical publications in the language-sensitive 
IB sample with those in the mainstream IB sample. We also 
sought to explain the differences between the samples by con-
sidering the historical development of language-sensitive IB 
research, publication outlets, and whether the publications 
in question were empirical or non-empirical (i.e., theoretical, 
conceptual, or review papers) by nature. 

Our Reflections on the Review Methodology 
We acknowledge that paradigms are challenging to iden-
tify because authors rarely declare their paradigmatic stance 
in published work. While we initially used the heuristic of 
deductive vs. inductive research to identify paradigmatic 
positions, the qualitative publications required a much closer 
look. Qualitative publications may follow inductive, deduc-
tive, or even abductive reasoning because they subscribe to 
multiple paradigms (Romani et al., 2018). For example, we 
commonly categorized inductive qualitative research that fol-
lowed classical grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) as 

positivist (see Mees-Buss, Welch, & Piekkari, 2022); in fact, 
most qualitative publications in our sample could be charac-
terized as qualitatively positivist. While some mixed-method 
studies exhibited characteristics of several paradigms, most of 
them subscribed to positivism. We classified mixed-methods 
papers in a single category based on the dominant paradigm. 
Therefore, when deciding on the paradigm we made a holistic 
evaluation of each publication and deciphered the research-
er’s positionality from subtle choices (or absences) of words 
and expressions in the write-up of the paper. We relied on 
multiple cues revealed by the authors such as the use of vari-
able-oriented language, explicit concerns about researcher 
bias, commentary about the representativeness of the sam-
ple and the generalizability of the results, and researcher 
reflexivity. 

Out of 299 articles, we classified 20 as boundary cases: 
publications that could have been categorized under several 
paradigms depending on which feature of the study was 
highlighted. For example, we discovered that the topic of 
power struggles in MNCs, which is well attuned to the crit-
ical paradigm, was also studied from the positivist (Neeley 
& Dumas, 2016) and interpretivist perspective (Beeler & 
Lecomte, 2017). While the study by Neeley and Dumas 
(2016) is aligned with the critical tradition with respect to 
theoretical approach and research topic, it was conducted in a 
positivist way and hence aimed at universal and generalizable 
knowledge. We regarded the overarching aim and orientation 
of the publication as decisive in our categorization. 

Four of the 20 boundary cases were review papers (Brannen 
& Mughan, 2017; Karhunen et  al., 2018; Mughan, 2020; 
Tenzer et  al., 2017), which were also challenging to clas-
sify. Even though some authors revealed their non-positivist 
stance (Karhunen et  al., 2018), deciding on whether the 
underlying paradigm was interpretivist or critical was not 
straightforward. We categorized review papers as positivist 
if they took stock of previous research in a seemingly neu-
tral and technical way (Brannen & Mughan, 2017; Mughan, 
2020; Tenzer et al., 2017). All the boundary cases were dis-
cussed extensively within the co-author team in order to set-
tle on a single categorization. Given the challenges associated 
with categorizing publications by paradigm and the many 
factors that may influence the final write-up of a paper, we 
attribute the paradigm to the publication rather than to the 
authors themselves.

FINDINGS

We have divided the discussion of our findings into two 
sections: i) three paradigmatic readings of language-sensi-
tive IB research –positivist, interpretivist, and critical – and 
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ii) a paradigm-focused comparison of language-sensitive and 
mainstream IB research. 

Three Paradigmatic Readings of Language-
Sensitive IB Research
In this section, we present the three paradigmatic read-
ings supported by a selection of quotes from a wide range 
of papers categorized as positivist, interpretivist, or critical. 
Table 3 provides an overview of the key characteristics of 
each paradigm and our readings are structured according to 
these characteristics. 

Positivist Reading
The positivist paradigm represented the dominant tradition 
in language-sensitive IB research. The ontological assump-
tions of the positivist paradigm suggest that reality is exter-
nal to the researcher and objectively observable (see Table 3). 

Positivist publications typically present their findings as 
law-like and context-free predictions and propositions, with 
generalization, universality and objectivity being the pur-
pose of the knowledge produced. In both quantitative and 
qualitative publications a variable-oriented approach was 
commonly adopted, emphasizing connections between con-
structs in a decontextualized fashion. Topics in the positivist 
category often adopted a managerial and pragmatic perspec-
tive, emphasizing success, efficiency, and organizational per-
formance. The positionality of the researcher was implicitly 
or explicitly that of a neutral and objective outsider with an 
etic perspective (see Table 3). 

When the goal of developing generalizable, context-free, 
and universal theory that can serve to predict and control 
social behavior (Piekkari et  al., 2020) was seemingly unat-
tainable, the authors tended to adopt an apologetic tone 
in discussing the limitations of their study. For example, 

TABLE 3 Comparison of the Three Paradigms in Language-Sensitive IB Research
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Kankaanranta and Planken (2010, p. 404) acknowledge that 
“the findings of our study, although they concern interna-
tional business, are biased toward Europe.” In a similar vein, 
Tange and Lauring (2009, p. 223) admit that “[t]he main 
weakness of our method is the specific nature of the data, 
which makes any conclusions hard to apply to other business 
situations.” These quotations reveal that in the positivist tra-
dition (statistical) generalizability of the findings is the ulti-
mate goal of knowledge production. 

In line with the goal of generalizability, the theoretical 
contribution in the positivist publications, both quantita-
tive and qualitative, was commonly presented in the form 
of law-like predictions, emphasizing connections between a 
set of variables. For example, Barner-Rasmussen and Björk-
man (2007, p. 105) found in their quantitative study that 
“language fluency related significantly to shared vision and 
perceived trustworthiness in both the Chinese and Finn-
ish subsidiaries.” Based on their qualitative multiple case 
study, Mäkelä, Kalla, and Piekkari (2007, p. 15) predicted 
that “the more two MNC managers interact, the higher the 
tendency that they will share knowledge with each other.” 
They investigated knowledge sharing within the MNC by 
zooming in on interpersonal similarity, which was defined 
as similarity in national-cultural background, shared lan-
guage, and organizational status. It was argued that taken 
together, these factors led to homophily (Mäkelä et  al., 
2007). Studies that followed the positivist tradition tended 
to emphasize relationships between key variables and typi-
cally decontextualized their findings from the research set-
ting. Some of the positivist contributions also attempted to 
develop appropriate measures to quantify language barriers 
in MNCs (e.g., Feely & Harzing, 2003) or cross-national 
differences in buyer-seller interactions (e.g., Kale & Barnes, 
1992).

Our analysis revealed that language-sensitive IB research, 
which followed positivist approaches to knowledge produc-
tion, took three forms: 1) large-scale quantitative studies, 
which were the dominant form of the positivist category (53% 
or 89/169). These studies tended to specify relationships 
between key constructs and test them in order to develop 
predictive theories (e.g., Björkman & Piekkari, 2009; Dow, 
Cuypers, & Ertug, 2016; Freeman & Olson-Buchanan, 2013; 
Latukha, Doleeva, Järlström, Jokinen, & Piekkari, 2016; Voss, 
Albert, & Ferring, 2014); 2) mixed method studies (11% or 
18/169) (e.g., Barner-Rasmussen, Ehrnrooth, Koveshnikov, 
& Mäkelä, 2014; Chiocchetti, 2018; Itani, Järlström, & Piek-
kari, 2015; Liu, Adair, & Bello, 2015; Peltokorpi & Vaara, 
2014;), and 3) qualitative, often multiple case studies (17% or 
28/169) that aimed at producing generalizable theory (e.g., 
Daly & Davy, 2016; Neeley & Dumas, 2016; Sanden & Løns-
mann, 2018; Zhang & Harzing, 2016).

In line with these research designs, common approaches 
to data analysis included statistical techniques and classical 
grounded theory (e.g., Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The latter 
advocates induction as an approach to theorizing and trian-
gulation that confirms and corroborates data across different 
sources. For example, Conaway and Wardrope (2010, p. 148) 
adopted “an inductive approach to thematic analysis” as “[t]
hese sets of explanations may lead to generalizations.” Fujio 
(2004, p. 333) argued that “[i]n order to make my analysis 
as objective and accurate as possible, I adopted a research 
method called triangulation.” The positionality of the 
researcher was rarely mentioned or reflected upon in these 
papers because the researcher was seen as a neutral and objec-
tive outsider with an etic perspective (see Table 3). For exam-
ple, some authors conveyed a US-centric view but without 
explicitly acknowledging it (e.g., Du-Babcock, 2006).

Much of the research in the positivist tradition adopted 
a top-down managerial perspective in which language was 
regarded as a matter of strategic design (Luo & Shenkar, 
2006). In these publications language was often conceptu-
alized as an instrument for gaining synergy and achieving 
value; as Dhir (2005, p. 363) puts it, language is an “asset” 
in the corporation. A number of articles in this category 
adopted a highly pragmatic and solution-oriented approach. 
For example, Berg and Holtbrügge (2010, p. 188) write that 
“the aim of this article is to investigate how members of 
global teams consider the relevance of different determinants 
of their cooperation, how these determinants are interre-
lated, and how they influence team performance” (see also 
Chen, Geluykens, & Choi, 2006). Tange and Lauring (2009, 
p. 228) regarded the language differences in Danish organi-
zations as “problematic for the effectiveness of cross-cultural 
communication.” 

In sum, the publications in this category often followed 
the positivist paradigm in an implicit, unreflexive way. This 
dominant tradition in language-sensitive IB research was 
taken-for-granted without any additional justification. On 
the other hand, as the following sections illustrate, schol-
ars following the alternative paradigms – interpretivist and 
critical – demonstrated much greater awareness of their own 
positionality and of doing research that represents a minority 
pursuit in IB. 

Interpretivist Reading
Publications in this category drew on two traditions – the her-
meneutic and the naturalist (Mees-Buss et al., 2022) – which 
are both referred to as interpretive qualitative research. In 
order to clarify the confusion, our use of the term “interpre-
tivist” refers to the hermeneutic tradition (e.g., Van Maanen, 
2011). We categorized the naturalist tradition in interpretive 
qualitative research, which has been popularized by the Gioia 
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methodology as positivist (see Mees-Buss et al., 2022 for an 
extensive discussion of these two traditions). 

The interpretivist publications tended to provide rich 
descriptions of research participants’ lived experiences of the 
phenomenon under study. Interpretive scholars were inter-
ested in uncovering the meanings that research participants 
attributed to the issues of interest and often relied on eth-
nographic designs to access them. Hermeneutic techniques, 
discursive and narrative analyses as well as the analysis of 
naturally occurring talk were commonly used as analytical 
approaches. Interpretive scholars frequently “wrote them-
selves” into their texts, for instance by using the pronoun “I”, 
and did not aim at generalizable findings. Rather, they were 
reflexive about their positionality in the research process.

Interpretive approaches acknowledge the subjective 
nature of interpretation and knowledge production 
(Romani et  al., 2014). In contrast to the positivist para-
digm, they therefore focus on subjectively constructed 
realities (see Table 3). While interpretive traditions 
have not been widely adopted in IB, they have received 
increasing attention in the past ten years (e.g., Gertsen & 
Zølner, 2020). Typically, papers adopting an interpretive 
approach aim at understanding the subjective experiences 
of research participants (Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, 
& Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2011, p. 247). For instance, in 
their study of empowerment in Russia, Outila, Piekkari, 
and Mihailova (2020, p. 31) stated that “[t]he research 
approach of this study is interpretive, emphasizing the sen-
semaking of empowerment in terms of the meanings peo-
ple bring to it.” Tange (2009, p.133) set out to investigate 
“policy effect and implementation from the perspective of 
individual members, examining language workers’ experi-
ences with a corporate language initiative.”

Given their focus on the subjective nature of knowledge 
production, interpretive approaches generally draw on con-
cepts that emphasize meanings and view language as a vehicle 
for meaning-making and for creating and maintaining rela-
tionships. Barner-Rasmussen and Langinier (2020, p. 108) 
relied on the notion of language ecology, which “explains 
the relation between languages and their environment in a 
specific area with a focus on the interpersonal co-creation of 
meaning.” In her book chapter on the translation of Western 
research methodology into Chinese, Xian (2020, p. 45) con-
ceptualized translation as a cultural practice that “entails the 
recreation of meaning and knowledge that makes sense to the 
target audience.” To shed light on the “darker” side of lan-
guage in cross-cultural communication, Beeler and Lecomte 
(2017, p. 53) drew on Bakhtin’s dialogical perspective, which 
conceives of sensemaking as the “co-construction of meaning 
through interconnected utterances …multivoicedness… and 
multiple speaking styles.”

Interpretive studies in our sample aimed to understand 
the lived experiences of the research participants and their 
interpretive frames from an emic perspective. The authors 
of these articles typically had a preference for ethnography, 
thick description, hermeneutic techniques, and single case 
studies, but also for interviews and naturally occurring talk 
(see Table 3). As an example, Beeler and Lecomte (2017, p. 56) 
relied on qualitative data collected by one of the researchers 
acting as a participant observer. The authors emphasize that 
“[a]ccess to thick data was particularly crucial to the success 
of our inquiry, as our research questions called for inside 
knowledge of the way the members of multicultural teams 
interacted.” In her study of employees’ reception of corporate 
language policies Lønsmann (2017, p. 120) highlights that 
“[m]ethodologically, the use of ethnographic observation and 
focus group interviews… gives the researcher access to data 
about the local linguistic context which has been shown to be 
central to an understanding of the employee perspective.” In 
order to study code-switching in newly formed multinational 
project teams, Vigier and Spencer-Oatey (2017, p. 27) relied 
on a similar combination of data. Apart from observations of 
team interactions and follow-up team debriefing sessions, the 
authors conducted interviews with the project team partici-
pants. In contrast, Handford and Matous (2015, p. 87) relied 
on naturally occurring talk to investigate problem-solving 
discourse on an international construction site. The authors 
“shadowed the two Japanese engineers, Kita and Arai, for one 
week, recording their spoken communication” (p. 87).

Interpretive approaches that draw on the hermeneutic tra-
dition do not aim at generalization. Instead, authors of inter-
pretive papers tend to write themselves into their texts, often 
based on the assumption that “the researcher’s own role in the 
production of knowledge needs to be accounted for” (Dick & 
Cassell, 2002, p. 958). As an example, Tietze (2008, p. 375) 
openly declares her philosophical stance by stating that her 
text espouses “an interpretivist epistemology… which seeks 
to understand the research themes from the point of view 
of participants.” Another typical element of an interpretive 
study is the use of the pronoun “I,” as in Tange’s (2009, p. 131) 
study on language workers: “I define a language worker as an 
employee who has an educational background in modern lan-
guages or languages for specific purposes.” 

Attention to context is a fundamental part of research 
adopting an interpretive approach. Studies aim at exploring 
“how the social context imbues human action with meaning” 
(Welch et al., 2011, p. 247). For instance, Xian (2020, p. 45) 
proposes “a contextualised approach, in which a foreign con-
cept is interpreted, supplemented with local knowledge spe-
cially to the target language and reconstructed in a compre-
hensible domestic style.” In their study of translanguaging 
practices, Barner-Rasmussen and Langinier (2020, p. 105) 
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explicitly distance themselves from “a traditional positivist 
comparison of such practices” because “[t]ranslanguaging 
practices are deeply embedded in, and derive much of their 
legitimacy from, the socio-historical environment of the geo-
graphical areas where they occur.” The authors therefore pro-
pose “to analyze and contrast how these practices relate to 
their separate contexts” (p. 105). Similarly, Lønsmann (2017, 
p. 119) highlights how “[t]he local linguistic context has 
proved to be another very influential factor in the reception 
of new language strategy by employees. Following the argu-
ment that “English has to make sense”, employees working 
in a Danish linguistic environment with Danish co-workers 
and Danish customers frequently took a stance of resisting 
English” (p. 119). Handford and Matous (2015, p. 96) argue 
that “the professional context of the construction industry 
may be more relevant than other factors” such as the nation-
alities of the speakers. According to the authors, the elements 
that contribute to create such a context include “the critical 
importance of safety …; the complexity of the projects…; the 
one-off nature of projects…; the time pressure under which 
construction projects are inevitably conducted; and the very 
masculine genderlect that typifies much construction com-
munication” (Handford & Matous, 2015, p. 96).

In sum, publications in this category rested upon the 
assumptions that knowledge is produced subjectively and 
that generalizability of findings should not be seen as the goal 
of knowledge production. In sharp contrast to the positivist 
paradigm, there is no objectively measurable external real-
ity for the interpretivists. Interpretive studies investigated 
shared meanings and meaning creation in interaction with 
context. Similar to the critical paradigm, to which we will 
turn next, interpretive approaches had a preference for qual-
itative methodologies, particularly ethnography, but they 
also worked with interviews and naturally occurring talk (see 
Table 2). However, unlike critical approaches, interpretive 
studies rarely aimed at questioning or transforming current 
circumstances or offering alternative perspectives. 

Critical Reading 
The critical papers in our sample commonly dealt with power 
struggles, social hierarchies, inequalities, and conflicts of the 
social world, as is typical of this paradigm (Romani et  al., 
2014). Our use of the critical paradigm does not refer only to 
research done in the tradition of Critical Theory or critical 
realism, but includes any perspective dealing with the issues 
mentioned above (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000; Romani et  al., 
2014). Publications in this category aimed at providing alter-
native perspectives and/or redressing current circumstances 
to achieve transformative, emancipatory or equality pur-
poses by “questioning established social orders, dominating 
practices, ideologies, discourses, and institutions” (Alvesson 

& Deetz, 2000, p. 1). It is also common for critical research 
to consider the wider social, political and economic context 
within which the studied phenomenon is situated, with an 
eye towards analyzing societal power asymmetries. Authors 
were highly reflexive about the positionality of the researcher 
in knowledge production. 

Empirical studies in this category were typically quali-
tative, with interviews being the most common method. 
Although method does not necessarily map onto paradigm 
in a clear-cut way, the dominance of qualitative methods 
clearly distinguishes the critical paradigm from the posi-
tivist (see Table 4). Where a mixed approach also involving 
questionnaires was employed, the questionnaire was used for 
descriptive purposes of background information (e.g., Tietze 
& Dick, 2013). Other sources of data included various types 
of texts (academic texts or other documents). Approaches to 
data analysis were often abductive, involving a close reading 
of the data, interpretive content analysis, thematic analysis, 
discourse analysis, or critical discourse analysis (see Table 3). 

In order to question social orders and dominant practices, 
critical texts often focused on power. For example, Śliwa and 
Johansson (2015, p. 9) “explore the role of the English lan-
guage as pertaining to issues of domination and power” and 
Steyaert and Janssens (2013, p. 133) state that “language use 
is the result of a political process: power, domination, negoti-
ation and forms of resistance are core ingredients of the way 
language is performed.” Similarly, Wright, Kumagai and Bon-
ney (2001, p. 241) explain that “control of language, given its 
ubiquity in communication, is a significant source of power 
and, therefore, a location of struggle.” To avoid determin-
ism, analyses of power also considered the agency of differ-
ent actors: “I demonstrate how the choice of language policy 
can be viewed as a particular application of power and how 
employees may seek to resist such choices” (Wilmot, 2017, 
p. 85). Sometimes power relations were examined in terms of 
the asymmetries between individuals or groups: “the power 
relation between a junior non-native speaking employee and 
a senior manager who uses the most highly valued language 
variety becomes more unequal than if the two parties used the 
same variety of English” (Śliwa & Johansson, 2014, p. 1146). 
Critically examining power in this way differs markedly from 
the dominant positivist paradigm in IB, where a top-down 
managerialist perspective is the implicit default definition of 
power.

In other cases, power relations and asymmetries were ana-
lyzed in hegemonic terms, where power is seen to operate 
through discourses which produce organizational realities 
(Hardy, 2001). For example, in her paper on the role of English 
as a lingua franca in spreading the discourse of management, 
Tietze (2004, p. 175) observes that “the ‘English language’ 
and the ‘discourse of management’ [are] two powerful forces 
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of (discursive) action” which contribute to “the shaping of 
an increasingly global reality.” The shaping of reality is also 
at work here: “English became constructed as the legitimate 
official corporate language, which can be seen as an example 
of a normalization of Anglo-American cultural dominance in 
multinationals” (Vaara et al., 2005, p. 621). In other words, 
reality is the product of social negotiations underpinned by 
power relations and not an objectively observable external 
entity as in positivist publications. 

In examining patterns of dominance, the perspective of lin-
guistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992) was sometimes evoked, 
especially in articles which focused on the role of English. This 
meant that the view of language, adopted in much positivist 
research as a neutral medium of communication and knowl-
edge sharing or simply a barrier to overcome, was questioned: 
“we challenge some of these assumptions about […] the role 
of English as an unproblematic lingua franca in the knowl-
edge transfer process” (Tietze et al., 2017, p. 152). Typical for 
a critical approach, some papers presented a broader political, 
social or economic framing of the issue at hand, with sensitiv-
ities to historical relations between nations. Drawing on criti-
cal discourse analysis to examine power relations in the merger 
of two banks, Vaara et al. (2005, p. 595) found that “language 
skills are an essential element in the construction of interna-
tional confrontation, [and] lead to a construction of superi-
ority and inferiority, and also reproduce post-colonial iden-
tities.” According to Boussebaa, Sinha, and Gabriel (2014, 
p.  1153), who similarly analyze historical colonial ties in 
order to understand contemporary language use, “corporate 
Englishization (re-)produces international power relations 
that are rooted in the history of European imperialism.” In 
these papers context is not mere background, but a powerful 
force that acts on organizations, groups, and individuals. 

Showing that MNCs and other organizations, and the indi-
viduals who work in and for them, are shaped by such wider 
forces, informs the aim of some critical papers to redress 
current circumstances for transformative, emancipatory, or 
social justice purposes. This is often a key purpose of criti-
cally oriented research (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). For exam-
ple, in their evaluations of non-native English speakers, Śliwa 
and Johansson (2014, p. 1147) assert that “understanding 
how particular linguistic practices […] are linked to underly-
ing sociocultural and political assumptions is imperative for 
creating an inclusive organizational climate of equal oppor-
tunity”. This aim may also explicitly involve commitment on 
the part of the researchers themselves, for example “to pro-
mote and further those aspects which I consider emancipa-
tory by raising awareness and increasing knowledge about the 
role and function of language and discourse” (Tietze, 2004, 
p.186). In keeping with the interpretivist paradigm rather 
than the positivist, some authors of critical papers wrote 

themselves into the text. However, unlike the interpretivist 
paradigm, the critical paradigm tended to be accompanied by 
a political aim or a focus on power. 

The final aspect to point out about this category of papers 
is critical reflexivity, in other words explicit consideration of 
how researchers “make truth claims and construct meaning” 
(Cunliffe, 2003, p. 985) and their own positionality and role 
in knowledge production. There is a recognition that knowl-
edge is not value-free, but produced under particular condi-
tions which render some forms of knowledge more valuable 
than others: “certain meaning systems gain advantage over 
others; certain epistemological and methodological positions 
are favored” (Tietze & Dick, 2013, p. 130). Reference is also 
made to the wider IB field, within which language-sensitive 
research is situated: “IB has pursued sameness rather than dif-
ference due to the dominance of imposed ethics, the pursuit 
of equivalence, and the ‘hegemonic’ rise of English” (Chid-
low, Plakoyiannaki, & Welch, 2014, p. 575). Here, the refer-
ence to the status of English is used to provide a reflexive take 
on knowledge production. First, these critical papers include 
what such hegemony means for the communication of knowl-
edge: “Given our view of the hegemony of the English lan-
guage and the effects of this hegemony, it needs to be formally 
recorded and acknowledged that this article, too, is bounded 
by the very processes it endeavors to capture” (Tietze & Dick, 
2013, p. 127). Second, critical papers include those individuals 
who are involved in knowledge production: “We consider our-
selves prisoners of the English language since we hardly drew 
on non-English sources or data, demonstrating the hegemony 
of English in the production of management knowledge” 
(Karhunen et al., 2018, p. 985). In other words, researchers 
are necessarily part of the very power relations they examine. 

In sum, the critical papers identified and challenged under-
lying assumptions about languages and language use in order 
to lay bare how power works, often in subtle ways, to pro-
duce hierarchical relations and unequal opportunities. In 
some cases this included analyzing the historical and polit-
ical context in which organizational practices emerge and 
become taken for granted, in order to open up avenues for 
more equitable and just ways of organizing. 

Comparing Language-Sensitive Research with 
Mainstream IB Research
The sample of language-sensitive research in IB differs from 
the mainstream sample in several ways. Our main finding is 
that language-sensitive research in IB shows greater paradig-
matic diversity than mainstream IB research. Although posi-
tivism dominates both samples, the positivist papers account 
for a significantly larger proportion of the studies in then 
mainstream sample than in the language-sensitive IB sample 
(see Table 4). 
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As Table 4 suggests, research methods are also used dif-
ferently in the two samples. Empirical papers in the lan-
guage-sensitive sample demonstrate greater variety than the 
mainstream IB research by drawing on quantitative, qualita-
tive or mixed methods; half of the articles in the mainstream 
approach use quantitative methods (see Table 4). Interpre-
tivist and critical papers in both samples primarily rely on 
qualitative methods. Non-empirical (i.e. conceptual and 
review papers) potentially account for a larger proportion in 
the language-sensitive sample because 15% (46/299) of the 
publications were sourced from handbooks and edited vol-
umes (see Table 1). At the same time, one may ask whether 
language-sensitive IB is more inclined towards conceptual 
publications than mainstream IB research.

As Table 5 shows, out of the total number of empirical 
publications, positivist papers account for 57% (131/229) of 
the mainstream IB research compared with 45% (136/299) 
of the language-sensitive research. When considering the 
full samples of positivist papers, the difference remains sig-
nificant: 79% (181/229) for the mainstream sample and 57% 
(170/299) for the language-sensitive sample (see Table 5).

As Figure 1 shows, language-sensitive research has 
accounted for an increasing proportion of the interpretivist 
and critical papers throughout the period of analysis from 
1976 to 2022. Overall, interpretive approaches have also 
increased in mainstream IB research during the past decade 
(Gertsen & Zølner, 2020). We may assume that had our 
mainstream sample of IB research spanned a period of more 

TABLE 4 Paradigms by Research Method in Language-Sensitive and Mainstream IB Empirical Samples

TABLE 5 Paradigms by Empirical and Non-Empirical Publication in Language-Sensitive and Mainstream IB 
Empirical Samples
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than one year, the contrast between the two samples would 
have been even starker.2 

DISCUSSION 

In this paper, we have undertaken a review of language-sensi-
tive IB research by examining how paradigmatic choices affect 
knowledge production. While scholars rarely acknowledge or 
reflect on the paradigmatic underpinnings of their research, 
paradigms do have a significant impact on research. Because 
paradigmatic choices affect the theoretical aim and fram-
ing of a study, the data sources and the analysis techniques 
used, they ultimately shape the kind of knowledge produced. 
During the past decade, several reviews of language-sensitive 
IB research have been published (Brannen & Mughan, 2017; 
Karhunen et al., 2018; Tenzer et al., 2017); this can be seen as 
a sign that this field has reached a certain degree of maturity. 
However, none of these reviews has focused on the paradig-
matic underpinnings. Meanwhile, there has been a growing 
interest in methodological and philosophical questions in 
IB (Eden & Nielsen, 2020; Nielsen et  al., 2020; Reuber & 
Fischer, 2022). We have contributed to this line of inquiry 
while simultaneously opening up a novel perspective on 
knowledge production within the sub-field of language-sen-
sitive research. 

In this review, we exposed a total of 528 publications to a 
multi-paradigmatic reading by categorizing them into three 
paradigms: positivist, interpretivist, and critical. Our core 
data set consisted of 299 language-sensitive research publica-
tions published in journals, handbooks, and edited volumes 

from 1976 through 2022. We compared our findings with 
a sample of 229 articles published in four key IB journals 
between June 2020 and May 2021. This comparative exercise 
confirmed that language-sensitive research is a distinct sub-
field in IB with its own unique features regarding the para-
digms and methods used. 

Our findings showed that language-sensitive research in IB 
is characterized by greater paradigmatic diversity than main-
stream IB research. Despite positivism being the dominant 
paradigm in language-sensitive research as in IB research 
more generally, our multi-paradigmatic comparison revealed 
that interpretivist and critical studies accounted for a sig-
nificantly larger proportion than in mainstream IB research. 
Furthermore, the use of these alternative paradigms kept 
growing during the period of analysis. 

Our findings also show that the majority of the publica-
tions drew on quantitative rather than qualitative methods. 
The use of qualitative methods was, however, greater than 
in mainstream IB research. This stands in contrast to argu-
ments that even after more than two decades, language-sen-
sitive research in IB still relies predominantly on qualitative 
case-studies (see Tenzer et al., 2017; Pudelko, Tenzer, & Har-
zing, 2015). The difference can be explained by the longer 
period of analysis in our review as the early papers published 
in the Journal of International Business Studies typically 
drew on quantitative methods. It is also worth noting that 
many of the publications we analyzed were conceptual and 
theoretical in nature. As commented earlier, we see this as a 
sign of maturity in the field. Some papers seek to name partic-
ular phenomena related to language-sensitive research, which 
enriches and develops the conceptual apparatus of the field. 
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Other papers address and question the philosophical under-
pinnings of the field; hence they contribute to redrawing its 
boundaries and provide it with an identity distinct from that 
of mainstream IB research. Based on our analysis it is clear 
that language-sensitive research is an outlier in IB because of 
its differing paradigmatic and methodological characteristics. 

Paradigmatic diversity is promising for two key reasons. 
Firstly, such diversity means greater tolerance for a variety of 
theorizing styles (Cornelissen, Höllerer, & Seidl, 2021) and 
theoretical contributions as well as more methodological and 
theoretical innovations (Lê & Schmid, 2022). The existence of 
multiple paradigms is inextricably linked to methodological 
and theoretical pluralism, because paradigmatic assumptions 
affect our methodological preferences and views of “what 
theory is and should be” (Welch, Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 
Piekkari, & Plakoyiannaki, 2022, p. 5). Secondly, a diversity 
of paradigms and perspectives ensures debate and vibrancy 
within a scholarly community. In this regard, paradigmatic 
diversity can be seen as an insurance against stagnation and 
paralysis of a field in the future. 

There are several reasons for greater paradigmatic diversity 
in language-sensitive IB research. One might be the openness 
of the field towards other disciplines such as sociolinguistics, 
in which alternative paradigms are common. We may ask 
whether greater interdisciplinarity is associated with lower 
institutional pressure to follow the dominant publishing 
norms and expectations of leading IB journals that tend to 
favor positivist research. The origins of language-sensitive 
research in IB may explain why the positivist paradigm still 
dominates the field. In the early years, language researchers 
may have felt greater need to conform to the disciplinary con-
ventions of IB in order to gain legitimacy among this commu-
nity of scholars. It is also worth mentioning that a published 
version of a paper is always a compromise and an outcome 
of many external influences. These include pressure from 
editors and reviewers to conform to disciplinary conventions 
and follow established templates as well as the degree of open-
ness of the journal towards particular types of research and 
research methods. A journal dedicated to language-sensitive 
IB research could further increase paradigmatic diversity in 
the field. We may also ask, more than two decades after its 
emergence, whether the field has begun to distance itself 
from its close association with IB, which might include drop-
ping the ‘IB’ attribute in its name. 

Finally, it would be remiss of us not to subject our own 
paper to a paradigm-focused reading. While we have clearly 
written ourselves into the paper and our endeavor to uncover 
the often silent assumptions underlying knowledge produc-
tion has a critical tone, our approach to reading the papers 
(our data) and making sense of them conforms most closely 
to the interpretivist paradigm. However, we propose that 

further research into knowledge production in this field 
would benefit from an explicit critical stance, as we will dis-
cuss in the concluding section.  

CONCLUSION 

Our review has made us, as language-sensitive IB research-
ers, increasingly aware that the boundaries of the field are 
fuzzy. Language-sensitive research is both interdisciplinary 
and phenomenon-driven, rendering it challenging to decide 
what it should (or should not) include. Although sociolin-
guistics and communication studies are an integral part of 
the field, it is unclear how these disciplines affect the prev-
alence of paradigmatic positions in language-sensitive IB 
research. Our review therefore opens interesting avenues for 
future research. 

While previous reviews of the field have addressed questions 
of what (topics and themes) and how (methods), our review 
can be said to address, at least partially, the question of why 
(paradigmatic assumptions about knowledge production). In 
scoping future research, we see great potential and value in 
examining two additional questions: where and who. Both of 
these questions can be addressed productively through a crit-
ical paradigm. The first question concerns the geographical 
and geopolitical aspects of knowledge production, in other 
words, where research deemed high-quality and legitimate is 
produced. Reading the papers of our sample showed that the 
vast majority of publications stem from the Global North, 
and more specifically the Anglosphere. As both the field of 
language-sensitive research and the broader field of IB have a 
global outlook, the dominance of knowledge produced in the 
Global North is worth questioning (Tietze, 2021). 

The second question concerns an analysis of who produces 
knowledge within a particular field. Here, our suggestion is 
to adopt a gendered perspective. It has been shown that fields 
dominated by women tend to be devalued and viewed as less 
scientific (Knights & Richards, 2003). Further, a gendered 
perspective can also be taken on the knowledge produced 
within a particular field. Diversity, of which language is one 
dimension, tend to be considered “soft” (Blasco, 2020) and 
therefore feminine, as is also the case with qualitative meth-
ods such as interviews and ethnographies (Phillips, Pullen, & 
Rhodes, 2014). Hence, a gender-focused analysis of who con-
tributes to knowledge production within a particular field 
and how the core topic is perceived and researched would 
enable a critical analysis of constructions of legitimacy. 

Finally, given the challenges associated with a multi-
paradigmatic reading, future research may consider con-
ceptualizing various paradigmatic positions as a continuum 
instead of stable categories. The temporal dimension of the 
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development of a field also offers interesting possibilities 
because discursive norms vary with historical time and disci-
pline (Strang & Siler, 2017). We did not situate each publica-
tion in its own temporal context although the pressure to con-
form to the positivist paradigm was probably stronger in the 
1990s than in the 2020s due to greater paradigmatic diversity 
in the latter time period. We suggest this would offer an inter-
esting reading of the data set. Charting preferences for partic-
ular topics and their development would also enable a richer 
understanding of how the boundaries of a field are shaped 
and maintained over time. Overall, we argue that addressing 
questions associated with what counts as relevant and legiti-
mate knowledge offers promising avenues for future research.

NOTES

1. �The starting year of our review is based on the histori-
cal analysis by Brannen and Mughan (2017) of all lan-
guage-related articles published in the Journal of Inter-
national Business Studies. Brannen, Piekkari and Tietze 
(2014) likewise state that the field of IB has addressed lan-
guage-related issues since the 1970s. 

2. �We thank Helene Tenzer for making this pertinent 
observation.
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