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Two decades ago, JIBS published John Dunning’s presidential
address at the AIB Annual Meeting in San Diego in which he made
a passionate plea for a more interdisciplinary approach to
international business (IB) studies. Based on a careful analysis of
the major economic, social, political and institutional changes
taking place at the time, Dunning (1989: 411) observed:

[I]n an ever increasingly complex world of international business ... success is
founded on some amalgam of [various factors and capabilities], and it is the
way in which these discrete — though increasingly interdependent — advantages
are combined with each other and with complementary assets in different
countries and cultures [that provides] the key competitive advantages of
international firms.

Building on this insight, Dunning articulated a vision for the IB
field that has its “niche” in generating interdisciplinary knowledge
by drawing from different disciplines. Toward this end, he urged IB
scholars to “read and study well outside our own area of training”
(430) and to collaborate on joint research with colleagues in other
disciplines. He also recommended that we build an “interdisci-
plinary infrastructure,” offering post-doctoral tutelage for junior
faculty entering the IB field. In an attempt to renew Dunning’s
plea of 20 years ago, this editorial essay seeks to advance greater
interdisciplinary grounding in IB research by addressing the
following questions:

e What is interdisciplinary research? How is it different from
multidisciplinary inquiry?

e Why do scientists conduct interdisciplinary research? What is its
main contribution?

e Given the potential of interdisciplinary research in IB, why do we
not see more of it? What broad guidelines can be offered to
surmount these challenges?

WHAT IS INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH?
The report Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research from the National
Academies Committee on Science, Engineering and Public Policy
suggests that interdisciplinary research is:

a mode of research by teams or individuals that integrates information, data,
techniques, tools, perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more
disciplines or bodies of knowledge to advance fundamental understanding or to
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solve problems whose solutions are beyond the scope of a
single discipline or area of research practice (2005: 26).

Aboelela et al. (2006: 341) provide a comprehen-
sive review of the definitions of interdisciplinary
research in the literature and, based on their
assessment, suggest that it is:

any study or group of studies undertaken by scholars from
two or more distinct scientific disciplines. Such research is
based upon a conceptual model that links or integrates
theoretical frameworks from those disciplines, uses study
design and methodology that is not limited to any one
field, and requires the use of perspectives and skills of
the involved disciplines throughout multiple phases of the
research process.

A close reading of these two definitions, as well as
others available in the literature (see e.g., Porter,
Rosessner, Cohen, & Perreault, 2006; Rosenfield,
1992; Stokols et al., 2003) suggests that inter-
disciplinary research has three key defining
characteristics:

1. The research draws on ideas and/or methods
from two or more disciplines.

2. As part of the investigative process, these ideas
and/or methods are integrated or mixed in ways
so that together they produce something new
and useful (in either solving a problem or
advancing fundamental understanding).

3. The resulting product and its value-added con-
tribution could not have been obtained by
relying on ideas and/or methods from any one
single discipline alone.

Thus, interdisciplinary research places a distinc-
tive emphasis on the integration or combination of
ideas and/or methods from different disciplines
(e.g., economics, political science, sociology, demo-
graphy, psychology, law, philosophy, engineering,
medicine) and fields (e.g., finance, accounting,
marketing, management or strategy, organizational
behavior, human resources, entrepreneurship,
ethics, health care management, insurance, real
estate, public policy, operations). This integration
requires the union of different assumptions, causal
mechanisms and levels of analysis to form a new
internally consistent whole, similar to a painter
mixing one or more of the basic colors (red,
blue and yellow) to make a new color. We contend
this “mixing” is the key element distinguishing
interdisciplinary research from multidisciplinary
approaches, where scholars from different disciplines
essentially work “independently or sequentially” on a

1071

common problem based on their own perspectives
(Stokols et al., 2003: S24).

Note that the aforementioned definitions do not
specify that interdisciplinary research necessarily
involves a team of investigators. In fact, some of the
most important interdisciplinary studies were con-
ducted by a single investigator, for example,
Simon’s (1945) seminal work on bounded ration-
ality which combines insights from cognitive
psychology and economics, and North’s (1990)
socio-political-economic analysis of institutions
and national development. Thus, one should not
equate interdisciplinary research with team-based
investigation, although the latter does have a
greater potential for input from different areas of
specialization.

WHY PURSUE INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH?
The main reason why scientists engage in inter-
disciplinary research is the inherent complexity of
the phenomenon being studied. Goodman and
Blake, for example, observe that in the post-human-
genome world, the domain of bio-medical research
has changed such that the important questions
can only be answered by research teams consisting
of scientists that bring together understanding
spanning multiple disciplinary backgrounds,
including the biological, physical, engineering
and computer sciences (2006: 1189). Similarly, in
the field of social psychology, Fiske (2006: 293)
argues that social relationships:

are not products of individual brains alone; sociality is
shaped by the interaction of evolutionary, developmental,
neuroanatomical and neurophysiological, psychological,
societal, and cultural processes. Because these processes
are highly interdependent, we cannot understand any of
them in isolation from the others. Thus, to fully understand
social relations, we need to link social psychology to
ethnography, ethnology, cognitive science, neuroscience,
clinical psychology, evolutionary psychology, developmental
psychology, economics and management science, and
social theory.

These examples clearly illustrate that interdisci-
plinary research, where the aim is to generate more
comprehensive understanding about complex phe-
nomena, is fundamental to advancing the scientific
status of an academic field and furthering its
paradigm development (Hempel, 1965; Kuhn, 1962).

In thinking about interdisciplinary approaches
applied specifically to the field of IB, we contend
that many of the important questions we should be
addressing in IB similarly concern complex phe-
nomena that can only be explained using multiple
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forms of knowledge and methods. The important
IB phenomena that require further theoretical
explication are typically multi-level and deeply
embedded contextually. Deeply embedded phe-
nomena can be explained only by also under-
standing related contextual processes. In fact, the
phenomena may actually be mutually constituted
by these processes or other phenomena. For
example, consider questions about the multina-
tional enterprise (MNE) such as the following:

e How can the MNE exploit the diversity of its
workforce, customers, suppliers and competitive
environments and maintain cohesion, focus and
efficiency?

e What is the appropriate balance between contex-
tual knowledge that is country specific, technology
specific or function specific; cosmopolitan, inte-
grative or generalist; and on what factors does the
balance depend? How can teams, units, subsidi-
aries, alliances and other organizations best deal
with inevitable imbalances in knowledge or
perspective?

e How can the MNE coordinate the activity of the
increasingly complex geographic and technolo-
gical network of upstream suppliers, peer alliance
partners, downstream buyers and other external
stakeholders while still maintaining flexibility,
tapping into and integrating new knowledge, and
fostering technological and organizational inno-
vation?

e How should the MNE effectively compete with
rising competitors from emerging markets who
are imprinted with very different national insti-
tutional configurations, business models, belief
systems and stakeholder relations?

e What is the long-term development impact of
foreign direct investment and how can the MNE
be more productively harnessed as an engine for
economic and social development?

e Why do patterns of international resource flows
(e.g., investment, trade, labor and knowledge)
deviate from those predicted by existing formal
models?

e How can the MNE allay suspicion and fear that
can lead to the adoption of inimical (or the
failure to adopt beneficial) government policies
in home and host countries?

e How can the MNE organize to recognize and
grapple with the tradeoff between the short-term
benefits of exploiting power and the long-term
political and social backlash?

These questions necessarily bring profit-maximiz-
ing shareholders together with workers organized
in teams and units and divisions across national
economic, political, social and cultural boundaries.
The MNE and the stock of assets or resources that it
owns, employs, transforms or influences is again,
after a brief hiatus, growing in economic, political
and social importance. MNEs and the economic,
political, social and cultural environments in which
they do business are increasingly dependent upon
a munificent policy environment for investment
and for development, yet there is a fundamental
tension between local diversity that gives rise to
economic opportunities and the need for control
that gives rise to the MNE. Thus, moving forward
is not about reformulating novel dependent or
independent variables; it is about addressing a phe-
nomenon that can only be unpacked by combining
theories, concepts, data and methods from multiple
disciplines to explore the scope or boundary
conditions of multiple disciplinary perspectives
and the benefits of their integration.

MOVING FORWARD IN PRACTICE WHILE

AVOIDING PITFALLS
Whereas it is the rare disciplinary scholar who
reaches outward across boundaries, IB cannot
similarly sustain itself as a field of inquiry if we
mimic this insularity. As the primary motivation for
conducting interdisciplinary scholarship is the
escape from externally defined silos of narrow
theoretical and empirical legitimacy, the first
principle in implementing such an agenda should
be to avoid any hint of the replication of such silos.
If substantive advances in research originate when
scholars from multiple backgrounds with compet-
ing assumptions work together to unpack the
actual causal mechanisms that define an observable
phenomenon, the way forward cannot be the
creation of a group of IB scholars who share a
common worldview tackling a problem in parallel
to and isolation from scholars in different disci-
plines. In fact, there may be no surer path to
decline in impact, status and insight than for a pre-
paradigmatic field such as IB to take on these
dysfunctional characteristics of a well-established
discipline.

Almost by definition, an IB scholar cannot
simultaneously stay abreast of theoretical and
empirical developments at the frontier of any one
given discipline as easily as his or her more focused
discipline-based peers. By starting from a strong
disciplinary or other narrow foundation and adding
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rich knowledge on a specific national context(s)
and insights from additional disciplinary or field
perspectives, it may well be possible to gain
fundamentally new insights that are not available
through a narrow disciplinary lens. However, the
less we reach out to the frontier of each discipline,
the more likely is the outcome of such an effort to
be a pale shadow of a novel insight. Knowledge
that depends upon combination cannot thrive
when the ingredients combined are dated or the
mechanisms of their construction are poorly under-
stood. Rather than banding together in isolation, IB
scholars should reach outward to incorporate
arguments and insights from related disciplines,
generating knowledge that is more than the sum of
its parts.

To avoid the perils of isolation, scholars in the
field of IB should not only stay abreast of and seek
to integrate theoretical and empirical develop-
ments in related disciplines, but they should also
increase their local interaction with scholars from
those disciplines. Knowledge moves forward both
at the intersection of disciplines and within them.
Just because many disciplinary-based scholars are
reluctant to incorporate relevant insights from
outside their disciplinary boundaries does not
mean that IB scholars should be reluctant to
incorporate insights from within these same
boundaries.

Scholars in IB should join the growing number of
interdisciplinary research programs, initiatives and
seminar groups organized around phenomena
which span multiple existing disciplines and fields,
or even foster the development of such activities.
Universities, foundations, governments and donors
are sponsoring myriad efforts to generate insight
into energy markets, nanotechnology, governance,
sustainability, communicable disease, complexity,
human rights, communications and urban renewal.
Such efforts can bring together scholars from across
departments and colleges, as well as universities, to
share ideas, fund new research and move the
frontier of knowledge forward together. As these
efforts necessarily involve international organiza-
tional activity (i.e., the cross-border challenges of
coordinating research, development, finance, pro-
duction governance, etc.), scholars of IB have a
legitimate demand for voice and participation.

A normative argument for voice and participation
is, of course, far from a guarantee that such an
outcome will be obtained. Admittedly, many such
“interdisciplinary” efforts are merely a rebranding
of disciplinary-based activity with a far narrower
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cast of characters and stream of output than the
grandiose publicity materials would suggest. Even
more perniciously, many initially interdisciplinary
efforts are captured by a sub-group of initial
participants who squeeze out alternate perspec-
tives, favoring replication and a more singular
worldview.

Despite the clear potential benefits of interdisci-
plinary research for expanding the frontier of
knowledge, the typical doctoral student’s commit-
tee, journal’s editorial board or set of referees on
any one article, or set of external letter writers and
internal tenured faculty evaluating a candidate’s
promotion tend to be highly focused within a given
discipline. As a result, the sensible course of action,
particularly for junior faculty, is not to stray far
from a clear and relatively narrow disciplinary
identity. IB scholars, already distinguished from
their “functional” colleagues by the international
dimension, are understandably hesitant to become
even more difficult to define or characterize by
spanning multiple functions, disciplines or fields,
and nations in their research.

Consequently, IB scholars tend to follow one of
two strategies. First, they form a primary affiliation
with scholars in one discipline and a secondary
affiliation with IB scholars from that discipline. Or,
second, they form a primary affiliation with
scholars of IB and a secondary affiliation with
scholars from one discipline. Few scholars succeed
or truly even attempt to engage colleagues from
multiple base disciplinary perspectives (e.g., sociol-
ogy, psychology, political science, etc.) throughout
the life cycle of their research project.

As a result of these structural constraints and
rational choices, IB research withers on the periph-
ery of academic discourse. We debate why there are
no big questions in IB research (e.g., Buckley, 2002;
Buckley & Lessard, 2005). We insecurely lament the
insignificant impact of our research on theory
development in the disciplines. We ponder why
policymakers and practitioners do not seize upon
the insights we offer into their latest global threats
and challenges. We gossip about the latest uni-
versity to eliminate its IB group and chuckle at the
latest effort to infuse each discipline with an
international perspective. We decline further in
impact, insight and status.

What if, instead, we joined or formed inter-
disciplinary research teams to analyze the growth
of alternate energy sources and contributed to
the frontier of knowledge on industrial policy,
the development and diffusion of disruptive
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innovation, lobbying, and influence strategies and
contributed to the rise of an alternative to oil?
What if by participation in the interdisciplinary
study of infectious disease we contributed to the
literatures on alliances, bottom-of-the-pyramid
innovation, and intellectual property protection
and saved lives? What if work on urban renewal
generated insight into multi-stakeholder govern-
ance, institutional change and sustainable devel-
opment and fostered tens of billions of dollars in
new infrastructure investment?

CONCLUSION

We offer a call to arms to the field at a moment of
threat and potential. Financial constraints upon
research and academic institutions are sure to
strengthen in the short term and may not recover
for some years. Pressures for rationalization, sim-
plification and streamlining will typically be direc-
ted by discipline-based scholars and thus more than
proportionately target IB research, faculty lines
and doctoral programs. Yet, at the same time,
overcoming the financial challenges faced by our
universities, their donors and their governments
so clearly requires knowledge that spans national
contexts and disciplinary boundaries that we are
well placed to engage in and contribute to the
research debates that emerge in this time of crisis
and introspection.

Look around your university. Find a group of
scholars coming together around an important
topic involving IB in which you are personally
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