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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the co-evolution of international business studies and institutions, employing a scientometric approach and bibliometric 
review on the application of institutional concepts in international business studies, outlining a research agenda. We compiled a database of 
3,520 articles and conducted a scientometric analysis to examine the evolution of the term “institutions” in international business in ABS-
ranked journals. Our findings show that (1) over the past two decades, there has been a shift in the use of the term institutions from a political 
and economic connotation to a sociological perspective to explain how firms adopt strategies, make decisions, and address intra-national 
problems during the internationalization process; (2) traditional approaches were found to be insufficient in explaining context-dependent 
events that affect international business; and (3) China has emerged as a critical player in international business studies, which has helped 
to redirect the focus of institutions from political and economic aspects to the sociological context. Finally, we propose an agenda for future 
research, highlighting potential pitfalls and remedies. 
Keywords: international business, institutions, bibliometrics, scientometrics, VosViewer.

RESUMO
Este artigo tem como objetivo explorar a coevolução dos estudos sobre 
negócios internacionais e instituições, utilizando uma abordagem 
cientométrica e conduzindo uma revisão bibliométrica da aplicação 
de conceitos institucionais em estudos de negócios internacionais, de 
modo a delinear uma agenda de pesquisa. Compilamos um banco de 
dados de 3.520 artigos e realizamos uma análise cientométrica para 
examinar a evolução do termo "institutions” (instituições) no contexto 
dos negócios internacionais em periódicos classificados no ranking ABS. 
Nossos resultados mostram que: (1) nas últimas duas décadas, houve 
uma mudança no uso do termo institutions de uma conotação política 
e econômica para uma perspectiva sociológica, que busca explicar 
como as empresas adotam estratégias e tomam decisões, e abordam 
problemas intranacionais durante o processo de internacionalização; (2) 
as abordagens tradicionais foram consideradas insuficientes para explicar 
eventos dependentes do contexto que afetam os negócios internacionais; 
e (3) a China emergiu como um ator-chave nos estudos de negócios 
internacionais, o que ajudou a redirecionar o foco das instituições dos 
aspectos políticos e econômicos para o contexto sociológico. Por fim, 
propomos uma agenda de pesquisa para futuros estudos, destacando 
possíveis armadilhas e soluções. 

Palavras-chaves: negócios internacionais, instituições, bibliometria, 
cientometria, VosViewer. 

RESUMEN
Este artículo tiene como objetivo explorar la coevolución de los estudios 
de negocios internacionales y las instituciones, empleando un enfoque 
cienciométrico y una revisión bibliométrica sobre la aplicación de 
conceptos institucionales en los estudios de negocios internacionales, 
delineando una agenda de investigación. Recopilamos una base de datos 
de 3.520 artículos y realizamos un análisis cienciométrico para examinar 
la evolución del término "instituciones" en las revistas clasificadas en 
el ranking ABS en relación con los negocios internacionales. Nuestros 
hallazgos muestran que: (1) en las últimas dos décadas, ha habido 
un cambio en el uso del término instituciones de una connotación 
política y económica a una perspectiva sociológica, que busca explicar 
cómo las empresas adoptan estrategias, toman decisiones y abordan los 
problemas intranacionales durante el proceso de internacionalización; 
(2) se encontró que los enfoques tradicionales eran insuficientes para 
explicar los eventos dependientes del contexto que afectan los negocios 
internacionales; y (3) China ha emergido como un actor clave en los 
estudios de negocios internacionales, lo que ha ayudado a redirigir el 
enfoque de las instituciones desde los aspectos políticos y económicos 
al contexto sociológico. Finalmente, proponemos una agenda para 
futuras investigaciones, destacando posibles dificultades y soluciones.

Palabras clave: negocios internacionales, instituciones, bibliometría, 
cienciometría, VosViewer.
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INTRODUCTION 

The significance of institutions within the realm of International Business (IB) literature has 
become commonplace, with a notable shift from focusing on traditional markets to emerging 
markets, where institutions wield profound influence (Mudambi & Navarra, 2002). However, this 
emphasis presents a challenge due to institutions’ diverse definitions and characteristics across 
various fields from which theories are derived. It is increasingly difficult to draw and make 
sense from the overarching theoretical framework of institutions as their meanings and internal 
mechanisms become more complex with the theory’s development.

In economics, institutions are typically seen as mechanisms to enhance market efficiency 
by reducing transaction costs, as seen in North’s (1990) and Williamson’s (1985b) works. In political 
science, institutions are seen as tools for power distribution, cooperation, and governance 
(Helmke & Levitsky, 2012; Ostrom, 1990). From the organizational science perspective, institutions 
are analyzed regarding legitimacy, adaptation, and routines (Scott, 2008). This multifaceted 
approach extends further to concepts like institutional logic (Thornton et al., 2015), institutional 
change (Kingston & Caballero, 2009), institutional complexity (Greenwood et al., 2011), institutional 
polycentrism (Batjargal et al., 2013), and institutional voids (Doh et al., 2017), all of which contribute 
to the diverse tapestry of IB research (Rottig, 2016). Together, these approaches enrich the 
understanding of institutions’ impact on IB (Peng et al., 2023), fostering an evolving and intertwined 
narrative within the field.

As a result, the evolution of the IB literature concerning institutions has unfolded across 
more than three decades, evolving alongside broader institutional knowledge. While concepts 
were initially drawn from other disciplines, IB scholars have developed unique perspectives 
that inform future research. Aligned with the co-evolutionary perspective by Cantwell, Dunning, 
and Lundan’s (2010), this paper aims to explore the co-evolution of IB studies and institutions, 
employing a scientometric approach to retrospectively review the application of institutional 
concepts in IB studies and outline a research agenda.

This study sheds light on the interconnections between institutions and IB by employing 
cross-sectional data and scientometric analyses. The study mitigates biases stemming from 
authors’ preferences or the sources they applied using quantitative criteria to select publications 
and analyze citations and interconnections. We compiled data from the Web of Science and 
Scopus databases to create an article list. The scientometric approach and network methodology 
were then employed to trace the evolution of institutional concepts in IB (Abramo, 2018).

Scientometric techniques have found application in the realm of IB studies previously. 
Examples include Ferreira, Pinto, and Serra (2014), who conducted a meta-analysis of transaction 
cost theory in IB; Liesch, Welch, and Buckley (2011), who developed a framework for measuring 
the pace of evolution in IB studies; López-Duarte, Vidal-Suárez, González-Diáz, and Reis (2016), 
who explored the significance of culture in IB, and Bhardwaj (2016) who analyzed 1623 indexed 
papers in IB literature to map research trends. 
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This paper targets scholars engaged in theory-building, aiming to enhance the understanding 
of institutional theory’s evolution and application in IB. The study offers a historical overview of 
institutions’ utilization in IB research, enabling researchers to position their studies within this 
evolving framework. The research expands the existing body of literature by documenting the 
co-evolution of IB studies and the institution-based approach (Cantwell et al., 2010). Additionally, 
a research agenda is proposed to advance the theoretical framework for constructing IB theories, 
offering a scientometric perspective as a guiding principle for future research.

The findings underline the significance of this theoretical co-evolution. Over two 
decades following the spotlight on research institutions by Mudambi and Navarra (2002), this 
paper contributes to that endeavor by analyzing 3,520 articles. This analysis portrays the 
dynamics of the institutional perspective within IB studies and highlights a recent shift toward 
a sociological approach to institutions. While institutions were initially harnessed to examine 
political and economic disparities, the analysis reveals a shift towards emphasizing economic 
factors, with recent studies embracing a sociological viewpoint. Contemporary research delves 
into comprehending strategy formulation, decision-making processes, intra-firm dynamics, and 
IB’s micro-foundations, reflecting this intricate relationship’s evolving nature.

PRELUDING INSTITUTIONS AND INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS 
INTERPLAY 

In the late 1980s, trade between countries with diverse and distant institutional environments 
intensified. IB studies found a new perspective in the new institutionalism that could help explain 
the intensification of business complexity, hitherto unsolved by taken-for-granted theoretical 
assumptions. Historical institutionalism, rational choice intuitionalism, and sociological 
institutionalism gained traction to explain the role of institutions in determining social and 
political outcomes (Hall & Taylor, 1996) when the confluence of IB and institutions revealed a 
valuable way of understanding how IB studies have changed.

In parallel, the ambiguities about the institution’s definition were brought together. While in 
the economic perspective, raised from the rational choice intuitionalism (Moe, 1984), institutions 
could be defined as “the rules of the game” (North, 1990, p. 3) that fill gaps resulting from market 
failures (North, 1971) in the sociological perspective, institutions are “cognitive, normative, and 
regulative structures and activities that provide stability and meaning to social behavior” (Scott, 
1995, p. 33). 

Until the 1980s, neoclassical economics heavily influenced IB studies based on equilibria 
between economic factors, such as prices and outcomes (Mudambi & Navarra, 2002). However, 
globalization and the emergence of new markets brought the institutional environment into 
focus. For instance, Peng, Wang, and Jiang (2008, p. 1) raised the question, “What drives firm 
strategy and performance in IB?” arguing that an institution-based view of IB strategy could 
combine industry-based and resource-based views to help to explain the internationalization 
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process in emerging markets. Monticelli, Garrido, Curth, Vieira, and Dal-Soto (2018) drew parallels 
with body dysmorphic disorder, hypothesizing that institutions can also suffer from dysmorphic 
disorder, creating obstacles to the internationalization process.

Scholars widely recognize that an institutionalist perspective helps analyze organizations. 
Institutionalism identifies and explains the core values and the social actors participating in the 
organizational sphere, sharing or disputing resources and power to achieve their goals (Scott, 
1995). Institutionalist scholars understand that the environment influences organizations and 
regulates social legitimacy and institutional processes (Suchman, 1995).

Formal institutions - such as political regulations, court decisions, and economic contracts 
- converge as legal or governance systems. At the same time, informal institutions - such as 
behavioral, cultural, ethnic, and ideological norms and conventions - can sustain this convergence, 
but not necessarily (Khanna et al., 2015). Informal devices intervene to mitigate the uncertainty 
when there is a lack of or limitation in the formal mechanisms (Peng et al., 2008). An institutional 
system will be complete only through the interaction between formal and informal institutions 
(Dunning & Lundan, 2009). Thus, the institutions will operate through their formal or informal 
structures to perform economic and social transactions that, in turn, will affect any strategic 
decision adopted by the firm (North, 1990).

National, sub-national, and local spheres all involve constraints at the institutional level 
(Markusen, 1996) and act as constraints to the actions of managers and organizations. These 
barriers induce managers to act through similar mechanisms, replicating isomorphic changes. 
Rather than firms attempting to differentiate themselves from competitors, there is a tendency for 
homogenization in the field. It is precisely this behavior in contradiction to an expected pattern 
that guides the studies of institutional theory. This tendency spreads to new entrants, motivated 
by the environment in which they operate and the forces that govern the social dimension, 
leading organizations to relentlessly pursue institutional legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).

The implications found in the confluence of IB and institutions are a permanent interest in 
the literature. For example, revisiting Jackson and Deeg (2008), Aguilera and Grøgaard (2019) examined 
the role of institutional analysis in IB studies, especially how firms are embedded in institutional 
configurations of the context, the competitive advantage approach from an institutional lens, and 
the comprehension of institutional change. They stressed the necessity of looking at institutions 
alternatively. They first highlighted their particular combinations and explored complementarity 
and conflicts of available perspectives, avoiding generalizations (Jackson & Deeg, 2008). Secondly, 
they focused on developing middle-range theories to compare how institutional configurations 
influence the activities of internationalized firms (Jackson & Deeg, 2019).

METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURES 

Some studies refer to scientometrics as a science about science (Serenko et al., 2009). Scientometrics 
has its own identity and has been used as a resource for synthesis (Dou, 1994) and to promote 
interdisciplinarity (Kim & Zhu, 2018) for decades. In general, scientometric studies present meta-
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analyses of topics and methodologies, identify prominent authors on a topic and more productive 
countries, report analysis of citations and co-citations, and point out research anomalies.

This paper conducts a bibliometric review to outline future research and examine how, from 
a scientometric perspective, the relationships between various institutional approaches and IB 
studies have changed over the last two decades. To visualize the different structures and features of 
data records (Waltman et al., 2010), we mapped the literature using bibliometric methods, such as 
graphical networks and clustering techniques (Abramo, 2018), citation analysis, co-citation analysis, 
bibliographical coupling, co-author analysis, and word co-occurrence analysis were used to handle 
a large number of records (n=3,520 scientific papers). Applying robust empirical bibliometric 
methods helps produce objective, evidence-based analyses of the literature (Suominen et al., 2019). 

Our primary interest was identifying the most extensive set of articles referring to institutions 
and IB. As these terms are not exclusive to the IB domain, we avoided including undesired results 
from other areas. We used the Association of Business Schools’ (ABS) Journal Quality Guide 
list of journals in the IB and Area Studies subject area (IB&AREA). The ABS list has been used 
systematically to find the top journals covering IB studies (Skjølsvik et al., 2017; Willmott, 2011) and 
especially to delimit scientometric studies (Wu et al., 2015). Following the ABS list (Association of 
Business Schools, 2018), we retrieved 56 journal titles using the IB&AREA descriptor. We assume 
that the ABS ranking provides comprehensive coverage of IB journals and has good internal 
and external reliability (Kelly et al., 2009). Although the ABS list’s ranking criteria have been 
the subject of criticism (Willmott, 2011), it is helpful to accurately determine the set of journals 
central to a sub-area of management and business studies, in this case, IB and Area Studies. We 
have illustrated this research process in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Research Design
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Figure 1 depicts how we operationalize our research. We split the process into three rounds: 
collecting papers, refining them, and clustering the keywords. We split the first round into 
stages and the third into steps. In the first round, we selected the journals. In the second round, 
we checked their validity. Finally, we focused on the Scopus database in the third round, in a 
series of 11 steps. The scientometric analysis per se was based on three primary cluster analyses 
conducted using VosViewer Software (Waltman et al., 2010). 

Round 1: Collecting papers

In the first round, we started from the ABS journal list of IB&AREA journals and searched the 
Scopus database for these 56 journal titles by ISSN number. This procedure improves internal 
validity because titles in the Scopus base may differ slightly from the ABS list. Five titles were 
not included in the Scopus database and removed from the list, leaving 51 valid entries, with 
76,435 citations listed on Scopus. We chose to use the Scopus database to improve internal 
consistency since Scopus is recognized for its high-quality coverage of citations (Falagas et al., 
2008). All available years were used regarding the temporal scope until June 2018. 

Table 1 lists the 21 most-cited journals, together accounting for 95% of the citations of 
ABS journals indexed on Scopus, in descending order of percentage of all citations.

Table 1. Most-cited Journals, Accounting for 95% of ABS Journal Citations on Scopus

Ranking Journal citations % % added

1 Journal of International Business Studies 19,449 25% 25%

2 Journal of Common Market Studies 8,825 12% 37%

3 Third World Quarterly 5,837 8% 45%

4 Journal of World Business 5,582 7% 52%

5 Asia Pacific Journal of Management 4,097 5% 57%

6 International Business Review 3,428 4% 62%

7 China Quarterly 3,145 4% 66%

8 African Affairs 2,873 4% 70%

9 Europe - Asia Studies 2,767 4% 73%

10 Journal of Modern African Studies 2,321 3% 76%

11 Management and Organization Review 2,301 3% 79%

Continue
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Ranking Journal citations % % added

12 Journal of International Management 2,264 3% 82%

13 Journal of Latin American Studies 1,820 2% 85%

14 Global Networks 1,752 2% 87%

15 Review of African Political Economy 1,712 2% 89%

16 Management International Review 1,185 2% 91%

17 Emerging Markets Review 755 1% 92%

18 Eurasian Geography and Economics 750 1% 93%

19 Asia Pacific Business Review 646 1% 94%

20 Critical Perspectives on International Business 510 1% 94%

21 Thunderbird International Business Review 476 1% 95%

Other 30 journals 3,940 5% 100%

Total of citations 76,435

Source: Research data.

Table 2 lists the 20 most-cited articles we found in the first round of the research process.

Table 2. Ranking of the 20 Most-cited Articles Discussing IB and Institutions

Ranking Article Title Authors Year Cited by

1
International expansion of emerging 
market enterprises: A springboard 

perspective
Luo Y., Tung R.L. 2007 1011

2
An institution-based view of 

international business strategy: A focus 
on emerging economies

Peng M.W., Wang D.Y.L., Jiang Y. 2008 988

3
The determinants of Chinese outward 

foreign direct investment
Buckley P.J., Clegg L.J., Cross A.R., 

Liu X., Voss H., Zheng P.
2007 849

4
National Systems of biotechnology 

innovation: Complex Interdependence 
in the global system

Eriksson K., Johanson J., Majkgård 
A., Sharma D.D.

1997 707

5
Variegated neo-liberalization: 

Geographies, modalities, pathways
Brenner N., Peck J., Theodore N. 2010 658

Table 1. Most-cited Journals, Accounting for 95% of ABS Journal Citations on Scopus

Continue

Concludes
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Ranking Article Title Authors Year Cited by

6
European integration from the 1980s: 
State-centric v. multi-level governance

Marks G., Hooghe L., Blank K. 1996 642

7
The Internationalization of Chinese 

Firms: A Case for Theoretical Extension?
Child J., Rodrigues S.B. 2005 603

8
Understanding cultures and implicit 

leadership theories across the globe: 
An introduction to project GLOBE

House R., Javidan M., Hanges P., 
Dorfman P.

2002 572

9
Institutional, cultural and transaction 
cost influences on entry mode choice 

and performance
Brouthers K.D. 2002 528

10
Participatory development and 

empowerment: The dangers of localism
Mohan G., Stokke K. 2000 456

11
Transforming disadvantages into 

advantages: Developing-country MNEs 
in the least developed countries

Cuervo-Cazurra A., Genc M. 2008 437

12
Institutions, transaction costs, and 

entry mode choice in Eastern Europe
Meyer K.E. 2001 363

13
China’s Transition and its implications 

for international business
Child J., Tse D.K. 2001 337

14
Europeanization of Domestic Politics 
and Institutions: The Case of France

Ladrech R. 1994 326

15
A moral economy of corruption in 

Africa?
Olivier De Sardan J.P. 1999 324

16
Foreign Acquisitions by Chinese Firms: A 

strategic intent perspective
Rui H., Yip G.S. 2008 322

17
Why do Chinese firms tend to acquire 

strategic assets in international 
expansion?

Deng P. 2009 319

18

International venturing by emerging 
economy firms: The effects of firm 

capabilities, home country networks, 
and corporate entrepreneurship

Yiu D.W., Lau C., Bruton G.D. 2007 317

19
An institutional Approach to cross-

national distance
Berry H., Guillén M.F., Zhou N. 2010 315

20
How emerging market governments 

promote outward FDI: Experience from 
China

Luo Y., Xue Q., Han B. 2010 313

Source: Research data.

Table 2. Ranking of the 20 Most-cited Articles Discussing IB and Institutions Concludes
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In the second stage of the first round, we tested the internal validity of search terms for 
identifying the theme of institutions. An effective search term should capture as many relevant 
articles as possible with a minimum of ‘noise,’ i.e., articles without connection with the topic. A 
preliminary analysis of the results of searches of Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar 
identified 21 variant terms related to the root word “institution.” All these terms were valid and 
related to the focus of this study, as listed in Table 3.

Table 3. Institution-related Terms

institution* institutionality institutionalist*

institutionali*ation* institutionalities institutionality

institutionali*e* institutionali*ing institutionally

institutionalism institutional

Note: We used asterisks to avoid British and American differences in spelling and plural terms.

In the third stage of the first round, we ran a search on the Scopus database. To refine 
the scope of our inquiry, we conducted a targeted search for citations of articles published 
in the 51 journals selected from the previously defined ABS list, all of which are indexed in 
the Scopus database. These articles were cited 76,435 times in the entire Scopus database, in 
34,702 documents, 86% of which were scientific journal articles. Thus, 29,855 articles indexed 
on SCOPUS cited papers published in ABS journals in the IB&AREA field. Table 4 lists the 
results of the first round of searches.

Table 4. The First Round of Searches on Scopus

Document Type N %

Article 29,855 86.0%

Review 2,131 6.1%

Editorial 1,160 3.3%

Article in Press 445 1.3%

Note 407 1.2%

Letter 267 0.8%

Conference Paper 244 0.7%

Erratum 188 0.5%

Short Survey 5 0.0%

Total 34,702 100%                                

Source: Research data.
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Round 2: Refining the results

In the second round, we refined the results by filtering articles with variants of the root word 
institution in the title, abstract, or keywords. We ended this search with 3,520 papers, as shown 
in Table 5.

Table 5. Papers Extracted 

Step Description Results

#1 Search for all documents in the ABS journal list 34,702

#2 Results of search #1 were restricted to articles only 29,855

#3 Search for term institution* within results of search #2 3,520

Source: Research data.

Round 3: Selecting keywords

We analyzed the 3,520 articles found in the second round to identify keywords. We split the 
third round into 11 steps. In the first step, we searched for all keywords in the remaining 3,520 
articles selected in the previous round. We found 21,487 occurrences, equating to 6,872 genuine 
keywords (step #2). We excluded 11 firm names (step #3), 20 author names (step #4), four journal 
names (step #5), 197 methodological terms (step #6), 590 generic words (step #7), for instance, 
‘institutional framework’ (226), ‘conceptual framework’ (21), ‘article’ (8), and ‘research’ (5). 
Then, we excluded the primary term, ‘institution’ (197) (step #8), leaving 5,853 keywords. We 
excluded the terms’ institution’ and ‘institutions’ when they appear alone because, although 
fundamental, these terms are common to all articles. However, we kept them when combined 
with another term, e.g., ‘political institutions,’ which we allocated to a ‘politics’ keyword group.

We checked the 5,853 words, one by one, to recode words by similarity. We performed 
this step manually through the interactive and joint analysis and discussion with three scholars 
familiar with IB and institutional studies to reach a consensual code. The intercoder reliability 
assessment was dismissed since all three specialists checked each word together. To assure quality 
criteria, we provide transparent reporting and raw data of the recodification procedures for each 
one of the words, as recommended by O’Connor and Joffe (2020). For example, the terms violence 
(50), violent conflict (2), violent democracy (1), and intra-elite violence (1) were allocated to the 
violence keyword group, which has 54 items. Also, the terms transaction cost economics (14), 
transaction costs (9), transaction cost (3), transaction cost analysis (3), transaction cost theory (2), 
transaction costs theory (1), institutional transactions costs (1), and transaction cost variables (1), 
were all allocated to the TCT group, with 33 items. We also analyzed country names. Countries 
with four or fewer occurrences were included in their continent group, keeping countries 
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with five or more mentions separate as single-keyword entities. Finally, we excluded groups 
with less than five occurrences, comprising 474 groups, to be analyzed by the scientometric 
software (step #9). After grouping, we removed a further 126 keyword groups because, even 
after grouping, they had less than five occurrences, leaving 5,727 keywords (step #10) in 474 
groups. In summary, we focused on 19,432 occurrences of the 5,727 most relevant keywords 
out of 21,487 occurrences of all 6,872 keywords (about 90% of all occurrences with repetitions 
excluded), ensuring ample coverage of keywords and thus the reliability of the analysis (step 
#11). Table 6 depicts this process.  

Table 6. Keywords Extracted 

Step Description Results

#1 Search for all keywords in the remaining 3,520 papers 21,487

#2 Results of search #1, excluding duplications 6,872

#3 Results of search #2, excluding firm names 6,861

#4 Results of search #3, excluding author names 6,841

#5 Results of search #4, excluding journal names 6,837

#6 Results of search #5, excluding methodological terms 6,640

#7 Results of search #6 excluding generic terms 6,050

#8 Results of search #7 excluding the institution* term 5,853

#9 Results of search #8 forming groups with more than five mentions 474

#10 Results of search #9 excluding groups with less than five keywords 5,727

#11 Results of search #1 excluding keywords with less than five mentions 19,432

Source: Research data.

Analysis procedures

We applied a set of bibliometric network techniques to answer the research questions. 
Bibliometric network analysis analyzes networks of entities extracted from bibliographic metadata 
like authors, documents, keywords, or journals (Borgatti et al., 2013). We employed the weighted 
modularity-based clustering technique to identify groups of similar entities (communities) (Eck 
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& Waltman, 2017). This clustering technique, developed by Waltman et al. (2010), is a weighted and 
parameterized variant of the modularity function proposed by Newman and Girvan (2004). The 
resolution parameter γ (γ > 0) influences the number and sizes of clusters. This level of control 
is crucial because it gives more flexibility in identifying relevant communities, especially in 
exploratory analysis (Palacios-Núñez et al., 2018). Different from traditional weighted modularity 
clustering (Muff et al., 2005), there is no general optimum value of γ, and it is recommended to 
test different values for the resolution parameter for a satisfactory level of detail for the research 
goals (D’Angelo & Magnusson, 2021). We used the visualization of similarities technique (VOS) 
to construct the network maps. The entities are positioned in a two-dimensional space, where 
the distance between couples represents their relatedness (Eck & Waltman, 2010). This approach 
provides an adequate representation of networks than maps constructed using the classical 
multidimensional scaling technique (Mariani et al., 2021). We use the computerized software 
package VosViewer that implements both mentioned techniques of clustering and mapping 
(Eck et al., 2010), suitable to support scientific mapping in the business and management area 
(Sprong et al., 2021).

RESULTS

The results of the cluster analyses are presented graphically in network maps illustrating 
relationships between the units of analysis. While the circles represent these units, either authors 
or keyword groups, the size of each circle represents the number of citations in the case of authors 
or the number of occurrences in the case of keyword groups. The color of each circle indicates 
the cluster to which it belongs (except for Figure 5, in which the colors indicate publication 
dates using a time-citation index, explained below). Clusters were defined by a combination of 
quantitative analysis and subjective judgment. The position of each circle compared to the other 
circles indicates their co-occurrence, even when they belong to different clusters, representing 
comparisons between subjects or theoretical approaches. Connecting lines indicate that authors 
or keyword groups were cited or mentioned in the same article. When cited or mentioned in 
the same cluster, the line is the same color as that cluster. When the units of analysis belong to 
different clusters, the line connecting them transitions gradually from one color to the other, 
representing a subject change. 

Clustering authors and institutional perspectives 

Before embarking on any analysis, we highlight how the field authors have cited each other 
and which publications have contributed to developing the institution-based approach to IB 
studies—Figure 2 depicts such connections.
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Figure 2. Authors Clustered

Source: Scientometric data analysis.

The green cluster encompasses work offering a set of theoretical foundations to explain 
the strategy tripod that sustains the IB, considered from a co-evolutionary and integrative 
perspective (Peng et al., 2008). Peng’s institution-based view of strategy has its roots in earlier works 
that did not use this specific term, such as Peng and Heath (1996). Peng (2003) also proposed that 
regulatory, normative, and cognitive pressures exert various degrees of influence depending on 
the phases of institutional transitions in incumbent firms, entrepreneurial startups, and foreign 
entrants. Thus, organizations enhance resources and connections in the industry in response 
to institutional changes, creating and changing institutions (Jackson & Deeg, 2008). 

The red cluster is concentrated around Dunning (Dunning & Lundan, 2009), Buckley 
(Buckley & Ghauri, 2004), Delios (Delios & Beamish, 1999), Williamson (1985b), and Henisz and 
Swaminathan (2008), among others. Confluently with Transaction Cost Theory (Williamson, 1985a), 
this cluster has its foundations in the Eclectic Paradigm (Dunning, 1980) explanation of how 
MNEs expand their business abroad, sustained by their capacity for evaluating the equilibrium 
between choices about ownership, localization, and internalization. Although Dunning’s original 
contribution centered on rational-economic aspects has a limited theoretical connection to the 
concept of institutions, after it was later explored by Cantwell et al. (2010), subsequent literature 
began to treat institutions as a pivotal element for explaining the context as a landscape in 
which such decisions are made and in which specific sets of capabilities must be built. One 
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relevant aspect of the red cluster is the proximity between diverse perspectives on IB. A possible 
explanation is the literature’s tendency to contrast perspectives to establish delimitations and 
complementarities. For example, the behavioral orientation in IB studies coexists with a rational-
economic perspective, and the concept of institutions is critical for holistically understanding 
the institutional context (Levy et al., 2007).

A third cluster in blue connects to the informal institutions’ concept. It extends from 
Hofstede (1994), explaining the relationship between culture and business, through Khanna and 
Palepu (2004) and Kostova (1999) to Porta et al. (2008). This cluster represents an attempt to explain 
the legality and the effects of corruption on business or even subnational differences to consider 
when investing abroad (Aguilera et al., 2015) and how civil and common law origins in regulations 
affect the institutional environment (Djankov et al., 2002). This cluster encompasses a discussion 
about difficult-to-measure elements that impact business. The blue cluster connects with pure 
institutional theory (yellow) and institution-based view (green). One possible reason might be 
that these publications are more directly related to strategic aspects of IB and less integrated 
with institutionalization per se, which is more pronounced in the red cluster.

Finally, the yellow cluster represents a group of central scholars approaching institutions 
from a sociological perspective, including Walter W. Powell, Royston Greenwood, and 
William Richard Scott. This cluster provides data helpful in understanding how economic 
and sociological perspectives on institutions have had different influences on IB studies 
and indicates that explanations about political influences are mainly based on economic 
perspectives rather than political theory since the political approach to institutions is mainly 
ignored – although exceptions such as Kingston and Caballero (2009), must be acknowledged. 
For instance, Contractor (1990) points out that foreign firms are more inclined to alliances 
and partnerships with local firms in environments with restricted regulatory dimensions. 
Moreover, Agarwal (1994) mentions that something similar occurs in settings with a normative 
domain that culturally separates foreign and local firms. The yellow cluster represents a hub 
connecting IB studies with institutional theory. Similar to prior studies, seminal authors in the 
sociological approach of institutionalism are frequently cited within this cluster, along with 
the institutional complexity approach, representing a novel avenue for examining institutional 
ambiguities (Garrido et al., 2021; Greenwood et al., 2010). 

One relevant feature of Figure 2 is the network mapping analysis. On the one hand, the 
positions of each author and the lines traced between them illustrate their connections. Each 
node’s size represents the total number of connections (centrality degree). For example, Sirmon 
and Hitt (2007), Cuervo-Cazurra (2018), and Eden (2010) appear to have somehow extrapolated 
the limits of specific areas, conducting research with a more multidisciplinary approach, 
employing a wide variety of different keywords, as explored in the next section. On the other 
hand, the distance between any pair of items reflects their similarity. Thus, the distance 
from the other clusters to the authors, who are central to the blue cluster, predominantly 
focused on corruption and rules (Porta et al., 2008), could indicate an exciting avenue for 
future investigation. 
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Clustering groups of keywords

We next explored the results of clustering the 474 groups of keywords. Our first intention was 
to cluster without limiting the number of clusters. However, the multiplicity of combinations 
limits the possibilities for summarizing the information it illustrates. We, therefore, decided 
to force clustering into just three clusters. We expected that clustering would clearly indicate 
whether the institution-based approach to IB studies tends to employ institutional perspectives 
with origins in the social sciences, economics, or political science or take an alternative path. 
Figure 3 illustrates the results.

Figure 3. Three-cluster Model of Groups of Keywords

Source: Scientometric data analysis.

The green cluster centers on keywords labeled politics (787 mentions). This group encompasses 
123 different keywords. The most frequent of these were political economy (99), political system 
(66), party politics (57), politics (46), election (42), political power (42), political relations (32), 
political conflict (31), and political reform (31). The others are all mentioned less than 20 times. 

The green cluster is also about geographical issues. We grouped countries with less than 
five mentions—for example, Africa (494). The keyword group includes countries in Africa 
with less than five mentions and general issues related to the African continent. The keyword 
group Asia is also part of the green cluster (359 mentions) and was formed by applying the same 
logic. It contains the names of Asian countries with less than five mentions and some general 
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issues related to the Asian continent. Europe (176) is also in the green cluster and contains all 
European countries with less than five mentions.

In summary, work on the institutional context of countries in Africa, Europe, and Asia that 
account for a relatively small share of IB tends to have more connections with politics, economics, 
and reform. In contrast with the red cluster, the green cluster illustrates how institutional 
approaches from political science and economics are used to explain contextual phenomena. 
From an economic perspective, North (1990) emphasizes that institutions play a crucial role in the 
economy because they reduce uncertainty and become a reference for individuals. Institutional 
inefficiencies generate high transaction costs and result in an unfavorable environment for 
the success of national economies. This institutional framework is more visible in emerging 
economies because political and economic institutions discourage productive activity. Examples 
are political instability, government bureaucracy, poor quality regulatory systems, legal system 
unpredictability, and little control of corruption (Kalasin et al., 2019).

The context of China (605) predominates in the red cluster, and emerging markets (217) 
are also an important theme. They are both mostly connected to governance (305), financing 
(268), industry (257), MNE (227), FDI (211), and entry mode (125). As a keyword, China was 
kept separate from the general discussion about Asia because of its peculiarities. This decision 
seems justified by clustering results since they were allocated to different clusters. China is a 
catalyst for discussing financing resources and investment flow in this cluster, mainly based 
on the Belt and Road Initiative. These connections illustrate the relevance of the economic 
institutional approach to explain how capital flows worldwide while identifying a communist 
country as a central player in those capital flows. 

Researchers have studied new organizational forms from a sociological perspective, enabling 
MNEs to deal with legitimacy (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999) and the institutional duality between home 
and host countries (Kostova & Roth, 2002). Diversification of firms’ international operations from 
emerging economies reduces their performance because it implies a demand for adaptability to 
different institutional arrangements, whether regulatory, normative, or cognitive origins (Scott, 
1995). In turn, issues related to individuals and culture are not central to this discussion and 
have greater prominence in the blue cluster.

The blue cluster illustrates the discussion of social aspects, for example, culture (232), 
human resources (177), education (147), gender (153), migration (152), globalization (145), 
and religion (111). These keyword groups are closer to the sociological approach to institutions 
without the predominance of any specific institutional context. The national context is less 
relevant in this cluster, and relationships dominate the discussion. For example, Meyer and Peng 
(2005) and Peng (2003) studied institutional change when actors build relationships to maintain 
and disrupt institutions (Pinho & Prange, 2016). They showed that change could sometimes be 
rapid and unpredictable, such as when regulatory frameworks are altered. The same perspective 
on the dynamics of change has also revealed that, in contrast, other changes can be slow and 
are often subjective, such as when a foreign culture influences the behavior of a population or 
when local subcultures emerge (Child & Tse, 2001; Meyer & Peng, 2005).
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Retrospective heatmap

We used VosViewer’s specific features to obtain a retrospective approach to how themes connect 
in the institution-based approach to IB studies – the heatmap. We looked at how many times 
each keyword was cited over a period (years), from first appearance to last appearance. We then 
examined how often each keyword was used yearly, creating a weighted average. The formula 
for our time citation index is:

In the formula, X is our time citation index, W is the number of keyword citations for each 
year (weight), and Y is the year. For example, if a keyword is used once in the first year it is cited, 
say 2010, we code it as 2010 = 1. If in 2011, the keyword was cited three times, we coded it as 
2011 = 3; if 2013 was cited 50 times, we coded it as 2013 = 50. The total number of citations 
in the example is, therefore, 54. Therefore, the formula measures recent discussion scores for 
each group of keywords, as presented in Figure 4. 

Figure 4. Retrospective Heatmap 

Source: Scientometric data analysis.
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Figure 4 provides a retrospective representation. Initially represented by purplish and 
blueish balloons, the dominant focus was on aspects related to political and economic issues, 
like politics (787), democracy (199), Africa (494), Asia (359), developing countries (121), and 
reforms (154). The institution-based approach to IB studies was used to explain contexts 
distant from each other vis-a-vis democratization and economic reforms. As time went by, 
additional subjects began to emerge in the discussion, represented by the greenish balloons, 
such as China (605), development (329), economics (273), governance (305), culture (232), 
financing (268), MNE (227), SME (71), and labor (156). This color group in the heatmap 
indicates that the intensification of IB raised more detailed questions that needed answering. 
Mostly involving China and related to the movement of investments, culture shocks, and the 
challenge of managing the workforce in institutionally distant contexts. To a certain extent, 
this is a development of the first colored group, now more concerned with intra-firm issues. 
Next, light green and yellow balloons indicate the state-of-the-art institutional approach to 
IB studies. Emerging markets (217) are a challenging context, and the discussion revolves 
around strategy (150), ownership (116), distances (74), subsidiaries (73), and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR in the figure) (99). One possibility is that there has been a shift toward 
the sociological approach to institutions, intending to explain more specific phenomena, 
having evolved from a more all-inclusive consideration of context. In this sense, the heatmap 
complements the segmentation illustrated in the clustering map shown above (Figure 4), 
indicating a trend toward using the institution-based approach to IB studies to understand 
aspects of increasingly micro-level analysis.

DISCUSSION

To respond retrospectively to how institutional concepts have been applied to explain 
IB phenomena, we discuss these concepts, propose an agenda to deal with the changes in 
approaching terms together, and offer recommendations to do it carefully.

Our findings show the shift that research on institutions in IB studies has suffered in the last 
decades. It is visible that researchers started from a macro standpoint, mainly focused on national 
and supranational levels (Mudambi & Navarra, 2002). The research revealed that the connections 
between institutions and IB studies started focusing on how political and economic institutions 
interacted with IB (North, 1990), toward a focus directed at IB that uses an institutional approach 
as an analysis component (Peng et al., 2009). This movement has significant consequences for IB 
studies and, perhaps more drastically, for understanding institutions in the field. Researchers 
may incur a thinner view of institutions by concentrating on the IB questions and only using 
institutions as a lens of analysis (Jackson & Deeg, 2019). Evidence shows that the focus shift can 
lead researchers to overlook significant institutional effects that have become more crucial later 
in the years but were not wholly investigated due to a more applied research emphasis.
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Additionally, we call for attention to institutional issues booming worldwide. The 
last decade has presented an imperative rise in populism, extremism, anti-globalization, 
arbitrariness, nationalism, and authoritarianism in countries all over the world. This trend is 
specifically new as it challenges the institutional systems or nations that have been seldom seen 
since the Second World War. More attention to these movements can be of great interest for 
a better understanding of the role of institutional stability in IB. In these terms, our findings 
complement and update Mudambi and Navarra (2002) and Henisz and Swaminathan (2008) by 
presenting a multi-level analysis of the relationship between institutions and IB. Moreover, 
these findings complement Aguilera and Grøgaard. (2019), who reinforce the relevance of 
disentangling institutions in order to understand the complexity and diversity of polycentrically 
interconnected forces. 

In sum, we highlight future research avenues to connect institutions and IB:

•	 Understanding how individuals from different institutional contexts influence IB from 
a micro foundation perspective is necessary.

•	 Considering how sub-national institutional environments affect investments. The 
variations of the sub-national institutional environment within a country can be vast, 
especially in an emerging economy.

•	 Due to China becoming a cornerstone of IB studies, the effect of China Belt and Road 
initiative institutions on other regions of influence is a particular topic to be studied.

•	 Explore the inherent dubious features of institutions and adopt multifaceted theoretical 
perspectives of institutions like institutional complexity and institutional polycentrism 
to understand phenomena that affect IB in multiple aspects. 

•	 Counterintuitively, heterogeneity in institutional environments invites holistic 
approaches to face problems like climate change and inequality. It can allow us to 
draw on the strengths of different institutions and cultures to develop more effective 
solutions.

Finally, this discussion suggests that the interface between IB and institutions is a latent 
field for research. Our review provides a comprehensive overview of these issues. In these terms, 
we provide a summary of the research questions that we believe should be addressed:

Influence of formal and informal institutions on IB:

•	 How do informal institutions and their interactions with formal institutions affect the 
internationalization of firms?

•	 Are some of these institutions or combinations of institutions in different markets more 
conducive to IB strategies?

•	 How do firms influence formal and informal institutions in different ways? Is it a 
deliberate or emerging strategy? 
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Influence of institutions on IB policy:

•	 Which constraints and rules are relevant to IB policy?

•	 How have supranational institutions influenced IB policy?

•	 How can ‘the state model’ be analyzed in an equation that tries to understand firms, 
institutions, and customers?

•	 How have firms responded to changes in the institutions instigated by the government? 

•	 How can institutional distortions (e.g., institutional dysmorphia, institutional 
polycentrism) change government policies? 

•	 What institutional change factors have influenced IB policies? 

Influence of institutions on the internationalization models:

•	 What drivers and outcomes influence the firm’s internationalization with the institutions’ 
support?

•	 How can natural resources be a constraint or an incentive to a firm’s internationalization 
with institutional support?

•	 Is there a scope for developing new models to explain IB and institutions?

•	 How have firms dealt with institutional complexity in IB? 

In short, this paper encourages researchers to pay closer attention to IB and institutions at 
multiple levels. Moreover, it directs scholars’ attention to a broad context for studying institutions, 
IB policy, and internationalization models.  

CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, we aimed to explore the co-evolution of IB studies and institutions, employing 
a scientometric approach to retrospectively review the application of institutional concepts 
in IB studies and outline a research agenda. Our contribution unfolds along three distinctive 
trajectories within the IB literature.

Firstly, we delineate the evolutionary trajectory of theoretical constructs, elucidating 
the transformation from explicating strategy formulation and decision-making. Our 
discernment underscores the evolutionary journey of institution-centric investigations within 
IB, commencing with a political vantage point that eventually transitions to an economic 
perspective. A discernible shift is underway, with IB scholars embracing a sociological lens 
to elucidate the interplay of institutions and the intricate tapestry of IB strategies, decisions, 
and intra-firm challenges.

Secondly, we unveil the inadequacy of conventional paradigms in comprehending 
contextually nuanced events that exert a confounding influence on the realm of IB, as emphasized 
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by Aguilera and Grøgaard’s work (2019). This recognition underscores the indispensability of 
examining the crossroads between institutions and IB, emerging as a fertile ground for scholarly 
exploration. Our study highlights the inadequacy of segregating IB studies into dichotomous 
rational economic and sociological paradigms, as the burgeoning significance of the institutional 
milieu necessitates a more holistic perspective to capture the intricate web of polycentric 
interconnected dynamics.

Thirdly, the landscape of IB scholarship has been transformed by the ascendancy of China, 
altering the focal point from political and economic considerations to the institutional fabric. 
This shift is exemplified by China’s pivotal role, disrupting established conventions within the 
IB studies domain that had persisted until the end of the preceding century.

Admittedly, despite the meticulous methodological rigor characterizing our research, certain 
limitations warrant acknowledgment. For instance, employing a heatmap to portray temporal 
keyword concentrations is contingent upon averages, potentially obscuring nuanced patterns 
wherein a keyword’s relevance could exhibit a U-shaped trajectory, a nuance unaccounted for 
by our analysis. Moreover, the manual clustering methodology inadvertently introduces a bias 
that is inherently challenging to mitigate entirely. The decision to employ a trifurcation of 
keyword clusters might have inadvertently glossed over subtleties that a more extensive cluster 
framework could have captured.

Notwithstanding these constraints, our findings unequivocally affirm that while the 
institution-based perspective has propelled a shift in focus within IB studies from political and 
economic dimensions to introspecting organizational realms and their contextual affiliations, a 
pressing exigency remains for further deepening our comprehension. Our study carries profound 
implications for theoretical and methodological pursuits within the institution-based approach 
to IB studies. We posit that delving into the political science corpus could glean a nuanced 
understanding of the explicit political ramifications that extend beyond mere partisan politics, 
encompassing subsidiary power dynamics, innovation, and governmental influence.

Methodologically, our contribution resonates by introducing heatmaps and scientometrics 
as tools to unravel the evolutionary trajectories of theoretical linkages. Lastly, the converging 
juncture of institutional perspectives and IB research is resolutely steering toward microscopic 
investigations. This trend accentuates the pertinence of scrutinizing how institutions interface with 
the micro-foundations of IB, possibly heralding a promising avenue of exploration. Additionally, 
nascent themes such as global sustainability, healthcare, and deglobalization proffer a fertile 
arena to investigate institutions’ imprints on IB dynamics.

Our study underscores the imperative of the Asian context in catalyzing the 
metamorphosis of IB discourse, redirecting its focal point from the macro institutional context 
to its ramifications within corporate entities. Conclusively, as a parting recommendation 
for future scholarship that interfaces institutions and IB, we highlight the necessity of 
retrospectively acknowledging the predominant perspectives that have shaped our 
understanding of institutions. This cognizance is essential for fostering insightful dialogue 
and advancing the frontier of institution-centric IB studies.
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