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Abstract
Based on a review of articles published from 1990 to 2017, we provide insight into 
the overall positioning of the international entrepreneurship (IE) literature in terms 
of methodological issues and diversity. We also explore the impact of recommen-
dations in earlier literature on methodology in subsequent research published after 
2011. Finally, we evaluate methodological issues and diversity in studies undertaken 
to date in the context of emerging and developing countries. The research under-
taken involved the review and analysis of one hundred and fifty eight studies. Meth-
odologies were systematically analysed under different categories. We found that 
IE studies are to a great extent confined to mainstream international business and 
marketing journals. Our findings also demonstrate that IE studies focused on devel-
oped countries dominate those from emerging and developing countries, and remain 
highly skewed towards the European region. The preponderance of high-tech and 
knowledge-intensive firms as study samples is evident from our analysis. The sub-
jective and objective ontological underpinnings remain the dominant philosophical 
stance among IE researchers. We also found that IE studies are almost equally domi-
nated by both qualitative and quantitative research approaches. The increasing popu-
larity of case study over other data collection strategies is evident. Although our 
analysis demonstrates that the domain of IE is still fragmented with knowledge gaps 
remaining that stem from country context, industry or sector context, ontological 
diversity, research approach and data collection and interpretation techniques, some 
progress has been made to the development of IE as a distinct body of knowledge. 
The findings of our study provide important implications for improving methodo-
logical rigor in future IE scholarship.

Resumen
Sobre la base de una revisión de los artículos publicados de 1990 a 2017, proporcionamos 
información sobre el posicionamiento general de la literatura sobre el espíritu empresarial 
internacional (IE) en términos de diversidad y problemas metodológicos. También ex-
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ploramos el impacto de las recomendaciones en la literatura anterior sobre metodología 
en investigaciones posteriores publicadas después de 2011. Finalmente, evaluamos las 
cuestiones metodológicas y la diversidad en los estudios realizados hasta la fecha en el 
contexto de los países emergentes y en desarrollo. La investigación realizada incluyó la 
revisión y el análisis de ciento cincuenta y ocho estudios. Las metodologías fueron anali-
zadas sistemáticamente bajo diferentes categorías. Descubrimos que los estudios de IE se 
limitan, en gran medida, a publicaciones internacionales de negocios y marketing. Nues-
tros hallazgos también demuestran que los estudios de IE centrados en los países desar-
rollados dominan los de los países emergentes y en desarrollo, y siguen siendo altamente 
sesgados hacia la región europea. La preponderancia de empresas de alta tecnología e in-
tensivas en conocimiento como muestras de estudio es evidente a partir de nuestro análi-
sis. Los fundamentos ontológicos subjetivos y objetivos siguen siendo la postura filosó-
fica dominante entre los investigadores de IE. También encontramos que los estudios de 
IE están casi igualmente dominados por los enfoques de investigación tanto cualitativos 
como cuantitativos. La creciente popularidad del estudio de caso sobre otras estrategias 
de recolección de datos es evidente. Si bien nuestro análisis demuestra que el dominio de 
IE aún está fragmentado y que aún quedan lagunas en el conocimiento del contexto del 
país, la industria / sector, la diversidad ontológica, el enfoque de investigación y las técni-
cas de recopilación de datos e interpretación, se ha avanzado algo en el desarrollo de IE 
como un cuerpo distinto de conocimiento. Los hallazgos de nuestro estudio proporcionan 
implicaciones importantes para mejorar el rigor metodológico en la futura beca de IE.

Keywords  International entrepreneurship · Methodological diversity · 
Methodological comparisons · Born global firms · International new ventures · 
Emerging and developing countries

JEL classification  C18 Methodological Issues: General F23 Multinational Firms · 
International Business

Summary highlights

Contributions: Based on a review of articles published from 1990 to 2017, we pro-
vide insight into the overall positioning of the IE literature in terms of methodo-
logical issues and diversity. Our contribution is further enhanced through the assess-
ment of the impact of recommendations from past reviews on IE studies conducted 
beyond 2011. Moreover, we contribute to the literature by identifying methodologi-
cal issues in studies undertaken in the context of emerging and developing countries. 
These contributions can serve to guide future studies and further the development of 
IE as a distinct and established body of knowledge.

Purpose: To address the question raised by Nummela (2014), viz. ‘how IE should be 
studied in the future’, this study undertakes a systematic review of pertinent literature 
incorporating IE studies published from 1990 to 2017. In particular, we aim to ana-
lyse the overall positioning of IE in terms of methodological rigor and diversity so 
that scholarly efforts can be directed towards making unique and novel contributions.
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Methods and results: The findings of this study confirm that IE studies are to a great 
extent confined to mainstream international business and marketing journals with a 
tendency to focus on high-tech and knowledge-intensive firms originating predomi-
nantly from developed countries in the European region. Subjective and objective 
ontological underpinnings remain the dominant philosophical stance on the part of 
IE researchers. Contrary to previous review studies indicating the preponderance of 
the quantitative approach, an equal embrace of qualitative and quantitative research 
approaches is evident from our analysis. In terms of data collection strategy, the case 
study is found to be the most popular.

Limitations: Our study is not free from limitations. Since we eliminated books, 
book chapters, reports and conference publications, our list of reviewed articles is 
not inclusive. Additionally, our review and findings overlap to a limited extent with 
those of prior review studies. Moreover, given resource and time limitations, our 
review does not report the theoretical underpinnings nor the dependent and inde-
pendent variables and unit of analysis employed in IE studies.

Theoretical implications: Though not substantial, some progress is evident from our 
review in the development of IE as a distinct and established body of knowledge. IE 
scholars should direct their focus to neglected countries or regions, and industries 
or sectors, and utilise those research methods and techniques that are seldom used 
given that the significance of context and generalisability of findings to different set-
tings in the development of a good theory have been much emphasised in the man-
agement literature. In addition, there have been increasing calls for more richness 
and practical relevance in IE research.

Practical implications: Our review suggests that the share of emerging and devel-
oping countries in IE studies remains marginal. Since emerging and developing 
countries have become major players in international business and they are different 
both institutionally and culturally from their advanced counterparts, there is a need 
to draw samples from less-studied emerging and developing countries in IE stud-
ies. A lack of government support, various bureaucratic complexities and minimal 
cooperation from the top management of international firms in emerging and devel-
oping countries are thought to be a hindrance in undertaking research activities in 
these countries. Some support mechanisms from governments and cooperation from 
firms’ top management in emerging and developing countries can be of great help in 
this regard.

Introduction

The aim of our study is to analyse the overall positioning of international entrepre-
neurship (IE) in terms of methodological approach and diversity, and make recom-
mendations so that future scholarly efforts can be directed to the development of IE 
as a distinct and established body of knowledge going beyond traditional practices. 
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There have been increasing calls for more research and greater rigor and richness of 
theoretical knowledge around IE (Cavusgil and Knight 2015; Coviello et al. 2015; 
Nummela 2014). Nummela (2014) has raised the question as to how IE should be 
studied in the future. Guiding future research in the right direction involves under-
taking a systematic review of pertinent literature. Although IE has been enriched 
from research since the early 1990s, a number of reviews consider that IE is still an 
emerging field with a growing body of knowledge (Coviello et al. 2015; Peiris et al. 
2012). Based on a detailed analysis of 7651 citations, stemming from 287 docu-
ments, Etemad and Lee (2003) argued that IE is a rich, yet a young field which is 
facing rapid change and several challenges. According to Etemad (2018, p. 112), 
although IE as a young field has advanced and evolved over the past three decades, 
its ‘expansion and evolution has not been organised and systematic, but organic and 
issue driven’. A similar trend is evident from a number of past reviews which sug-
gest that IE is still a fragmented field, and in its infancy stage (Evers et  al. 2012; 
Gray and Farminer 2014; Keupp and Gassmann 2009). However, others believe that 
the field has matured over the past decades (Verbeke and Ciravegna 2018), and has 
become an important body of knowledge, with an increasingly established position 
(Baier-Fuentes et al. 2019). Consistent with a number of scholars, we believe that 
the theory of IE needs to be enriched from different theoretical, empirical and meth-
odological perspectives (Ahmed and Brennan 2019a, b; Cavusgil and Knight 2015; 
Coviello et al. 2015) to increase its methodological rigor (Nummela 2014) and to be 
a claimant of a distinctive body of knowledge from its parent disciplines (Coviello 
et al. 2015).

It is argued that the validity and generalisability of a study are affected 
directly by the methodologies employed (McGrath and Brinberg 1983), and 
hence, methodologies play a critical role in international business (IB) in terms 
of knowledge development (Yang et al. 2006). This underlines the importance of 
understanding the customary and intermittent practice (Yang et al. 2006) in the 
IE field. A research field becomes more powerful when its applicability is estab-
lished and broadened to different theories, country contexts (Kiss et  al. 2012), 
industry contexts and data collection and analysis methods. Although concern 
for methodological rigor in terms of research design, data collection and analysis 
methods, and for the means to improve the validity and reliability of the research 
process and output in IE research is not new, methodologically, the field has not 
yet advanced to a large extent (Nummela 2014). As noted earlier, she had there-
fore raised the question of how IE should be studied in the future (Nummela 
2014). Addressing this question requires undertaking a systematic review of per-
tinent literature so that scholarly efforts can be directed towards making unique 
and novel contributions that surpass traditional approaches. A number of studies 
have sought to identify methodological issues manifested in theoretical knowl-
edge on IE (see Coviello et al. 2015; Coviello and Jones 2004; Jones et al. 2011; 
Keupp and Gassmann 2009; Kiss et al. 2012; Peiris et al. 2012). However, these 
reviews were undertaken from 1989 to 2004 (see Coviello and Jones 2004), 1989 
to 2009 (see Jones et al. 2011), 1994 to 2007 (see Keupp and Gassmann 2009), 
from the year of initial publication through January 2011 issue (see Kiss et al. 
2012), 1993 to 2011 (see Peiris et  al. 2012) and since inception up until 2012 
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(see Coviello et  al. 2015). This indicates that methodological trends beyond 
2011 have yet to be explored. We divide our review into two periods to explore 
the impact of recommendations from past reviews on studies conducted beyond 
2011 to understand the recent trend. In particular, a lack of knowledge about 
methodological issues in IE studies beyond 2011 requires research focusing on 
the extent to which IE has evolved and benefited from the past reviews. More-
over, while a number of these reviews involved identifying theoretical frame-
works employed in IE, others focused on identifying antecedents, determinants 
and business strategies of born global firms/international new ventures. In doing 
so, these studies tended to focus less on the research methods employed in IE 
studies. Therefore, there is a need to review the range of studies published from 
the 1990s to 2017 to analyse the overall positioning of IE in terms of methodo-
logical approach and diversity. A further limitation of prior reviews is that none 
of them has explored the methodological issues in IE studies that have been 
undertaken in the context of less-developed countries with one exception (see 
Kiss et  al. 2012). Their study incorporated articles from the year of their ini-
tial publication through the January 2011 issues and was confined to emerging 
economies. However, methodological trends in studies undertaken in emerging 
economies beyond 2011 have not yet been explored. Furthermore, focusing only 
on emerging economies or countries may lead to the overlooking of those stud-
ies undertaken in less-developed countries.

Therefore, through a review of one hundred and fifty eight studies that were 
published from 1990 to 2017, we aim to contribute to the extant literature by 
identifying a number of methodological issues, trends and knowledge gaps in 
the IE literature, and thereby provide guidelines for future scholarship. We con-
tribute to the literature by providing insight on the overall positioning of IE liter-
ature in terms of methodological issues and diversity. Since it is argued that past 
methodological reviews led to academic and methodological rigor in the IE field 
(Peiris et al. 2012), it is instructive to assess the impact of past reviews on sub-
sequent research. We thus contribute to the literature by exploring the impact of 
recommendations from past reviews on studies conducted beyond 2011. Finally, 
we contribute to the literature by identifying methodological issues and diversity 
in studies undertaken in the context of emerging and developing countries. Six 
studies focused on methodological issues are used to complement our review 
(i.e. Coviello et al. 2015; Coviello and Jones 2004; Jones et al. 2011; Keupp and 
Gassmann 2009; Kiss et al. 2012; Peiris et al. 2012).

The rest of our paper is structured as follows. An overview of literature 
around IE is presented in the “Overview of literature on IE” section. Subse-
quently, in the “Research approach” section, we discussed our research approach 
employed for this review. The results related to the overall methodological posi-
tioning of IE are presented in the “Results” section. In the “Review of stud-
ies undertaken in emerging and developing countries (1990–2017)” section, we 
explore the methodological trends and patterns in studies from emerging and 
developing countries. Finally, a discussion and the implications of our findings 
are provided in the “Discussion and implications” section, followed by some 
concluding remarks in the “Conclusion” section.
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Overview of literature on IE

The paper by Oviatt and McDougall in 1994 ‘Towards a Theory of International 
New Ventures’ published in Journal of International Business Studies was instru-
mental in generating scholarly interest in IE. With the evolution of IE as a body of 
knowledge, different definitions are evident in the literature which corresponds to 
the interdisciplinary nature of the field. In particular, IE is argued to have its origins 
within three distinct perspectives: strategic management, entrepreneurship and IB 
(Dimitratos and Jones 2005; Jones and Coviello 2005; Keupp and Gassmann 2009; 
Zahra and George 2002; Zucchella and Scabini 2007). Taking into consideration 
the strategic management perspective, McDougall and Oviatt (2000, p. 903) define 
IE as ‘a combination of innovative, proactive and risk-taking behaviour that crosses 
national borders and is intended to create value in organisations’. The proponents of 
the entrepreneurship perspective maintain that IE involves ‘the discovery, evalua-
tion and exploitation of opportunities to introduce new goods and services, ways of 
organising, markets, processes and raw materials through organising efforts that had 
no existence previously’ (Shane and Venkataraman 2000, p. 218). The underlying 
assumption of this perspective is that IE is the nexus of individuals and opportuni-
ties (Di Gregorio et al. 2008). The third perspective from IB considers IE as ‘the 
discovery, enactment, evaluation and exploitation of opportunities across national 
borders to create future goods and services’ (Oviatt and McDougall 2005, p. 540). 
Oviatt and McDougall (1994) first integrated these perspectives in their endeavour 
to develop a new model of IE.

Since its inception, the field of IE has benefited from two streams of studies (Lu 
and Beamish 2001). The first stream is related to born global firms (BGFs) or inter-
national new ventures’ (INVs) studies. More specifically, to date, many studies using 
a variety of terms have been undertaken in this field, for example born global firms 
(Knight and Cavusgil 2004; Madsen and Servais 1997; Rennie 1993), international 
new ventures (McDougall et al. 1994) and early or rapidly internationalising firms 
(Rialp et al. 2005; Ahmed and Brennan 2019a, b, c). The first stream of IE research 
is concerned with explaining and understanding the underlying factors influencing 
firms’ early or rapid internationalisation (Rialp et  al. 2005) and focused on newly 
established small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Keupp and Gassmann 
2009). The discovery, evaluation and exploitation of foreign market opportunities 
early in a firm’s life cycle feature the firm as either a BGF or INV. The use of ‘born’ 
and ‘new’ in the definitions of a BGF and INV highlights the importance of earli-
ness in internationalisation (Verbeke and Ciravegna 2018). And ‘early internationali-
sation is still a novel approach in firms’ international expansion literature’ (Cavusgil 
and Knight 2015, p. 11). This has become the basis for a critique of mainstream 
IB research focused on internationalisation (Verbeke and Ciravegna 2018), particu-
larly behavioural theories explaining firms’ internationalisation. With regard to the 
second stream, researchers examine IE among established firms irrespective of their 
size and age. IE should not be examined by confining it solely to the first stream 
of research but needs to broaden its boundaries by including firms irrespective of 
their size and age (Dimitratos and Jones 2005; McDougall and Oviatt 2000; Zahra 
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and George 2002) since established firms also adopt a rapid and aggressive interna-
tionalisation strategy similar to a born global internationalisation pattern (Bell et al. 
2003).

Since the early 1990s, the growing importance of IE has been reflected in the 
considerable number of studies undertaken (see Cavusgil and Knight 2009, 2015; 
Gabrielsson et al. 2008; Knight and Cavusgil 2004; Madsen and Servais 1997; Ovi-
att and McDougall 1994; Rennie 1993; Rialp et al. 2005; Sharma and Blomstermo 
2003). Over the past decades, the increasing globalisation of markets has stimu-
lated scholarly attention towards IE (Kiss et al. 2012). The paramount importance 
of entrepreneurship to the economic prosperity of a country and economic well-
being of entrepreneurs is well documented. However, in this era of rapid globalisa-
tion, entrepreneurial engagement beyond national borders is even more important 
and required for a variety of reasons (Ahmed and Brennan 2019c). For example, 
entrepreneurial activities across borders in the form of exporting help a country 
to integrate into the world economy, generating foreign revenue that can lessen 
the pressure on the balance of payments, reduce the impact of external shocks on 
the domestic economy (Abou-Stait 2005), increase domestic production, decrease 
the unemployment rate and meet import expenditures of a country (Shamsuddoha 
2004). For a firm, international engagement, particularly exporting, helps to achieve 
economies of scale, market diversification, different growth rates in different mar-
kets and stability advantages (Czinkota 1994). Therefore, understanding the mecha-
nism instrumental to the initiation and success of IE is of vital importance for the-
ory, policy and practice.

Research approach

Past reviews suggest that the theoretical knowledge around IE tends to be devel-
oped country-centric and is confined largely to high-tech industry or sectors (Pei-
ris et  al. 2012; Reuber et  al. 2015). Understanding the extent to which theoreti-
cal knowledge has proliferated to a broader set of countries and industries is of 
vital importance to the development of a good theory. There have been increas-
ing calls for more richness in IE research through the application of diverse and 
complex research methodology and methods, particularly examining IE-related 
phenomena in different settings, and from different ontological stances, and using 
those research approaches, data collection and analysis methods that are seldom 
used (see Coviello et al. 2015; Coviello and Jones 2004; Jones et al. 2011; Keupp 
and Gassmann 2009; Peiris et  al. 2012). It is important to assess the extent to 
which these calls have been addressed in the literature. In this study, the method-
ologies pertaining to IE studies are therefore systematically evaluated by focus-
ing on the country context, industry or sector context, ontological underpinnings, 
research approach and data collection and analysis methods. Of the reviewed 
studies, empirical articles (collection and analysis of primary and/or secondary 
data as stated by Sin and Ho 2001), conceptual papers and literature reviews are 
included for analysis. This study excludes those that claim to be IE, although they 
are not as argued by Coviello et al. (2015). A number of articles published within 
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the domain of IE are outside of this field and thus researchers must be careful 
‘in understanding what IE research is and what it is not’ (Coviello et al. 2015, p. 
11). Thus, in the selection of articles, this study has embraced the protocol sug-
gested by these researchers.1 A number of articles were rejected as they primarily 
focused on SMEs rather than IE per se, and focused on biotech firms in global 
industries, technological innovation rather than business or entrepreneurial pro-
cesses, entrepreneurship in home country, cross-cultural examination of entre-
preneurial orientation dealing with scale and measure development or validation, 
and transnational and diaspora entrepreneurship (Coviello et  al. 2015). In addi-
tion, books, book chapters, reports and conference publications were excluded 
from our analysis (Jones et  al. 2011) since they are not widely accessible and/
or peer reviewed (Coviello and Jones 2004; Jones et  al. 2011). Our systematic 
literature search involved using the following databases: ABI/INFORM Global, 
EBSCO Host, Emerald full-text database, Google Scholar, ProQuest and Springer-
Link (iRel). The following keywords: international entrepreneurship, born global 
firms, born internationals, born again globals, international new ventures, global 
start-ups, early and rapidly internationalising firms were used in locating pertinent 
articles using the above electronic databases. Full access to the reviewed studies 
was facilitated from the utilisation of a leading European University’s Library 
directory. From the systematic literature search, we located more than two hun-
dred studies. The majority of these articles were screened after reading them fully, 
while a small number of the articles were screened based on reading the abstract 
and methodology/methods and data analysis and interpretation sections. The pro-
tocol that we used to select IE studies resulted in one hundred and fifty-eight stud-
ies suitable for analysis.

Results

The reviewed one hundred and fifty-eight studies were published in a number of 
leading journals. However, it should be noted that the reviewed articles were not 
only confined to top journals in the respective field (Jones et al. 2011); rather, the 
selection of articles ‘was based on the aim of capturing the theoretical and empiri-
cal contributions that have added value to the IE field’ (Peiris et al. 2012, p. 281). 
The distribution of selected and reviewed published studies among these jour-
nals is provided in Appendix Table 8. Our findings in Appendix Table 8 indicate 
that the majority of the analysed studies were published in eight leading interna-
tional business and marketing journals: Journal of International Entrepreneurship 
(approx. 29%), International Business Review (approx. 14%), Journal of World 
Business (approx. 11%), Journal of International Business Studies (approx. 7%), 

1  According to Coviello et  al. (2015, p. 17), ‘studies that directly and explicitly integrates theory and 
concepts from both international business and entrepreneurship fields to examine and explain entrepre-
neurial behaviour across borders (entrepreneurial internationalization), and/or international comparisons 
of entrepreneurial behaviour, and/or comparative studies of entrepreneurial internationalization should be 
considered as IE studies’.
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Journal of International Marketing (approx. 6%), International Marketing Review 
(approx. 5%), Journal of Business Venturing (approx. 4%) and Management Inter-
national Review (approx. 4%). Of the reviewed studies, fourteen (approx. 9%) were 
published in mainstream entrepreneurship journals, i.e. Entrepreneurship Theory 
& Practice (5%), Entrepreneurship and Regional Development (approx. 2%), 
Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development (approx. 1%), Small Busi-
ness Economics (approx. 1%) and Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal (approx. 
1%). This finding indicates that IE studies are to a large extent confined to main-
stream IB and marketing journals which has an implication for IE as a research 
field. The implication of this finding is addressed in the “Discussion” section.

As noted earlier, the reviewed articles were systematically analysed (frequency 
analysis) under different categories, i.e. country context, industry or sector con-
text, philosophical stance, research approach and data collection and interpreta-
tion methods or techniques, to identify the key methodological patterns. Of the 
analysed one hundred and fifty-eight studies, five were literature reviews, nineteen 
conceptual papers and the remaining one hundred and thirty four were empirical 
papers.

Results pertaining to country context

Of the analysed one hundred and thirty-four empirical papers published between 
the 1990s and 2017, developed countries were sampled in the majority of IE 
studies (approx. 78%), followed by emerging and developing countries (approx. 
24%). In these studies, sixteen drew on samples from two developed countries, 
while nine were developed multi-country studies. Our results also indicate that 
two incorporated samples from both developed and developing countries. Our 
results demonstrate the marginal representation of sample firms from emerging 
and developing countries. In terms of geographical distribution, a majority of 
IE studies were based in the European region (71, representing approx. 53% of 
the total share), followed by the Asian (31, representing approx. 24% of the total 
share), American (29, representing approx. 22% of the total share), Australian 
(19, representing approx. 15% each of the total share) and African (2, repre-
senting approx. 2% of the total share) regions. It should be noted that a num-
ber of studies used a combination of countries from different regions. Therefore, 
the cumulative percentage cannot be accumulated to equal the total number of 
reviewed studies.

Among the total analysed studies, the USA was the most popular context, 
appearing in twenty studies (representing approx. 15% of the total share), fol-
lowed by Finland (18 studies which represent approx. 14% of the total share), 
Australia and China (14 each, representing approx. 11% each of the total share), 
and Spain (12 studies which represent 9% of the total share). While New Zea-
land and the UK each featured in ten studies (approx. 8% each of the total 
share), Germany featured in nine and Denmark appeared in eight studies (repre-
senting approx. 7% and 6% of the total share respectively). Ireland and Sweden 
each appeared in seven studies (approx. 5% each of the total share). Since a 
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number of studies used a combination of countries, the cumulative percentage 
thus cannot be accumulated to equal the total number of reviewed studies. Sum-
mary results related to studies’ country and regional contexts are provided in 
Table  1, while the complete distribution of studies by country is reported in 
Appendix Table 8.

Now we consider the country context utilised beyond 2011 to assess the evolu-
tion of IE based on recommendations from past reviews. From the reviewed one 
hundred and fifty-eight studies, we found sixty-seven studies that were published 
beyond 2011(between 2012 and 2017). Of the sixty-seven studies, two were lit-
erature reviews, eight conceptual papers and the remaining fifty-seven were full 
research (empirical) papers. Among the analysed studies, as expected, IE stud-
ies in the context of developed nations dominate those relating to emerging and 
developing countries. In particular, forty studies (representing 70% of the total 
share) have drawn samples from developed countries, and the remaining seventeen 
(approx. 30%) were undertaken from the perspective of emerging and developing 
countries. In terms of geographical distribution, results in Table  1 indicate that 
countries from the European region were represented in a majority of IE stud-
ies (appeared in 31 studies, representing approx. 55% of the total share), followed 
by the Asian region (featured in 14 studies, representing approx. 25% of the total 
share), the American region (utilised in 9 studies which represent approx. 16% 
of the total share) and the Australian region (appeared in 5 studies, representing 
approx. 9% of the total share). Of these studies, eight have drawn samples from 
two or more countries in different regions. Table 1 indicates that among the studies 
conducted in emerging and developing countries, China is the most popular con-
text, featuring in six studies (representing approx. 11% of the total share), followed 
by Brazil (3, representing approx. 6% of the total share) and India (2, representing 
approx. 4% of the total share). As far as the frequency of developed countries is 
concerned, Spain as a study context dominate in IE publications as this country 
is featured in seven studies (representing 12% of the total share). While Finland 
and the USA appeared in six studies each (representing approx. 11% each of the 
total share), and Australia and Italy featured in five each (representing approx. 9% 
each of the total share). Denmark, Germany and Sweden featured in four studies 
each (representing 7% each of the total share), followed by Ireland in three studies 
(representing approx. 6% of the total share). Of these studies, a limited number of 
cross-country comparison and multi-country studies are evident from our analysis.

Results pertaining to industry/sector context

Among the analysed studies, high-tech firms remain the most frequently studied 
(approx. 42%), followed by SMEs (approx. 32%). However, we also observed the 
existence of high-tech or knowledge-intensive firms in the SME category.2 It should 

2  Those authors, who mentioned that they used SME samples, were reluctant to use the phrase high-tech 
or knowledge-intensive or even low-tech samples in the methodology. However, when explaining the fea-
tures of their samples, it was evident that many of those falls into our high-tech category.
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be noted that high-tech or knowledge-intensive industries or sectors are consid-
ered as those that have drawn sample firms from the airline industry, biotechnol-
ogy firms, home appliances, software, IT, PC/mobile phone manufacturers, inter-
net-based firms, medical and wireless technology-oriented firms, and wind turbine. 
Firms from different industries or sectors, irrespective of their technological inten-
sity and nature of business, were the third most frequently studied (approx. 29%). 
The marginal representation of firms from the agriculture-based industry or sector is 
evident from our analysis. The results are reported in Table 2. It should be noted that 
a number of studies have drawn their sample from a combination of industries and/
or sectors. Therefore, the cumulative percentage cannot be aggregated to equal the 
total number of reviewed studies.

Now we report the findings on the industry or sector context used in IE stud-
ies beyond 2011 (comparisons between 1990–2011 and 2012–2017 periods are dis-
cussed in the “Discussion” section). Our analysis in Table 2 reveals that in a large 
number of IE studies, SMEs were drawn as sample firms (approx. 34%), followed 
by firms from different industries/sectors and high-tech firms (approx. 32% each). 
Firms from different industries or sectors consist of both high-tech and low-tech 
firms, as well as both manufacturing and service-oriented firms.

Results related to philosophical stance, and data collection and interpretation 
methods

IE phenomena to date seem to be explored equally from either an objectivist or sub-
jectivist ontological position. Over the past three decades of scientific inquiry, the 
negligible use of pluralistic approaches in examining topics related to IE is evident 
from our analysis (approx. 11%). Our findings suggest that IE research is almost 
equally dominated by both the quantitative (approx. 46%) and qualitative (approx. 
45%) research approaches. In terms of data collection strategy, our analysis indi-
cates that the case study was adopted in a large number of studies (approx. 45%), 
followed by the survey (approx. 31%). Secondary data sources, namely database, 
IPO prospectus, registers, websites, reports, government publications and other 
available secondary data sources, were employed in nineteen studies (represent-
ing approx. 15% of the total analysed). Both the survey and case study methods 
were also employed together in fourteen studies (representing approx. 11%). Of the 
reviewed studies, both the quantitative (approx. 46%) and qualitative (approx. 45%) 
data analysis techniques have been revealed to be equally popular techniques among 
IE researchers, followed by mixed methods (approx. 9%). The results are reported in 
Table 3.

Now we report the findings on ontological stance, research approach and data col-
lection and interpretation methods prior to and beyond 2011 (comparisons between 
1990–2011 and 2012–2017 periods are discussed in the “Discussion” section). 
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Results in Table 4 suggest that objectivism (approx. 50%) and subjectivism (approx. 
44%) remain the dominant ontological positions beyond 2011. Pluralistic underpin-
nings are evident in the case of a small number of studies (7%). In terms of research 
approach, our analysis indicates that IE research undertaken over the last 6  years 
has been almost equally dominated by quantitative (approx. 48%) and qualitative 
(approx. 44%) approaches. As far as data collection strategy and analysis methods 
are concerned, our analysis demonstrates that a majority of studies embraced the 
case study (approx. 44%), followed by the survey (approx. 37%). Both the survey 
and case study methods are also employed together in a small number of studies (4), 
representing about 7% of the share. Moreover, the share of secondary data sources, 
namely database, firm registers, government publications, IPO prospectus, publi-
cation office of the EU, register and other secondary data sources in IE studies, is 
approximately 13%. In terms of data analysis, we found almost an equal representa-
tion of both quantitative (approx. 48%) and qualitative interpretations (approx. 44%). 
The remaining studies (approx. 9%) utilised mixed data analysis methods.

Table 5   Frequency distribution of emerging and developing countries IE empirical studies by country 
context

(I) Since a number of studies used a combination of countries, the cumulative percentage thus cannot be 
accumulated to equal the total number of reviewed studies. (II) Seven Latin American countries include 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Peru and Venezuela. The number reported for Brazil (4) and 
Mexico (2) also include this study

1990–2017
(n = 32)

2012–2017
(n = 16)

Country Freq % Freq %

China 14 43.75 6 37.50
Brazil 4 12.5 3 18.75
India 4 12.5 2 12.50
Malaysia 3 9.38 1 6.25
Mexico 2 6.25 1 6.25
Russia 2 6.25 1 6.25
Turkey 2 6.25 1 6.25
Vietnam 2 6.25 1 6.25
Bangladesh 1 3.13 1 6.25
Botswana
Emerging economies (did not reveal the names)

1
1

3.13
3.13

0
0

0.00
0.00

Korea 1 3.13 0 0.00
South Africa 1 3.13 0 0.00
Other (seven Latin American countries) 1 3.13 1 6.25
BRICs total (Brazil, Russia, India and China) 24 75.00 12 75
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Review of studies undertaken in emerging and developing countries 
(1990–2017)

As highlighted earlier, of the one hundred and thirty-four analysed studies, a small 
number of studies (32) were undertaken in the context of emerging and developing 
countries, representing approximately 24% of the total analysed. Of these thirty-two 
analysed studies, twenty-six were based on a single country study, and the remainder 
had drawn sample firms from two or more countries. This is an indication of less 
enthusiasm for cross-country and multi-country studies. The results are reported in 
Table 5. Among the thirty-two reviewed studies, China as a study context dominates 
other emerging and developing countries. In particular, China (sampled in 14 studies) 
has the highest representation (approx. 44% of the total share within the emerging 
and developing country sample), followed by Brazil and India (4 each, representing 
approx. 13% each of the total studies). While Malaysia was featured in three studies 
(representing approx. 10%), Mexico, Russia, Turkey and Vietnam were featured in 
two studies each (representing approx. 7% each of the total studies). Among these 
studies, three BRIC countries dominate other emerging and developing countries. 
This finding is consistent with the extant literature (e.g. Peiris et al. 2012). Peiris et al. 
(2012) systematically reviewed 291 journal articles on IE published between 1993 
and 2012. They have documented the marginal representation of developing coun-
tries in IE studies, particularly countries from the South Asian and African regions.

In terms of industry or sector context, since the beginning of IE research, research-
ers have been incorporating or examining firms from high-tech or knowledge-inten-
sive industries or sectors with a specific focus on SMEs. This has been evident in 
almost all studies dealing with methodological issues in IE (e.g. Coviello and Jones 
2004; Peiris et al. 2012; Zahra and George 2002). In this study, we have established 
a similar pattern. Among the analysed studies in emerging and developing countries, 
sample firms from high-tech or knowledge-intensive industries or sectors have the 
highest representation (approx. 44%), followed by SMEs (approx. 38%), and firms 
from different industries or sectors (approx. 32%), irrespective of their technologi-
cal intensity and nature of business. The results are reported in Table 6. It should 
be noted that a number of studies have drawn samples from a combination of indus-
tries and/or sectors. Therefore, the cumulative percentage in Table 6 cannot be accu-
mulated to equal the total number of reviewed studies. For example, in SMEs and 

Table 6   Frequency distribution 
of emerging and developing 
country IE empirical studies 
by industry/sector context 
(1990–2017, n = 32)

A number of studies have drawn samples from a combination of 
industries and/or sectors, and therefore, the cumulative percentage 
cannot be accumulated to equal the total number of reviewed studies

Industry/sector/firms Freq %

High-tech/knowledge-intensive firms 14 43.75
SMEs (includes both high-tech and low-tech) 12 37.5
Firms from different industries/sectors 10 31.25
Apparel/textiles firms 2 6.25
Firms from food industries 1 3.13
Fruit exporting firms 1 3.13
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firms from different industries category, a number of firms belong to the high-tech 
category.

Our results corresponding to the ontological stance, research approach and data 
collection and interpretation methods in IE studies conducted in emerging or devel-
oping countries reported in Table 7 suggest the prevailing preference of an objectiv-
ist ontological position (approx. 60%) over subjectivist (approx. 38%). The pluralis-
tic underpinnings are evident in the case of one study, accounting for only 3% of the 
share. IE research undertaken in emerging/developing country contexts was domi-
nated by the quantitative research approach (approx. 63%), followed by the qualita-
tive approach (approx. 38%). As far as data collection and analysis methods are con-
cerned, more than half of IE studies in emerging and developing countries deploy the 
survey (approx. 54%) with quantitative interpretation (approx. 63%), followed by the 
case study (approx. 38%) with qualitative data analysis (approx. 38%). In addition, 
both the survey and case study methods were employed together in a single study. 
This implies that primary data has been used for the most part in approximately 92% 
of studies. The database and other available secondary data sources were used in 
only two studies, accounting for approximately 7% of the share.

Discussion and implications

Journal outlets

Of our reviewed studies, approximately 42% were published beyond 2011. Our 
analysis reveals that mainstream IB and marketing journals have published a 
majority of the reviewed studies (approx. 80%), followed by entrepreneurship 
journals (approx. 9%). Such a narrow focus limits the disseminations of knowl-
edge to wider scholarly communities. Our analysis also indicates that publication 
of IE studies in mainstream management journals is insignificant. One plausible 
explanation for this could be that studies in this field focus less on the manage-
ment practices and issues. Consistent with Terjesen et al. (2016), we argue that IE 
is not well communicated to scholars outside the entrepreneurship and/or market-
ing field, and this is problematic due to its interdisciplinary nature. They further 
argued that ‘scholars should have open lines of communication in order to share 
and build upon related findings’ (Terjesen et al. 2016).

Hambrick and Chen (2008, p. 32) have developed a model where they pro-
posed three criteria: differentiation, mobilisation and legitimatisation, to explain 
‘the development of new academic fields as part of an admittance-seeking social 
movement’. Coviello et al. (2015, p. 1) in their review study used these criteria to 
address the question of whether or not IE has developed itself as a field. Legiti-
macy is argued to involve both intellectual persuasion and emulation of norms in 
the parent or adjacent fields (Hambrick and Chen 2008; cited in Coviello et  al. 
2015). In terms of emulation, it is argued that some progress have been made, 
reflected by publications in top-tier IB or entrepreneurship journals. However, 
outside of the parent disciplines, much work is required, because most IE studies 
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are not published in strong journals (Coviello et al. 2015) and are confined mostly 
to IB and entrepreneurship journals (Jones et al. 2011). Despite this recommenda-
tion, our findings suggest that the mainstream IB, marketing or entrepreneurship 
journals remain the main focus among IE scholars, thus indicating that emulation 
has not occurred to any great extent in the field.

Country context

Our results indicate that theoretical knowledge on IE is skewed towards developed 
countries. Although in recent years, some studies have focused on firms from emerging 
countries, particularly three BRIC countries; IE studies from emerging and less-devel-
oped countries are still relatively few. Although the equivocal and hostile institutional 
environments of less-developed countries make them atypical, there is scant research 
that draws on sample firms from developing countries (Ahmed and Brennan 2019a, c). 
Beyond the dearth of research from developing country contexts, the challenging insti-
tutional environments for entrepreneurship make these countries critical from a theo-
retical perspective (Ahmed and Brennan 2019c). Our findings are consistent with the 
extant literature (e.g. Peiris et al. 2012; Reuber et al. 2015; Yang et al. 2006). It should 
also be noted that developing countries are not only under-represented in IE literature, 
but they are also largely overlooked in IB scholarship in general. For example, a study 
on methodologies in IB undertaken by Yang et al. (2006) revealed that some regions 
like Africa and countries like Bangladesh are under-researched by IB researchers.

Our results (in Table 1) indicate that over the past 6 years, researchers have increased 
their focus on a number of developed countries. For example, there have been increas-
ing numbers of studies on Spain (approx. 13%); Denmark, Germany and Sweden 
(approx. 7% each); Ireland (approx. 6%); and Belgium, Greece and France (approx. 4% 
each) during the past 6 years compared to the previous 21 years (1990–2011). Surpris-
ingly, our analysis indicates that Italy as a study context was not utilised prior to the 
period 2012. However, beyond 2011, a negligible number of studies undertaken in the 
context of UK (approx. 2%) compared to approximately 12% in the previous 21 years. 
Moreover, New Zealand and Norway featured only in two studies each (representing 
approx. 4% each) compared to approximately 11% and 6%, respectively, in 1990–2011. 
Canada as a study context was not utilised at all following 2011.

Although our overall results suggest that emerging and developing countries 
are under-represented in the IE field, our analysis indicates that researchers have 
increased their focus on these countries (approx. 30% of the total share), particu-
larly on BRIC countries beyond 2011 compared to the period 1990–2011 (approx. 
20% of the total share), suggesting beneficial impact of past reviews. For example, 
there have been more studies on China (approx. 11%), followed by Brazil (approx. 
6%), India (approx. 4% each), and Mexico and Russia (approx. 2% each) during the 
6 years following 2011 than in the previous 21 years (1990–2011).

As far as the geographical distribution is concerned, IE studies are highly skewed 
towards the European region, followed by the Asian, American and Australian 
regions. However, there have been a small number of studies undertaken in the 
context of American and Australian regions, and no study from the perspective of 
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the African region is evident during the 6 years compared to the previous 21 years 
(1990–2011). Our analysis (in Table 1) reveals that research in the context of both 
European and Asian regions has increased during the 6 years in comparisons to the 
previous 21  years. Although our study demonstrates the prevalence of IE studies 
in different parts of the world, countries from the African, South American, South 
Asian and the Middle-Eastern regions are under-represented. This finding supports 
a number of prior review studies (Peiris et al. 2012; Reuber et al. 2015). Peiris et al. 
(2012) systematically reviewed 291 journal articles on IE published between 1993 
and 2012. They found that the literature around IE in the context of developed coun-
tries is abundant. However, studies from countries in the South American, South 
Asian and African regions are marginal in the IE field (Peiris et al. 2012). Similarly, 
a bibliographic study undertaken by Reuber et  al. (2015) revealed that a majority 
of studies related to IE emanates from developed economies. Based on a review of 
prior studies, Nummela (2014) argued that literature around firms’ early or rapid 
internationalisation is confined to findings from the West.

Our findings suggest that recommendations made in past reviews on utilising 
samples from under-represented countries (particularly less-developed countries) 
and regions (such as South Asian, African, South American and the Middle-Eastern 
regions) were followed intermittently. This is problematic for IE as a research field 
for two reasons. First, it is well documented that developed and developing countries 
differ significantly in many economic and social aspects. Entrepreneurial behav-
iour is argued to vary across countries and regions due to differences in institutional 
profiles, culture and social settings (see Busenitz et al. 2000; Mitchell et al. 2002; 
Kreiser et al. 2010). Therefore, the generalisability of findings found so far in the 
context of developed countries turns out to be a theoretical issue for IE (Ahmed and 
Brennan 2019a, c). An over reliance on particular contexts, which is evident in both 
internationalisation and comparative studies, may result in inaccurate generalisa-
tions to other unfamiliar contexts (Kiss et al. 2012). Reynolds (1991, p. 245) argued 
that ‘finding the same empirical patterns in different countries provides evidence 
that the same explanations of entrepreneurial phenomena have broad empirical sup-
port and, hence, deserve greater confidence for applications in any one situation’.

Second, theoretical knowledge is argued to develop in an idiosyncratic response 
to local conditions and trends (Jing et al. 2015). Context-specific research thus can 
observe the local specificities (Ferreira et al. 2015). According to Kiss et al. (2012), 
a theory becomes more powerful when its applicability is established in different and 
novel contexts. Therefore, studies focusing on under-represented countries or regions 
such as developing and emerging countries can significantly deepen and broaden 
context-specific theoretical knowledge on the behaviour of international entrepre-
neurs (Peiris et al. 2012). Consistent with Kiss et al (2012), we argue that a broader 
geographic concentration has the maximum potential to provide new insights that can 
lead to new theoretical developments in this field. Reuber et al. (2018, p. 402) argued 
that little knowledge exists in the IE field about the ‘mechanisms underlying suc-
cessful coopetition among heterogeneous and geographically dispersed international 
opportunity seekers, and the outcomes they produce over time’.

Our findings also indicate that a vast majority of studies in the IE field were sin-
gle country-based and cross-sectional in nature. Single country samples were found 
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to dominate in IB research in general (see Yang et al. 2006) and IE literature in par-
ticular. This finding is consistent with the extant literature. For example, the prepon-
derance of studies based on a single country is evident in methodological reviews 
undertaken by Coviello and Jones (2004), and Zahra and George (2002). Similarly, 
IE studies that were cross-sectional in nature were found to dominate over longitu-
dinal study design (see Coviello and Jones 2004; Coviello et al. 2015; Keupp and 
Gassmann 2009; Kiss et  al. 2012). A number of these researchers have therefore 
urged that IE phenomena be examined in multiple countries and that a longitudinal 
study design be adopted. Our findings suggest that the recommendations made in 
prior reviews on undertaking cross-country comparisons/multi-country studies and 
adopting a longitudinal study design have not been followed in IE research.

The inclination towards undertaking single country-based and cross-sectional 
studies is another key obstacle in the development of IE as a research field. To test 
the validity of extant theory and increase the generalizability of extant findings, 
there is a greater need to examine IE phenomena from a multi-country perspective. 
Terjesen et al. (2016, p. 324) argued that ‘comparative research can lead to common 
understandings of definitions and methods across multiple levels of analysis. The 
results will indicate whether there are generalizable patterns—similarities as well 
as differences—across countries or country groups, leading to the development of 
better theories’. In addition, since time is considered as a critical dimension of entre-
preneurial opportunity identification, creation and exploitation (Baron 1998), the 
preponderance of cross-sectional studies seems problematic (Keupp and Gassmann 
2009, p. 612). Experimental and longitudinal studies can explore the complex social 
processes that evolve over time. This is particularly important for studies focusing 
on the performance/competitiveness and growth of born global firms/international 
new ventures’/early internationalising firms. According to Rajulton (2001, p. 171), 
‘social processes have become increasingly complex and if we would like to grasp 
this complexity, we need longitudinal data for establishing temporal order, measur-
ing change and making stronger causal interpretations’. Consistent with Keupp and 
Gassmann (2009, p. 614), we argue that future IE scholars examining IE as the inter-
section of internationalisation and entrepreneurship can benefit from longitudinal 
study designs, because ‘just like internationalisation, entrepreneurship is a process, 
rather than a static phenomenon. It is essentially a planned behavior that develops 
over time and interacts with its environment’.

Industry/sector context

Our results demonstrate that IE studies have predominantly concentrated on sam-
ples originating from high-tech and/or knowledge-intensive industries or sectors, 
although high-tech and knowledge-intensive firms differ significantly from those of 
low-tech firms. This finding supports prior review studies (see Coviello and Jones 
2004; Peiris et al. 2012; Zahra and George 2002). While the majority of studies have 
drawn samples from biotechnology, software and hardware, IT, medical instruments, 
electronics, high service or high design industries (see Bell 1995; Fernhaber et al. 
2008; Gabrielsson et  al. 2014; Gassmann and Keupp 2007; Hagen and Zucchella 
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2014; Hashai and Almor 2004; Zahra et  al. 2000), the progression of research in 
this area has involved a small number of researchers who have shown that BGFs/
INVs can also exist in non-knowledge-intensive, low-tech and traditional manufac-
turing and service industries or sectors. For example, the existence of BGFs/INVs 
was revealed in metal fabrication, furniture, processed foods and consumer prod-
ucts’ industries (see Madsen and Servais 1997), arts and crafts sectors (see McAuley 
1999), food industry (see Hurmerinta et al. 2015; Ismail and Kuivalainen 2015), and 
the apparel industry (see Dana et  al. 2007). Evidence suggests that IE can occur 
in any industry or sector irrespective of whether it is knowledge or non-knowledge 
intensive or whether it belongs to high-tech and low-tech industries or sectors.

However, our analysis reveals that there has been increasing focus on SMEs 
(approx. 34%), followed by firms from various industries/sectors (approx. 32%), 
and firms involved in food business (4%) beyond 2011 compared to the period 
1990–2011, suggesting beneficial impact of past reviews. Surprisingly, our findings 
in Table 2 indicate that the focus on firms from other sectors, namely agro-based 
(food), only appeared after 2011. There seems to be a declining interest on high-
tech/knowledge-intensive samples during the 6  years following 2011 than in the 
previous 21 years (1990–2011). This might be due to the fact that several research-
ers have incorporated high-tech/knowledge-intensive samples using the SME tag in 
their study. To increase the methodological rigor in IE, past reviews have stressed 
the significance of incorporating samples from a wide range of industries and sec-
tors, irrespective of firm age and size, and of whether they are knowledge or non-
knowledge intensive or belong to high-tech or low-tech industries or sectors (Jones 
et  al. 2011; Keupp and Gassmann 2009; Zahra and George 2002). Given the pre-
ponderance of high-tech firms and SME sample in our review, it can be argued that 
empirical knowledge about IE is to a large extent specific to high-tech firms and 
SMEs. This can be considered to be another barrier to the development of a good 
theory. According to Keupp and Gassmann (2009, p. 617), IE should not be con-
fined by firm size and age, because the underlying principles of mainstream IB and 
entrepreneurship theories are not limited by firm size or age. Stepping away from 
examining primarily successful cases such as smaller new ventures can be a mecha-
nism to advance IE research (Verbeke and Ciravegna 2018). The widely accepted 
definition of IE, i.e. ‘the discovery, enactment, evaluation and exploitation of oppor-
tunities–across national borders–to create future goods and services’ (Oviatt and 
McDougall 2005, p. 540), is not necessarily specific as to firm size and age (Keupp 
and Gassmann 2009). Similarly, Jones et al. (2011) also argued that firm size and 
age variables are not necessarily specific to IE.

Similarly, focusing on high-tech firms limits the generalisability of findings to 
other industries (Zahra and George 2002), and thus ‘emphasis should be given to the 
issue for generalising further the results found so far to a wider spectrum of indus-
tries’ (Zhou 2007; p. 285), particularly to those low-tech and labour-intensive firms 
in less-developed countries. Developing countries are typically the major exporters 
of relatively low-tech and labour-intensive products or services, namely apparel, 
footwear, toys, handicrafts and consumer electronics (Gereffi and Memodovic 
2003). Moreover, the export of agro-based products seems to play a critical role in 
the economic development of many less-developed countries. Historically, exporting 
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relatively low-tech, labour-intensive and agro-based products or services has been a 
critical trajectory for economic and industrial development of a number of develop-
ing countries (Ahmed and Brennan 2019a, c). Evidence suggests that many low-
tech and labour-intensive firms are not necessarily burdened by their technological 
intensities when entering international markets (see Ahmed and Brennan 2019a, b, 
c). The owners of these firms may be active in ‘global ecosystems’ (the term used 
by Reuber et  al. (2018)), which might compensate for  their firms’ technological 
shortcomings in their internationalisation endeavour. IE is manifested in ‘global 
ecosystems which are positioned somewhere between global networks of autono-
mous opportunity seekers and global factories controlled by brand owners’ (Reuber 
et al. 2018, p. 401). They recommend that it is important for future IE researchers to 
examine the mechanism used by different opportunity seekers in global ecosystems 
in ‘managing the duality of jointly exploiting extant opportunities while exploring 
new possibilities and avoiding resource dependency’ (p. 401).

Overall, our result indicates that while there has been a tendency towards a nar-
row focus within IE studies in terms of sample selection, this appears to be changing 
gradually to encompass a more diverse range of industry/sector contexts, suggesting 
some beneficial outcomes from past reviews.

Philosophical stance, and data collection and interpretation methods

Researchers typically take a number of philosophical standpoints when it comes 
to choosing research topics and research design. Since research philosophy has an 
effect on research topics, research design and methodology (Saunders et al. 2006), 
the consideration of different research paradigms and matters of ontology and epis-
temology are therefore of vital importance when undertaking a research (Flowers 
2009). Ontology involves explaining the view of a researcher about the nature of 
reality (i.e. what is the nature of reality?). Objectivism and subjectivism are two 
distinct ontological positions. Epistemology refers to the theory of knowledge and 
is related to the question of what should be regarded as acceptable knowledge in a 
particular field (Bryman and Bell 2007). The epistemological positions determine 
the application of the available research methods in the study of social reality (Ben-
ton and Craib 2001). Positivism and interpretivism are considered two major epis-
temological positions. Our findings suggest that to date, ontologically and episte-
mologically, IE researchers have subscribed to either objectivist (epistemologically 
positivists) or subjectivist (epistemologically interpretivists) ontological positions. 
The preponderance of objectivist ontology with positivist paradigm is evident in our 
analysis (in Table 4). There seems to be an increasing focus on objective ontology 
with positivist paradigm and declining interest in subjective ontology with interpre-
tivist paradigm, followed by pluralistic approaches in IE research during the 6 years 
following 2011 than in the previous 21 years (1990–2011).

A trivial representation of critical realist/post-positivists or other pluralistic 
approaches in IE research limits the theoretical rigor in this area. Grégoire et  al. 
(2006, p. 335) argued that a new field must establish ‘a widely shared “paradigm,” 
i.e., a set of assumptions about a field’s object of study, method of investigation, 
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explanatory model, and overall interpretation scheme’. IE involving the discov-
ery, enactment, evaluation and exploitation of opportunities in international mar-
kets (Oviatt and McDougall 2005) is not straight forward, but rather, it is a com-
plex process which evolves over time. Exploring, explaining and gaining in-depth 
understanding of complex social processes or phenomena require making different 
philosophical assumptions and interpretations. Surprisingly, apart from Coviello and 
Jones (2004) and Kiss et  al. (2012), no explicit recommendations have been pro-
vided in prior review studies related to the significance of different philosophical 
underpinnings in the development of IE as a research field. According to Coviello 
and Jones (2004), IE research designs tend to be static and positivist in nature which 
are therefore unable to capture certain dynamic processes. It is therefore argued that 
IE researchers may benefit from a ‘more pluralistic approach to methodological 
application, recognizing that the positivist and interpretivist paradigms can be com-
bined to better capture entrepreneurial behavior and processes over time’ (Coviello 
and Jones 2004, p. 500; Kiss et al. 2012). Despite their recommendations, our find-
ings suggest that in terms of philosophical underpinnings, IE researchers tend to 
confine themselves to either objectivists or subjectivists ontologies.

Quantitative and qualitative are two major research approaches frequently 
employed by social scientists. According to Bazeley (2002, p. 2), these approaches 
can be distinguished on ‘the basis of the type of data used (textual or numeric; struc-
tured or unstructured), the inductive or deductive logic employed, the type of inves-
tigation (exploratory or confirmatory), the method of analysis (interpretive or sta-
tistical), the approach to explanation (variance theory or process theory), and for 
some, on the basis of the presumed underlying paradigm (positivist or interpretive)’. 
While the quantitative approach focuses on confirming or falsifying predefined 
hypothesis, the qualitative approach deals with providing an answer to ‘why’ and/
or ‘how’ type of questions (Yin 2003). Our findings indicate the equal importance 
of both approaches in IE research undertaken in the context of developed countries. 
However, IE studies that have drawn samples from emerging and developing coun-
tries were dominated by the quantitative research approach. The past reviews have 
documented the extensive use of the quantitative approach and thus emphasised the 
adoption of the qualitative approach (Coviello et al. 2015; Coviello and Jones 2004). 
Keupp and Gassmann (2009) stressed the significance of adopting a theory building 
research approach (which involves a qualitative approach), rather than theory testing 
(which is often done using a quantitative approach) to arrive at a body of interdisci-
plinary understanding of IE. Despite this recommendation, our findings (in Table 4) 
indicate the growing popularity of quantitative research over qualitative approach 
during the 6 years following 2011 than in the previous 21 years (1990–2011).

As far as the data collection method is concerned, it is argued that the choice of 
research strategy/methods is guided by the research question and objectives, the extent 
of existing knowledge, the amount of time and the other resources that researchers 
have available and the philosophical underpinnings (Saunders et al. 2003). Yin (2003) 
identifies experiment, survey, archival analysis, history and case study as five major 
research strategies that can be employed in a study to collect and analyse data. Our 
results demonstrate that the case study as a data collection method has been applied 
in an increasing number of IE studies, followed by the survey as the second dominant 
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research method in studies that draw samples from developed countries. This finding 
diverges from Coviello et al. (2015). They have shown that the survey method domi-
nates over the case study method. However, the majority of the reviewed studies under-
taken in emerging and developing countries employed the survey method, followed by 
case studies. The application of both research methods in a study is referred to as mono 
or mixed methods. Our results indicate that although a small number of researchers 
have utilised mixed methods, a majority of them applied a simple two-step approach, 
i.e. collection and discussion of secondary data followed by case studies or interviews 
followed by a survey (Coviello and Jones 2004). To deal with or overcome single 
method bias, researchers have advocated adopting mixed methods, i.e. combination of 
both survey and case study methods (Yang et al. 2006). However, IE researchers remain 
reluctant to use mixed methods in their studies. Secondary data sources, particularly 
databases in conjunction with primary data sources, can be used to increase the valid-
ity and reliability of findings. However, the low use of secondary data sources, namely 
database, firms’ registers, IPO prospectus, government reports and publications, other 
secondary data sources evident in our findings, suggests a greater need to increase the 
use of such readily available data sources to enrich this field of research.

The distribution of IE studies by data collection methods across two periods is pre-
sented in Table 4. The case study is almost equally popular across the two periods. Spe-
cifically, the deployment of the case study method exceeded the survey in both periods, 
suggesting the beneficial impact of past review studies. Coviello and Jones (2004) had 
found that less than a quarter of reviewed studies employed qualitative data collection 
strategies involving case studies or interviews. However, it should be noted that there 
has been an increase in the use of survey, and declining focus in other data collection 
methods during the 6 years following 2011 than in the previous 21 years (1990–2011). 
The limited use of combined survey and case study methods is also evident from our 
analysis. This implies that despite recommendations in prior reviews to include both 
survey and case study, IE researchers seem to limit themselves to one of these methods 
for the sake of simplicity. The same applies in the case of secondary data sources.

Table 4 also reports the distribution of IE studies by data interpretations across two 
periods. It is evident from our analysis that both the quantitative and qualitative data 
interpretation techniques were used almost equally in two periods. Quantitative data 
interpretation tends to be dominant in IE studies from emerging and developing coun-
tries (in Table 7). Mixed methods analysis is considerably less prevalent in both peri-
ods and in both developed and emerging/developing country studies. The application 
of other methods is almost non-existent. Therefore, scholars in this field need to adopt 
mixed methods for both data collection and interpretation. They also need to adopt 
more advanced, diverse and sophisticated analytical methods such as content analysis 
of secondary data sources, meta-analysis, multi-level analysis (Terjesen et al. 2016) and 
fuzzy set/qualitative comparative analysis (QCA). QCA can compare cases and estab-
lish a causal relationship (Roig-Tierno et al. 2017; 1921). QCA’s ability to deal with 
complex configurations helps it to cope with complex antecedents that social scientists 
often examine (Roig-Tierno et al. 2017). Our results reveal no application of QCA in IE 
studies. Given the broader applicability of QCA including explaining entrepreneurial 
activities, dealing with database and cross-country comparison studies (Roig-Tierno 
et al. 2016), testing typological and configurational theory (Fiss 2011) and its greater 
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explanatory power (Roig-Tierno et al. 2017), IE scholars thus need to incorporate QCA 
in their studies, rather than just relying on the hitherto applied methods.

Conclusion

To develop IE as an established and distinct body of knowledge, future scholars should 
focus on sharing knowledge to wider scholarly communities through publication of 
their works in mainstream management journals and should target journals outside of 
the parent disciplines. Moreover, to consider IE as a global phenomenon and a distinct 
field as claimed in prior studies, it should include more contributions that are focused 
on neglected countries and/or regions. Focusing on a specific region and a category of 
industry/sector/firm can contribute to theoretical knowledge in an incremental manner. 
Although the share of emerging and developing countries in IE studies is marginal, the 
growing importance of these under-represented countries over the past 6 years is evident. 
In particular, of the analysed thirty-two studies undertaken in emerging and/or develop-
ing countries from 1990 to 2017, half of them belong to the period between 2012 and 
2017. Despite this trend, there remain a number of countries and/or regions, and indus-
tries or sectors to be explored, irrespective of their economic conditions, and nature of 
business. Such a pursuit can help IE to develop as a prolific body of knowledge. In addi-
tion, more scholarly contributions are required that incorporate research methods and 
techniques beyond typical practices, i.e. the survey and case study, and qualitative and 
quantitative interpretations towards the development of a better theory. Exploration of 
underlying theoretical mechanisms is a difficult task which demands the application of 
advanced or diverse methods and techniques. Consistent with Coviello and Jones (2004; 
p. 502), we argue that for IE field to progress, ‘researchers need to make methodologi-
cal decisions with greater coherency and thoroughness which may involve striving for 
more rigor and minimising the tendency to adopt simple methodological design’. Over-
all, although knowledge gaps remain to be explored, some progress has been made to 
the development of IE as a distinct body of knowledge. This is usual for any field of 
research. Following Weick’s (1995) suggestion, Jones et al. (2011) argued that since the-
orising is an incremental and time-consuming process, two decades of research is a very 
short time for IE to develop as an established body of knowledge.

Like other review studies, this study is not free from limitations. First, our list 
of reviewed articles is to some extent not inclusive and overlaps with those of prior 
review studies. This is because we sought to provide a synthesis of accrued knowledge 
related to methodological trends within the IE field that can benefit future research 
in making novel contributions. It should however be noted that approximately half 
of the reviewed empirical papers (57) were published beyond 2011 and therefore, we 
can argue that our study is distinct to a large extent from the extant literature. Sec-
ond, our review excludes books, book chapters, reports and conference publications, 
the inclusion of which might yield additional insights in future research. Third, given 
resource and time limitations, our review does not report theoretical underpinnings, 
nor the dependent and independent variables and unit of analysis employed in IE stud-
ies. Future research can benefit from a review of these aspects up to the present.
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