
FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ—PART 1: TOPIC CHOICE

Editor’s Note:

This editorial kicks off a seven-part series,
“Publishing in AMJ,” in which the editors give
suggestions and advice for improving the quality
of submissions to the Journal. The series offers
“bumper-to-bumper” coverage, with installments
ranging from topic choice to crafting a Discussion
section. The series will continue in August with
“Part 2: Research Design.” -J. A. C.

At the moment of this writing, there are 64 sub-
missions in the hands of AMJ reviewers, who have
been asked to critically evaluate the merits of those
submissions relative to the mission and goals of the
Journal. Although those reviewers will read their
assigned manuscripts carefully and thoughtfully,
their recommendations to the action editor will
depend, in part, on a choice made years earlier: the
topic of the study. The seeds for many rejections
are planted at the inception of a project, in the form
of topics that—no matter how well executed—will
not sufficiently appeal to AMJ’s reviewers and
readers. Likewise, many manuscripts ultimately
earn revise-and-resubmits as a result of topic
choices that gave them clear momentum, right out
of the gate. What is the anatomy of a topic that, in
our opinion, creates that sort of momentum at AMJ?
Our editorial will focus on five distinct criteria of
effective topics: significance, novelty, curiosity,
scope, and actionability.

Significance: Taking on “Grand Challenges”

A starting point to consider when selecting a
topic is whether the study confronts or contributes
to a grand challenge. The term “grand challenge” is
credited to a mathematician, David Hilbert, whose
list of important unsolved problems has encour-
aged innovation in mathematics research since the
turn of the 20th century. Grand challenges have
been applied to diverse fields in the natural sci-
ences, engineering, and medicine. Examples of
grand challenges used by the United States Na-
tional Academy of Engineering include engineering
better medicines and making solar energy econom-
ical. The grandest of these challenges are reflected
in the United Nations Millennium Development
Goals to eradicate global poverty, disease, and hun-
ger. The fundamental principles underlying a
grand challenge are the pursuit of bold ideas and

the adoption of less conventional approaches to
tackling large, unresolved problems.

Of course, few AMJ submissions will deal with
topics as globally significant as reducing poverty or
combating hunger. What AMJ submissions can do
is deal with large, unresolved problems in a partic-
ular literature or area of inquiry and tackle those
problems in a bold and unconventional way that
leaps beyond existing explanations. Often that leap
will engender new paradigms or open new pastures
for scholarly discourse. For example, Ferlie,
Fitzgerald, Wood, and Hawkins (2005) took on a
grand challenge in asking why evidence-based in-
novations failed to spread in the health care indus-
try. Innovation diffusion is an issue of vital im-
portance in a number of literatures, and the focus
on health care innovations lent additional weight
to the topic. Ferlie et al. (2005) then confronted
the topic in a bold and unconventional way by
going beyond linear models of diffusion and ar-
guing that factors that could seemingly aid diffu-
sion—such as professionalization— could in-
stead create “nonspread.”

This conceptualization of grand challenges pro-
vides a crucible for melding discussions of theoret-
ical usefulness and the broader perspective that
individual and societal benefit can accrue from
economic and entrepreneurial activity (Brief &
Dukerich, 1991; Ghoshal, Bartlett, & Moran, 1999;
Schumpeter, 1942; Sen, 1999). Understandably, ev-
ery topic choice cannot introduce a new paradigm;
the cumulativeness of scholarship and the progress
of social sciences require us to build on prior work.
Moreover, the “grandness” of unresolved problems
will vary from literature to literature over time.
Nonetheless, posing each topic within a grand chal-
lenge framework provides voice to a study’s raison
d’être; it allows the author to articulate how the
study solves a piece of a larger puzzle, and in so
doing, moves the field forward with rigor and rel-
evance (Gulati, 2007).

Novelty: Changing the Conversation

Like many other top journals, AMJ also empha-
sizes novelty in topic choice. Given that scientific
work can be viewed as a conversation among schol-
ars (Huff, 1998), one simple way to check the nov-
elty of a topic is to consider whether a study ad-

! Academy of Management Journal
2011, Vol. 54, No. 3, 432–435.

432
Copyright of the Academy of Management, all rights reserved. Contents may not be copied, emailed, posted to a listserv, or otherwise transmitted without the copyright holder’s express
written permission. Users may print, download or email articles for individual use only.



dressing it would change the conversation that is
already taking place in a given literature. Does the
study merely add to the momentum created by
existing voices, or does it cause heads to turn as the
conversation darts in an entirely new direction?
Sometimes that new direction is created by adding
new vocabulary to the conversation, in the form of
new ideas or constructs, and sometimes that new
direction results simply from new insights not ar-
ticulated by prior voices.

Novel topics can often result from knowledge
recombination, with something “new” being cre-
ated by building a bridge between two literatures or
disciplines. Fields that draw from within them-
selves for extensions of ideas tend to become more
insular over time, reducing the likelihood that
novel solutions will emerge (George, Kotha, &
Zheng, 2008). The organizational theory and strat-
egy literatures often refer to “knowledge recombi-
nation” as a way to generate new ideas. The prem-
ise is that organizations generate new and creative
solutions by exploring new technological domains
for inspiration and recombining the ideas that
emerge with knowledge already resident in the or-
ganizations (e.g., March, 1991; Rosenkopf & Nerkar,
2001). In extensions of this argument, Ahuja and
Lampert (2001) found that organizations must over-
come three pathologies of learning to create novel
breakthroughs: the tendency to favor the familiar
over the unfamiliar, the tendency to prefer the ma-
ture to the nascent, and the tendency to prefer
solutions that are near to existing approaches,
rather than completely new.

These three pathologies—dubbed “the familiar-
ity trap,” “the maturity trap,” and “the nearness
trap”—become worthy considerations when choos-
ing a topic for AMJ. Picking a topic that is too
familiar may result in a study that is perceived, at
best, as a marginal extension of an existing conver-
sation. Picking a topic that is too mature raises
concerns about a contribution that is viewed as too
redundant. Similarly, topic choices that represent
spaces adjacent to existing literatures could be seen
as too overlapping and as departing radically
enough from existing perspectives on the core
phenomenon. Agarwal, Echambadi, Franco, and
Sarkar’s (2004) study of “spin-outs” represents a
topic that avoids the familiarity, maturity, and
nearness traps. Spin-outs are entrepreneurial ven-
tures started by former employees of a firm that go
on to compete in the same space as that firm
using knowledge gained from its history. Agarwal
et al.’s (2004) study changed the conversation in
the entrepreneurship and capabilities literatures
by focusing attention on a new and underre-
searched phenomenon.

Curiosity: Catching and Holding Attention

Although a novel topic may draw a reader in, it
takes something more to catch and hold their atten-
tion. The best topics for AMJ spark and maintain
curiosity. In this context, curiosity can be seen as
an approach-oriented motivational state that is as-
sociated with deeper, more persistent, and more
immersive processing of information (Kashdan &
Silvia, 2009). Davis’s (1971) “index of the interest-
ing” is one useful way to describe how to arouse a
reader’s curiosity. According to Davis (, topics are
interesting when their propositions counter a read-
er’s taken-for-granted assumptions. For example, a
study focused on showing a seemingly good phe-
nomenon to be bad would arouse curiosity because
it challenges the reader’s initial expectations.

Another way to think about arousing and main-
taining curiosity is to use mystery as a metaphor.
Alvesson and Kärreman (2007) argued that interest-
ing research topics flow out of “breakdowns”: sur-
prising findings in one’s own data or the extant
literature that cannot be explained by methodolog-
ical issues or existing explanations. Breakdowns
provide an opportunity for scholars to use their
imagination, and they signal the potential existence
of a mystery: “When asking more questions, hang-
ing around . . . and walking to the library and read-
ing more books fails to be sufficient, a mystery is at
hand” (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007: 1272). Interest-
ing topic choices then arise out of a desire to solve
or reformulate the mystery. Such topics are be-
lieved to arouse more interest than the more typical
“gap-spotting” approach to generating research
questions (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011).

Indeed, we can carry the mystery metaphor one
step further by considering why mystery novels are
so absorbing and engaging. Consider Agatha Chris-
tie’s And Then There Were None, wherein ten
guests find themselves trapped on an island man-
sion before being murdered, one-by-one, in accor-
dance with the “Ten Little Soldiers” nursery
rhyme. The story is a page-turner for one simple
reason: the reader does not know the ending. Un-
fortunately, the ending of many AMJ submissions is
clear and obvious from the title on, even without
the “spoilers” provided in the typical academic
abstract, because only one conclusion seems plau-
sible. Consider this title: “The Effects of Leader
Displays of Happiness on Team Performance.” A
reviewer could guess the contents of the ending—
or, at least, the contents of the Results section—
because of the intuitive nature of the topic. A study
by Van Kleef, Homan, Beersma, van Knippenberg,
van Knippenerg, and Damen (2009) aroused signif-
icantly more curiosity. Motivated by inconsistent
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findings about the effects of positive and negative
leader displays of emotion, the authors examined
whether team performance would be facilitated by
leaders displaying happiness or by leaders display-
ing anger. They also examined whether those ef-
fects could be explained by follower emotions
(“searing sentiments”) or by follower inferences
about performance (“cold calculations”). Which
leader display is more effective, and which mech-
anism explains the results? If you cannot guess the
ending, then the authors made an effective topic
choice.

Scope: Casting a Wider Net

Even the best topic ideas can be undermined if
the resulting study is too small. Our discussion
defines scope as the degree to which the landscape
involved in a topic is adequately sampled, in terms
of relevant constructs, mechanisms, and perspec-
tives. Studies cannot tackle grand challenges if
they are not ambitious in scope, and casting a
narrow net limits the investigation of relevant
mysteries or gaps in the literature. Submissions
may have inadequate scope because authors are
under the mistaken impression that AMJ still
publishes “research notes.” It does not, and in
fact rarely publishes any article that is signifi-
cantly shorter than the 40 pages (in Microsoft
Word) given as a guideline in our “Information
for Contributors.” Anecdotally, we suspect that
other submissions struggle with scope because
authors slice their data too thin—trying to get
multiple good papers out of a data set rather than
one great one.

The best topics set out to fully and comprehen-
sively sample the landscape in a given domain and
may even include constructs and mechanisms de-
rived by using multiple lenses. Seibert, Kraimer,
and Liden’s (2001) examination of social capital
and career success provides a good example of
effective scope in topic choice. Discussions of so-
cial capital have pointed to three theoretical per-
spectives that can explain why the size and com-
position of an employee’s social network can
impact his or her salary, promotability, and career
satisfaction. Seibert et al. (2001) could have chosen
to focus on the first of those perspectives, or the
second, or the third. Instead, they focused on all
three perspectives, operationalizing mediators for
each of them. Of course, it is possible for a submis-
sion to get too big. Those issues can be addressed in
a revision, however, as reviewers can suggest drop-
ping variables to bring more focus to a topic.

Actionability: Insights for Practice

Finally, a topic should be actionable: it should
offer insights for managerial or organizational prac-
tice. One way to approach the actionability crite-
rion is to consider variability in practices that our
existing vocabulary of constructs cannot explain—
that is, places where our scholarly language or
words fail us. For example, the innovation litera-
ture typically paints innovation as the result of
capital-intensive research and development efforts.
How, then, can we explain emergent innovations
that have low capital intensity, severely restricted
research and development spending, yet still cre-
ate value? Products such as a $20 artificial knee
and low-cost medical equipment remain “white
spaces” in both a competitive and academic sense.
The academic study of such topics therefore has an
inherent actionability.

McGahan (2007) states five major ways that man-
agement studies can be actionable: (1) offering
counterintuitive insights, (2) highlighting the effect
of new and important practices, (3) showing incon-
sistencies in, and consequences of, practices, (4)
suggesting a specific theory to explain an interest-
ing and current situation, and (5) identifying an
iconic phenomenon that opens new areas of in-
quiry and practice. All five of these pathways are
present when topics represent grand challenges
and when their pursuit is ambitious in scope and
offers novel and unconventional changes to exist-
ing conversations. Vermeulen (2007) offers a com-
plementary perspective, noting that research has
relevance when it can generate insights that prac-
titioners find useful for understanding their own
organizational realities, especially if it concerns
variables that are within the control of managers.

Conclusion

In sum, an effective topic is one that allows re-
searchers to tackle a grand challenge in a literature,
pursue a novel direction that arouses and main-
tains curiosity, build a study with ambitious scope,
and uncover actionable insights. The 64 submis-
sions that are currently in the hands of AMJ’s re-
viewers will fare better if their topics have that
anatomy, as opposed to being more modest, incre-
mental, intuitive, narrow, or irrelevant in nature.
Given that topic choice is one of the least revisable
aspects of any submission, we would urge any fu-
ture submitter to ask frank and critical colleagues
for feedback on their topic choices—especially if
those colleagues are familiar with AMJ. Doing so
can help those topics achieve a momentum that

434 JuneAcademy of Management Journal



will be helpful down the road, once the manuscript
is in the hands of reviewers.

Jason A. Colquitt
University of Georgia

Gerard George
Imperial College London
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FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ—PART 2: RESEARCH DESIGN

Editor’s Note:

This editorial continues a seven-part series, “Publishing in AMJ,” in which the editors give suggestions and advice for
improving the quality of submissions to the Journal. The series offers “bumper to bumper” coverage, with installments
ranging from topic choice to crafting a Discussion section. The series will continue in October with “Part 3: Setting the
Hook.”- J.A.C.

Most scholars, as part of their doctoral education,
take a research methodology course in which they
learn the basics of good research design, including
that design should be driven by the questions being
asked and that threats to validity should be avoided.
For this reason, there is little novelty in our discus-
sion of research design. Rather, we focus on common
design issues that lead to rejected manuscripts at
AMJ. The practical problem confronting researchers
as they design studies is that (a) there are no hard and
fast rules to apply; matching research design to re-
search questions is as much art as science; and (b)
external factors sometimes constrain researchers’
ability to carry out optimal designs (McGrath, 1981).

Access to organizations, the people in them, and
rich data about them present a significant challenge
for management scholars, but if such constraints
become the central driver of design decisions, the
outcome is a manuscript with many plausible al-
ternative explanations for the results, which leads
ultimately to rejection and the waste of consider-
able time, effort, and money. Choosing the appro-
priate design is critical to the success of a manu-
script at AMJ, in part because the fundamental
design of a study cannot be altered during the re-
vision process. Decisions made during the research
design process ultimately impact the degree of con-
fidence readers can place in the conclusions drawn
from a study, the degree to which the results pro-
vide a strong test of the researcher’s arguments, and
the degree to which alternative explanations can be
discounted. In reviewing articles that have been
rejected by AMJ during the past year, we identified
three broad design problems that were common
sources of rejection: (a) mismatch between research
question and design, (b) measurement and opera-
tional issues (i.e., construct validity), and (c) inap-
propriate or incomplete model specification.

Matching Research Question and Design

Cross-sectional data. Use of cross-sectional data
is a common cause of rejection at AMJ, of both micro

and macro research. Rejection does not happen be-
cause such data are inherently flawed or because
reviewers or editors are biased against such data. It
happens because many (perhaps most) research ques-
tions in management implicitly—even if not framed
as such—address issues of change. The problem with
cross-sectional data is that they are mismatched with
research questions that implicitly or explicitly deal
with causality or change, strong tests of which require
either measurement of some variable more than once,
or manipulation of one variable that is subsequently
linked to another. For example, research addressing
such topics as the effects of changes in organizational
leadership on a firm’s investment patterns, the effects
of CEO or TMT stock options on a firm’s actions, or
the effects of changes in industry structure on behav-
ior implicitly addresses causality and change. Simi-
larly, when researchers posit that managerial behav-
ior affects employee motivation, that HR practices
reduce turnover, or that gender stereotypes constrain
the advancement of women managers, they are also
implicitly testing change and thus cannot conduct
adequate tests with cross-sectional data, regardless of
whether that data was drawn from a pre-existing data
base or collected via an employee survey. Researchers
simply cannot develop strong causal attributions
with cross-sectional data, nor can they establish
change, regardless of which analytical tools they use.
Instead, longitudinal, panel, or experimental data are
needed to make inferences about change or to estab-
lish strong causal inferences. For example, Nyberg,
Fulmer, Gerhart, and Carpenter (2010) created a panel
set of data and used fixed-effects regression to model
the degree to which CEO-shareholder financial align-
ment influences future shareholder returns. This data
structure allowed the researchers to control for cross-
firm heterogeneity and appropriately model how
changes in alignment within firms influenced share-
holder returns.

Our point is not to denigrate the potential use-
fulness of cross-sectional data. Rather, we point out
the importance of carefully matching research design
to research question, so that a study or set of studies
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is capable of testing the question of interest. Research-
ers should ask themselves during the design stage
whether their underlying question can actually be
answered with their chosen design. If the question
involves change or causal associations between vari-
ables (any mediation study implies causal associa-
tions), cross-sectional data are a poor choice.

Inappropriate samples and procedures. Much or-
ganizational research, including that published in
AMJ, uses convenience samples, simulated business
situations, or artificial tasks. From a design stand-
point, the issue is whether the sample and procedures
are appropriate for the research question. Asking stu-
dents with limited work experience to participate in
experimental research in which they make executive
selection decisions may not be an appropriate way to
test the effects of gender stereotypes on reactions
to male and female managers. But asking these same
students to participate in a scenario-based experi-
ment in which they select the manager they would
prefer to work for may present a good fit between
sample and research question. Illustrating this notion
of matching research question with sample is a study
on the valuation of equity-based pay in which Devers,
Wiseman, and Holmes (2007) used a sample of exec-
utive MBA students, nearly all of whom had experi-
ence with contingent pay. The same care used in
choosing a sample needs to be taken in matching
procedures to research question. If a study involves
an unfolding scenario wherein a subject makes a se-
ries of decisions over time, responding to feedback
about these decisions, researchers will be well served
by collecting data over time, rather than having a
series of decision and feedback points contained in a
single 45 minute laboratory session.

Our point is not to suggest that certain samples
(e.g., executives or students) or procedures are inher-
ently better than others. Indeed, at AMJ we explicitly
encourage experimental research because it is an ex-
cellent way to address questions of causality, and we
recognize that important questions—especially those
that deal with psychological process—can often be
answered equally well with university students or
organizational employees (see AMJ’s August 2008
From the Editors [vol. 51: 616–620]). What we ask of
authors—whether their research occurs in the lab or
the field—is that they match their sample and proce-
dures to their research question and clearly make the
case in their manuscript for why these sample or
procedures are appropriate.

Measurement and Operationalization

Researchers often think of validity once they be-
gin operationalizing constructs, but this may be too
late. Prior to making operational decisions, an au-

thor developing a new construct must clearly artic-
ulate the definition and boundaries of the new con-
struct, map its association with existing constructs,
and avoid assumptions that scales with the same
name reflect the same construct and that scales with
different names reflect different constructs (i.e., jingle
jangle fallacies [Block, 1995]). Failure to define the
core construct often leads to inconsistency in a man-
uscript. For example, in writing a paper, authors may
initially focus on one construct, such as organization-
al legitimacy, but later couch the discussion in terms
of a different but related construct, such as reputation
or status. In such cases, reviewers are left without a
clear understanding of the intended construct or its
theoretical meaning. Although developing theory is
not a specific component of research design, readers
and reviewers of a manuscript should be able to
clearly understand the conceptual meaning of a con-
struct and see evidence that it has been appropriately
measured.

Inappropriate adaptation of existing measures.
A key challenge for researchers who collect field
data is getting organizations and managers to com-
ply, and survey length is frequently a point of con-
cern. An easy way to reduce survey length is to
eliminate items. Problems arise, however, when
researchers pick and choose items from existing
scales (or rewrite them to better reflect their unique
context) without providing supporting validity ev-
idence. There are several ways to address this prob-
lem. First, if a manuscript includes new (or sub-
stantially altered measures), all the items should be
included in the manuscript, typically in an appen-
dix. This allows reviewers to examine the face va-
lidity of the new measures. Second, authors might
include both measures (the original and the short-
ened versions) in a subsample or in an entirely
different sample as a way of demonstrating high
convergent validity between them. Even better
would be including several other key variables in
the nomological network, to demonstrate that the
new or altered measure is related to other similar
and dissimilar constructs.

Inappropriate application of existing mea-
sures. Another way to raise red flags with review-
ers is to use existing measures to assess completely
different constructs. We see this problem occurring
particularly among users of large databases. For
example, if prior studies have used an action such
as change in format (e.g., by a restaurant) as a mea-
sure of strategic change, and a submitted paper uses
this same action (change in format) as a measure of
organizational search, we are left with little confi-
dence that the authors have measured their in-
tended construct. Given the cumulative and incre-
mental nature of the research process, it is critical
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that authors establish both the uniqueness of their
new construct, how it relates to existing constructs,
and the validity of their operationalization.

Common method variance. We see many rejected
AMJ manuscripts in which data are not only cross-
sectional, but are also assessed via a common method
(e.g., a survey will have multiple predictor and crite-
rion variables completed by a single individual).
Common method variance presents a serious threat to
interpretation of observed correlations, because such
correlations may be the result of systematic error
variance due to measurement methods, including
rater effects, item effects, or context effects. Podsa-
koff, MacKenzie, Lee, and Podsakoff (2003) dis-
cussed common method variance in detail and also
suggested ways to reduce its biasing effects (see
also Conway & Lance, 2010).

Problems of measurement and operationalization
of key variables in AMJ manuscripts have implica-
tions well beyond psychometrics. At a conceptual
level, sloppy and imprecise definition and opera-
tionalization of key variables threaten the infer-
ences that can be drawn from the research. If the
nature and measurement of underlying constructs
are not well established, a reader is left with little
confidence that the authors have actually tested the
model they propose, and reasonable reviewers can
find multiple plausible interpretations for the re-
sults. As a practical matter, imprecise operational
and conceptual definitions also make it difficult to
quantitatively aggregate research findings across
studies (i.e., to do meta-analysis).

Model Specification

One of the challenges of specifying a theoretical
model is that it is practically not feasible to include
every possible control variable and mediating pro-
cess, because the relevant variables may not exist in
the database being used, or because organizations
constrain the length of surveys. Yet careful atten-
tion to the inclusion of key controls and mediating
processes during the design stage can provide sub-
stantial payback during the review process.

Proper inclusion of control variables. The in-
clusion of appropriate controls allows researchers
to draw more definitive conclusions from their
studies. Research can err on the side of too few or
too many controls. Control variables should meet
three conditions for inclusion in a study (Becker,
2005; James, 1980). First, there is a strong expecta-
tion that the variable be correlated with the depen-
dent variable owing to a clear theoretical tie or
prior empirical research. Second, there is a strong
expectation that the control variable be correlated
with the hypothesized independent variable(s).

Third, there is a logical reason that the control
variable is not a more central variable in the study,
either a hypothesized one or a mediator. If a vari-
able meeting these three conditions is excluded
from the study, the results may suffer from omitted
variable bias. However, if control variables are in-
cluded that don’t meet these three tests, they may
hamper the study by unnecessarily soaking up de-
grees of freedom or bias the findings related to the
hypothesized variables (increasing either type I or
type II error) (Becker, 2005). Thus, researchers
should think carefully about the controls they in-
clude—being sure to include proper controls but
excluding superfluous ones.

Operationalizing mediators. A unique charac-
teristic of articles in AMJ is that they are expected
to test, build, or extend theory, which often takes
the form of explaining why a set of variables are
related. But theory alone isn’t enough; it is also
important that mediating processes be tested em-
pirically. The question of when mediators should
be included in a model (and which mediators)
needs to be addressed in the design stage. When an
area of inquiry is new, the focus may be on estab-
lishing a causal link between two variables. But,
once an association has been established, it be-
comes critical for researchers to clearly describe
and measure the process by which variable A af-
fects variable B. As an area of inquiry becomes
more mature, multiple mediators may need to be
included. For example, one strength of the trans-
formational leadership literature is that many me-
diating processes have been studied (e.g., LMX
[Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 2003; Pillai, Schriesheim, &
Williams, 1999; Wang, Law, Hackett, Wang, &
Chen, 2005]), but a weakness of this literature is
that most of these mediators, even when they are
conceptually related to each other, are studied in
isolation. Typically, each is treated as if it is the
unique process by which managerial actions influ-
ence employee attitudes and behavior, and other
known mediators are not considered. Failing to
assess known, and conceptually related mediators,
makes it difficult for authors to convince reviewers
that their contribution is a novel one.

Conclusion

Although research methodologies evolve over
time, there has been little change in the fundamen-
tal principles of good research design: match your
design to your question, match construct definition
with operationalization, carefully specify your
model, use measures with established construct va-
lidity or provide such evidence, choose samples
and procedures that are appropriate to your unique
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research question. The core problem with AMJ sub-
missions rejected for design problems is not that
they were well-designed studies that ran into prob-
lems during execution (though this undoubtedly
happens); it is that the researchers made too many
compromises at the design stage. Whether a re-
searcher depends on existing databases, actively
collects data in organizations, or conducts experi-
mental research, compromises are a reality of the
research process. The challenge is to not compro-
mise too much (Kulka, 1981).

A pragmatic approach to research design starts
with the assumption that most single-study designs
are flawed in some way (with respect to validity).
The best approach, then, to a strong research design
may not lie in eliminating threats to validity
(though they can certainly be reduced during the
design process), but rather in conducting a series of
studies. Each study in a series will have its own
flaws, but together the studies may allow for stron-
ger inferences and more generalizable results than
would any single study on its own. In our view,
multiple study and multiple sample designs are
vastly underutilized in the organizational sciences
and in AMJ submissions. We encourage researchers
to consider the use of multiple studies or samples,
each addressing flaws in the other. This can be
done by combining field studies with laboratory
experiments (e.g., Grant & Berry, 2011), or by test-
ing multiple industry data sets to assess the robust-
ness of findings (e.g., Beck, Bruderl, & Woywode,
2008). As noted in AMJ’s “Information for Contrib-
utors,” it is acceptable for multiple study manu-
scripts to exceed the 40-page guideline.

A large percentage of manuscripts submitted to
AMJ that are either never sent out for review or that
fare poorly in the review process (i.e., all three re-
viewers recommend rejection) have flawed designs,
but manuscripts published in AMJ are not perfect.
They sometimes have designs that cannot fully an-
swer their underlying questions, sometimes use
poorly validated measures, and sometimes have mis-
specified models. Addressing all possible threats to
validity in each and every study would be impossibly
complicated, and empirical research might never get
conducted (Kulka, 1981). But honestly assessing
threats to validity during the design stage of a re-
search effort and taking steps to minimize them—
either via improving a single study or conducting
multiple studies—will substantially improve the po-
tential for an ultimately positive outcome.

Joyce E. Bono
University of Florida

Gerry McNamara
Michigan State University
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FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ—PART 3: SETTING THE HOOK
Editor’s Note:

This editorial continues a seven-part series, “Publishing in AMJ,” in which the editors give suggestions and advice for
improving the quality of submissions to the Journal. The series offers “bumper to bumper” coverage, with installments
ranging from topic choice to crafting a Discussion section. The series will continue in December with “Part 4:
Grounding Hypotheses.” -J.A.C.

Ten times.
If this were AMJ Jeopardy, the category would be

“introductions,” and “ten” would be the answer.
What’s the question?

You might be thinking of one, but this is actually
the correct answer to two questions:

(1) On average, how many times do winners of the
AMJ Best Article Award rewrite the introduc-
tions to their work?

(2) How many times did we rewrite this introduc-
tion? (Disclaimer: we’re still not satisfied.)

We all know that articles are like dates: first
impressions matter. Although it is typically the
shortest section of an article, the introduction (i.e.,
the opening few pages, before the literature review)
determines whether or not readers will continue
reading. The introduction provides the interpretive
frame that shapes how reviewers read a manuscript
during the review process. If reviewers are in-
trigued by the research question, appreciate its im-
portance, and understand how the study advances
understanding of the topic, they are more likely to
look for reasons to recommend revision. If review-
ers are not excited after reading the introduction,
they are more inclined to look for reasons to reject.

Despite the importance of introductions, surpris-
ingly little explicit guidance exists on presenting
the essentials of your study in a way that captures
reader interest, identifies the “conversation” (Huff,
1999) you are joining, explains what your study
contributes, and articulates how you will accom-
plish your goals. To identify tacit knowledge and
make it more explicit, we surveyed 22 winners of
the AMJ Best Article Award about how they de-
velop their introductions. We also surveyed 20 of
the most recent recipients of the AMJ Outstanding
Reviewer Award. What we learned surprised us,
and it may surprise you too.

But let’s begin with the basics. Our aim is to
discuss how to write an introduction that “sets the
hook” and helps readers fully recognize and appre-
ciate what your research has to offer and intrigues

them enough to read further. We’ll start with the
product: What does an effective introduction en-
tail? Then, we’ll unpack the process. How do emi-
nent scholars develop their introductions, and
what are best practices and pitfalls?

The Product

In our view, an effective introduction answers
three sets of questions:

(1) Who cares? What is the topic or research ques-
tion, and why is it interesting and important in
theory and practice?

(2) What do we know, what don’t we know, and so
what? What key theoretical perspectives and
empirical findings have already informed the
topic or question? What major, unaddressed
puzzle, controversy, or paradox does this study
address, and why does it need to be addressed?

(3) What will we learn? How does your study fun-
damentally change, challenge, or advance
scholars’ understanding?

Who cares? An effective introduction captures
attention and interest, making readers curious to
read on. The central objective is to highlight why
the study’s topic matters for both theory and prac-
tice, planting the study’s roots firmly in “Pasteur’s
quadrant” (Stokes, 1997), where it can contribute to
both basic and applied knowledge. The most effec-
tive introductions share the same features as ideas
and teaching that “stick” (Heath & Heath, 2007):
simplicity, unexpectedness, concreteness, credibil-
ity, emotionality, and story. To understand the
strategies that successful authors employ, we exam-
ined the introductions of the 25 AMJ Best Article
Award winners. We identified two archetypal
hooks for opening an article: the quote and
the trend.

One hook involves using a provocative quotation
or vignette to engage the reader in the intriguing
and practical nature of their topic. Ferrier, Smith,
and Grimm (1999) examined erosion of market
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leaders’ market shares by industry challengers.
They hooked readers with media headlines: “Kel-
logg’s cutting prices . . . to check loss of market
share” and “Amoco scrambles to remain king of the
polyester hill.” Some authors take the quote ap-
proach even further, opening with a captivating
story (e.g., Plowman et al., 2007).

The other hook involves highlighting trends on
Main Street or in the Ivory Tower. In the former
case, authors describe recent changes in the work-
place or broader social environment, noting that
their causes or effects remain a mystery. Elsbach
and Kramer (2003: 283) lamented that despite a
“virtual cottage industry of management books and
business school courses that extol the virtues of
creativity and provide suggestions for eliciting
higher levels of creativity,” scholars had accumu-
lated little insight into how expert decision makers
judge creative potential in high-stakes situations.
Margolis and Walsh (2003: 268) opened with a
startling observation: “The world cries out for re-
pair. While some people in the world are well off,
many more live in misery. Ironically, the magni-
tude of the problem defies easy recognition.” Alter-
natively, some authors describe trends in academic
literature and identify limitations or contradic-
tions. Barkema and Vermeulen (1998) identified
two trends in research on foreign direct investment
(FDI). One focused on ownership had received con-
siderable attention; the other, focused on whether
the FDI was started from scratch or occurred via
acquisition, had received less attention. They fur-
ther subdivided the second trend to identify their
contribution.

What do we know, what don’t we know, and so
what? After setting the hook, effective introduc-
tions answer the second set of questions by identi-
fying the conversation that the study is joining,
where the conversation has not yet gone, and why
it should go there (Huff, 1999). Locke and Golden-
Biddle (1997) referred to this sequence as establish-
ing and problematizing the intertextual field. Es-
tablishing the field involves entering two different
conversations and bridging them (synthesized co-
herence), identifying an ongoing conversation and
describing how it needs to move forward (progres-
sive coherence), or presenting competing perspec-
tives and explaining how you will resolve them
(noncoherence). Problematizing the field involves
convincing readers that knowledge about the topic
needs to be developed further (incompleteness), is
deficient because it fails to incorporate important
perspectives (inadequacy), or is altogether inaccu-
rate (incommensurability).

In our experience, authors frequently use ineffec-
tive approaches to problematize an extant litera-

ture. Some are too tentative, timidly poking at prior
research with the incompleteness approach: they
avoid making enemies but end up constructing
their own contribution as incremental or obvious.
Others are too aggressive, attacking prior research
with the incommensurability approach: they pique
interest, but their harsh condemnations of prior
research often incur confrontations and backlash.
The inadequacy approach strikes a reasonable mid-
dle ground, convincing readers that we truly need a
fresh look without claiming that previous studies
were a waste of time. For excellent examples, see
Greenwood and Suddaby (2006) for problematizing
based on theoretical importance, and Tsui, Pearce,
Porter, and Tripoli (1997) for problematizing based
on practical importance. For more exemplars, vivid
illustrations, and incisive analyses of different
problematizing approaches, see Locke and Golden-
Biddle (1997).

What will we learn? The final ingredient of an
effective introduction is a preview of your work’s
theoretical contribution. At its heart, this preview
involves giving readers a clear sense of how you
will deliver on your promise to change, challenge,
or advance the conversation that you have entered.
This is an important step that is often overlooked
by scholars who were trained outside management
and organization studies. As one AMJ “Outstanding
Reviewer” explained,

Just because a gap exists does not necessarily make
the study interesting or worthwhile. Many authors
write the introduction by stating that there is a gap
but end there without clearly noting why filling this
particular gap is important and interesting, or why
this contributes to our enhanced understanding of
the particular phenomenon.

Hollenbeck (2008) noted that the two most effec-
tive ways to frame a contribution are through “con-
sensus shifting” and “consensus creation.” Consen-
sus shifting occurs when authors identify widely
held assumptions, proceed to challenge them, and
describe the implications for ongoing research (e.g.,
Plowman et al., 2007). Consensus creation occurs
when authors show a lack of consensus in the lit-
erature and either clarify the lines of debate or
resolve the conflict (e.g., Sherer & Lee, 2002; Wall,
Kemp, Jackson, & Clegg, 1986). Summarizing these
ingredients, a Best Article Award winner noted:

It should be a stand-alone “minisummary” of the
paper: Clearly position the research question of the
paper in the relevant literature or identify the im-
portance of the phenomena being examined, articu-
late the research question succinctly, outline the
main theoretical lens and empirical methodology
including empirical context, and discuss in brief the
contributions.
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The Process

Since the inception of an annual award a quarter
century ago, committees have selected 25 papers
for the AMJ Best Article Award. We surveyed 22
authors of 16 winning papers about how they wrote
their introductions. One of the distinctive features
of these articles is that their authors hooked us in
their introductions, and we wanted to know how
they accomplished their aims. We inquired about
timing and rewriting and asked what advice they
would offer.

Timing. At what point in the drafting process did
they write their introductions? Nine percent wrote
it when they first developed the idea; 23 percent
wrote it at the very beginning of the drafting pro-
cess; 9 percent wrote it at the very end of the
process; and 59 percent wrote it somewhere in the
middle of the process, often times jotting notes
when they first developed the idea and/or before
data collection and analysis were finished. For ex-
ample, one author described “starting with a very
rough draft to get the flow of the paper going, but
left the honing of the ideas and major editing of the
introduction until after the rest of the paper was
written.”

How much time did they devote to the introduc-
tion, compared to the rest of the article? The aver-
age award winner estimated spending 24 percent of
the total writing time on the introduction. This is
striking, given that the introduction typically ac-
counts for less than 10 percent of the total length of
an article. Indeed, the modal award winner recom-
mended that an introduction to an AMJ paper be
approximately three double-spaced pages. More
than a third of authors reported devoting 30 percent
or more of their writing time to the introduction
(maximum: 50%), and only two reported that it
took less than 15 percent of their writing time.

Rewriting. Why does such a short section require
so much time? As noted earlier, the average winner
reported rewriting the introduction ten times. The
minimum was three, and 45 percent reported re-
writing it ten or more times. As one winner re-
flected, “I never count the number of revisions to a
paper (especially the introduction). It would be too
depressing.” The vast majority (86%) reported re-
writing the introduction more than any other part
of the paper. We identified three different ap-
proaches taken: ruthless rewriting, iterative enact-
ment, and following a map.

Ruthless rewriting involves multiple authors
showing little pity and great trust as they better
each other’s work. Consider this illustration from
two authors of an award-winning paper:

Author 1: I wrote it. Author 2 ignored what I wrote
and then wrote what s/he wanted. I then rewrote
what Author 2 wrote. Author 2 then rewrote what I
wrote. And on and on it went. . .

Author 2: Author 1 is an excellent writer, but still
has certain weaknesses. I think I have offsetting
strengths and weaknesses. I tended to ruthlessly
rewrite Author 1’s prose and s/he did the same.
Eventually we reached a point where we both
agreed.

Iterative enactment follows the Weickian (1979)
dictum, “How can I know what I think until I see
what I say?” Winners rewrote their introductions
multiple times until the question, gap or contro-
versy, and contribution crystallized. This approach
was especially common among authors of qualita-
tive papers. Here are two illustrations:

We wrote it last after we figured out the “gems” from
the study. We rewrote it several times trying over
and over to get to the essence of the gap that would
showcase what the study revealed.

It is often difficult to know what literatures to dis-
cuss in the introduction. One might think that a lack
of similar prior studies would leave the author(s)
with little to say, but ironically it tends to open the
door to every literature or theory that could conceiv-
ably be applied to the setting. . . . I rewrote the in-
troduction dozens of times and it changed dramati-
cally from the initial submission to the published
version.

Finally, some authors followed a clearer map,
answering the three questions that we outlined
above in a relatively linear fashion. As one author
explained:

I had to think about what was new here and why
anyone should care about reading the paper. I would
make a list of reasons to convince myself. Next I
would try to carefully identify the research gap be-
ing addressed and why someone else would find it
as something really important. I also wrote a list of
the positive features of the research, in terms of
theoretical contributions and the uniqueness of the
empirical setting. Next I would write and rewrite the
introduction multiple times until I felt that the au-
dience would truly believe that there was something
novel here.

Best Practices: Insights from Outstanding
Reviewers and Best Article Award Winners

We also surveyed 20 of the 35 members of AMJ=s
Editorial Review Board who won Outstanding Re-
viewer Awards between 2008 and 2010, first asking
them to name the best introductions they had ever
read and explain what made them so memorable.
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They nominated 30 empirical papers in the man-
agement and organizational studies field, of which
7 were AMJ “Best Articles.” The articles on which
the reviewers commented are listed in Table 1,

with a few exceptions (when respondents identi-
fied multiple articles by the same author, we se-
lected one; we dropped articles that were written
by one of us or self-nominated).

TABLE 1
Exemplary Introductions Nominated by AMJ Outstanding Reviewers

Articles What Made Them Memorable

Latham, Erez, & Locke (1988) Consensus creation. Historically, at that moment there was complete lack of conceptual consensus on
whether or not participation in goal setting led to the setting of higher or lower goals by workers.
There were streams of empirical research that were coming to totally different conclusions. This
paper showed how by bringing in scholars with different ideas and doing joint experiments, this
could be resolved. It created almost complete consensus on the effects of participation on goal
setting, and that consensus still persists today.

Schmidt, Hunter, & Pearlman
(1981)

Consensus destruction. Virtually everyone believed in the theory of situational specificity of test
validities. By the time they were done, almost no one did. Major theoretical shift in thinking with
dramatic implications for the practice of testing in the real world. Ended the practice of “local
validation” and replaced it with a practice of validity generalization . . . a huge paper for
theoretical, practical and methodological reasons.

Staw, Bell, & Clausen (1986) Consensus creation followed by consensus destruction. They start by highlighting an apparent lack of
consensus on the source of job attitudes: are they caused by objective job characteristics or social
information? Although these appear to be competing schools, they share the view that attitudes are
caused by factors external to the individual. Thus, the authors perform consensus creation at a
higher level. Then, they destroy it. The notion that attitudes are caused by external factors is
incorrect. Much of the variance in attitudes is dispositional, reflecting individual differences that
are stable over time—and across jobs that vary widely in terms of objective characteristics and
social information. The introduction creates a new consensus, and then destroys it. Brilliant.

Barker (1993) Told a story to ground you in the active situation.
Chatterjee & Hambrick (2007) Memorable for its clean structure, clear direction, and teasing of the reader.
Elsbach & Kramer (2003) They use active voice and do a great job tying the empirical context to a new theory. They also show

clearly how a problem is further explained by their results and how the context can be extended to
other situations.

Gersick (1989); Huselid
(1995); Tsui et al. (1997)

Succinct and interesting. Identify contradictions in the literature, which is one way of identifying an
important issue that needs to be resolved, and do a good job of resolving such contradiction.

Greenwood & Suddaby
(2006); Madsen & Desai
(2010); Sanders &
Hambrick (2007)

They all addressed relevant and significant research questions (or unresolved tensions) in an
interesting way. More specifically, each begins with effectively problematizing extant
understanding/theory on the fundamental topic and then builds a resolution that helps to either
shift a consensus or create a new consensus on the topic.

Gulati & Westphal (1999) Masters of introductions: (1) clearly written and concise, (2) effectively identify a research gap by
underscoring particular limitations of prior research, (3) convince the readers that the topic is
important and relevant to study, (4) effectively explain how the study addresses the research gap,
(5) clearly explain how the study will achieve its objectives—detailing the main conjectures and
empirical setting, and (6) do not include references to irrelevant literature or use of ambiguous
terms.

Hitt, Hoskisson, & Kim
(1997); Khanna & Palepu
(2000); Sanders & Tuschke
(2007)

Clearly written; able to inform the readers about study motivation, research question(s), theoretical
premise, and potential contributions; able to generate immense interest about the research.

Lounsbury & Glynn (2001);
Rao, Monin, & Durand
(2003)

(1) They are conversation starters. They are not the nth empirical study on a theory or phenomenon,
but leave a certain amount of ambiguity that makes you want not only to read and understand
what they are doing, but also be part of, and contribute to, this research stream. (2) They situate
the work broadly, often in two (or more) literatures, but not so many to lead to confusion or
dilution. (3) They think “big,” connecting with often classical or canonical concerns. (4) They do
not use jargon but attract, intrigue, and engage a broad readership.

Poppo & Zenger (2002) Short but effective portrayal of the theoretical problem being solved.
Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden

(2001)
First, the authors enumerate the contribution and purpose of their study very explicitly—what the

two, three, or four contributions will be. Second, they briefly tell the reader where prior research
has been and how their paper will contribute beyond what has already been done. It is critical to
set up this contrast. Third, they write in a very accessible way . . . even someone with little
expertise could understand.

van der Vegt & Bunderson
(2005)

Clear identification of gaps; good explanation for why addressing the gaps would yield important
contributions; elegant, well-justified theoretical development of hypotheses.

Whiteman & Cooper (2011) Their intro was a narrative and captured my imagination. It was just good storytelling.
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For further insights, we asked the Best Article
Award winners for their advice on how to write a
great introduction. A content analysis revealed
three primary categories: focusing (45%), engaging
the reader (32%), and problematizing the literature
(23%). The advice the Outstanding Reviewers of-
fered with respect to these strategies is consistent
with our earlier discussions of the introduction
“product.” Some also noted that writing the intro-
duction is an act of self-persuasion (Aronson,
1999). Through motivating readers to care about the
work, authors themselves become more engaged.
As one winner noted,

Introductions are key: they set the tone for the rest of
the manuscript, get the reader excited (or not), and
help to shape expectations about what the paper
will deliver. . . . I often go back to reread them if I get
bogged down elsewhere. In that sense they are as
much about motivating me as well as the reader.

Pitfalls: Common Mistakes in Introductions

The winners of the Outstanding Reviewer Award
also commented on the most common mistakes that
authors make in writing their introductions. The
mistakes fell into three categories: failing to moti-
vate the paper and problematize the literature
(60%), lacking focus (45%), and overpromis-
ing (14%).

Failing to motivate and problematize. The most
common pitfall involves providing insufficient jus-
tification for the importance of the topic and ques-
tion, and for how the paper contributes new knowl-
edge. One reviewer wrote that “most mistakes have
to do with assuming that the motivation for the
paper is obvious and failing to identify a clear
research gap.” Other reviewers wrote that authors
often talk “only about filling a gap in the literature;
not addressing the ‘so what’ question,” and using
“bad frames, like ‘This has never been done before’
and ‘This fills in a gap.’” Two reviewers were es-
pecially clear. The first noted, “Some authors be-
lieve there is a ‘first mover’ advantage in our field
(e.g., ‘To our knowledge, ours is the first study to
examine empirically the relationship between shoe
size and job satisfaction’).” The second emphati-
cally stated, “Not all gaps need to be filled!” An-
other reviewer counseled avoiding the term “gap”
entirely, as it is too self-limiting. Often, the stron-
gest introductions focus on addressing questions,
problems, puzzles, and paradoxes, not gap filling.

Lack of focus. This pitfall has several key symp-
toms. One symptom of an unfocused introduction
is being too long and featuring extraneous details
and asides rather than essential, interesting infor-
mation about the paper’s contributions. Reviewers

often see authors trying “to cram too much of what
the study covers in the intro at the expense of being
compelling, intriguing, interesting” or writing in-
troductions that are “long and rambling (needs to
be short and snappy).” A second symptom is using
“too many frameworks in positioning the paper,”
and a third is describing “what sections of the
paper will be presented, in what order,” instead of
“defining the problem and laying out the contribu-
tion.” One reviewer thoughtfully counsels: “Many
authors do not clearly state the goals of their paper.
I like to see them enumerated because it forces the
authors to identify them. Oftentimes, authors make
passing references to prior work, but they do not
tell me enough about what prior research has found
and how their study adds importantly to our un-
derstanding.”

Overpromising. Some reviewers expressed their
view that authors create “a mismatch between the
introduction and the rest of the paper, typically
setting too high expectations in the introduction
and failing to meet them later on.” This occurs
when authors try very hard “to convince the reader
of the contributions that they subsequently come
off as implausible and ridiculously self-serving” or
“to be so compelling and intriguing that they never
really tell you what exactly the study does.”

Conclusion

We only get one chance to make a first impres-
sion, and in academic publishing the introduction
to your submission or your article is that chance. A
good introduction hooks the reader by elucidating
the topic’s impact; what scholars now know, what
we do not know, and why that matters; and how the
research contributes to an ongoing research conver-
sation or starts a new conversation. Effective intro-
ductions increase the likelihood readers will con-
tinue on to the remaining 90 percent of your article
and fully appreciate what your research has to offer.

Good introductions also take considerable time
and effort to write. We were pleasantly surprised to
learn that our habits of rewriting our introductions
at least ten times are not uncommon. Personally,
we aim for three double-spaced pages and spend
more time on the introductions than on any other
parts of our manuscripts. We also generally draft
them before we write the other parts of the manu-
script. We have found that writing the introduction
early provides a constructive outline for structuring
the rest of a paper, motivating us, and making sure
we stay on track as we develop our ideas. Of course,
we go back and revise our introductions as our
ideas and studies evolve. Our experience in writing
this “From the Editors” suggests it is safe to say that
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we are comfortable with the “ruthless rewriting”
approach. If you can check your ego, trust your
coauthors, and avoid falling in love with your own
prose (at least until the tenth iteration), this ap-
proach can provide a meaningful learning experi-
ence, as well as a stronger product.

Mark Twain once said, “I would have written a
short letter, but I didn’t have the time.” When writ-
ing an introduction, it’s valuable to make the time.
The effort will be rewarded.

Adam M. Grant
The Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

Timothy G. Pollock
The Pennsylvania State University
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FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ—PART 4:
GROUNDING HYPOTHESES

Editor’s Note:

This editorial continues a seven-part series, “Publishing in AMJ,” in which the editors give suggestions and advice for
improving the quality of submissions to the Journal. The series offers “bumper to bumper” coverage, with installments
ranging from topic choice to crafting a Discussion section. The series will continue in February with “Part 5: Crafting
the Methods and Results Sections.” - J.A.C.

A theory section is a critical part of any paper
but is particularly important for an AMJ submis-
sion. The primary purpose of a theory section is
to ground hypotheses; this involves (1) position-
ing those hypotheses in relation to related re-
search (2), developing a clear, logical argument
explaining why the core variables or processes
are related in the proposed fashion, and (3) cre-
ating a sense of coherence in the relationships
among the variables and processes in the pro-
posed model. All are important elements of the
theoretical foundation for one’s hypotheses. We
discuss each separately and then address several
potential pitfalls in explanatory logic.

Engaging Prior Research

A key element of creating a strong theory section
involves entering into a constructive dialogue with
other researchers who have examined the theory or
theories that have guided research on a topic. AMJ
reviewers look to the theory section to find a clear,
theoretically driven narrative—not a literature re-
view. Producing such a narrative effectively in-
volves maintaining a delicate balance between en-
gaging previous research and carefully developing
one’s own novel insights.

On the one hand, citing any remotely relevant
paper runs a very real risk of what is sometimes
called “argument by citation.” When many of the
sentences of a theory section start with citations
(e.g., “Smith (2002) found . . .”), it is important to
take a step back and verify that one is building a
compelling argument based on explanatory logic. It
is important to cite relevant prior works in building
an argument, but the theory section should not be
built around these prior works in such a way that
the logical reasoning is pushed to the background.
Reviewers are virtually certain to raise concerns
about papers that have a couple of pages of litera-
ture review/discussion followed by a hypothesis

that doesn’t flow logically from the text immedi-
ately preceding it. Often the issue in this case is
that the author became so engaged in telling the
reader what others have done that the paper
does not contain a strong case for the current hy-
pothesis. Merely citing prior studies does not con-
stitute a logical argument; instead, citations should
be used to illustrate various elements of the logic of
one’s own argument (Sutton & Staw, 1995).

Alternatively, it is important to avoid the other
extreme, focusing exclusively on the argument and
ignoring prior related conversation. Failing to cite
several highly relevant papers will lead readers to
question the value of the contribution, especially
when they believe one or more of the neglected
articles is closely related to what the current work
addresses. Part of explaining how your work fits
into the literature on a topic is to clearly articulate
how the paper builds upon that literature, which
requires explaining what has already been done
and why what the paper proposes is a logical and
important contribution that goes beyond
prior work.

The key to covering prior work effectively is to
look beyond just citing specific empirical results
and focus instead on the underlying theoretical
issues that are being addressed. Entering the con-
versation in previous research means engaging the
underlying theoretical narrative that is the founda-
tion for past empirical research—but not the em-
pirical results themselves. Similarly, the contribu-
tion rests not solely on the results, but also on how
they lead to new insights about organizational phe-
nomena. Those insights will be meaningful to the
extent that the ideas used to motivate them are
clearly linked to the development of the underlying
theoretical narrative informing the hypotheses.

One way to achieve the required balance between
linking to prior work and developing clear reason-
ing is to start with the arguments themselves, as
they serve as the organizing structure for ideas. An
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exercise likely to help is first writing the “Theory
and Hypotheses” section of a manuscript without a
single citation to previous research. To be sure, the
ideas of others are the foundation of this exercise.
But crafting the explanatory logic in this pure form
enables one to see whether it is clear, consistent,
and persuasive on its own. Further, this exercise
will require incorporating the ongoing theoretical
narrative into one’s own explanatory logic, and do-
ing so will make the relationship of the proposed
ideas to the larger conversation become evident.
When this point is satisfactorily reached, one can
go back and incorporate prior work, giving credit to
those to whom it is due and explaining how the
new work complements or challenges their work.

Among the challenges of starting a theory section
by framing one’s ideas relative to others’ is losing
the focus on making a clear argument—the most
critical element in an effective theory section. By
the time readers arrive at an effectively grounded
hypothesis, the theory section should have led
them to the point that (1) the hypothesis is not a
surprise (i.e., the paper clearly led up to this spe-
cific prediction) and (2) the readers understand
clearly why the constructs are associated. They
might not completely agree, but they clearly under-
stand the underlying relationship that is the focus
of the hypothesis.

Building the Argument, or the Logic of
Explanatory Logic

The sections of a manuscript that lead up to each
hypothesis are among the more challenging to
write, for good reasons. The objective in these sec-
tions is to persuade readers that the claims made in
the hypotheses are plausible. Those readers (re-
viewers) were selected because of their subject mat-
ter expertise and, as reviewers, their role is to main-
tain an attitude of healthy skepticism regarding the
claims (hypotheses) made in a paper and the logic
that supports them.

Substantiating hypotheses. In simple form, a hy-
pothesis is a claim that Y, a dependent variable, is
systematically related to X, an independent vari-
able. Logic forges the connection between the two
and can be framed in several ways. The first is to
link a hypothesis to a similar logical relationship
that is a central tenet of an established theory or
conceptual framework. For example, a hypothesis
might depend on the idea that team members en-
gage in cooperative behavior to enhance their
standing. To substantiate this claim, an author
might appeal to the group engagement model of
Tyler and Blader (2000). As Sutton and Staw (1995)
pointed out, merely referencing the group engage-

ment model is not sufficient. The author must offer
enough verbal explication for the reader that he/she
understands why Y should be predicted by X with-
out having to read Tyler and Blader (2000). The
success of this approach depends primarily upon
the correspondence between the claim(s) made in
the paper and the established theory; if other ele-
ments in the logic are inconsistent with the group
engagement model, then the premise will fail.

A related logical technique is to offer empirical
evidence supporting claims similar to what the hy-
pothesis states. Here, the implicit argument is that
if it has been shown to occur in similar circum-
stances, then it should also apply in the present
circumstances. Empirical evidence is persuasive,
however, only when accompanied by a logical
rationale.

A third approach is to focus on how the hypoth-
esized relationship occurs by crafting a narrative
that describes the role of intervening states and/or
processes. For example, Seibert, Kraimer, and
Liden (2001) developed a model integrating two
perspectives on the career benefits of social capital.
The roles of relevant theoretically relevant media-
tors (access to information, access to resources, and
career sponsorship) were carefully explained, cre-
ating a compelling narrative of how social capital
brings career benefits. When giving an account of
how a hypothesized relationship “works,” note the
importance of operationalizing the primary inter-
vening states and processes; without empirical
tests, the role of mediators cannot be substantiated,
and reviewers may see it as speculative.

A related consideration in framing hypotheses is
context. Hypotheses may be intended to apply gen-
erally, or they may be limited to specific contexts,
such as industries or national cultures. The bound-
ary conditions need to be identified so that the
relevance of the proposed relationships is explicit.

Utilizing multiple theories. The challenge of ex-
plaining the mechanisms underlying the hypothe-
ses is particularly important when multiple theo-
ries are used. Different theories can be a source of
novel insights into a variety of issues and may be
from the same area (e.g., the resource-based view of
the firm and transaction cost economics) or from
different underlying disciplines (e.g., social psy-
chology and economics). In either case, the chal-
lenge of combining insights from multiple theories
is to explain clearly why addressing this research
question requires using these theories and how ex-
actly the theories will be joined in a way that cre-
ates a unique contribution to the research topic.
The need for each additional theory should be
clearly explained so as to avoid the impression that
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theories are being combined ad hoc to justify dis-
parate hypotheses.

There are several possible approaches to combin-
ing theories, each with potential advantages and
disadvantages. Pitting one theory against another
through competing hypotheses and letting the data
decide the winner is a widely used approach that
must be used with care, as it can leave the reader
puzzled as to why one plausible theory should
trump another equally plausible theory—espe-
cially given the likelihood that both theories enjoy
considerable empirical support in the literature
(Cooper & Richardson, 1986; Platt, 1964). An alter-
native approach is one that explains when and why
one theory should take precedence over the other,
and an especially effective way of doing that is to
explain the conditions under which the predictions
of each theory are likely to be most applicable and
test these predictions empirically. Vanneste and
Puranam’s (2010) examination of when a learning
effect will have more influence on contract design
and distinguishing the learning effect from the ef-
fect of trust is an example of this approach.

In many other cases, authors are interested in
combining theories to give a more complete ac-
count of an organizational phenomenon. Combin-
ing implies that the relationship is additive and
leads to hypotheses that link different independent
variables to dependent variable(s). The risk in this
approach is the temptation to specify models com-
bining independent variables simply because, in
past research, each has been shown to affect the
dependent variable. A conceptual framework that
brings the two theoretical perspectives together and
articulates their relevant differences is essential.
Agarwal, Echambadi, Franco, and Sarkar (2004)
made this type of theoretical combination effec-
tively in their analysis of the creation and perfor-
mance of spin-outs in the disk drive industry. Re-
latedly, a paper can explain how different theories
are most applicable for related research questions
that combine to address a particular phenomenon;
for example, one theory may explain when a prac-
tice will gain traction but another may explain
which firms will be the most likely to adopt that
practice (e.g., Sherer & Lee, 2002).

A third approach is to seek more integration be-
tween two theories. This involves articulating how
the two perspectives are complementary—that is,
how the assumptions of one theory implicitly re-
quire those of the other to be fully realized, and
vice versa. This kind of integration requires a thor-
ough understanding of the logic underpinning each
theory, and how the two are related has to be artic-
ulated before hypotheses are framed. The potential
for making a significant contribution depends on

whether the integration offers new questions and
new insights to each theory and its respective lit-
erature. For example, Silverman (1999) integrated
elements of transaction cost economics and the re-
source-based view of the firm in a study of corpo-
rate diversification.

We wish to emphasize that using multiple theo-
ries can be a very effective way to create strong
theory. The challenges of explanatory coherence,
however, are greater when the theories utilized are
from different base disciplines. Although AMJ en-
courages multidisciplinary research, the majority
of published management papers focus on a single
core discipline (Agarwal & Hoetker, 2007). Work
integrating ideas from different areas has signifi-
cant potential to contribute to theory, but the actual
integration of the ideas must be carefully done.

Coherence. One of the biggest problems in the
development of an effective theory section is ex-
plaining why one has chosen a specific set of ex-
planatory variables over others. Without a strong
discussion of coherence, readers and reviewers will
wonder what holds a theoretical narrative together
(Dubin, 1976; Whetten, 1989). The key is to address
the question of why these variables (and only those
variables) were selected. An effective theory sec-
tion must explain how these variables fit together
in a way that creates a strong and coherent theoret-
ical contribution and doesn’t leave the reader won-
dering why other variables weren’t included. The
proposed hypotheses should be linked a way that
creates an overall contribution to the topic. Graeb-
ner (2009) did a nice job of weaving together liter-
ature from trust and agency theory in a qualitative
examination of acquisitions of entrepreneur-
ial firms.

A strong conceptual framework does not require
a figure with boxes and arrows to explain how the
hypotheses fit together—although a figure can help
readers visualize the framework. What matters is
that a clear, overarching research question drives
the hypotheses, and one explains clearly, by draw-
ing on the underlying theoretical and empirical
work on the research topic, how these explanatory
variables come together.

What we have said above regarding entering the
conversation with previous research leads to the
conclusion that persuasive logic is best served by a
combination of all three approaches: building on
established theory, offering relevant empirical evi-
dence, and explaining how variation in X leads to
variation in Y. But explanatory logic serves as the
foundation; without it, appeals to existing theory
fail to ring true, and offering only empirical evi-
dence leaves the reader wondering “why?” Further,
building on established theory can lead to an ex-
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planation of how, because mediators often flow out
of theorizing.

Pitfalls

Having described the core elements of grounding
hypotheses, we felt it would be useful to review
some of the recurring pitfalls that reviewers iden-
tify when evaluating the hypothesis development
in a submission. Common pitfalls in grounding hy-
potheses include lack of specificity, fragmented
theorizing, and stating the obvious.

Lack of specificity. Lack of specificity occurs
when one’s explanatory logic draws from a theory
that speaks to a much broader or more general
domain. For example, trait activation theory (Tett &
Guterman, 2000) offers an explanation of how the
attitudes and behaviors associated with personality
traits are “activated” in the context of an individu-
al’s social environment. It thus offers an important
bridge to researchers who seek to explain attitudes
and behaviors in organizations by means of person-
ality traits. However, it is general in its application
and, though perhaps necessary to explanation of
why a particular ensemble of environmental factors
will activate attitudinal and behavioral manifesta-
tions of a specific trait, it is not a sufficient expla-
nation. Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) offers
another example; it can ground one’s logic at a
general level (e.g., favors beget reciprocation), but
does not clearly ground more specific operational-
izations of that relationship (e.g., civility predicts
job performance). The particulars and specifics
need to be explained—and this guidance applies to
all instances in which the domain of the theory one
draws on to buttress claims is broader or more
general than that of the hypotheses themselves.

Fragmented theorizing. Fragmented theorizing
is implied when authors have a model with multi-
ple hypothesized relationships in which each link
is supported by logic drawn from a different theory.
This approach may be motivated by the mistaken
belief that the more theories, the better. Unfortu-
nately, the impression this can create in the minds
of reviewers is that the authors are engaging in post
hoc theorizing, casting about in the literature for a
theory that seems to fit a given hypothesis or, worse
still, one that matches the variables on which they
have already gathered data. Our observation is not
meant to suggest that authors should not use mul-
tiple theories to support their hypotheses. Rather, it
suggests that support drawn from multiple theories
needs to be integrated into a coherent and cohesive
explanatory narrative. (See the section on coher-
ence above.)

Stating the obvious. Though it seems counterin-
tuitive, supporting one’s hypotheses so thoroughly
that they seem obvious and therefore uninteresting
is not uncommon. If a hypothesis states the obvious
or makes a claim that is common knowledge, then,
although true, it also is likely to be trivial (Davis,
1971). When a reviewer says, “I can’t imagine how
or when the null hypothesis could ever be the
case,” she or he is making precisely this point.

One way to remedy this problem is to flirt with
the null hypothesis—that is, reflect on the plausi-
bility of the opposite argument or the absence of a
relationship. Then, frame the alternative hypothe-
ses as alternatives to what can be seen as plausible,
or even as received wisdom. This entails thought-
fully considering theoretical perspectives that
would lend credence to the null. If it proves diffi-
cult to frame the null hypotheses as plausible, then
your alternatives may in fact be obvious and trivial.

Conclusions

Hypotheses are the heart of a paper, and ground-
ing hypotheses is one of the most important tasks in
crafting effective theory. A strong theory section
has to effectively engage prior literature, both the-
oretical and empirical, but must go beyond it to
build a strong logical argument. A great deal of
thought goes into every paper, and the theory sec-
tion is key to explaining how one is going to add
value to the research topic and why these specific
hypotheses make sense individually and fit to-
gether to form a coherent conceptual framework.

Raymond T. Sparrowe
Washington University

Kyle J. Mayer
University of Southern California
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FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ—PART 5:
CRAFTING THE METHODS AND RESULTS

Editor’s Note:

This editorial continues a seven-part series, “Publishing in AMJ,” in which the editors give suggestions and advice for
improving the quality of submissions to the Journal. The series offers “bumper to bumper” coverage, with installments
ranging from topic choice to crafting a Discussion section. The series will continue in April with “Part 6: Discussing
the Implications.” - J.A.C.

Once the arduous, but exciting, work of selecting
an intriguing and appropriate topic, designing and
executing a sound data collection, crafting a com-
pelling “hook,” and developing a solid theory is
finished, it is tempting to sit back, relax, and cruise
through the Methods and Results. It seems straight-
forward, and perhaps a little mundane, to report to
the readers (1) how and why the data were ob-
tained; (2) how the data were analyzed and what
was found. Indeed, it is unlikely that many readers
of AMJ have waited with bated breath for an enter-
taining narrative in this installment of the Publish-
ing in AMJ editorial series. If we fall short of being
compelling, therefore, we hope to at least be
informative.

As authors ourselves, we have, admittedly, suc-
cumbed to the temptation of relaxing our concen-
tration when it is time to write these sections. We
have heard colleagues say that they pass off these
sections to junior members of their research teams
to “get their feet wet” in manuscript crafting, as
though these sections were of less importance than
the opening, hypothesis development, and Discus-
sion sections. Perhaps this is so. But as members of
the current editorial team for the past two years, we
have come face-to-face with the reality that the
Methods and Results sections, if not the most crit-
ical, often play a major role in how reviewers eval-
uate a manuscript. Instead of providing a clear,
detailed account of the data collection procedures
and findings, these sections often leave reviewers
perplexed and raise more questions than they an-
swer about the research procedures and findings
that the authors used. In contrast, an effective pre-
sentation can have a crucial impact on the extent to
which authors can convince their audiences that
their theoretical arguments (or parts of them) are
supported. High-quality Methods and Results sec-
tions also send positive signals about the conscien-
tiousness of the author(s). Knowing that they were

careful and rigorous in their preparation of these
sections may make a difference for reviewers de-
bating whether to recommend a rejection or a revi-
sion request.

To better understand the common concerns
raised by reviewers, we evaluated each of our de-
cision letters for rejected manuscripts to this point
in our term. We found several issues arose much
more frequently in rejected manuscripts than they
did in manuscripts for which revisions were re-
quested. The results of our evaluation, if not sur-
prising, revealed a remarkably consistent set of
major concerns for both sections, which we sum-
marize as “the three C’s”: completeness, clarity,
and credibility.

THE METHODS

Completeness

In the review of our decision letters, perhaps the
most common theme related to Methods sections
was that the authors failed to provide a complete
description of the ways they obtained the data, the
operationalizations of the constructs that they
used, and the types of analyses that they con-
ducted. When authors have collected their data—a
primary data collection—it is important for them to
explain in detail not only what happened, but why
they made certain decisions. A good example is
found in Bommer, Dierdorff, and Rubin’s (2007)
study of group-level citizenship behaviors and job
performance. We learn in their Methods how the
participants were contacted (i.e., on site, by the
study’s first author), how the data were obtained
(i.e., in an on-site training room, from groups of
20–30 employees), what kinds of encouragement
for participation were used (i.e., letters from both
the company president and the researchers), and
who reported the information for different con-
structs in the model (i.e., employees, supervisors,
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and managers of the supervisors). In addition, these
authors reported other relevant pieces of informa-
tion about their data collection. For example, they
noted that employees and their supervisors were
never scheduled to complete their questionnaires
in the same room together. In addition, they re-
ported a system of “checks and balances” to make
sure supervisors reported performance for all of
their direct reports. Providing these details, in ad-
dition to a full description of the characteristics of
the analysis sample at the individual and team
levels, allows reviewers to evaluate the strengths
and weaknesses of a research design. Although it is
reasonable to highlight the strengths of one’s re-
search, reporting sufficient details on the strengths
and potential weaknesses of the data collection is
preferred over an approach that conceals important
details, because certain compromises or flaws can
also yield advantages. Consider the example of data
collected with a snowball sampling approach in
two waves separated by a few months. A disadvan-
tage of this approach would likely be that the sam-
ple matched over the two waves will be smaller
than the sample resulting if the researchers only
contact wave 1 participants to participate in wave
2. But, this approach also has certain advantages. In
particular, large numbers of one-wave participants
(i.e., those that participated either in the first wave
or the second wave) can be used to address re-
sponse bias and representativeness issues
straightforwardly.

In many other cases, the data for a study were
obtained from archival sources. Here a researcher
may not have access to all the nitty-gritty details of
the data collection procedures, but completeness in
reporting is no less important. Most, if not all,
archival data sets come with technical reports or
usage manuals that provide a good deal of detail.
Armed with these, the researcher can attempt to
replicate the detail of the data collection proce-
dures and measures that is found in primary data
collections. For a good example, using the National
Longitudinal Survey and Youth Cohort (NLSY79),
see Lee, Gerhart, Weller, and Trevor (2008). For
other archival data collections, authors construct
the dataset themselves, perhaps by coding corpo-
rate filings, media accounts, or building variables
from other sources. In these cases, a complete de-
scription of how they identified the sample, how
many observations were lost for different reasons,
how they conducted the coding, and what judg-
ment calls were made are necessary.

Regardless of the type of data set a researcher has
used, the goals in this section are the same. First,
authors should disclose the hows, whats, and whys
of the research procedures. Including an Appendix

with a full list of measures (and items, where ap-
propriate), for example, is often a nice touch. Sec-
ond, completeness allows readers to evaluate the
advantages and disadvantages of the approach
taken, which on balance, creates a more positive
impression of the study. Third, a primary goal of
the Methods section should be to provide sufficient
information that someone could replicate the study
and get the same results, if they used exactly the
same procedure and data. After reading the Meth-
ods section, readers should have confidence that
they could replicate the primary data collection or
compile the same archival database that the authors
are reporting.

Clarity

Far too often, authors fail to clearly explain what
they have done. Although there are many potential
examples, a typical, very common, problem con-
cerns descriptions of measures. Reviewers are often
concerned with language such as “we adapted
items” or “we used items from several sources.”
Indeed, not reporting how measures were adapted
was the modal issue related to measurement in the
evaluation of our decision letters. Ideally, authors
can avoid these problems simply by using the full,
validated measures of constructs when they are
available. When this is not possible, it is imperative
to provide a justification for the modifications and,
ideally, to provide additional, empirical validation
of the altered measures. If this information is not
initially included, reviewers will invariably ask for
it; providing the information up front improves the
chances of a revision request.

Another very common clarity issue concerns the
justification for variable coding. Coding decisions
are made in nearly every quantitative study, but are
perhaps most frequently seen in research involving
archival data sets, experimental designs, and as-
signment of numerical codes based on qualitative
responses. For example, Ferrier (2001) used struc-
tured content analysis to code news headlines for
measures of competitive attacks. In an excellent
example of clarity, Ferrier described in an orga-
nized fashion and with straightforward language
how the research team made the coding decisions
for each dimension and how these decisions re-
sulted in operationalizations that matched the con-
stitutive definitions of the competitive attack
dimensions.

Credibility

Authors can do several uncomplicated things to
enhance perceptions of credibility in their Methods
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sections. First, it is important to address why a
particular sample was chosen. Reviewers often
question why a particular sample was used, espe-
cially when it is not immediately obvious why the
phenomenon of interest is important in the setting
used. For example, in Tangirala and Ramanujam’s
study of voice, personal control, and organizational
identification, the authors opened the Methods by
describing why they chose to sample front-line hos-
pital nurses to test their hypotheses, noting (1)
“they are well positioned to observe early signs of
unsafe conditions in patient care and bring them to
the attention of the hospital” and (2) “there is a
growing recognition that the willingness of nurses
to speak up about problems in care delivery is
critical for improving patient safety and reducing
avoidable medical errors (such as administration of
the wrong drug), a leading cause of patient injury
and death in the United States” (2008: 1,193). Sec-
ond, it is always good practice to summarize the
conceptual definition of a construct before describ-
ing the measure used for it. This not only makes it
easier for readers—they don’t have to flip back and
forth in the paper to find the constitutive defini-
tions—but when done well will lessen reader con-
cerns about whether the theory a paper presents
matches the tests that were conducted. Third, it is
always important to explain why a particular op-
erationalization was used. For example, organiza-
tional performance has numerous dimensions.
Some may be relevant to the hypotheses at hand,
and others are not. We have often seen authors
“surprise” reviewers by introducing certain dimen-
sions with no justification. In cases in which alter-
native measures are available, authors should re-
port what other measures they considered and why
they were not chosen. If alternative measures are
available in the data set, it is often a good idea to
report the findings obtained when those alternative
measures were used. Fourth, it is crucial to justify
model specification and data analysis approaches.
We have often seen authors include control vari-
ables without sufficiently justifying why they
should be controlled for. For some types of data,
multiple possible methods for analysis exist. Au-
thors need to justify why one method rather than
the other(s) was used. Panel data, for example,
can be analyzed using fixed-effect models or ran-
dom-effect models. Multiple event history analy-
sis methods can analyze survival data. Each
method has its specific assumption(s). In some
cases, additional analysis is warranted to make
the choice (for example, doing a Hausman test to
choose between fixed- and random-effect models
for panel data).

THE RESULTS

Completeness

Effectively writing a Results section is not an
easy task, especially when one’s theoretical frame-
work and/or research design is complex, making
completeness all the more important. For starters,
including a table for means, standard deviation,
and correlations is a piece of “low-hanging fruit.”
The information in this table may not have directly
tested hypotheses, yet it paints an overall picture of
the data, which is critical for judging the credibility
of findings. For example, high correlations between
variables often raise concerns about multicollinear-
ity. A large standard deviation relative to the mean
of a variable can raise concerns about outliers. In-
deed it is a good practice to check data ranges and
outliers in the process of data analyses so as to
avoid having significant findings mainly driven by
a few outliers. Distributional properties of variables
(such as means and minimum and maximum val-
ues) reported in a table are informative by them-
selves. For example, in a study on CEO succession,
means of variables that measured different types of
CEO successions can tell the distribution of new
CEOs in the sample recruited from different
sources. These distributional properties describe
the phenomenon of CEO successions and have im-
portant practical implications.

In reporting results, it is important to specify the
unit of analysis, sample size, and dependent vari-
able used in each model. This is especially crucial
when such information varies across models. Take
Arthaud-Day, Certo, Dalton, and Dalton (2006) as
an example. These authors examined executive and
director turnover following corporate financial re-
statements. They had four dependent variables:
CEO turnover, CFO turnover, outside director turn-
over, and auditing commitment member turnover.
In models of CEO and CFO turnover, because they
were able to identify the month of the turnover,
they constructed the data using “CEO/CFO” as the
unit of analysis and used a Cox model to examine
the timing of the executive turnover. The sample
size of the model on CEO turnover was 485, and the
sample size of the model on CFO turnover was 407.
In comparison, in examining turnover of outside
directors and audit committee members, because
Arthaud-Day and her colleagues were unable to
determine the month in which outside directors
and audit committee members left office, they con-
structed the data using director/auditing committee
member-year as the unit of analysis and used logis-
tic regression to examine the likelihood of their
turnover. The sample size of the model on outside
director turnover was 2,668, and the sample size for
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auditing committee member turnover was 1,327.
The take-away here is that careful descriptions
such as those Arthaud-Day and colleagues pro-
vided help readers calibrate their interpretations of
results and prevent reviewers from raising ques-
tions about clarification.

Clarity

The purpose of a Results section is to answer the
research questions that have been posed and pro-
vide empirical evidence for the hypotheses (or note
that evidence is lacking). We often see, however,
that authors do not relate their findings to the
study’s hypotheses. We also see that authors report
the results in the Results section, but discuss their
linkage with hypotheses in the Discussion section
or, conversely, begin to discuss the implications of
the findings in the Results prematurely, rather than
doing this in the Discussion. In these cases, the
authors fail to describe what the results indicate
with respect to the focal topic of the study in a clear
manner. To avoid this problem, it helps to summa-
rize each hypothesis before reporting the related
results. Try this format: “Hypothesis X suggests
that . . . We find that . . . in model . . . in Table . . .
Thus, Hypothesis X is (or isn’t) supported.” Al-
though this format may sound mechanical or even
boring, it is a very effective way to clearly report
results (see also Bem, 1987). We encourage and
welcome authors to experiment with novel and
clear ways to present results. We also suggest that
authors report the results associated with their hy-
potheses in order, beginning with the first hypoth-
esis and continuing sequentially to the last one,
unless some compelling reasons suggest that a dif-
ferent order is better.

In many studies, the results do not support all the
hypotheses. Yet results that are not statistically sig-
nificant and those with signs opposite to prediction
are just as important as those that are supported.
However, as one editor noted, “If the results are
contrary to expectations, I find authors will often
try to ‘sweep them under the rug.’” Of course, re-
viewers will catch this immediately. Needless to
say, sometimes such results reflect inadequate the-
orizing (e.g., the hypotheses are wrong, or at least
there are alternative arguments and predictions).
Other times, however, unsupported results are
great fodder for new, critical thinking in a Discus-
sion section. The point is that all results—signifi-
cant or not, supporting or opposite to hypotheses—
need to be addressed directly and clearly.

It is also a good practice to reference variables
across sections in the same order—for example,
describe their measures in the Methods section, list

them in tables, and discuss results in the Results
section all in the same order. Such consistency
improves the clarity of exposition and helps read-
ers to both follow the manuscript and find infor-
mation easily. It also provides authors with a
checklist so that they will remember to include
relevant information (e.g., a variable included in
the models is not mentioned in the Methods sec-
tion and/or in the correlation matrix).

Credibility

Although every part of a paper plays an impor-
tant role in helping or hurting its credibility (e.g.,
adequate theorizing and rigorous research design),
there are some things authors can do in their Re-
sults sections to enhance the perceived credibility
of findings. First, it is crucial to demonstrate to
readers why one’s interpretations of results are cor-
rect. For example, a negative coefficient for an in-
teraction term may suggest that the positive effect
of the predictor became weaker, or disappeared, or
even became negative as the value of the moderator
increased. Plotting a significant interaction effect
helps one visualize the finding and thus demon-
strate whether the finding is consistent with the
intended hypothesis. Aiken and West (1991) pro-
vided some “golden rules” on how to plot interac-
tion effects in regressions. Beyond these, determin-
ing whether the simple slopes are statistically
significant is often important in assessing whether
one’s results fully support hypotheses; techniques
developed by Preacher, Curran, and Bauer (2006)
are helpful in these calculations.

Second, if alternative measurements, methods,
and/or model specifications could be used for a
study, but authors only report results using one
possible choice, readers may have the impression
that the authors “cherry-picked” findings that were
consistent with the hypotheses. Supplementary
analyses and robustness checks can address these
concerns. For example, Tsai and Ghoshal (1998)
examined the value creation role of a business
unit’s position in intrafirm networks. Although
they proposed the hypotheses at the individual
business unit level, they generated several mea-
sures of business units’ attributes from data at the
dyadic level. These steps raised some concerns
about level of analysis and the reliability of the
results. To address these concerns, they also ana-
lyzed data at the dyadic level and obtained consis-
tent results.

Third, even if a result is statistically significant,
readers may still ask, So what? A statistically sig-
nificant effect is not necessarily a practically im-
portant effect. Authors typically discuss the practi-
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cal implications of a study in their Discussion; they
can, however, conduct and report additional anal-
yses in Results to demonstrate the practical rele-
vance of findings. A good example is found in
Barnett and King’s (2008) study of spillover harm.
These authors stated the following Hypothesis 1:
“An error at one firm harms other firms in the same
industry” (Barnett & King, 2008: 1,153). In addition
to reporting the statistical significance of the pre-
dictor, the authors provided information to com-
municate the average scale of such spillovers. They
reported that “following an accident that injured an
average number of employees (3.5), a chemical firm
with operations in the same industry as that in
which an accident occurred could expect to lose
0.15 percent of its stock price” and that “after an
accident that caused the death of an employee, the
firm could expect to lose an additional 0.83 per-
cent” (Barnett & King, 2008: 1,160). In other cases,
authors may want to discuss the implications of
small effect sizes, perhaps by noting how difficult it
is to explain variance in a given dependent variable
or, in the case, of an experiment, noting that a
significant effect was found even though the ma-
nipulation of the independent variable was quite
minimal (Prentice & Miller, 1992).

Conclusions

Crafting Methods and Results sections may not
sound exciting or challenging. As a result, authors
tend to pay less attention in writing them. Some-
times these sections are delegated to the junior
members of research teams. However, in our expe-
rience as editors, we find that these sections often
play a major, if not a critical, role in reviewers’
evaluations of a manuscript. We urge authors to
take greater care in crafting these sections. The
three-C rule—completeness, clarity, and credibili-
ty—is one recipe to follow in that regard.

Yan (Anthea) Zhang
Rice University

Jason D. Shaw
University of Minnesota
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FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ–PART 6:
DISCUSSING THE IMPLICATIONS

This editorial continues a seven-part series, “Publishing in AMJ,” in which the editors give suggestions and advice for
improving the quality of submissions to the Journal. The series offers “bumper to bumper” coverage, with installments
ranging from topic choice to crafting a Discussion section. The series will conclude in June with “Part 7: Qualitative
Distinctions.” -J.A.C.

Afterthought (noun):

1. a reflection after an act
2. something secondary or expedient
3. an action or thought not originally intended

By the time authors begin to craft a Discussion
section, a long, sometimes arduous journey has been
traveled. Study design and execution are normally
well advanced, and the prospect of submission for
publication consideration looms large. Thus, it is per-
haps not surprising many authors view the Discus-
sion as a perfunctory exercise—a final, obligatory
hurdle to be overcome with dispatch so as not to
delay a manuscript’s transition to “under review”
status. In approaching their Discussion as a technical
formality (i.e., an afterthought in the mold of defini-
tions 2 and 3) rather than as a forum in which to
explore more deeply the significance of their work
(definition 1), authors forego a number of valuable
opportunities. Among them is the chance to
strengthen their study’s message, and in the process,
convince readers of their manuscript’s larger, under-
lying value. Another is the opportunity to embed
their study more fully in the existing literature and
thus engage like-minded scholars in a rich, robust
theoretical conversation, perhaps even shape the fu-
ture direction of that discourse.

These all-too-common lapses lead us to explore
how authors might better approach the discussion
of theoretical contributions. To be certain, Discus-
sion sections encompass several dimensions, in-
cluding practical implications, study limitations,
and future research, each of distinct importance,
and thus requisite components of any complete
Discussion. That said, we restrict our attention to
theoretical implications. In our experience as asso-
ciate editors, we have found this aspect, which is
both important and highly rewarding, often consti-
tutes a major stumbling block. Thus, our aim is to
outline some means of more plainly elucidating
contributions to theory.

AN ENDING AND A BEGINNING

Our thoughts are shaped by the ideas of Whetten
(1989) and Corley and Gioia (2011), who so very
cogently answered the question, what is a theoret-
ical contribution? We believe discussion of this
important manuscript dimension can be enhanced
through the use of a technique that treats the pas-
sage as a twofold, somewhat paradoxical entity—as
both an ending and a new beginning, realized con-
currently. It constitutes an ending in the sense that
discussion of theoretical implications helps to
bring closure to a study, illuminating its major in-
roads in a broad and reflective fashion. It also rep-
resents a new beginning in that it recasts contem-
porary theoretical understanding, bringing to light
new and valuable ideas. In our experience, this
approach has helped authors illuminate the two or
three most critical theoretical insights afforded by
their research investigation. We conclude with a
summary of common pitfalls, or tendencies that
compromise the effective summary of theoretical
implications.

Theoretical Implications: An Ending

Why do scholars choose to undertake a particular
study? In most instances, it is because they are
captivated by a research question posing a novel
and important challenge of broad consequence.
The same is true of readers’ interest. It is perhaps
not surprising then that the most impactful studies
are ones which explore larger questions of theoret-
ical significance over issues of more incremental
scope (Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan, 2007). Although
the aim of resolving a grand puzzle plays a central
role at the inception of any research study, its
meaning, if not allure, is often lost on authors by
the time they arrive at the Discussion. Intricacies of
conceptual development, study design, and analy-
sis often lead to losing sight of the broader theoret-
ical challenge that started researchers on their path.
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Yet an impactful Discussion section retains that
focus. Better said, it makes a point of revisiting the
study’s original theoretical motivation, and it does
so for a number of reasons: First, a return to the
work’s theoretical catalyst is a means of effecting
orderly completion. Recap affords a basis on which
to assess progress on the mission of resolving a
theoretical puzzle. Of course, the original theoreti-
cal question need not be perfectly solved; the in-
vestigation may, for example, have uncovered some
unanticipated issues or problematic assumptions.
Nevertheless, revisiting theoretical motivation af-
fords a valid reference point, one appreciated by
authors and readers alike. In reaching a paper’s
Discussion section, most readers (as the paper’s
authors originally were) have been sustained by the
tension inherent in the study’s motivation. Revisit-
ing ensures that authors deliver on their study’s
early promise—that is, they answer the underlying
theoretical question(s)—and so fulfill their com-
pact with readers.

Second, a return to the original theoretical moti-
vation of a paper affords a means to cogently and
succinctly address the so what? question. Among
the more common reasons manuscripts are rejected
at AMJ is their failure to offer a meaningful theo-
retical advance. Of course, the effort to do so begins
months, if not years, before manuscript submis-
sion, with topic choice (see Colquitt and George,
“From the Editors,” AMJ 54: 432–435]) and its sub-
sequent clear articulation in a manuscript’s Intro-
duction (see Grant and Pollock, “From the Editors,”
AMJ 54: 873–879). However, the Discussion sec-
tion affords a venue in which to answer this ques-
tion more robustly than before and to articulate in a
richer fashion how the study changes, challenges or
otherwise fundamentally refines understanding of
extant theory (and/or its core concepts, principles,
etc.). As experts in a given area, researchers often
fail to appreciate that others may not share the
same theoretical interests and/or see their underly-
ing merit. Thus, an effective Discussion section not
only reports the study’s theoretical inroads, but
also contextualizes them in a fashion that makes
clear their larger utility for students of organiza-
tion. Sherer and Lee (2002) offers an excellent dem-
onstration. The authors both answer the theoreti-
cally grounded questions that gave rise to their
research and frame those responses in a manner
that casts light on some under-appreciated aspects
of resource dependence and institutional perspec-
tives—specifically, how their core processes con-
spire to drive innovation. Such elaboration shows
how scholars and practitioners might better capi-
talize on these theories for purposes of understand-
ing management and organization.

Finally, successful Discussion sections afford a
synthesis of their studies’ empirical findings. They
examine results of hypothesis tests in an aggregate
fashion, weaving them together to present a uni-
fied, theoretically grounded narrative of the stud-
ies’ discoveries. Of course, some empirical findings
may be unexpected, or even contrary to expecta-
tions. In that case, reconciliation is in order; so too
is further examination of causal arguments to help
readers, and indeed the field at large, to better
understand the underlying phenomena. The end
result, however, is always the same. Namely, inte-
gration not only fosters development of a single,
coherent message—far more likely to resonate with
readers than a mixed message—but also affords the
chance to underscore the cohesive nature of a
study’s conceptual model, thus lending incremen-
tal credence to its design. Agarwal, Echambadi,
Franco, and Sarkar (2004) demonstrate this skill-
fully. Their Discussion section synthesizes the re-
sults of individual hypothesis tests, integrating
them in a manner that imparts a clear and parsimo-
nious theoretical account of corporate spin-outs.

Theoretical Implications: A New Beginning

Perhaps the most straightforward implications
are those derived from a logical interpretation of a
study’s findings. What do the results tell us about
underlying theoretical constructs, principles, and
their relationships? When do these patterns
emerge, and in what context? How do they refine
appreciation of the underlying theory? These are
but a sampling of “first- order” theoretical implica-
tions that might be advanced. More interesting and
valuable are insights that delve deeper into ob-
served relationships to address the question why?
In exploring this dimension, authors begin to ex-
amine more fully underlying mechanisms and pro-
cesses—causal explanations that both enrich un-
derstanding of a given theory and allow readers to
make greater sense of complex organizational phe-
nomena (Whetten, 1989). Critical here is a bridge
between a study’s findings and the larger literature.
It is only through a connection to broader under-
standing that the theoretical “value added” of a
given study can be interpreted and, indeed, appre-
ciated (see Rynes, “From the Editors,” AMJ 45:
311–313 and Bergh, “From the Editors,” AMJ 46:
135–136).

Of course, a study’s objective findings are not the
exclusive source of valuable insight. Their juxtapo-
sition relative with earlier results often affords rich
and meaningful theoretical nuance. This is appar-
ent, for example, in the case of competing evidence.
An exploration of departures from earlier findings
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can reveal unexpected boundary conditions, or per-
haps even questionable assumptions. It can also
shed light on previously overlooked gaps in theo-
retical understanding, such as unanticipated con-
tingencies and/or critical omissions in definitions
of focal constructs. Such is the case in Seibert,
Kraimer, and Liden (2003); those authors explain
how their theoretical work brings reconciliation to
seemingly divergent perspectives, and correspond-
ingly, nuanced understanding of the role social
capital plays in career success. Although diver-
gence from earlier findings is quick to captivate
reader interest (Weick, 1989), findings consistent
with prior research can also help to hone more
subtle dimensions of understanding (Hollenbeck,
2008). Siebert et al., for example, discuss how con-
trolling for previously identified predictors of ca-
reer success strengthens the contribution made by
their primary focus on network structure and social
resources. Whatever the particular pattern (i.e.,
consistency or divergence), again, it is the explora-
tion of findings relative to earlier, related work that
often illuminates previously unappreciated theo-
retical insights.

Finally, we find that authors also effectively in-
form theoretical understanding by exploring the
path that led to discovery of their study’s findings.
Few research investigations follow a linear trajec-
tory. The final draft is often a portrayal of the most
refined ideas (i.e., what worked), yet less successful
efforts may prove equally informative. This is es-
pecially true if and when other theoretical perspec-
tives were explored and found wanting. In fact, one
of the tests of any study’s theoretical inferences is
the extent to which they hold up to the challenge of
“alternative explanations.” A post hoc reflection
attending to the plausibility of other accounts lends
incremental support to a study’s conclusions and
also potentially illuminates important differences
among theoretical perspectives. This is demon-
strated, for example, in Faems, Janssens, Madhok,
and Van Looy’s (2008) Discussion section, which
not only examines the merits of alternative per-
spectives on the governance of alliances, but also
illuminates key differentiating aspects of structural
and relational perspectives.

The same is true of unsupported hypotheses.
They often constitute a rich, yet commonly fore-
gone, way to inform theoretical understanding. Our
experience as associate editors suggests there is
reluctance among many scholars to attend to (much
less retain) unsupported hypotheses. Yet the failure
to find rigorous support for key theoretical argu-
ments is in itself informative and rather thought-
provoking, and such findings are certainly helpful
to continued theoretical development. Thus, in re-

flecting upon the discoveries that have accrued
over the course of their study, authors are well
served by attending not only to anticipated (i.e.,
supported) findings, but also to prominent and un-
anticipated insights (e.g., nonfindings).

COMMON PITFALLS

If the above sections outline some guidelines and
suggestions, it is equally important to recognize
some of the common errors authors make in artic-
ulating their studies’ theoretical contribution. Our
experience suggests three are highly prevalent: re-
hashing results, meandering, and overreaching.

Rehashing Results

The transition from the Results to the Discussion
marks a change in a narrative’s focus, from review-
ing what emerged in the study to explaining why
the findings are important and how they change the
conversation that the research joins. A common
mistake authors make is to devote too much discus-
sion to summarizing and resummarizing the results
of their hypothesis tests while devoting too little
attention to explaining what the results mean. In
some cases, authors restate the findings in the first
few paragraphs of the Discussion section and then
move on to other subsections (practical implica-
tions, limitations, future research directions, and so
on) without addressing the study’s theoretical im-
plications whatsoever. As readers transition to a
Discussion section, the study’s findings are fresh in
their minds. Consequently, what’s needed at this
point is not a rehashing of the results, but a
thoughtful interpretation of why the findings are
important and worthy of dissemination (in the form
of a published article). It is appropriate to remind
readers of the paper’s key findings, but only as the
departure point for explaining how the results
bring resolution to the puzzle that motivated the
research to begin with and set the stage for new and
promising lines of inquiry.

Meandering

The second kind of mistake authors make in their
Discussion sections, meandering, occurs when a
narrative references numerous theoretical implica-
tions, some or all of which seem disconnected from
each other, the paper’s “hook” (see Grant and Pol-
lock, “From the Editors,” 54: 873–879), and/or the
paper’s theoretical development (see Sparrowe and
Mayer, “From the Editors,” AMJ 54: 1098–1102).
Meandering implications subsections lack focus
and come across as superficial. A paper’s discus-
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sion of theoretical implications should cohere
around a small number of important issues that are
covered in great depth. The implications them-
selves will likely reside at a higher level of abstrac-
tion than the data and parsimoniously explain the
results of the hypothesis tests, both supportive and
unsupportive. What can authors do to avoid craft-
ing an implications subsection that meanders? In-
stead of identifying implications for each result,
they might follow the better strategy of focusing on
what the findings mean collectively. When it
comes to beefing up theoretical implications, au-
thors should resist the temptation to simply slip in
an extra implication or two. Having completed a
draft of the implications, they might find it is
worthwhile to go back and ask whether the subsec-
tion is as focused as it could be. Do the implications
close the loop on the specific problems that are
introduced in the paper’s opening? In other words,
do they cohere with the research questions and
theoretical inroads identified in the Introduction?
Are there opportunities to reduce the number of
implications that are addressed, while deepening
the coverage of those that remain? Attending to
these matters will make for a more focused and
persuasive presentation of a paper’s contributions
to theory.

Overreaching

A third mistake authors make in their Discussion
sections involves deriving sweeping conclusions
that outstrip the data. In an effort to convince read-
ers that their work has important and wide-ranging
theoretical implications, authors may overreach.
Admittedly, there may be some subjectivity associ-
ated with this judgment, as one person’s overreach
may be another’s grand implication. Reviewers are
likely to conclude that an author has gone too far
when a narrative drifts into domains that seem
disconnected from the empirics and/or went un-
mentioned in the paper’s opening or theoretical
development. When authors experience a strong
temptation to weave new (i.e., previously unmen-
tioned) theory into the Discussion, they should give
some thought to how they might introduce those
ideas earlier in the paper—perhaps using them to
strengthen the paper’s hook.

Overreaching is also more likely to occur when
authors treat their papers’ theoretical implications
as an afterthought in the mold of definitions 2 or 3,
rather than definition 1. Having crafted a paper’s
Introduction, Theory, and Methods sections, au-
thors may set out to write the Discussion, only to
realize that the paper’s theoretical implications are
somewhat pedestrian after all. The shortage of

strong implications to which authors may legiti-
mately lay claim gives rise to claims that cannot
plausibly derive from the results. One way of
avoiding this pitfall is to think about what the
implications subsection will look like before writ-
ing a paper’s Introduction and Theory sections. If it
seems difficult, if not impossible, to outline an
implications subsection that feels meaty and per-
suasive, it is likely that the project lacks the depth
and scope that aligns with AMJ’s mission.

CONCLUSIONS

Ultimately, publishing refereed journal articles is
a means to the end of making a contribution to a
specific body of knowledge. The variation in mis-
sion statements across journals reflects differences
in the kinds of contribution(s) journals value and
aim to publish. At AMJ, theoretical advance is a
primary emphasis, and it is in their Discussions
that authors can make plain their accomplishments
on this dimension. Our experience shows that the
best Discussions (in addition to outlining their
studies’ limitations, practical implications, and
suggestions for future research) provide a clear and
compelling answer to the original research ques-
tion, cast in a theoretical light. Of course, this ne-
cessitates a meaningful connection to the broader,
relevant theoretical literatures and, in the interest
of advancement, illumination of new and impor-
tant insights uniquely generated by the immediate
investigation. In short, a Discussion section affords
a venue in which to elucidate how a study changes,
challenges, or otherwise fundamentally advances,
existing theoretical understanding. The quality of
this section, and of a paper more generally, is
greatly enhanced by avoiding three mistakes, best
summarized as not doing enough (rehashing), do-
ing too much (meandering), and going too far
(overreaching). We hope that with this knowl-
edge in hand, authors may more willingly em-
brace not only the opportunity, but also the re-
wards of contributing more cogently to ongoing
theoretical conversations.

Marta Geletkanycz
Boston College

Bennett J. Tepper
Georgia State University
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FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ—PART 7:
WHAT’S DIFFERENT ABOUT QUALITATIVE RESEARCH?

This editorial concludes a seven-part series, “Publishing in AMJ,” in which the editors give suggestions and advice for
improving the quality of submissions to the Journal. The series offers “bumper-to-bumper” coverage, with installments
ranging from topic choice to crafting a Discussion section. -J.A.C.

I’m comfortable with my knowledge of qualitative
work—and my ability to give some insight on a
specific piece—but for whatever reason, this quan-
titative-to-qualitative comparison is hard for me to
make. And I don’t understand the reasons that is
hard! -Panelist

Over the past six issues, our editorial team has
presented a series on how to write effective AMJ
submissions. Much of what this series has covered
is relevant to both quantitative and qualitative pa-
pers. For example, the five criteria that Colquitt and
George (June 2011 “From the Editors” [vol. 54: 432–
435]) identify for choosing topics—significance,
novelty, curiosity, scope, and actionability—apply
equally well to qualitative work. However, there
are also key differences. For example, qualitative
work does not typically suffer from the measure-
ment, operationalization and model specification
problems identified by Bono and McNamara (Au-
gust 2011 “From the Editors” [vol. 54: 657–660]).
As our opening quote illustrates, these differences
are not always easy to articulate or explain. In this
final FTE for the “Publishing in AMJ” series, we
provide our perspective on the key differences.

To do this, we focus our thoughts around this
provocative question: If a colleague who has only
ever published quantitative papers before asked
you to identify the main differences between qual-
itative and quantitative papers (besides the type of
data presented), how would you respond? We put
this question to a panel of some of AMJ’s top qual-
itative authors and reviewers. We believe we hit a
chord with this question, as we received 24 replies
(from more than half of the people we contacted), a
return that far exceeded our expectations. There
was a range of responses from our colleagues; some
felt the differences were stark, whereas others felt
the differences were superficial.

Rather than merely reporting back what they said,
we synthesized their views (and sprinkled in some of
the more revealing quotes) while bringing to bear our
own experiences from the more than 180 decisions

we have cast in our tenure as associate editors respon-
sible for qualitative manuscripts. Instead of providing
a point-by-point comparison with what has been
written previously in the series (a result that would be
too long and too tedious), we offer a more holistic
view of the unique attributes of a qualitative paper for
AMJ. In this way, an author who reads this editorial
will receive helpful guidance on the writing process
without having to read the other six pieces but could
also find direct comparisons if reading the current
FTE in conjunction with the previous six pieces. We
illustrate our points from the many qualitative AMJ
Best Article Award Winners. We hope this editorial
will prove insightful not only for those researchers
who have attempted to publish qualitative research in
AMJ in the past, but also for those who may wish to
do so for the first time in the future.

BUILD THEORY INDUCTIVELY

Papers published in AMJ typically change, chal-
lenge, or fundamentally advance theory through in-
sights on focal phenomena. Most qualitative papers
advance theory by building it inductively, although
qualitative data can be used for theory testing, or
deduction, as well. This difference in purpose drives
the most significant differences between qualitative
and quantitative AMJ papers, which we discuss be-
low.

A Short, Multipurpose Front End

Qualitative researchers often have to build a case for
their research question and motivate their work
more strongly than quantitative researchers. . . .
Thus in the front end of the manuscript, the writer
has to work harder to establish the theoretical gap
and make a compelling case for why this research
question is important.

All AMJ articles need an engaging front end that
motivates the research (see Grant and Pollock, Oc-
tober 2011 “From the Editors” [vol. 54: 873-879]).

� Academy of Management Journal
2012, Vol. 55, No. 3, 509–513.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.4003

509

Copyright of the Academy of Management, all rights reserved. Contents may not be copied, emailed, posted to a listserv, or otherwise transmitted without the copyright holder’s express
written permission. Users may print, download, or email articles for individual use only.



The introduction and literature review provide key
opportunities to grab and direct the reader’s atten-
tion toward an understanding of theory that will
carry throughout the paper. The front end of a
quantitative article typically includes an introduc-
tion, literature review, and the development of new
theory by way of hypotheses. The literature review,
therefore, sets the background for the hypotheses.
Because qualitative papers fulfill a different pur-
pose, their front end is shorter, yet it serves more
functions.

The front end of a qualitative manuscript
must not only hook the reader, expose a significant
gap in a current theoretical conversation that war-
rants the development or extension of theory, and
situate research questions in that conversation, but
also provide a framework for the textual data that
follow and a springboard for the new emergent
theory. If the literature review reveals too much,
then readers feel that theory did not emerge from
the data; if the literature review reveals too little,
the project will seem too broad in scope to be
manageable. Thus, much is riding on these first
sections of a qualitative paper.

Plowman, Baker, Beck, Kulkarni, Solansky, and
Travis’s (2007) article on radical change, for exam-
ple, grabbed readers’ attention by describing
changes at “Mission Church” and built the theoret-
ical platform from extant theory on radical organi-
zational change and from complexity theory. Even
the framing of their research question was able to
simultaneously describe their project, create in-
trigue, and expose the theoretical gap: “In this re-
search, we attempt to understand how and why an
initial small change, whose ultimate consequences
were unintended, escalated and led to radical or-
ganizational change” (Plowman et al., 2007: 516).

A Long, Robust Back End

Quantitative work often builds theory in the front
end by developing hypotheses that are then tested.
Since new theory is discussed in the front end, the
back end of a quantitative paper focuses primarily
on the implications of the empirical results. Qual-
itative works, on the other hand, reserve the biggest
punch for the back end. A strong Discussion sec-
tion should not only summarize the findings and
ultimately delineate the theoretical and practical
implications that are also demanded of quantitative
papers (see Geletkanycz and Tepper, April 2012
“From the Editors” [vol. 55: 256–260]), but also
integrate data and theory in a way that explicitly
conveys the connections between the analyzed
data, the emergent theory, and the literatures at
which the contribution is aimed. This often results

in a complex and dynamic discussion, especially
given the high interdependence of the anchoring
theory, data analysis, and theoretical contribution.

Plowman et al. succinctly summarized their find-
ings in a single sentence in the back end of their
article: “Mission Church’s experience of decline
and renewal supports the notion that change can be
viewed as continuous/evolutionary . . . but also
provides empirical evidence that continuous
change, whose pace is much slower than that of
episodic change, can become radical” (2007: 537;
embedded citations removed for clarity). To effi-
ciently manage the theoretical extension, Plowman
et al. listed their propositions in a table, juxtaposed
against the theory of change and complexity theory,
which allowed them more room to discuss the im-
plications. This emphasized the uniqueness and
importance of their work.

Comprehensive, Personal, and Transparent
Methods

There is not as clear an agreement among qualitative
researchers as to what constitutes acceptable meth-
odology and analysis. . . . The signature of qualitative
research is its solid grounding in the phenomenon;
however each researcher’s journey in uncovering the
phenomenon is unique and nonlinear.

Qualitative researchers have considerable lati-
tude in their methods, including the way in which
they conduct interviews or ethnographies and the
techniques they use to analyze data. Unlike quan-
titative studies, qualitative research cannot simply
reference well-known data sets and statistical tests.
It is critical, then, that qualitative researchers offer
detailed accounts of their data sources and analy-
sis. Communicating the journey (from initiating
their project to submitting their manuscript) gives
meaning to the accounts of the data and emergent
theory as well as signaling the quality of the re-
search exercise, the credibility of the researcher,
and, ultimately, the trustworthiness of the data and
the emergent theorizing. As such, the researcher
often features prominently, in first person and re-
flexively, in the description of the methods.

Describing that journey is a hallmark of many of
the award-winning qualitative articles published in
AMJ. Dutton and Dukerich’s (1991) study of home-
lessness at the New York and New Jersey Port Au-
thority is often hailed as an exemplar of qualitative
research. Their description of their methods is de-
tailed and personal and clearly reflects their non-
linear journey:

Our initial research objective was to explore differ-
ences in how groups in the organization interpreted
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and responded to the issue. The objective was con-
sistent with research on organizational culture and
the creation of meaning in organizations. . . . How-
ever, the data generated by informants indicated a
surprisingly consistent pattern of issue interpreta-
tions . . . [that] emphasizes the dominant logic,
collective beliefs, and consensual elements in how
the homeless issue was interpreted over time. (Dut-
ton & Dukerich, 1991: 552; embedded citations re-
moved for clarity)

Creative Data Displays

Qualitative and quantitative scholars are similar.
We all try to edit the messiness out of our research
presentation. Yet, on the margin, qualitative re-
search comes a bit closer to representing the messi-
ness. And, that is the strength of what we do.

Unlike quantitative data, qualitative data cannot
be easily synthesized or reduced into tables, so
qualitative researchers must think creatively about
showing their data. Some researchers account the
data chronologically, others seek patterns across
observations and prefer data displays based on
first- and second-order codes. Most importantly,
data must be shown, not merely described, so the
reader can connect the raw data with the analyzed
data, and the analyzed data with the emergent the-
orizing. The data must transport the reader into the
context to provide a personal experience of the
focal phenomenon and support for the emergent
theory. The challenge is to show enough richness
and depth of the data while respecting AMJ’s page
limits. The data deluge forces qualitative research-
ers to confront the limitless possibilities and show
discipline by discarding irrelevant data.

Gersick (1989), for example, investigated transi-
tions in work groups asked to complete a creative
task over an hour. She video-recorded teams’ ef-
forts and a wall clock that showed the elapsed time.
Her article illustrates the transitions with an aster-
isk in a figure that showed every team’s efforts over
the hour. The pattern of asterisks in the diagram
vividly illustrates the transitions and pacing that
contributed to successful outcomes.

TELL THE STORY

I think all academic writing has to tell a compelling
story, and this is doubly true of qualitative research.

Over half of our colleagues used the word “story”
in their responses to us and emphatically expressed
the belief that a compelling story is critical to good
qualitative work (see also Golden-Biddle & Locke,
2006). There is no question that quantitative re-
searchers also try to build stories in their manu-

scripts, but story is the very essence of qualitative
research. Quantitative articles generally follow a
well-defined structure: introduction, literature re-
view, hypotheses, methods, results, and discus-
sion. Accounts of the data are spliced between ac-
counts of theory; data and theory appear almost
episodic. Qualitative researchers, on the other
hand, attempt to create narratives through these
accounts. The theory narrative comprises current
and emergent theory; the data narrative describes
the collection, the analysis (the methods), and the
actual data (the results or findings).

Two Narratives Jointly Contributing to an
Overarching Story

Whereas quantitative researchers typically look at a
handful of “trees” and try to draw the implications
for the forest, in qualitative research, we are trying
to see the forest through the trees.

Through the two data and theory narratives,
qualitative articles tell a compelling story. They
create tension through a provocative question,
build plot through a data narrative, and provide an
interesting and even provocative explanation and
conclusion through a theory narrative. Moreover,
the data and theory narratives are tightly interwo-
ven—so interwoven that it is sometimes difficult to
isolate either narrative (unlike in quantitative
works, in which the data and theory are clearly
marked). The data are needed to give the theory
context, and the theory is needed to give the data
meaning. Qualitative articles, thus, use current the-
ory as the backdrop for interpreting the data, the
data to provide the context and describe the phe-
nomenon in-depth, and the emergent theory to ex-
pose the phenomenon in new light.

For example, Elsbach and Kramer (2003) created
their story by asking how experts assessed the cre-
ative potential of others. They grounded their theory
narrative in social judgment theory, which, they ar-
gued, has focused on laypeople, not professionals,
and been developed in the lab, not in the field. They
wove the data narrative through the theory narrative
by providing a rich account of screenwriters pitching
ideas to Hollywood studio executives and producers,
sprinkling this account with quotes and rich descrip-
tions of incidents. They concluded their theory nar-
rative by showing that assessors judge targets’ cre-
ative potential not only on the basis of the targets’
attributes, but also on the basis of their relationship
with the targets. The two narratives interlocked to tell
a compelling story. Like a good novel, good qualita-
tive work seduces readers and motivates them to con-
tinue reading.
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A Unique and Inspiring Story

When I read qualitative research, I want to be wowed.
I want to have the experience of a “shazzam!”—a
spark of inspired recognition or deep insight that
comes from an author providing me with an idea or a
way of seeing that I had not previously entertained.

A good story is engaging and pushes frontiers.
Qualitative research does so through both its data
and theory narratives. The data narrative situates
data in a unique context, narrates skillfully, and
reveals something new and powerful about man-
agement and organizations. The theory narrative
connects to a prior conversation and reveals some-
thing new that changes the way in which readers
see other phenomena. The theory narrative must
offer a significant contribution, involving both re-
velatory and scientifically useful insight (Corley &
Gioia, 2010), but the revelatory dimension is par-
ticularly important in qualitative research.

Each of the articles that earned an AMJ Best Article
Award offers something truly unique. For example,
Dutton and Dukerich (1991) offered insights into
homelessness in New York—insights drawn from
data that revealed the important interaction of image
and identity. Greenwood and Suddaby (2006)
showed the processes by which institutional entre-
preneurs mobilize change in heavily institutionalized
environments—insights to theory that were revealed
by a deep dive into the evolution of the multidisci-
plinary practices of the Big Five accounting firms.

EMBRACE THE PROCESS, NOT THE PLAN

Quantitative research is about careful preparation and
faithful execution of the plan laid out in the beginning;
qualitative research is about exploring ideas.

The tools, techniques, and processes of qualita-
tive researchers vary considerably, not just at the
beginning, but throughout the research endeavor,
including the writing process. At the beginning of
the process, qualitative researchers often do not
know where they will land. Quantitative research-
ers often follow detailed plans because data collec-
tion is so focused on testing a priori theorizing.
Qualitative researchers often do not even know the
theory they will anchor their insights on prior to
collecting the data. Where they land may be very
different from where they started. This iterative
process poses immense challenges to qualitative
researchers.

Concurrent Writing and Research

I think the main difference is that the ideas and
findings get reconceptualized with each writing.

Tight interweaving of the theory and data stories
in a work of qualitative research breaks down the
boundary between “researching” and “writing,” so
that the two occur simultaneously. For instance,
qualitative researchers find that their data analysis
is closely tied to the writing process. Often the
emergent theory narrative is revealed when the
back end of a paper is written, which forces
changes to how theory is narrated at the front end
and how data are narrated. Once the data are re-
written, additional theoretical insights may
emerge. Theoretical discovery, therefore, often oc-
curs when writing. Such an iterative process defies
the detailed planning that is often characteristic of
a good quantitative study.

Submission: Just Another Beginning

Much of the discovery occurs as one writes in that as
one writes, one identifies remaining gaps, inconsis-
tencies and questions requiring further exploration.
So in that sense . . . writing in qualitative research is
a highly iterative process.

As many of our panelists explained, this highly
iterative process is often sustained through the re-
view process for a submitted paper. Reviewers often
become cocreators (but should not become anony-
mous coauthors) because the true scope of an induc-
tive study’s theoretical implications cannot be fully
understood until reviewers have provided feedback
on the socially constructed meaning of the data. In
this way, qualitative researchers can be thought of as
like sculptors: they use an array of tools to work and
rework their materials to form their composition.
Critics and reviewers expose new ways of seeing the
composition, which sometimes forces a significant
reworking. As our panel noted, often a qualitative
researcher cannot finalize the front end of a paper
until the back end has been finalized; both will con-
tinue to be revised during the review process all the
way until the final draft is accepted.

FINAL THOUGHTS

In reflecting on our journey in preparing for and
writing this editorial, we saw as many similarities as
we saw differences between good quantitative papers
and good qualitative papers at AMJ. Writing a strong
scholarly article is a challenging yet rewarding under-
taking, regardless of the type of data one reports. In
that sense, our aim here was not to make qualitative
papers seem more difficult to write, or to push quan-
titative and qualitative research apart. In fact, quali-
tative manuscripts have benefited from the strong
traditions of quantitative research, and they have
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much to offer for the composition of quantitative
manuscripts.

Our ultimate goal was to help researchers publish
their qualitative data in AMJ and understand some of
the unique attributes of writing qualitative papers
that typically are learned from experience. Because
the hallmark of qualitative work is its ability to ex-
pose theoretical boundaries and push theoretical in-
sights, we all will benefit from better qualitative re-
search gracing the pages of our most-read journals.
Hopefully the insights and knowledge provided in
this editorial will encourage more scholars to publish
strong qualitative research in AMJ.

Pratima (Tima) Bansal
University of Western Ontario

Kevin Corley
Arizona State University
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FROM THE EDITORS

PUBLISHING IN AMJ FOR NON-U.S. AUTHORS

Opportunities for scholarship that can enrich or-
ganization and management theory and practice in
global contexts abound. Given a growing emphasis
on high-visibility research in non-U.S. business
schools, the Academy of Management Journal is
now receiving more submissions from interna-
tional authors than ever before. During research
processes, experience with publishing in the Jour-
nal is often passed on through training and social-
ization with colleagues and scholars. In the absence
of such experience, non-U.S. authors who aspire to
publish in these pages are likely to find the “rules
of the game” opaque, or at best, tacit. When authors
face this opacity burden, their articles are more
likely to be desk-rejected or rejected after review.

The “From the Editors” (FTEs) published in a
seven-part series starting with the February 2011
issue provide comprehensive coverage of what ed-
itors, reviewers, and readers expect in an article
published in this journal. These notes provide
helpful guidance on managing topic choice and the
research and writing process to effectively convey a
novel theoretical and empirical contribution. Yet in
addition to concerns about the common challenges
to successful publishing, non-U.S. authors express
unique concerns that are not typically voiced by
U.S.-based authors. The goal here is to articulate
common pitfalls that can be avoided, so that inter-
esting research opportunities available to interna-
tional scholars can more easily reach AMJ to enrich
and enliven scholarly discourse. From discussions
shared with editorial colleagues, review board
members, and successful and rejected authors in
AMJ, a collective set of thoughts has emerged on the
unique reasons for which manuscripts from non-
U.S. authors may get filtered out before and during
the review process. These reasons for rejection
broadly fit into three categories: framing and con-
tribution, theory and method, and presentation. Be-
low, I look at each of these issues in turn with the
goal of understanding reasons for rejection associ-
ated with them and how these liabilities might be
avoided in future submissions.

FRAMING AND CONTRIBUTION:
THE QUESTION AND WHY IT MATTERS

Often non-U.S. authors send manuscripts to AMJ
believing that having international data automati-

cally qualifies their research as interesting; that
confidence is often misplaced. First, many of the
desk-rejected papers involve what can be called
“construct in country” questions. For instance, the
research question is framed as understanding an
existing well-established construct in a different
country—say, for example, organizational identity
in Brazilian firms. Though there could be prescrip-
tive value in understanding how organizational
identity as a construct operates in Brazil, this value
does not automatically translate to a framing that is
meaningful to AMJ’s global readership because the
underlying theory and hypotheses are the same as
they have been in research in other settings; only
the context has changed. If the context did funda-
mentally challenge assumptions about organiza-
tional identity, then the empirical testing would
need to account for that difference, and due care
should be taken to explain how the variability in
the setting helps highlight a different facet or
boundary condition of the construct being exam-
ined. Thus, in a construct in country paper, the
theory is not novel. Given that AMJ emphasizes
causal theory more than descriptive context, the
lack of new theory hampers such a submission’s
chances of success. Non-U.S. authors need to over-
come this framing challenge to see their work pub-
lished in high-impact journals. Useful exemplars
include Farh, Zhong, and Organ (2004) on organi-
zational citizenship behavior in China; and both
George, McGahan, and Prabhu (2012) and Mair,
Marti, and Ventresca (2012), who used different
theoretical approaches to study socially inclusive
innovation in less developed countries.

A second reason for desk rejection is what can be
classified as “comparative country” questions. In
these manuscripts, the authors frame the question
as identifying descriptive differences between two
countries but use well-established constructs and
theories. This framing is more interesting than the
first, but it still might not pass the threshold for
consideration. Variance across countries is helpful.
Yet, unless a theoretical framing explains why dif-
ferences exist and challenges the boundary condi-
tions or contingencies posited in existing theories,
comparative framing of a research question does
not appear as a strong contribution to readers and
reviewers alike. The challenge here is that the gap

� Academy of Management Journal
2012, Vol. 55, No. 5, 1023–1026.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.4005

1023

Copyright of the Academy of Management, all rights reserved. Contents may not be copied, emailed, posted to a listserv, or otherwise transmitted without the copyright holder’s express
written permission. Users may print, download, or email articles for individual use only.



itself could be minimal or one not worth filling, but
receiving a desk rejection is attributed, often
wrongly, to poor writing or a North American bias.
Further, the country context might be immaterial to
the question being examined, but the authors intro-
duce unnecessary complexity by inadequately ex-
plaining why the country context would change the
underlying theoretical or causal assumptions.
Some helpful articles for comparative framing that
introduce new theory or challenge underlying as-
sumptions include Spector and colleagues’ (2002)
24-nation study on work locus of control and well-
being, and Kirkman and Shapiro (2001) on cultural
values and their impact on satisfaction and
commitment.

Authors can avoid the framing and contribution-
related reasons for desk rejections by addressing
them at the design phase or before sending a man-
uscript for review. FTEs by the current editorial
team are particularly relevant and helpful. Non-
U.S. authors would benefit from addressing grand
challenges when choosing a topic (see the June
2011 From the Editors [vol. 54: 432–435]) or setting
the hook to attract and maintain reader attention
(see the October 2011 From the Editors [vol. 53:
873–879]). Both these FTEs explain succinctly
some techniques that will shift an overt emphasis
on country context to a more interesting theoretical
question or problem-oriented framing. Often, the
framing challenge distills down to striking a bal-
ance between the contextual richness afforded by
international data and reader appeal. The reality is
that international data don’t automatically trans-
form a manuscript into a good contribution. As in
mystery novels, it is the framing of an unresolved
and interesting problem that holds the key to reader
attention. The data certainly add to the intrigue, but
do not create excitement and anticipation by
themselves.

THEORY AND METHOD:
ARGUMENT AND HOW TO TEST IT

The second category of reasons for rejection is
that a submission’s theory is underdeveloped or
that the research design does not adequately allow
testing the arguments put forward. Put differently,
the framing oversells and the research design under-
delivers. Here again, common patterns can be ob-
served among non-U.S. submissions that AMJ has
rejected. First, “theory development by citation” is
likely the most common reason for rejection in this
category. It may be that authors often state an ex-
plicit goal of developing theory, and heavily cite
existing literature, but are unaware of what consti-
tutes theory development. In many of these manu-

scripts, causal reasoning and well-grounded hy-
pothesis statements are conspicuously lacking.
There is a difference between citing articles and
engaging prior research, as well as a difference
between citations used for support and citations
used for grounding the explanatory logic behind
hypotheses (see the December 2011 From the Edi-
tors [vol. 54: 1098–1102]). In decision letters, edi-
tors often write that articles make a theoretical con-
tribution by either building theory or testing
theory. What’s important is that they change, chal-
lenge, or fundamentally advance knowledge of the
concepts, relationships, models, or theories embed-
ded in the relevant literatures. In this way, they
stimulate thought about some organizational phe-
nomenon in a way that would not normally be
anticipated from extrapolations of existing work,
thereby advancing future work in an important and
useful way.

Second, “research design limitations” is another
area in which non-U.S authors often struggle.
Study designs so flawed that the reviewers will not
accept the manuscripts’ limitations fall into this
category. One example of fatally flawed research
design is using cross-sectional data to test an essen-
tially longitudinal or temporally sensitive argu-
ment. In some studies, there is an obvious mis-
match between study question and the research
design. Other prevalent reasons include inappro-
priate sampling procedures or substantial data at-
trition problems—for instance, theorizing about the
effects of strategy on the survival and performance
of firms but collecting longitudinal data only on
firms that survived (and inadvertently excluding
those that failed). Although this error may sound
eminently avoidable, the ground reality is that sec-
ondary data availability and access are severely
restricted in many countries. Unfortunately, the
problem of sampling and data restrictions impose
limits on the types of studies that non-U.S. authors
can conduct with AMJ as a target journal. To this
end, reviewers understand and are willing to ac-
commodate imperfect but interesting data, though
there is more headroom for improvement here.
Helpfully, many of these sampling, measurement,
operationalization, and modeling requirements
that need to be accounted for are described in pre-
vious editorials (see the August 2011 From the Ed-
itors [vol. 54: 657–660]). To pass the threshold for
publication, a manuscript needs to have a research
design that matches a compelling research
question.

As those who collect data in non-U.S. settings are
acutely aware, secondary data availability remains
a challenge. Consequently, manuscripts that resort
to “qualitative theory testing” often get desk-rejected.
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AMJ’s promotion and support of qualitative data
and research methods is significant. Two of the
current editorial team’s associate editors exclu-
sively handle research using qualitative data from
interviews and in-depth case studies. However,
some manuscripts use interview data to confirm
and test existing theory in a different country con-
text. The problem here is that there is no new
theory being offered and that testing existing well-
established constructs using interview data makes
for a weak contribution, even if it is in a different
country context. The goal is to develop new theory
using a diverse set of qualitative methods, which
can challenge existing beliefs or theories (see the
April 2011 From the Editors [vol. 54: 233–237]). In
fact, qualitative research methods provide an excel-
lent opportunity for non-U.S. authors to overcome
systemic secondary data constraints and adopt cre-
ative, nonconventional ways to make a rich contri-
bution. It is no surprise then that those non-U.S.
scholars who conduct rigorous qualitative research
to build theory, rather than to test existing frame-
works, find AMJ to be an attractive and supportive
publication outlet.

PRESENTATION: CONVERSATIONS
AND HOW WE CONVEY IT

It’s not the English! True, English is a second
language for most of us, but a good copy edit can
transform a poorly written manuscript into read-
able and convincing prose. It may well be that
English is your second language. If so, Scholar-
One’s AJE feature, which allows you to submit your
manuscript to American Journal Editors for English-
language copyediting, could be an option worth
considering. This feature is available on the Author
Dashboard of Manuscript Central, right below the
link that you would use to submit a manuscript to
AMJ. Many manuscripts are rejected, not because of
the sometimes inelegant use of the English lan-
guage, but because the authors do not follow
“house style.” Like all journals, AMJ has adopted a
specific style for presenting content on its pages.
This house style is reflected in the structure of
presentation—the way the references are formatted,
how the tables and figures are presented and laid
out, and how certain sections such as data and
methods are described. It is important to follow the
house style because editors and reviewers alike
expect content to be laid out in a certain way that
they are used to seeing in the Journal, and it saves
them time and effort because they know what to
expect in a manuscript and where. Not adhering to
the formatting requirements indicates that a sub-
mission is likely from a novice or a non-Academy

member; in either case, it doesn’t help the submit-
ting author in terms of reviewer confidence that the
author has the capability or skill to successfully
revise the manuscript for eventual acceptance. At
its worst, it yields substandard reviews, because
reviewers curtail their effort, because they believe
that the authors did not take the review process
seriously enough to invest their own effort in con-
forming to formatting requirements.

A second, but less obvious, element of house
style is the way arguments are made and the “meta-
structure” of how arguments are laid out. Though
there is some variance in this regard, AMJ prefers a
phenomenon-based framing with a theory-based
explanation. For example, framing a study as ad-
dressing Chinese or Indian initial public offerings
(IPOs) as a phenomenon is less appealing than
framing it as addressing a specific theoretical prob-
lem that is then tested in IPOs of these countries.
As discussed before, the IPOs or the country con-
text itself is less important than a plausible ratio-
nale for why a theoretical problem, such as institu-
tional voids, becomes relevant in given context. As
an exception, studies using inductive or qualitative
theory development exercises are likely to enjoy
greater leeway and creative deviation from a meta-
structure than typical quantitative studies using
reasonably well-established theories. Both the
house style and meta-structure of papers can be
understood by reading a few of the Journal’s pub-
lished articles associated with your topic and the-
oretical lens.

Another area in which non-U.S. authors struggle
is “lack of mutual knowledge” shared with the
readers of their manuscripts. Lack of mutual
knowledge triggers a lapse in communication be-
tween two parties as they fail to understand each
other. There are two ways in which mutual knowl-
edge is manifest. The first is in the literature that an
author cites. If cited research is distant from what
informed readers who take that theoretical lens
know, then they have few tenets against which they
can evaluate the arguments. Sometimes non-U.S.
authors refer to in-press articles of niche journals,
and by definition, reviewers are precluded from
part of the conversation on which the author builds
the causal logic. Though increasingly less so, some
non-U.S. authors cite non-English-language articles
or articles that are unavailable in online databases
in their framing and theory development—a reader
engagement strategy that isn’t helpful in the case of
those who have no mechanism to access that
article.

In addition, mutual knowledge failures can also
happen in the interpretation of findings and impli-
cations. Manuscripts are rejected on the grounds
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that they offer limited contribution because authors
fail to convince readers that the results reveal
meaningful insights. If articles are seen as pieces in
a larger conversation, then it behooves an author to
present and convey the framing and findings in
way that readers can relate to and build upon.
Failure to develop a strong discussion and impli-
cations section runs the risk of losing readers be-
cause they did not see the results interpreted in a
similar way. To avoid such problems, non-U.S. au-
thors can benefit from editor notes that help im-
prove crafting of papers (see the February 2011
From the Editors [vol. 55: 8–12]) and ways to dis-
cuss the implications of a study’s findings (see the
April 2012 From the Editors [vol. 55: 256–260]). In
addition, working with scholars who have been
successful in publishing their work in AMJ could
help bridge the knowledge gap and reduce prob-
lems of presentation, among others. Alternatively,
having experienced colleagues read and comment
on a manuscript for fit, content, format, and style is
likely to help avoid disappointing negative edito-
rial decisions.

The intent here was to codify “tacit” elements
behind desk rejects, but it is also relevant to note
that mutual knowledge and mutual appreciation
for scholarship are likely to come from stronger
scholarly engagement outside the pages of this jour-
nal. Desk rejects based on framing and contribu-
tion, theory and method, and presentation can be
avoided by soliciting and testing ideas before re-
search is completed and a manuscript is drafted. If
the publishing process is seen as capturing conver-
sations, then engaging others through coauthor-
ships, attendance in conferences, and submitting
early drafts to paper development workshops are
active first steps submitting authors can take to
become involved in the conversation before at-
tempting to transform it with a paper in the Journal.

GETTING PAST DESK REJECTS

With a shift in the center of gravity of the Acad-
emy eastwards, there will be correspondingly more
submissions from aspiring authors who would like
to enjoy their fair share of intellectual and physical
space in the Journal, and rightly so. The process of
getting into well-established conversations requires
that the non-U.S. authors learn the language and
rules of the game. This editorial provides some
glimpses into common reasons for desk rejection.
Although there are plenty of exciting research ini-
tiatives globally, non-U.S. authors have to invest in
understanding the requirements of AMJ’s reader-
ship and the expectation of a theoretical contribu-

tion if they would like their work presented here.
Learning AMJ’s language is also likely to give non-
U.S. authors greater voice as they figure out how to
translate interesting research questions and contex-
tual richness into articles with strong theoretical
contributions.

It is not only that AMJ’s editorial team would like
to encourage and develop rigorous international
submissions; the scholarly field of management
needs it. The recent “From the Editors” series re-
flects the enthusiasm and commitment of the edi-
torial team to improving the quality of submissions
from new submitters and previously rejected
ones—including non-U.S. authors. These notes
capture the editorial team’s collective insights into
improving a manuscript’s probability of success.
As the number of non-U.S. Academy members in-
creases, one could expect to see the Journal’s pages
proportionately represent their contributions.
There is still a fair mile to go to achieve this goal.
The first step is to improve the average quality of
submissions to give them a fighting chance.

Gerard George
Imperial College London
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PERSUASION WITH CASE STUDIES

NICOLAJ SIGGELKOW
University of Pennsylvania

The goal of every author is to write a paper that
readers (and reviewers) find convincing. Since
writers of papers based on case research do not
have recourse to the canonical statement “results
are significant at p � 0.05” that helps assuage read-
ers’ skepticism of empirical papers, researchers us-
ing case research often feel they are fighting an
uphill battle to persuade their readers. In this short
essay, I provide some thoughts guided by my expe-
rience of reading, reviewing, and writing papers
based on case-based research over the last decade.
These are clearly only the views of this particular
writer and thus should be taken with a consider-
able grain of salt. I am seeking here more to provoke
thought than to provide answers.

What makes a case study persuasive? The first
big obstacle that many writers feel they face is the
charge of having too small a sample. Yet, imagine
the following scenario, adapted from Ramachand-
ran (1998): You cart a pig into my living room and
tell me that it can talk. I say, “Oh really? Show me.”
You snap with your fingers and the pig starts talk-
ing. I say, “Wow, you should write a paper about
this.” You write up your case report and send it to
a journal. What will the reviewers say? Will the
reviewers respond with “Interesting, but that’s just
one pig. Show me a few more and then I might
believe you”? I think we would agree that that
would be a silly response. A single case can be a
very powerful example.

Perhaps not surprisingly, the management field
is not alone in its debate about the value of small-
versus large-sample research. In neurology, where a
lot of knowledge has been gleaned from case stud-
ies of individual patients with particular brain in-
juries (lesions), a similar debate is underway. Ram-
achandran, a prominent neurologist, uses the
example above to make his case for case research.

So should we now rejoice and simply cite Ram-
achandran to motivate and justify our case-based
research? Well, we had better not forget that the
above scenario involved a talking pig. That was
quite a deal. Thus, my first main point is that if you

want to write a case study that derives its excite-
ment and justification through little more than the
description of a particular phenomenon, make sure
you have a talking pig. If not, a purely descriptive
study will be a hard sell.

The second charge that case-based researchers
often feel obliged to defend themselves against is
that of nonrepresentativeness. “You have a biased
sample,” reviewers might say. Let us again have a
quick look at the field of neurology. One of the most
celebrated case studies in that field is of a man
named Phineas Gage. Living in the second half of
the 19th century, Gage was the foreman of a con-
struction crew preparing the bed for a new railroad
line. Part of his job was to fill holes, first with
gunpowder and then with sand, which was then
packed in with a large tamping iron. Unfortunately,
at one hole Gage forgot the sand, created a spark
with his tamping iron, and ignited the charge. The
tamping iron, weighing thirteen and a half pounds,
shot through his head, landing 30 yards behind
him.

Remarkably, Gage survived and continued to live
for 12 more years, despite the large hole in his head
and major destruction to his brain’s frontal lobes.
However, both psychologically and behaviorally,
he was a changed man. For example, while he had
previously been considered a smart man who ener-
getically executed his plans, he now was capricious
and vacillating, devising many plans but not fol-
lowing through with any of them. Similarly,
whereas before he had been described as having a
temperate personality, he was now impatient and
profane, particularly when advice given to him
conflicted with his desires. These psychological
and behavioral changes led observers to draw in-
ferences about what functions might be performed
by the frontal lobes.

If one were to write a paper on this case, the
charge, “You haven’t picked a representative per-
son” would be absurd. Of course Gage was not
randomly picked, and for good reasons. Likewise,
the organization that one has chosen to study may
very well not be selected randomly. In fact, it is
often desirable to choose a particular organization
precisely because it is very special in the sense of
allowing one to gain certain insights that other or-
ganizations would not be able to provide. Few au-

This essay is an extensively extended version of re-
marks delivered at the 2006 Academy of Management
meeting. Many thanks to Jan Rivkin and Sara Rynes for
helpful suggestions.
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thors defend their case choices, though, and some
even try to claim that they have a “representative
sample.” To me, that is a mismatch of method and
goals: to say something representative, you need to
pick a different methodology.

The neurological example also suggests a re-
sponse to a third possible reviewer request: “You
need to collect more data by studying more cases.”
In the case of Gage, it is easy to reply, “There are
not that many people out there with large holes in
their frontal lobes.” If the organization one studies
is a Phineas Gage, it is much easier to defend the
research site. Of course, there is a price to pay. In
studying a “special” organization, one needs to be
careful with the kinds of conclusions that one
draws. The specialness pays off, however, if it per-
mits particular insights that allow one to draw in-
ferences about more normal firms. Otherwise, the
interest of the findings is much more limited. (In
the end, we are more interested in people who have
frontal lobes than in those who do not.)

Lastly, there often is an important difference be-
tween Phineas Gage and the organizations one
studies. At least as a reasonable first cut, one can
take the flying rod as an exogenous, random event
that caused the hole in Gage’s frontal lobes and
made him so special. In contrast, with many organ-
izations, the features that make them so special are
endogenous. In those cases, more care needs to be
taken with respect to the conclusions one can draw.

So how does one increase the likelihood of pub-
lishing case research if one doesn’t have a talking
pig or a Phineas Gage? In this situation, a paper
cannot just stand on its descriptive feet, but also
has to provide a conceptual insight. My rule of
thumb is that the grander the theoretical claims, the
more free-standing the theory has to be. In other
words, even if a reader were only to read the con-
ceptual part of the paper, he or she would be con-
vinced of the internal logic of the conceptual argu-
ment. So what, then, is the use of cases if the theory
could be free-standing? I believe that there are at
least three important uses for case research: moti-
vation, inspiration, and illustration.

First, cases are often a great way to motivate a
research question. If one’s conceptual argument is
about why A leads to B, a case can be a persuasive
way of demonstrating why this is an important
phenomenon. One can offer a purely theoretical
motivation, but one that is grounded in a real-life
situation is usually much more appealing. Like-
wise, although it is true that individual cases can-
not prove a theory (“A always leads to B”), individ-
ual cases can sometimes suffice to falsify theories,
as a single counterexample is enough. For instance,
you might say, “Existing theory claims that A leads

to B, but here is a case where A did not lead to B,”
pointing to the fact that the theory is not quite right,
or at least that there might be something missing in
the theory, motivating further research and justify-
ing more refined conceptualization.

There are two caveats, though, to this game of
poking holes in existing theories. First, theories
and models are always simplifications. If they were
as complex as reality, they would not be useful.
Indeed, the value of theories is to cut through idio-
syncracies and unearth similarities across cases.
Thus, we almost always will be able to find in-
stances in which a theory does not hold precisely.
The burden of the author is then to convince the
reader that this violation is really an important and
insight-provoking violation of the theory. Second,
the other challenge is to come up with a new con-
ceptual framework that does not overdetermine the
phenomenon. This is a particular pitfall of case
research. As one immerses oneself in the intricate
details of a particular case, many variables may
appear to be crucial. Yet theory is only helpful if it
can rise above the idiosyncratic case. Thus, one
will have to make choices and simplifications in
order to create useful theory.

The immersion in rich case data enables, how-
ever, the second main use of cases: as inspiration
for new ideas. Indeed, the goal of inductive theory
generation features quite prominently in many
case-based research papers. If only limited theoret-
ical knowledge exists concerning a particular phe-
nomenon, an inductive research strategy that lets
theory emerge from the data can be a valuable start-
ing point.

Yet, as noted above, I believe that cases can also
help sharpen existing theory by pointing to gaps
and beginning to fill them. Thus, the near-ubiqui-
tous claim that “not much is known, hence we
engage in grounded theory building,” does not
seem to me a necessary condition for the justifica-
tion of case research. Moreover, such claims of
existing ignorance at times do not ring true (and in
the worst case can be taken by reviewers as describ-
ing the author’s, rather than the field’s, state of
knowledge). It can also get writers tied up in knots
about professing to have entered the field with no
preconceptions. In my view, an open mind is good;
an empty mind is not. It is true that one wants to
retain the capacity to be surprised, but it seems
useful (and inevitable) that our observations be
guided and influenced by some initial hunches and
frames of reference (see also Suddaby, 2006).

The third valuable use of cases in the context of
making a conceptual contribution is to employ
them as illustration. At first this may sound like a
mundane use, but it really is not. Pure conceptual
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arguments quite often have two shortcomings.
First, a proposed theory may posit that construct A
leads to outcome B, but since A is a “construct,” the
reader often wonders what A is in real life. How
would one measure A? How would one know that
the empirical variable that one has obtained really
captures A? By seeing a concrete example of every
construct that is employed in a conceptual argu-
ment, the reader has a much easier time imagining
how the conceptual argument might actually be
applied to one or more empirical settings.

The second shortcoming of purely conceptual
arguments is that the underlying mechanisms are
often completely speculative: A leads to B because
forces XYZ operate. It is then up to the reader to
decide whether the proposed causal model and its
factors X,Y, and Z are plausible. If you can show
with an example that X, Y, and Z actually operate
and create the relationship between A and B, this is
a quite powerful use of a case. In fact, getting closer
to constructs and being able to illustrate causal
relationships more directly are among the key ad-
vantages of case research vis-à-vis large-sample em-
pirical work. In large-sample work, the distance
between conceptual constructs and measurable
variables is often rather large. (For instance, the
number of constructs for which the R&D-to-sales
ratio has served as a proxy must be in the hun-
dreds.) If the econometrics is done convincingly,
the reader may well believe that an empirical rela-
tionship has been documented between proxies E
and F. But whether this relationship really reflects
the underlying conceptual arguments concerning
constructs A and B is often quite unclear, not to
mention whether it is really forces XYZ that cause
the correlation between E and F.

The ability to get closer to theoretical constructs
is particularly important in the context of longitu-
dinal research that tries to unravel the underlying
dynamics of phenomena that play out over time. As
scholars have increasingly begun to appreciate the
role of dynamic processes (e.g., path dependency or
evolutionary processes), rich longitudinal research
is needed to provide the details of how these pro-
cesses actually play out.

In terms of final paper structure, the distinction
between using cases for inspiration versus illustra-
tion is mainly one of sequence. For example, an
inductive paper employing a case as inspiration
might start with the case and then focus on theory.
In contrast, a paper using a case as illustration
might more usefully present the case after the the-
ory (which in turn may be preceded by a motivating
case example). Although for expositional purposes
these differences in presentation may be useful, the

research itself tends to be much more iterative,
going back and forth between data and theory.

To illustrate the different uses of cases, let me
briefly touch on two of my own papers. In my
work involving the study of Liz Claiborne
(Siggelkow, 2001), my research was driven by the
conceptual question, “What is the relationship
between inertia and tight internal fit among a
firm’s activities when the firm faces external
shocks to its environment?” Liz Claiborne was
only one of a number of companies that I studied
at the time. The framework proposed in the paper
emerged more from a conceptual exercise than
from my exposure to Liz Claiborne’s experiences.
However, the case turned out to be a very helpful
illustration and was used in that manner after the
conceptual framework was presented. Clearly my
research on Liz Claiborne had an influence on my
thinking, but it was not the primary inspiration
for the eventual framework.

My work involving Vanguard (Siggelkow,
2002) was quite different. It again started out
with a conceptual question: “How do firms
evolve toward tight internal fit among their ac-
tivities?” The first use of Vanguard was to moti-
vate the research. The current system of Van-
guard’s choices concerning its activities,
resources, and other organizational elements was
extremely complex. It was fairly persuasive to
argue that it was unlikely that such a complex
system had sprung into being in one fell swoop.
(Interestingly, although I have always used this
set-up for verbal presentations of this work, this
“motivational” use of the case did not survive the
review and rewriting process. The paper’s even-
tual motivation became purely theoretical.)

The existing literature did not offer much guid-
ance on how to describe the evolution of such
systems in a systematic manner. Hence, I felt the
best way to gain some traction was to let the case
speak, albeit through my chosen lens of thinking
about firms as systems of interdependent choices.
Consequently, the Vanguard case became the pri-
mary inspiration for the ensuing constructs that
allowed me to more systematically describe the
evolution of firms as systems of interdependent
choices. In the discussion part of the paper, I
applied the constructs to show how one can com-
pactly describe a number of possible develop-
mental paths and employed Vanguard’s history
as an illustration. Thus, the Vanguard case was
used in a number of different ways in this paper.

To summarize, regardless of how cases are even-
tually used, research involving case data can usu-
ally get much closer to theoretical constructs and
provide a much more persuasive argument about
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causal forces than broad empirical research can.
One should use this advantage. However, one will
not be able to say, “You should believe my theory
that A leads to B, because I show you an example
here.” That is asking too much of a single case
study, or even of a few cases. The theory should
stand on its own feet. One needs to convince the
reader that the conceptual argument is plausible
and use the case as additional (but not sole) justi-
fication for one’s argument.

Focusing on the conceptual argument has a
further beneficial side effect: it provides guid-
ance to the writer about what details to exclude.
A common weakness of case-based research pa-
pers is lack of selectivity and presentation of only
those details that relate to the conceptual argu-
ments. This is a charge easier levied than reme-
died. Once one gets immersed in a case and has
spent considerable time reading about or observ-
ing an organization, it can easily feel that every-
thing is “so interesting” and, as a result, should
be shared with the reader. The unfortunate truth
is that in most cases readers will not be as inter-
ested in the particular case as you are (unless you
have a talking pig). Rather, readers will be much
more interested in the conceptual argument, be-
cause it is this argument that can shape their
future thinking and allow them to see the world
in a slightly different light. Having a salient ex-
ample of this new insight (i.e., your case) is a
bonus, but it is not where most readers will see
the biggest added value from your paper.

Thus, once one has crystallized one’s conceptual
argument, it is helpful to go back to the case and ask
which details really help tell the story and illus-
trate the mechanisms behind one’s arguments. In
particular, the persuasiveness of the arguments is
greatly strengthened if serious attention is given to
alternative explanations—and why these alterna-
tives are unlikely to hold. It is hard to overdo this
part of a paper. The more robustness checks one
can offer, the more convinced readers will become
of the newly proposed mechanisms. To focus on
the conceptual contribution can also have an im-
plication for the structure of the paper. For in-
stance, a chronological report of the data may seem
most natural, yet it may actually not be the most
helpful way to support one’s conceptual points.
Grouping the data differently may be more
effective.

If a case paper thus stands and falls with its
conceptual contribution, an even thornier question
arises: “What is a valuable contribution?” I will not
attempt to provide an answer, but I will point out a
particular challenge faced by case-based papers:
the problem of “ex post obviousness.” At the end of

a paper, a reader will ask, “How surprised was I by
this finding?” If the answer is “not at all,” the
author usually has a problem.

Granted, this is a problem also found with large-
sample empirical papers. Yet these papers can at
least claim that they have confirmed that A leads to
B in a large sample—and with p � 0.05 certainty!
Case-based research does not have recourse to this
fallback. Case-based evidence is more at the level of
an existence proof: Here is one example of how A
leads to B. If the reader can reply, “I’m not really
that surprised that you can find in the world at least
one example of A leading to B,” the value of the
contribution of the paper can be in doubt. And by
the way, dressing up the findings in theoretical
high-brow language, although commonly at-
tempted (why report a talking pig if you could
report “an isomorphism between auditory signals
emitted by members of the species sus domesticus
and homo sapiens”) is not a way out of ex post
obviousness.

I would like to conclude with a final thought on
the issue of contribution that may be controver-
sial— but at least I will have succeeded in being
provocative. In my view, it is much harder to
make a paper interesting whose findings or con-
clusions only address theory. A paper should
allow a reader to see the world, and not just the
literature, in a new way. An acid test would be
the following: Imagine that someone who is in-
terested and knowledgeable about the phenome-
non you study, but who does not know the liter-
ature, were to read your paper. Would this reader
find your paper and its results interesting? Or are
the paper’s contributions only of interest to those
who can appreciate the references and refine-
ments to prior theory? If theory talks only to
theory, the collective research exercise runs the
danger of becoming entirely self-referential and
out-of-touch with reality, of coming to be consid-
ered irrelevant.

This warning applies, of course, to all types of
research, not just the case-based. It is striking,
though, to see that this charge can sometimes be
levied against case-based papers, which with
their direct and intense exposure to the world
would seem to be more immune to this problem
than most other forms of research. However,
some writers seem to strain themselves to con-
struct arcane conceptual arguments to justify
their research, in the process losing sight of the
truly interesting empirical observations they
have made. I am all for theory development; yet
theory as a purely self-referential exercise—
rather than as an attempt to better understand the
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world—strikes me in the end as a poor allocation
of time and effort.
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AMJ’s Mission Statement
“The mission of  the Academy of  Management Journal is to 
publish empirical research that tests, extends, or builds 
management theory and contributes to management 
practice. All empirical methods--including, but not limited 
to, qualitative, quantitative, field, laboratory, and 
combination methods--are welcome. To be published in 
AMJ, a manuscript must make strong empirical and 
theoretical contributions and highlight the significance of  
those contributions to the management field.”
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AMJ
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• Theoretical Contribution



Theoretical Contribution

• Excerpt from a decision letter

• “The degree to which an article makes a theoretical 
contribution is an important point of  emphasis for AMJ. 
Articles can make a theoretical contribution by either 
building theory or testing theory. What’s important is that 
they change, challenge, or fundamentally advance our 
knowledge of  the concepts, relationships, models, or theories 
embedded in the relevant literatures. In this way, they cause 
us to think about some organizational phenomenon in a way 
that would not normally be anticipated from extrapolations 
of  existing work, thereby advancing future work in an 
important and useful way.”



Originality (or Novelty)

• Excerpt from a decision letter

• “AMJ places a strong emphasis on the novelty of  a 
manuscript’s contribution when judging a submission. 
The journal’s mission statement stresses that authors 
should strive to produce novel, innovative, interesting, 
and theoretically bold research. My sense is that the 
contribution of  your article was more incremental than it 
needed to be, and that it lacked some of  the boldness that 
the journal strives for in its pages.”
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Scope

• Excerpt from a decision letter

• “The literature affected by your study is a fairly narrow one. 
Moreover, although you note that your study fills some gaps 
in that literature, it must be noted that “not all gaps are 
created equal.” Some gaps are very nuanced or incremental, 
or have little impact on the state of  knowledge in a given 
literature. Other gaps are more fundamental, such that the 
filling of  the gap changes the state of  knowledge in some 
important way.”
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AMJ

• Most common themes for rejections:
• Theoretical Contribution

• Scope
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What Can Help?

• Get “friendly” reviews from colleagues who publish in, 
and review for, AMJ, at each of these stages:
• Topic choice
• Study design
• Writing

• Crafting your paper as a conversation:
• Engagement: Which conversation(s) are you joining? Which 

conversants are you talking to specifically? 
• Interest: Why are you joining that conversation? (critical mass, 

topical, timely, discord, variability)
• Meaningful Insight: What are you adding to the conversation? 

(commonality and “additionality” in perspective)
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Online Resources
• For more info, see http://journals.aomonline.org/amj

http://journals.aomonline.org/amj�


Responding to Reviewers

• Be conversational:
• Be respectful but not overly formal in tone

• Don’t be defensive

• Use first person (e.g., “I interpreted your comment…”)

• When you make changes:
• Be explicit about the change and where it is in the paper

• Explain how the change addresses a problem the reviewer 
raised

• Thank them for the idea, and/or pushing you on the issue

• Give the reviewers credit wherever possible for the 
change



Responding to Reviewers

• Be forthright:
• Admitting mistakes isn’t a sign of  weakness

• If  you don’t have the data to do something, or the amount of  
work relative to the value-added is enormous, say so

• When you disagree:
• Try to find some element of  their point to agree with

• Explain why you disagree and provide evidence to support 
your position

• Do supplemental analyses when possible

• Explain what you did as an alternative to address their concern

• Pick your battles carefully



Responding to Reviewers

• Don’t be afraid to talk to the editor
• We want to see you succeed

• Better to ask for clarifications than to guess



One Last Thought

• AMJ is trying to expand the number of:
• Laboratory studies
• See Colquitt (2008) in Academy of  Management Journal, 51: 616-

620.

• Qualitative studies
• Around 10% of  submissions and published articles are 

qualitative
• Qualitative papers won AMJ’s Best Article of  the Year award 

50% of the time from 2000 to 2010
• See Bansal & Corley (2011) in Academy of  Management Journal, 

54 (2): 233-237 for more on publishing qualitative research in 
AMJ
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