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My reflections on the AoM 2012 PDW: 

“Encouraging Pluralism: Institutionalizing Best Practices for Publishing 

Qualitative Research”  

 

Abstract.  

While qualitative research has seen an increased popularity in international business (IB) 
research in recent years, there remain considerable challenges regarding qualitative 
submissions to IB journals. One reason for this seems to be the lack of best practices on how 
to write up and assess qualitative research. In order to advance the development of such 
practices at the 2012 AoM conference in Boston, Massachusetts, the PDW brought together 
qualitative scholars and editors from IB journals, including Mary Yoko Brannen of the Journal 
of International Business Studies, Kevin G. Corley of the Academy of Management Journal, 
Joep Cornelissen of the Journal of Management Studies and John W. Slocum of the Journal 
of World Business, in a panel discussion chaired by Rebecca Piekkari (Aalto University). 
They discussed the key challenges faced by qualitative submissions to IB journals and 
shared their insights into how to overcome them. This note will briefly summarize the key 
points of the discussion. Firstly, it outlines the research purpose of qualitative research and 
the implications this has for reporting such studies. It also discusses key challenges facing, 
and misperceptions regarding, qualitative submissions with regard to data collection 
methods, data sources, coding and analysis, and presentation of the results.  
 

CHALLENGES FOR QUALITATIVE SUBMISSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 

BEST PRACTICES   

Misperceptions about the purpose of qualitative research  

The key challenge for qualitative submissions is the difference in research objective between 

qualitative research and quantitative research. Qualitative research aims to explore new 

research areas and to engage in theory building or theory refinement. Quantitative research, 

in contrast, is concerned with theory testing, although qualitative research may also be used 

to test theories.  

This difference in research objectives has significant consequences on how to conduct, write 

up and assess qualitative and quantitative research. The latter typically starts with an 

introduction and a literature review, from which the hypotheses are developed, followed by a 

discussion of its findings and its implications. Qualitative research, on the other hand, is 

fundamentally concerned with the development of a convincing, engaging and logically 

sound storyline at the front end of the article, and the development or refinement of theory 

from it at the back end. Qualitative scholars and editors alike agree that it is indeed difficult, if 

not impossible, to design a single template for reporting qualitative research, which includes 

different research methods ranging from ethnographies to case studies and interviews. 

However, they also noted that authors should carefully consider the following main points 

when drafting qualitative submissions. With regard to the introduction of the paper, it should 
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identify a significant theoretical gap in the literature and demonstrate a clear fit between it 

and the qualitative research method(s) selected to address it. Moreover, the introduction 

should also frame the research in its wider context in order to set the stage for presentation 

of the data analysis and its interpretation at the back end of the paper. With regard to the 

summary and discussion segment of the paper, it should present a well-structured summary 

of the key findings. This section should also include sufficient empirical evidence and 

illustrate key points with, for example, quotes from the interview data to demonstrate data 

trustworthiness and give voice to interviewees. Furthermore, it should include a discussion of 

the managerial and theoretical implications of the research. While qualitative authors typically 

have few problems in discussing the managerial implications of their work, most panelists 

noted that the theoretical implications are quite often less well developed and formulated. 

Authors should thus devote particular attention to engaging in new theory building or 

developing hypotheses that can be subjected to subsequent empirical testing. In doing so, 

they should clearly demonstrate how and why they arrived at their conclusions, so that the 

reader can easily follow their line of reasoning. Finally, authors should seek to anchor the 

data and emergent theory in the extant literature.  

Challenges and misperceptions about how to conduct and report qualitative 
research   

Another key challenge when publishing qualitative empirical research is often associated with 

the different style of conducting and reporting such research. A major reason behind this 

seems to be that quality criteria for quantitative research such as validity, objectivity and 

reliability are used to assess qualitative research, although qualitative scholars would argue 

that they are not applicable. Key issues for qualitative submissions are thus frequently 

associated with sample size and case selection, data coding and the use of software in this 

context, and data reporting, which will be discussed in turn.  

Qualitative research is often criticized for its significantly smaller sample size compared to 

large scale-scale quantitative empirical research and its limited degree of generalizability. 

This seems to particularly affect case study research, which may investigate a single case 

only, and reviewers frequently suggest adding additional cases to the research sample. 

While a statistically representative sample represents a fundamental concern for quantitative 

empirical research, which aims to make general statements across populations, qualitative 

empirical research seeks to answer the “how” and “why” questions behind relationships and 

to engage in new theory building or refinement. Consequently, it relies on a significantly 

smaller sample size compared to quantitative research. Another issue in the context of 

sample size is case selection, which reviewers frequently criticize for being somewhat 

arbitrary. Qualitative authors should therefore pay particular attention to presenting a 
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convincing and theoretically sound justification of how the cases under investigation were 

selected, why they are relevant in answering the research question, and what can be learned 

from them.  

With regard to data coding, several discussants highlighted the need for qualitative 

researchers to make the data coding and analysis process more transparent, by showing 

how the data was coded, and how codes and categories, as well as the relationships 

between them, were identified. One way to enhance transparency in the data analysis and 

interpretation process is the use of qualitative data analysis software. While panelists and 

researchers alike agree that its use does not automatically improve the quality of data coding 

and analysis, and that the paper-and-pencil method still preferred by many qualitative 

researchers will yield equally high-quality results, researchers may find it helpful tool in 

organizing large amounts of data, facilitating the coding process and explaining more clearly 

how the data was coded and how conclusion were derived from it by building, for instance, 

data displays.  

A final major challenge for qualitative research is how to report qualitative data. Reviewers 

frequently criticize the style of reporting qualitative empirical data, claiming that it lacks 

statistical analysis, is mainly descriptive and does not report quantified results. However, 

whether the quantification of results is necessary, or even useful, depends on the overall 

research objective. When that is to provide an in-depth account of the phenomenon under 

investigation, it is highly doubtful whether quantifying the results adds any value to the paper; 

indeed, it might even run counter to its research purpose. When the research is concerned 

with theory refinement or even theory testing, then it may be useful to quantify some of the 

results.  

While these misperceptions about qualitative research create considerable challenges for 

qualitative submissions to IB journals, qualitative authors should try to consider the feedback 

provided by reviewers and editors as a means of enhancing the quality of their work and 

developing a logically sound and convincing argument that links the research questions to 

the actual data collected and to the theory that emerges from it.  

 

-Nathalie Aichhorn 


